
[ T e c h n o l o g y  Q & A ]

Among technologies commonly
used in dermatology clinics,
photographic devices are nearly

ubiquitous. A recent study demonstrates
the value of digital photographs to doc-
ument biopsy sites in patients who are
candidates for Mohs micrographic sur-
gery. This single center, single blinded
pilot study in a university dermatology
clinic (UCLA Medical Center) evaluated
the utility of pre-biopsy photography to
correctly identify biopsy sites at follow-
up Mohs micrographic surgery appoint-
ments for 34 biopsy sites. Findings sug-
gest that with proper technique, photog-
raphy can ensure identification of the
biopsy site, potentially avoiding unnec-
essary surgeries and associated medico-
legal risks.

Study investigator Mathew M.
Avram, MD, Director of Massachusetts
General Hospital’s Dermatology Laser
and Cosmetics Center, answers ques-
tions about the study below and pro-
vides advice about the proper photo-
graphic technique.

QWhy might digital photography be
important for biopsy identification?

What did your study find regarding the
utility of this technique?

AWrong surgical site surgeries pro-
duce unnecessary surgery in addi-

tion to patient morbidity. Photography
can play an essential role in preventing
wrong site surgeries. Further, wrong site
surgeries are a source of malpractice lit-
igation for dermatologists performing
skin surgeries. Thus, this is not only a

medical issue but a medicolegal issue as
well.

The importance of this study is that
it confirms that photography is an essen-
tial component of biopsy-site identifica-
tion regarding skin cancers. Nearly one-
third of patients (32 percent) and one-
eighth (12 percent) of dermatologists
incorrectly identified the actual biopsy
site at the time of Mohs surgery. By con-
trast, pre-biopsy photography was able
to identify the correct biopsy site in 100
percent of cases. 

These findings, while not completely
surprising, confirmed our suspicion that
biopsy site identification without pho-
tography is at best an imprecise exercise.
The difficulty in finding the biopsy sites
can be attributed to sun-damaged skin,
good wound healing, and memory lapse.

QWhat elements are essential to proper
use of digital photography for biopsy

identification?

ADigital cameras provide better clari-
ty than Polaroids. The orientation of

the photograph to include skin land-
marks, such as obvious moles, is impor-
tant. A small photograph in sun dam-
aged skin without orientation as to the
location of the biopsy may prove worth-
less if the biopsy site heals well. Thus,
every physician should ensure that they
or their staff incorporate easily identifi-
able landmarks in photography to ensure
they can find the correct site at a later
date. Sometimes several photographs are
helpful. 

— Dr. Lask participated in this study, pre-
sented at the American Society for Derma-
tologic Surgery meeting, Oct. 11-14, 2007.

Integrating Biopsy-Site Digital
Photography into Practice
A study shows that quality digital photography of the biopsy site can prove
useful for Mohs surgery candidates.
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With proper technique,
photography can ensure
identification of the biopsy
site, potentially avoiding
unnecessary surgeries.


