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Description

Oral cancer is a serious and potentially life-threatening disease
characterized by the uncontrolled growth of malignant cells in
the tissues of the mouth and surrounding areas. It most com-
monly affects the lips, tongue, floor of the mouth, cheeks, gums,
and palate. Oral cancer is a significant global health concern
due to its high morbidity and mortality rates, largely because
it is often diagnosed at advanced stages. Early detection and
treatment are crucial for improving patient outcomes and sur-
vival rates.

The majority of oral cancers are classified as squamous cell
carcinomas, originating from the flat, thin cells lining the oral
cavity. These carcinomas account for over 90% of all oral ma-
lignancies. Other less common types include salivary gland tu-
mors, lymphoma, melanoma, and sarcoma, but squamous cell
carcinoma remains the most prevalent and studied form.

Risk factors for oral cancer are multifaceted and include both
environmental and lifestyle components. The primary risk fac-
tor is the use of tobacco in any form, including smoking cig-
arettes, cigars, pipes, and the use of smokeless tobacco such
as chewing tobacco and snuff. Tobacco contains numerous
carcinogens that cause genetic mutations in oral mucosal cells,
leading to cancer development. Alcohol consumption is another
major risk factor, particularly when combined with tobacco use,
as it acts synergistically to increase the risk.

Oral cancer typically begins as a small, often painless lesion
or ulcer that fails to heal. It may present as a white patch (leu-
koplakia), red patch (erythroplakia), or a mixed red-and-white
lesion (erythroleukoplakia) in the oral mucosa. These premalig-
nant lesions can progress to invasive cancer if left untreated. As
the tumor grows, symptoms may include pain, difficulty chew-
ing or swallowing, numbness, swelling, loose teeth, or a lump
in the neck due to metastasis to lymph nodes.

Early diagnosis of oral cancer greatly improves treatment out-
comes. Dentists and healthcare providers play a vital role in
screening high-risk patients during routine examinations. Visu-
al inspection and palpation of the oral cavity, combined with a
thorough patient history, can identify suspicious lesions. When
oral cancer is suspected, a biopsy is performed to obtain a tissue
sample for histopathological examination, which confirms the
diagnosis.

Treatment of oral cancer typically involves a multidisciplinary
approach, including surgery, radiation therapy, chemotherapy,
or a combination thereof. Surgical removal of the tumor with
clear margins is often the primary treatment, especially for ear-
ly-stage cancers. Advanced tumors may require more extensive
resections, possibly including parts of the jawbone or tongue,
followed by reconstructive surgery to restore function and ap-
pearance.

Prevention of oral cancer focuses on reducing modifiable risk
factors. Public health initiatives promote tobacco cessation, re-
duction of alcohol consumption, HPV vaccination, and aware-
ness about early signs of oral cancer. Regular dental check-ups
and self-examination of the oral cavity can facilitate early de-
tection. Maintaining good oral hygiene and addressing dental
problems promptly also contribute to lowering risk.

Conclusion

Oral cancer is a complex disease with multifactorial causes
and significant health implications. Its prevention, early detec-
tion, and comprehensive management require coordinated ef-
forts from healthcare professionals, patients, and communities.
Awareness of risk factors and symptoms, along with access to
appropriate medical care, are essential in reducing the burden
of this devastating disease. Continued research and innovation
in treatment modalities offer hope for improved survival and
quality of life for individuals affected by oral cancer.
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