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Prevalence of oral potentially malignant disorders and oral 
malignant lesions: A population‑based study in a municipal 
town of southern Kerala
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Oral cancer is a leading cause of  morbidity and mortality. 
It is the sixth most common cancer in the world and third 
most in India.[1] Globally, about 300,000 new cases are 
diagnosed every year.[2] Punalur municipal town in Kollam 
district of  Kerala has a population of  51,007 (2015‑Annual 
census) where males constitute 49% of  the population 
and females 51%. Punalur municipality has a mixed 
population of  inhabitants including natives, migrants and 
a few tribal colonies. The population‑based cancer registry 
recorded that in Kollam district, the incidence rate of  oral 
cancers among males and females is 10.8% and 8.5%, 
respectively.[3] Oral cancer in the majority of  instances arises 
from preexisting potentially malignant disorders. According 
to various studies in India, the common oral potentially 
malignant disorders  (OPMDs) are leukoplakia, speckled 

leukoplakia, oral submucous fibrosis and oral lichen planus. 
The aim of  the study was to investigate the prevalence of  
OPMDs and oral malignant lesions (OMLs) in a southern 
Kerala population and to identify the associated risk factors.

Dental surgeons, workers of  the health service 
department  (junior public health nurse, public health 
nurse, health inspectors and accredited social health activist 
workers) and volunteers in the Punalur municipal area 
were given a day‑long training to identify the high‑risk 
population and to motivate them for oral cancer screening. 
Oral cancer screening for OPMD and OML was carried 
out at 35 different wards of  Punalur municipality. The 
camp was conducted under the banner of  the Indian 

Oral cancer burden poses a major challenge in India. Oral cancer in the majority of instances arises from 
preexisting oral potentially malignant disorders  (OPMDs). Early detection of OPMD and elimination of 
primary risk factors such as smokeless and smoking tobacco help in reduction of oral cancer. A study was 
conducted to find the prevalence and associated risk factors of OPMDs and oral malignant lesions (OMLs) in 
Punalur township of South Kerala. A total of 2368 patients were screened, out of which 156 were identified 
with OPMD and 5 with OML. A male predominance was noted for both OPMD and OML. Strong association 
with smokeless tobacco and smoking tobacco habits was seen with patients having OPMD and OML.
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Association of  Oral and Maxillofacial Pathologists in 
collaboration with Directorate of  Health Service (DHS), 
Taluk Headquarters Hospital, Punalur, and PMS College 
of  Dental Science and Research, Thiruvananthapuram. 
The modus operandi of  the program is given in the form 
of  a flowchart [Figure 1]. The results obtained are shown 
in Tables 1‑4.

In conclusion, our study showed that OPMD and OML 
are significantly prevalent among the population of  
Punalur, particularly among the tribal communities which 
can be attributed to the increased usage of  tobacco 
in various forms. It is recommended that oral cancer 
screening and awareness programs be conducted regularly 

Figure 1: Flowchart for oral cancer screening. *TH: Taluk Hospital, 
CMC: Community medical center and PHC: Primary health center

among the high‑risk population with emphasis on tribal 
community.
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Table 1: Gender based distribution of Oral Potentially 
Malignant Disorders and Oral Malignant Lesions
Gender 
distribution

Total population 
screened 
(n=2368)

Oral potentially 
malignant 
disorders

Oral 
malignant 

lesion

Male 554 (23.4%) 94 (16.96%) 5 (0.9%)
Female 1814 (76.6%) 62 (3.41%) 0

Table 2: Distribution and prevalence of Oral Potentially 
Malignant Disorders
Oral potentially malignant 
disorders (n=156)

Distribution 
in numbers

Prevalence of OPMD 
in percentage

Leukoplakia 58 37.1%
Speckled leukoplakia 34 21.7%
Oral submucous fibrosis 33 21.1%
Lichen planus 31 19.8%

Table 3: Comparison of Oral Potentially Malignant Disorders 
and Oral Malignant Lesions in tribal areas vs. others
Study population OPMD OML Prevalence in percentage 

OPMD and OML

Tribal ward (n=181) 44 3 25.96%
Other wards (n=2187) 112 2 5.21%

Table 4: Habit pattern in tribal area vs. others
Study population Smokeless Tobacco Smoking Tobacco

Tribal area (n=181) 79 35
Other Area (n=2187) 297 157


