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3.6
Colposcopy 

Introduction

Colposcopy was described first by Hinselmann in 1925. The colposcope is nothing more than a microscope which allows the cervix to be reviewed at magnification between x6 and x40. The aim of colposcopy is to allow the trained colposcopist to identify premalignant disease of the cervix. The colposcopist relies on the fact that following the application of 3-5% acetic acid premalignant disease appears white, and changes in the subepithelial angioarchitecture become apparent. Unfortunately, not all areas of aceto white epitheliurn are representative of premalignant disease: for example, areas of immature metaplasia are densely aceto-white.

A further technique, first described in 1928, is to apply Schiller’s iodine. Normal squamous epithelium is rich in glycogen and stains dark brown with iodine, whereas premalignant squamous epithelium is deficient in glycogen and is non-staining. Unfortunately, not all non-staining areas represent premalignant disease.

In the absence of cytology, colposcopy can and has been used to screen for premalignant disease but for reasons mentioned above the specificity of the technique is low.

Ideally colposcopy should be reserved for use in women who have been screened by cytology and who have been found to have abnormal cytological changes.

