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ABSTRACT 
Ringworm, also known as tinea, is a common fungal 
infection affecting the skin, hair, and nails. This article 
provides an overview of ringworm, including its causes, 
strains, risk factors, prevalence, signs and symptoms, 
spread, diagnosis, pathophysiology, treatment, and 
preventive measures. Written in simple terms, this article 
aims to serve as an accessible resource for the public, 
helping individuals understand this widespread condition 
effectively. 
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INTRODUCTION TO 
RINGWORM INFECTION 
Ringworm is a fungal infection that affects various parts of 
the body, including the scalp, feet, groin, and nails. Despite 
its name, ringworm is not caused by a worm but by a group 
of fungi called dermatophytes. These fungi thrive on keratin, 
a protein found in the outer layer of skin, hair, and nails. 
Ringworm is characterized by a red, circular rash with a 
clear center, giving it a ring-like appearance. It can cause 
itching, redness, and discomfort, and while it is not usually 
serious, it can be persistent and difficult to treat without 
proper care. Understanding the nature of ringworm, 
including its causes and how to treat and prevent it, is 
essential for maintaining healthy skin and preventing the 
spread of infection (1-3). 
 

CAUSES OF RINGWORM 
INFECTION 
Ringworm infection is caused by a group of fungi known as 
dermatophytes. These fungi are naturally present in the 
environment and can be found on human skin, animals, and 
soil. The infection occurs when these fungi come into 
contact with the skin and begin to multiply. Factors that can 
lead to the development of ringworm include warm, moist 
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environments that promote fungal growth, direct contact 
with an infected person or animal, and sharing 
contaminated items such as towels, clothing, or 
hairbrushes. Dermatophytes feed on keratin, which allows 
them to invade the outer layer of the skin, hair, and nails, 
leading to infection. Once established, the fungi can spread 
rapidly, causing the characteristic ring-shaped rash and 
other symptoms. 
 

THE STRAINS OF RINGWORM 
There are several strains of fungi that can cause ringworm, 
with the most common being Trichophyton, Microsporum, 
and Epidermophyton. Trichophyton species, such as 
Trichophyton rubrum and Trichophyton mentagrophytes, 
are the most prevalent and can infect the skin, hair, and 
nails. Microsporum species, such as Microsporum canis, 
are often responsible for scalp infections and can be 
transmitted from animals to humans. Epidermophyton 
floccosum primarily affects the skin and nails but is less 
common than the other two genera. Each strain has slightly 
different characteristics and can vary in the severity of 
symptoms they cause.  
 

RISK FACTORS FOR 
RINGWORM INFECTION 
Several factors can increase the risk of developing 
ringworm. Living in warm, humid climates where fungi thrive 
can elevate the likelihood of infection. Participating in 
sports that involve close physical contact, such as 
wrestling, can increase exposure to the fungi. Sharing 
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personal items like towels, clothing, or sports equipment 
with someone who has ringworm can also spread the 
infection. Having a weakened immune system, whether due 
to medical conditions like diabetes or medications such as 
corticosteroids, can make individuals more susceptible to 
fungal infections. Poor hygiene, such as infrequent bathing 
or not drying the skin thoroughly after sweating, can also 
increase the risk. Children and pets are particularly 
susceptible to ringworm, making household transmission 
common.  
 

HOW COMMON IS 
RINGWORM INFECTION? 
Ringworm is a very common infection, affecting millions of 
people worldwide each year. It is particularly prevalent in 
warm, humid climates and among certain populations, 
such as athletes, children, and people who work closely 
with animals. In the United States, it is estimated that up to 
20% of the population will experience ringworm at some 
point in their lives. The condition is more common in 
children than in adults, particularly those who attend 
daycare or school where close contact and shared items 
are frequent. Despite its high prevalence, ringworm is often 
underreported, as many people treat the condition with 
over-the-counter medications without seeking medical 
advice.  
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SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF 
RINGWORM 
The signs and symptoms of ringworm can vary depending 
on the affected area and the severity of the infection. 
Common symptoms include a red, circular rash with a clear 
center, which may be accompanied by itching, redness, and 
scaling. The rash often has a raised, scaly border that 
spreads outward while the center clears, giving it a ring-like 
appearance. Infections of the scalp, known as tinea capitis, 
can cause hair loss, scaling, and the development of round, 
bald patches. Ringworm of the feet, known as athlete's foot 
or tinea pedis, can cause itching, burning, and cracked skin 
between the toes. Infections of the groin area, known as 
jock itch or tinea cruris, can cause itching, redness, and a 
rash that spreads to the inner thighs and buttocks. Nail 
infections, known as Tinea unguium or onychomycosis, can 
cause thickened, discolored, and brittle nails.  
 

SPREAD OF RINGWORM 
INFECTION 
Ringworm spreads primarily through direct contact with an 
infected person, animal, or contaminated surface. The fungi 
that cause ringworm thrive in warm, moist environments, 
making places like locker rooms, public showers, and 
swimming pools common sites for transmission. Sharing 
personal items such as towels, clothing, or hairbrushes 
with someone who has ringworm can also spread the 
infection. The fungi can survive on surfaces for long periods, 
making it easy to contract the infection from contaminated 
floors, mats, and benches. Once the fungi are on the skin, 
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they can quickly proliferate in the warm, moist environment 
provided by sweaty clothing and tight-fitting shoes. 
Preventing the spread of ringworm involves maintaining 
good hygiene, wearing protective footwear in public places, 
and avoiding sharing personal items. 
 

DIAGNOSIS OF RINGWORM 
INFECTION 
Diagnosing ringworm typically involves a clinical evaluation 
by a healthcare provider. The provider will assess the 
symptoms and examine the affected areas of the skin, hair, 
or nails. The characteristic appearance of the rash, 
including its location, redness, and ring-like shape, is 
usually sufficient for a visual diagnosis. In some cases, a 
skin scraping may be taken from the affected area and 
examined under a microscope to confirm the presence of 
fungi. A potassium hydroxide (KOH) preparation test can 
help identify the fungal elements in the skin sample. In more 
persistent or severe cases, a fungal culture may be 
performed to identify the specific strain of fungi causing the 
infection. Early diagnosis and treatment are important to 
prevent the spread of the infection and to alleviate 
symptoms.  
 

PATHOPHYSIOLOGY OF 
RINGWORM INFECTION 
The pathophysiology of ringworm involves the infection of 
the skin, hair, or nails by dermatophyte fungi. These fungi 
thrive in warm, moist environments and feed on keratin, a 
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protein found in the outer layer of the skin, hair, and nails. 
When the skin is exposed to conditions that promote fungal 
growth, such as excessive sweating, tight-fitting clothing, or 
poor hygiene, the fungi can invade the skin and begin to 
proliferate. The infection typically starts with the formation 
of a red, circular rash with a clear center. The fungi produce 
enzymes that break down keratin, allowing them to 
penetrate deeper into the skin and cause inflammation. The 
body's immune response to the infection results in further 
inflammation, leading to itching, redness, and scaling. In 
severe cases, the infection can spread to other areas of the 
body or cause secondary bacterial infections if the skin 
becomes cracked or blistered. 
 

TREATMENT OF RINGWORM 
INFECTION 
The treatment of ringworm focuses on eliminating the 
fungal infection and relieving symptoms. Over-the-counter 
antifungal medications are usually effective for mild to 
moderate cases. These medications come in various forms, 
including creams, sprays, powders, and gels. Common 
active ingredients include clotrimazole, miconazole, 
terbinafine, and tolnaftate. It is important to follow the 
instructions on the medication package and continue using 
the treatment for the recommended duration, even if 
symptoms improve, to ensure the infection is fully 
eradicated. For more severe or persistent infections, a 
healthcare provider may prescribe stronger antifungal 
medications, either topical or oral. Oral antifungal 
medications, such as terbinafine or fluconazole, may be 
necessary for infections that do not respond to topical 
treatments or for cases involving the scalp or nails. In 
addition to medication, maintaining good hygiene is crucial 
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during treatment. This includes keeping the affected area 
clean and dry, changing clothing and bedding regularly, and 
avoiding tight-fitting clothing. Using antifungal powder or 
spray on the affected area can help prevent reinfection. It is 
also important to avoid scratching the rash, as this can lead 
to secondary bacterial infections and spread the fungi to 
other areas of the body. If left untreated, ringworm can lead 
to complications such as secondary bacterial infections 
and the spread of the infection to other areas of the body. 
Prompt and effective treatment can alleviate symptoms, 
prevent complications, and reduce the risk of recurrence.  
 

PREVENTIVE MEASURES OF 
RINGWORM INFECTION 
Preventing ringworm involves adopting good hygiene 
practices and taking steps to reduce the risk of fungal 
exposure. Keeping the skin clean and dry is essential, as 
fungi thrive in moist environments. This means bathing daily 
with soap and water, drying the skin thoroughly, and 
changing clothing and bedding regularly. Choosing loose-
fitting clothing and footwear made of breathable materials, 
such as cotton and leather, can help keep the skin dry. 
Wearing moisture-wicking athletic wear can also reduce the 
buildup of sweat. In public places like locker rooms, 
showers, and swimming pools, it is important to wear 
protective footwear to avoid contact with contaminated 
surfaces. Avoiding the sharing of personal items like towels, 
clothing, and hairbrushes can also prevent the spread of the 
infection. Using antifungal powder or spray on the skin can 
help prevent fungal growth. For individuals prone to 
sweating, using absorbent powder and changing clothing 
frequently can help keep the skin dry. Regularly cleaning 
and disinfecting surfaces that may harbor fungi, such as 
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bathroom floors and mats, can also reduce the risk of 
infection. Educating yourself and others about ringworm 
and its risk factors can help promote preventive measures 
and reduce the incidence of this common condition. 
 

CONCLUSION 
Ringworm is a common and highly contagious fungal 
infection that affects millions of people worldwide. 
Understanding the causes, symptoms, spread, and 
treatment of ringworm is essential for managing the 
condition and preventing its transmission. While ringworm 
is typically not life-threatening, it can cause significant 
discomfort and complications if left untreated. Maintaining 
good hygiene, addressing underlying risk factors, and 
following medical advice can help manage and prevent 
ringworm effectively. Increasing awareness and 
understanding of ringworm can help reduce the stigma 
associated with the condition and promote better 
management and prevention strategies. 
 

NOTICE TO THE USER 
This article was written by professional medical writers for 
the general public based on peer-reviewed articles indexed 
in PubMed and peer-reviewed for scientific accuracy by 
independent experts. It is intended solely for informational 
purposes and is not to be considered medical advice. The 
views and opinions expressed in this article are believed to 
be accurate at the time of publication, but the publisher, 
editors, or authors cannot be held responsible or liable for 
any errors, omissions, or consequences arising from the 
use of the information contained in this article. The 
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publisher makes no warranties, implicit or explicit, 
regarding the contents of this article or its use. 
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