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Alopecia areata

Description 

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 coin-
sized 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.

https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/depression/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/androgenetic-alopecia/
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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's disease 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. 

Learn more about the genes associated with Alopecia areata 
 
• AIRE 

• FLG 

• HLA-DQA1 

• HLA-DQB1 

• HLA-DRB1 

• MTHFR 

• PMS2 

• PTPN22 

• VDR 
 

Additional Information from NCBI Gene: 

https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/vitiligo/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/systemic-lupus-erythematosus/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/systemic-lupus-erythematosus/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/atopic-dermatitis/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/allergic-asthma/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/hashimotos-disease/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/condition/graves-disease/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/aire/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/flg/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/hla-dqa1/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/hla-dqb1/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/hla-drb1/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/mthfr/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/pms2/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/ptpn22/
https://medlineplus.gov/genetics/gene/vdr/
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• BTNL2 

• CCL2 

• CLEC16A 

• CTLA4 

• ERBB3 

• HLA-A 

• HLA-C 

• HLA-DMB 

• HLA-DQA2 

• HLA-DQB2 

• HLA-DRA 

• HLA-DRB5 

• HSPA1B 

• ICOS 

• IFNG 

• IKZF4 

• IL13 

• IL16 

• IL1B 

• IL1RN 

• IL2 

• IL2RA 

• IL4 

• KLRK1 

• LTA 

• MICA 

• MIF 

• NOS3 

• NOTCH4 

• PRDX5 

• RAET1L 

• SPATA5 

• STX17 

• TLR1 

• TNF 

• TRAF1 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/56244
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/6347
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/23274
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/1493
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/2065
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3105
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3107
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3109
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3118
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3120
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3122
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3127
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3304
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/29851
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3458
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/64375
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3596
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3603
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3553
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3557
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3558
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3559
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/3565
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/22914
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/4049
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/4276
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/4282
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/4846
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/4855
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/25824
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/154064
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/166378
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/9485
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/7096
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/7124
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/7185
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• TSBP1 

• ULBP3 

Inheritance 

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 

Additional Information & Resources 

Genetic Testing Information 
 
• Genetic Testing Registry: Alopecia universalis (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/con

ditions/C0263505/) 
 

Genetic and Rare Diseases Information Center 
 
• Alopecia areata (https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/5782/index) 

• Alopecia universalis (https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/614/index) 
 

Patient Support and Advocacy Resources 
 
• National Organization for Rare Disorders (NORD) (https://rarediseases.org/) 

 

Clinical Trials 
 
• ClinicalTrials.gov (https://clinicaltrials.gov/search?cond=%22Alopecia areata%22) 

 

Catalog of Genes and Diseases from OMIM 
 
• ALOPECIA AREATA 1; AA1 (https://omim.org/entry/104000) 

• ALOPECIA AREATA 2; AA2 (https://omim.org/entry/610753) 
 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/10665
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gene/79465
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/gtr/conditions/C0263505/
https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/5782/index
https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/614/index
https://rarediseases.org/
https://clinicaltrials.gov/search?cond=%22Alopecia areata%22
https://omim.org/entry/104000
https://omim.org/entry/610753
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Scientific Articles on PubMed 
 
• PubMed (https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/?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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