
It’s  a  nailbiter…paronychia
infections

Ouch! This kid’s index finger has a finger nail infection
called a paronychia. Often seen in nail biters and cuticle
pickers,  this  infection  occurs  in  the  skin  around
fingernails. Although most kids are not dexterous enough
to bite their toenails, infection can also occur in toes.
Bacteria which normally live on skin (Staphylococcus or
Streptococcus)  find  an  opportunity  to  enter  the  body
through openings in broken skin.

The area at the periphery of the nail bed is red, swollen,
and painful. At times pus drains from under the nail bed.

Caught early, warm, soapy soaks several times a day may be
enough  to  soften  the  tense  skin  and  encourage  germ-
fighting cells to migrate to the infection. After soaking,
apply  topical  antibiotic,  such  as  Bacitracin,  to  the
area.  Often the infection improves after 2-3 days of
diligent soaking.

Sometimes the infection persists and oral antibiotics are
needed to treat the bacteria. In this photo, the redness
of the child’s paronychia is spreading beyond the area
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immediately next to her nail. Besides increased redness,
other  worrisome  signs  of  worsening  infection  include
red streaks up the affected digit (a sign that the germs
are trying to make it up to the heart),  increasing pain,
or fever. Your child’s pediatrician will make the call
after examining your child.

Although I do not keep formal track, I do seem to see more
of these infections at the start of the school year when
kids at their desks begin to bite or pick their nails and
cuticles. To prevent infection, remind your kids to wash
their  hands.  If  you  have  a  biter/picker,  have  her
substitute a different habit such as picking at a hair
scrunchie  or  Silly  Bandz.  A  more  expensive  and  time
consuming option, which Dr. Lai has seen work—offer a
fancy manicure.  Kids rarely want to ruin beautifully
painted nails by chewing on them.
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