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CONDITION

Fissured tongue

Fissured tongue is a harmless condition that causes grooves on the tongue's surface.

WHATITIS
Harmless grooves on the tongue's surface

BODY SYSTEM
Mouth and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS
Deep grooves, food trapping, mild soreness, bad breath

WHAT CAUSES IT
Unknown, with an inherited tendency

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED
Visual examination of the tongue

MAIN TREATMENT
Gentle tongue cleaning and symptom relief

CAN IT BE CURED?
No - grooves usually persist lifelong

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?
No - breathing difficulty suggests another emergency

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK
Harmless, stable, and compatible with normal life

Overview

Fissured tongue is a condition in which grooves, cracks, or furrows form on the upper surface
of the tongue. It is also called furrowed tongue, grooved tongue, or lingua fissurata.

The grooves can be shallow or deep. Some people have one main groove down the centre, with
smaller grooves branching from it. Others have several grooves across much of the tongue.
The pattern differs from person to person.

Fissured tongue is usually harmless. It is not an infection, is not contagious, and is not
considered a form of cancer. Many people discover it during a routine dental or medical
examination and have no symptoms.

The grooves can collect food particles, dead cells, and bacteria. This may cause irritation or bad
breath if the tongue is difficult to clean. Gentle daily cleaning is usually enough to manage
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these problems.

Fissured tongue may occur by itself or alongside another harmless condition called geographic
tongue. Geographic tongue causes smooth red patches with pale or white borders that may
change location over time.

Symptoms
The main sign is one or more visible grooves on the upper surface or sides of the tongue. The
grooves may become more noticeable with age.

Most people do not have pain or other symptoms. When symptoms do occur, they are usually
related to material collecting in deeper grooves.

Possible symptoms include:

A fissured tongue does not usually cause tongue swelling, loss of taste, bleeding, or difficulty
speaking or swallowing. These symptoms may have another cause and should not
automatically be blamed on the grooves.

If geographic tongue is also present, the smooth red patches may feel sensitive or burn after
certain foods. These patches can come and go even though the grooves remain.

- Food becoming trapped in the grooves

- Mild soreness, burning, or tenderness

- Badbreath

- Sensitivity to spicy, acidic, or very hot foods

- Redness or irritation within a groove

Causes and risk factors

The exact cause of fissured tongue is not known. It appears to have an inherited component in
some families, meaning that genes may make it more likely to develop. It may also become
more visible as the tongue changes with age.

Fissured tongue is not caused by poor hygiene. However, inadequate cleaning can allow debris
to collect within existing grooves and lead to odor or irritation.

The condition is sometimes seen with geographic tongue. It is also more common in people
with certain genetic or neurological conditions, including Down syndrome and
Melkersson-Rosenthal syndrome. Melkersson-Rosenthal syndrome is a rare condition
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associated with repeated facial swelling and weakness of the facial muscles.

Having a fissured tongue does not mean that you have one of these conditions. Most people
with tongue grooves do not need testing for an underlying disorder. Further assessment is
guided by other symptoms, not by the grooves alone.

Dry mouth may make the tongue feel more uncomfortable or allow debris to stick more easily.
Dry mouth can result from dehydration, medicines, mouth breathing, or health conditions that
reduce saliva.

Diagnosis

A dentist or doctor can usually identify fissured tongue by looking at the tongue. No blood test,
scan, or biopsy is normally needed.

During an examination, they may check:

You may be asked when you first noticed the grooves and whether they have changed. It is
also useful to mention pain, burning, dry mouth, altered taste, mouth sores, swelling, or
medicines that affect saliva.

Tests are considered only when the appearance or symptoms suggest another problem. For
example, a swab may be used if a yeast infection such as oral thrush is suspected. A biopsy,
which removes a small tissue sample, may be needed for an unusual lump, ulcer, or persistent
red or white patch. These tests do not confirm ordinary fissured tongue; they help rule out
other conditions.

- Thedepth and pattern of the grooves
- Whether food or coating has collected inside them
- Whether there are smooth patches suggesting geographic tongue

- Whether another lesion, infection, or source of pain is present

Treatment and management

Fissured tongue does not usually need medical treatment. The aimis to keep the grooves
comfortable and free from trapped material.

Clean the tongue gently as part of your usual oral care. A soft toothbrush or tongue cleaner can
be moved over the surface without pressing hard. Rinsing your mouth with water after meals
may help remove loose food particles.
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Avoid digging into the grooves with fingernails, sharp objects, or stiff brushes. Aggressive
scraping can damage the delicate surface and make soreness worse.

If the tongue feels irritated, it may help to limit foods that clearly trigger symptoms. Common
triggers include spicy, acidic, salty, or very hot foods. Not everyone needs to avoid these foods,
and there is no special fissured-tongue diet.

Regular brushing, cleaning between the teeth, and dental check-ups support overall mouth
health. If you have dry mouth, a dentist, pharmacist, or doctor can help identify possible causes
and discuss ways to keep the mouth moist.

Persistent pain may be caused by something other than the grooves. If an examination
confirms oral thrush or another infection, treatment is directed at that infection. Geographic
tongue, mouth ulcers, dental problems, and medication-related dry mouth may also require
separate management.

Surgery is not used for ordinary fissured tongue. The grooves are part of the tongue's surface
rather than cuts that need to be closed.

Complications

Serious complications are uncommon.

Deep grooves can retain food and bacteria. This may contribute to bad breath, a coated
tongue, or local inflammation. Gentle cleaning usually reduces these problems.

Yeast, particularly Candida, can grow in the mouth and may sometimes cause oral thrush.
Thrush can lead to soreness, altered taste, or creamy white patches that may wipe away and
leave a red surface. A coated fissured tongue does not always mean that thrush is present, so
treatment should be based on an assessment rather than appearance alone.

Repeated hard scraping can cause small injuries, bleeding, or additional discomfort. Using a
soft brush or cleaner is safer.

Fissured tongue is not considered precancerous and does not turn into mouth cancer.
However, a separate ulcer, lump, or persistent patch can still develop on a fissured tongue and
should not be assumed to be part of the condition.

Prevention

Fissured tongue generally cannot be prevented. The tendency to develop grooves may be
inherited, and the grooves often become more visible with age.
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Oral care cannot remove or prevent the underlying grooves. It can help prevent debris, odor,
and irritation from building up inside them.

Useful measures include gentle tongue cleaning, rinsing after meals, drinking enough fluid, and
attending routine dental appointments. Avoiding tobacco and looking after your teeth and
gums supports general mouth health, but it does not guarantee that tongue grooves will not
develop.

Living with it and what to expect

Fissured tongue is usually a long-term condition. The grooves often remain throughout life and
may slowly become deeper or more noticeable. They do not usually spread because of an
infection or cause progressive damage to the tongue.

Most people eat, speak, and taste normally. The condition does not usually affect general
health or require limits on work, school, exercise, or relationships.

Symptoms may come and go. The tongue may feel more sensitive when the mouth is dry,
when debris has collected, or after irritating foods. If geographic tongue is also present,
smooth red patches may move or change while the fissures remain in place.

A simple cleaning routine is often all that is needed over the years. The goal is comfort rather
than making the tongue look completely smooth. Trying to scrub away the grooves can cause
injury because they are part of the tongue's structure.

Routine dental visits are generally enough for follow-up when the appearance is stable and
there are no troublesome symptoms. A new or persistent change should be assessed
separately rather than assumed to be another fissure.

When to get medical help

Arrange a routine dental or medical appointment if:

Seek prompt medical care for increasing tongue or facial swelling, fever, pus, severe pain, or
redness spreading into the face or neck. These are not usual features of fissured tongue and
may indicate infection or another condition.

Call emergency services if tongue or throat swelling makes it hard to breathe, swallow saliva,
or speak normally. Sudden breathing difficulty is an emergency, but it is not a typical result of
fissured tongue.

- Youare unsure whether the grooves are fissured tongue
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- Pain, burning, or bad breath continues despite gentle cleaning

- Thetongue is difficult to clean without discomfort

- Youdevelop creamy white patches or other signs of possible thrush

- Alump, red or white patch, or ulcer lasts longer than two to three weeks

- You have unexplained bleeding, numbness, altered taste, or trouble eating

Common questions

Is fissured tongue contagious?

No. It cannot be passed through kissing, sharing food, or sharing cups and utensils. It is not
caused by a contagious infection.

Will fissured tongue go away?

The grooves usually remain, although their appearance may change over time. Treatment is
not normally needed unless debris, soreness, or another mouth condition is causing symptoms.

Is fissured tongue a sign of cancer?

No. Fissured tongue is not considered cancerous or precancerous. A persistent ulcer, lump,
unexplained bleeding, or red or white patch still needs assessment because it may be a
separate problem.

How should | clean a fissured tongue?

Use a soft toothbrush or tongue cleaner with light pressure. Rinse after meals if food becomes
trapped. Do not use sharp tools or scrape until the tongue bleeds.

Why does my fissured tongue hurt?

The grooves themselves are usually painless. Discomfort may come from trapped debris, dry
mouth, irritating foods, geographic tongue, oral thrush, an ulcer, or another mouth condition.
Ongoing pain should be assessed.

Are fissured tongue and geographic tongue the same thing?

No, but they often occur together. Fissured tongue causes lasting grooves. Geographic tongue
causes smooth red patches with pale borders that can change shape and location.

Sources
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