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CONDITION

Hairy tongue

Hairy tongue is a harmless buildup on the tongue that creates a coated, hair-like

appearance.

WHAT IT IS

Keratin buildup on the tongue's surface projections

BODY SYSTEM

Mouth and digestive system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Hair-like coating, discoloration, bad breath, altered taste

WHAT CAUSES IT

Keratin buildup linked to hygiene, dryness, or irritants

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Mouth examination, with tests only if uncertain

MAIN TREATMENT

Tongue cleaning and removal of contributing factors

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - usually clears with cleaning and trigger removal

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

No - routine care is usually appropriate

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Harmless, treatable, but may return

Overview

Hairy tongue is a harmless condition that changes the surface of the tongue. Despite its name,

real hair does not grow on the tongue.

The top of a healthy tongue is covered with tiny projections called papillae. One type, the

filiform papillae, normally sheds its outer layer as you eat and clean your mouth. With hairy

tongue, this shedding slows down. A protein called keratin builds up, making the papillae longer

than usual. The result can look like short hairs or a thick coating.

The coating most often appears toward the back and middle of the tongue. It may be black,

brown, yellow, green, cream-colored, or close to the tongue's usual color. Food, drinks,

tobacco, bacteria, and yeast can affect its color.
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Hairy tongue is not cancer and does not turn into cancer. It is usually painless and is not

generally contagious. However, its appearance, taste changes, or bad breath can be upsetting.

It is worth having persistent or unusual changes checked because several other mouth

conditions can also cause tongue discoloration.

Symptoms

The main sign is an area of lengthened, hair-like projections on the top of the tongue. The sides

and tip are usually less affected.

Possible symptoms include:

Many people have no discomfort. Burning or soreness is less typical. When it occurs, there may

also be irritation, dry mouth, or a separate yeast infection such as oral thrush.

A coating that wipes away easily may have another cause, including trapped food or thrush.

White patches that do not come off, ulcers, lumps, unexplained bleeding, or changes along the

sides of the tongue need a professional assessment rather than repeated scraping.

- A black, brown, yellow, green, or pale coating

- A furry, rough, or hair-like appearance

- Bad breath

- A metallic, unpleasant, or changed taste

- A tickling feeling at the back of the mouth

- Gagging or nausea, especially if the projections are long

Causes and risk factors

Hairy tongue develops when the filiform papillae do not shed normally. Keratin, food debris,

pigments, and microorganisms can then collect around them.

Several factors may encourage this buildup:

A particular factor is not always found. More than one may be involved.

Bacteria and yeast may collect in the coating, but hairy tongue is not usually caused by an

infection. Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline may contribute by changing the normal

balance of microorganisms in the mouth. This does not mean an antibiotic should be stopped

early. Any change to prescribed treatment should first be discussed with the prescriber.

Hairy tongue is different from oral hairy leukoplakia. Oral hairy leukoplakia causes white
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patches, usually along the sides of the tongue, and is associated with the Epstein-Barr virus in

people with weakened immune systems.

- Infrequent or ineffective tongue and mouth cleaning

- Smoking, chewing tobacco, or other tobacco use

- Dry mouth or dehydration

- Eating mostly soft foods, which provide less natural friction

- Frequent coffee or tea consumption

- Heavy alcohol use

- Recent antibiotic treatment

- Some medicines that dry the mouth or alter the mouth's microorganisms

- Bismuth-containing products, which can darken the tongue

- Regular use of certain oxidizing or strongly astringent mouthwashes

- Reduced eating or mouth care during illness

- Radiation treatment involving the head or neck

Diagnosis

Hairy tongue is usually diagnosed by examining the mouth. A clinician or dentist looks at the

coating, its location, and the lengthened papillae. They may also ask about mouth care,

tobacco, drinks, medicines, recent antibiotics, dry mouth, and how long the change has been

present.

No blood test or scan usually confirms hairy tongue. Testing is only needed when the

appearance is unusual or another condition is possible.

A gentle scraping may help show whether the material is attached to lengthened papillae. A

sample can sometimes be tested for yeast or bacteria if infection is suspected. A biopsy, which

means removing a very small piece of tissue for examination, is rarely needed. It may be

considered if a patch remains unexplained, does not improve, or has features that are not

typical of hairy tongue.

Other possible causes of a coated or discolored tongue include thrush, staining from food or

medicines, leukoplakia, geographic tongue, and pigmented mouth lesions. A professional

examination can help tell these apart.
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Treatment and management

Treatment focuses on removing the buildup and dealing with factors that encourage it. Many

cases improve with simple mouth care.

Gently brush the top of the tongue during routine toothbrushing. A tongue scraper can also be

used with light pressure, moving from the back toward the front. Forceful scraping can cause

soreness, bleeding, or injury and is not more effective.

Regular brushing and flossing help reduce trapped debris. Drinking enough fluid may help if the

mouth is dry. If you use dentures or other removable dental appliances, clean them as directed.

It may also help to reduce avoidable contributors, such as tobacco, frequent staining drinks, or

an irritating mouthwash. Do not stop a prescribed medicine because of a tongue change

without discussing it with the person who prescribed it. They may be able to confirm whether

the medicine is involved or consider an alternative.

Antifungal medicine does not routinely treat hairy tongue. It is used only when a separate

fungal infection has been identified. Antibiotics are also not a standard treatment and can

sometimes contribute to the condition.

If home care does not clear the buildup, a dentist may clean the tongue and check for dry

mouth, dental problems, or another diagnosis. Rarely, persistent cases need treatment to

remove or shorten the overgrown papillae. These procedures are generally considered only

after simpler measures have failed.

Complications

Hairy tongue does not usually damage the tongue or other organs. The most common

problems are cosmetic concern, embarrassment, bad breath, and an unpleasant taste.

Longer papillae can sometimes produce a gagging or tickling sensation. This may affect eating

for some people. Aggressive scraping can lead to pain or bleeding, so cleaning should remain

gentle.

Yeast or bacteria may grow within the coating, although this does not necessarily mean there

is an infection. A clinician can check for a separate infection if there is burning, significant

soreness, or a coating with an unusual pattern.

The condition itself is not known to become cancerous. The main reason to assess a persistent

atypical patch is to make sure it is truly hairy tongue and not another mouth condition.
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Prevention

Hairy tongue cannot always be prevented, especially when it is related to necessary

medication, illness, cancer treatment, or dry mouth.

Measures that may lower the chance of buildup include cleaning the tongue gently, brushing

and flossing regularly, staying hydrated, and having routine dental care. Eating a balanced diet

that includes foods requiring normal chewing may provide more natural cleaning than a very

soft diet.

Avoiding tobacco can reduce both tongue staining and broader mouth health risks. If a

mouthwash causes irritation or seems linked to discoloration, ask a dentist or pharmacist

whether a gentler product would be suitable.

If antibiotics or another medicine appear to be involved, continue them as directed unless the

prescriber advises otherwise. Prevention should not come at the cost of leaving another

medical condition untreated.

Living with it and what to expect

Hairy tongue often improves over days to weeks once the tongue is cleaned regularly and

contributing factors are addressed. The exact timing is not predictable. A thicker coating or an

ongoing cause, such as dry mouth or required medication, may mean improvement takes

longer.

The tongue's surface usually returns to its usual appearance without permanent damage.

Taste and breath changes tend to improve as the coating clears.

The condition can return. This is more likely if dry mouth, tobacco use, limited mouth care, or

another contributing factor continues. Ongoing gentle tongue cleaning may help control

repeated episodes.

Hairy tongue generally does not limit work, exercise, relationships, or normal eating. Some

people feel self-conscious about the appearance. Knowing that it is benign and treatable can

help, but persistent distress is also a reasonable reason to seek dental or medical advice.

A tongue change that does not behave as expected should be reassessed. A different

diagnosis may need to be considered if the area persists despite careful cleaning, spreads

beyond the typical location, or becomes painful.
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When to get medical help

Arrange a routine appointment with a dentist or primary care professional if the change is new

and you are unsure what it is, or if it does not improve after a week or two of gentle tongue

cleaning. Routine assessment is also appropriate if it keeps returning, causes troublesome

gagging, affects eating, or is accompanied by ongoing dry mouth.

Seek prompt medical or dental advice if you develop significant pain, swelling, fever, pus,

repeated bleeding, difficulty drinking, or signs of dehydration. An ulcer, lump, or red or white

patch that does not heal also needs assessment.

Seek emergency help for difficulty breathing, rapidly increasing mouth or throat swelling, or an

inability to swallow saliva. These are not typical features of hairy tongue and may signal

another urgent problem.

Common questions

Why has my tongue turned black?

Hairy tongue can become black when pigments, tobacco, food debris, bacteria, or medicines

collect on lengthened papillae. Bismuth-containing products can also darken the tongue. A

black tongue has other possible causes, so persistent or uncertain changes should be

examined.

Can I scrape hairy tongue off?

Gentle brushing or use of a tongue scraper can gradually remove the buildup. It may not come

away in one piece or after one cleaning because the papillae themselves are lengthened. Stop

if cleaning causes pain or bleeding.

Is hairy tongue caused by poor hygiene?

Limited tongue cleaning can contribute, but it is not the only cause. Dry mouth, tobacco,

antibiotics, other medicines, illness, a soft diet, and some mouthwashes may also play a part.

Having hairy tongue does not necessarily mean that you have neglected your mouth.

Is hairy tongue a fungal infection?

Usually not. Yeast can sometimes grow within the coating, but hairy tongue mainly results from

keratin buildup and reduced shedding of the papillae. Antifungal treatment is only useful if a

separate fungal infection is present.

Is hairy tongue contagious?

Hairy tongue itself is not considered contagious. It is a change in the tongue's surface rather

than an infection that normally spreads between people.
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Will hairy tongue go away on its own?

It may clear when a temporary cause ends, but gentle tongue cleaning and addressing

contributing factors often help it resolve. If it persists, returns often, or has unusual features, a

dentist or clinician can confirm the cause.
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