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How to Fix an Ingrown Toenail: A Complete, Step �by �Step Guide

Everyone has experienced the nagging discomfort of an ingrown toenail at least once. Whether it’s a stubborn little

nail that’s grown into the skin or a painful swelling that makes walking a chore, the problem can quickly turn into a

serious infection if left untreated. Fortunately, most cases can be resolved quickly and safely with a combination of

simple home care and, when necessary, professional treatment.

This article walks you through everything you need to know: the causes, early signs, quick fixes, long �term solutions,

and preventive measures. By the end, you’ll feel confident that you can treat an ingrown toenail effectively and keep

your feet healthy.

Understanding Ingrown Toenails

What Exactly Is an Ingrown Toenail?

An ingrown toenail occurs when the edge of the toenail grows into the surrounding skin. The skin becomes

inflamed, red, and sometimes painful. In severe cases, pus may build up, leading to an infection.

Common Causes

•  Improper Nail Trimming – Cutting nails too short or rounding the corners can encourage the nail to grow into 

the skin.

•  Wrong Footwear – Tight shoes, high heels, or shoes that don’t allow enough toe room can push the nail 

against the skin.

•  Genetics – Some people naturally have nails that curve more sharply.

•  Repeated trauma – Repeatedly striking the toe or wearing ill-fitting shoes can damage the nail bed.

•  Underlying medical conditions – Diabetes or peripheral vascular disease can impair healing.

Recognizing the Early Symptoms

Pay attention to these warning signs:

•  Redness and swelling around the nail’s edge.

•  Pain that worsens when walking or wearing shoes.

•  Visible pus or discharge.

•  Foul odor emanating from the toe.

Early intervention can prevent the condition from worsening and reduce the need for surgical procedures.

Home Care: Quick Relief and Prevention

Step 1: Keep the Toe Clean and Dry

1.  Soak the foot in warm water with a mild soap for 10–15 minutes, twice daily.

2.  After soaking, gently pat the area dry with a clean towel.

Soaking helps soften the nail and reduces inflammation. Avoid hot water, which can exacerbate swelling.

Step 2: Soften the Nail and Skin



After soaking, place a small, clean cotton ball under the ingrown edge. This encourages the nail to grow away from

the skin. Repeat daily.

Step 3: Apply an Antibacterial Ointment

•  Use over �the �counter antibiotic ointment (e.g., bacitracin or neosporin).

•  Apply a thin layer to the affected area and cover with a sterile gauze pad.

•  Change dressing at least once daily or whenever it becomes wet.

Step 4: Take Over �the �Counter Pain Relievers

Non �steroidal anti �inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) like ibuprofen or acetaminophen can reduce pain and inflammation.

Follow the dosage instructions on the label.

Step 5: Trim the Nail Correctly

When you trim your toenails, follow these guidelines:

•  Cut straight across, not in a curved shape.

•  Avoid cutting too short—leave at least a 1 �mm margin.

•  Use a nail file to smooth the edges.

Regular, proper trimming can prevent recurrence.

Step 6: Choose Proper Footwear

Wear shoes that:

•  Have a wide toe box.

•  Offer good arch support.

•  Are not too tight or too loose.

Consider sandals or open �toe shoes during warm weather to give your toes room to breathe.

When to Seek Professional Help

Signs That a Doctor Is Needed

•  Persistent pain despite home treatment.

•  Visible pus or foul odor.

•  Redness that spreads beyond the toe.

•  Difficulty walking or wearing shoes.

•  Underlying health conditions that impair healing.

Early consultation can prevent complications such as cellulitis or abscess formation.

Professional Treatments Explained

A minor procedure where the doctor removes the ingrown portion of the nail. It’s usually done under local

anesthesia and can be performed in a clinic.

In severe cases, the entire nail may be removed. The nail bed is then left to heal naturally, often taking several

weeks to months for a new nail to grow back.

Cleaning the nail bed to remove infected tissue and applying a protective dressing.

For infected cases, doctors may prescribe oral antibiotics to clear bacterial growth.

What to Expect During a Clinic Visit



1.  Assessment – The clinician will examine the toe, check for infection, and discuss your medical history.

2.  Procedure – Depending on severity, a minor surgical procedure may be performed.

3.  Post �Care Instructions – You’ll receive guidance on wound care, pain management, and when to return for 

follow �up.

4.  Follow �Up – A follow �up visit ensures proper healing and checks for recurrence.

Long �Term Solutions and Preventive Strategies

Adopt a Nail Care Routine

1.  Trim nails every 1–2 weeks.

2.  Use a nail file to smooth sharp edges.

3.  Avoid cutting nails too short.

Choose the Right Shoes

•  Opt for shoes with a roomy toe box.

•  Replace worn-out footwear that may compress the toes.

•  Consider orthotic inserts if you have flat feet or high arches.

Maintain Foot Hygiene

Wash feet daily, dry them thoroughly, and apply a moisturizer to keep the skin supple.

Watch for Recurrence

If you notice redness or swelling again, treat it promptly. Early action prevents the condition from escalating.

Frequently Asked Questions

Can I treat an ingrown toenail with home remedies?

Yes, many mild cases respond well to soaking, proper trimming, and topical antibiotics. However, if pain persists or

signs of infection appear, seek professional care.

Will a toenail grow back after removal?

Yes, the nail will regrow, usually taking 6–12 months. The new nail may be slightly different in shape, but it typically

returns to a healthy state.

Is it safe to use antibiotic ointment on an ingrown toenail?

When applied correctly and in a sterile environment, topical antibiotics are safe and effective. Avoid using ointments

that contain steroids unless prescribed by a doctor.

How long does an ingrown toenail take to heal?

Healing time varies. Minor cases may resolve within a week, while more severe cases can take several weeks to

months, especially if surgery is involved.

What should I do if I have diabetes?

People with diabetes should seek immediate medical attention for any foot infection. The risk of complications is

higher, and early treatment is essential.

Conclusion

Ingrown toenails are common but manageable. By understanding the causes, recognizing early symptoms,



practicing proper foot care, and knowing when to consult a professional, you can prevent painful complications and

maintain healthy feet. Remember: gentle, consistent care is key. Treat the problem early, and you’ll be back to

walking comfortably in no time.
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