Increased rate of unsatisfactory pap smears in HCA;
QI detective work yields interesting findings
Physician Survey: Liquid-based Users and Lubricant Use
Unsatisfactory Pap Smears Rate
Lubricant Use*
High
Low
Yes
7(70%)
4 (55%)
No
3 (30%)
3 (45%)

The Problem
HCA has noted an increase in unsatisfactory pap smears over a six months period,
March – August 2010,, with almost double the rate of unsatisfactory pap smears
compared to the rest of the hospital (6.2% % vs 3.3%).

Aim/Goal
To investigate possible causes of high rates of unsatisfactory pap smears in HCA and
implement actions to improve performance.

*Lubricant use was more prevalent in the high unsatisfactory pap group,
but not found to be statistically significant for either group.
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The Interventions





We surveyed 38 providers with a range of 0-9 unsatisfactory pap smears from
April-August 2010. Surveys were sent to two groups, namely: High unsatisfactory
paps (3 or more) and Low unsatisfactory paps (2 or fewer). Response rate was
65%. Variables surveyed include: Pap smear method (slide/liquid-based), use of
lubricant, brand of lubricant, amount of lubricant used, collection of tools, and use
of assistant.
We investigated possible causes of unsatisfactory pap smears, including
contacting the manufacturer of the liquid-based liquid cytology.
Monitor and track rates of unsatisfactory pap smears monthly. Establish 6-month
baseline measure from September 2009 – February 2010.

The Results/Progress to Date


Liquid-based versus Slide Pap smears: Among providers with the
highest number of unsatisfactory Pap smears, 100 % were using liquidbased. Of the providers with the lowest number of unsatisfactory paps,
45% were using Liquid-based and 55% were using slide (p=0.0077).
Physician Survey: Pap Smear Method and Unsatisfactory Pap Smear Rate
Unsatisfactory Pap Smears Rate
Pap Smear Method
High
Low
Slide
0
8 (55%)
Liquid-based
10 (100%)*
7 (45%)
*Liquid-based Method was significantly associated with higher unsatisfactory pap smears (p=.0077).




Lubricant use: Use of lubricant with slide pap smears did not seem to
correlate with higher number of unsatisfactory pap smears (p>0.005)
Lubricant use with Liquid-based: Number of unsatisfactory pap smears
was not significantly associated with use of lubricant on the speculum
(p=0.64). However, there was a trend towards higher rate of lubricant use
in the group with a high number of unsatisfactory pap smears.



Other factors: We did not find significant differences in other factors that
might account for the discrepancy such as collection tools, brand of
lubricant, amount of lubricant used, years of training, or use of assistant.
Manufacturer Inquiry Results: Manufacturer of liquid-based cytology
revealed that lubricants containing carbomers interfere with the ability to
read the pap smear. Around this time, HCA changed from non-carbomer
containing lubricant to lubricants which contained carbomers. Providers
had also been encouraged to use lubricant on the speculum to increase
patient comfort.
A retrospective review found HCA’s rates of unsatisfactory paps smears
for the prior 6 –month period, September 2009 – February 2010 was
1.6%. The rate increased to 6.6% over the next 10 months.

Lessons Learned





The use of Liquid-based among our providers and perhaps the use of carbomercontaining lubricant with Liquid-based pap smear may be responsible for the
higher rate of unsatisfactory pap smears in HCA.
HCA’s rates of unsatisfactory pap smears was previously less than the hospital
as a whole between September 2009 – February 2010. Starting in March 2010,
the rates increased by over 400%. This increase may be in part due to a
phased change to carbomer-containing lubricant in 2009.
Vigilance for quality problems, rapid data acquisition, astute detective work, and
a work culture open to self-analysis and quality improvement led HCA to a more
reliable work process.

Next Steps/What Should Happen Next
•
Train all MAs in slide and Liquid-based pap assistance.
•
Transition to acquire only Non-carbomer containing lubricant for HCA.
•
Continue to monitor rates of unsatisfactory pap smears.
Based on our findings, we developed the following recommendations for physicians:
•
If you use slide pap smear, note that lubricant use does not affect interpretation
of the pap smear..
•
If you use Liquid-based pap smear, use only non-carbomer containing lubricant
on the speculum. In addition, use only Non-carbomer containing lubricant for
bimanual exams performed prior to speculum exam.
•
When using carbomer-containing lubricant brands, use sparingly and avoid the
tip as this may interfere with Liquid-based interpretation.
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