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So, you want to brighten your smile? Figuring out which teeth whitening option to try can feel a little 
overwhelming. 
 
Should you buy an over-the-counter product you can find in drugstores? What about custom take-home trays 
from the dentist or professional in-office teeth whitening? Which is the most affordable? Which gives you the 
best results? So many things to consider.  
 
This article walks you through the decision-making process so you can figure out which teeth whitening 
option is best for you. We’ll look at each of these products, what they offer, average price ranges, the pros and 
cons and a few things to keep in mind.  
 

Over-the-Counter Whitening Products 

Over-the-counter whitening products are usually the first option people try. They can include whitening 
strips, gels, trays, toothpastes and rinses. Many are easy to find and cost less than dentist-provided options. 
When possible, look for products with the ADA Seal of Acceptance, so you’ll know they’ve been evaluated for 
safety and effectiveness.  

Boasting the lowest cost, you can find over-the-counter whitening products at your local drugstore, online 
retailer or big box store. Depending on the product, whitening toothpastes run around $5 to $12, rinses 
around $8 to $16, and strips range anywhere from $20 to $65. You can find whitening gels averaging $10 to 
$50, and tray-style kits vary from $20 to $50. These are general retail estimates and can vary by brand, store, 
and product type. 

Over-the-counter whitening products use a lower concentration of bleaching agents than dentist-supervised 
whitening. This means they're safe for home use and may be less noticeable. 

For some people, this route makes sense. They’re easy to find, less expensive, and simple to work into a 
normal routine. The tradeoff is that results may take longer, and not every product offers the same fit, 
coverage, or level of whitening.  

https://www.colgate.com/en-sg/oral-health/teeth-whitening/types-of-teeth-whitening-products


If you’re considering an over-the-counter option, it’s still worth asking your dentist which products are best for 
your teeth and whether whitening will work well for your type of staining.  

Over-the-Counter Whitening Products Pros & Cons: 
Pros 

• lowest upfront cost  
• easy to find in stores and online  
• simple to use at home  
• good starting point for mild staining  
• easy to start without scheduling an appointment 

Cons 
• lower bleaching strength than dentist-supervised whitening  
• results usually take longer  
• whitening may be less noticeable  
• fit and coverage can vary by product  
• may not be the best option for every type of staining 

 
 

Take-Home Whitening Trays 
 
Take-home whitening trays are different from store-bought kits. They’re custom-made by a dentist to fit your 
teeth so the whitening gel sits more evenly along them. This is done by your dentist making an impression, or 
a mold, of your teeth to create the tray, then providing you with the bleach solution to use at home.  
 
Made with a stronger whitening gel than over-the counter products, custom take-home trays can produce 
more noticeable results while still being safe to use at home. Average price ranges for these trays vary from 
$300 to $500, though this can differ based on office, location and treatment type. 

Take-home whitening trays can be a good fit for someone who wants a more tailored approach without 
coming into the office for a full whitening procedure. It also gives patients more flexibility since whitening is 
done at home over a series of days rather than in one office visit. 

Take-Home Whitening Trays Pros & Cons: 
Pros 

• custom-made for a better fit  
• whitening gel sits more evenly on the teeth  
• stronger than over-the-counter products  
• can produce more noticeable results  
• still safe to use at home  
• more flexible than in-office treatment  
• good for people who want a more tailored option  

Cons 
• more expensive than over-the-counter products  
• requires a dental visit to get started  
• results take more time than in-office whitening  
• treatment is spread out over multiple days  

https://knowyourteeth.com/infobites/abc/article/?aid=1122&chapt=1&iid=290&utm_


• pricing can vary by office, location, and treatment type 
 
 

In-Office Teeth Whitening 
 
In-office teeth whitening is usually the quickest option with the most noticeable results. It’s done under the 
supervision of a dental professional and often chosen if you’d rather have treatment done in the office than 
whiten at home.  

Results are faster and more noticeable with in-office whitening because it uses the strongest bleaching gel of 
all three options. And since this treatment is done in the office, your dentist can protect your gums, control 
how the gel is applied, and monitor for sensitivity during the process. 

After your dentist or hygienist protects your gums, they’ll apply this professional-strength whitening gel to 
your teeth, then leave it on for a set amount of time. Depending on the system used, the gel may be applied in 
more than one session. Also, some treatments may use a special light, or a laser, to help activate the 
whitening process. 

In-office teeth whitening usually comes with the highest price tag. But for some patients, the speed and level 
of whitening make it worth considering. Prices can vary widely, but in-office whitening typically averages 
around $500 to $1,000, though some treatments average closer to $650. These prices can fluctuate based on 
dental office, location and treatment type.  

In-Office Teeth Whitening Pros & Cons: 
Pros 

• fastest option of the three  
• stronger whitening gel for more noticeable results  
• done under professional supervision  
• gums are protected during treatment  
• gel application is controlled and monitored  

Cons 
• highest cost of the three options  
• may cause temporary sensitivity  
• requires an office visit  
• some treatments may take more than one session  

 
 

Things to Keep in Mind 
 
Sensitivity and discoloration matter too. According to the ADA, some people may experience temporary 
tooth sensitivity during whitening. This can happen with different whitening methods, which is one reason it 
helps to talk with your dentist before choosing a product or treatment.  

It’s also important to remember that not every kind of discoloration, or staining, responds the same way to 
whitening. That’s why a dental exam or consultation can be helpful before you spend money on a product 

https://www.colgate.com/en-us/oral-health/teeth-whitening/is-teeth-whitening-safe?


that may not be the right fit for your teeth. The ADA also notes that some whitening methods may be better 
for certain teeth than others, and whitening may not work in every case. 
 
  

Which Teeth Whitening Option Is Right for You? 
 
That depends on what matters most to you. 

If you’re still deciding, it may help to compare the three options side by side. The biggest differences usually 
come down to cost, how quickly you want results, how strong the whitening treatment is, and whether you’d 
rather whiten at home or under a dentist’s supervision.                                   

                    Best    Speed &          Sensitivity         Where                    Key 
      Option:                 For:                      Cost:                 Strength:             Risk:             It’s Done: Takeaways:           

 
 

Over-the-
Counter: 

 
Mild staining, 
tight budgets 
& first-time 
users 

 
$5 – $65  

depending on 
product 

 
Lowest 
strength, 
slowest 
speed 

 
 

Lowest to 
moderate 

 
 

At-home 

Lower cost & 
easy access, 
but slower 
results & less 
whitening 
power 

 

Take-Home 
Trays: 

 
 
Moderate 
staining & 
custom fit 

 
 
 

$300 – $500  

 
Moderate to 
strong 
strength, 
moderate 
speed 

 
 
 

Moderate 

 
 

Dentist office 
& at-home 

More 
personalized 
& stronger 
than OTC, but 
more 
expensive & 
still takes time 

 
 
 

In-Office: 

 
Severe 
staining & 
fastest, most 
noticeable 
results 
 

$500 - $1,000 
 

 
 
Strongest 
strength, 
fastest speed 

 
 

Moderate 
to highest 

 
 

Full in-office 
supervision 

Fastest & 
most closely 
supervised, 
but comes 
with the 
highest cost 

 
 
No teeth whitening option is one-size-fits-all. The right choice depends on more than just price or speed. 
Your starting shade, type of staining you have, and how sensitive your teeth already are can all affect how well 
whitening works and which option makes the most sense for you.  
 
If you’re thinking about whitening your teeth but aren’t sure where to start, schedule a consultation with XYX 
Dentistry. We can help you compare your options, talk through cost and sensitivity concerns, and choose the 
whitening approach that meets your smile goals. 
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