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More than 10 years ago, oral cancer had its place within the concerns 
of dental health care providers. But today, the incidence of new cases 
of oral cancer has exploded to levels never before imagined. 
s   Why this increase? 
s   How are both patients and dental practitioners at higher risk  
        than ever before?
s   What oral cancer office protocols must be clarified to reflect  
        today’s world?

The Changing Risk Factors for Oral Cancer
At one time, oral cancer was a disease mostly limited to white men aged 45 and older who 
used tobacco and drank alcohol to excess (with a small number in that group due to family 
history). Today, the number of oral cancer cases include the aforementioned group plus 
an equal number of women and an even younger population overall. The increase in oral 
cancer cases now is considered a “disease” in epidemic proportions. Why has this epidemic 
occurred? The epidemic primarily is due to the human papilloma virus (HPV), a sexually 
transmitted virus that can be contracted through oral sex. 

In 2007, The New England Journal of Medicine published a landmark study that clearly 
stated that there is a direct correlation between oral cancer and HPV even when individuals 
do not ever use tobacco or alcohol, and have no family history of the disease. 

Unfortunately, awareness of this epidemic “flies below the radar” of the majority of the 
general population. I feel that it is up to all of us as front-line dental health care providers 
to educate the population in our respective communities in addition to our direct patient 
population about HPV. I hope that the following statistics will help move you, your patients 
and your community to preventive action:

s Once every 60 minutes, of every day, of every week, of every month, of every year, 
someone in our country dies as a result of oral cancer.1

s The five-year survival rate for oral cancer is at 50 percent. The reason for the very poor 
chance of survival is that two-thirds of all oral cancers are discovered at a late stage.2 
Even worse, these terrible statistics have not changed in 40-50 years!

s In summary, oral cancer is a known killer unless detected very early.

The Oral Cancer Epidemic

The dentist along  
with the entire  

dental team must 
continually make 

every effort to save 
lives through early 

detection along with 
educating patients 

and our communities 
about the risk factors 

for oral cancer. 

“
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Establishing Oral Cancer Protocols/Educating Patients about HPV
Because of the worrisome increase in oral cancers related to HPV in the last few years, it is 
important that we screen all patients for oral cancer beginning at age 16. However, educa-
tion in our office and beyond about oral cancer must begin before age 16. The key point to 
remember is that the more oral/sexual contact an individual has, the greater the chance of 
getting oral cancer can be expected.

Every office has to make decisions about a number of issues related to oral cancer:
s Will you put HPV status (positive or negative) as a question on your health history 

form?
s Will the office create talking points so that everyone including the business office team 

can provide a consistent message to patients?
s How will you establish a protocol to comfortably discuss HPV with the parents/guard-

ians of young adults? (Teens are known to have more oral sex because they mistakenly 
believe that there is no risk in that activity.)

s Will you provide literature about HPV?
s Having written protocols or a flowchart is the best way to ensure that best practices are 

followed easily and seamlessly in every office. In that way, nothing is left to chance and 
no room for error is allowed.

Avoiding Malpractice Risk
When dentists are asked why they don’t screen for oral cancer, many respond that it takes 
too much time. Actually, it does not take much time at all. More importantly, by not per-
forming the oral cancer screening exam and using good record-keeping techniques, dentists 
are putting themselves at tremendous risk for malpractice claims.

Malpractice claims that result from dentists failing to detect oral cancer are skyrocketing. 
I recently discussed this issue with a dental malpractice insurance carrier agent. The agent 
told me that there are more claims and complaints regarding the lack of detection and late 
detection of oral cancer than ever before. The agent said, “It’s becoming the biggest reason 
for malpractice lawsuits compared to other claims against dentists.”

So, the keys to reduce malpractice risk are:
s Communicate the steps of the oral cancer detection screening examination with the 

patient.
s Complete record keeping and note all areas examined.
s If an area of concern is detected, follow the “two to three week waiting rule” after docu-

menting the existing area visually and photographically.
s Schedule a follow-up appointment (two to three weeks) to reassess the area of concern. 

If the area remains, document as above with a specific list of information transmitted to 
specialist for possible biopsy through a HIPPA-secure portal.

s If the patient does not return for follow 
up: 

 s Call the patient.
 s Write in the patient chart the exact 

conversation with patient about 
importance of return visit.

 s Send letter stating concern about the 
specific area detected and the im-
portance of follow up (one through 
regular mail and one through certi-
fied mail).

Enhanced Oral Cancer  
Detection Devices
The first enhanced oral cancer detection 
devices used rinses and special lights. 
Approximately 10 years ago, the advent of 
fluorescence technology was a big improve-
ment for enhanced detection. Fluorescence 
really has changed everything. Using it, we 
can access so much more information by 
being able to see below the oral mucosal 
tissues. As fluorescence technologies have 
developed, they have continually enhanced 
the extent of early detection that can take 
place. In my estimation, I think that the 
advent of fluorescence technology makes a 
huge difference in our efforts to save lives 
through early detection.

Over the past 14+ years, the number of 
technologies for enhanced early oral cancer 
detection has grown from one to six — with 
the most recent rolled out in November 
2015. The sophistication of the devices also 
has grown dramatically. The currently avail-
able technologies are:
s ViziLite Plus – Denmat: rinse and light 

system
s MicroluxDL – AdDent: rinse and light 

system
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s VELscope Vx with imagining adapter – LED Dental: fluorescence technology, direct 
fluorescence

s Identafi – DentalEz: white light and fluorescence technology, indirect fluorescence
s OralID – Forward Science Technology: fluorescence technology, indirect fluorescence
s BioScreen – AdDent: fluorescence technology, direct fluorescence

Yes, the basic oral cancer screening examination is required as standard of care in dentistry. 
Using the enhanced detection technologies is not a part of standard of care (required). That 
being said, I strongly feel that every dentist should learn about the six enhanced detection 
technologies available today so that they can make an educated decision about possibly 
incorporating one of them into your practice.

Summary
The incidence of oral cancer is increasing every year. The issues that this epidemic brings 
are as wide-ranging as changes in patient/community education, dental practice systems/
protocols, risk management and investigating new technologies for enhanced detection. The 
dentist along with the entire dental team must continually make every effort to save lives 
through early detection along with educating patients and our communities about the risk 

CANCER from 31 factors for oral cancer. With everyone’s ef-
forts, we can stop the growth of this terrible 
epidemic.
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Dr. Bregman will be speaking at FDC2016, 
and presenting three courses on Saturday. 
His lecture, “Enhanced Oral Cancer Detec-
tion: Guide Your Practice to Thrive While 
Saving Lives!” will be at 9 a.m.; his work-
shop, “Enhanced Oral Cancer: A Hands-on 
Experience,” will be at 1:30 p.m., followed by 
a repeat of the workshop at 3:30 p.m. 
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