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Also called the Papanicolaou test, it was first developed by G. N. Papanicolaou and his colleagues in the 1940s. A pap test can
detect pre-cancerous and cancerous cells in the vagina and cervix. The cervix is the lower part of the uterus that connects the
vagina with the main part of the uterus.

In a Pap test a small sample of cells is removed from the cervix with a brush or
spatula.  The image below shows the process.  The procedure is not painful as
only the surface of the cervix is touched.  The cells are then smeared onto a slide
and examined under a microscope.  A Pap test can identify abnormal cells and
detect changes before cancer has fully developed.1 .2

The direct smear method has been used for a long time, and is relatively
inexpensive. Cell samples are placed directly on a glass slide and sent to the lab.
New developments have made the test more efficient, but they are significantly
more expensive. It has not been determined yet if the new methods increase
detection sensitivity enough to warrant the increased cost. The two new methods
are liquid-based cytology, in which the cell sample is fixed with a special liquid
before being placed on the slide to make the cervical cells more visible and
automated detection of abnormal cells utilizing a machine.1

In 2018 researchers showed that liquid collected by Pap tests could also be used to detect endometrial and ovarian cancers.
The test was used to identify cancer in existing patients. Next they will try to detect cancers in women who have not yet been
diagnosed with cancer. Although the test does not detect every case, it is an exciting start because there are no other detection
tests for early ovarian and endometrial cancers. It is also non-invasive - a type test called liquid biopsy.3

Learn more about liquid biopsies and cancer.

Cervical cancer usually develops slowly from pre-cancerous cells. By detecting changes early, treatment can be used to prevent
cervical cancer from developing. From 1955 to 1992, death from cervical cancer decreased 74%, largely due to the pap smear.4

There are certain risk factors that place a woman at higher risk for cervical cancer. Not all women with these risk factors develop
cervical cancer, but there is very little chance of developing the disease if they are avoided. They include:
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Human Papillomavirus (HPV) infection: There are many different forms of this virus, and some are associated with the
development of genital warts and other forms are associated with the development of cancer. HPV may be passed from
one person to another through sexual contact, and condoms are not completely effective in preventing infection.
Smoking: Cancer-causing substances from cigarettes have been found in the cervical mucus of women who smoke,
placing these women at a much higher risk of cervical cancer development.
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) infection: Because this virus lowers the immune system of those infected, they may
develop cancer more quickly than normal.

Other factors such as age and family history can not be avoided, but should be taken into account when considering testing.

For more details, please view the section on cervical cancer under Cancer by Type.

For more information about cervical cancer visit the Winship Cancer Institute of Emory University.
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