ABNORMAL PAP TEST RESULTS


When your results are abnormal don’t panic. An abnormal pap test can mean many things. The results of your pap test are most often classified by a system.  The classification of the cells helps medical providers plan treatment: Listed below are some of the abnormal classifications:

_____  ASCUS (Atypical squamous cells of undetermined significance):  Changes were seen in cells lining the outer cervix, which may need to be or have been tested for Human Papillomaviris, (HPV).

_______Needs further HPV testing.    _____ HPV tested negative.  _____ HPV tested positive.

_____  AGUS (Atypical glandular cells of undetermined significance):  Changes were seen in the cells lining the inner cervix.

_____   Mild Dysplasia or LGSIL (Low-grade squamous intraepithelial lesion): Cellular changes include mild changes and changes linked to HPV. Some types of these viruses have been linked to cancer of the cervix.

_____  Moderate to Severe dysplasia or HGSIL (High-grade squamous intraepithelial lesion): Cellular changes include moderate and severe changes and very early “precancer”. These are also linked to HPV. Carcinoma in situ (CIS) may be present. 

           Cancer  The cells have spread into other tissues.

Follow up:    If the lab reports any abnormal finding, the medical provider may arrange for further tests.  This may be as simple as a repeat Pap test.  Sometimes an exam may be recommended called a Colposcopy to decide if you need treatment.  A magnifying device called a colposcope is used to look at the cervix.  With this device your medical provider may be able to see changes that suggest abnormal cells.  Colposcopy may help determine whether a cervical biopsy needs to be done. 

Treatment depends on the findings.  In many cases, the only requirement is to remove a thin layer of cells from the surface of the cervix.  New cells often are normal and no further treatment is needed. 

What is Human Papillomavirus (HPV) Infection?

While the Human Papillomavirus (HPV) rarely causes cervical cancer, experts agree that infection with certain strains of HPV is one of the strongest risk factors for cervical cancer. The good news is that cervical cancer is preventable and curable if it is detected early with regular screenings. 

HPV is the name of a group of viruses that includes more than 100 different types or strains. More than 30 of these viruses are sexually transmitted. Most infections cause no clinical problems and go away on their own without treatment. However, some infections lead to genital warts in men and women. They may also lead to abnormal Pap tests and cancer of the cervix in women.

Genital HPV infections are estimated to be the most common sexually transmitted infection in the United States. Approximately 20 million people are currently infected with HPV, 50–75% are high-risk types. Every year, about 5.5 million people acquire a genital HPV infection. By age 50, at least 80 percent of women will have acquired a genital HPV infection. Genital HPV infection is especially common among sexually active young women (less than 25 years of age), with prevalence decreasing with older age. Studies have shown that 70% of new HPV infections clear within one year, and as many as 91% clear within two years.

Coping with Cervical Dysplasia:  It’s the pre-cancerous condition in women that no one wants to talk about. That’s because cervical dysplasia – abnormal changes in the cells of the cervix – is caused by an infection with the sexually transmitted human papilloma virus (HPV). Typically discovered by a Pap test, cervical dysplasia usually doesn’t have any symptoms, and many cases regress on their own.  But some cases, if left untreated, can eventually progress to cervical cancer. 

A lot of women are upset when told they have HPV.  In truth, the virus affects at least 80 percent of sexually active women, most of who don’t even know they have it.  (Some strains of HPV cause genital warts, others trigger cervical dysplasia, but most cause no symptoms at all.)  HPV infection is so common because it’s difficult to prevent:  It can spread not just by sexual intercourse, but also through contact with your partner’s genitals or nearby skin.  So using condoms reduces but doesn’t eliminate the risk of getting HPV.

A new vaccine has proven to be effective at protecting against the most common strain of HPV associated with cervical dysplasia.  The vaccine is not available and more research is needed, but scientists say we could someday prevent cervical cancer by vaccinating women before they become sexually active.  For now, treatment for cervical dysplasia is very individualized.  If you have been diagnosed with mild cervical dysplasia, the measures below may help encourage its regression.  For moderate to severe dysplasia, it is suggested to discuss treatment measures with your provider. 

Don’t smoke. Tobacco increases the risk of both cervical dysplasia and cervical cancer.  Nicotine may slow the body’s ability to fight HPV infection.

Boost immunity to fight HPV.  A diet high in fruits and vegetables, especially those rich in carotenes (such as carrots, squash, and tomatoes), folic acid (leafy greens), and anticancer compounds called indoles (cruciferous vegetables like broccoli, cabbage, and kale), may help reverse cervical dysplasia.  Getting regular exercise also boosts immunity, as does managing stress by practicing relaxation techniques.

Get screened.  Women should begin getting Pap tests about 3 years after starting to have vaginal sex but no later than age 21, to identify whether they have cervical dysplasia or, if they already have it, how far it has progressed.  

Take supplements.  Women with cervical dysplasia appear to have lower blood levels of folic acid, beta-carotene, vitamins C and E and selenium.  It is recommended supplementing a healthy diet with a daily antioxidant regimen.  You should also take a daily B-complex supplement or multivitamin that contains at least 400mcg of folic acid.

Finally:  The Pap test is the best way to find changes that may lead to cervical cancer.  Finding abnormal cells can help prevent cancer of the cervix. 

Only a very small number of women with abnormal Pap test results have cancer.  By understanding the Pap test and how results are reported, you can take an active part in your health care.
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