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SYMPTOM

Breath odor

Breath odor is an unpleasant or unusual smell coming from the mouth or nose.

WHAT IT FEELS LIKE

My breath smells unpleasant or unusual

WHERE IT IS FELT

Mouth or nose, often noticed by someone else

MOST COMMON CAUSES

Tongue bacteria, dry mouth, gum disease

WHEN IT IS URGENT

Fruity breath with vomiting, deep breathing, or confusion

USUALLY LASTS

Hours after foods; longer with untreated mouth or health causes

SEE A DOCTOR IF

Persistent for several weeks despite good mouth care

Overview

Breath odor is a noticeable smell in the air you breathe out. Ongoing unpleasant odor is often

called halitosis. It is a symptom with many possible causes.

Most breath odor begins in the mouth. Bacteria break down food particles and substances in

saliva, releasing strong-smelling gases. Common sources include the back of the tongue,

spaces between teeth, and areas around the gums.

Temporary odor after waking, smoking, or eating foods such as garlic is common. Persistent

odor may be related to dental problems, dry mouth, or, less often, another health condition.

It can be difficult to judge your own breath because your nose becomes used to familiar smells.

A trusted person or dental professional may notice it more clearly.

What it may feel or look like

Breath odor may smell musty, sour, rotten, sulfur-like, or unusually sweet. Smell alone cannot

reliably identify the cause.

You may also notice:
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Some people remain worried even when others cannot detect an odor. A dentist or doctor can

assess this concern without judgment.

- A coated tongue

- A dry or sticky mouth

- A persistent bad taste

- Bleeding, swollen, or tender gums

- Tooth pain or sensitivity

- Mucus dripping down the throat

- White or yellow tonsil stones

Common causes

Most causes are inside the mouth. Bacteria can collect on the tongue, between teeth, around

dental work, or along the gums. Plaque, tooth decay, trapped food, and gum disease may

contribute.

Dry mouth is also common. Saliva helps wash away food particles and control bacteria. The

mouth becomes drier during sleep, causing morning breath. Dehydration, mouth breathing,

smoking, and some medicines can also reduce saliva.

Garlic, onions, spices, tobacco, and cannabis may affect the breath. Smoking can also dry and

irritate the mouth.

Less common causes include tonsil stones, sinus or throat infections, and ongoing nasal

drainage. Reflux may contribute, although persistent odor is more often from the mouth than

the stomach.

Lung infections and serious liver, kidney, or metabolic conditions can change the breath, but

they are uncommon and usually cause other symptoms.

When to seek medical care

Book a dental appointment if odor lasts several weeks despite brushing, cleaning between

your teeth, tongue cleaning, and good hydration. Arrange care sooner for bleeding gums, loose

teeth, tooth pain, mouth sores, or persistent dry mouth.

See a doctor if a dentist finds no mouth-related cause, or if the odor occurs with ongoing

reflux, nasal blockage, cough, fever, weight loss, or another unexplained symptom. Do not stop
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a prescribed medicine because it may cause dry mouth; ask whether it can be reviewed.

Seek same-day dental or medical care for severe tooth pain, facial or jaw swelling, fever, pus,

or difficulty opening your mouth. These may indicate a spreading dental infection.

Call emergency services if swelling makes it hard to breathe or swallow.

Fruity or nail-polish-like breath with vomiting, stomach pain, deep or rapid breathing, marked

sleepiness, or confusion can indicate diabetic ketoacidosis. This dangerous buildup of acids in

the blood, usually linked to diabetes, needs emergency care. Breath odor alone does not mean

it is present.

How the cause is found

A dentist will ask when the odor started and whether you have pain, bleeding gums, dry mouth,

or taste changes. They may ask about smoking, diet, dental appliances, health conditions, and

medicines.

They may examine your teeth, gums, tongue, saliva, dentures, fillings, and other dental work.

Comparing air from the mouth and nose can help locate the source. Devices that measure

odor-producing sulfur compounds are sometimes used but are not usually necessary.

If your mouth appears healthy, a doctor may examine your nose, throat, tonsils, and chest.

Blood tests, imaging, or other investigations depend on additional symptoms.

Home tests such as breathing into your hand or licking your wrist are unreliable.

Treatment and self-care

Treatment depends on the cause. Dental cleaning and treatment for tooth decay or gum

disease may improve odor from the mouth.

Helpful daily measures include:

Sugar-free gum may encourage saliva if chewing is safe for you. A pharmacist, dentist, or

doctor can recommend dry-mouth products.

Mouthwash may briefly mask odor, while some antibacterial products reduce odor-producing

bacteria. It should not replace brushing, cleaning between teeth, or dental treatment.

If a medicine may be contributing, ask the prescriber or pharmacist about options. Do not

change or stop it yourself.

- Brush thoroughly with fluoride toothpaste
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- Clean between teeth with floss or another suitable cleaner

- Gently clean the tongue, especially toward the back

- Clean dentures, retainers, and mouthguards as instructed

- Drink water regularly

- Avoid smoking and other tobacco products

What to expect

Odor caused by food, smoking, or dry mouth after sleep often improves within hours after

drinking, eating, and cleaning the mouth.

When plaque, decay, gum disease, or dental appliances are responsible, improvement depends

on treating the problem and maintaining regular mouth care. Dry mouth or an ongoing nose,

throat, or medical condition may need longer-term management.

Return to your dentist or doctor if odor continues after treatment, changes noticeably, or

occurs with new symptoms. New swelling, fever, trouble swallowing, breathing difficulty, or

confusion needs faster assessment.

Common questions

Can breath odor come from the stomach?

Yes, but this is less common than a source in the mouth. Reflux may contribute, while ordinary

indigestion is not a typical cause of persistent odor.

Why is my breath worse in the morning?

Saliva production falls during sleep, allowing bacteria and odor-producing substances to build

up, especially if you breathe through your mouth.

Can another person smell it when I cannot?

Yes. Your nose can become used to your breath. Ask a trusted person or dental professional

rather than relying on home tests.

Is breath odor always linked to poor hygiene?

No. Dry mouth, gum disease, dental infections, smoking, tonsil stones, medicines, and some

health conditions can contribute even with regular brushing.

Should I see a dentist or a doctor first?
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For persistent odor without other symptoms, see a dentist first because most causes begin in

the mouth. A doctor can assess non-dental causes or additional symptoms.

Sources

- American Dental Association, MouthHealthy. "Bad Breath."

- National Health Service. "Bad breath."

- National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research. "Dry Mouth."

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. "Diabetic Ketoacidosis."

- Kapoor U, Sharma G, Juneja M, Nagpal A. "Halitosis: Current Concepts on Etiology,
Diagnosis and Management." European Journal of Dentistry . 2016;10(2):292-300.

- Aylıkcı BU, Çolak H. "Halitosis: From Diagnosis to Management." Journal of Natural
Science, Biology and Medicine . 2013;4(1):14-23.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 5 of 5


