
Teeth Whitening 
Understanding Safe and Effective Tooth 
Whitening 

Why Do Teeth Become Discolored? 

Over time, it is normal for teeth to become darker or stained. Changes in tooth color can 
occur for many reasons, including aging, food and beverages, tobacco use, certain 
medications, and trauma. 

Teeth whitening is a cosmetic dental procedure that can help brighten the appearance of 
natural teeth. While whitening may improve the color of many teeth, it is not appropriate 
for everyone and does not work on all types of discoloration. 

 

What Causes Tooth Stains? 
There are two main types of tooth discoloration. 

Extrinsic (Surface) Stains 
These stains affect the outer surface of the tooth and are commonly caused by: 

• Coffee 
• Tea 
• Red wine 
• Tobacco products 
• Dark-colored foods 

Professional cleanings and whitening treatments may help reduce these stains. 

 

Intrinsic (Internal) Stains 
These stains develop inside the tooth. 

Possible causes include: 

• Aging 



• Dental trauma 
• Certain medications taken during tooth development 
• Excessive fluoride exposure during childhood 

Internal discoloration may require different treatment approaches. 

 

How Does Teeth Whitening Work? 
Most whitening products contain either: 

• Hydrogen peroxide 
• Carbamide peroxide 

These ingredients break down stain molecules inside the tooth, making the teeth appear 
lighter. 

Whitening changes the appearance of natural tooth enamel but does not affect the color of 
dental restorations. 

 

Professional Teeth Whitening 
Professional whitening performed or supervised by a dentist generally provides the fastest 
and most predictable results. 

Options may include: 

In-Office Whitening 

This treatment is performed in a dental office using higher-concentration whitening agents. 

Results are often noticeable after a single appointment, although the degree of whitening 
varies between individuals. 

 

Take-Home Whitening Trays 

Your dentist may provide custom-made trays and professional whitening gel for use at 
home. 



These trays are designed to fit your teeth precisely and often provide more even results than 
over-the-counter products. 

 

Over-the-Counter Whitening Products 
Several products are available without a prescription, including: 

• Whitening toothpaste 
• Whitening strips 
• Whitening gels 
• Whitening rinses 

These products may improve mild discoloration but generally produce more gradual results 
than professionally supervised whitening. 

 

Does Whitening Work on Crowns and 
Fillings? 
No. 

Whitening products do not change the color of: 

• Crowns 
• Fillings 
• Veneers 
• Bridges 
• Dental implants 

If these restorations no longer match the surrounding teeth after whitening, replacement 
may be considered for cosmetic reasons. 

 

Is Teeth Whitening Safe? 
When used according to professional recommendations or manufacturer instructions, teeth 
whitening is generally considered safe. 



The most common temporary side effects include: 

• Tooth sensitivity 
• Mild gum irritation 

These symptoms usually improve shortly after treatment ends. 

 

Who Should Talk to a Dentist Before 
Whitening? 
Consult your dentist before whitening if you have: 

• Cavities 
• Gum disease 
• Cracked teeth 
• Significant tooth sensitivity 
• Extensive dental restorations 
• Tooth discoloration caused by trauma 

A dental examination helps determine whether whitening is appropriate for your situation. 

 

How Long Do Results Last? 
Whitening results vary depending on: 

• Diet 
• Tobacco use 
• Oral hygiene 
• Individual tooth characteristics 

Many people enjoy results for several months to a few years, although occasional touch-
up treatments may be needed. 

Reducing exposure to staining foods and beverages can help maintain results longer. 

 

How Can You Keep Teeth Whiter? 



To help maintain your results: 

• Brush twice daily with fluoride toothpaste. 
• Clean between your teeth every day. 
• Limit coffee, tea, red wine, and tobacco. 
• Drink water after consuming staining beverages. 
• Visit your dentist regularly for professional cleanings. 

 

What About Charcoal or Homemade 
Whitening Remedies? 
Many home remedies are promoted online, including: 

• Charcoal 
• Baking soda mixtures 
• Lemon juice 
• Vinegar 

These methods are not routinely recommended because they may be abrasive or acidic 
and can damage tooth enamel. 

Always discuss whitening methods with your dentist before trying them. 

 

Common Myths 
"Whitening damages healthy enamel." 

False. 

When used properly under professional guidance or according to manufacturer instructions, 
whitening products do not remove healthy enamel. 

 

"Whitening toothpaste can dramatically change tooth color." 

False. 



Most whitening toothpastes primarily remove surface stains and produce modest 
improvements. 

 

"Natural remedies are safer than professional whitening." 

False. 

Some homemade whitening methods may actually increase the risk of enamel erosion or 
tooth sensitivity. 

 

Key Takeaways 
✔ Teeth whitening is a cosmetic treatment that can improve the appearance of natural 
teeth. 

✔ Professional whitening provides the most predictable results. 

✔ Whitening does not change the color of crowns, fillings, veneers, or implants. 

✔ Temporary tooth sensitivity is the most common side effect. 

✔ Good oral hygiene and limiting staining foods help maintain whitening results. 

✔ Talk with your dentist before beginning any whitening treatment. 
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