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As our days grow shorter and evening temperatures turn cooler, you may start to discover uninvited six-
legged guests in your home.  A variety of insects overwinter as adults and need a protected spot to spend 
the winter.  Some insects choose to overwinter under tree bark or in fallen leaves, but some enter homes 
and other buildings during the fall.  Still others may overwinter in your firewood.  Most of these insects are 
harmless to people and buildings but they can be a nuisance. 
 

One way insects survive the winter is by entering a dormant state called 
diapause.  Think of it as the insect equivalent of hibernation.  Diapause can be 
defined as “an inactive state of arrested development.”  The shorter days of 
fall are one trigger for insects to enter diapause.  During diapause an insect’s 
metabolic rate drops.  They do not feed or reproduce.  Most insects will not 
come out of diapause until they have gone through a long period of cold 
temperatures.  If they wake up too soon, winter may not be over. 
 

The four most common insect home invaders are the boxelder bug, Asian lady 
beetle (ladybug), western conifer-seed bug and the brown marmorated stink 
bug (BMSB). 
 

Native to China, Japan, Korea and Taiwan, the BMSB was accidentally 
introduced into Pennsylvania in the 1990’s.  Adult BMSB are 5/8 inch long with a mottled brown, shield-
shaped body.  The exposed edges of the abdomen have light and dark banding as does the antenna.  The 
stink bug does not bite people or pets and will not reproduce inside.  If they are squashed or vacuumed, 
they may emit an unpleasant smell. 
BMSB are known to overwinter in homes and other buildings in large numbers.  This is known as 
aggregation behavior.  When a BMSB finds a site that is suitable for overwintering, it releases an 
aggregation pheromone which in turn attracts many other BMSB to the area. 
 

The western conifer seed bug (WCSB) belongs to the family of leaf-footed bugs.  It has a flattened, leaf-like 
expansion on the hind legs.  The adult is about 3/4 inch long and is brown with a faint white zigzag stripe 
across the midpoint of its back.  When the insect takes off, a bright yellowish-orange area on its back is 
visible.  WCSB do not bite or sting, however they do give off a pungent odor if you handle them.  When 
flying they may also make a loud buzzing sound.  Windows and doors are the likely entry points for this 
bug. 
 

Adult boxelder bugs are about 1/2 inch long, black with orange or red 
markings, including three stripes on the prothorax (the area right behind 
the head).  Their wings lay flat over their bodies, overlapping each other to 
form an ‘X’.  They can stain walls, curtains and other surfaces with their 
excrement.  They may also be found around houseplants as they look for 
moisture, but they normally do not injure indoor plants. 
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Adult Asian lady beetles are oval, convex and about 1/4 inch long.  Their color can vary widely from tan to 
orange to red.  They often have several black spots on the wing covers, but some beetles do not have any 
spots.  Most beetles have a small, dark "M" or "W"-shaped marking on the whitish   area behind the head. 
 

Ladybugs are considered beneficial since they live outdoors and feed on 
plant pests like aphids.  But Asian lady beetles can be a nuisance when 
they enter buildings in search of overwintering sites. Once inside they 
crawl around often emitting a noxious odor and yellowish stain before 
dying.  Although published reports are not common, they apparently 
can cause inhalant allergies and unlike native ladybugs they are known 
to pinch or bite on occasion. 
 

The most common recommendation is to prevent these nuisance pests 
from entering your home in the first place.  Gaps of 1/8 inch or less will 
let insects in.  Seal cracks around chimneys, dryer vents, air-conditioning 
units, doors, windows, soffits, fascia boards, utility pipes and wires with caulk or other sealant.  Repair 
damaged window screens and install screening behind attic vents.  Install tight fitting door sweeps at the 
base of all exterior entry doors.  Gaps under sliding glass doors can be sealed with weather stripping.  
Doing these things will also help keep flies, wasps, crickets, spiders and other unwanted guests from 
getting in. 
 

If your house has vinyl siding you may not be able to prevent insects from getting in.  Vinyl siding and 
soffits are not tightly nailed down as they need to expand and contract with changing temperatures.  Fall 
invading insects can find their way around the edges of these loose panels and into wall voids and attics.  
Once bugs are inside the walls it is very likely that you will see them throughout the winter.  Insects may 
then emerge from cracks around baseboards, window and door trim, exhaust fans and ceiling lights.  Seal 
these openings with caulk or other suitable materials to prevent insects from crawling into your living 
space. 
 

Stink bugs are attracted to lights.  An effective and inexpensive way to trap BMSB that have come into the 
house is to fill a foil roasting pan with some water, add a few drops of dish soap, and place it in a dark 
room.  Point a light into the pan.  The BMSB will be attracted to the light, fall into the water and drown.  In 
the morning, empty the pan and repeat as necessary. 
 

Insecticide foggers or sprays are usually not recommended for eliminating these four insects indoors as 
they tend to be ineffective.  Once the insects are inside, the easiest way to remove them is with a vacuum 
cleaner.  If these insects become a yearly problem, you may need to hire a professional pest control 
company.  Applying insecticides to building exteriors in the fall may help prevent pest entry.  Fast-acting 
residual insecticides can be sprayed in a targeted band around windows, doors, eaves, soffits, attic vents 
and other likely entry points. 
 
Resources: University of Illinois, Penn State, Rutgers, UC IPM, University of Maryland, Ohio State, Michigan 
State University, Cornell University & University of Minnesota. 

 

Adult Asian lady beetle  
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