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Alopecia areata
Alopecia areata is a common disorder that causes hair loss. "Alopecia" is a Latin term
that means baldness, and "areata" refers to the patchy nature of the hair loss that is
typically seen with this condition.
In most people with alopecia areata, hair falls out in small, round patches, leaving coinsized areas of bare skin. This patchy hair loss occurs most often on the scalp but can
affect other parts of the body as well. Uncommonly, the hair loss involves the entire
scalp (in which case the condition is known as alopecia totalis) or the whole body
(alopecia universalis). Other rare forms of alopecia areata, which have different patterns
of hair loss, have also been reported.
Alopecia areata affects people of all ages, although it most commonly appears in
adolescence or early adulthood. Hair loss occurs over a period of weeks. The hair
usually grows back after several months, although it may fall out again. In some cases,
unpredictable cycles of hair loss followed by regrowth can last for years. In addition to
hair loss, some affected individuals have fingernail and toenail abnormalities, such as
pits on the surface of the nails.
The hair loss associated with alopecia areata is not painful or disabling. However, it
causes changes in a person's appearance that can profoundly affect quality of life and
self-esteem. In some people, the condition can lead to depression, anxiety, and other
emotional or psychological issues.
Frequency
Alopecia areata affects 1 in every 500 to 1,000 people in the United States. It is one of
many recognized forms of alopecia; alopecia areata is the second most common form
after androgenetic alopecia (male-pattern baldness in men and female-pattern baldness
in women). Alopecia areata affects men and women equally, and it can occur in people
of any ethnic background.
Causes
The causes of alopecia areata are complex and not well understood. A combination of
factors likely underlies the disorder, including changes in many genes that function in
the hair and skin and in the immune system.
Alopecia areata is one of a large group of immune system diseases classified as
autoimmune disorders. Normally, the immune system protects the body from foreign
invaders, such as bacteria and viruses, by recognizing and attacking these invaders
and clearing them from the body. In autoimmune disorders, the immune system
malfunctions and attacks the body's own tissues instead. For reasons that are unclear,

in alopecia areata the immune system targets hair follicles, stopping hair growth.
However, the condition does not permanently damage the follicles, which is why hair
may later regrow.
Many of the genes that have been associated with alopecia areata participate in the
body's immune response. These include several genes belonging to a gene family
called the human leukocyte antigen (HLA) complex. The HLA complex helps the
immune system distinguish the body's own proteins from proteins made by foreign
invaders. Each HLA gene has many different variations, allowing each person's immune
system to react to a wide range of foreign proteins. Certain variations in HLA genes
likely contribute to the inappropriate immune response targeting hair follicles that leads
to alopecia areata. Immune system genes outside the HLA complex, such as several
genes involved in inflammation, have also been associated with alopecia areata.
Some of the genetic variations associated with alopecia areata have been identified in
people with other autoimmune disorders, which suggests that this group of diseases
may share some genetic risk factors. People with alopecia areata have an increased
risk of developing other autoimmune disorders, including vitiligo, systemic lupus
erythematosus, atopic dermatitis, allergic asthma, and autoimmune thyroid diseases
(such as Hashimoto thyroiditis and Graves disease). Similarly, people with those
autoimmune disorders have an increased risk of developing alopecia areata.
In many cases, it is unknown what triggers hair loss in people with alopecia areata. It is
possible that environmental factors, such as emotional stress, physical injury, or illness,
provoke an abnormal immune response in people who are at risk. However, in most
affected people, the onset of hair loss has no clear explanation.
Inheritance Pattern
The inheritance pattern of alopecia areata is unclear because multiple genetic and
environmental factors appear to be involved. Overall, the risk of developing the
condition is greater for first-degree relatives (such as siblings or children) of affected
individuals than it is in the general population. People with alopecia areata are also
more likely to have family members with other autoimmune disorders.
Other Names for This Condition
•

AA

•

alopecia circumscripta

Diagnosis & Management
Formal Treatment/Management Guidelines
•

British Association of Dermatologists' Guidelines for the Management of Alopecia
Areata 2012
https://www.bad.org.uk/library-media%5Cdocuments
%5CAlopecia_areata_guidelines_2012.pdf
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Genetic Testing Information
•

What is genetic testing?
/primer/testing/genetictesting

•

Genetic Testing Registry: Alopecia areata
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C0002171/

•

Genetic Testing Registry: Alopecia areata 1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C1863094/

•

Genetic Testing Registry: Alopecia areata 2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C1853104/

•

Genetic Testing Registry: Alopecia universalis
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C0263505/

Research Studies from ClinicalTrials.gov
•

ClinicalTrials.gov
https://clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/results?cond=%22alopecia+areata%22

Other Diagnosis and Management Resources
•

National Alopecia Areata Foundation: Treatments for Alopecia Areata
https://www.naaf.org/alopecia-areata/alopecia-areata-treatments

Additional Information & Resources
Health Information from MedlinePlus
•

Encyclopedia: Alopecia Areata
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/001450.htm

•

Health Topic: Hair Loss
https://medlineplus.gov/hairloss.html

Genetic and Rare Diseases Information Center
•

Alopecia areata
https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/5782/alopecia-areata

•

Alopecia universalis
https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/614/alopecia-universalis

Additional NIH Resources
•

National Institute of Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases
https://www.niams.nih.gov/health-topics/alopecia-areata
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Educational Resources
•

American Academy of Dermatology
https://www.aad.org/public/diseases/hair-and-scalp-problems/alopecia-areata

•

American Skin Association
http://crc.rockefeller.edu/resource/alopecia.php

•

MalaCards: alopecia areata
https://www.malacards.org/card/alopecia_areata

•

MalaCards: alopecia totalis
https://www.malacards.org/card/alopecia_totalis

•

Merck Manual Consumer Version
https://www.merckmanuals.com/home/skin-disorders/hair-disorders/alopeciaareata

•

Orphanet: Alopecia totalis
https://www.orpha.net/consor/cgi-bin/OC_Exp.php?Lng=EN&Expert=700

•

Orphanet: Alopecia universalis
https://www.orpha.net/consor/cgi-bin/OC_Exp.php?Lng=EN&Expert=701

Patient Support and Advocacy Resources
•

Alopecia UK
https://www.alopecia.org.uk/

•

American Autoimmune Related Diseases Association
https://www.aarda.org/

•

Children's Alopecia Project
https://www.childrensalopeciaproject.org/

•

National Alopecia Areata Foundation
https://www.naaf.org/

•

National Alopecia Areata Foundation: Alopecia Areata Registry, Biobank & Clinical
Trials Network
https://www.naaf.org/research/alopecia-areata-registry

•

National Organization for Rare Disorders (NORD)
https://rarediseases.org/rare-diseases/alopecia-areata/

Scientific Articles on PubMed
•

PubMed
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed?term=%28Alopecia+Areata%5BMAJR%5D
%29+AND+%28alopecia+areata%5BTI%5D%29+AND+review%5Bpt%5D+AND
+english%5Bla%5D+AND+human%5Bmh%5D
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Catalog of Genes and Diseases from OMIM
•

ALOPECIA AREATA 1
http://omim.org/entry/104000

•

ALOPECIA AREATA 2
http://omim.org/entry/610753

Medical Genetics Database from MedGen
•

Alopecia areata
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/medgen/213

•

Alopecia areata 1
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/medgen/400208

•

Alopecia areata 2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/medgen/343971

Sources for This Summary
•

Biran R, Zlotogorski A, Ramot Y. The genetics of alopecia areata: new approaches, new findings,
new treatments. J Dermatol Sci. 2015 Apr;78(1):11-20. doi: 10.1016/j.jdermsci.2015.01.004. Epub
2015 Jan 28. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25676427

•

Gilhar A, Etzioni A, Paus R. Alopecia areata. N Engl J Med. 2012 Apr 19;366(16):1515-25. doi:
10.1056/NEJMra1103442. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22512484

•

Jabbari A, Petukhova L, Cabral RM, Clynes R, Christiano AM. Genetic basis of alopecia areata:
a roadmap for translational research. Dermatol Clin. 2013 Jan;31(1):109-17. doi: 10.1016/
j.det.2012.08.014. Epub 2012 Oct 23. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23159180
Free article on PubMed Central: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4362526/

•

Korta DZ, Christiano AM, Bergfeld W, Duvic M, Ellison A, Fu J, Harris JE, Hordinsky MK, King B,
Kranz D, Mackay-Wiggan J, McMichael A, Norris DA, Price V, Shapiro J, Atanaskova Mesinkovska
N. Alopecia areata is a medical disease. J Am Acad Dermatol. 2018 Apr;78(4):832-834. doi:
10.1016/j.jaad.2017.09.011.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29548423

•

Petukhova L, Christiano AM. The genetic architecture of alopecia areata. J Investig Dermatol Symp
Proc. 2013 Dec;16(1):S16-22. doi: 10.1038/jidsymp.2013.5. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24326542

•

Pratt CH, King LE Jr, Messenger AG, Christiano AM, Sundberg JP. Alopecia areata. Nat Rev Dis
Primers. 2017 Mar 16;3:17011. doi: 10.1038/nrdp.2017.11. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28300084
Free article on PubMed Central: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5573125/

•

Strazzulla LC, Wang EHC, Avila L, Lo Sicco K, Brinster N, Christiano AM, Shapiro J. Alopecia
areata: Disease characteristics, clinical evaluation, and new perspectives on pathogenesis. J Am
Acad Dermatol. 2018 Jan;78(1):1-12. doi: 10.1016/j.jaad.2017.04.1141. Review.
Citation on PubMed: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29241771

page 5

Reprinted from Genetics Home Reference:
https://ghr.nlm.nih.gov/condition/alopecia-areata
Reviewed: June 2018
Published: June 11, 2019
Lister Hill National Center for Biomedical Communications
U.S. National Library of Medicine
National Institutes of Health
Department of Health & Human Services

page 6

