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Background

Aphthous stomatitis, or recurrent aphthous ulcers (RAUs) or canker sores, are among the most common oral
mucosal lesions physicians and dentists observe. Recurrent aphthous ulcer is a disorder of unknown etiology that
can cause clinically significant morbidity. One or several discrete, shallow, painful ulcers are visible on the
unattached mucous membranes. Individual ulcers typically last 7-10 days. Larger ulcers may last several weeks to
months and can scar when healing.

Although the process in idiopathic recurrent aphthous ulcers is usually self-limiting, in some individuals, the ulcer
activity can be almost continuous. Similar ulcers can be noted in the genital region. Behçet syndrome, systemic
lupus erythematosus, and inflammatory bowel disease are systemic diseases associated with oral recurrent
aphthous ulcers.

Pathophysiology

The classic categorization of recurrent aphthous ulcer is division into 3 clinical forms: recurrent aphthous ulcer
minor, recurrent aphthous ulcer major, and herpetiform recurrent aphthous ulcer. Recurrent aphthous ulcer affects
the following nonkeratinized or poorly keratinized surfaces of the oral mucosa:

Labial and buccal mucosa
Maxillary and mandibular sulci
Unattached gingiva
Soft palate
Tonsillar fauces
Floor of the mouth
Ventral surface of the tongue

Recurrent aphthous ulcer minor

Recurrent aphthous ulcer minor is the most common form, accounting for 80% of all cases. Discrete, painful,
shallow, recurrent ulcers smaller than 1 cm in diameter characterize this form. At any time, one or more ulcers can
be present. Lesions heal without scarring within 7-10 days. The periodicity varies between individuals, with some
having longer ulcer-free episodes and some never being free from ulcers.

Recurrent aphthous ulcer major
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Recurrent aphthous ulcer is formerly known as periadenitis mucosa necrotica recurrens. This form is less common
than the others and is characterized by oval ulcers greater than 1 cm in diameter. In this relatively severe form,
many major aphthae may be present simultaneously. Ulcers are large and deep, may have irregular borders, and
may coalesce. Upon healing, which may take as long as 6 weeks, ulcers can leave scarring, and severe distortion
of oral and pharyngeal mucosa may occur.

Herpetiform recurrent aphthous ulcer

This least common form (5-10% of cases) has the smallest of the aphthae, commonly no larger than 1 mm in
diameter. The aphthae tend to occur in clusters that may consist of tens or hundreds of minute ulcers. Clusters
may be small and localized, or they may be distributed throughout the soft mucosa of the oral cavity.

Epidemiology

Frequency

United States

Recurrent aphthous ulcers are the most common oral mucosal disease in North America. They affect 20%
of the population, with the incidence rising to more than 50% in certain groups of students in professional
schools. Children from high socioeconomic groups may be affected more than those from low
socioeconomic groups.[1]

International

Recurrent aphthous ulcers occur worldwide and are reported on every populated continent. Recurrent
aphthous ulcers affect 2-66% of the international population.[2]

Mortality/Morbidity

Unless recurrent aphthous ulcer is associated with a systemic disease, such as Behçet syndrome or
inflammatory bowel disease, it rarely leads to clinically significant morbidity or mortality.

Sex

In children and in some adult communities who are affected, the incidence of recurrent aphthous ulcer is
higher in female individuals than in male individuals.

Age

Recurrent aphthous ulcer minor is the most common form of childhood recurrent aphthous ulcer.
Approximately 1% of American children may have recurrent aphthous ulcers, with onset before age 5 years.
The percentage of patients who are affected decreases after the third decade.
Recurrent aphthous ulcer major has a typical onset after puberty and can persist for the remainder of an
individual's life, although after late adulthood episodes become much less common.
Herpetiform recurrent aphthous ulcer first occurs in the second decade of life; the majority of persons have
onset when younger than 30 years. The frequency and the severity of episodes may increase during the
third and fourth decades and then decrease with advancing age.
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