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Patient Handout

IngrownToenails
Oh, those aching feet! There are many problems that can affect your feet,
among them is the painful condition of ingrown toenails BY GAIL O. GUTERL

Why Does it Happen
An ingrown toenail occurs when skin on one or both sides of

a nail grows over the edges of the nail, or the nail itself grows
under the skin. It can happen for several reasons:

• The condition could be congenital, in other words you were
born with it, for example, your toenails just may be too large;

• Your shoes or stockings may be too tight or don’t fit properly;
• You are not trimming your toenails properly;
• Your toes are curling as a result of a condition such as

arthritis.
Any of the situations above can cause the skin around your toe

to get red, painful and swollen near the nail, which could mean
there is an infection in the toe. This infection can occur because
the ingrown nail is in a moist, warm environment full of bacte-
ria. When the nail breaks or penetrates the skin, it allows the
germs to enter under the skin and cause an infection.

Signs of an Infection
Signs to look for are: red streaks, hot or swollen toes, broken

skin, cracks, sores and ulcers, which may invite infection into the
affected area. Also, look for infected skin which could be indicated
by breaks in the skin, with pus or clear drainage, and a foul odor.

Removing the offending nail and/or the pressure it causes will
relieve the pain. If you cannot access your feet or if you have dia-
betes you should consult your primary care physician or foot spe-
cialist immediately.

Prevention
The best course of action is to prevent an ingrown toenail

from occurring. You can do that in several ways.
• Wear shoes with enough room for your toes.
• Trim your toenails properly, by cutting the nails with a safety

nail clipper straight across so that the corner of the nail is visible.
Don’t cut the edge of the toenail at an angle, because that is how
ingrown toenails can start. Trim your toenails after you’ve washed
and dried your feet — the nails will be softer and safer to cut. Trim
the nails to follow the natural curve of your toes. Don’t cut into
the corners. Use an emery board to smooth the edges.

• If you are a person with diabetes or poor circulation, you
should never cut your own toenails or calluses. Examine your
feet daily, looking at the bottom, the top and in between your
toes. Look for red areas around the toenail or surrounding
skin. If you do find red or sore looking spots, or any of the
symptoms mentioned above, consult your healthcare provider
or podiatrist.

• Excess weight can put more strain on your toes, so try to
maintain a healthy weight. ■
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The purpose of this patient education handout is to further explain or remind
you about a medical condition. This handout is a general guide only. If you
have specific questions, be sure to discuss them with your healthcare provider.
This handout may be reproduced for distribution to patients.

(C
ut

 a
lo

ng
 th

e 
do

tte
d 

lin
e 

an
d 

ph
ot

oc
op

y 
th

is
 h

el
pf

ul
 h

an
do

ut
 fo

r y
ou

r p
at

ie
nt

s.
)

CH
RI

ST
IN

A 
JO

NE
S


