Timely and accurate pathology results are
critical to the functioning of our entire
medical system.

Pathology disciplines

Pathology informs the clinical decisions of medical practitioners

much wider role than just diagnosing cancer, and work across a range

across the healthcare spectrum.

of different specialities, in addition to anatomical pathology.

Given its critical role, the risks of not adequately supporting

70% of all diagnoses are made using a pathology test. All chronic
conditions require monitoring via pathology testing. Pathologists play a

These include:

a strong national pathology system are:

Chemical pathology, which deals with the entire range of disease,

• Incorrect diagnoses;

and encompasses detecting changes in a number of substances in

• Delayed diagnoses;

blood and body fluids (such as electrolytes, enzymes and proteins);

• Patients receiving incorrect treatment;

Forensic pathology, which seeks to investigate and define the cause

• Tumours inadequately or inappropriately treated (e.g.

of unexpected death;

unnecessary surgery); and

Pathologists are Indispensable
to Quality Patient Care

Genetics, which looks at chromosomes and DNA from cells to

• Possible early patient death.

diagnose genetic diseases;

These issues may impact upon the physical, emotional and

Haematology, which deals with diseases that affect the blood such as

financial well-being of individual patients, their families and the

anaemia, leukaemia, lymphoma, clotting or bleeding disorders as well

community at large.

as management of blood transfusions;

As the peak body representing the profession, the RCPA
believes the underlying principles of a world class

Immunopathology, which deals with the diagnosis and management
of conditions in which the immune system does not function properly;

pathology service are:

Microbiology, which deals with diseases caused by infectious agents

• A commitment to patient safety and quality

such as bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites; and

• A highly trained and sufficiently resourced workforce

General pathology, which covers the profession as a whole.

• Efficient services that ensure timely and accurate results
For brochures and videos about each discipline, go to the RCPA

• Equity of access and choice of provider
• Timely adoption of appropriate new tests reflecting

website at www.rcpa.edu.au.

international best practice
• A commitment to ongoing education, research and teaching

“Pathology is the basis of medicine.
Understanding pathology is critical to
understanding the disease that you’re
dealing with.”
Dr Adrienne Morey
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The Anatomical Pathologist

Pathologists are indispensable to our medical system
– but who are they, and why are they so crucial?
Pathologists provide information about the likely behaviour of the
particular cancer; whether it’s likely to spread, to recur, to respond
to a particular therapy or need extra therapy.
Each case requires the pathologist to review up to 90 slides under
the microscope.

“Most people wouldn’t realise it would take
me longer to look at an excised breast cancer
than it took the surgeon to cut it out.”


Dr Adrienne Morey

Pathology results guide patient treatment
Surgeons use patients’ pathology results to determine how they
proceed with operations.
Oncologists and radiotherapists use the results to determine the

Anatomical pathologists are highly trained medical doctors who

best course of treatment for cancer patients.

look at organs and tissues to determine the causes and effects
of particular diseases. Their findings are fundamental to medical

Transplant physicians use the results to determine if and why

diagnosis, patient management and research.

a transplant is being rejected, and the most appropriate course
of action.

“A large part of my role is the detection and
diagnosis of cancer.”

Pathologists perform tests that identify certain genetic markers
in a tumour, which enable the treating doctors to give the best

Dr Adrienne Morey

Their role is primarily focused on reviewing tissue biopsies and
diagnosing disease, including cancer.

Malignant melanoma
– a serious cancer

A tissue diagnosis is essential before starting treatment that could

treatment for each individual patient.

Haemangioma –
a benign tumour
of blood vessels

involve major surgery, radiation or drugs, treatments which may
have major side effects.
On a day-to-day basis, most anatomical pathologists would look
at between 20 and 50 patient cases, varying from reviewing
very straightforward skin biopsies, to understanding why a heart

Naevus –
a benign
mole

A pathologist
confirms whether
the brown spot on
your skin is a…

transplant patient is rejecting a new organ, through to diagnosing
breast or colon cancer.
Anatomical pathology remains a manually intensive discipline.

Seborrhoeic keratosis
– a benign skin growth

Solar keratosis – a
pre-cancerous lesion

