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DESCRIPTION
Tinea capitis, also known as scalp ringworm, is a fungal infection 
of the scalp, hair shafts, and sometimes eyebrows and eyelashes. 
It is predominantly caused by dermatophyte fungi, most 
commonly Trichophyton and Microsporum species. This 
condition primarily affects children, particularly those between 
the ages of 3 and 14, but can also occur in adults. Tinea capitis is 
highly contagious, spreading through direct contact with infected 
individuals, animals, or contaminated objects. The infection 
presents with a variety of clinical manifestations, making diagnosis 
and treatment sometimes challenging.

Epidemiology

Tinea capitis is a widespread infection with global prevalence, 
though its distribution varies significantly based on geographic 
and socioeconomic factors. In developing countries, the 
prevalence is higher due to factors such as poor hygiene, 
overcrowding, and lack of access to medical care. In developed 
countries, outbreaks are often seen in school settings or among 
populations with close living conditions. Certain populations, 
including children, are more susceptible due to their frequent 
close contact and less mature immune systems.

Etiology and pathogenesis

The primary causative agents of tinea capitis are dermatophyte 
fungi, with Trichophyton and Microsporum being the most 
common genera involved. The infection occurs when the fungal 
spores come into contact with the scalp and hair shafts, leading 
to colonization and subsequent invasion of the keratinized 
tissues. The fungi produce enzymes that degrade keratin, 
allowing them to penetrate the hair shaft and skin, causing 
inflammation and infection.

The two main types of tinea capitis based on the pathogen are:

Endothrix infection: Caused by Trichophyton species, where 
the fungus invades the hair shaft internally.

Ectothrix infection: Caused by Microsporum species, where the 
fungus encircles the hair shaft externally.

Clinical presentation

Tinea capitis can present with a variety of clinical manifestations, 
ranging from mild scaling and itching to severe inflammation 
and hair loss. The clinical forms include:

Non-inflammatory (Dry) type: Characterized by patchy alopecia, 
scaling, and broken hair shafts. These patches are often gray and 
scaly.

Inflammatory (Kerion) type: Presents with boggy, tender, and 
swollen masses that can be mistaken for bacterial abscesses. This 
form is often accompanied by pus discharge and can lead to 
scarring and permanent hair loss.

Diagnosis

Diagnosing tinea capitis involves a combination of clinical 
examination and laboratory tests. Key diagnostic methods 
include:

Wood's lamp examination: Certain species of Microsporum 
fluoresce under ultraviolet light, aiding in diagnosis.

Direct microscopy: Potassium Hydroxide (KOH) preparation 
of hair shafts or scalp scrapings can reveal fungal elements.

Histopathology: Biopsy of the scalp may be necessary in atypical 
cases to distinguish tinea capitis from other scalp disorders.

Tinea capitis is a common yet complex fungal infection of the scalp 
that primarily affects children. Despite its high contagiousness and 
potential for significant morbidity, timely and appropriate 
treatment can lead to excellent outcomes. Continued research 
and public health efforts are essential to reduce the burden of 
this condition and improve the quality of life for affected 
individuals.
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