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Image sharing between 
pathologists and radiologists
A new system for storing, viewing and sharing digital pathology images has been 
introduced by the Swedish company Sectra. The system holds the promise of 
enabling more efficient cancer care by enhancing collaboration and sharing of 
images between pathologists and radiologists.

Pathology and radiology are at the center of cancer diagnos-
tics and their collective findings are the basis for decisions on 
appropriate patient treatment. Both disciplines are highly depen-
dent on adequate clinical information in order to provide accu-
rate and useful reports for the clinician, surgeon, oncologist or 
patient. Despite their joint involvement and role in cancer diag-
nosis, the exchange of information between the two disciplines 
is often very limited since radiology and pathology workflows 
and their supporting IT-systems are usually completely separate. 

Over the last ten years the emergence of new technology 
has enabled pathology departments to start digitizing their 
work, with the major benefits of such developments lying in the 
possibility of being able to implement a much more efficient 
workflow. 

With more than 20 years’ experience in the medical IT 
field and having been a pioneer in the digitization of radi-
ology, the Swedish company Sectra has extensively evalu-
ated pathologists’ experience and has raised the concept of 
digital pathology to the next generation. 

Fully focussed on the end-user experience and work-
flow efficiency, the new digital pathology system allows 
pathologists to make their diagnoses and reports more 
quickly and easily. The system provides a platform where 
images from different hardware vendors can be viewed 
and archived, and where histology or cytology images can 
be shown together with macro images. In addition the new 
system guarantees full case overview including integration 
with other image systems, enabling access to, for example 
radiology or dermatology data and images in the same 
workstation. 

Built-in, proven, mechanisms for high availability and 
back-up are provided and an Information Lifecycle Man-
agement system supports the efficient use of data storage 
– so providing a type of intelligence not available in an iso-
lated workstation. The new  solution for digital pathology is 
built on the same platform as Sectra’s radiology PACS. The 
common technical platform enables closer collaboration 
between the two specialties. This is sometimes referred to 
as integrated diagnostics and can,  for example, facilitate 
more efficient multi-disciplinary team meetings. 

With the new solution, pathologists can review cases 
digitally on a computer screen, enabling them effectively 
to replace the microscope. The digital format provides the 
pathologists with new tools and also allows samples to be 

sent easily to other pathologists to share the workload or 
for specialist consultations, thereby facilitating quicker and 
more accurate diagnosis. 

“Many pathology departments stand on the threshold of 
adopting digital pathology which can enable them to  benefit 
from major performance and financial gains and quality 
improvements throughout the whole cancer care chain. With 
our 20 years’ experience in the medical IT field and having 
been a pioneer in the digitization of radiology, Sectra can 
help pathology departments fully experience the benefits of 
digitization,” said Marie Ekström, President of Sectra Imag-
ing IT Solutions and Executive Vice President of Sectra AB.
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Sectra’s new system  for digital pathology is built on the same platform as the 
company’s radiology PACS. The common technical platform enables closer col-
laboration between the two disciplines of pathology and radiology, facilitating, 
for example, more efficient multi-disciplinary team meetings. 
 In detail, the Digital Pathology Workstation, IDS7/px, consists of a dedicated image 
window for pathology images and the company’s  regular IDS7 information window. 
This includes worklists, full patient information, and the possibility to access images 
from other specialties such as mammography, radiology and dermatology. There is 
a reporting window with support for speech recognition. The possibility of access-
ing different types of images, such as those from pathology and radiology on the 
same workstation is especially useful for multidisciplinary teams (MDT) meetings. 
The image window supports the pathologist during the review and preparation of 
MDTs. For example it contains tools for text annotations and distance and area 
measurements. Images from the same block are registered as such and if similar 
enough they are automatically synchronized by the software, thus enabling efficient 
comparison of the same structure stained with different techniques.
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Reaction of pathologists to the use of a digital 
pathology system: results of questionnaires   
and experience of pilot studies

Prior to the launch of their new digital pathology 
solution, Sectra set up several pilot installations for the 
evaluation of the performance of the new system and 
to collect hard evidence by means of which the real 
benefits of implementing digital pathology could be 
measured. During the pilot studies, pathologists used  
Sectra’s Digital Pathology Solution for review of digital 
pathology images in the course of their daily work. Sur-
veys and questionnaires were carried out at the begin-
ning and end of each pilot study to assess each patholo-
gist’s perception of the new digital system as opposed to 
the use of the conventional microscopy approach [1] . 
The principal conclusions are presented below: 

digital pathology is faster than  
conventional microscopy
Pathologists considered that digital review allowed 
them to be just as fast — or faster — than when 
they used conventional microscopy. In the sur-
vey carried out at the beginning of the study a 
single respondent disagreed with the statement 
that digital pathology was faster than microscopy 
but changed his opinion to “neither agree nor dis-
agree” in the survey at the end of the study, suggest-
ing that there was a learning experience, at least for 
this individual, after starting to use digital review.  
Answers to the question as to exactly why the patholo-
gists thought digital review faster included “easier to 
compare images, reduced glass handling, better over-
view”. A minor but frequent comment was “no need to  
remove spectacles”. 

reviewing digitally is less  
strenuous physically (especially regard-
ing neck strain), than when using  
the microscope

Overall, pathologists found that digital review was 
less strenuous for the neck than when they used the 
microscope. As in the previous question one respon-
dent disagreed at the beginning, but changed opinion 
in the end survey to agree. 

 A recently published report from a study in Kal-
mar, Sweden carried out over the period 2006 - 2013 
and involving over 500,000 slides concluded that 
large-scale digitization in clinical routine diagnostics 
is possible today and that the key driver behind the 
early digitization of digital pathology in the Kalmar 
hospital was ergonomics [2]. The data from the sur-
veys of the Sectra pilots studies are in agreement. 

digital review is more convenient than the 
microscope
Responses to questions regarding the overall convenience 
of digital review as opposed to microscopy [Figure 1] show  
conclusively that the pathologists found digital review to 
be more convenient than the microscope. No pathologist 
thought that the use of the microscope was more convenient. 

The interaction device in the new digital system was 
also crucial for the creation of a convenient and efficient 
workstation. All pathologists in the pilots studies used a 
3D mouse together with a regular mouse and a keyboard 
to measure, pan, zoom, annotate, etc.  A recently-published 
paper [3] confirmed that the 3D mouse was the most 
appropriate interaction device in digital pathology.

conclusion
Many pathology departments are on the brink of decid-
ing to digitize their processes. There is an understandable 
need for hard evidence and proof of the benefits of such 
a move. In this, successful reference stories play a key role 
in the evaluation of whole slide imaging (WSI) studies. 
Sectra performed a number of pilot studies during 2014, 
the results of which have made it possible to draw impor-
tant conclusions as to how digital pathology is perceived 
when implemented into the daily review workflow. Overall, 
pathologists feel that with digital review they can work 
more efficiently, that the new approach is less strenuous 
physically and generally more convenient. 

Although in the survey a majority of the responses showed 
neither more nor less “confidence” with the digital review, a 
key remaining challenge is to make the pathologists actually 
feel more “confident” with the digital review than with the 
microscope. 

It is of course understandable that a pathologist who 
has used a microscope every working day of his profes-
sional life will not immediately feel as confident with a 
completely new tool. A learning curve is involved. 

Such a situation is reminiscent of the hesitation of 
some radiologists at the transition from film-based 
radiology to the by-now well established processes of 
digital radiology. 
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