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Why Am I having a Dental Assessment?

Head and neck cancer treatment affects your mouth 
and jaws. Surgery for example may change the 
shape of your mouth and this may affect eating, 
speaking and swallowing. It is important that your 
mouth is healthy to avoid interruptions or delay to 
your cancer treatment because of dental problems.  
Also side effects of some cancer treatments can 
affect your teeth, mouth and jaws both at the time 
and later. Assessing your mouth at an early stage 
sometimes helps us to know what to do to your 
mouth after treatment.

Problems with your mouth during 
treatment

Getting a sore mouth often happens around 1-2 
weeks after starting chemotherapy or radiotherapy 
and can last about six weeks after treatment. It 
can mean that your mouth feels very sore and raw 
and this may mean you cannot brush your teeth 
properly.

During treatment you should only use mouthwashes 
or gels which have been advised or prescribed by 
your cancer team. Using bland rinses such as warm 
salt water or sodium bicarbonate often gives some 
relief.  
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Problems with your mouth after treatment

Dry mouth:

After chemotherapy and/or radiotherapy you are 
likely to experience having less saliva – a “dry 
mouth” due to the effect of drugs and radiation on 
the glands that produce saliva.

Radiotherapy-associated tooth decay: 

Radiotherapy-associated tooth decay can develop 
as a result of dry mouth in combination with eating 
sugary foods. Widespread tooth decay can happen 
and this can quickly destroy teeth. 

Bits of bone dying:

Sometimes after radiotherapy bits of your jaw bone 
can die. It can be very painful, last for months 
and may need surgery.  Having teeth extracted 
after radiotherapy gives you a higher risk of this 
happening and this is why sometimes teeth are 
extracted before radiotherapy starts. To reduce the 
risk your own dentist may refer you for extractions in 
hospital, if you require an extraction in some parts of 
the mouth.
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Limited mouth opening:

This can occur after surgery, radiotherapy or 
chemotherapy. This means that teeth near the back 
of your mouth may not be able to be treated by a 
dentist and sometimes you may be advised to have 
teeth removed prior to treatment due to this risk.

Changes to your mouth:

The effects of treatment mean that sometimes you 
have less teeth to chew with and speech, swallowing 
and appearance may be affected. It may also be 
much harder for you to undergo some forms of 
dental treatment and to wear dentures. This means 
that your future dental care may sometimes be 
shared between your own dentist together with one 
or more of the consultants at Crosshouse Hospital.

What can you do to minimize dental 
problems after head and neck cancer 
treatment

Visit your dentist regularly so problems can be dealt 
with at an early stage. If you do not have a dentist, 
register with one.

•	 Ensure you brush your teeth well and clean 
between the teeth.
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•	 Eating less sugar is best however if you have 
problems maintaining your weight it will be 
necessary to get advice from the dietician.

•	 Your dentist should prescribe higher dose fluoride 
toothpaste to reduce the risk of radiotherapy-
associated tooth decay.

•	 You should use an alcohol-free fluoride 
mouthrinse at a different time of day from when 
you brush your teeth.

•	 If you have a very dry mouth you should ask your 
dentist about using saliva replacement therapy/
use of frequent saline rinses.

•	 If you have or are at risk of limited mouth opening 
ask your dentist or cancer team about jaw 
exercises or devices that may help.

•	 Smoking is damaging to both dental and general 
health. If you smoke you should cease smoking 
as soon as possible.  Smoking cessation advice is 
available from many sources including Fresh Air-
shire who can be contacted on Freephone 0800 
7839132 or http://www.nhsaaa.net/services-a-
z/f-fresh-air-shire.aspx
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Given the difficulties that you may encounter after 
cancer treatment sometimes your dental treatment 
may not be able to be carried out by just your own 
dentist. You may require specialist services provided 
by hospital based dentists or surgeons.

If you are having difficulties with your mouth 
after your cancer treatment and wish further 
advice please contact the MacMillan Head 
and Neck Clinical Nurse Specialists based at 
Crosshouse Hospital on: (01563)  545501.

They will try to advise you further and if required 
refer you to the most appropriate health 
professional for further management.
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Your notes
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Tell us what you think...
If you would like to comment on any issues raised by this document, please complete 
this form and return it to: Communications Department, 28 Lister Street, University 
Hospital Crosshouse, Crosshouse KA2 0BB. You can also email us at:   
comms@aaaht.scot.nhs.uk. If you provide your contact details, we will acknowledge 
your comments and pass them to the appropriate departments for a response.

Name  ______________________________________________________

Address  ______________________________________________________

   ______________________________________________________  

Comment  ______________________________________________________

   ______________________________________________________

Tha gach sgrìobhainn againn rim faotainn ann an diofar chànanan, clò 
nas motha, Braille (Beurla a-mhàin), teip claistinn no riochd eile a tha 
sibh airson a thaghadh.


