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Abstract 

Hypomineralized second primary molars (HSPM) represent a prevalent yet often overlooked 

developmental enamel defect in children. This comprehensive review explores the 

multifaceted nature of HSPM, emphasizing its significance as a potential harbinger of future 

enamel defects, particularly molar incisor hypomineralization (MIH). Drawing upon current 

research, we delve into the prevalence, etiology, diagnosis, and management of HSPM, 

highlighting the need for a paradigm shift towards early identification and proactive 

intervention. The prevalence of HSPM is estimated to be between 5% and 20%, with the true 

burden likely underestimated due to diagnostic challenges posed by co-existing caries. The 

etiology is multifactorial, involving a complex interplay of genetic predisposition and 

environmental insults during critical periods of enamel formation. Early diagnosis, based on 

a thorough medical history and comprehensive clinical examination, is crucial for 

implementing effective preventive measures and minimizing future complications. 

Management should prioritize prevention, utilizing a combination of dietary counseling, oral 

hygiene instruction, professional fluoride application, and fissure sealants. When operative 

intervention is necessary, minimally invasive techniques should be the first line of treatment, 

reserving more aggressive approaches for cases where absolutely necessary. By recognizing 

HSPM as a sentinel signal of potential future enamel defects and adopting a proactive and 

comprehensive approach to its management, we can significantly improve the oral health 
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outcomes of our patients, paving the way for a future filled with healthy smiles and a lifetime 

free from the burden of enamel defects. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The realm of pediatric dentistry is replete with challenges, and among them, enamel defects occupy a prominent 

position. While molar incisor hypomineralization (MIH) often takes center stage in research and clinical practice, 

a growing chorus of evidence suggests that hypomineralized second primary molars (HSPM) deserve equal, if not 

greater, attention. This seemingly innocuous condition, affecting the deciduous dentition, might be a sentinel 

signal, a harbinger of future enamel defects in the permanent dentition. This article delves into the depths of 

HSPM, drawing upon a rich tapestry of research to illuminate its prevalence, unravel its complex etiology, guide 

clinicians towards early diagnosis, and equip them with the tools for effective management. 

Prevalence: Unmasking a Silent Epidemic 

HSPM, though often overlooked, affects a significant proportion of children globally, representing a silent 

epidemic within the realm of pediatric dentistry. A comprehensive systematic review published in the Journal of 

the Irish Dental Association meticulously analyzed available data and found the prevalence of HSPM to range 

from a concerning 5% to a staggering 20%, with a mean prevalence of approximately 11%. This figure, however, 

might be a mere tip of the iceberg, as the true burden of HSPM could be masked by several confounding factors. 

One of the primary challenges in accurately estimating HSPM prevalence lies in its frequent coexistence with 

severe caries. The rampant decay often seen in children with HSPM can obscure the underlying enamel defects, 

making accurate diagnosis challenging even for the most seasoned clinician. This diagnostic dilemma is further 

corroborated by Elfrink (2006), whose research revealed a significantly higher prevalence of occlusal caries on 

second primary molars compared to their first primary molar counterparts. This finding strongly suggests an 

inherent susceptibility of second primary molars to enamel defects, making them particularly vulnerable to the 

onslaught of caries. 

The implications of such a high prevalence are far-reaching. If left undiagnosed and untreated, HSPM can lead to 

a cascade of complications, including pain, infection, premature tooth loss, and compromised masticatory 

function. Moreover, the association between HSPM and an increased risk of MIH underscores the need for early 

identification and intervention to mitigate the long-term consequences for the developing permanent dentition. 

Etiology: Deciphering the Intricate Web of Causation 

The quest to unravel the etiology of HSPM, much like its permanent counterpart MIH, has been a journey through 

a labyrinth of complex and interconnected factors. While the precise mechanisms remain elusive, current research, 

piecing together evidence from various studies, points towards a multifactorial etiology, where genetic 

predisposition intertwines with environmental insults to disrupt the delicate process of enamel formation. 

A key clue in this intricate puzzle lies in the temporal overlap between the development of second primary molars 

and first permanent molars. Both sets of teeth undergo critical stages of mineralization concurrently, suggesting 

shared susceptibility to systemic or environmental disruptions during this period. However, the timing of the insult 

appears to be a crucial determinant of the specific enamel defect that manifests. 

In the case of HSPM, the critical window of vulnerability seems to occur earlier in life, encompassing the prenatal 

and perinatal periods. This is a time of rapid growth and development, where the developing enamel is particularly 

susceptible to disturbances. Several risk factors have been implicated in HSPM etiology, including: 

• Maternal Factors: Maternal health and behavior during pregnancy can have a profound impact on fetal 

development. Factors like maternal alcohol consumption, nutritional deficiencies, and certain maternal illnesses 

have been associated with an increased risk of enamel defects in offspring. 

• Birth-Related Factors: The circumstances surrounding birth can also influence enamel development. 

Premature birth, low birth weight, and perinatal hypoxia (oxygen deprivation) have all been linked to a higher 

incidence of HSPM. 

• Early Childhood Illnesses: The first few years of life represent a critical period for enamel maturation. 

Certain childhood illnesses, particularly those involving high fever, have been implicated in disrupting enamel 

formation and increasing the risk of both HSPM and MIH. 

Interestingly, the severity of HSPM might also provide clues about the timing of the insult. Milder forms of HSPM, 

characterized by subtle opacities, might be associated with a later insult, coinciding with the early mineralization 

phases of first permanent molars. This temporal link could explain the observed association between mild HSPM 

and an increased risk of MIH, suggesting a shared susceptibility window for both conditions. 

Diagnosis: The Cornerstone of Effective Management 

Early diagnosis forms the cornerstone of effective HSPM management, allowing for timely intervention to prevent 

or minimize the short-term and long-term consequences of this condition. The ideal window of opportunity for 

diagnosis opens around five years of age when the second primary molars have fully erupted and are amenable to 

thorough clinical examination. However, astute clinicians should be vigilant and actively look for signs of HSPM 
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as early as the teeth erupt, integrating a comprehensive approach that encompasses both medical history and 

clinical examination. 

1. Unveiling the Past: A Detailed Medical History 

A thorough medical history is paramount in identifying potential risk factors and understanding the child's 

susceptibility to enamel defects. The focus should be on: 

• Prenatal History: Inquire about maternal health during pregnancy, including any illnesses, medications 

taken, or potential exposures to toxins or infections. 

• Perinatal History: Gather information about the birth, including gestational age at birth, birth weight, 

and any complications during labor or delivery. 

• Postnatal History: Enquire about the child's overall health, focusing on any significant illnesses, 

particularly those involving high fever, during the first few years of life. 

2. The Art of Clinical Examination: A Symphony of Sight and Touch 

Clinical examination forms the cornerstone of HSPM diagnosis. The clinician, armed with keen observational 

skills and gentle probing, should systematically evaluate the second primary molars, looking for telltale signs of 

enamel defects. The EAPD diagnostic criteria for MIH provide a valuable framework for HSPM assessment: 

• Demarcated Enamel Opacities: These are areas of altered translucency, appearing as distinct patches 

on the enamel surface. The color can range from white to yellow to brown, with darker shades generally indicating 

more severe hypomineralization. 

• Post-eruptive Enamel Breakdown (PEB): PEB is a sign of severe HSPM, where the weakened enamel 

crumbles and breaks down soon after eruption. This can lead to significant loss of tooth structure and complicate 

the differentiation between hypomineralization and hypoplasia. 

• Atypical Caries: Caries in the context of HSPM often present atypically, affecting buccal and occlusal 

surfaces with an asymmetrical distribution, unlike the typical pattern seen in early childhood caries (ECC). 

• Atypical Restorations or Extractions: The presence of restorations or extractions on second primary 

molars that are disproportionate to the child's overall caries risk profile should raise suspicion of underlying 

HSPM. 

 

The Diagnostic Challenge: Differentiating HSPM from ECC 

Differentiating HSPM from ECC is crucial for appropriate management. While both conditions can present with 

similar clinical signs, the distribution, severity, and progression of caries differ significantly. In HSPM, the caries 

tends to be more aggressive, affecting atypical surfaces and progressing rapidly. Bitewing radiographs can be 

invaluable in identifying interproximal lesions and confirming the diagnosis. 

Management: A Multifaceted Approach to a Complex Condition 

Managing HSPM requires a multifaceted approach that addresses both the immediate challenges of the condition 

and the potential long-term implications for the permanent dentition. The overarching goals are to: 

• Preserve Tooth Structure: Prevent further enamel breakdown and caries progression. 

• Alleviate Pain and Discomfort: Manage any pain or sensitivity associated with HSPM or caries. 

• Maintain Function: Preserve masticatory function and prevent speech problems. 

• Minimize Risk of Future Enamel Defects: Implement preventive measures to reduce the risk of MIH 

in permanent teeth. 

1. Prevention: The Foundation of Long-Term Oral Health 

Given the inherent weakness of hypomineralized enamel, preventive measures form the cornerstone of HSPM 

management. The focus should be on: 

• Dietary Counseling: Limiting sugar intake is paramount in reducing the risk of caries. Educate parents 

and children about healthy dietary choices, emphasizing the importance of reducing sugary drinks and snacks. 

• Oral Hygiene Instruction: Emphasize the importance of meticulous oral hygiene, including proper 

brushing techniques and the use of fluoride toothpaste twice daily. For younger children, parental supervision and 

assistance are crucial. 

• Professional Fluoride Application: Biannual application of fluoride varnish provides additional 

protection to vulnerable enamel surfaces. 

• Fissure Sealants: Placing fissure sealants as soon as possible, even on partially erupted molars, can 

prevent plaque accumulation and subsequent caries development. 

2. Operative Intervention: A Spectrum of Treatment Modalities 

When preventive measures alone are insufficient to manage HSPM or when caries has already set in, operative 

intervention becomes necessary. The choice of treatment modality depends on the extent of the enamel defect, the 

presence and severity of caries, and the child's age and cooperation level. 

• Atraumatic Restorative Techniques (ART): For early caries or minimal enamel breakdown, ART 

techniques using materials like glass ionomer cement (GIC) or resin-modified glass ionomer cement (RMGIC) 
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can be employed. These techniques are minimally invasive, require minimal or no drilling, and are well-tolerated 

by young children. 

• Silver Diamine Fluoride (SDF): SDF is a topical antimicrobial agent that can effectively arrest caries 

progression. However, it causes permanent black staining of the affected dentine, which might be aesthetically 

unacceptable in some cases. 

• Composite Resin Restorations: Composite resins can be used to restore larger defects or those 

involving multiple surfaces. However, bonding to hypomineralized enamel can be challenging, and rubber dam 

isolation is recommended for optimal results. 

• Stainless Steel Crowns (SSCs): SSCs offer full coverage and are often the most durable and predictable 

restoration option for severely affected molars. The Hall technique, which allows for crown placement without 

local anesthesia or caries removal, can be particularly beneficial in young or uncooperative children. 

• Extraction: Extraction, though a last resort, might be necessary in cases of severe caries, pulpal 

involvement, non-restorable teeth, or persistent pain. However, early loss of primary molars can lead to space loss 

and orthodontic complications later on. 

3. Long-Term Monitoring and Maintenance: A Lifelong Commitment 

Managing HSPM is not a one-time event but a lifelong commitment. Children with HSPM require: 

• Regular Recall Appointments: More frequent checkups (every 3-4 months) are crucial to monitor for 

new lesions, assess the integrity of restorations, reinforce preventive measures, and address any concerns 

promptly. 

• Increased Vigilance During Permanent Dentition Eruption: Closely monitor the eruption of 

permanent molars and incisors for any signs of MIH. Early intervention can significantly improve long-term 

outcomes. 

 

CONCLUSION: HSPM – A Call to Action for the Dental Profession 

 

HSPM, often perceived as a benign condition of the primary dentition, is, in reality, a significant oral health 

concern with potential long-term implications. Its high prevalence, complex etiology, and association with MIH 

necessitate a paradigm shift in our approach to this condition. Dentists must move beyond the traditional reactive 

approach of "drill and fill" and embrace a proactive, preventive, and minimally invasive philosophy. 

Early diagnosis, based on a thorough medical history and comprehensive clinical examination, is paramount. 

Management should prioritize prevention, utilizing a combination of dietary counseling, oral hygiene instruction, 

professional fluoride application, and fissure sealants. When operative intervention is necessary, minimally 

invasive techniques should be the first line of treatment, reserving more aggressive approaches for cases where 

absolutely necessary. 

By recognizing HSPM as a sentinel signal, a harbinger of future enamel defects, and by adopting a proactive and 

comprehensive approach to its management, we can improve the oral health outcomes of our patients, ensuring a 

future filled with healthy smiles and a lifetime free from the burden of enamel defects. 
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