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What happens to samples removed at a biopsy or 
operation?

Body tissue samples may be removed from a patient during a surgical 
operation or as a biopsy taken for diagnosis or monitoring. This tissue is 
taken to the hospital's histopathology laboratory. The samples are 
prepared so that they can be looked at under the microscope by a 
pathologist, who will send a report to the doctor responsible for your 
care.

Before being examined, body tissue samples are sliced into very thin 
sections, a fraction of a millimetre thick. These are placed onto glass 
slides, and stained with a range of special dyes to highlight different 
features of the tissue.

Because body tissue samples are soft, they have to be fixed in a rigid 
support before slicing them up. They are typically embedded in a block 
of paraffin wax, as a cube of about 2cm.
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A small biopsy might be embedded in a single wax block. If a large 
volume of body tissue was removed during your operation, many 
samples may be taken, each mounted in a separate wax block. Once a 
diagnosis and initial treatment plan has been made, the remaining 
tissue that was not used to make wax blocks will be disposed of after a 
few weeks. 

Body tissue samples that were used to make wax blocks and slides are 
treated as part of your medical records. We keep the microscope slides 
for 10 years, and the wax blocks (from which new sections can be cut, 
if needed) for at least 30 years. The Human Tissue Act governs our 
handling of this material, and our medical laboratories have to be 
accredited by UKAS (United Kingdom Accreditation Service) to the 
international standard ISO15189.
 

Why do we ask you to donate tissues for research?

In our efforts to improve the diagnosis and treatment of cancer, we 
often need to perform special tests on tumour tissue samples that have 
been removed or biopsied and are currently stored in the pathology 
laboratory. This may help to select the correct treatment for an 
individual patient, and allows scientists and doctors to learn more about 
the disease and develop new treatments.

You may be asked to donate part or all of your stored body tissue for a 
research project or to obtain treatment within a clinical trial. We do 
hope you will want to consent to this, but we want to make you aware 
of the possible implications of helping us in this way.
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What is involved?

Before a research study starts, it must be approved by an Ethics 
Committee based within the United Kingdom. This is a very thorough 
and regulated process. The research protocol (plan of treatment and 
assessment) is also approved by your hospital research office, and 
considers all the implications of the research, including the access to 
stored body tissue samples. Your body tissue samples can only be 
released for research if you sign a consent form agreeing to this.

Providing all these approvals have been given, the pathology laboratory 
will release tissue in accordance with the trial protocol. They will not 
release tissue samples until a diagnosis has been made and the report 
sent to your consultant to guide your care.

Providing tissue for research may mean sending some of your stored 
body tissue to another laboratory in the UK or overseas. Usually, there 
is plenty of tissue to select a research sample from but sometimes, if 
there is only a small amount left, supplying tissue for research may mean 
that the last piece in storage has to be sent. Researchers will return any 
unused tissue if it is needed, but this is not always possible.
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What does this mean to you?

If you do wish to take part in a clinical trial or other research study that 
requires use of your body tissue samples, it is important to understand 
that this might mean that the samples are completely used up. This 
might mean that doctors treating you in the future cannot do further 
tests on them.  There are some circumstances under which a stored 
tumour sample might need to be re-examined months or years after 
they were first obtained, for example:

• If there was a need to review, confirm, or reconsider your 
diagnosis. Thankfully, this does not happen very often. The 
original slides may still be available, but it would not be possible 
to cut new sections or perform further special tests on the tumour.

• If a new treatment became available that could only be given to 
patients whose tumours reacted with a new test. It might not be 
possible to test your body tissue samples with the new test.

• If you wanted to take part in another trial requiring your tumour 
tissue, for example in order to be considered for a new trial 
treatment.

In these cases, if none of your body tissue sample was left in the 
laboratory, it might be necessary to perform another biopsy. This might 
not always be possible; for example if your tumour had already been 
completely removed. Not having any tissue left is often not a problem 
because your doctor may want to perform a new biopsy to see what 
changes there might have been since the first sample was taken.

If you are worried about taking part in a study that might risk using up 
all the body tissue sample left in the hospital laboratory, ask your doctor 
to check with the laboratory first. They will try to find out whether in 
your case donating tissue is likely to use up the entire remaining sample. 
However, if they cannot tell you this, you should assume that tissue 
might not then be available should there be some future clinical or other 
need for it.
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Thank you for considering this information; we hope it aids your 
decision on participation in a research study or clinical trial. 

If you have any concerns please talk to your doctor or research 
nurse.
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