
Mouth sores can be a common side effect of cancer treatment. You might have soreness, or 
little cuts or ulcers can form. These mouth sores can become infected and can bleed. They 
often get worse over time and can be very painful. They can make it hard for you to eat, 
swallow, drink, or even talk.

What to look for
Sores in the mouth that may be red, or 
may have small white patches in the 
middle. These sores can be painful or hurt 

when you chew, or feel like a sore throat. The sores may 
bleed or become infected.

•  Small ulcers, swelling, or bleeding in the mouth,  
on the gums, or on or under the tongue

•  A white or yellow film, patches, or pus in the mouth 
or on the tongue

•  More mucus in the mouth than usual

•  A feeling of dryness, burning, or pain when you eat  
hot and cold foods

•  Heartburn or indigestion

What causes mouth sores  
in people with cancer?
Mouth sores can be caused by 
chemotherapy, targeted drug therapy, 

some immunotherapy, and radiation treatments to the 
head and neck area. Other things may also cause mouth 
sores: certain infections, dehydration, poor mouth care, 
oxygen therapy, alcohol or tobacco use, or a lack of 
certain vitamins or protein.

Dental checkups and  
mouth care
Dental checkups before treatment, 
and especially before head and neck 



When you eat
•  Eat soft, moist foods that are easy to swallow.

•  Avoid eating foods that are very salty, spicy,  
or sugary.
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