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You have been given this leaflet to explain the damaging effects of 
tobacco on your mouth and to encourage you to limit these effects by 
giving up smoking. Many patients that attend our clinic are already 
showing potentially malignant changes to their mouth, so it is vital that 
you stop smoking now to avoid further complications.

 

Why does smoking put me at more risk?

Smokers' health is generally poorer than that of non-smokers. This is 
hardly surprising, given that smoking is known to play a part in many 
different diseases (see diagram).

 

Over 40 of the chemicals in cigarettes are known to cause cancer.
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What effect does tobacco have on my mouth?

Smoking is the main cause of mouth cancer. It is estimated that the risk 
of mouth cancer in smokers is 3 times higher than in non-smokers. This 
risk increases with the number of cigarettes smoked and years of 
smoking.

Smoking bidi (hand-rolled Indian cigarettes containing tobacco and 
temburni leaf) is particularly damaging and increases the risk of cancer 
a further 3 times.

Oral cancers arise from changes to the cells, which have become so 
severe that the cells no longer respond to the body's signals. Before the 
changes in the cells reach this level, they can be termed 'potentially 
malignant' (see dysplasia patient information leaflet).

What are the signs of oral cancer?

The most common signs of oral cancer are:

• Non-healing ulcers, which aren't necessarily painful.
• Red or white patches inside your mouth.
• Lumps

Fig 1. 
Potentially malignant white patch left side of tongue in a smoker
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Fig 2.  Early mouth cancer right side of tongue in a smoker

If we suspect you may have cancer we will assess the cells in any lesion 
you have by taking a sample of the area (known as a biopsy). This is 
important to confirm a diagnosis.

Other effects of tobacco use on the mouth

Gum disease

Gum disease causes the gums to appear puffy, red and bleed. Over time 
if not treated, the inflammation can cause loss of bone and gum around 
teeth. The severity of gum disease increases with the length of time and 
the amount you have smoked. Smokers are 6 times more likely to have 
gum disease than non-smokers.

Fig 3.  Tooth staining and gum disease in a smoker
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Dental implants

Dental implants are metal screws placed into the jawbones onto which 
an artificial tooth or teeth can be placed. It is known that in smokers - 
particularly heavy smokers - implants are less likely to succeed. It is 
thought that stopping smoking reduces the risk of implant failure, but 
there is currently little research to support this.

Other effects include:
• Discolouration of teeth, dental fillings and dentures.
• Halitosis (bad breath).
• Alteration in the sense of taste and smell.
• Thick, black coating on the tongue (known as black hairy tongue).
• Mouth infections and diseases, such as oral candidosis (oral 

thrush). See candida patient information leaflet.
• Impaired healing within the mouth which can be a particular 

concern with tooth removal.
• 'Smokers palate' - the palate appears white with red speckles, due 

to the blockage of small salivary gland openings. This is not 
considered pre-cancerous and usually disappears when you stop 
smoking.

• Occasionally increase in natural colouration of the mouth 
-brown/blue/black appearance. This is termed 'smokers melanosis' 
and often reduces after smoking

How will stopping smoking help me?

There are many benefits to giving up smoking, the most significant 
benefits relating to your oral health are:

• It significantly reduces the risk of developing oral cancer.
• Some potentially malignant lesions can reverse after stopping 

smoking.
• It can reduce the risk of tooth loss and decay.
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Smokers who stop also experience a number of other health benefits 
including:

• Improved circulation and normalised oxygen levels in their blood, 
making breathing and walking easier.

• Less likely to develop blood clots and leg ulcers.
• Lower risk of heart disease, heart attack and stroke.
• A smaller chance of developing most types of cancer.
• Improvement in gastric/bowel symptoms such as indigestion and 

irritable bowel syndrome.
• Better response to medications when nicotine is out of the system.
• Reduction or stop to further progress of lung disease such as 

emphysema.
• Halting or reversing damage to the eyes, depending on the 

severity and type of disease.

It is important to emphasise that cutting down the number of cigarettes 
you smoke does not bring any of these benefits. You need to stop 
completely.

Isn't it too late to stop now?

No, it is never too late, but the earlier you stop the better. We 
particularly recommend getting support from the Sheffield Stop 
Smoking Service who will be able to give you helpful advice on stopping 
for good.

Sheffield Stop Smoking Service

• 0800 612 0011  (free from landline phones)
• 0330 660 1166  (free from most mobile phones)

 
• Website:  

http://yorkshiresmokefree.nhs.uk/teams/sheffield-team
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Where can I find further information?

The following websites have useful information about smoking, its 
effect and support in giving up. Or alternatively you may wish to speak 
to your consultant, nurse, GP or pharmacist.

    http://smokefree.nhs.uk

    https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/reducing-smoking
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