LIQUID BASED CYTOLOGY TRAINING BULLETIN:
USE OF LUBRICANTS WITH CERVICAL SCREENING TESTS*
On occasion, Hologic (Australia) is asked to provide information concerning the use of lubricants when collecting a cervical
screening test sample using the ThinPrep® Pap Test. As part of Hologic’s continuing education for healthcare providers and
laboratory personnel, this bulletin addresses the proper preparation of the cervix for the collection of an adequate cervical
screening test sample pertaining to the ThinPrep Pap Test and the use of lubricants on the speculum. Steps taken by the
healthcare provider, from patient education to improved sampling technique, may ensure that the sample collected maximises the
potential of the cervical screening test.1,2
As an aid for patient comfort, lubricants are frequently used during the pelvic examination. However, usage of lubricant is not
recommended, because their use can adversely affect the cervical screening test result in many ways including:
Residual lubricant could interfere with the endocervical brush and spatula or cervical broom in the acquisition of cervical cells.
Lubricants may have the potential to cause inhibition in certain molecular based tests.3
Residual lubricant could create a potential immiscible interface in alcohol based liquid Pap solutions leading to potential
agglutination and cellular loss.

Hologic, Inc. has evaluated a variety of popular lubricants and found that those containing an ingredient known as "carbomers" or
"carbopol polymers" may be prone to interfere with cervical screening tests.
Carbomers or carbopol polymers are used as thickening agents. Carbomers are large molecules prepared from relatively small
monomers. The monomers used to make Carbomer polymers are acrylic acid and polyalkenyl polyethers. Carbomers are all
chemically similar, differing from each other in molecular weight and viscosity. Carbomers have the ability to absorb and retain
water, and these polymers can swell to many times their original volume. Carbomers help to distribute or suspend an insoluble
solid in a liquid. Carbomers are often used to control the consistency and flow of cosmetics and personal care products.4
The detection of cervical disease and its precursors as well as other gynaecological abnormalities is the primary purpose of
obtaining a cervical cell sample. Therefore it is important to obtain a specimen that is not obscured by blood, mucous, inflammatory
exudate or lubricant.
If lubricant is necessary due to patient discomfort or the use of a plastic speculum, sparingly apply a thin film of carbomer-free
lubricant on the speculum’s surface, avoiding the tip. Do not use an excessive amount of lubricant to lubricate the speculum.
Hologic® evaluated a variety of popular lubricants and found those containing carbomer or carbopol polymers may interfere with
obtaining a representative cervical sample or cause artifact in the alcohol-based transport medium. Hologic recognises the
varying availability of different types of lubricants and recommends that, if used, any lubricant should be applied sparingly.4
Please contact your local Hologic representative for more information on compatible lubricants.
Patients should be counselled to refrain from intercourse, douching, using tampons, or using intravaginal medication for at least
48 hours before the examination to decrease the possibility that the number of exfoliated cells will be diminished or obscured by
personal lubricants or spermicides.1,2 In addition, the patient should avoid scheduling her appointment during heavy menstrual
bleeding.1
Sample Collection Options for Lubricating the Speculum:
Lukewarm Water: For a patient without physical or physiologic reasons for needing lubricant, lukewarm water may be used to
warm and lubricate the speculum. This protocol has the least risk to the quality of the cervical screening sample collected. 1,5
Lubricant Gels: If lubricant must be used due to patient discomfort or other circumstances, lubricant should be used sparingly and
applied only to the exterior sides of the speculum blades, avoiding contact with the tip of the speculum.1,2,5,6 (refer to diagram).
When a lubricant is used sparingly and appropriately, it poses little risk to the quality of the cervical screening test sample.
However, when a lubricant is used in excess, it can adversely affect the sample.

APPROPRIATE USE OF LUBRICANT FOR CERVICAL SCREENING TEST COLLECTION:

ThinPrep Processor Observations
Note: Although not a determinant of specimen adequacy, a paucicellular, borderline or typical ThinPrep Pap Test may result in a
'sample is dilute' message on the ThinPrep Processor. This message occurs when the entire liquid contents of the vial is used to
create a ThinPrep slide. However, samples contaminated with incompatible lubricants often still have the majority of the specimen
remaining after the ThinPrep slide is prepared - the slide is produced by the processor in a very short amount of time which is
not typical. Troubleshooting steps should always be undertaken in instances where the ThinPrep slide appears
unsatisfactory however the ThinPrep vial retains the majority of the specimen before a result is reported for that sample. Please
contact the Hologic team for more information.
Cytologists may be asked to evaluate the cause of "unsatisfactory" cervical screening test samples. The following photographs
illustrate the appearance of the different lubricants as seen in ThinPrep® Pap Test (TPPT) preparations. A TPPT vial containing
epithelial cells of moderate to high maturation and devoid of visible lubricant was identified for use in this comparison presentation.
The TPPT vial was divided equally into five new TPPT vials with subsequent addition of a lubricant.
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