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EDITOR'S SUMMARY
A previous paper published in the BDJ 
this year investigated the provision 
of smoking cessation advice by den-
tal teams and factors that determined 
whether or not such advice was pro-
vided.1 The paper found that there was 
room for improvement in the provision 
of smoking cessation advice, particu-
larly to patients without severe oral com-
plaints, and the authors made various 
suggestions for how this improvement 
could be encouraged. This paper by Ter-
rades et al. looks at the other side of the 
equation, by investigating patients’ atti-
tudes to smoking cessation advice pro-
vided by dentists. Their results make for 
interesting reading.

Two hundred and fi fty-fi ve patient 
questionnaires were analysed in they 
study, and the fi ndings fall broadly into 
three areas: knowledge of the effects of 

smoking on general health, knowledge of 
the effects of smoking on oral health, and 
attitudes to dentists’ role in smoking ces-
sation. The study found that patients gen-
erally had a good knowledge of the effects 
of smoking on their general health, but 
that smokers in particular were signifi -
cantly less aware of the effects of smok-
ing on their mouths. Patient attitudes 
to dentists providing smoking cessation 
advice were very positive, with 69% of 
smokers indicating they would try to 
quit if their dentist suggested so and 81% 
indicating they would try to quit if their 
dentist showed them an effect of smoking 
on their mouth.

These results show why provision of 
smoking cessation advice by dentists 
is so important. Patients’ knowledge of 
the effects of smoking on oral health 
appears to be patchy and patients are 
open to advice from dentists on this sub-

ject – indeed, they seem to expect it. This 
serves to underline the importance of the 
fi ndings of Rosseel et al. in the earlier 
paper.1 With patients apparently so open 
to advice from dentists on the effects of 
smoking and the importance of quitting, 
there is a great opportunity for the pro-
fession to make a positive impact on the 
oral and general health of thousands of 
smokers who have yet to quit. Such an 
opportunity should not be passed up.

The full paper can be accessed from 
the BDJ website (www.bdj.co.uk), under 
‘Research’ in the table of contents for 
Volume 207 issue 11.
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Background  Smoking is correlated with a large number of oral conditions such as tooth staining and bad breath, 
periodontal diseases, impaired healing of wounds, precancer and oral cancer. These effects are often visible and in the 
early stages they are reversible after cessation of smoking. Dentists, as part of the health profession, are frequently in 
contact with the general population and there is evidence that they are as effective in providing smoking cessation 
counselling as any other healthcare group. Aims and methods  Patients’ knowledge of the effects of smoking and their 
attitudes towards the role of dentists in smoking cessation activities were analysed via a self-completing questionnaire 
and compared depending on their smoking status (smokers and non-smokers). Results  The results show that patients 
hold very positive attitudes towards dentists’ role in smoking cessation. The results also show that although patients have 
a good knowledge of the effects of smoking on general health, smokers are signifi cantly less aware of the relationship 
between smoking and gum disease and on wound healing. Conclusions  Dentists should inform their patients about the 
oral effects of smoking and strongly advise them not to smoke, especially in patients diagnosed with periodontal disease 
and requiring surgical procedures.
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COMMENT

None of us appreciates being preached 
at, but we do tend to be interested 
in new information about our own 
health. If that information comes 
from a respected source we are often 
motivated to act on it.

This article investigates these fac-
tors in relation to the dentist’s role in 
smoking cessation. It identifi es gaps 
in patients’ knowledge and it assesses 
patients’ attitudes to their dentists as 
advisers on smoking cessation and 
their stated willingness to follow 
such advice.

Smoking has well established effects 
on oral health – particularly through 
increased risk of oral cancer, increased 
prevalence and severity of periodon-
tal disease, and slower and less suc-
cessful wound healing after surgery.1 
The study found that the association 
between smoking and these oral effects 
was less well understood than medical 
or aesthetic effects.

Smokers were less likely than non 
smokers to identify the link between 
smoking and oral health – especially 
the effects on periodontal disease and 
wound healing. This demonstrates the 
importance of assessing the smok-
ing status of patients and ensuring 
that specifi c advice is given to smok-
ers undergoing surgery or any form of 
periodontal intervention.

The majority of patients in this sur-
vey – both smokers and non-smokers 
– showed very positive attitudes to the 
role of the dentists in smoking cessation, 
agreeing that they would expect their 
dentist to be interested in their smok-

ing status and to explain the effects of 
smoking on their oral health. 

Almost all the smokers questioned 
stated that if the dentist showed them 
an effect of smoking in their mouth 
they would give up smoking. This rein-
forces the evidence that advice from 
primary care professionals – even very 
brief advice – is effective in reducing 
smoking levels in the population.2

The message is clear: assess your 
patients’ smoking status and advise 
smokers on how this affects their oral 
health. They expect this advice and 
will act on it.

S. Fuller
Consultant in Dental and General Public 
Health, NHS Tameside and Glossop
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1. Why did you undertake this research?
The fi ght against smoking is a public 
health priority nowadays. This inves-
tigation was undertaken as a starting 
point for fi nding out more about smok-
ing and dentistry. Its basic aim was to 
fi nd out the current level of knowledge 
of patients regarding the effects of 
smoking on oral health and at the same 
time what they expected from their den-
tists. If we could show that there was a 
lack of knowledge but that patients were 
willing to follow their dentists’ advice, 
it would be reasonable to ask all of the 
dental profession to participate in smok-
ing cessation activities and thus be part 
of a worldwide strategy against tobacco.

2. What would you like to do next in this 
area to follow on from this work? 
The ultimate objective of this work is to 
involve all of the dental profession in the 
fi ght against tobacco. For that reason, 
the next step we would like to take is to 
produce a leafl et for dentists and dental 
hygienists containing the results of this 
study to encourage them to participate 
in smoking cessation activities. Then it 
would be interesting to investigate any 
change in their attitudes to informa-
tion about smoking. Apart from this, we 
would like to investigate in detail how 
oral tissues change after patients give up 
smoking. Although the effects of smok-
ing are well described in the scientifi c 
literature, the effects of giving up the 
habit are not well documented yet.
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• Highlights the importance of dental 
professionals being involved in smoking 
cessation activities and encourages them 
to do so.

•  Shows patients’ willingness to follow 
dentists’ advice in relation to giving 
up smoking.

•  Helps identify those patients who 
would benefit most from receiving 
information about the effects of 
smoking on their mouths.
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