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For the dentist presented with a patient 

complaining about mouth ulcers, it all starts 

with the history; when, where, how often, how 

long has it been there, and so on. Once a 

diagnosis is made, the management can be 

advised with referral if required. Below are the 

most common types of problem with which the 

dentist will be confronted and the way in which 

they are managed.  

 

Most common are aphthous mouth ulcers. 

They are small and painful and can occur 

anywhere inside the mouth. They may affect 

30% of the populationand more commonly 

women. The commonest ages to suffer such 

ulcers is between 10 and 50. The cause is 

unknown and they cannot be caught from 

kissing someone with such ulcers. Essentially 

there are two types. Minor aphthae are most 

common. They are small and form shallow 

yellowish ulcers with a red margin. They may be 

solitary or may appear as a small crop, normally 

lasting 7-10 days and then disappearing without  

 

 

 

trace. Major aphthae are relatively uncommon. 

They are usually solitary and much larger, 

normally more than 1 cm in diameter. They last 

from 2-6 weeks and may leave a scar when they 

heal. They may be very painful. There is no 

specific treatment for the ulcers and most 

treatments aim to manage the discomfort. Spicy 

foods should be avoided. There are a variety of 

topical treatments that may act as a barrier, 

antiseptic or pain relieving gel and all can be 

purchased from a pharmacy without 

prescription.  

 
Ulcers may also occur as a result of trauma, 

most commonly from ill-fitting dentures which 

result in unequal pressure on the mucosal 

mouth lining and forming of a persistent painful 

Oral Ulceration 
For most of us mouth ulcers are those wretched things that develop sporadically, feel uncomfortable 

when you eat, last about a week and that you treat with Bonjela. For the dentist oral ulceration is much 

more and he or she has to be vigilant because there are at least 40-50 causes and some can be very 

serious. 

 

Aphthous ulcer 
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ulcer which will not heal unless the denture is 

adjusted. Such ulcers commonly occur in the 

sulci (the reflections between the cheek and the 

gums). 

 

Ulceration may occur as a result of viral 

infection, commonly in children. Most children 

acquire an infection called primary herpetic 

gingivo-stomatitis which is probably the child’s 

first exposure to the herpes virus. It is 

contagious (and can be acquired by kissing an 

adult with a cold sore) and presents with 

vesicular lesions (blisters) which break down to 

form shallow painful ulcers. They can be found 

in the tongue, cheeks, palate, gums and inner 

aspect of the lips. It is accompanied by fever 

and often debility, painful mouth, sore gums 

and dribbling. The child is miserable. Normally 

the child recovers completely in ten days and 

suffers no recurrence. Once resolved the 

causative virus remains in the body along the 

vermilion border of the lips and it may be 

reactivated by triggers including sunlight, fever 

trauma, etc. to form cold sores (herpes labialis).  

 

Two other sorts of ulceration should always be 

on the dentist’s mind, particularly when 

confronted by a solitary persistent ulcer which 

will not heal. 

 

Syphilis is increasing  in frequency and an oral 

ulcer or chancre, which lasts between 2-6 

weeks, may be the first manifestation of the 

disease when the mouth is the site of the 

infection. It may be accompanied by enlarged 

soft discrete associated cervical (neck) lymph 

glands. If there is any suspicion of syphilis as the 

diagnosis the patient should be referred to a 

genito-urinary specialist for diagnosis and 

appropriate treatment. It is essential to identify 

sexual contacts.  

 

The second sort of ulcer, which needs fast 

diagnosis and 2-week referral is the malignant 

oral ulcer. Oral cancerous ulcers are painless 

(compared with most other oral ulcers which 

are painful). They are slow-growing, do not heal 

and are most commonly located on the side of 

the tongue, floor of the mouth or soft palate.  

 
They are 40+ times as likely to occur in patients 

who are smokers or heavy alcohol consumers.  

They spread early via lymph glands. Some 

malignancies start as white patches 

(leukoplakia) in the mouth and, like non-healing 

ulcers, should be referred for investigation if 

persisting for more than 14 days.  

 

There are lots of other causes of ulcers; 

infective, drug-related, auto-immune, chemical, 

etc. but they are generally rare. However,  

overall mouth ulcers are common. Patients 

often come to the doctor but in reality the 

dentist is a more appropriate port of call. The 

vast majority are harmless and self-limiting. 

Malignant ulcers need to be spotted very 

quickly. Any delay reduces the prognosis 

dramatically. Any ulcer present more than 14-

21 days should be referred urgently for biopsy.   
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Oral cancer on tongue 
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