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What is a frozen section? 
A frozen section is a diagnostic medical procedure 
performed during an operation where tissue is collected 
by the surgeon and sent for rapid assessment by a 
pathologist. It can provide vital information to guide your 
surgeon during your operation. 

How is it performed? 
During the operation, your surgeon will remove some 
of your tissue in the operating theatre for analysis 
by the pathologist. A small portion of tissue will be 
rapidly frozen, cut into extremely thin slices, placed 
on a glass slide and examined under a microscope. 
The pathologist then provides your surgeon with their 
preliminary diagnosis in the operating theatre. This may 
differ from the final diagnosis.

Who performs the frozen section? 
Frozen section is a procedure performed by a medically 
qualified doctor (specialist pathologist) who has spent 
many years studying the diagnosis of diseases using a 
microscope. 

Why perform a frozen section? 
The procedure aims to provide a rapid assessment of 
tissue to the surgeon during the operation. It may involve 
diagnosing the nature of a mass (usually a tumour) and/
or assessing whether it has been completely removed at 
the time of surgery. 

What happens next? 
After your operation, the remainder of the tissue 
undergoes lengthy and complex processing which 
takes many hours, in preparation for further detailed 
examination under the microscope. The final diagnosis is 
provided to your surgeon a few days later.

Why is further processing necessary? 
Frozen section is a way to provide rapid information to 
the surgeon about your tissue during the operation. 
Rarely, the final diagnosis may differ from the preliminary 
frozen section diagnosis. Reasons for differences 
between an initial and a final diagnosis may include 
changes created in the tissue by the rapid freezing 
process in theatre.

The lengthy laboratory preparation process described 
on the previous page avoids these changes but is slower 
and cannot be used at the time of surgery.

What happens if the frozen section diagnosis is 
different from the final diagnosis? 
In the event of any change in diagnosis, your surgeon 
will be notified promptly and implications discussed to 
assist your ongoing management. 

Your surgeon will discuss with you, prior to your 
operation, if frozen section is required so you can direct 
any further questions to them.  

Out-of-pocket costs 
Depending on your private health fund, there are 
sometimes associated out-of-pocket costs for pathology 
procedures involving diagnosis of tissue samples. 
Melbourne Pathology’s billing information 
is available on our website at:  
www.mps.com.au/patients/accounts-bill-payment/.


