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Abstract

Dental caries is a multifactor disease affecting a significant number of people through-
out the world. However, in recent decades the widespread availability of fluoride and 
other preventive measures have resulted in a decline in the prevalence of caries among 
children and young adults. Currently, it is accepted that most carious dental lesions are 
restricted to specific anatomical sites. The aim of this chapter is to review the influence of 
dental anatomy on dental caries development while taking into account recent findings 
in cariology. Occlusal fissures in the first permanent molar are generally the first sites in 
the permanent dentition to develop caries. An increased risk of caries is also found in 
proximal contacting surfaces between two adjacent teeth. Moreover, a partially erupted 
tooth, which does not participate in mastication, is also at risk for caries since it may pro-
vide a more favorable environment for bacterial accumulation than a fully erupted tooth. 
Bacterial biofilm on the tooth is frequently a high risk caries environment. Understanding 
anatomical dental features is of great importance for guiding oral health hygiene and 
preventive measures. Finally, the development of dental disorders plays an important 
role in dental caries risk.

Keywords: bacterial biofilm, dental anatomy, dental caries, dental morphology, tooth 
surfaces
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1. Introduction

Dental caries affects a significant number of populations throughout the world as a multifac-

tor disease that is by and large regarded as the most common chronic disease worldwide 
[1]. It is estimated that 90% of dental problems are due to caries. However, the prevalence of 
dental caries is variable and may be linked to cultural aspects, education level, income, and 
dietary habits.

The disease known as dental caries is generally defined as a “localized destruction of sus-

ceptible dental hard tissues by acidic by-products from bacterial fermentation of dietary car-

bohydrates” [1]. In this definition, two important etiological factors are presented: dietary 
carbohydrates and bacterial fermentation both need clarification concerning their modus ope-

randi, and “localized destruction” of dental hard tissues is also a matter to be studied.

A remarkable study on diet and prevalence involving dental caries is performed 60 years ago 
by Gustafsson and co-workers [2]. Apart from the present perspectives concerning ethical 
issues when conducting clinical trials, the Vipeholm study clearly showed that dental caries 
are strongly tied to the availability of refined sugar. This was particularly evident for sugar 
intake between meals. It is important to point out that at the time, the scientific community 
was skeptical concerning the preventive effects of reductions of sugar intake on the formation 
of caries [3]. The idea that caries is not only a sugar-driven disease, but actually is a sugar-
disease, has been strongly defended [4]. Assuming this hypothesis, certain researchers regard 
dietary sugars as the main cause for the development and establishment of caries.

In addition to sugar, the development of caries is clearly dependent on dental plaque activity. 
Recent advances regarding the process of dental decay have indicated that so-called “den-

tal plaque” is in fact a “dental biofilm” [5]. The dental biofilm concept supports the idea 
of an organized microbial community. Thus, a change in nomenclature is not just toward a 
new name, but represents true conceptual modifications in several aspects. Today, bacterial 
biofilm is regarded as a sort of microcosm of bacteria and fungi both living and competing 
within a complex matrix. In order to support this point of view, caries is no longer seen as 
related to a single bacterium species. For many years, Streptococcus mutans the most relevant 
sugar-fermenting, acidogenic species was regarded as the main causative agent of dental car-

ies. However, recent investigations have shown that dental caries are related to a significant 
and diverse ecosystem and surprisingly, S. mutans is just a small fraction of the bacterial 
community [5]. It is also important to consider that in most situations, the microorganisms of 
the dental biofilm are not pathogenic. In fact, certain bacteria are necessary since a “healthy” 
biofilm forms naturally on teeth and helps to avoid colonization by exogenous species. If 
refined sugar is available, bacterial acid production increases resulting in an immediate pH 
drop. Demineralization takes place in an acidic environment. Frequent cariogenic challenges 
result in mineral loss and development of carious lesions. Bacterial acid production and its 
consequences for the delicate balance between de- and re-mineralization had generally been 
assumed to be ecological phenomena [5, 6]. However, as already noted, it is the communal life 
itself as formed by these multiple microorganisms that collectively promotes carious lesion 
development.
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Though dental caries is ubiquitous in many populations of the world, there is an evident 
decline in the prevalence of caries in many countries. This was quickly observed in industri-
alized and developing nations. The main reasons for this decline in caries is related to two 
factors: (a) the widespread use of fluoridated products, particularly through the effective 
introduction of fluoride in toothpastes and (b) individual commitment to oral hygiene habits, 
in other words, more people maintain reasonably good levels of oral hygiene throughout 
their lives [7, 8]. Yet surprisingly, in many countries where declines in caries were observed, 
sugar intake remained stable [9, 10].

The prevalence of dental caries is frequently measured by epidemiological indexes such as 
the DMFT. This index quantifies dental caries based on the number of carious or decayed (D), 
missing (M), or filled (F), teeth (T). The DMFT index does not provide information regarding 
carious attack severity, nor does it provide useful information concerning the surfaces of teeth 
where carious lesions occur. Therefore, the epidemiological index DMFS (decayed, missing, 
and filled by surface), and other forms of measurement have been proposed [11].

This decline in caries has raised certain interesting challenges for dental professionals. For 
many individuals of the same age, the progression of carious lesions is no longer as fast as pre-
viously recorded. Thus, simply recording caries as a cavitated lesion is no longer the study or 
clinical assessment end point. Further, there is now confusion in the terminology used in many 
studies dealing with caries (e.g., “caries diagnosis” versus “carious lesions detection”) [11, 12].

Dental caries can be scored in various levels of severity ranging from white spot lesions to full 
cavitation. Caries diagnosis can be considered a multiple step procedure, starting with iden-
tification of the candidate lesion (caries detection), followed by assessment of lesion severity, 
and finally, determination of lesion activity [12]. These are the main components guiding the 
establishment of an appropriate treatment plan (operative or non-operative) for contempo-
rary primary or secondary caries management. Caries risk assessment, diagnosis, and synthe-
sis (combining and interpreting findings) are considered to be the chief domains in Cariology, 
and the basis of clinical decision-making [13].

Currently, all research in dental caries prevention, development or treatment should on one 
hand, consider the influence of fluoride on the general decline in caries, and on the other hand 
evaluate the most relevant etiological factors. A third point concerning preventing dental car-
ies must also be considered: a good understanding of dental anatomy. Complete recovery 
of tooth function can only be achieved if a good knowledge of dental anatomy is applied. In 
addition, the science of dental anatomy is also important for understanding carious risk to a 
specific tooth, or to specific areas within the mouth [14].

Dental caries is a disease mediated by biofilm and pH that affects people from all over the 
world. Sugar intake patterns are also important and may explain why some people have more 
caries than others. Caries may also affect socially vulnerable individuals more than those who 
can afford to maintain oral hygiene habits. As caries disproportionally affect certain groups of 
individuals, the same is true for certain groups of teeth. Why do caries affect molars more than 
incisors? Why are caries more prevalent in occlusal surfaces as compared to free and smooth 
surfaces? This is where dental anatomy and caries meet. The aim of this chapter is to review 
certain features of dental anatomy and their influence on the progression of dental caries.
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2. Principles of cariology: dental caries reviewed

Cariology is generally known as the study of dental caries or tooth decay. Yet for many dental 
students, cariology is not a true clinical science, since it is (at least in most cases) presented 
only at the beginning of the undergraduate course, or merely as a research project. However, 
recent developments provide new perspectives to this field. Cariology is not confined to 
dental caries alone. Cariology includes research in dental hard tissues, dental wear (erosive/
non-erosive), and dental hard tissue disorders [13]. This wider view of cariology opens new 
perspectives in dental education and research, being a strong motive for improving diagnos-
tic skills, while treating and preventing carious lesions in more effective ways [15, 16].

2.1. Dental caries

Dental caries is ubiquitous worldwide. It is a sugar-driven, biofilm-dependent, multifactor disease, 
and in many aspects a dynamic process. The continuous presence of pathogenic oral biofilms is 
the main etiological factor for demineralization and as stated before, certain reports give emphasis 
to dietary sugars as the main cause for dental caries [4, 17–19]. However, other etiological factors 
cannot be neglected [20]. For instance, the presence of sugar alone on a free biofilm dental surface 
will not result in dental caries. Dental caries results from a shift in local environment acidity pro-
moted by microbial metabolism on a tooth surface. Mineral loss on a tooth surface is so subtle in 
the beginning that even very sensitive techniques are unable to indicate when a carious dental 
lesion has started. Frequent mineral losses eventually become a pit or a small cavitation [21].

The major factors involved in the dental caries mechanism are well understood. Presently, it 
is accepted that dental biofilms play a central role in dental caries. Dental caries appear on the 
tooth only where dental biofilms are found. It is also true that demineralization is provoked 
by microorganism produced acids, and the degree of mineral loss is directly modulated by 
both the presence and activity of these dental biofilms. Demineralization can be interrupted 
or reverted toward remineralization (a mineral recovery process) when the biofilm is either 
partial or totally removed [22]. This is a time-dependent complex process not a single event. 
Dental caries is always described as a chronic and progressive demineralization of hard tis-
sues that occurs in tooth surfaces underneath a microorganism layer.

The pathogenesis of dental caries is driven by the establishment of a dental biofilm and forma-
tion of an acidogenic environment [20–24]. Frequent de-mineralization events due to repeated 
cycles of lactic acid production will eventually cause severe dissolution of the tooth enamel or 
dentin. As a result, white spots begin to appear underneath pathogenic biofilms. In most cases, 
the process takes several months, but it can occur in few weeks if the tooth surface is exposed 
to extreme cariogenic challenges. Interestingly, just as the microbial composition of dental 
biofilms can shift as driven by diet, or through biofilm removal (oral hygiene), the microbial 
community can also vary from site-to-site within the mouth, as between individuals.

Clinical microbiology studies have demonstrated that Mutans streptococci, especially S. 

mutans, are more prevalent in children who have experienced dental caries during child-
hood [21]. Yet not all children who develop caries are colonized with Mutans streptococci. 
The observations provide a clear indication that dental caries are a result of a very complex 
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 process influenced by the interplay of many variables such as oral microbiota, saliva, dietary 
patterns, and oral hygiene habits [25, 26]. The most recent consensus is that microbial diver-
sity appears to be lower in diseased than in healthy individuals and may reflect the ecological 
pressure of lowered environmental pH [27].

In addition to the differences in microbial patterns between healthy and disease individuals, a 
recent observation in children showed that biofilms also differ according to the site of the tooth 
[28]. In other words, the environmental pH within dental biofilms can differ according to its 
location on the tooth. This scenario supports observations that dental morphology contributes 
to pathogenic biofilm development at certain tooth sites, and since salivary enzymes reach 
free-surface biofilms more easily than those located in dental fissures; the relationship becomes 
even more complex. Yet, it can be concluded that for dental caries there are predilection sites.

3. Dental morphology

Human dental anatomy presents many instances of biologic variation, and for future dental 
educational planning a greater number of examples of dental morphology variation should 
be used. The use of natural teeth for teaching is very important, but natural images can also 
help [29]. A simple investigation into the external morphology of the human tooth clearly 
shows three distinct parts:

a. Crown: the top part of the tooth covered in its external layer with enamel tissue. It is the 
only part you can normally see when someone is smiling, though a small part of it may be 
covered by the gums. The shape of the tooth’s crown determines its function. The incisors 
and canine teeth are very sharp and chisel-shaped for cutting; premolars and molars have 
two or more cusps for grinding. The coronal part of the human tooth is composed of two 
hard tissues: enamel and dentin, this includes the dental pulp, located in the crown.

b. Gumline: this is the part of the tooth between the crown and the root. It is where the gums meet 
the crown and the cementoenamel junction is located. This line (also known as the cervical line) 
is easily visible to the naked eye due to the color difference between enamel and cementum.

c. Root: this is the part of the tooth that is embedded in the bone. The root of a tooth makes 
up about two-third of its whole structure. It is covered with cementum.

These three parts of human teeth play distinct functions within the oral cavity (Figure 1). 
Their anatomical features, size, and shapes are directly related to their ability to tear and crush 
the food. Incisor and canine crowns have four surfaces and a ridge (a linear elevation on the 
surface of a tooth), whereas premolar and molar crowns have five surfaces. The surfaces are 
named according to their positions and functions. Interestingly, teeth exposed to very strong 
masticatory forces require greater support area. This explains why molars have three roots, 
whereas incisors have only one. In the oral environment, biting and chewing are very complex 
phenomena which are also connected to the form, size, and shape of the teeth [30, 31].

Human teeth present anatomical details related to their specific function during mastication, 
with depressions, elevations, concavities, and convexities. From the perspective of anatomical 
features, the crown of a tooth can be classified as having retentive and non-retentive areas.
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The line that separates these areas is called the equatorial line. This is an imaginary line that 
can be drawn by circling the most convex surfaces of a tooth: the lingual, buccal, and proximal 
(Figure 2).

Considering homologous teeth, the equatorial and occlusal molar areas (surfaces close to 
equatorial lines) are on average larger in males than in females, though equatorial and occlu-

sal outlines of homologous left and right molars within both sex, and arch (maxillary and 
mandibular) are similar, being without size and shape differences [32].

The vestibular (buccal) and lingual contour heights (curvature crest) are important to divert 
and prevent food from getting stuck in the gingival sulcus. The crest curvature is the anatomi-
cal point on tooth crown where a parallel line drawn toward the middle-root axis line touches 
the greatest convexity (protuberance). Contact areas between two teeth are known as proximal 
contour heights. The possibility of food impactation at these points is a matter of concern. In 
healthy individuals or in most cases, points of contact between any tooth and any adjacent tooth 
change with time. In young persons, the contact points of recently erupted teeth are true contact 
points. In adults, after many years of small and frequent movements, the tooth surfaces can be 
flattered because of mastication. It has been estimated that in an adult mouth of 40 years of age, 
approximately 10 mm of enamel have been worn off due to the contact area wear [30, 31].

Certain major anatomical features encountered when studying dental morphology are pre-

sented in Table 1.

A

C

B

Figure 1. Dental tooth major anatomical parts. (A) Crown; (B) cervical line; (C) root.

A

C

B

Figure 2. The equatorial line of a tooth. (A) Non-retentive area; (B) equatorial line; (C) retentive area.
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A complete description of dental features can be found in publications specifically concern-
ing tooth anatomy. The difference between teeth groups, differences in nomenclature and 
detailed descriptions for each human tooth type are beyond the scope of this chapter. Further 
information on this topic can be found elsewhere [30, 31].

4. Dental anatomy and caries

Klein and Palmer were the first investigators to clearly describe relationships between dental 
caries and the various morphological tooth types [32, 33]. Their work provided the very use-
ful information that mandibular molars were much more susceptible to carious attack than 
mandibular canines and incisors. Although it seems obvious currently, this information was 
collected when most American cities had a high prevalence of caries, and the upper incisors 
were frequently affected by carious lesions. For that time, these relationships were some-
what obscure. Today, it seems evident that occlusal surface irregularities can facilitate biofilm 
development and eventually result in carious lesions.

Depressions and grooves in the teeth are always anatomical points of concern for dental car-
ies (Figure 3). For the clinician, great individual variation is found in the occlusal areas of the 
teeth, yet these occlusal areas and proximal contact points are generally the main focus of 
clinical examinations. The sulci of human teeth are generally V-shaped, and though in most 
cases, the toothbrush bristles can remove a good portion of biofilms in this area, certain debris 
and microbial biofilm will remain attached to the deeper parts of the sulcus.

Anatomical 

features

Definition

Cusp Elevation or mound on the crown that makes up a divisional part of the occlusal surface 
of the tooth

Tubercle Smaller elevation on some portion of the crown produced by an extra formation of enamel

Cingulum Also known as “girdle” (Latim) is the lingual lobe of an anterior tooth. It makes up the bulk of the 
cervical third of the lingual surface. Its convexity mesiodistally resembles a girdle encircling the 
lingual surface at the cervical third

Ridge Linear elevation on the surface of a tooth and is named according to its location (e.g., buccal 
ridge, incisal ridge, marginal ridge). Marginal ridges are those rounded borders of the enamel 
that form the mesial and distal margins of the occlusal surfaces of premolars and molars and the 
mesial and distal margins of the lingual surfaces of the incisors and canines

Sulcus Long depression or valley in the surface of a tooth between ridges and cusps. A sulcus has a 
developmental groove at the junction of its inclines

Groove Linear channel or sulcus

Fossa Depression on the tooth surface

Embrasures Open spaces between teeth and around a contact (e.g., occlusal (incisal) embrasures, buccal and 
lingual embrasures and gingival embrasures)

Source: Adapted from Scheid and Weiss [30] and Stanley and Major [29].

Table 1. Some major anatomical characteristics and features of human dental teeth.
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Certain researchers use the term “groove-fossa system” (Figure 4A) when describing depres-
sions in the occlusal part of a tooth that is vulnerable to dental caries [34]. This is of particular 
importance in Pedodontics for identifying risk areas for caries in deciduous teeth and first 
permanent molars. The pit formed by junction of developmental grooves is a very interesting 
anatomical feature in the molar occlusal surface; a very “tricky” area for dental caries on the 
occlusal surface.

Hidden caries is a term used to describe occlusal dentine caries that are missed upon visual 
examination [35]. In most hidden caries cases, a tiny open cavity is located between grooves. 
Basically, the point occurs at the convergence of occlusal surface ridges that terminate at a 
central point in the bottom of the depression. It is a junction of grooves, also regarded as a 
small physiological-anatomical depression, and easy to verify as an attractive location for 
bacterial growth. As a result of constant deep demineralization, a cavity can appear below 
the resistant enamel. In general, its opening (aperture of the lesion) corresponds to a small pit 
formed in the central fossa between the triangular ridge and the transverse ridge [35].

The fifth cusp in the upper molars (also known as the Carabelli trait) is frequently observed 
during dental examination. It has received many different names such as: Carabelli trait, 
Carabelli tubercle, molar tubercle, enamel elevation, fifth cusp, accessory cusp, mesiopalatal 
prominence, and tuberculum anomalum [36]. It is less prevalent in Asians, but is most com-

mon in Europeans 85% or White Caucasians. Carious lesions are also frequently observed at 
this site (Figure 4B).

A very special landmark on mandibular first molars is the mesiobuccal groove. It is a sort 
of sulcus that stretches from the occlusal surface to the buccal surface, and is frequently 

Figure 3. Tooth depressions are always anatomical points for dental caries.
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neglected during dental exams. Although sometimes rather shallow, this narrow groove can 
harbor a small but active bacterial community which can easily provoke cavitation.

Microbial colonization is expected in areas where food impactation is frequent. Thus, all prox-
imal areas below the contact point are favorable sites for food retention, biofilm development 
and caries. The truth is that together, all of the teeth groups (incisors, canines, premolars and 
molars) work harmonically toward breaking down food. After a good meal, it is evident that 
the anatomical features of the teeth have worked together harmonically for biting, crushing, 
and chewing foodstuffs. However, the shapes of the teeth and their position in the oral cavity 
may reveal certain gaps where food can accumulate. Other variables must also be considered 
such as the health status of the gums and the period of tooth eruption.

Normal tooth eruption, development and dental occlusion patterns reveal broad variations. 
However, certain common events are expected such as slow and irregular eruption of first 
molars in children and third molar eruption in adolescents and adults. The morphology of 
a tooth and its eruption time may carry a certain importance for the development of den-
tal caries. Due to favorable conditions for plaque accumulation (biofilm formation), erupt-
ing teeth are more likely to develop dental caries. Further, there is also strong evidence that 
tooth anatomy may affect the likelihood of caries formation. Yet, how deep is the connection 
between these variables?

A very interesting study investigated the morphology of erupting third mandibular human 
molars including histological caries features and whether the morphology of interlobal 
grooves influences specific microorganism viability [37]. A total of 116 buccolingual sections 
of 22 teeth were examined, and the mesiodistal interlobal groove was classified as either 
“fissure-like” or “groove-like”. “Fissures” were less prone to caries than “grooves”. Viable 
microorganisms were seen at the entrance as well as in the interiors of the “grooves”. In “fis-
sures” viable microorganisms were primarily observed at the entrance, while in the interiors 
microorganisms were less viable or dead. The authors concluded that the internal morphol-
ogy of interlobal grooves influences bacterial growth conditions, and determines locations for 
caries progression within a groove-fossa system.

The formation of a microbial biofilms on teeth is enhanced by natural retention factors, which 
can also render removal by means of oral hygiene more difficult. Certain relevant retention 

B

A

Figure 4. (A) The “groove-fossa system” of a posterior tooth. (B) The accessory cusp in an upper molar tooth.
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factors for biofilms on the cervical third and roots include: supra- and subgingival calculi; 
cementoenamel junctions and enamel projections; furcation entrances and irregularities; cer-

vical and root surface caries; and tooth crowding in the arch. [38].

Without proper brushing and flossing, microbial biofilms and tartar can build up at the gum-

line, leading to gingivitis and gum disease. If the margin of the gum tissue that surrounds the 
teeth wears away, the root surface is exposed and caries are likely to develop. This is called 
gum recession, a complex process where the gums pulls back and the gum line changes. When 
gum recession occurs, “pockets” or gaps form between the teeth and the gum line. Under this 
influence, the teeth can be severely damaged, and may ultimately result in tooth loss.

Human teeth present a varied and complex morphology with bases in the innumerous ana-

tomical characteristics provided for by their grooves, fissures, and sulci. Certain teeth unex-

pectedly reveal risk areas in subtle and hidden structures. For instance, the lingual pit in 
lateral upper incisors must often be restored due to caries, for in addition to its own mor-

phology; the tooth has its neighboring tooth creating the embrasures and contact points; an 
antagonist tooth that can force food and debris toward the grooves, fissures, and sulci. Finally, 
the cervical third of the proximal surface is surrounded by the gums. This is a very special 
area where open smooth surfaces may also present dental caries, a spot where biofilms are not 
linked to any specific anatomical feature. Microbial biofilms can form and develop in many 
anatomical tooth sites or even on free smooth surfaces (cervical third) when conditions are 
favorable. Table 2 presents the predilection sites for dental caries by tooth group.

For an experienced dentist, the most common locations of dental caries, presented in Table 2 are 

obvious. Nevertheless, the examination process for detecting dental caries needs to be carefully 
performed even by experienced professionals. It is not rare that a white spot (demineralization 
area indicating initial caries) is neglected during dental examination. This is the reason for removal 
of all dental plaque (biofilms) prior any dental examination. Dental caries forms in sites of biofilm 

Tooth groups Risk areas for dental caries

Incisors All cervical third (particularly free smooth surfaces close to the gum line)Mesial and distal surfaces 
(below contact point)
Lingual pit (lingual surface of lateral incisors)

Canines All cervical third (particularly free smooth surfaces close to the gum line) Mesial and distal surfaces

Pre molars All cervical third (particularly free smooth surfaces close to the gum line) Mesial and distal surfaces 
(below contact point)
Sulci
Fissures and grooves
Triangular fossa (occlusal surface)

Molars All cervical third (particularly free smooth surfaces close to the gum line)
Mesial and distal surfaces (below contact point)
Sulci (including sulcus close to Carabelli trait)
Fissures and grooves (including the mesio-buccal groove)
Triangular fossa (buccal and occlusal surfaces)
Central fossa

Table 2. Risk areas for dental caries at each tooth group.
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stagnation and these sites can frequently remain hidden from sight. Another fundamental condi-
tion is the proper light source and the aid of compressed air for dehydrating the tooth surface.

Factors affecting caries detection can vary if the dental examination is in a child, an adoles-
cent or an adult. First, carious lesions can either be visualized at early stages or as a cavitated 
lesion; second, during childhood, mixed dentition can be a confounding factor; a third vari-
able is related to the different diagnostic tools (e.g., probes, radiographs). Finally, carious 
locations can also vary with age, for instance, carious lesions can be found in unexpected sites. 
In young children, dental plaque (biofilm) can easily accumulate underneath and close to the 
gum line of upper incisors due to extensive bottlefeeding.

When comparing differences between deciduous and permanent teeth, dental caries progres-
sion is faster in deciduous teeth because deciduous tooth enamel is less mineralized than 
permanent tooth enamel. The chemical composition of the enamel is another factor in rapid 
deciduous caries progression because the total carbonate content is significantly higher in 
deciduous teeth [77].

In the following sections, classification of dental caries based on their locations is presented. It 
is important to point out that this approach is only a general guideline for a better understand-
ing of this topic. The limitation of such an approach is related to the lack of clinical information, 
which would provide even better comprehension about the development of the carious lesions.

4.1. Occlusal caries

In the permanent dentition, occlusal fissures and grooves on the first permanent molar are 
generally the first sites to develop caries [39]. In fact, all depressions in the occlusal surface can 
be regarded as predilection sites for dental caries. The same is not true for primary dentition 
since early childhood caries (ECC), a typical condition of deciduous incisor smooth surfaces 
often occurs. It is estimated that occlusal caries account for most of the carious lesions in chil-
dren aged 8–15 years. The general distribution of occlusal lesions seems to be concentrated in 
the first and second permanent molars, prevalent in all age groups. Since 1965, certain investi-
gations have supported the view that occlusal molars surfaces are the most caries susceptible 
[40–42]. A good listing by rank shows the most susceptible surfaces for caries (from the most 
susceptible to the less susceptible), distributed as follows: occlusal surface of the four first 
molars > occlusal surface of the lower second molars > occlusal surface of the upper second 
molars > mesial surface of the upper first molars [41].

Since occlusal surfaces are present only in pre-molars and molars, the development of biofilms 
on these sites is related to pressed and packed debris and biofilms upon fissures, grooves, and 
sulci. The clinical appearance of carious lesions varies significantly, and discoloration in these 
occlusal depressions may be either white or dark [43, 44]. These discolorations can remain 
even after the tooth is extracted.

As to dental treatment for occlusal caries, the threshold for operative treatment is still a matter 
of debate [39]. A recent study supports the view that younger dentists are more reluctant to 
remove hard tooth tissues. Types of dental material are also converging; composites are replac-
ing amalgams or other filling materials [40]. It must be noted that on the whole, development 
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of carious lesions has lessened due to both fluoride exposure and accessibility to oral hygiene 
procedures. Caries risk assessment may help determine whether drilling of an occlusal fissure 
or choosing a non-invasive treatment is more appropriate. In both cases, a good understanding 
of premolar and molar occlusal morphology of is needed (Figure 5).

4.2. Interproximal caries

Different from occlusal surfaces, the process for detecting proximal carious lesions is 
hampered by natural variations in dental morphology and their relations to the adja-

cent teeth. Proximal lesions develop between contacting proximal surfaces (just below 
the contacting point) of two adjacent teeth. Proximal lesions are hard to visualize dur-

ing the clinical exam, and if not detected during the initial stages, radiographs and 
tooth separation often reveal their presence Evidence of a proximal lesion in one tooth 
raises significant concerns since the neighboring tooth in most cases is also affected. 
Proximal lesions do eventually appear clinically as opaque areas on buccal and lingual 
surfaces [45–47].

It is estimated that at least 40% of proximal carious lesions are missed during dental exami-
nations and are allowed to continue growing. Tightly contacting proximal surfaces between 
teeth create detection and treatment difficulties, even for experienced clinicians. Recent 
techniques have been developed to facilitate penetration of low-viscosity resins into the 
porous lesion body of enamel caries. Infusion of a highly fluid unfilled light-cured resin 
known as “resin infiltration system” is particularly useful for treating incipient proximal 
lesions [48].

Many dental professionals do not consider single tooth proximal surface dental morphology 
by itself as a predilection for caries. However, a recent study concluded that morphologies 

Figure 5. Occlusal caries.
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of proximal surfaces are important for primary molar teeth [49]. In this study, 52 young 
children (3–4 year-olds) were followed for 1 year. The morphology of the distal surfaces of 
the first molar teeth and the mesial surfaces of the second molar teeth (n = 208) were scored 
in four categories: concave-concave; concave-convex; convex-concave; and convex-convex. 
Radiographs were used to monitor proximal caries, and the results showed risk of develop-
ing caries is increased if both surfaces are concave. It is important to point out that proximal 
surfaces of permanent and primary molar teeth may be convex or concave in the buccolin-
gual direction as well as in the occluso-cervical direction [49, 50].

When teaching dental anatomy, apart from the fact that two neighboring teeth can create a 
favorable site for caries development, proximal surfaces are generally presented without any 
special anatomical characteristic. In addition to shape (convex or concave) another point to 
consider is how wide is the space between teeth if any? If the contact point is actually an open 
space between the teeth (broad contact area), a significant drop in the likelihood of caries 
formation is expected. Researchers have evaluated whether the risk of proximal caries in pos-
terior primary teeth is higher when interproximal contact points are closed, or if they are open 
[51]. Data concerning known risk factors and indicators for caries were also investigated. The 
findings for young children (24–72 months) showed the odds for caries were significantly 
increased when such contact points were closed.

For detection of proximal caries, and as adjuncts in the process, bitewing radiographs remain 
state-of-the-art. However, a good number of caries detected by radiographs (lesions extended 
to the outer dentine) can be intact on enamel surfaces [52]. Since carious lesions are directly 
dependent on the continuous presence of active microorganisms, a reasonable approach is to 
monitor caries using a series of bitewing radiographies [53] (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Interproximal caries below the contacting point.
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4.3. Buccal and lingual caries

In opposition to occlusal surfaces that are rich in fissures and grooves, there is no favor-

able anatomical environment for complex organized microorganism microcosms on the 
smooth tooth surface, dental biofilms on free smooth surfaces have a different evolution 
as compared to occlusal surfaces, and carious lesions on smooth surfaces of the teeth 
and can be detected in early stages. The challenge for “early colonizing microorgan-

isms” is high since the morphology does not help, and shear forces are constantly taking 
cells away. It has been observed that during the first few hours of biofilm formation, 
early colonizers of the tooth surface predominantly consist of beneficial microorganisms 
(Actinomyces and Streptococci species) [54, 55]. Later, the first subsequent proliferation is 
largely due to microbial mass increase during early plaque formation which is modu-

lated by nutrition and the impact of serum proteins that emanate from gingival sulcus 
[55]. Thus, any free smooth surfaces prone to caries are mainly restricted to areas below 
the equatorial line, in other words, restricted to the cervical third and close to the gum 
line (Table 1).

Normal tooth contours provide constant protection from the influence of direct salivary flow 
and from the masticatory function of the cervical third. Thus certain stagnation of mass may 
take place and demineralization can create surface roughness providing more attachment 
points. Further, certain surface characteristics such as hydrophobicity and chemical charge 
can modulate the number of microorganisms in “mature” biofilm [56]. It must be pointed out 
that if over-contouring of the tooth is present more food retention is likely to occur, and as a 
result, a more pathogenic biofilm will be established.

In summary, microbial adherence to rough surfaces takes place easily due to occlusal surface 
pits and grooves. Though on free smooth surfaces, the reduced influence of shear forces cre-

ates difficulties for microbial adherence; initial attachment and subsequent development of a 
biofilm cannot generally be avoided altogether. Tiny irregularities in the surface caused by 
the demineralization enhance the development of the biofilms in these areas, particularly on 
the cervical third close to the gum line and on root surfaces [57].

Dental caries in early childhood are a challenge for many dentists since dental caries often 
begin during the first year of life. Early childhood caries (ECC) begins soon after dental erup-

tion, developing on smooth surfaces, and progressing rapidly; having a lasting detrimental 
impact on dentition. Carious lesions in children may be found on either the buccal or lingual 
surfaces of the teeth and, in certain cases, on both [58].

Clinically, dental caries on smooth surfaces appear as white spots (opaque areas) in the 
enamel, reflecting demineralization or loss of minerals in the tissue subsurface. Oral pro-

phylaxis and drying the tooth surface are crucial procedures for detecting the lesion. Their 
appearance can be characterized by several factors such as the depth of the lesion. Yet the 
carious lesion on a free smooth surface is easily observed extending in a half-moon shape 
following the gum line [38, 59, 60] (Figure 7).
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5. Dental caries and other conditions

5.1. Dental caries in partially erupted tooth

Dental cariologists have placed great efforts into identifying the human tooth surfaces at risk. 
Since susceptibility of a tooth surface to caries can vary over time, the task is not simple. In 
general, it is accepted that the period of peak susceptibility for caries occurs at about 4 years 
from eruption of the tooth. Carlos and Gittelsohn [40] found that the probability of a carious 
lesion is greatest during the second post-eruptive year (in the second permanent molars), but 
for other teeth the period of maximum carious attack is reached about 2 years afterwards. 
Another study recently concluded that carious susceptibility variations do exist, and the most 
vulnerable sites are those surfaces with pits and fissures, followed by proximal surfaces [42].

There is no doubt that susceptibility to caries is partially influenced by the period of tooth 
eruption, information particularly relevant if the patient is a child with mixed dentition. When 
the tooth is partially erupted, the so-called “groove-fossa system” is under greater attack. 
There is also great evidence that oral hygiene of the occlusal surface of partially erupted teeth 
is fundamental for a proper prevention of dental caries [12, 34, 61].

Partially erupted teeth do not participate fully in mastication and for this reason offer more 
favorable environments for bacterial accumulation than fully erupted teeth [34]. As might be 
expected, it has been observed that the amount of biofilm accumulated on the occlusal sur-
faces in partially erupted molars is higher than in fully erupted molars [62]. Due to the fact 
that the lower and upper third molars are the most commonly enclosed teeth; pericoronitis 
associated with bad oral hygiene and smaller self-cleansing area, leads to accumulation of 
food and microorganisms that cannot be cleaned with normal brushing and flossing, causing 

Figure 7. Severe buccal caries in upper incisors.
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the development of caries [61]. Removing dental biofilm in partially erupted molars is more 
difficult than in fully erupted molars [62, 63].

Eventually, the tooth reaches the occlusal plan and masticatory forces help remove parts of 
the biofilm. This phenomenon can partially explain why most occlusal lesions tend to cease 
when teeth reach the occlusal plan. However, for certain individuals, a significant proportion 
of their carious lesions remain active and in need of proper management [64].

The presence of a partially erupted third molar can also create risks for caries. It is estimated 
that the prevalence of carious lesions on mandibular second molars due to the presence of a 
third partially erupted molar can reach up to 39% [65]. Mandibular third molars are the most 
frequently impacted teeth, a condition that is defined when the tooth does not reach the occlusal 
plane, even after root formation reaches two-thirds. Impacted third molars tend to accumulate 
biofilm against the distal surfaces of second molars, thereby creating the risk of distal cervical 
caries. A recent study has shown that second molars adjacent to absent third molars are at the 
lowest risk of developing caries and periodontal disease; whereas, second molars adjacent to 
soft tissue impacted third molars are at the greatest risk [66]. Thus, when a partially erupted 
mandibular third molar is not removed, good oral hygiene becomes essential to avoid caries [67]. 
The most important variables when considering caries risk in the second mandibular molar due 
to a partially erupted third molar are eruption status, type of angulation, and the nature of tooth 
contact between the molars. Such factors can be used as predictors to indicate the likelihood of 
developing caries on the second mandibular molar [67]. Otherwise, if recurrent dental caries 
occur on the second molar, the third molar must be prophylactically removed [68] (Figure 8).

5.2. Dental disorders and caries

Dental disorders in hard tissues are seldom presented and discussed during classes teaching 
dental anatomy. Most instructors are concerned solely with teaching the normal morphology 

Figure 8. Dental caries developed during eruption process in second deciduous molar.
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of the teeth. However, observation of dental abnormalities may lure students to acquire prob-
lem-solving skills. For instance, first molar and incisor morphologies can be explored together, 
in spite of the fact that they belong to different groups of teeth. With these teeth, the reason 
for a combined lecture comes from a common and frequently encountered condition observed 
by pediatric dentists: molar incisor hypomineralization (MIH). MIH is defined as a qualitative 
enamel defect of systemic origin. The terminology of MIH was introduced 16 years ago (2001) 
in order to describe enamel hypomineralization of systemic origin affecting one or more of the 
first permanent molars that are frequently associated with affected incisors [69].

In certain countries, the prevalence of MIH is regarded as very low (~2%), yet it has reached 
almost 40% in others. The high variance in recording MIH reflects difficulties in detecting 
and defining potential etiological factors [70–72]. The treatment for MIH is mainly restoration 
using Glass Ionomer Cement, and monitoring for defect associated caries. The probability of 
success is found to be high, mainly in single-surface tooth restorations. Complete removal 
of the affected areas (occlusal surfaces in molars and buccal surfaces in incisors) should 
generally be postponed. The reason for such delay in more invasive treatments is related to 
awaiting better conditions or when a child understands enough to cooperate with complex 
rehabilitation and treatment procedures [73].

MIH is just one of many tooth disorders that can be explored in dental anatomy courses. 
Developmental dental disorders may range from abnormalities in dental lamina demarca-
tion to tooth germ anomalies (numbers, size, and shape), to abnormalities in the growth of 
the dental hard tissues (structure). Restricted to the enamel, certain developmental defects 
may manifest in two major conditions: enamel hypoplasia or opacity. The etiologies for den-
tal anomalies vary substantially; they can be congenital or idiopathic, inherited or acquired 
[74]. A deeper understanding of dental anomalies is important because they can affect color, 
shape, and tooth structure. As a result, dental morphology can also be affected, which may 
increase the risk for dental caries [75] Taking all dental anomalies into account, most of them 
have clinical significance: as to esthetics, malocclusion, and to the more costly development 
of dental decay and oral diseases [76]. Further, most dental anomalies such as germination, 
fusion, and dens invaginatus lead to clinical problems, and thus remain relevant to investi-
gations regarding potential changes in dental morphology, potentially causing difficulties 
in speech and mastication, temporomandibular joint pain and/or dysfunction, malocclusion, 
periodontal problems and increased susceptibility to caries [74].

6. Conclusions

It is widely recognized that knowledge of dental anatomy is fundamental to any branch of 
dentistry. Dental anatomy is primarily concerned with the shape, morphology, and appear-
ance of teeth. Teaching dental anatomy comprises studies of crown contours, roots, and pulp 
chambers together in their relationships with other structures in the oral cavity [77–80]. Thus, 
dental anatomy is directly and easily linked to dental occlusion, forensic dentistry, and cariol-
ogy. Yet the link between dental morphology and cariology is seldom explored.
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There is constant concern to provide dental anatomy courses which are more relevant to clini-
cal practice. Dental caries are certainly an important topic linking these fields, and topics in 
cariology can easily be introduced during dental anatomy sessions. Problem-based learning 
(PBL) is likely a good pedagogical approach for attracting students with a more active and 
enthusiastic learning path.

There are many reasons to avoid conventional lecture-based courses in dental anatomy. When 
learning dental anatomy, clinical expertise is probably the main goal for most students, and 
dental caries when integrated together with dental morphology is certainly an intellectually 
stimulating topic.

Reviewing the influence of dental anatomy on the development dental caries and taking into 
account recent findings in Cariology is beneficial for dental clinicians and anatomists.
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