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Executive summary 
Bed bug management has traditionally focused on treatment. 

Inspection, remediation, eradication, and control remain the dominant activities across both the public and private 

sectors. 

While these activities are important, they share a common characteristic: 

They occur after an infestation has already become established. 

By this stage, many of the social, economic, environmental, and psychological costs have already occurred. 

This paper argues that prevention represents the most overlooked opportunity in modern bed bug management. 

Drawing upon principles from public health, fire safety, risk management, and community resilience, the report 

proposes a shift from reaction-based systems towards prevention-first approaches centred upon monitoring, 

education, and early detection. 

The report introduces the concept of the Prevention Gap and demonstrates how relatively small investments in 

prevention may generate disproportionately large social and economic returns.  
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Key findings 
Finding 1 

Most bed bug expenditure occurs after harm has already occurred. 

Finding 2 
Delayed detection increases costs disproportionately. 

Finding 3 

Prevention systems function as risk-management infrastructure. 

Finding 4 

Early detection may significantly reduce social and economic burden. 

Finding 5 

Prevention programmes align naturally with ESG objectives 
 

The Prevention Gap Model 

Definition 

The Prevention Gap is the difference between: 

Investment in prevention 

and 

Investment in response. 

In many sectors, prevention receives substantial funding because preventing harm is often less expensive than 
responding to crises. 

Examples include: 

• Smoke alarms. 

• Carbon monoxide detectors. 

• Vaccination programmes. 

• Food safety systems. 

• Water leak detection. 

Bed bug management frequently operates in reverse. 

The majority of resources are concentrated at the point of crisis rather than before it. 

Prevention Curve 

A simplified prevention curve can be described as follows: 
Stage 1 
Introduction occurs. 
Potential intervention cost: 
Minimal. 
Stage 2 
Early activity develops. 
Potential intervention cost: 
Low. 
Stage 3 
Established infestation. 
Potential intervention cost: 
Moderate. 
Stage 4 
Widespread infestation. 
Potential intervention cost: 
High. 
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Stage 5 
Crisis response. 
Potential intervention cost: 
Very high. 
The later intervention occurs, the greater the resulting burden 

 

 

Prevention Economics 

Example Household Model 

Assume: 

• Three sleeping areas. 

• £15 prevention investment per sleeping area. 

Annual prevention investment: 

£45 

Potential avoided costs may include: 

• Treatment services. 

• Furniture replacement. 

• Lost productivity. 

• Anxiety-related disruption. 

Even modest reductions in escalation rates may generate returns substantially exceeding programme costs. 
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Housing Association Model 
Assume: 
500 units. 
Average protection cost: 
£45 per unit annually. 
Total annual investment: 
£22,500 

Potential benefits: 
 Reduced treatment expenditure. 
 Reduced tenant complaints. 
 Reduced property disruption. 
 Reduced management burden. 

The objective is not necessarily to eliminate every infestation. 
The objective is to identify activity before it escalates. 

 

Hotel Model 

Assume: 

100-room hotel. 

Two beds per room. 

Monitoring investment: 

200 beds × £15 

Annual investment: 

£3,000 

Potential benefits: 

• Reduced room downtime. 

• Reduced guest complaints. 

• Reduced reputational risk. 

• Reduced operational disruption. 

Avoidance of a single major incident may offset a significant proportion of programme costs. 

Local Authority Pilot Model 
Pilot Size 

1,000 households. 

Annual Prevention Investment 

1,000 households × £45 

= £45,000 

Potential outcomes: 
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 Earlier detection. 

 Reduced escalation. 

 Reduced housing disruption. 

 Reduced social burden. 

The purpose of the pilot is not simply to detect infestations but to evaluate whether prevention produces 
measurable community outcomes. 

 
 

 

Prevention and Social Equity 
One of the strongest arguments for prevention concerns equity. 

Households with greater resources often possess: 

• Better access to information. 

• Faster access to services. 

• Greater financial resilience. 

Vulnerable households frequently possess fewer protections. 

Prevention programmes may therefore function as social-equity interventions. 

By improving access to early detection, communities may reduce disparities in infestation outcomes. 

 

 

ESG Alignment 
Environmental 

Potential outcomes: 

 Reduced waste. 

 Reduced furniture disposal. 

 Reduced chemical use. 

Social 

Potential outcomes: 

 Improved wellbeing. 

 Reduced anxiety. 

 Housing stability. 

 Community resilience. 

Governance 

Potential outcomes: 

 Outcome measurement. 

 Transparency. 

 Accountability. 
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Illustrative Social Return on Investment Framework 
Social value generated may include: 

Direct Financial Value 

• Treatment costs avoided. 

• Replacement costs avoided. 

Social Value 

• Wellbeing protected. 

• Sleep preserved. 

• Housing stability maintained. 

Environmental Value 

• Waste avoided. 

• Resource consumption reduced. 

The total value generated should be considered rather than treatment savings alone. 

 

Case Studies 

 Case Study A – Social Housing 

A routine monitoring programme identifies activity at an early stage. 

Outcome: 

 Limited spread. 

 Minimal disruption. 

 Lower intervention cost. 

 

 

Case Study B – Hotel Deployment 

Activity is identified before guest complaints occur. 

Outcome: 

 Reduced reputational exposure. 

 Reduced operational impact. 

 

 

Case Study C – Vulnerable Household 

Early detection prevents escalation. 

Outcome: 

 Reduced anxiety. 

 Reduced financial burden. 

 Improved housing stability. 

Policy Recommendations 
Housing Providers 

Treat monitoring as risk-management infrastructure. 
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Local Authorities 

Fund prevention pilots. 

Hospitality Providers 

Integrate monitoring into quality assurance programmes. 

Funders 

Support measurable prevention initiatives. 

Researchers 

Develop robust prevention outcome frameworks. 

 

Conclusion 

The bed bug sector has historically concentrated on treatment. 

Treatment remains necessary. 

However, treatment occurs after harm has begun. 

Prevention offers a different model. 

By shifting investment towards monitoring, education, and early detection, organisations may reduce costs, improve 
outcomes, and strengthen community resilience. 

The most effective bed bug intervention may ultimately be the one that prevents an infestation from becoming a 

problem in the first place. 
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