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Unusual findings in Pap smears-Possibilities and limitations of the PAP test

Christine Loo
South Eastern Area Laboratory Services, Australia

he success of Pap smear screening programs in reducing the rate of cervical carcinoma in developed countries is well

recognised. However, unusual findings are noted from morphological examination in a small number of Pap smears, some
of which are unexpected findings that may significantly influence clinical management of the patient. More common examples
include abnormal endometrial cells, organisms and foreign materials. Rarely, unusual types of cervical and uterine carcinomas,
primary and metastatic, are identified in the Pap smears. Here cases with unusual Pap smear findings, some which were not
clinically suspected before the Pap tests including examples of unusual malignancies are presented. These cases illustrate the
usefulness but also the limitations of the Pap test. There are also common factors that can influence the diagnostic yield. In
these examples, available clinical information, sampling methods and availability of material for ancillary tests were the major
factors that helped to reach the diagnosis. Difficulties arose from problems due to poor tissue preservation, cellular distortion
and lack of material for ancillary tests. The cytological assessment was based mainly on morphology of routine smears and
a wide range of differential diagnoses were considered. Both conventional and liquid based Pap tests can offer additional
information beyond the diagnosis of cervical dysplasia. Appropriate sampling and communication between referring doctors
and the laboratory is necessary.
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