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HEALTH BASICS

Nail-biting

Nail-biting is a repeated habit of biting the fingernails or nearby skin.

WHATITIS
A repeated habit of biting fingernails or nearby skin

WHERE IT COMES UP
During stress, boredom, concentration, or automatic hand-to-mouth activity

WHY IT MATTERS
Can injure nails, skin, and sometimes teeth

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or diagnosis by itself

WHO TO ASK
Primary care, dermatology, dental, or mental health professionals

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Visual examination; no routine laboratory test

Overview

Nail-biting means repeatedly biting or chewing the fingernails, cuticles, or nearby skin. The
medical term is onychophagia.

It is a behaviour, not a disease or diagnosis by itself. Some people bite their nails occasionally.
Others do it often enough to damage the nails or find it hard to stop.

Nail-biting may happen during stress, boredom, concentration, or waiting. It can also be
automatic: your hand may reach your mouth before you notice. Understanding when it
happens is often more useful than trying to identify one simple cause.

Nail-biting is sometimes grouped with body-focused repetitive behaviours, or BFRBs. These
are repeated actions involving hair, skin, nails, or other parts of the body. Nail-biting does not
automatically mean that you have an obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety disorder, or
another mental health condition.

No blood test or scan confirms nail-biting. A clinician usually checks the nails, surrounding skin,
mouth, and teeth when damage or another health concern is present.
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How it works

Nail-biting can become a learned habit. A situation, thought, or physical sensation acts as a
trigger. Biting may then provide brief stimulation, relief, or a sense that a rough nail edge has
been corrected.

Repeating this cycle can make the action increasingly automatic. Common settings include
reading, screen use, studying, driving, watching television, and dealing with a difficult
conversation. The pattern is different for each person.

Rough or uneven nails may help keep the cycle going. Biting creates another jagged edge,
which can prompt more biting or picking.

Stress can increase nail-biting for some people, but it is not always the cause. People may also
bite their nails when calm, deeply focused, or under-stimulated. Nail-biting alone cannot show
whether someone has anxiety or another condition.

Why it matters for your health

Occasional nail-biting may cause little lasting harm. More frequent or forceful biting can affect
the nail plate, which is the hard visible part of the nail, and the skin that protects it.

Broken skin makes it easier for bacteria or fungi to enter. Repeated pressure can also leave
nails sore, thin, ridged, or uneven. Damage near the nail's growth area may change how the nail
grows, although many minor changes improve as the nail grows out.

Biting places repeated force on the front teeth. It may contribute to chipped or worn teeth,
irritated gums, or strain around the jaw, particularly when the behaviour is frequent or forceful.
A dentist can check whether any changes need attention.

Hands also pick up dirt and microorganisms from everyday surfaces. Putting fingers in the
mouth can transfer them, although nail-biting does not mean that an infection will occur.

The behaviour may matter for emotional or social reasons too. Some people feel embarrassed,
avoid showing their hands, or spend a great deal of effort trying to resist. That impact can be
worth discussing even when there is little physical damage.

What can go wrong

Nail-biting can relate to several specific problems:

Changes around a nail are not always caused by biting. Eczema, psoriasis, fungal infections,
warts, and other nail conditions can look similar. A new dark streak, a nail that repeatedly lifts,
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or a change affecting only one nail deserves routine medical assessment rather than being
assumed to come from biting.

Make a routine appointment if biting repeatedly causes bleeding, nail changes, dental damage,
pain, or distress. It is also reasonable to seek help if you have tried to stop but cannot, or if
other repetitive behaviours are causing harm.

Seek prompt medical care for increasing redness, warmth, swelling, pus, severe pain, or fever.
Get advice sooner if you have diabetes, poor circulation, or a weakened immune system.
Emergency care is rarely needed, but rapidly spreading redness with fever, confusion, or
faintness may indicate a serious infection.

- Traumatic nail damage: splitting, bleeding, tenderness, or separation of the nail from the
skin beneath it

- Paronychia: inflammation or infection of the skin around a nail, causing redness, warmth,
swelling, pain, or pus

- Periungual warts: warts around the nails that may spread more easily across damaged
skin

- Dental damage: chipped, cracked, or worn teeth and irritated gum tissue

- Jaw discomfort: soreness from repeatedly holding the jaw in a biting position

- Clinically significant repetitive behaviour: persistent biting that causes substantial
distress, injury, or disruption to daily life

What you can do

There is no required test if nail-biting is not causing a problem. If you want to change the
behaviour, start by learning its pattern rather than relying on willpower alone.

Keep a brief record for several days. Note where you were, what you were doing, which fingers
were involved, and whether you noticed an urge first. Photos can help you track nail or skin
damage over time.

Practical steps include:

Bitter-tasting nail products help some people by making the action easier to notice. Follow the
product label, keep it away from the eyes, and do not place it on broken or infected skin unless
the label says this is safe. Check whether a product is suitable before using it on a child.

Punishment, ridicule, or forced inspection can add distress without changing the habit. For
children, calm reminders and rewards for specific achievable goals are usually more
constructive than criticism.
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A clinician or therapist may offer habit reversal training . This is a behavioural treatment that
teaches you to notice the urge and use a different action that cannot happen at the same time
as biting. It may be part of cognitive behavioural therapy, often called CBT.

Do not start a medicine or supplement solely because it is promoted online for nail-biting.
Research on medication and supplements is limited, and they may have side effects or
interactions. A clinician can discuss them if nail-biting is part of a broader mental health
assessment.

A dentist can check tooth or gum damage. A dermatologist can assess persistent nail changes.
A primary care or mental health professional can help when the behaviour causes distress,
injury, or interference with daily life.

- Keeping nails short and smoothing rough edges with a file

- Covering a frequently bitten finger with tape or a bandage

- Using gloves during predictable activities, when practical

- Holding a safe object that keeps your hands occupied

- Choosing a competing action, such as pressing fingertips together

- Protecting damaged skin and avoiding pulling or cutting cuticles

Common questions
Does nail-biting mean | have anxiety?

No. Stress or anxiety can be a trigger, but nail-biting also occurs during boredom,
concentration, or relaxation. The behaviour alone cannot diagnose anxiety.

Will a bitten nail grow back normally?

Minor surface damage often moves outward as the nail grows. Repeated injury near the base
of the nail can cause longer-lasting changes. Have persistent distortion, pain, or lifting
assessed.

Is nail-biting contagious?

The behaviour itself is not contagious. However, damaged skin can become infected, and
biting may help spread a wart from one finger to another.

Should | worry if my child bites their nails?

Not necessarily. Focus on whether there is pain, bleeding, infection, dental damage, distress, or
interference with everyday activities. Avoid shaming the child. A paediatric primary care
clinician or dentist can assess concerns.
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Can a manicure stop nail-biting?

Regular nail care may reduce rough edges that trigger biting, but it does not change every

habit pattern. Artificial nails can irritate or damage some nails and should not be placed over

infected or badly injured skin.
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