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The Issue 
Home tooth whitening kits have become
very popular with consumers who are hop-
ing to enhance their appearance. When
used correctly, they can produce noticeable
results.

Background                        
In the past, most tooth whitening was per-
formed in a dental office by a qualified pro-
fessional. Today, there are several products
available directly to consumers in different
applications such as strip, paint-on, or tray
kits.

In Canada, all tooth whitening systems
(unless they contain fluoride) are consid-
ered cosmetics.  In terms of regulatory
requirements, this means that the manufac-
turer must submit a cosmetic notification
form to Health Canada, accompanied by
safety and labelling information. Health
Canada does not ‘approve’ notifications,
but submitted information is reviewed to
assess that all requirements have been
satisfied. Ultimately, the safety of a cosmet-
ic product is the responsibility of the manu-
facturer. 

Home tooth whitening kits are similar to
those a dental professional would use, but
the concentration of active ingredients are
lower than a dental professional's product.
Higher concentrations are permitted for in-
office formulas because they are applied by
a professional who has precise control over
the application and understands how it
works. A professional can also instruct the
consumer on take-home applications and
be a direct advisor should an adverse reac-
tion occur.   

How Tooth Whiteners
Work 
Tooth whitening systems use peroxide or
peroxide-generating compounds as the
whitening ingredient. Most are formulated
with hydrogen peroxide, carbamide perox-
ide or urea peroxide.

The latter two are most common, and are
about three times less potent than hydro-
gen peroxide itself. 

In general, the more peroxide, the greater
the whitening power. Formulations differ
depending on the way the product is
applied either painted on, as a strip or in a
tray. Some products are wornfor 30 min-
utes twice a day, while others are worn all
night. 

Depending on the strength of the whitener,
the peroxide acts on the surface of the
tooth, as well as the next layer below  the
dentin.  It does not go far enough to reach
the pulp (the innermost part of the tooth). 

Tooth whiteners will whiten only natural
teeth, not caps, crowns, veneers, fillings or
dentures.

The results are not permanent, but will last
for about six months. The products should
not beused more often than every six
months. 

The Health Risks Of
Home Tooth Whitening
Kits
Current clinical studies show that home
tooth whitening products are not harmful
when used asdirected.  Based on the
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available scientific information,
there is no concern about possible
adverse effects on tooth structure
or enamel hardness.

However, it is important to follow
the instructions on the product and
pay attention to anyprecautionary
statements. You should not use the
product for more than 14 days
withoutsupervision by a dental pro-
fessional. 

Tooth whitening products are
known to cause tooth sensitivity in
some individuals, although thisis
usually temporary. 

Minimizing Your
Risk

• Be sure to read and follow the
instructions for use shown on
the product label. 

• Do not use a tooth whitening
product for more than 14 days
without consulting a dental pro-
fessional. 

• Should you experience tooth
sensitivity, you can try one of
these measures, starting with
the first.  

• Decrease the use of the
whitening system to half of the
recommended duration. For
example, wear it for 30 min-
utes instead of 60 minutes. 

• Discontinue use of the whiten-
er for two or three days, then
resume use. 

• Stop using the whitener and
consult a dentist.

• If you've had dental problems,
infections or recent work on
your teeth, or if you already
suffer from tooth sensitivity,
talk to your dental professional
before using a tooth whitener. 

• If you are pregnant, have
mouth or gum disease or have
teeth stained by medication,
you should not use tooth
whiteners. 

• In the event of an adverse
reaction:Discontinue use of the
cosmetic. 

• Determine whether you should
seek medical attention for the
adverse effect. 

• Keep the product that may
have caused the effect at
hand. This will enable your
medical professional and
Health Canada to better help
you. 

• After medical attention has
been sought (if needed), con-
tact your regional Product
Safety Office.

Health Canada's
Role
Health Canada continues to moni-
tor the information available
regarding the safety of tooth-
whiteners.  It examines peer-
reviewed, scientific studies from
recognized sources, in addition to
the safety data submitted by man-
ufacturers. Health Canada also
performs product testing when a
pattern of adverse reactions to a
product occur.

Need More Info?
For more information about tooth
whitening, contact:
Canadian Dental Association 
(CDA) at 
www.cda-adc.ca 
and search in Your Oral Heath >
Dental Procedures > Cosmetic
Dentistry > Teeth Whitening
http://www.cda-adc.ca/english/
your_oral_health/dental_

procedures/cosmetic/default.asp

Canadian Dental Association 1815
Alta Vista Drive Ottawa, Ontario,
Canada K1G 3Y6 
(613) 523-1770

The It’s Your Health article on The
Effects of Oral Health on Overall
Health
http://www.hc-
sc.gc.ca/english/iyh/lifestyles/
dental.html

American Dental Association at
www.ada.org 
and search in Your Oral Health >
A-Z Topics > Tooth Whitening
Treatments
http://www.ada.org/public/topics/
whitening.asp

For information about finding a
dentist in your region visit the
CDA’s website:
http://www.cda-
adc.ca/english/your_oral_health/
visiting_dentist/find_dentist.asp

For more information about cos-
metics, see Health Canada’s
Cosmetic Program at: 
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/cosmetics or call
(613) 946-6452.

To contact your regional Product
Safety Office, please visit:
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/
hecs-sesc/cps/contact.htm

For additional articles go to the It’s
Your Health Web site at:
www.healthcanada.ca/iyh
You can also call (613) 957-2991
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