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How to Remove an Ingrown Toenail: A Complete Guide to Safe, Effective 
Treatment

Ingrown toenails are more than just a painful nuisance; they can lead to infection, swelling, and long �term damage if

left untreated. Whether you’re a seasoned foot care enthusiast or a first �time patient, understanding how to remove

an ingrown toenail safely is essential. This guide walks you through the science behind ingrown toenails, the signs

you should watch for, and a step �by �step home removal procedure that minimizes risk and maximizes comfort. We’ll

also cover when to seek professional help, medical options, and preventive strategies so you can keep your feet

healthy and pain �free.

What Is an Ingrown Toenail?

An ingrown toenail occurs when the edge of the toenail grows into the surrounding skin, causing inflammation,

pain, and sometimes infection. The condition is most common in the big toe, but any toenail can be affected. The

primary culprit is usually a combination of improper trimming, tight footwear, and genetic predisposition.

Common Symptoms to Watch For

•  Sharp pain along the side or corner of the toenail.

•  Redness and swelling around the nail.

•  Visible infection signs—pus, increased warmth, or foul odor.

•  Difficulty walking or wearing shoes due to discomfort.

•  Gradual nail thickening or discoloration.

If you notice any of these symptoms, it’s time to take action. Ignoring an ingrown toenail can lead to more severe

complications, such as cellulitis or abscess formation.

Causes and Risk Factors

Understanding why ingrown toenails develop helps you prevent them in the first place. Key factors include:

1.  Improper nail trimming—cutting too short or rounding the edges can encourage the nail to grow into the skin.

2.  Tight or ill �fitting shoes—especially those with narrow toe boxes or high heels.

3.  Genetics—some people naturally have more curved toenails.

4.  Injuries—repeated trauma or sudden impact can alter nail growth patterns.

5.  Foot conditions such as diabetes or peripheral vascular disease, which reduce sensation and healing 

capacity.

Preventing Ingrown Toenails

Prevention is always easier than treatment. Here are proven strategies:

•  Trim nails straight across and avoid cutting too short.

•  Choose footwear with a wide toe box and proper support.

•  Keep feet clean and dry; use breathable socks.

•  Inspect your nails regularly for early signs of ingrowth.

•  Use proper nail care tools—avoid nail clippers that are too sharp or blunt.



When to Seek Professional Help

While many ingrown toenails can be managed at home, certain situations require a medical professional:

•  Severe pain or swelling that doesn’t improve after a few days.

•  Visible pus or a foul odor, indicating infection.

•  Difficulty walking or wearing shoes.

•  Underlying health conditions like diabetes or circulatory disorders.

•  Previous unsuccessful attempts at home removal.

In these cases, a podiatrist or dermatologist can provide safe, sterile removal or prescribe antibiotics if needed.

Home Removal: Step �by �Step Procedure

Below is a detailed, safe method for removing an ingrown toenail at home. Before you begin, gather the following

supplies:

•  Warm water and mild soap

•  Soft towel

•  Sterilized nail clippers or a scalpel (if necessary)

•  Alcohol wipes or a 70% isopropyl solution

•  Medical tape or gauze

•  Pain �relieving ointment (e.g., hydrocortisone or antibiotic cream)

•  Optional: a pair of padded shoes or a wide �toe sock

Soak the affected foot in warm, soapy water for 10–15 minutes. This softens the skin and nail, reducing pain and

making trimming easier. Gently pat the area dry with a clean towel.

Use alcohol wipes to disinfect your nail clippers or scalpel. Sterilization is crucial to prevent infection.

Trim the offending edge of the toenail straight across, avoiding a rounded or pointed tip. If the nail is severely thick, 

use a scalpel to gently remove the protruding portion. Do notcut into the flesh or remove the entire nail—this can

cause additional damage.

After trimming, gently lift the nail edge away from the skin using a cotton swab or a small, clean tool. This helps the

nail grow outward rather than inward. If the nail is still causing discomfort, you can wrap a small piece of gauze

around the toe to maintain gentle elevation.

Clean the area with an alcohol wipe, then apply a thin layer of antibiotic ointment. This reduces infection risk. If

you’re prone to allergic reactions, consider a non �prescription pain reliever like ibuprofen to manage discomfort.

Cover the toe with medical tape or gauze to keep it clean and to hold the nail edge in place. Change the dressing

daily or whenever it becomes wet or dirty.

Observe the toe for signs of healing—reduced redness, swelling, and pain. If symptoms improve within 48–72

hours, continue daily care. If pain persists or worsens, schedule a professional evaluation.

Medical Options for Ingrown Toenail Removal

When home treatment isn’t enough, professionals offer several safe, effective methods:

1.  Partial nail avulsion—removing only the portion of the nail causing the ingrowth.

2.  Full nail avulsion—removing the entire nail, often followed by a treatment of the nail bed to prevent regrowth.

3.  Use of laser therapy to reduce nail thickness and prevent recurrence.

4.  Prescription antibiotics for infected cases.



5.  In rare cases, surgical removal of the nail matrix may be necessary to prevent future ingrowth.

All these procedures are performed under sterile conditions, ensuring minimal risk of infection and rapid healing.

Aftercare and Recovery

Proper aftercare is vital for a smooth recovery and to avoid recurrence:

•  Keep the foot clean and dry.

•  Change dressings daily and avoid tight shoes.

•  Continue applying antibiotic ointment until the area has fully healed.

•  Use pain relievers as needed, following dosage instructions.

•  Monitor for any signs of infection—redness, swelling, pus, or fever.

•  Schedule a follow �up visit with your healthcare provider if you notice any complications.

FAQs About Removing an Ingrown Toenail

Yes, but cutting too short can actually worsen the problem. Aim for a straight line across the nail, leaving about a

quarter inch of the nail edge to avoid it digging into the skin.

Only if you are comfortable and have a sterile scalpel. For most people, nail clippers are sufficient. If you’re

uncertain, consult a professional.

Seek medical help if you experience severe pain, swelling, pus, or if you have underlying conditions like diabetes.

Also, if home treatment fails within a week.

Yes—especially in individuals with diabetes or poor circulation. Untreated ingrown toenails can cause infections

that spread to the bone (osteomyelitis) or other parts of the body.

Maintain proper nail trimming, wear supportive footwear, keep feet dry, and regularly inspect your nails for early

signs of ingrowth.

Conclusion

Ingrown toenails can be a painful, frustrating problem, but with the right knowledge and approach, you can remove

them safely at home or with professional assistance. By following a structured, sterile procedure, you reduce the

risk of infection and promote faster healing. Remember, prevention is key—proper nail care and suitable footwear

can keep your toes healthy and pain �free. If symptoms persist or worsen, don’t hesitate to consult a podiatrist or

dermatologist for expert care. Your feet deserve the best care, and with these guidelines, you’re well on your way to

a pain �free, confident stride.
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