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The blacklegged tick or deer tick (Ixodes scapularis Say) 
is the primary organism that spreads Lyme disease to 
humans in the eastern United States.  Lyme disease 
cases have increased steadily in the eastern United 
States since 1991, when standardized reporting began.  
This has been attributed to the deer tick expanding its 
range.  I. scapularis is now classified as established in 
842 counties and distributed across 35 states in the U.S.  
This more than doubles the number of counties since 
the last survey was done in 1998. 
 
Blacklegged ticks live two to three years and have three 
blood meals.  The life cycle begins when the female lays 

eggs in late May.  As the eggs mature, they develop into larvae, then nymphs, and finally adults.  Eggs 
hatch in July.  Larval (or nymphs) deer ticks are active in August and September but these ticks are 
pathogen-free.  They become infected with pathogens when they take a blood meal from a diseased 
animal host such as white-footed mice or other small mammals.  If the mouse is infected with the Lyme 
disease-causing organisms, the larva will become infected.  It will then be able to transmit Lyme disease 
during its second or third feeding.  Most cases of Lyme disease are transmitted from May through July, 
when nymphal-stage ticks are active.  These nymphal ticks are only the size of a poppy seed and can be 
hard to spot. 
 
Blacklegged ticks feed on blood by inserting their mouth parts into the skin.  They are slow feeders and will 
feed for 3 to 5 days.  If the blacklegged tick is infected, it must be attached for 24 to 48 hours before it 
transmits Lyme disease and at least 12 to 24 hours to transmit human anaplasmosis. 
 
Deer ticks require high humidity.  They prefer habitats that are heavily shaded and damp.  Areas covered 
with leaf litter are ideal.  A high number of host animals is also important.  Typical habitat for deer ticks are 
wooded areas, along edge habitats and unmaintained borders.  A shrubby boarder between a lawn and 
the woods can be a tick hot spot.  Rock walls, woodpiles and brush piles are also high-risk areas as they 
shelter mice.  Deer ticks are rarely found in open, sunny areas or on well-maintained lawns.  Ticks can end 
up in yards by catching a ride on one of their hosts. 
 
If you find a tick on yourself, child, or pet, do not panic.  Remove it carefully.  Put the tick in a small 
container of rubbing alcohol to kill and preserve it.  Contact your health care provider or veterinarian.  
Identifying your tick correctly is crucial.  TickEncounter staff (University of Rhode Island) can help you 
identify the tick based on an image and your geographical location.  Submit your best photo of the tick 
along with the TickSpotters form to the website www.tickencounter.org/tick_identification.  TickEncounter 
will send you confirmation of the type of tick and a personalized response with the best next actions you 
can take. 

Adults deer ticks on senescent leaf and nymph on blade of grass 
Source: Jim Occi, BugPics, Bugwood.org 



 
If your tick is identified as a deer tick, you may want to submit it to a tick testing lab that will determine if it 
is carrying Lyme disease.  Having a tick tested can tell you if that tick contains a specific pathogen, but it 
will not tell you if the tick transmitted the pathogen to you.  Tick testing is not a substitute for a doctor’s 
diagnosis of disease but it can help in deciding whether or not to treat if there are no disease symptoms. 
 
There are several laboratories that do this type of testing.  Cost can vary depending on the number of 
diseases that they check for.  A listing of some tick testing labs can be found on the Tick Encounter 
Resource Center website (www.tickencounter.org/tick_testing).  Ticks can also be submitted for 
identification and Lyme disease testing to the Animal Health Diagnostic Center (AHDC) at Cornell 
University College of Veterinary Medicine.  Instructions can be found on their website at 
https://ahdc.vet.cornell.edu/programs/tick/. 
 
Whenever you are outside consider using EPA-registered insect repellents such as DEET or Picaridin.  
Permethrin can be used to treat clothes, shoes or camping gear, but never apply it to the skin.  If you are 
outdoors on a daily basis, you may want to consider investing in tick repellent clothing.  Frequently check 
your clothes for ticks when you are outside.  According to the NYS Department of Health, checking yourself 
for ticks is the single most effective method of preventing Lyme disease.  Take a bath or shower within 2 
hours after coming indoors to wash off any ticks that may be crawling on you.  Parents should check their 
children for ticks under the arms, in and around the ears, inside the belly button, behind the knees, 
between the legs, around the waist and in their hair.  Pets that spend time outside should also be checked 
for ticks daily.  Talk with your veterinarian about using tick preventives on your pet. 
 
For detailed information on ticks and tick borne illnesses, as well as how to remove a tick, visit the CDC 
website at www.cdc.gov/ticks/.  Get into the habit of checking people and pets for ticks after outdoor 
activities.  Be extra vigilant during the months of April to September when ticks are most active. 
 
Resources for this article:  Journal of Medical Entomology, University of Rhode Island Tick Encounter 
Resource Center, Minnesota Department of Health, NYS Department of Health. 
 

 


