
What Is Alopecia Areata? 
 

 

Fast Facts: An Easy-to-Read Series of Publications for the Public 
 

Alopecia areata is a disease that affects the hair follicles, which are part of the skin 
from which hairs grow. In most cases, hair falls out in small, round patches about 
the size of a quarter. Many people with the disease get only a few bare patches. 
Some people may lose more hair. Rarely, the disease causes total loss of hair on 
the head or complete loss of hair on the head, face, and body. 

 
Who Gets Alopecia Areata? 

 

Anyone can have alopecia areata. It often begins in childhood. There is a slightly 
increased risk of having the disease if you have a close family member with the 
disease. 
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Who Gets Alopecia Areata? 
 

Alopecia areata is an autoimmune disease. Normally the immune system protects 
the body against infection and disease. In an autoimmune disease, the body’s 
immune system mistakenly attacks some part of your own body. In alopecia 
areata, the immune system attacks the hair follicles. 

The cause is not known. Scientists think that a person’s genes may play a role. For 
people whose genes put them at risk for the disease, some type of trigger starts the 
attack on the hair follicles. The triggers may be a virus or something in the person’s 
environment. 
 
Will My Hair Ever Grow Back? 
 

There is every chance that your hair will grow back, but it may fall out again. No one 
can tell you when it might fall out or grow back. You may lose more hair, or your 
hair loss may stop. The hair you have lost may or may not grow back. Even a 
person who has lost all of his hair may grow all of his hair back. The disease varies 
from person to person. 
 
How Is Alopecia Areata Treated? 
 

There is no cure for alopecia areata. There are no drugs approved to treat it. 
Doctors may use medicines approved for other diseases to help hair grow back.  

However, none of these treatments prevent new patches of hair loss or cure the 
disease. Talk to your doctor about the treatment that is best for you.
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How Will Alopecia Areata Affect My Life? 
 

Alopecia areata does not make you feel pain and does not make you feel sick. You can’t give it to 
others. People who have the disease are, for the most part, healthy in other ways. Alopecia areata 
will not shorten your life, and it should not affect activities such as going to school, working, 
marrying, raising a family, playing sports, and exercising. 

 
How Can I Cope With the Effects of This Disease? 

 

Living with hair loss can be hard. There are many things you can do to cope with the effects of this 
disease, including: 

 

  Learning as much as you can about the disease. 

  Talking with others who are dealing with the disease. 

  Learning to value yourself for who you are, not for how much hair you have or don’t have. 

  Talking with a counselor, if necessary, to help build a positive self-image. 
 

Here are some things you can use to reduce the physical dangers or discomforts of lost hair: 
 

  Use sunscreens for the scalp, face, and all exposed skin. 

  Wear eyeglasses (or sunglasses) to protect eyes from sun, and from dust and debris, when 
eyebrows or eyelashes are missing. 

  Wear wigs, caps, or scarves to protect the scalp from the sun and keep the head warm. 

  Apply antibiotic ointment inside the nostrils to help keep germs out of the nose when nostril hair 
is missing. 

 
Here are some things you can do to reduce the disease’s effects on your looks: 

 

  Try wearing a wig, hairpiece, scarf, or cap. 

  Use a hair-colored powder, cream, or crayon applied to the scalp for small patches of hair loss 
to make the hair loss less obvious. 

  Use an eyebrow pencil to mask missing eyebrows. 
 

What Research Is Being Done on Alopecia Areata? 
 

Researchers are seeking a better understanding of the disease. Scientists are studying: 
 

  Genes 

  Hair follicle development 

  Immune treatments 

  Stem cells in the skin.  
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For More Information About Alopecia Areata and Other Related Conditions: 
 

National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases (NIAMS) 
Information Clearinghouse 
National Institutes of Health 
1 AMS Circle 
Bethesda, MD 20892–3675 
Phone: 301–495–4484 
Toll free: 877–22–NIAMS (226–4267) 
TTY: 301–565–2966 
Fax: 301–718–6366 
Email: NIAMSinfo@mail.nih.gov 
Website: www.niams.nih.gov 

 
 

The information in this fact sheet was summarized in easy-to-read format from information in a more detailed 
NIAMS publication. To order the Alopecia Areata Q&A full-text version, please contact the NIAMS using the 
contact information above. To view the complete text or to order online, visit www.niams.nih.gov. 

 
For Your Information 

 

This publication may contain information about medications used to treat the health condition 
discussed here. When this publication was developed, we included the most up-to-date (accurate) 
information available. Occasionally, new information on medication is released. 

For updates and for any questions about any medications you are taking, please contact the U.S. 
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) toll free at 888–INFO–FDA (888–463–6332) or visit its 
website at www.fda.gov. For additional information on specific medications, visit Drugs@FDA at 
www.accessdata.fda.gov/scripts/cder/drugsatfda.Drugs@FDA is a searchable catalog of 
FDA-approved drug products. 


