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Dental caries are also known as cavities or tooth decay and it is what we have when we need a fi lling. 
They are caused by acid destroying the enamel and dentin of a tooth.  The acid is a waste product of bacteria that live in your mouth. 
We all have many different types of bacteria in our mouths and some produce acid when they break down sugar and carbohydrates in 
the foods we eat. 

The acid attacks and weakens the outer protective layer (enamel) of the tooth.  Over time, it causes 
cracks called fi ssures in the tooth, so then the acid can get into the inner softer part of the tooth (the 
dentin) and corrode that part very quickly.  This causes a hole underneath the enamel and if it is left 
without treatment, the enamel collapses, leaving a visible hole.  Some people are more susceptible to 
cavities due to the shape of their teeth but they can help prevent and reduce the occurrence of dental 
caries by reducing the amount of bacteria in their mouths through proper brushing and fl ossing daily.   
Mouthwash is sometimes helpful and also chewing sugar-free gum between meals instead of snacking on 
sugary foods has been shown to have a positive effect.  If we eat less sugary foods in between brushing 
our teeth then this doesn’t provide the bacteria with the fuel that they need to make the acid.  Another 
simple way to limit tooth decay is by having a tooth-friendly diet.  Some of the foods we eat can have 
an effect on the pH of our mouths and so make the corrosion of the enamel even worse, which when 
combined with the damage the bacteria is doing, increases the chances of tooth decay and permanent 
damage.
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Stages of Tooth Decay

Stage 1:  Healthy tooth with plaque. Stage 2:  Decay in enamel.

Stage 3:  Decay in dentin. Stage 4:  Decay in pulp.


