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TOOTH DECAY: 
 

 

Cavities, also called tooth decay or caries, are caused by a combination of factors, including: 
not brushing and flossing your teeth regularly, eating foods that are high in sugar, drinking 
acidic beverages such as soft drinks, and failing to seek professional dental care. 
 
1.  DENTAL ANATOMY: 
Teeth consist of 3 layers - enamel, dentin & pulp.   

! Enamel – Hard protective layer on the outside of the tooth.  
! Dentin – Softer layer that composes the bulk of the inside of the tooth.   
! Pulp – The nerve and blood vessels that extend from the pulp chamber in the center 

of the tooth to the root canal. 
 

 

 

2.  DEMINERALIZATION / ENAMEL DECAY:   
When oral bacteria consume sugars, they produce acidic waste products that cause tooth 
demineralization.  If the demineralization process is not treated, it produces a weak spot in the 
tooth’s surface that becomes enamel decay.  
 
Signs & Symptoms:  

! “White spot lesion” or no visible changes.  No pain or sensitivity.    
! These lesions have a chalky appearance and are generally found near the gum line 

where plaque accumulates.  
! Demineralization on chewing surfaces or between teeth is often “invisible” to patient. 

 
 

 

3.  DENTIN DECAY:   
As a tooth is exposed to repeated acid attack over time, decay will progress through the 
enamel into the inner layer of the tooth called the dentin.  At this stage, remineralization is no 
longer possible and the decay begins to spread more rapidly. 
 
Signs & Symptoms: 

! A pit or hole may be observed in the tooth, or no visible changes. 
! Mild to moderate sensitivity or pain elicited by sweets, cold, or chewing. 

Treatment: 
! Removal of decayed tooth structure and restoration of tooth with a filling or crown. 

 
 

 

4.  ABSCESS:   
Untreated dentin decay will eventually progress into the nerve, resulting in an infection.   
 
Signs & Symptoms: 

! Moderate to severe pain and swelling, often aggravated by sweets, hot, cold or 
chewing.  Pain may also be spontaneous and can be constant until treated. 

! Extensive decay weakens teeth and will often cause teeth and/or fillings to fracture. 
Treatment: 

! Root canal therapy to remove the infected nerve, a core build-up to replace decayed 
or missing tooth structure, and a crown to cover and protect the weakened tooth. 

! Extraction – Removal is only recommended if tooth is deemed unrestorable. 

 


