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The elimination of outdated, redundant, and
unnecessary work is important because it can
significantly improve standards in work,
which is necessary.1 Although important
steps in demand management have been
taken in other aspects of laboratory medicine,2 there has been little coordinated eVort
to reduce redundancy in surgical pathology.3
We have developed a model for demand
management, which has been highly successful in controlling requests for sputum cytology and is potentially widely applicable. The
key features, described in more detail below,
are accurately targeting redundant work,
gathering local evidence to support the claim
of redundancy, implementing change sensitively with the help of key user groups, and
instituting ongoing feedback.
We tested our model in the context of
sputum cytology. In recent years, cytological
examination of sputum has mainly been used
as one of several investigations to assist in the
diagnosis of bronchopulmonary malignancy.
However, the introduction of the flexible
bronchoscope, which allows visual inspection
and biopsy, together with washings and brushings, has greatly reduced the need for sputum
cytology in all but the frailest patients.
To validate and quantify our impression
that unselected sputum cytology has a
minimal diagnostic yield, we reviewed all 119
cases received in our department over a one
year period. Of the 119 cases, 97% were
reported as negative or unsatisfactory. The
breakdown of cases was: 76 (64.0%) normal/
negative, 29 (24.4%) unsatisfactory, eight
(6.7%) inflammatory, one (0.8%) blood, and
one (0.8%) aspergillus. Three cases (2.5%)
were regarded as suspicious of malignancy.
Only one diagnosis of malignancy was given,
and because it was not possible to type the
tumour, a biopsy was recommended. Fifty six
specimens were received from 31 referring
consultants, whereas 63 specimens were
received from five referring consultants. The
two respiratory physicians in the unit referred
27 specimens.
Having demonstrated the negligible diagnostic value of this test, we restricted its use
using a three stage process. First, on the basis
of the evidence gathered, we agreed some
ground rules with our respiratory physicians.
Namely that: Sputum cytology is indicated
only occasionally, when other more appropriate methods of investigation such as bronchoscopy are unavailable or contraindicated.
Any case where sputum cytology is proposed
must first be discussed with the respiratory
physicians. Full clinical details, including evidence of discussion, must be provided on the
request form by the referring clinician.
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Successful demand management in
histopathology: a model using sputum
cytology

Second, we then wrote to all consultants in
the hospital summarising the above decisions
and indicating that samples received without
the required information would be discarded.
Third, we instituted a feedback system
whereby an explanatory letter is sent to the
referring clinician every time a sample is discarded.
After the introduction of this system, intermittent complaints were received from one
referring consultant over a six month period,
after which universal acceptance was
achieved. In the 18 months after the introduction of our system, we received an average
of 15 cases each year, usually for nonmalignant disease. This represents an 87%
reduction of the sputum cytology workload.
We have demonstrated that, with careful
targeting and planning, successful demand
management of redundant specimens can be
introduced with minimum fuss. Instituting a
feedback loop is essential to the long term
success of this type of demand management
because it copes with regular staV turnover
without the need for repeated verbal explanation. The rare instances when there is an
apparently inappropriate referral by a member of the respiratory teams (usually a new
recruit) are dealt with by discussion.
There are clearly many other areas of
surgical pathology that would benefit from
similar weeding of unnecessary samples. In
areas where “discard” would sound too
draconian to achieve consensus, a useful
modification is to suggest “shelve for two to
three months followed by discard if no clinical need for reporting has arisen”. We hope
that our experience will encourage others to
institute measures to reduce redundancy in
their practice and free up energy for more
worthwhile work.

