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Earwigs

Common Name

Scientific Name

European Earwig

Forficula auricularia L.

Ringlegged Earwig

Euborellia annulipes (Lucas)

David J. Shetlar and Jennifer E. Andon
Entomology
The Ohio State University

arwigs are a relatively small group of insect that

belong to the Order Dermaptera. Earwigs often
upset people when discovered indoors. Their forcep-
like tail appendages make them look dangerous, but
they are quite harmless. Earwigs run rapidly around
baseboards, and they may emit a foul-smelling,
yellowish-brownliquid from their scent glands when
disturbed or crushed. Earwigs are mainly active at
night, usually hiding during the daytime. They’re often
found in clusters hiding in dark crevices like door or
window frames. Earwigs normally live outdoors and
do notestablish themselves indoors, though the ring-
legged earwig is a common resident in greenhouses.
Earwigsareharmlessto humansandanimals, though
if picked up and restrained, adult earwigs can give a
slight pinch with the forceps. While mainly preda-
ceous on other insects, earwigs often feed on flower
petals, soft vegetables and fruits, or seedling plants
when hot and dry conditions persist.

The name earwigactually comes from an Old Eng-
lish name, éarewicga (meaning “ear insect”), which
was derived from the superstition that earwigs can
enter your ears at night and burrow into your brain
to lay eggs. This belief is totally unfounded, though
earwigs will occasionally seek out ear canals of camp-
ers as dark, moist hiding places. This can obviously
be a traumatic experience!

Identification

Adults of the European earwig are usually winged,
while theringlegged earwigs are wingless. If wings are
present, the first pair are hard, short, and scale-like,
while the second pair are membranous, fan-shaped,
and folded under the hard first pair of wings. Tips
of the second pair of wings usually protrude from
under thefirst pair. The European earwig ranges from
1/2 to 3/4 inch long, with banded legs and a reddish
head. The ringlegged earwig ranges from 1/2 to 3/5
inchlongandisblack-yellowish underneath with legs
having white crossbands at the joints.Young earwigs
(nymphs) are similar to adults except that the nymphs
lack wings and the cerci are short.

Ringlegged earwig.
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Life Cycle and Habits

Earwigs develop from egg to adult through gradual,
or incomplete, metamorphosis with four to five
nymphal instars. Generally, most earwigs lay eggs
in late winter into early spring in chambers in the
ground, under logs, or under stones. Usually, 20 to
50 smooth, oval, pearly-white or cream-colored eggs
are produced. The female moves, cleans,and provides
maternal care by protecting the eggs and new young
until the first molt.

Female Europea eawig tending her ggs under a stne
(which has been lifted away).

When spring weather is suitable, the female makes
anopening to thesoil surface where the young nymphs
can leave the nest and forage for food. The small
nymphs often return to their burrow during the day,
but soon they are large enough to fend for themselves
without a burrow. Earwigs are active at night and are
often found around lights preying on other small
insects that come to lights. During the day, earwigs
hide in moist, shady places beneath stones, boards,
sidewalks, and debris. They are rapid runners and
feed on mosses, lichens, algae, fungi, insects, spiders,
and mites, both dead and alive.

Earwigs rarely fly and are unable to crawl long
distances, but they often hitchhike inlaundry baskets,
cut flowers, luggage, newspapers, lumber, baskets of
fruits and vegetables, automobiles, etc. They prefer
moisture and may migrate indoors during periods of
prolonged heat and drought. Forceps at the end of the
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abdomen are used to defend the nest, capture prey,
probe narrow crevices, and fold or unfold wings.

Earwigs require moist, cool placesand are found in
damp crawl spaces, in flower gardens near the home,
in mulches, in compost piles, in trash, under boards,
and in wood piles. After entering houses, they feed
on sweet, oily or greasy foods or houseplants. They
are attracted to lights.

Control Measures

If earwigsare persistentlyinvadingahome or build-
ing, one should first attempt to control the earwigs
outdoors. Since earwigs breed in soil chambers and
spaces under landscape stones and timbers, reduc-
ing mulch layers and landscape structures can help
reduce populations. Since the European earwigs feed
primarily on soft-bodied insects, use plants that are
less prone to infestations of aphids and scales, or treat
these insects when they are found.

During dry, hot weather, earwigs sometimes mi-
grateindoorsin search of cooland moisthabitat. They
are easily killed by residual insecticide treatments
in cracks and crevices, along baseboards, beneath
cabinets, along door and window sills, and in other
hiding places during the day. Unfortunately, control
will be short-term due to new earwig entry from
outdoors. Therefore, the best strategy is to better
seal around doors and windows, which serve as the
major entry points.

Prevention

Earwigs need and are very attracted to moisture.
High populations, practically invisible during the day,
may be present around foundations, in landscaped
yards,in mulch, underboards, etc. Be sure to eliminate
damp, moist conditions in crawl spaces under houses,
around faucets, around air-conditioning units, and
along house foundations. Rain gutters and spouts
should carry water away from the house foundation.
Use caulking compound, putty, and weather stripping
around doors, windows, pipes, and other entry sites,
especially at the ground level. Change landscaping
by creating a clean, dry border immediately around
the foundation wall. Gravel or ornamental stones
can make a barrier against earwigs and other pest
invaders.
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Trapping

Earwigs can be encouraged to cluster in trapping
sites. Place burlap bags, canvass, boards, newspapers,
or other cover material on top of mulch, around
shrubbery, and on top of or around similar habitats.
Earwigs will hide under these sheltered areas, where
they can be collected early in the morning. Shake
specimens into hot, boiling water or into a pan of
soapy water. Indoors, remove with broom and dust-
pan or by vacuum sweeper, but be sure to dispose of
the vacuum sweeper bag to avoid having the earwigs
crawl back out.

Insecticides
Thereare manyinsecticideslabeled for earwig con-
trol. Indoor treatments should supplement outdoor
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treatments since earwigs do not become established
indoors. Dusts and residual sprays are effective when
applied around baseboards, beneath cabinets, and
around other hiding places at the floor level.

Outdoors, treat in a three to six foot band around
the building adjacent to the foundation (called a
perimeter treatment) to stop or limit earwigs from
getting indoors. Apply, if needed, beginning around
the end of spring and throughout the summer to the
building foundation, subfloor crawl spaces, flower
beds, turf, or mulch in late afternoon. Apply during
late spring and summer to control young earwigs.
Liquid sprays, dusts, and granular insecticides are
effective when used as perimeter treatments. Always
read the pesticide label and follow directions and
safety precautions.

Ohio State University Extension embraces human diversity and is committed to ensuring that all research and related educational
programs are available to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis without regard to race, color, religion, sex, age, national origin,
sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, disability, or veteran status. This statement is in accordance with United States

Civil Rights Laws and the USDA.

Keith L. Smith, Ph.D., Associate Vice President for Agricultural Administration and Director, Ohio State University Extension

TDD No. 800-589-8292 (Ohio only) or 614-292-1868

Copyright © 2010, The Ohio State University



