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

across a range of different specialities in addition to immunopathology.

across the healthcare spectrum.

These include:

Given its critical role, the risks of not adequately supporting

Anatomical pathology, which looks at tissue analysis of disease;

a strong national pathology system are:

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

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

• Incorrect diagnoses;

Pathologists are Indispensable
to Quality Patient Care

and encompasses detecting changes in a number of substances in

• Inappropriate requesting and testing;

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

• Delayed diagnoses and reduced patient throughput;
• Patients receiving incorrect treatment; and

Forensic pathology, which seeks to investigate and define the cause
of unexpected death;

• Avoidable patient morbidity and mortality.

Genetics, which looks at chromosomes and DNA from cells to

These issues may impact upon the physical, emotional and
financial well-being of individual patients, their families and the
community at large.

diagnose genetic diseases;

Haematology, which deals with diseases that affect the blood such as
anaemia, leukaemia, lymphoma, clotting or bleeding disorders as well
as management of blood transfusions;

As the peak body representing the profession, the RCPA

Microbiology, which deals with diseases caused by infectious agents

believes the underlying principles of a world class

such as bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites; and

pathology service are:

General pathology, which covers the profession as a whole.

• A commitment to patient safety and quality
• A highly trained and sufficiently resourced workforce
• Efficient services that ensure timely and accurate results

For brochures and videos about each discipline, go to the RCPA
website at www.rcpa.edu.au.

• Equity of access and choice of provider
• Timely adoption of appropriate new tests reflecting
international best practice
• A commitment to ongoing education, research and teaching

“It’s very challenging, it’s very interesting.
I have the best job in the world I think.”
Dr Stephen Adelstein
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The Immunopathologist

Pathologists are indispensable to our medical system
– but who are they, and why are they so crucial?
Immunopathologists specialise

They also provide advice on a wide variety of other

in the diagnosis and monitoring

disorders, including recurrent miscarriage and some areas

of diseases in which the immune

of transplantation medicine, and may be directly involved

system is underactive, such as

in managing patients with autoimmune diseases and

immunodeficiencies that lead to

immunodeficiencies including AIDS.

susceptibility to infection, and

Within the laboratory, they are involved in examining samples

those in which it is overactive like

from patients to determine the cause and diagnosis of disease,

autoimmune and allergic conditions.

Immunity

Self-tolerance

“Immunopathology is the diagnosis of
disease related to immune mechanisms.”
Dr Stephen Adelstein
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diseases that are immune based – either because

Autoimmunity

Allergy

to things in the environment. Immunopathologists look at how
people respond to disease, how the immune system can go awry,

Overseeing the Lab
Immunopathologists are

Every organ of the body can be affected by

the case of allergies, is responding inappropriately

progress and contributing

management plans.

Disease Mechanisms

the immune system is over or underactive, or in

performing tests to monitor

Infection

Immunodeficiency
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and how immune problems can be treated.

Patient Care

An important function of an individual’s immune system is to

Immunopathology is a specialty which often involves both clinical

identify and destroy foreign agents within the body, such as

practice (interviewing, examining and advising patients about

bacteria or viruses.

clinical problems) and laboratory medicine (the testing of specimens
collected from patients).

Autoimmune disorders are the result of misdirected activity of
the immune system against the patient’s own tissues in diseases

Some immunopathologists see

that affect the skin (lupus erythematosus), the joints (rheumatoid

patients who have been referred to

arthritis), the pancreas (diabetes), the thyroid gland (thyroiditis,

them by other doctors who suspect

Graves’ disease), the blood clotting system, and conditions that

that there is an immune component

affect the liver, lungs, heart and other organs.

to their illness.

laboratories to make sure that
the environment enables tests to be done accurately, interpreted
properly, reported correctly and communicated to requesting
doctors efficiently. They are also involved in the development of
new tests and new methodologies.

“Some results are clearly black and white.
But some results are not, and have to be
put in the context of other test results and
clinical parameters that come into it – how
the patient presents, what the signs and
symptoms are. I am the interface
between the laboratory and the
doctors who use the laboratory.”
Dr Stephen Adelstein

