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IS IT BAD TO PICK YOUR NOSE? A DEEP DIVE INTO THE HABIT, HEALTH RISKS, AND
WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW

It is one of the most common, yet most taboo, habits humans share. Almost everyone has done it at
some point, often in private, sometimes out of sheer boredom or the irresistible urge to clear a
blocked nostril. But the question lingers: is it bad to pick your nose? While it may seem like a
harmless, albeit unsightly, behavior, the answer is more nuanced than a simple yes or no. From
potential infections to social stigma, the act of digging for gold carries implications that go far
beyond momentary relief. This article explores the medical, social, and psychological dimensions of
nose picking,  offering a clear-eyed look at  what  happens when you stick  a  finger  where it  doesn't
technically belong.

THE UNCOMFORTABLE TRUTH: WHY WE PICK OUR NOSES

Before we answer the question of whether it is bad to pick your nose, it helps to understand why we
do  it  in  the  first  place.  Nasal  mucus,  or  boogers,  serves  a  vital  biological  function.  It  traps  dust,
pollen, bacteria, and other airborne particles, preventing them from entering your lungs. When
mucus  dries,  it  forms  crusts  that  can  feel  irritating  or  obstruct  airflow.  The  natural  response  is  to
remove the irritant. For many, a finger is the quickest and most convenient tool available.
Nose picking is not limited to children. Studies suggest that nearly 91% of adults admit to picking
their nose regularly, although most try to do so in private. The habit can be triggered by:

Dry air leading to hardened mucus
Allergies or colds that increase mucus production
Anxiety or boredom where the behavior becomes a repetitive, self-soothing action
Body-focused repetitive behavior (BFRB) in more extreme cases, such as
rhinotillexomania, where the urge becomes compulsive and causes physical damage

Understanding  these  triggers  is  the  first  step  in  determining  whether  your  own  habit  is  a  minor
nuisance  or  a  genuine  health  concern.

THE MEDICAL ANSWER: IS IT BAD TO PICK YOUR NOSE FOR YOUR HEALTH?

From a purely medical standpoint, there are several risks associated with habitual or aggressive
nose picking. While the occasional, gentle removal of dried mucus is unlikely to cause serious harm,
frequent or forceful digging can lead to a range of complications.

Damage to the Nasal Lining
The inside of your nose is lined with delicate mucous membranes and tiny blood vessels. Repeated
scraping  with  fingernails  can  cause  microtears,  leading  to  nosebleeds.  Over  time,  chronic  picking
can create sores or scabs inside the nostrils, which then become painful and may bleed again when
they are picked off. This creates a vicious cycle of irritation and picking.

Introduction of Bacteria and Viruses
Your hands come into contact with countless surfaces throughout the day. Doorknobs, keyboards,
handrails, and smartphones are all reservoirs for bacteria and viruses. When you insert a finger into
your nose,  you are delivering a payload of  microbes directly  into a warm, moist  environment
perfectly suited for pathogen growth. This increases your risk of:

Nasal vestibulitis: an infection of the nasal entrance, often caused by Staphylococcus
aureus
Sinus infections: bacteria pushed deeper into the nasal passages can trigger or worsen
sinusitis
Upper respiratory infections: introducing cold or flu viruses directly into the respiratory
tract

The Rare but Serious Danger: Cavernous
Sinus Thrombosis
While extremely rare, there is a potentially life-threatening risk associated with picking your nose.
The nasal cavity is connected to the cavernous sinuses at the base of the brain through a network of
veins. An infection in the nose, particularly from a picked sore or a deep ingrown hair, can travel
backward through these veins and cause a blood clot called cavernous sinus thrombosis. Symptoms
include  severe  headache,  fever,  bulging  eyes,  and  vision  problems.  This  condition  requires
immediate medical attention and underscores that, in rare cases, nose picking can have grave
consequences.

THE SOCIAL STIGMA: IS IT BAD TO PICK YOUR NOSE IN PUBLIC?

Beyond  the  physical  risks,  the  social  consequences  of  nose  picking  are  significant.  Almost  every
culture considers the act  to be impolite,  unsanitary,  and off-putting.  Being seen picking your nose
can damage personal and professional relationships. Children are often taught at a young age that it
is a private activity, but for adults, the social penalty can be even harsher. In a workplace setting, it
can be perceived as a lack of self-awareness or basic hygiene. From a purely social perspective, it is
almost always considered bad form to pick your nose in public.

CAN PICKING YOUR NOSE CHANGE ITS SHAPE?

A common worry, especially among parents, is whether frequent picking can alter the shape of the
nose.  For  most  people,  occasional  picking will  not  change the external  structure.  The nose is
supported by both bone and cartilage, which are firm tissues. However, in very rare, extreme cases
of compulsive picking over many years, the repeated trauma can lead to scarring or deformation of
the nasal passages. This is more of a concern for individuals with rhinotillexomania or those who
pick aggressively due to a medical condition like nasal vestibulitis. For the average person, the
shape of your nose is safe, though the internal lining may not be.
WHAT ABOUT EATING BOOGERS? THE GROSS FACTOR AND THE SCIENCE

An offshoot  of  the nose picking habit  is  the occasional  consumption of  the removed mucus.  While
this is universally considered disgusting, some have wondered if there might be a biological benefit.
A few researchers have floated the theory that eating dried mucus could expose the immune system
to  weakened  pathogens,  potentially  building  immunity.  However,  this  idea  remains  highly
speculative and is not supported by robust scientific evidence. What is known is that eating mucus
reintroduces trapped bacteria  and viruses to your  digestive system and mouth,  which can be
counterproductive.  The health  risks  of  this  behavior  outweigh any theoretical  benefit,  so the short
answer remains: it is not advisable.

HOW TO STOP THE HABIT: PRACTICAL STRATEGIES

If  you  have  decided  that  the  habit  is  bad  for  you—whether  due  to  health  concerns,  social
embarrassment,  or  both—there  are  effective  ways  to  break  it.  The  key  is  to  replace  the  behavior
with a healthier alternative.

Use saline spray or nasal rinse. Keeping your nasal passages moist prevents mucus from1.
drying into irritating crusts. A simple saline spray applied twice a day can dramatically reduce
the urge to pick.
Blow your nose gently. Instead of using a finger, use a tissue and blow gently. For stubborn2.
crusts, soften them first with steam or a warm washcloth.
Keep your hands busy. Nose picking is often a subconscious habit. Identify triggers like3.
watching TV or working and give your hands something else to do, such as squeezing a stress
ball, knitting, or fidgeting with a pen.
Trim your fingernails. Short fingernails cause less damage and make the act less satisfying,4.
which can help reduce the frequency.
Wear gloves or bandages. For some people, physically making it harder to pick—by5.
wearing gloves during the night or putting a bandage on a picking finger—creates enough
friction to break the cycle.
Address underlying conditions. If allergies, dry air, or frequent colds are driving the habit,6.
treat the root cause. A humidifier in your bedroom can work wonders during winter months.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

For most people, nose picking is a minor, manageable habit. However, there are signs that it has
crossed into a medical concern. You should consult a healthcare provider if you experience:

Frequent or heavy nosebleeds that are difficult to stop
Persistent pain or sores inside the nose that do not heal
Signs of infection: redness, swelling, warmth, or discharge from the nostril
Compulsive picking that you cannot control or that interferes with your daily life
Swelling around the eyes or forehead accompanied by a fever

A doctor can assess for infections, nasal vestibulitis, or other complications and may refer you to a
specialist if the behavior is compulsive.

CONCLUSION: SO, IS IT BAD TO PICK YOUR NOSE?

The  answer  depends  largely  on  context  and  frequency.  The  occasional,  gentle  removal  of  a
bothersome crust in the privacy of your own home with clean hands is unlikely to cause significant
harm. However, as a regular habit or one performed with dirty hands, in public, or with enough force
to cause bleeding, the answer shifts to a clear yes. It is bad to pick your nose because of the risks of
infection,  damage  to  the  nasal  lining,  and  the  significant  social  stigma  attached  to  the  act.
Fortunately,  there  are  simple,  effective  strategies  to  break  the  habit  and  maintain  better  nasal
hygiene. By keeping your nose clean through gentler methods like saline rinses and proper tissue
use, you can stay healthy and avoid the complications that come with this common but avoidable
behavior.
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