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PEARLS

Patients undergoing nail surgery frequently experience anxiety. Nail 
procedures generally are performed under local anesthesia; common 
concerns include the sight of blood, the procedure itself, procedural-
associated disfigurement, and pain. Wearing a sleep mask diverts 
attention from the surgical field, thus reducing perioperative anxiety. 
Sleep masks are widely available and inexpensive. 
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Practice Gap
Perioperative anxiety is common in patients undergoing  
nail surgery. Patients might worry about seeing blood;  
about the procedure itself, including nail avulsion; and about 
associated pain and disfigurement. Nail surgery causes a 
high level of anxiety that correlates positively with postoper-
ative pain1 and overall patient dissatisfaction. Furthermore, 
surgery-related anxiety is a predictor of increased postop-
erative analgesic use2 and delayed recovery.3 

Therefore, implementing strategies that reduce peri-
operative anxiety may help minimize postoperative pain. 
Squeezing a stress ball, hand-holding, virtual reality, and 
music are tools that have been studied to reduce anxiety 
in the context of Mohs micrographic surgery; these strate-
gies have not been studied for nail surgery. 

The Technique 
Using a sleep mask is a practical solution to reduce patient 
anxiety during nail surgery. A minority of patients will 
choose to watch their surgical procedure; most become 
unnerved observing their nail surgery. Using a sleep mask 
diverts visual attention from the surgical field without 
physically interfering with the nail surgeon. Utilizing a 
sleep mask is cost-effective, with disposable sleep masks 
available online for less than $0.30 each. Patients can bring 
their own mask, or a mask can be offered prior to surgery.

If desired, patients are instructed to wear the sleep 
mask during the entirety of the procedure, starting from 
anesthetic infiltration until wound closure and dress-
ing application. Any adjustments can be made with the 

patient’s free hand. The sleep mask can be offered to 
patients of all ages undergoing nail surgery under local 
anesthesia, except babies and young children, who require 
general anesthesia.

Practical Implications
Distraction is an important strategy to reduce anxiety 
and pain in patients undergoing surgical procedures. 
In an observational study of 3087 surgical patients,  
36% reported that self-distraction was the most helpful 
strategy for coping with preoperative anxiety.4 In a ran-
domized, open-label clinical trial of 72 patients undergo-
ing peripheral venous catheterization, asking the patients 
simple questions during the procedure was more effective 
than local anesthesia in reducing the perception of pain.5 

It is crucial to implement strategies to reduce anxiety 
in patients undergoing nail surgery. Using a sleep mask 
impedes direct visualization of the surgical field, thus dis-
tracting the patient’s sight and attention from the proce-
dure. Furthermore, this technique is safe and cost-effective. 

Controlled clinical trials are necessary to assess the 
efficacy of this method in reducing nail surgery–related 
anxiety in comparison to other techniques. 
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