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An ingrowing toenail is one that pierces the flesh of the
toe. It can often be a splinter of nail digging into the
flesh, and can be extremely painful. In more severe
cases, it can become infected, producing pus and
bleeding. Ingrowing toenails most commonly affect the
large toenail, but can affect the other toes too. A nail
that is curling (involuted or convoluted) into the flesh,
but isn’t actually piercing the skin, isn’t a true ingrowing
toenail, but can also be very painful and inflamed. 

Ingrowing Toenails

Who gets ingrowing toenails? 
• Active, sporty people are

particularly prone as they
usually get hot sweaty feet

• Younger people are often quite
likely to get them where they
pick their nails

• Those wearing of support hose
that squeezes the toes

• People wearing shoes with tight
toe boxes

• People cutting their toenails 
too low. 

Are ingrowing toenails serious? 
If left untreated, and they become
infected, the infection can spread
to the rest of the toe and foot. The
quicker you treat them, the less
painful the treatment. 

What causes the problem? 
There are many genetic factors
that can make you prone to
ingrowing toenails, such as your
posture (the way you stand), your



gait (the way you walk), a foot
deformity such as a bunion,
hammer toes or excessive pronation
(inrolling) of the feet, and inherited
problems causing your nails to
naturally be wide and fan shaped,
or curl in instead of growing
straight, encouraging your nail to
grow into the flesh. 

Tight footwear and socks can also
push your toe flesh onto the nail so
that it pierces the skin and, if you
sweat excessively, or don’t rotate your
footwear, this makes the skin moist
and weak, so that it is pierced by the
nail. If you have brittle nails with
sharp edges or are in the habit of
breaking off bits of nails that are
sticking out, you’re more likely to get
an ingrowing toenail.

However, one of the most common
causes is cutting your nails incorrectly.

What can I do to prevent
ingrowing toenails?
Firstly, learn to cut your nails
properly. Small nail cutters aren’t a
good idea because the curved cutting
edge can cut the flesh and nail
scissors can slip. It’s best to use
larger nail cutting tools (available
from chemists or podiatrists) because
they have a smaller cutting blade but
a longer handle. Cut your nails
straight across and don’t cut too low
at the edge or down the side. The
corner of the nail should be visible
above the skin. Also, cut them after a
bath or shower when they are soft. 

Good hygiene can go a long way to
preventing ingrowing toenails. Avoid
moist, soggy feet by rotating your
footwear so each pair has a chance to
dry out thoroughly. Choose socks and
shoes made of materials that breath.
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What is the treatment for an
ingrowing toenail?
It depends on the severity of your
condition. For the most basic
ingrowing toenail, your local
podiatrist (also known as a
chiropodist) will carefully remove
the offending spike of nail.
Podiatrists are specialists in
treating nail conditions. To locate 
a podiatrist in your area please 
see the back page of this leaflet.

If your toe is too painful to touch,
your podiatrist may use a local
anaesthetic to numb the toe, before
removing the offending portion of
nail. If you have involuted nails, your
podiatrist may remove the bit that’s
curling into the flesh and file the
edges of the nail to relieve
discomfort and advise on preventing
this happening again. If you have
bleeding or discharge from the toe,
or even excessive healing flesh
(hypergranulation tissue) around the
nail, you may need antibiotics to

beat the infection, after having the
offending spike removed. 

If you are particularly prone to
ingrowing toenails from underlying
problems such as poor gait, your
podiatrist may recommend
correction of the underlying cause
as well as a more permanent
solution to treating the nail
problem. Partial nail avulsion’s
(PNA) are done under a local
anaesthetic where a small section
of the offending nail edge is
removed including the growing
area at the base of the nail, so the
nail becomes slightly narrower. A
chemical is used to prevent the
nail regrowing along the offending
edge. This procedure was
developed by podiatrists and is
shown to be over 97% successful.
You will, however, have to go back
to your podiatrist for re-dressings
post operatively.

After surgery, the overall
appearance of the nail looks



normal – to the extent that some
people even forget which nail
they’ve had done! 

High risk patients
If you have diabetes, are taking
steroids or are on anti-coagulants,
don’t attempt any form of self-
treatment by trying to remove the
ingrowing spike of nail yourself;
refer to your podiatrist as soon as
you can.

What to do before seeing a
podiatrist
Once you’ve booked an
appointment with a podiatrist,
help relieve the discomfort in the
meantime by bathing your foot in
a warm salty footbath. This will
help prevent infection and reduce
inflammation. After the foot bath

put a clean, dry dressing over the
area to keep it clean. Rest your
foot as much as possible and
wear shoes with plenty of room,
or open toes.

Health Professions Council
(HPC)
The HPC is a UK-wide regulatory
body, which regulates 13 health
professions. Since July 2005, only
those who have satisfied the
criteria for registration with the
HPC can call themselves a
Chiropodist and Podiatrist.
Attending an HPC registered
podiatrist helps ensure your health
professional is genuine. The
Society of Chiropodists and
Podiatrists is the leading body for
HPC registered Chiropodists and
Podiatrists.
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How do I contact a podiatrist
To talk to a local HPC registered
podiatrist you can see either an
NHS podiatrist or a private
practitioner podiatrist: 

NHS Podiatrist
To contact an NHS podiatrist you
can either ask for a referral from
your GP to your local NHS Podiatry
Department or in many areas you
can now self refer directly to that
NHS Podiatry Department.

Private Practitioner
To find a private practitioner in
your area you can use and the
Society’s own list of Private
Practitioners at www.feetforlife.org
or try www.yell.com. For hard copy
directories please see the Yellow
Pages and Thomson Local and
look out for the Society entries.

To ensure that the podiatrist you
are visiting is registered please
see www.hpc-uk.org for a full list
of all registered podiatrists. 

Further foot health information
The Society of Chiropodists and
Podiatrists provides a number of
foot health information leaflets for
you to either download in PDF
form from the Society’s website,
www.feetforlife.org, or to send for
in hard copy from the address at
the bottom of the page. Current
leaflets include Blisters, Children’s
Feet, Heel Pain, Footcare for
People with Diabetes, Sporty Feet,
Verrucae and Working feet.

Useful Contacts
www.feetforlife.org
www.hpc_uk.org


