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Observation on Sputum Cytology in Pulmonary
Tuberculosis

In Ae Park, M.D., Eui Keun Ham, M.D., and Sang Kook Lee, M.D.

Department of Pathology, Seoul National University College of Medicine

Sputum smears of 116 cases in 55 pulmonary tuberculosis patients with the
demonstration of acid-fast bacilli in sputum were retrospectively reviewed to

investigate the cytologic diagnosis of pulmonary tuberculosis in sputum.

Epithelioid cells, multinucleated giant cells of Langhans' or nonspecific type, or
necrotic materials of caseation or nonspecific nature were found in 40% of the
cases, but in 60% of the cases, only nonspecific findings including squamous
metaplasia were found. Only in 6% of the cases, the cytologic diagnosis of
tuberculosis was possible with the findings of epithelioid cells and multinucleated

giant cells in a necrotic background.

Key words: Sputum cytology, Pulmonary tuberculosis
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pherally located or asymmetricaily concentrated

Fig. 1. [solated multinucleated giant cells with peri-
nuclei(Papanicolaou. x 400).
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Fig. 2. Langhans’ type giant cells in aggregates of
epithelioid cells and histiocytes(Papanicolaou, X 400).

Fig. 4. Scattered epithelioid cells and histiocytes in
the midst of necrotic material(Papanicolaou, X 400).

Fig. 3. Cotton-candy-like necrotic material with nu-
clear debris and neutrophils, suggestive of caseation
necrosis(Papanicolacu, X 400).
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Fig. 5. Cluster of epithelioid cells with elongated or
reniform nuclei, consistent with granuloma
(Papanicolaou, X 400).

Table 1. Cytopathologic findings of sputum in pul-
monary tuberculosis

Cytologic finding No. of case (%)

Squamous metaplasia 45(38.8)
Epithelioid cell 42(36.2)
Necrosis 27(23.3)
Multinucleated giant cell 21(18. 1)
Reactive columnar cell 8( 6
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Table 2. The incidence of common cytopathologic
findings of sputum in pulmonary tuberculosis

No. of cases with common
cytopathologic findings

No. of cases (%)

None 70(60.3)
1 18(15.5)
2 21(18.1)
3 7( 6.1)
Total 116(100 )
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