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INTRODUCTION/BACKGROUND

•• Nails have a function
–– Protect digit tip, contribute to sensation, involved in peripheral 

circulation 
•• Abnormal nails can cause pain
•• In nail trauma, also assess digit,

–– Evaluate for tendon injury by assessing digital movement
–– Assess sensation of each aspect of digit
–– If fracture suspected, evaluate with X-ray.

UNIVERSAL PRECAUTIONS

•• Gloves must be worn while performing procedure 
•• Evaluate the need for face and eye protection.

OBTAIN INFORMED CONSENT

•• Introduce yourself to the patient
•• Explain the procedure to the patient, as well as the risks and benefits
•• Gain informed consent to continue.

•• Describe nail removal technique
•• List the indications for nail removal
•• Describe the complications of nail removal
•• Know how to perform nail removal
•• Know how to perform nail bed trephination

OBJECTIVES

Nail Removal

4
C H A P T E R

Crawford S
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INDICATIONS

•• Nail deformities
–– Curved nail: Onychogryposis
–– Ingrown nail: Onychocryptosis
–– Fungal infection: Onychomycosis

•• Nail bed laceration
•• Extensive paronychia (nail fold infection)
•• Complex nail injury.

CONTRAINDICATIONS

•• Bleeding diathesis
•• If allergic to local anesthetic, do not use the anesthetic.

COMPLICATIONS

•• Bleeding
•• Infection
•• Anatomical nail injury

–– Skin at the nail sides are the perionychium 
–– Eponychium is skin proximal to the nail
–– Germinal matrix lies under eponychium and is the source of the nail’s 

growth 
–– Nail matrix is under the nail and adheres the nail to the digit.

BASIC EQUIPMENT

•• Betadine
•• Sterile towels 
•• Syringe and needle
•• Local anesthetic without epinephrine
•• Finger tourniquet
•• Scissors or nail elevator
•• Hemostats
•• Antibiotic ointment, gauze and dressing.

PREPARATION

•• Clean digit with betadine 
•• Place extremity in a comfortable position that allows your access to the nail 
•• Perform digital block

–– The palmar/plantar nerves innervate the palmar/plantar surface and 
the nail bed

–– Dorsal nerve innervates dorsum of the digit
–– Perform block as described in separate anesthetic procedure.

JA
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PROCEDURE STEPS

•• Place tourniquet at base of digit
•• Instrument beneath the following areas:

–– Free edge of the nail: Advance between the nail plate and nail bed 
until reach the nail fold

–– Under eponychium, freeing it from the nail
•• Avulse nail: Grasp with hemostat and pull nail straight out with firm, 

steady traction
•• Remove tourniquet. Apply antibiotic ointment, gauze and dressing.

INGROWN TOENAIL REMOVAL

•• Onychocryptosis: Lateral nail hypertrophy
•• Removal procedure is adjusted so only the lateral edge of the nail is freed

–– Use scissors to cut proximally to ingrown edge, making a smooth new 
edge

–– Perform lateral nail avulsion by grasping and removing the free lateral 
nail with hemostat

•• Consider ablation of lateral nail bed with electric or phenol cauterization. 

SUBUNGUAL HEMATOMA TREPHINATION

•• Highly vascular nail bed can bleed, causing increased pressure under the 
nail

•• Drainage does not accelerate healing or prevent infection
•• Nail bed trephination is indicated within 48 hours of injury, when nail 

edges are intact and subungual hematoma is painful
–– Any hematoma size can be drained if edges are intact. Consider digital 

block for pain
•• Contraindicated in patients with nail-bed lacerations or distal phalangeal 

tuft fracture 
•• Complications 

–– Injury to nail bed if tool advanced too far
–– Infection if nail not clean before procedure
–– Ineffective drainage if hole is too small

•• Equipment includes betadine, gauze, topical antibiotic and puncture tool
–– 18 G (gauge) needle, electrocautery tool or paper clip 

•• Procedure
–– Prepare the nail with betadine 
–– Tool preparation

�� Paperclip: Heat end in open flame to sterilize
�� Activate cautery so that tip is hot, then use
�� 18 G needle: Twirl needle with applying pressure

JA
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–– Make a hole at the base of the nail or in the center of the hematoma, 
applying pressure to get fluid to drain out until nail bed returns back 
to normal color

–– Apply antibacterial ointment and gauze.

1.	 What is the location of the perionychium?
a.	 Skin at the nail sides 	 b.	 Skin proximal to the nail
c.	 Under the eponychium 	 d.	 Under the nail 

2.	 When is nail bed trephination indicated?
a.	 Within 48 hours of injury	 b.	 Nail edges are intact
c.	 Subungual hematoma is painful	 d.	 All of the above 

3.	 What is not an indication for nail removal?
a.	 Nail deformities	 b.	 Nail bed laceration
c.	 Extensive paronychia 	 d.	 Subungual hematoma 

4.	 What should be assessed in every nail trauma?
a.	 Digital flexion	 b.	 Digital extension
c.	 Digital X-ray 	 d.	 Capillary refill 

5.	 Which is not a major function of a nail?
a.	 Protect digit tip	 b.	 Aid in scratching
c.	 Contribute to sensation	 d.	 Involved in peripheral circulation

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUIZ

Answers
1. a	 2. d	 3. d	 4. c	 5. b.

1.	 Batrick N, Hashemi K, Freij R. Treatment of uncomplicated subungual haematoma. 
Emerg Med J. 2003;20:65. 

2.	 Denkler K. A comprehensive review of epinephrine in the finger: To do or not to do. 
Plast Reconstr Surg. 2001;108:114.

3.	 Jellinek NJ, Bauer JH. En bloc excision of the nail. Dermatol Surg. 2010;36:1445.
4.	 Jellinek NJ. Nail surgery: Practical tips and treatment options. Dermatol Ther. 

2007;20:68.
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6.	 Quill G, Myerson M. A guide to office treatment on ingrown toenails. Hosp Med. 

1994;30:51-4.
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