How to Identify and Get Rid of Bed Bugs
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Waking up with itchy, red bites can be alarming, especially when the culprits share
your bed. Bed bugs are a growing problem, and Florida’s bustling tourism and
subtropical climate make our state vulnerable to these resilient pests. Whether you
have recently traveled, welcomed guests, or picked up secondhand furniture, an
infestation can happen to anyone. With the right knowledge and a proactive approach,
you can reclaim your home.

What Do Bed Bugs Look Like?

Identifying bed bugs correctly is the crucial first step in eliminating them. These
elusive insects are experts at hiding, but knowing what to look for at every stage of
their life cycle can give you the upper hand.

Adult Bed Bugs

Adult bed bugs are small, flat, and oval-shaped insects. They are typically about the
size and shape of an apple seed, measuring approximately five to seven millimeters in
length. Before feeding, their bodies are a mahogany or reddish-brown color, and they
appear almost paper-thin. After consuming a blood meal, their bodies swell, becoming
elongated and taking on a darker, purplish-red hue.

Bed Bug Nymphs

Before reaching adulthood, bed bugs go through five developmental stages. These
immature bed bugs, or nymphs, look very similar to the adults but are significantly
smaller. Newly hatched nymphs are almost translucent or a pale yellowish-white color,
making them difficult to spot against light-colored mattresses. As they grow and molt,
they gradually become darker.



Bed Bug Eggs

Bed bug eggs are tiny, measuring only about one millimeter in length—roughly the size
of a pinhead. They are pearly white and have a distinctive barrel shape. Female bed
bugs typically lay their eggs in secluded, tight crevices, often securing them to surfaces
with a sticky secretion. Because of their microscopic size and pale color, bed bug eggs
are nearly invisible to the naked eye.

Common Signs of a Bed Bug Infestation

Because bed bugs are primarily nocturnal and excellent hiders, you are more likely to
notice the signs of their presence before you actually see a live bug. Being vigilant and
recognizing these early warning signs can help you address the problem quickly.

Bites in Lines or Clusters

One of the most common indicators of a bed bug problem is waking up with
unexplained bites. Unlike mosquito or flea bites, which are often scattered randomly,
bed bug bites frequently appear in distinct patterns. You may notice a linear sequence
of three or four bites—often referred to as “breakfast, lunch, and dinner”—or small
clusters of bites localized on areas of the skin that are exposed during sleep.

Blood Spots on Sheets

As you toss and turn in your sleep, you may inadvertently crush a bed bug that has just
finished feeding. This can leave behind small, rust-colored or reddish-brown blood
stains on your bed sheets, pillowcases, or pajamas. While a single spot might be easily
dismissed, discovering multiple unexplained blood stains on your bedding is a strong
indicator that bed bugs are active in your sleeping area.

Dark Fecal Spots

As bed bugs digest their blood meals, they excrete dark, liquid waste. This waste dries
and leaves behind tiny, dark brown or black spots that look somewhat like ink from a
fine-tipped marker. You will often find these fecal spots concentrated in the areas
where bed bugs congregate, such as along the seams and tufts of mattresses, on the
edges of box springs, or behind the headboard.



Shed Skins

As bed bug nymphs progress through their life cycle, they must shed their
exoskeletons to grow. These discarded skins, or molts, are exact replicas of the bugs
themselves but are translucent, empty, and fragile. Finding these pale, papery shells in
the crevices of your bed or along the baseboards in your bedroom is a definitive sign of
an active, growing bed bug population.

Musty Odor

In cases of severe infestations, bed bugs can produce a distinct, unpleasant odor. This
smell is often described as a sweet, musty scent, somewhat similar to the smell of
rotting raspberries, coriander, or damp, moldy shoes. The odor is caused by
pheromones released by the bugs, and while it is usually only noticeable when the
population is quite large, it is a clear warning sign that immediate action is required.

Where Do Bed Bugs Hide?

Bed bugs are notoriously adept at playing hide-and-seek. Their flat bodies allow them
to squeeze into incredibly tight spaces, no thicker than a credit card. While they prefer
to stay close to their food source, they can spread throughout a room if the infestation
goes unchecked.

The Bed and Its Components

The most common hiding spots for bed bugs are within the bed itself. They frequently
nestle deep within the seams, piping, and tufts of mattresses. Box springs are another
favorite refuge, particularly underneath the thin fabric dust cover on the bottom,
where they can hide undisturbed among the wooden framing and springs.
Headboards and footboards provide numerous cracks and crevices for bed bugs to
conceal themselves.

Furniture and Room Fixtures

As a bed bug population grows, the insects will begin to migrate away from the bed in
search of new hiding places. They often take up residence in the joints, screw holes,
and undersides of nearby furniture, such as nightstands and dressers. Upholstered



chairs and sofas are also prime real estate, with bed bugs hiding under cushions, along
seams, and within the skirting.

Unexpected Hiding Spots

Bed bugs are resourceful and can be found in some surprisingly obscure locations.
They have been known to hide behind loose wallpaper, beneath the edges of wall-to-
wall carpeting, and inside the gaps around baseboards and crown molding. They can
even squeeze into electrical outlets, behind switch plates, and within the crevices of
picture frames and wall mirrors.

How Do Bed Bugs Spread?

Bed bugs are not a sign of poor hygiene or a dirty home; they are simply excellent
hitchhikers. They spread by catching a ride on people, their belongings, and the items
we bring into our homes. Understanding how they travel is key to preventing an
infestation.

Travel and Luggage

Travel is one of the most common ways bed bugs are introduced into a home. Whether
you are staying in a hotel or a friend’s guest room, there is always a risk of
encountering these pests. Bed bugs can easily crawl into your luggage, hide within
your folded clothes, or cling to your toiletry bags. When you return home and unpack,
the stowaways disembark and begin establishing a new colony in your bedroom.

Used Furniture and Secondhand Items

Bringing used furniture into your home is another significant risk factor. A beautiful
antique dresser or a seemingly pristine secondhand sofa can harbor a hidden
population of bed bugs or their eggs. Even items that look perfectly clean can be
infested, as bed bugs can survive for months without a blood meal. It is crucial to
thoroughly inspect any used furniture, especially upholstered pieces, before bringing
them inside.



Shared Laundry Facilities and Public Spaces

Bed bugs can also spread through shared spaces. In apartment buildings, dormitories,
or condominiums, they can travel between units through wall voids, electrical
conduits, and plumbing chases. Shared laundry facilities pose a risk as well, as bed
bugs can be transferred from infested clothing or bedding to clean items in communal
baskets or folding tables.

DIY Steps: What You Can Do

If you suspect you have a bed bug problem, taking immediate action is essential. While
professional treatment is almost always necessary to completely eradicate an
infestation, there are several steps you can take to manage the situation and prepare
your home for professional intervention.

Thorough Vacuuming

Vacuuming is a helpful first step in physically removing bed bugs, nymphs, and eggs
from your environment. Use a vacuum with a strong suction and a crevice tool
attachment to thoroughly clean your mattress seams, box spring, bed frame,
baseboards, and any nearby furniture. Empty the vacuum canister or dispose of the
vacuum bag in a sealed plastic trash bag immediately after use.

High-Heat Laundering

Heat is one of the most effective weapons against bed bugs. Gather all your bedding,
linens, curtains, and clothing from the affected room and place them in sealed plastic
bags for transport to the laundry room. Wash these items in hot water and, most
importantly, dry them on the highest heat setting for at least 30 minutes. The
sustained high temperature will kill bed bugs at all stages of life, including the resilient

eggs.

Mattress Encasements

Installing high-quality, bed bug-proof encasements on your mattress and box spring is
a crucial step in managing an infestation. These specialized covers trap any bed bugs
currently living in your bed, preventing them from escaping and feeding, eventually



causing them to starve. More importantly, encasements eliminate the deep crevices
where bed bugs love to hide, making it much easier to spot and eliminate any new
bugs.

Decluttering

A cluttered room provides countless hiding places for bed bugs, making it incredibly
difficult to inspect and treat the area effectively. Take the time to clear away clutter,
especially items stored under the bed or stacked on the floor. However, be extremely
careful not to move infested items into other rooms, as this will only spread the
problem. Place unwanted items in sealed plastic bags before disposing of them.

Steam Treatment

If you have access to a high-quality commercial steamer, you can use it to treat areas
where bed bugs are hiding. The steam must reach a temperature of at least 130°F to be
lethal to bed bugs and their eggs on contact. Slowly pass the steamer nozzle over
mattress seams, furniture joints, and baseboards. Be cautious not to use too much
moisture, as this can lead to mold growth.

Why DIY Often Fails

While DIY methods can help reduce the number of bed bugs in your home, they are
rarely sufficient to eliminate an infestation entirely. Bed bugs are incredibly resilient
and adaptable creatures. Their ability to hide in microscopic cracks means that even
the most thorough vacuuming or steaming will likely miss a few bugs or eggs. A single
surviving pregnant female is all it takes to restart the entire infestation.

Furthermore, over-the-counter bug sprays and “bug bombs” are generally ineffective
against bed bugs. These pests have developed significant resistance to many common
insecticides. In fact, using these products can often make the problem worse by
causing the bed bugs to scatter and hide deeper within the walls or migrate to
adjacent rooms, turning a localized problem into a whole-house infestation.



Professional Treatment Options

Because of the challenges associated with eradicating bed bugs, partnering with a
licensed pest control professional is the most reliable path to a bug-free home.
Professionals have access to specialized equipment, advanced treatments, and the
expertise necessary to locate and destroy every last bug.

Heat Treatment

Heat treatment is widely considered the gold standard for bed bug eradication. This
process involves using specialized, industrial-strength heaters to raise the temperature
of the infested room or entire home to over 120°F. This lethal temperature is
maintained for several hours, allowing the heat to penetrate deep into mattresses,
furniture, and wall voids. The significant advantage of heat treatment is that it kills bed
bugs at all life stages—including the eggs—in a single day.

Chemical Treatments

Professional-grade chemical treatments are also highly effective, especially when used
as part of a comprehensive integrated pest management (IPM) plan. Pest control
experts use a combination of targeted contact insecticides to kill active bugs and
residual treatments that continue to work long after the application. They may also
utilize insect growth regulators (IGRs) to disrupt the bed bugs’ life cycle. Chemical
treatments often require multiple visits to ensure that any newly hatched bugs are
eliminated.

Fumigation

In extreme cases, such as severe, whole-house infestations or situations involving
complex structural challenges, structural fumigation may be necessary. This process
involves enclosing the entire building in a tent and releasing a specialized fumigant
gas that penetrates every inch of the structure, ensuring complete eradication. While
highly effective, fumigation is a complex and disruptive process that requires the
occupants to vacate the premises for several days.



Preparing Your Home for Professional Treatment

The success of any professional bed bug treatment depends heavily on the
preparation done beforehand. Your pest control provider will give you a detailed
checklist, and it is crucial to follow it meticulously.

Typical preparation steps include removing all bedding and laundering it on high heat,
clearing out closets and dressers, and vacuuming thoroughly. You will also need to pull
furniture away from the walls to give the technicians access to baseboards and
electrical outlets. Proper preparation ensures that the treatment can reach all the
areas where bed bugs are hiding and maximizes the effectiveness of the intervention.

Preventing Re-Infestation

Once your home is free of bed bugs, take steps to ensure they never return. Prevention
requires ongoing vigilance and simple changes to your routine.

When traveling, inspect your hotel room before unpacking. Check the mattress seams,
headboard, and luggage rack for signs of bed bugs. Keep your suitcase elevated and
away from the bed, and consider storing your clothing in sealed plastic bags. When
you return home, immediately wash all your travel clothes on high heat and inspect
your luggage carefully.

Be cautious when acquiring used furniture or clothing. Inspect items thoroughly
before bringing them indoors, and wash secondhand clothing immediately. Finally,
keep your mattress and box spring encased in high-quality, bug-proof covers to
eliminate their favorite hiding spots and make future inspections easier.

Florida-Specific Factors

Florida homeowners face unique challenges when it comes to bed bugs. Our state’s
robust tourism industry means a constant flow of people from all over the world,
significantly increasing the likelihood of bed bugs hitching a ride into our
communities. The high volume of transient populations in hotels, resorts, and short-
term rentals creates continuous opportunities for these pests to spread.



Furthermore, Florida’s warm, humid, subtropical climate provides an ideal
environment for bed bugs to thrive year-round. Unlike in colder regions where bed bug
activity might slow down during the winter months, Florida’s consistent warmth
allows these pests to breed and multiply rapidly regardless of the season.

When to Call a Professional

If you discover signs of bed bugs—unexplained bites, blood spots on sheets, or the
bugs themselves—call a professional. Do not waste time on ineffective DIY solutions.
The sooner you address the problem, the easier and less expensive it will be to resolve.
A licensed pest control expert can accurately identify the pest, assess the extent of the
infestation, and implement a targeted, effective treatment plan.

If you’re in Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, or St. Lucie County and need expert help,
O’Hara Pest Control has been helping Florida homeowners since 1973. Call 561-655-
9011 or visit oharapestcontrol.com.



