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Caring for 
common foot 
problems
Good foot care is an important part of your 
overall healthcare. In fact, your foot health 
can be a clue to your overall health.

All about your feet
Each foot is made up of 28 bones, 30 joints and more than 100 muscles, tendons and ligaments.  
All of these pieces work together to provide support, balance and mobility.1 

 The average person takes approximately 10,000 steps per day—this can add up to more than  
3 million steps per year!2

Their complex anatomy—combined with the stress they experience—make the feet prone  
to problems.2 

Your feet may experience several changes as you get older, including:2

•  Your feet may become wider and longer.
•  Your feet may appear flatter.
•  The fat pads on the bottom of your heal and under the bones of your forefoot may get thinner.
•  Your feet and ankles may get stiffer.
•  You may lose balance more often.

Foot problems – Who’s at risk?
There are several different types of foot problems and the cause of each depends upon the particular type. 
However, you are at a higher risk of developing foot problems if you have experienced any of these  
risk factors:3

•   Frequently wearing poorly fitted,  
pointy or high-heeled shoes

•  Diabetes
•  Neuropathy in the feet and ankles 
•   Other types of nerve or muscle damage
•   Arthritis

•   Standing or walking often on hard surfaces
•  Injuries to the feet, toes or ankles
•  Abnormal blood vessels
•  Flat feet or highly arched feet
•  Being overweight
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Why foot problems matter
Foot problems can have a big impact on your everyday life. Persistent foot pain may make it difficult to  
do activities you need and want to do, affecting your ability to be independent and your quality of life.4 
Foot problems may also increase the risk of falling and cause a fear of falling.5,6 Falls may result in serious 
injuries, and a fear of falling may cause lower levels of activity. 

Common foot problems in older adults
As you age, you may experience one or more of the foot problems below.7

Foot problem What is it?

Bunions Painful, bony bumps that develop on the outside of the big toe joint

Corns and calluses Thickened patches of dead skin that form to protect sensitive areas

Hammertoe A toe that points upward in the joints of the foot

Arthritis Pain and inflammation in the joints of the foot

Heel pain Pain that may result from heel spurs (bony growths) or plantar fasciitis 
(inflammation of the ligament that runs along the bottom of the foot)

Toenail issues May include fungal infections, ingrown toenails and dry, brittle nails

In addition, people with diabetes may have other foot health concerns. Over time, diabetes may lead to 
diabetic neuropathy, which can make you lose feeling in your feet. This means you may not be able to feel 
foot problems like cuts and sores that may become infected. Diabetes may also decrease blood flow to  
your feet, making it harder for an ulcer or infection to heal.8

Remember: Check your feet often for changes and signs of trouble.

Foot pain – When to see your doctor
In many cases, it is safe to manage foot pain with simple home remedies. However, in some instances,  
you may need to seek care from a doctor.9

Seek immediate medical attention if you: 
•  Have severe pain or swelling
•  Have an open wound that is oozing pus
•  Have signs of an infection
•  Are unable to walk or put weight on your foot
•  Have diabetes and have any wound that isn’t healing or is deep, red, swollen or warm

Schedule an office visit if you: 
•  Have swelling that doesn’t improve at all after 2 –5 days of home treatment
•  Have persistent pain that doesn’t improve after several weeks
•   Have burning pain, numbness or tingling, particularly involving most or all  

of the bottom of your foot
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Foot pain – Home remedies
There are many steps you can take to help relieve foot pain at home.7 Talk to your healthcare provider about:
•  Applying ice to reduce pain and swelling
•  Keeping your painful foot elevated 
•  Reducing your activity 
•  Wearing shoes that fit well and are suitable for the activity you are doing
•  Using foot pads to prevent rubbing and irritation
•  Taking over-the-counter pain medicines

Help prevent foot problems
There are some steps you can take to help reduce your risk of developing foot problems.

Wear proper footwear 
Many people wear shoes that do not properly fit, but research shows that wearing appropriate footwear  
is effective at reducing foot pain in older adults.4

Here’s what you need to know about buying new footwear: 
•   Have your foot measured for length and width. The size of your foot can change overtime, so it’s 

important to have your foot measured each time you buy new shoes.
•   Look for a shoe that is well-cushioned and has a wide toe box. The shoe should feel comfortable  

and supportive.
•   Shop later in the day. Your feet tend to swell as the day goes on, so if shoes fit comfortable later in  

the day, they will likely work well anytime.

Note: It’s also important to wear socks that keep your feet dry. They should be clean, lightly padded, and fit 
your feet well.

Consider using orthotics 
Foot orthotics are inserts that can replace, or be added to, the insole of the shoe. They may be useful in 
reducing pain in the heel, forefoot and toes.10 

There are two categories of orthotics:
•  Over-the-counter orthotics are generic, but may help the average person with foot pain.
•  Custom orthotics may be better for a person with a specific need or problem.

Make sure your shoes are roomy enough for the extra sole height before using an orthotic. You also might 
want to ensure that you can switch orthotics into different pairs of shoes. If you have delicate skin, check 
that the additional arch support does not injure your skin.4
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Practice good foot hygiene
Good hygiene is an important part of foot health. This includes keeping your feet clean and moisturized, 
removing corns and calluses and trimming your toenails.11

Here are some tips for keeping your feet clean and well-groomed:
•   Wash your feet with warm, soapy water. Avoid soaking your feet (it can cause your skin to become too 

dry) and be sure to dry your feet very well, including between your toes.
•   Smooth corns and calluses. Talk to your healthcare provider about using a pumice stone to smooth corns 

and calluses after bathing or showering. 
•   Trim your toenails carefully. Be sure to trim them straight across. You can smooth each nail with a nail file 

or emery board.

Note: If you want to get a pedicure at a salon, bring your own tools to prevent infection. Talk to your provider 
to determine other steps you need to take to prevent infection.

Keep your feet strong and flexible 
Exercising your feet may improve overall foot health and reduce your risk for injury. Walking is a great 
exercise for your feet, but flexibility and resistance exercises may help, too.12

Consider trying these foot exercises: 
•   Toe raises, points and curls
•   Golf ball roll
•   Towel curls
•   Marble pick up
•   Sand walking
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a 
healthcare professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your 
doctor before beginning an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.
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