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UNDERSTANDING THE ACCESSORY NAIL OF THE FIFTH
TOE

If  you  have  ever  noticed  a  small,  often  narrow  strip  of  nail
growing alongside your pinky toenail, you may have encountered
what is medically known as an accessory nail of the fifth toe. This
condition,  sometimes casually  referred to as a double nail  or
supernumerary nail, is more common than many people realize.
While it rarely poses a serious health risk, it can be a source of
curiosity, discomfort, or even embarrassment for those who have
it. Understanding what this extra nail is, why it occurs, and how
to manage it can help you make informed decisions about your
foot health. This article provides a thorough exploration of the
accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe,  covering  its  causes,  symptoms,
treatment  options,  and  best  practices  for  care.

WHAT EXACTLY IS AN ACCESSORY NAIL OF THE FIFTH
TOE?

An  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  is  a  congenital  condition  in
which a small, extra nail grows on the outer edge of the pinky
toe.  It  is  typically  much smaller  than the main nail  and may

appear as a narrow strip or a tiny, separate nail bed. In most
cases, this accessory nail is present from birth, though it may
become more noticeable during childhood or early adulthood as
the foot grows. The condition is considered a minor anatomical
variation rather than a disease or disorder. It is important to note
that it  is  not contagious and does not indicate poor hygiene.
Many  people  live  with  an  accessory  nail  for  years  without
realizing it is anything out of the ordinary.

Common Names and
Terminology
This condition goes by several names in medical literature and
everyday conversation. The most accurate term is accessory nail
of  the  fifth  toe,  but  it  is  also  known  as  a  double  nail,
supernumerary nail, or duplicate nail. Some podiatrists may refer
to it as a cleft nail or split nail when it appears as a division within
the  primary  nail  plate.  Regardless  of  the  term  used,  the
underlying  phenomenon  is  the  same:  an  extra  nail  structure
located on the lateral edge of the fifth toenail.
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CAUSES AND RISK FACTORS

The exact  cause of  an  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  is  not  fully
understood, but it is believed to be a developmental anomaly
that occurs during fetal growth. As the toenail bed forms in the
womb, a small extra nail matrix may develop separately from the
main nail. This results in the growth of a second, smaller nail.
Because it is a congenital condition, it is present at birth and is
not  caused by  injury,  infection,  or  external  factors.  However,
some  individuals  may  first  notice  it  after  a  minor  trauma  draws
attention to the area.

Genetic and Hereditary
Factors
There  is  evidence  to  suggest  a  genetic  component  to  the
accessory nail of the fifth toe. It appears to run in some families,
though the inheritance pattern is not clearly defined. If  a parent
has an accessory nail, their child may have a higher likelihood of
developing  one  as  well.  That  said,  many  cases  occur
spontaneously  with  no  known  family  history.

Association with Other

Conditions
In  rare  instances,  an  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  may  be
associated  with  certain  genetic  syndromes  or  developmental
disorders.  However,  for  the  vast  majority  of  people,  it  is  an
isolated  finding  with  no  other  health  implications.  Routine
examination by a podiatrist  can help rule  out  any underlying
concerns.

SYMPTOMS AND APPEARANCE

The most obvious symptom of an accessory nail of the fifth toe is
the presence of an extra nail on the pinky toe. This extra nail
typically grows from the lateral side of the toe, often curving
slightly inward or outward. Its size can vary from a tiny sliver to a
more noticeable nail that may partially overlap the primary nail.
In some cases, the accessory nail  is thin and friable, while in
others it is thicker and more robust.

Common Characteristics
Location: Almost always on the fifth toe (pinky toe),
usually on the outer edge.
Size: Typically smaller than the main nail, ranging from a
thin strip to several millimeters wide.
Color: Usually similar to the primary nail, though it may
appear slightly yellowish or opaque.
Texture: Can be smooth or slightly rough, and may be
thinner or thicker than the main nail.
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Growth pattern: Often grows at a similar rate to the main
nail, but may be more prone to snagging or breaking.

Potential Discomfort and
Complications
While many people experience no symptoms at all, others may
encounter issues due to the accessory nail. The most common
complaints include:

Ingrown nail: Because the accessory nail is often narrow
and curved, it can grow into the surrounding skin, causing
pain, redness, and swelling.
Pressure and irritation: Tight shoes or socks can press
against the extra nail, leading to discomfort or minor
inflammation.
Catching on fabrics: The accessory nail may snag on
stockings, socks, or bedding, causing tearing or pain.
Difficulty trimming: The small size and location of the
accessory nail make it challenging to trim neatly without
causing injury.
Cosmetic concerns: Some individuals feel self-conscious
about the appearance of a double nail and may seek
treatment for aesthetic reasons.

DIAGNOSIS OF AN ACCESSORY NAIL OF THE FIFTH

TOE

Diagnosis is usually straightforward and can be made during a
routine  physical  examination  by  a  podiatrist  or  primary  care
provider.  The  doctor  will  inspect  the  affected  toe,  noting  the
presence of  the extra nail  and assessing its  size,  shape,  and
relationship to the primary nail. In most cases, no further testing
is  needed.  However,  if  there  is  concern  about  an  underlying
infection, nail fungus, or other skin condition, the provider may
take a small sample for laboratory analysis. Imaging studies such
as  X-rays  are  rarely  required  unless  there  is  suspicion  of  an
underlying bone abnormality.

Differential Diagnosis
It  is  important  to  distinguish  an  accessory  nail  from  other
conditions that can affect the fifth toenail. These include:

Nail fungus (onychomycosis): A fungal infection that
can cause thickening, discoloration, and distortion of the
nail, but does not produce a separate extra nail.
Traumatic nail deformity: Injury to the nail bed can
sometimes cause the nail to split or grow irregularly,
mimicking an accessory nail.
Subungual exostosis: A bony growth under the nail that
can push the nail upward and alter its appearance.
Warts: Viral growths near the nail that can be mistaken for
an extra nail but are actually skin lesions.

A  thorough  examination  by  a  professional  can  usually
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differentiate  these  conditions  without  difficulty.

TREATMENT OPTIONS FOR AN ACCESSORY NAIL OF
THE FIFTH TOE

Treatment is not always necessary for an accessory nail of the
fifth toe, especially if it is asymptomatic and does not cause any
problems.  Many  people  choose  to  leave  it  alone  and  simply
monitor it during regular foot care. However, if the accessory nail
becomes  painful,  infected,  or  interferes  with  daily  activities,
several treatment options are available.

Conservative Care and
Home Management
For  mild  cases,  simple  home  care  measures  can  keep  the
accessory nail manageable:

Careful trimming: Use clean, sharp nail clippers to trim
the accessory nail straight across. Soaking the foot in warm
water beforehand can soften the nail and make trimming
easier.
Proper footwear: Choose shoes with a wide toe box to
reduce pressure on the pinky toe. Avoid tight, pointed
shoes that compress the toes.
Protective padding: Apply a small piece of moleskin or a
toe cushion over the accessory nail to prevent irritation
from shoes or socks.

Good hygiene: Keep the area clean and dry to reduce the
risk of infection. Moisturize the surrounding skin to prevent
cracking.

Medical Treatments
When  conservative  measures  are  insufficient,  a  podiatrist  may
recommend  one  of  the  following  procedures:

Partial nail avulsion: The doctor removes the accessory
nail and may apply a chemical agent to the nail matrix to
prevent regrowth. This is a common office procedure
performed under local anesthesia.
Complete nail matrixectomy: For recurrent or
problematic cases, the entire nail matrix of the accessory
nail is surgically removed or destroyed using chemical or
laser methods. This provides a permanent solution.
Surgical excision: In rare instances, the accessory nail
and its associated nail bed are surgically excised. This is
typically reserved for severe or complicated cases.

These procedures are generally safe and effective, with a low risk
of complications. Recovery time is usually short, and most people
can return to normal activities within a few days.

PREVENTION AND LONG-TERM CARE

Since an accessory nail of the fifth toe is a congenital condition, it
cannot be prevented. However, you can take steps to minimize
potential  problems  and  keep  your  feet  healthy.  Regular  foot
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inspections,  proper  nail  trimming,  and  wearing  well-fitted  shoes
are essential. If you have a family history of accessory nails, you
may want to check your children's feet as they grow so that any
issues can be addressed early.

Self-Care Tips for Long-
Term Management

Inspect your feet regularly: Look for any changes in the1.
appearance of your nails, including the accessory nail. Early
detection of problems such as ingrown nails or infection
can prevent complications.
Trim nails properly: Cut your toenails straight across and2.
avoid rounding the corners, which can encourage ingrowth.
For the accessory nail, use extra care due to its small size.
Moisturize daily: Apply a quality foot cream to keep the3.
skin around the nail supple and reduce the risk of cracks or
fissures.
Avoid trauma: Be mindful of activities that could injure4.
the pinky toe, such as kicking hard objects or wearing ill-
fitting footwear during sports.
Seek professional advice: If you experience persistent5.
pain, redness, or swelling around the accessory nail,
consult a podiatrist for evaluation and treatment.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

While  an  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  is  usually  harmless,

certain signs warrant a visit to a healthcare professional. These
include:

Pain or tenderness that does not resolve with home care.
Signs of infection, such as redness, warmth, swelling, or
discharge.
Difficulty walking or wearing shoes due to the accessory
nail.
Recurrent ingrown nails in the same location.
Concerns about appearance that affect your quality of
life.

A  podiatrist  can  provide  a  definitive  diagnosis  and  recommend
the most appropriate treatment based on your individual needs.

LIVING WITH AN ACCESSORY NAIL OF THE FIFTH TOE

For  most  people,  an  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  is  a  minor
anatomical  curiosity  rather  than  a  significant  health  issue.  With
proper care and attention, it can be managed effectively without
interfering with daily life. If you have this condition, you are not
alone. It is a relatively common variation that many people share.
The key is to stay informed, practice good foot hygiene, and seek
professional help when needed. By doing so, you can ensure that
your feet remain comfortable and healthy for years to come.

CONCLUSION

The  accessory  nail  of  the  fifth  toe  is  a  congenital  condition
characterized by a small, extra nail on the pinky toe. While it is
usually harmless,  it  can sometimes cause discomfort,  ingrown
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nails, or cosmetic concerns. Understanding what it is and how to
care  for  it  can  help  you  manage  any  symptoms  effectively.
Conservative  measures  such  as  careful  trimming,  proper
footwear,  and  good  foot  hygiene  are  often  sufficient.  When
necessary,  medical  treatments  like  partial  nail  avulsion  or

matrixectomy can provide lasting relief. If you have questions or
concerns about an accessory nail, consulting a podiatrist is the
best course of action. With the right approach, you can keep your
feet healthy and comfortable, accessory nail and all.


