
Are Your Residents at Risk 
for Oral Cancer?
Protecting Their Oral Hygiene Can Help Identify, 
Prevent Serious Illness
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This year alone, 54,000 Americans will be diagnosed with oral or 
oropharyngeal cancer.1 More than 10,000 people will die from 
these diseases,2 and significantly, adults over the age of 65 will 
account for 60% of oral cancer-related deaths.3 

The risk of developing oral cancer increases with age, starting 
after about age 50.4 The five-year survival rate for oral and 
oropharyngeal cancers is currently 66%, but there is an 80% cure 
rate5 and an 85% five-year survival rate with early diagnosis.6 

Sadly, most people who have oral cancer aren’t diagnosed 
until the disease has progressed.7 Many times, signs of oral 
cancer aren’t identified until a dentist examines a patient.8 

In honor of Oral Cancer Awareness month in April, let’s take a 
closer look at oral and oropharyngeal cancer – the risk factors, 
how it can affect your skilled nursing facility residents’ quality of life, 
and how your clinical providers and staff can help protect your 
residents’ oral health each and every day.

1 https://oralcancerfoundation.org/facts/ 
2 https://www.cancer.net/cancer-types/oral-and-oropharyngeal-cancer/statistics 
3 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0733464817732517 
4 https://www.nidcr.nih.gov/research/data-statistics/oral-cancer/incidence 

5 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0733464817732517 
6 https://www.cancer.net/cancer-types/oral-and-oropharyngeal-cancer/statistics 
7 https://www.aaom.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=140:april-is-oral-cancer-awareness-month 
8 https://www.cancer.net/cancer-types/oral-and-oropharyngeal-cancer/symptoms-and-signs 
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9 https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mouth-cancer/symptoms-causes/syc-20350997 
10 https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/12180-oropharyngeal-cancer

11  https://oralcancerfoundation.org/facts/ 

Signs and symptoms of oral and oropharyngeal 
cancer may include:
·· A sore on the lip or in the mouth that doesn’t heal

·· A patch of white or reddish skin inside the mouth

·· Pain, tenderness, or numbness in the mouth or lips

·· Difficulty chewing, swallowing or talking, or with moving  
 the jaw or tongue

·· A growth, lump, or swelling inside the mouth

·· A change in how teeth fit together when the mouth is closed

Any of these symptoms that persist for 14 days or more should  
be examined by a dentist.

Oral cancer is any cancer that develops in or around the mouth, 
including the lips, gums, tongue, the inner lining of the cheeks, the 
roof of the mouth, or under the tongue.9 Oropharyngeal cancer 
develops in the oropharynx, the middle part of the throat, and 
includes the base of the tongue, tonsils, soft palate, and the walls 
and side of the throat.10

In its early stages, oral cancer often goes unnoticed. A patient 
may not experience any pain or discomfort or notice the 
disease’s signs and symptoms until long after its progression has 
begun.11 This is particularly true for elderly patients who might 
associate pain or mouth pain or sores with medications they may 
be taking, ill-fitting dentures, or old dental work that may be in 
disrepair. Still, others may be suffering from cognitive impairments 
due to their age that prevents them from expressing concerns 
about pain, sores, or swelling.

What is Oral and 
Oropharyngeal Cancer?
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12 https://www.cancer.net/cancer-types/oral-and-oropharyngeal-cancer/risk-factors-and-prevention 
13  https://www.cancercenter.com/cancer-types/oral-cancer/risk-factors 
14 https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cancer-causes/diet-physical-activity/alcohol-use-and-cancer.html 

15 https://www.mskcc.org/news/think-you-re-too-old-get-hpv-vaccine-prevent-cancer-maybe-not 
16 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6414580/ 
17 https://www.cancercenter.com/cancer-types/oral-cancer/risk-factors

Smoking and tobacco use 
Tobacco use is linked to 85% of head 
and neck cancers.12 Smoking cigarettes 
is most closely related to cancer of 
the mouth and throat, while the use of 
smokeless tobacco leads most often  
to cancers of the cheek, gum, and  
inner lip.13

Heavy alcohol use 
Alcohol has been linked to the 
development of oral cancers, and 
notably, the combination of alcohol 
and tobacco use increases the risk of 
developing these cancers even more.14

Human papillomavirus (HPV) infection 
One of the fastest-growing causes of 
oropharyngeal cancers is HPV infection, 
specifically a strain known as HPV16. 
HPV is transmitted sexually and is often 

associated with younger patients – 
however, almost 85% of adults between 
the age of 18 and 65 will have at least 
one strain of HPV during their lifetime.15 

Poor oral hygiene 
Irritation in the mouth caused  
by a lack of good oral hygiene  
or other dental issues may be  
connected to a higher risk of  
oral and oropharyngeal cancers.16  

Prolonged sun exposure 
Exposure to ultraviolet rays  
has been linked to cancer  
of the lip.17

Oral Cancer Risk Factors

There are a number of factors and behaviors that increase a person’s 
risk of developing oral and oropharyngeal cancers:
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Growths, sores, or swelling in the mouth may make your resident 
self-conscious about his or her appearance. It may affect how 
their dentures fit, making them less likely to talk with other residents 
or feel comfortable eating in a communal setting. The symptoms 
and treatment for oral cancers can make it difficult to eat, drink 
or swallow, and pain may disrupt regular sleeping patterns. 
Treatment for these cancers often involves surgery, radiation, and/
or chemotherapy, all of which can cause significant changes to a 
patient’s appearance and change their ability to independently 
conduct activities of daily living.18

And even once a patient is successfully treated for oral cancer, 
their risk doesn’t go away – nearly 40% of patients who survive 
oral cancer will see a recurrence of their cancer or develop a new 
cancer sometime after their treatment.19

Oral cancers can have a detrimental effect 
on your residents’ quality of life, from before 
diagnosis to beyond a successful treatment.

How Oral and Oropharyngeal 
Cancer Can Affect Your 
Residents’ Quality of Life

nearly 40% of patients who survive 
oral cancer will see a recurrence of 
their cancer or develop a new cancer 
sometime after their treatment.19

40%

18  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4334280/ 19  https://www.nyuoralcancer.org/oral_cancer/oral_cancer_facts.html 
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How You Can Help Protect Your 
Residents’ Oral Health

20  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4501060/ 21  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3917197/ 22 https://decisionsindentistry.com/article/improving-oral-health-long-term- 
 care-facility-residents/

Make sure your residents get regular dental checkups and 
screenings. Dental problems are common among the elderly, 
and especially so in the SNF population.20 Your residents may not 
recognize the signs and symptoms of oral cancer – or be able to 
notify you if they’re experiencing any symptoms. But regular dental 
visits will help them take better care of their oral health, and during 
each examination, a dentist will look carefully for any abnormalities 
that could be a sign of oral cancer.21

Help your residents maintain good oral hygiene daily. This may 
not only reduce their oral cancer risk – links have also been shown 
between poor oral hygiene and the risk of other cancers. 

Several factors may affect your residents’ ability to maintain 
their dental hygiene, from medications that detrimentally affect their 
oral health to medical issues like arthritis that may make it difficult 
for them to hold a toothbrush, to cognitive impairments that may 

prevent them from conducting activities of daily living on their own.22  
Any actions you can take, such as helping them brush their teeth 
each day, or working with a dentist to identify solutions like adaptive 
toothbrushes or medicated mouth rinses, can make a big difference 
in their day-to-day oral hygiene. 

Ensure that your residents and their friends and family 
understand the importance of good oral health. Ask visitors to 
notify you about any changes in their loved one’s eating habits 
or sleeping patterns, if the resident shows a reluctance to wear 
dentures, or if they notice any issues that may need to be evaluated 
by a dentist.

By helping your residents care for their oral hygiene, you can 
safeguard their health while improving their quality of life at 
the same time – and that’s something we can all smile about.

Skilled nursing facility clinicians and staff can play 
a very important role in monitoring and protecting 
their residents’ oral health. 


