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How To Take a FNA for Cytology 
 

Fine needle aspirates (FNA) are minimally invasive, generally non-painful, quick and simple.  Results are 
available much faster than for histopathology.  It is a suitable technique for any surface mass, lymph node, 
body cavity mass and (most) internal organs. 
 

Supplies required: 5-10mL syringes / 21-23 gauge needles / frosted end microscope slides / pencil / slide 
holders / EDTA and plain blood tubes 

 
Tips: - For fluids, if there is sufficient sample, place some into both 

EDTA and plain tubes. The EDTA sample is for cytological 
examination and the plain tube for culture or other specialised tests 
(if indicated). 
- Avoid large needles as they result in greater blood contamination 
and “core biopsies” (too thick for cytological examination). 
- Do not use 3mL syringes as they have insufficient vacuum. 

 
If you have any questions or would like any further information, please contact the pathology staff at your local 
Gribbles Veterinary laboratory. 
 
* Related leaflets: How to Prepare a Blood Film/ How to Prepare Cytology Smears/ How to Stain a Blood/ Cytology Smear 

Method: 
1. Clipping/ shaving of the area is usually unnecessary, but the site should be swabbed to remove dust 

and debris. 
2. Localise the mass firmly with one hand and insert the needle attached to the syringe into the mass. 

Aspirate from the centre of small masses, but aspirate large masses from periphery, as centre may be 
cystic or necrotic. 

3. Apply gentle negative pressure (½ - ¾ volume of syringe).  
4. Redirect (fan) the needle at least three times in different directions, making sure that the needle does 

not come out of the mass during this time. 
5. In most cases, fluid will not be visible within the syringe. The cells are in the needle and hub. 
6. Stop aspiration if any fluid or blood is noted in the syringe (if aspirating a solid mass).  Sometimes a 

“core” technique can be better for masses. 
7. Release the vacuum before withdrawing out of the body/ mass.  Once out of the mass, detach the 

needle from the syringe.  
8. Draw approximately 0.5mL of air into the syringe and reattach the needle.  With the needle tip close 

to the slide, gently expel the contents onto one end of a clean glass slide. If the material is quite 
liquid, make a smear the same way as for a blood film or using the “slide over slide” technique*. If 
the material is thick, make a squash preparation* instead. 

9. Make several smears if possible (although more than 5 slides per site may incur an additional charge) 
to enhance the diagnostic hit rate. 

10. Air dry, label (with pencil on frosted end of microscope slide) and submit to the laboratory. 
11. It may be a good idea to stain* at least one of the smears, and examine to see if there is diagnostic 

material on the preparation. Please also submit this smear. 


