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Ingrown Toenail Surgery Information 

 

Introduction  

Nail surgery is a procedure to treat and resolve problematic toenails. 

The main reason to undergo nail surgery is due to an ingrown nail (onychocryptosis).  This occurs 

when the nail penetrates the skin.  In the early stages, this may only be minor and cause little or no 

discomfort.  However, as the nail grows, it continues to penetrate the skin and cause further 

inflammation and irritation of the surrounding tissue which results in pain and can lead to infection. 

This can restrict your ability to wear normal shoes and can affect your daily quality of life. 

How does this happen?  

 Shoes which are too narrow, short or tight may cause an ingrown nail. 

 Poor nail care, including cutting the nail too short, rounding the nail or picking the toenails 

instead of cutting the nail straight across. 

 Trauma to the nail plate or toe by stubbing the toe, dropping things on the toe or due to 

sporting activities can cause the nail to thicken and become painful. 

 Abnormally shaped nails, usually involuted nails can put you at a higher risk of an ingrown 

toenail.  

 Ingrown toenails can also be the result of a bacterial infection which should be treated with 

antibiotics.  

 Poor foot hygiene or excessive sweating – if the toes are moist and warm there is a higher 

risk of developing an ingrown nail.  

Signs and Symptoms  

Early signs may include: 

 Tender skin adjacent to the nail 

 Swollen skin adjacent to the nail 

 Hard skin adjacent to the nail  

 

When the nail penetrates the skin, it causes a wound which can allow bacteria in which may result in 

infection. Signs of symptoms of infection include; 

 Red skin 

 Swelling 

 Pain 

 Area is warm  

 Pus may ooze from the toe which can be smelly  
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Nail Surgery 

 

Nail surgery is a method which involves removing part of the nail (partial nail avulsion), or the entire 

nail (total nail avulsion).  The procedure that is required is dependent on what part of the nail is causing 

a problem.  Both procedures are safe and effective. 

A partial nail avulsion is a minor surgical procedure performed by podiatrists which involves 

permanently removing the side of the affected toenail.  

Your podiatrist will inject local anaesthetic into your toe then cut through the nail down to the matrix. 

The nail matrix is the area at the base of your toenail where new cells form and grow.  The skin remains 

uncut and does not require stitches, which decreases the chances of the area becoming infected after 

surgery.  

Once the nail is removed, application of an acidic chemical called phenol is applied to the matrix.  The 

phenol works by burning and destroying the nail matrix when the piece of nail is removed, 

permanently preventing the nail cells from regrowing and causing another ingrown toenail. 

Phenol is one of the most efficient methods of destroying the nail and results in the least amount of 

trauma to the surrounding tissue with the lowest chance of regrowth.  

A total nail avulsion involves removing the whole toenail.  The procedure is usually recommended if 

your toenail is very thickened, causing pressure into the skin surrounding your toe.  During the 

procedure, the entire nail is removed and you will be left with the indentation (concave area of skin) 

where your toenail use to be. It is safe for you not to have a toenail and your toe will continue to 

function normally. 

 

What can go wrong?  

 Adverse reaction to anaesthetic is rare, however if you are feeling strange or unwell after your 

podiatrist has numbed your toe, pleased let them known as you may be having a reaction to 

the anaesthetic.  

 Complete lifting the nail is rare but on occasion during the surgery the nail may lift completely 

when only a section was to be removed.  If this happens you must make an immediate decision 

as to whether you wish the phenol to be applied to the nail bed.  This is important because 

the phenol prevents nail regrowth if it is applied, the nail will not grow back.  This will not 

cause any issues, except cosmetically.  If you decide not to have the phenol applied, the nail 

will grow back. 
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 Nail regrowth – despite every effort to prevent regrowth we are unable to 100% guarantee 

reoccurrence of the nail returning. Should your nail return it may not necessarily cause pain 

or need further treatment, however if it does the procedure can be repeated.  

 Delayed healing – healing can be slow and can in some cases take several months to heal. 

Average healing time is between 4 and 12 weeks.  This depends on your age, general health 

and compliance with our post op instructions and advice.  

 Phenol burns – Occasionally the phenol used to stop the nail regrowing can spill into the 

surrounding area.  Should this occur you may experience a mild irritation or discomfort.  This 

normally resolves itself within 2-3 days. 

 Infection – Despite all precaution, any surgery has a risk of infection, if infection does occur 

antibiotic treatment can have arranged through your G.P.  

 Bleeding – There is usually minor or no bleeding during the surgery.  Bleeding may occur 

afterwards which is not a cause for concern or uncommon.  You should go home following 

surgery and sit with your foot up. If you notice excessive bleeding through the dressing, then 

seek medical attention.  

 

What happens after the surgery? 

 

The toe is dressed with a wound healing dressing.  There is often a large hole left on the side of your 

toe after the procedure and you must wait for this to heal.  If an infection occurs it will require 

antibiotics and can delay the healing process. 

It is extremely important to keep your toe and dressings dry for the specified amount of time.  If the 

toe becomes wet before it is ready there is a high chance that the toe can become infected. 

When the anaesthetic wears off, you may experience some pain and discomfort which is normal, take 

pain relief if required. 

After 3-4 weeks, your toe is getting back to normal.  There will be no scaring because the skin was not 

cut.  When the wound is healing the skin naturally closes towards the side of the nail and there is 

usually little or no signs that you have had any procedure.  

What to expect after the surgery? 

You should not drive after surgery until the full sensation in your foot has returned to normal, driving 

will also increase the risk of bleeding. 

Post op pain is usually associated with resumption of high activity tasks.  We recommend you keep off 

your feet as much as possible for the rest of the day, with a gradual return to normal activity.  

As the anaesthetic wears off, you may experience some pain or discomfort, this is normal.  You may 

take anti-inflammatory medication such as ibuprofen or nurofen or pain relief such as Panadol. These 

will help to reduce the pain so that you will feel more comfortable. 

Avoid taking aspirin as pain relief as this may increase the risk of the wound bleeding. 
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It is easier to prevent pain before it occurs by timing your intake of medication.  Pain can occur during 

the night and to help with this we recommend taking pain relief prior to sleeping. Please read the 

directions carefully on your medication prior to ingestion as excessive dosage levels can be dangerous.  

If you are experience a throbbing pain, the bandage may be on too tight.  Wash your hands thoroughly 

and undo the bandage as far as you can without removing the pad on the top of your toe and then 

rebandage to desired tightness.  If you remove the dressing fully it can delay the healing process unless 

properly dressed.  

If you follow the advice and the pain doesn’t reduce to a level that you can tolerate within 24hours, 

contact us.  If we are unavailable, you should contact your doctor.  

 

What do you have to do 

You must attend all schedule redressing appointments.  Even if your toe looks and feels good, without 

regular supervision the site can heal superficially but may breakdown and not heal underneath. 

If you accidentally get your bandage wet or it comes off, soak the foot in warm salty water for 5-10 

minutes.  Redress the toe following the instructions below.  Your toe should be redressed every 3 days 

and we recommended the following products from your chemist.  

Melolin, mepiflex which should be adhered using tape such as hypafix or micropore.  

Keep the wound covered until the toe has completely healed to avoid infection. If you are concerned 

about infection, see your G.P for assessment. 

 

What should I avoid? 

 

 Do not undo the dressing to look at your nail 

 Do not getting the dressing wet, use a glove or plastic bag on your foot when showering to 

keep the toe dry 

 Avoid playing sport or swimming until advised by your podiatrist as this will slow down the 

healing process and promote regrowth of the toenail  

 Do not miss appointments 

 Avoid tight fitting shoes around the toe as this will delay the healing process  
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FAQs – Nail Surgery 

Can I wear normal shoes straight after surgery? 

No. After the surgery you will have a bulky dressing so the foot will not fit in a shoe.  We 

recommended that you wear thongs or opened toed sandals after the procedure. 

 

Can I drive home afterwards? 

No. Because you have had a local anaesthetic, you won’t be able to feel the pedals properly.  If you 

have an accident in your care, your insurance will not cover you.  

You need to have a family member or friend take you home after the surgery.  

 

Will it hurt? 

Having the injection into the toe can be quite uncomfortable.  One the toe is anaesthetised you may 

feel some pressure during the surgery but this will not be painful. 

 

How about after the surgery?  

People experience different levels of pain depending on various factors.  Infection and increased 

activity will increase pain.  If you rest the day of the surgery and have no infection there is a minimal 

amount of pain, more of a discomfort rather than pain.  Take pain relief following the instructions. If 

you are still experiencing an increased in pain, contact or your GP immediately.  

 

Will my nail look normal?  

Partial nail avulsion – Once the area has healed and depending on the amount of toenail which 

must be removed, your nail will look perfectly normal and no one will notice you have had anything 

done. 

Total nail avulsion – Despite having the nail removed the toe looks relatively normal as the skin 

maintains the shape. 

Can I return to my normal activities and sports?  

You can return to normal activities and sports after 2 weeks of surgery and you cannot return to 

swimming for at least 6 weeks from the surgery. This is to reduce your changes on infection with will 

helping if you swim with an open wound. 

 

I bought a new pair of heels and I am dying to wear them, when can I do this? 

It is important to wear comfortable and sensible footwear whilst your toe is healing from the 

surgery. Please avoid any heeled shoe over 2cm until the toe has fully healed.  

 


