
Identification (or continueto the photo guideandreferencethis keywhen necessary)

Identifying arthropods is difficult becauseof the great variation in forms, even among close relatives. However, the
followingkeywill helpyourecognizesomeof the majorgroupsfound in homes(anda few of the manyaroundit).
NOTE: Thiskey is extremelysimplified. It lackssomegroupsand will not apply to all membersof thesegroups. Pleasesupplementwith additional
literature.

A. With 6 walking legs, antennae, compound eyes and [often] wings ........................................................................................INSECTS (A)
B. With 8 walking legs and no antennae ................................................................................................................................ARACHNIDS (B)
C. With more than 8 walking legs (and many body segments) ................................................................MYRIAPODS & CRUSTACEANS (C)

(A) Insects

1. Only 2 wings (hind wings reduced to small knobs); sucking/lapping mouthparts; large eyes see True Flies (Diptera)
2. Front wings hardened or leathery; generally hardened and heavy bodied; antennae variable in shape            see Beetles (Coleoptera)
3. Wings membranous; body with a distinct waist; many with stinger and/or elbowed antennae                           see Wasps/Bees/Ants (Hymenoptera)

4. Wings covered in dust-like scales which often form patterns; have a long, coiled proboscis see Moths/Butterflies (Lepidoptera)

5. Mouthparts form a rigid to needle-like feeding tube; usually have 4-р ŀƴǘŜƴƴŀƭ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ Җмл               see True Bugs (Hemiptera)
6. Medium to large insects; hind legs modified for jumping; wings (when present) thickened                                 see Crickets & Kin (Orthoptera)
7. Medium to large, flattened, fast insects; head hidden from above; antennae whip-like and legs spiny           see Cockroaches (Blattaria)
8. Small pale and wingless, or dark and winged insects; live in large colonies; inhabit rotting wood or the soil    see Termites (Isoptera)
9. Small to tiny, sideways flattened, wingless, jumping insects; dark red/brown and shiny; antennae minute      see Fleas (Siphonaptera)
10. CƭŀǘΣ ƎǊŀȅΣ ǎŎŀƭȅ ƛƴǎŜŎǘǎΤ ƭŀŎƪ ǿƛƴƎǎΤ ƘŀǾŜ о άǘŀƛƭǎέ όŎŜǊŎƛύ ŀƴŘ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ƭŜƎ-like structures under abdomen            see Silverfish (Zygentoma)
11. Tiny cream-colored and wingless; antennae thread-ƭƛƪŜΤ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōǳƭƎƛƴƎ ŦŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛŎƪŜƴŜŘ άǘƘƛƎƘǎέ                 see Book lice (Liposcelididae)
12. Tiny, gray or brown jumping insects; often covered in scales or hairs; have a forked tail-like process                see Springtails (Collembola)

(B) Arachnids

1. With two body segments; 6-8 eyes; fangs; can spin silk                                                              see Spiders (Araneae)
2. With one body segment; 2 eyes usually on top of body; very long thin legs; medium to large see Harvestmen (Opiliones)
3. With one body segment; often flattened; legs usually short and thick; small to tiny see aƛǘŜǎ  ϧ ¢ƛŎƪǎ όάAcariέύ
4. First, non-walking legs (pedipalps) pincer-ƭƛƪŜΤ ƴƻ ǘŀƛƭΤ ǎƳŀƭƭΣ ŀǘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ѻέsee Pseudoscorpions

(Pseudoscorpionida)

(C) Myriapods& Crustaceans

1. ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅ җмлȄ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƛŘŜΤ ƻƴŜ ǇŀƛǊ ƻŦ ƭŜƎǎ ǇŜǊ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘΤ Ŧŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ άŦŀƴƎǎέ όƳƻŘƛŦƛŜŘ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƭŜƎǎύsee Centipedes (Chilopoda)
2. ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅ җмлȄ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƛŘŜΤ ǘǿƻ ǇŀƛǊǎ ƻŦ ƭŜƎǎ ǇŜǊ ǎŜƎƳŜƴǘΤ ǎƭƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭ ƳŀƴŘƛōƭŜǎsee Millipedes (Diplopoda)
3. Less than 10x as long as wide; often gray, sometimes brown, with a rough surface; many roll into balls see Pillbugs/ Sowbugs(Isopoda)

Guide to Common Insects and Other Arthropods 
Found in and Around North Carolina Homes

Arthropods of Our Homes
www.yourwildlife.org/projects/arthropods-of-our-homes/

Arthropodsareby far the mostdiversegroupof organismson Earth,andhavebeenfor hundredsof millionsof years. There
are currently over 1,000,000 known speciesalive today, and manytimes that numberare yet to be found and described.
Theyare presenton almostall land surfacesand throughout the ocean. Becauseof this, they are amongthe most familiar
animalswe comein contactwith, includinginsects,spiders,millipedes,crustaceansandmanymore.

Thefollowingguideaimsto help homeownersidentify andunderstandsomeof the smallvisitorswe get in andaroundour
homes. Its content is influencedby a studyconductedin 2012aroundRaleigh,NC(USA)by North CarolinaStateUniversity
andthe North CarolinaMuseumof NaturalSciencesto investigatethe arthropodsfound in peopleshomes. Overthe course
of the project, more than 10,000 specimensrepresentinghundredsof specieswere found in the 50 homeswe sampled.
Although the project was done in the piedmont of North Carolina,this guide may be applicableto many areaswhere
humanscoexistwith theseanimals.

Photographs in the guide show an average size bar; those with a (    ) were taken during the project. All photographs (unlessotherwise stated) © 2012-2013 Matt Bertone



True Flies (Diptera)
Trueflies are amongthe most ecologicallydiverseordersof animalsalivetoday. With over 160,000describedspeciesthey
are alsoamongthe most speciesdiverse,and makeup over 10% of all animal life on Earth. Many are linked to water as
larvae(or at leastmoist environments),but othershavealsoinvadedthe drier partsof the world. Althoughmanyflies feed
on decayingplant or animal matter, there are numerousspeciesof predators,parasites,herbivoresand fungusfeeders.
Fliesare the most important group of blood-suckingcreaturesand are responsiblefor transmitting diseasesthat cause
millionsof deathsper yearworldwide. Thereare alsomanyspeciesthat are plant pests. Thevastmajority of flies, though,
are benign or beneficial (e.g. many are important pollinators, decomposersand predators). Fliescan be recognizedby
havingonly front wings,the hindpair beingreducedto smallknobscalledhalteres.

dark-winged fungus gnats (Sciaridae)
Thesesmall,dark flies are amongthe most commoninsectsin homes. Aslarvaethey feed
on decayingplant matter and fungi, which they sometimesfind in potting soil of over-
wateredhouseplants. Theadultsarefragilefliesthat do not feed,but mayswarmindoors.
Theycan readily be identified by the thin portions of their eyesthat meet at the top of
their headόάŜȅŜōǊƛŘƎŜέύandwingswith a setof veinsthat resemblea tuningfork.

gall midges (Cecidomyiidae)
Thesetiny fliesarecloselyrelatedto dark-wingedfungusgnats,but havefewer wingveins
and more elaborateantennae. Aslarvaethey generallyfeed on plants,where they often
producegalls(tumor-like structuresin the leavesand stemsof the plant). Other larvae,
however, may feed on fungus,or are predators or parasitoidsof soft-bodied insects.
Adults do not feed and are often attracted to lights, where they may enter houses
undetected.

moth/drain flies (Psychodidae)
These small, moth-like flies are often found on
bathroomwallsor aroundcompostpiles. Theirhairy
antennae,bodyandwings(with manystraightveins)
are distinctive among similar flies. Moth fly larvae
are aquatic or semi-aquatic where they feed on
decaying matter. This environment is found in
household plumbing where waste builds up, thus
their commonpresencein homes.

mosquitoes (Culicidae)
Everyoneknowsmosquitoes. Most femalesusetheir
long proboscis to drink the blood of animals,
includinghumans,while malesuseit to drink nectar.
Their larvaeare adaptedto living in calm bodiesof
water where they filter feed on microorganisms.
Mosquitoescantransmitmanydiseases,but manyof
the more severeonesare only present outside the
US. Their nuisance, however, is always present
wherethey are.

non-biting midges 
(Chironomidae)
These flies develop in many
bodies of water, even highly
polluted ones, and are
commonly attracted to lights.
Thoughmosquito-like, they do
not bite and can be identified
by their lack of a proboscis,
long front legs and wings that
do not havescales.



scuttle flies (Phoridae)
Probablythe most ecologicallydiversefamily in Diptera,thesesmallflies dart aroundand
take small flights, givingthem their commonname. Theyare hunch-backed,with a spiny
headand largehind legs. Theyoften inhabit decayingmatter as larvae,though manyare
parasitic,predatoryor herbivorous. Theyareveryhardyflies,evenrarelysurvivingin shoe
polishandpaint. Somespeciesarefoundaroundhumanhabitationsworldwide.

vinegar/fruit flies (Drosophilidae)
A smallfly circlinga rotting peachin your homeis likelywhat mostpeoplecallaάŦǊǳƛǘŦƭȅέ.
However,άǾƛƴŜƎŀǊŦƭȅέis more accurate(andwhat entomologistscall them) becausethey
are actuallyattracted to the fermentationwhere their larvaecanfind bacteriaandyeasts
on which to feed. Theseconditionsare alsofound in other humanenvironments,suchas
compostbins and garbagecans. Thefamily is largeand diversethough, havingextreme
lifestylesincludingliving in the gills of live crabsand in the spittle nestsof froghoppers
(Cercopidae).

blow & flesh flies 
Theseare amongthe most commonheavy-bodied flies
to enter homes. Blow flies (Calliphoridae; left) are often
metallicblueor green,with bristly bodiesandlargeeyes.
Larvaelargelyfeed on decayinganimalremainsor meat.
Clusterflies (Polleniasp.) sometimeoverwinter in attics,
but in warmer months their larvae parasitize
earthworms. Fleshflies (Sarcophagidae; right), a closely
related family, feed on rotting meat as well. They are
largeandlook likegraycarbonfiber.

house & stable flies (Muscidae)
Theseflies are the stereotypicalinsect associatedwith
humans. Theyhavebeen transportedaround the world
and are closely linked with people and their livestock.
Theyoften breed in dungand rotting materials,and can
transfer diseasesto us directly or through the foods we
eat. Relatedflies like the stablefly (Stomoxyscalcitrans;
right) can even bite to drink the blood of people and
their animals.

crane flies (Tipulidae)
Thelargestfamily of flies with over 15,000 known species,theseflies are variablein size
from just a few millimeters to a few incheslong. Many resemblelarge,leggymosquitoes
andare often givenlocalnameslikeάƳƻǎǉǳƛǘƻƘŀǿƪǎέ. Howeveradultsseldomfeed,and
when they do it is only on nectar not mosquitoes(or people!). Their larvaeare equally
diverse,thoughmost are aquaticor semi-aquaticand feed on decayingvegetation. Many
areattractedto lights.

Approx. Life Size



Beetles (Coleoptera)
Beetlesare the largestgroupof organismson Earth,makingup over25%of all animalspecies. Assuch,they do manythings
andlive manyplaces. Theirfront wings(elytra)arehardenedandcoverthe hind wingswhenat rest. Elytranot only protect
the soft hind wings while walking, digging and boring in materials, they also cover the abdominal respiratory holes
(spiracles)reducingwater loss/intake. Thisis why many speciescan survivein deserts(and the drynessin homes),while
othersareat homein the water. Beetlesvaryimmenselyin size,from lessthan a millimeter to over7 incheslong. Theyalso
comein manyshapesandformsςtoo numerousto describehere. Larvaeof beetlesareequallydiversein formsandhabits.
Manybeetlesaredomesticor agriculturalpests,thoughmanyarealsobeneficial.

carpet beetles (Dermestidae)
Theseare amongthe most commonbeetlesfound in homes. Thereare severaltypes,but
generallythey are round or oval beetles with a hairy or scalyappearance. Many have
different coloredscalesthat form patterns(Anthrenussp.). Manyalsohavea singlesimple
eye (ocellus) on the headςatypical for beetles. Larvaeare small, hairy, caterpillar-like
insectsthat feed on a variety of dried organicmaterials including hair, feathers, dead
insects,grainsandother storedproducts.

[seespecialsectionon carpetbeetlesat endof guide]

death-watch beetles (Anobiidae)
Although they have an ominousname, these beetles
are not deadly. Thenamecomesfrom the soundthat
malessometimesmakein their woodentunnels,which
wasoncethought to foretell death. Thisdiversefamily
includesmemberswho bore into dried wood (andcan
be structural pests) and many that feed on dried
products, such as spicesand grains. They are often
brown or reddish-brown and have a head that is
generally hidden. Their antennae are also often
distinct,usuallywith the last3 segmentselongated.

little brown beetles(variousfamilies)
Thereexist manysmall,brown beetlesthat may enter homeseither to feed on fungus
(particularlymolds) or stored food products. Most have been transported around the
world with humansand cansometimesbe abundantin pantriesor cabinetscontaining
food products. There they feed and reproduce,all the while destroyingthe product.
Someare flightless,while others can fly. Most are underѻέand many haveantennae
with a distinctclubat the end.

Pictured above from Left to Right - merchant grain beetle (Silvanidae); lesser grain borer
(Bostrichidae); minutebrownscavengerbeetle(Latridiidae)

darkling beetles 
(Tenebrionidae)
Thislarge family of beetles is
extremely diverse in shape
and form. Most havekidney-
shaped eyes, with antennae
that attach nearbyand under
a shelf. They also have 5
segments in the front and
middle άŦŜŜǘέ(tarsi) but only
4 in the hind feet. Many are
dark red, brown or black,but
a few are shiny or colorful.
Most feed on fungus or
decaying matter, but some
that enter homes, such as
flour beetles(Tribolium), feed
on stored products. Comb-
clawed beetles (Alleculinae;
above) and others are often
attracted to lights, and may
enter homes. Familiarspecies
also include the mealworms,
which are often fed to pet
reptiles.



scarab beetles (Scarabaeidae)
Anotherlargefamily,thesebeetles(usuallyjust calledάǎŎŀǊŀōǎέύareoften largeandheavy
bodied. Themajor characteristicof the family is their antennaewhich have the last few
segmentsforming fan-like, expandableάŦƛƴƎŜǊǎέ. Many are familiar to us, like Junebugs,
Japanesebeetles and dung beetles. Someare major pests of plants, either eating the
foliage(adults)or roots (usuallylarvae). Many are beneficial,especiallydungbeetleswho
disposeof animalwaste. LarvaearetypicalC-shapedgrubs. Adultsareoften foundat lights
andmaybe attractedto homesfor this reason.

weevils (Curculionidae)
Thisdistinct group of beetlesis one of the largest families,with over 60,000 described
species. They are easily identified by their enlargedάƴƻǎŜέ(rostrum) and elbowed
antennae. Themajority of larvae,and many adults, feed on plants. Thisfamily contains
myriad pest species, many being economically important (e.g. the boll weevil,
Anthonomusgrandis). A few are beneficial. Thebark/ambrosiabeetles(Scolytinae), who
bore into wood andmayattackhealthytrees,haverecentlybeenput in this family. Many
areattractedto lightsor arepestsof storedproducts,andthusinvadehomes.

click beetles (Elateridae)
These common, elongate beetles get their name
from the clickingsound produced when they right
themselvesby springingin the air. Their larvae are
diverse(calledάǿƛǊŜǿƻǊƳǎέύΣand are predatorsor
feedon plants(especiallythe roots). Adultsareoften
attractedto lights,bringingthem to homes. Theycan
be recognizedby the clickingprocesson the άŎƘŜǎǘέ
andby the pointedthoraxjust in front of the elytra.

ladybugs (Coccinellidae)
A very familiar family, ladybugsare often brightly
colored red/orange with black spots. They are
common on plants, where they (and their larvae)
feed on soft-bodied arthropods like aphids. A few
speciesare plant feeders and may be pests. One
species,the multicolored Asian ladybug (Harmonia
axyridis; left) wasbrought to the USfor its supposed
benefits,but now is a nuisancethat cancongregate
in homes,and hasevenbeenreportedto bite!

ground beetles (Carabidae)
With over 40,000 describedspecies,this family is one of the largest among animals.
Becauseof their great diversity they are commonin many habitats. Theyoften actively
runningacrossthe groundςhencetheir nameandtheir tendencyto run into homes. Most
speciesarepredatorsor scavengersasboth larvaeandadults,thoughsomefeedon seeds
or other plant parts, and a few are parasitic on other insects. Though they are not
dangerousto people,largerspecimenscangivea bite if mishandledanda few createtiny
explosionsout of their rear (bombardierbeetles; Brachinussp.).

rove beetles 
(Staphylinidae)
Rivaledonlyby weevilsin number
of described species, these
beetlesare equally commonand
often found in the soil or leaf
litter. Most are predators, but
many eat fungi; some even
parasitizeother insects. Theyare
commonin manyhabitats(andat
lights) and can usually be
recognizedby their shortelytra.



Wasps, Bees & Ants (Hymenoptera)

Wasps,beesandantsmakeup a largeanddiverseorder (>120,000describedspecies)of herbivorous,parasiticor predatory
insects. άtǊƛƳƛǘƛǾŜέwaspsall feed on plants/wood and have caterpillar-like larvae. The majority of species,though, are
parasitoids(parasitesthat kill their host). Most of these parasitoidsare small to minute (includingthe smallestknown
terrestrial animals)and parasitizea wide rangeof arthropodsand their eggs. Other waspsare predatory,manyof which
hunt and paralyzetheir prey to feed to their young,which often residein specializedburrowsor mud nests. Truesociality
hasevolvedseveraltimes in the group, with coloniesmadeup of mostly female workersand a queen(producingmales
sporadically). Hymenopteranshavea specializedreproductivesystemwheremalesareproducedfrom fertilizedeggs,while
femalescomefrom thosethat are fertilized. Manyarealsoknownfor their painfullyvenomousstings.

tiny parasitoid wasps (Chalcidoidea, Platygastroidea& others)
Thereare many thousandsof speciesof these wasps,and likely tens (to hundreds)of
thousandsleft to be discoveredanddescribed. Theyare generallysmallto minute, rarely
over 5 mm and someare smallerthan certainsingle-celledorganisms(the recordholder
being0.15 mm long!). Most are either blackor metallicblue/green,and havea reduced
to absentwing venationand elbowedantennae. Theycannot sting, but inject eggsinto
their host. Many of the smallest speciesattack arthropod eggs,while others attack
different life stagesof variousinsectsandother arthropods. Adultsmayfeedon nectar.

ichneumons & braconids(Ichneumonidae& Braconidae)
Anothergroupof parasitoids,both of thesefamiliesareamongthe mostspeciesrich of all
insects. Most havea long thin egglayingdevice(ovipositor)which is often usedto bore
into wood or other substrates. They also have long, thin, many-segmentedantennae.
Thoughmanyaresmall,they areusuallyover 1 cm longandsomegrow quite large(> 2.5
inches!). Theyare very commonand often attracted to lights. Many mimic the blackand
yellowcolorationof stingingwasps.

paper wasps & hornets (Vespidae)
These wasps collect wood to construct paper nests. Paper
wasps(left) form single-layer,opennests,while hornets(right)
create a multi-layered nest enclosedin an outer shell (some
build it underground). Hornet colonies can get very large
(thousandsof individuals),while paper wasps have smaller
colonies. Bothhavepainfulstings,thoughhornetsaregenerally
more aggressive. Despiteall this, they are particularly fond of
soft-bodiedinsects,especiallycaterpillarsthat attackcrops.

bees (Apidae& others)
These are among the most familiar insects due to their pollinating practices and
production of honey. They are highly adapted waspsthat live on a vegetariandiet of
flower nectarandpollen. Manyplantsdependon both honeybeesandnativebees(over
3,000 speciesof which live in North Americaalone) for fertilization. Beescan be told
apart from other wasps(suchashornetsabove)by their extremelyhairybodies,eachhair
being feather-like (seen under magnification). Honey bees (Apis mellifera) form large
coloniesand producecombsfor their youngand honeystorage. Bumblebees(Bombus)
havesmallercolonies,while manyof our beesaresolitary. Carpenterbees(Xylocopa) are
well known for nestingin wood, while leafcutter bees(Megachilidae) find holesand line
them with cut leaves. Most speciescansting.

Approx. Life Size



hunting wasps (Sphecidae& Pompilidae)
Thesewaspsareactivehunterswho locatepreywhichthey paralyzewith a powerful sting.
Theythen take the prey to a nest (whichmay be madeof mud, suchas in mud daubers;
left), where they store the living-but-immobile food to be eatenwhen their younghatch.
Many hunt specificprey: many hunt spiders(all Pompilidaeand many Sphecidae), while
others hunt crickets,cicadas,aphids,flies, beetlesor caterpillars. Many nest in cavities
around homesor build their mud nestsunder eavesor on the sidesof houses. Though
they can sting, they are not generallyaggressiveand prefer to spendmore energy on
huntingthandefense.

ants (Formicidae)
Thesefamiliar, socialinsectsare amongthe most abundantanimalson Earth. With over 10,000describedspecies,they are
alsoextremelydiverse. Theyoften nest in the soil, but many also live in rotting wood or in trees. Someinvadehomesto
searchfor food and water, mainly generalistsscavengingdifferent things. Other speciesare specificallypredators,seed
feeders,or feed on other items. Workers/soldiersare alwayswingless. Queenshavewingsfor part of their life, while males
havewingstheir entire, short-lived lives. Swarmsof thesewingedantshappenat certaintimesof year(dependingon which
species). Somespecies,like fire ants(Solenopsisinvicta), havea painful sting,while othersproducefoul chemicals. Antscan
be told from other winglesswaspsby their elbowedantennaeand the presenceof one or two smallsegmentsin between
the thoraxandabdomen. Thefollowingisa list of somecommonantsshownabove.

1. The odorous house ant (Tapinomasessileύ ƛǎ ŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ άǎǳƎŀǊέ ŀƴǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿŀǘŜǊ ƻǊ ŦƻƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊƎŜƴǘƛƴŜ ŀƴǘ 
(Linepithemehumile) are similar in many ways, but odorous house ants have a distinct smell when crushed. 

2. Little black ants (Monomoriumminimum) are aptly named due to their size and color. They are fairly slow moving for ants and, in 
homes, often form distinct lines of workers close to one another.

3. Acrobat ants (Crematogaster) are a group of mostly tree-living ants, that can often be seen running up and down trunks holding their 
heart-shaped abdomen  in the air. They frequently come into homes.

4. Chinese needle ants (Pachycondylachinensis) are new to our fauna and typically live in decaying logs where they feed on termites. 
They may enter homes and have a painful sting (used to kill termites). They are distinctly black and elongate. 

5. Carpenter ants (Camponotus) are the largest ants in our area. They are often black and nest in decaying wood which they excavate 
for their nest. They can be structural pests and often enter homes. 

6. Field ants (Formica) are typically red, black or red & black. This one is carrying one of its larvae. Black species are similar to carpenter 
ants, but workers have 3 simple eyes (ocelli) and a more wavy thorax (as opposed to the sloping back of carpenter ants).

7. Red imported fire ants (Solenopsisinvicta) usually construct mounds in disturbed areas. These ants are famous for their stings, which 
are painful at first, but then produce an itchy pustule. They are red with a brown abdomen and have 10-segmented antennae.  

8. Citronella ants (some Lasius) are small, yellow/amber ants that smell lemony or like citronella when threatened. They may infest 
buildings, but mostly live in decaying wood and in the soil.
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