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Abstract

Despite the higher risk of anal cancer among HIV-infected individuals currently there are no national or in-
ternational guidelines for anal dysplasia screening. We assessed acceptance and feasibility of screening for anal
intraepithelial neoplasia (AIN), the rate of abnormalities, and relationship between the presence of AIN and a
history of receptive anal intercourse. Eighty-two percent of HIV-patients approached during routine clinic visit
agreed to participate in the study with anal Pap smear collection; 53% had abnormal cytology results and among
those undergoing high-resolution anoscopy with biopsy, 55% had high-grade AIN, including 2 cases of carci-
noma in situ. Anal cytology was well accepted and it was feasible to be incorporated into HIV primary care
practice. Abnormal cytology was not significantly associated with history of anal intercourse (p=0.767). The
high rate of abnormal results reinforces the need for further evaluation of the role of systematic anal Pap smear

screening for HIV patients.

Introduction

LTHOUGH HIGHLY ACTIVE ANTIRETROVIRAL THERAPY

(HAART) has dramatically impacted the natural history
of HIV disease, the quality of life and the very lives of these
individuals is increasingly affected by anal cancer.' Patel et
al.! reported trends in anal cancer rates in the HIV-infected
population and found incidence rates per 100,000 person—
years of 19.0 for 1992-1995, 48.3 for 1996-1999, and 72.2 for
2000-2003. One cohort study showed that as many as 49% of
HIV-infected homosexual and bisexual men developed high-
grade dysplasia in the course of a 4-year period compared
with 17% of HIV-uninfected homosexual and bisexual men.*
Furthermore, a recent study showed evidence of progression
from high-grade anal dysplasia to anal cancer.’

Although most available data on anal dysplasia and anal
cancer in HIV-infected individuals are derived from studies of
men who have sex with men (MSM),""7 there is evidence that
other HIV-infected individuals are at higher risk as well.**
Cross-sectional studies identified anal dysplasia in 26% of
HIV-infected women and 34% of HIV-infected men without a

history of anal intercourse.'”'* Grulich et al found increased
rates of anal cancer in HIV-infected individuals who had not
yet developed AIDS."

The presentation of anal cancer is usually nonspecific and
may cause symptoms such as pain, bleeding, and the devel-
opment of a mass lesion. The prognosis of anal cancer like that
of many other cancers is associated with the stage of disease at
diagnosis. Analysis of anal cancer outcomes in the United
States from 1973 through 2000 showed that survival was
significantly improved for patients who received a diagnosis
of local disease compared to those receiving a diagnosis of
regional disease or distant disease (5-year survival rates: 78%,
56%, and 18%, respec’cively).12 In a retrospective review
Wexler et al." reported 32 HIV-infected patients treated for
anal squamous cell carcinoma, showing that locoregional re-
currence, cancer-specific survival, and overall survival were
all significantly associated with tumor size at the time of
diagnosis.

Anal cancer resembles cervical cancer in anatomy and
histology, and both cancers are strongly related to oncogenic
human papillomavirus (HPV).#?1*15 A recent systematic
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review by Hoots et al.'® showed that prevalence of HPV 16
and/or 18 in invasive anal cancer cases was similar to that
reported in invasive cervical cancer. The incidence of cervical
cancer decreased significantly after the introduction of cervi-
cal cytology screening.'” Similar to cervical cancer, screening
could potentially impact anal cancer incidence, morbidity,
and mortality. A study by Hu and Goldie'® concluded that the
economic burden of noncervical HPV disease in the United
states is substantial. A prior cost-effectiveness analysis by
Goldie et al."’ found that screening HIV-infected MSM every
2-3 years for anal squamous intraepithelial lesions with anal
cytology would provide life-expectancy benefits comparable
to other accepted preventive health measures and would be
cost effective.

A recent review of the literature evaluating many aspects of
anal Pap smear screening program among HIV-infected in-
dividuals was limited by the absence of published random-
ized clinical trials.?’ However, the burden of anal dysplasia
and cancer in HIV-infected individuals is evident. Our team
started a pilot anal Pap smear screening program among in-
dividuals attending the Miami VA HIV clinic to assess ac-
ceptance and feasibility of screening for AIN, the rate of
abnormalities, and relationship between the presence of ab-
normal anal cytology and history of anal intercourse.

Methods

This study was conducted with the approval of the Com-
mittee on Human Research of the Miami VA Hospital and all
procedures were performed subsequent to obtaining in-
formed consent.

From February to July 2006, patients 18 years and older
with HIV infection attending routine clinic visits and having
no history of anal cancer or prior anal cytology screening were
informed of the study. Individuals who agreed to be enrolled
were asked to complete a self-administered questionnaire
eliciting information on: demographics, including age, gen-
der, race; sexual practices, including history of anal inter-
course (yes/no), and number of sexual partners in the
preceding 12 months (0, 1-3, 4 or more); history of sexually
transmitted diseases (syphilis, gonorrhea, chlamydia); HIV-
related information including years since HIV diagnosis (less
than 5 or 5 years or more), and whether currently taking an-
tiretroviral medications (yes/no). Data on CD4 T-cell count
and HIV viral load at the time of the anal cytology were ab-
stracted from the medical charts.

Caregivers, two physicians, and two nurse practitioners
were trained to perform specimen collection according to the
method described by the Johns Hopkins University Local
Performance Site of the Pennsylvania/Mid Atlantic AIDS
Education and Training Center. Anal Pap smears were col-
lected using the ThinPrep® cytobrush (Hologic, Bedford,
MA). The specimens were collected into ThinPrep® (TP) fix-
ative and processed with the TP Processor. Anal cytology was
performed and all samples were read by one pathologist and
interpreted using the Bethesda criteria. Samples with insuffi-
cient cells for analyses were considered unsatisfactory. Re-
sults were reported as: negative for dysplasia; atypical cells of
unknown significance (AS-CUS); low-grade squamous in-
traepithelial lesion (LSIL) for AIN-1; and high-grade squa-
mous intraepithelial lesion (HSIL) for AIN-2,3. Patients with
abnormal cytology classified as AS-CUS or greater were re-
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ferred for high-resolution anoscopy (HRA) with biopsy of
visible lesions seen by addition of 3% acetic acid. HRAs were
performed by proctology surgeons trained in HRA. We used
the anal cancer screening protocol proposed by Chin-Hong
and Palefsky.?® Biopsy results were coded as the most severe
category, if multiple biopsies were taken. Histology results
were reported as AIN 1, AIN 2, and AIN 3, including squa-
mous cell carcinoma in situ (SCCIS) in this category.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistics such as means, standard deviations,
medians, and ranges are reported for continuous variables;
and frequencies and percentages for discrete variables. 3 tests
were used to assess association between discrete variables
and cytology results; Mann-Whitney tests were used for the
comparison of participants with versus without abnormal
cytology with respect to variables with skewed distributions
such as CD4 cell counts and HIV viral loads. The later vari-
ables were also polychotomized and the resulting categorical
variables were used in chi-square analyses. Separate logistic
regression models were used with cytology results (abnormal
versus normal) as the dependent variable to ascertain the
predictive value of each of a series of clinical variables. To
avoid duplication of information, results of the logistic re-
gression analyses are presented instead of those of the y*
analyses.

Results

A total of 160 HIV-infected patients attending our clinic
were approached, and 131 (82%) agreed to participate in the
study. Table 1 shows the sociodemographic and clinical
characteristics of the study participants. Their age ranged
from 29 to 80 years, with a median of 49 years and a
mean =+ standard deviation (SD) of 50.5+9.2 years. All par-
ticipants were males, and included 51.9% blacks, 32.8%
whites, and 13.7% Hispanics. Approximately two fifths
(39.7%) reported anal intercourse; most of the participants
were sexually active and approximately two thirds (59.5%)
had 1 to 3 partners and one third (27.5%) had 4 or more
partners in the prior 12 months; 51.9% had a history of STD.
Most participants (84.7%) had been diagnosed with HIV for 5
or more years and approximately three quarters (75.6%) were
currently on antiretroviral therapy. CD4 counts ranged from 5
to 1554 cells/mm? with 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of 241,
404, and 673 cell/ mm?, respectively.

Approximately two fifths (43.5%) of participants had a CD4
cell count below 350 cells/mm?®. The viral load distribution
was highly skewed: 70 participants (53.4%) had a detectable
HIV viral load that ranged from 75 to 156,259 copies per
milliliter. The demographic characteristics of the participants
reflect those of the clinic population, including the fact that the
clinic is predominantly of male patients and by chance all
participants enrolled were HIV-infected men.

Of the 131 patients who underwent anal cytology, 33 had
insufficient cells on cytology and were excluded from further
analysis. Among the 98 subjects with adequate cytology
samples, 52 (53%) had abnormal cytology: 30 (58%) AS-CUS;
19 (37%) LSIL; and 3 (5%) HSIL.

Compared to patients with normal cytology, those with
abnormal results had significantly lower CD4 counts (Mann-
Whitney test p value=0.010), and higher, although not
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TABLE 1. SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC AND CLINICAL
CHARACTERISTICS OF 131 MALE PARTICIPANTS

Characteristic n (%)
Age

<40 years old 12 9.2)

40 years old or older 119 (90.8)
Race

Black 68 (51.9)

White 43 (32.8)

Hispanic 18 (13.7)

Other 2 (1.6)
Anal intercourse

Yes 52 (39.7)

No 73 (55.7)

Did not answer 6 (4.6)
Number of sex partners in the past 12 months

0 11 (8.4)

1-3 78 (59.5)

4 or more partners 36 (27.5)

Did not answer 6 (4.6)
History of STD

Yes 68 (51.9)

No 62 (47.3)

Did not answer 1(0.8)
Years of HIV diagnosis

<5 years 20 (15.3)

5 or more years 111 (84.7)
Currently on ARV therapy

Yes 99 (75.6)

No 32 (24.4)
CD#4 count (cells/mm?®)

> 500 50 (38.2)

350-500 24 (18.3)

200-350 36 (27.5)

<200 21 (16.0)
HIV VL (copies/mL)

<75 61 (46.6)

75-4000 27 (20.6)

> 4000 43 (32.8)

STD, sexually transmitted diseases; ARV, antiretroviral therapy;
VL, viral load.

statistically significant, viral load (Mann-Whitney test p
value =0.311).

Results of separate logistic regression models are shown in
Table 2. None of the variables considered were statistically
significant predictors of abnormal cytology, except for CD4
counts (p value =0.026). The odds of abnormal cytology in-
creased with: increasing number of sex partners with odds
rations ranging from 2.0 to 3.8; decreasing CD4 cell counts
with odds ratios ranging from 1.6 to 4.0; and increasing viral
load levels with odds rations ranging from 1.3 to 1.6.

Of the 52 patients with abnormal cytology, 33 (63%) un-
derwent HRA with biopsy of visible lesions. Of the 19 patients
with abnormal cytology who did not undergo HRA, 1 died, 1
relocated out of state, and the remaining 17 did not report for
their proctology evaluation. For the 33 patients with abnormal
cytology who presented for HRA, histology confirmed AIN in
all but 2; 1 cytology with one atypical cell had paired histology
with no abnormality, and 1cytology with AS-CUS had paired
histology with chronic inflammation but no dysplasia, 13 (39%)
AIN-1 and 18 (55%) AIN-2,3, including 2 carcinoma in situ.
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Compared to patients with low grade dysplasia, those with
higher grade dysplasia had significantly lower CD4 cell count
and higher HIV viral load (p value =0.03 and p value =0.005,
respectively), however history of anal intercourse, history of
STDs, number of sex partners in the last 12 months and cur-
rently being on HAART were not significantly predictors of
the degree of dysplasia (Table 3).

Discussion

This pilot study shows that anal Pap smear screening as
part of routine HIV care visits is feasible. The screening was
well accepted and we screened approximately 32% of all HIV
patients attending our clinic in a period of 5 months. This
included screening a substantial number of HIV-positive men
since men represent 95% of the HIV-positive patients in our
clinic.

The incidence of anal disease in MSM, including HIV-
infected MSM is well recognized®*'** and anal cancer
screening is recommended in this population. Little data,
however, exist regarding anal dysplasia in HIV-infected men
without history of anal intercourse. In our study abnormal
anal cytology was as frequent in patients who denied anal
intercourse as in patients with history of anal intercourse. And
among patients with abnormal cytology who underwent
HRA, history of anal intercourse was not predictive of the
degree of the dysplasia and the two cases of carcinoma in situ
were in patients who denied anal intercourse. It is important
to notice that these data are based on self-reports. Thus, the
reporting of stigmatizing behaviors like practicing anal in-
tercourse may have been underreported.

Nonetheless, our data are consistent with studies of anal
HPYV disease and anal dysplasia in HIV-positive individuals
independent of sexual orientation. Piketty et al.'"* compared
HIV-infected men who were intravenous drug users and
HIV-infected MSM and the prevalence of high grade anal
dysplasia did not differ between the two groups. Drobacheff
et al.** investigated the prevalence of anal HPV infection in
HIV-infected patients (36 men and 14 women) and found
no difference in the prevalence of high-risk HPV DNA in
homosexual men compared to other HIV-positive patients.

We found that patients with lower CD4 cell count were
more likely to have abnormal cytology on anal Pap smear
screening and higher grade dysplasia on histology of the
anoscopy biopsied lesions. This trend has been reported in
other studies.”?® However, we did not find a statistically
significant correlation with HAART therapy. Results of
studies on the impact of HAART on high-grade anal dyspla-
sia are still conflicting mainly due to a limited number of
available studies and the fact that most of these are cross-
sectional. ®%'*?72% Carefully designed prospective cohort
studies are necessary to further evaluate the effect of HAART
on anal dysplasia.

Our study had 33 samples (25%) that were unsatisfactory
for cytology analysis. Recent anal Pap studies have reported
that 4-8.5% of specimens are unsatisfactory.”***~>* The utility
of anal Pap smear screening depends on the appropriate
number of cells in the anal samples. Specimens were collected
with a cervical brush in liquid media. Cervical brush and
Dacron swabs have been shown to obtain good cellularity and
high yield for AIN.**** In our study, factors that could have
been related to the elevated number of unsatisfactory results
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TABLE 2. CORRELATES OF ABNORMAL CYTOLOGY
Cytology
Characteristic Abnormal (n=>52) Normal (n=46) OR [95% ClI] p Value
Anal intercourse 0.767
No 28 (50.9) 27 (49.1) Comparison Group
Yes 20 (54.1) 17 (45.9) 1.13 [0.49, 2.62]
History of STD 0.463
No 27 (57.4) 20 (42.6) Comparison Group
Yes 25 (50.0) 25 (50.0) 0.74 [0.33, 1.65]
Number of sex partners in the last 12 months 0.069
0 4 (50.0) 4 (50.0) Comparison Group
1-3 24 (44.4) 30 (55.6) 1.95 [0.95, 4.01]
4 or more partners 21 (70.0) 9 (30.0) 3.81 [0.90, 16.04]
On ARV therapy 0.416
No 11 (45.8) 13 (54.2) Comparison Group
Yes 41 (55.4) 33 (44.6) 1.47 [0.58, 3.70]
CD4 count (cells/mm?) 0.026
> 500 10 (33.3) 20 (66.7) Comparison Group
350-500 10 (50.0) 10 (50.0) 1.59 [1.09, 2.32]
200-350 21 (72.4) 8 (27.6) 2.50 [1.18, 5.26]
<200 11 (57.9) 8 (42.1) 4.00 [1.28, 12.5]
Viral Load (copies/mL) 0.364
<75 19 (45.2) 23 (54.8) Comparison Group
75-4000 15 (62.5) 9 (37.5) 1.27 [0.80, 2.02]
>4000 18 (56.3) 14 (43.8) 1.61 [0.64, 4.07]

STD, sexually transmitted diseases; ARV, anti-retroviral therapy; OR, odds ratio; CI, confidence interval.

TABLE 3. CORRELATES OF ABNORMAL HISTOLOGY

Histology results

AIN II-111
AIN I or SCCIS
Characteristic n=13) n=18) p Value
Anal intercourse 0.066
Yes 2 (18.2) 9 (81.8)
No 9 (52.9) 8 (47.1)
History of STD 0.833
Yes 6 (40.0) 9 (60.0)
No 7 (43.8) 9 (56.3)
Number of sex partners 0.469
in the last 12 months
0 1 (33.33) 2 (66.7)
1-3 9 (50.0) 9 (50.0)
4 or more partners 2 (25.0) 6 (75.0)
On ARV therapy 0.069
Yes 13 (48.1) 14 (51.9)
No 0 (0.0) 4 (100.0)
CD4 count (cells/mm?) 0.031
<200 4 (50.0) 4 (50.0)
200-350 2 (16.7) 10 (83.3)
350-500 3 (42.9) 4 (57.1)
> 500 4 (100.0) 0 (0.0)
Viral load (copies/mL) 0.005
<75 9 (81.8) 2 (18.2)
75-4000 1 (10.0) 9 (90.0)
> 4000 0 (0.0) 2 (100.0)
> 10000 3 (37.5) 5 (62.5)

STD, sexually transmitted diseases; ARV, antiretroviral therapy;
AIN, anal intraepithelial neoplasia; SCCIS, squamous cell carcinoma
in situ.

are lack of staff expertise in collecting anal Pap smears since
the procedure was newly introduced in the clinic, and also the
fact some patients may have had anal intercourse or anal
manipulation within 24 h prior to the anal sample collection.
Nonetheless, the results underscore the necessity of special-
ized training of clinicians in performing anal Pap smears and
of routinely orienting the patients undergoing anal Pap smear
screening to avoid anal intercourse, anal manipulation (with
finger insertion or sexual aids), anal enemas or anal douche
within 24 h prior to sample collection.

Of the 98 (75%) anal Pap smear samples adequate for
analysis, more than 50% had abnormal results. For the pa-
tients with abnormal cytology who presented for HRA, his-
tology confirmed AIN in all but 2. Although abnormal
cytology was predictive of abnormal histology, the grading
did not correlate with the histologic findings; the 2 patients
with squamous cell carcinoma in situ had AS-CUS on cytology
analysis. These findings are consistent with other published
reports?® and support the recommendation of further
evaluation with HRA with biopsy of visible lesions of patients
with any abnormal anal cytology, including AS-CUS. High-
risk HPV (HR-HPV) testing has improved specificity of cer-
vical cytology and altered colposcopy triage guidelines.* In
our study HR-HPYV testing of anal cytology samples was not
performed, however HR-HPV DNA testing Hybrid Capture 2
(HC2; Digene, Gaithersburg, MD) method has been used to
triage referral for HRA. Goldstone demonstrated sensitivity of
83% and specificity of 53% with this approach and concluded
that whereas this had the potential to reduce referral numbers
for HRA, some high-grade dysplasia would be missed.”
Candidate biomarkers currently being researched have the
potential to improve both specificity and sensitivity of anal
cytology.*®
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Treatment of visible lesions on HRA was guided by the
algorithm suggested by Chin-Hong and Palefsky.** Until now
the therapy for anal dysplasia has followed the principles of
therapy for cervical dysplasia. There are, however, no efficacy
studies or randomized clinical trials. The few small case series
of treatment outcome in HIV-infected patients showed lim-
ited success and high procedure-associated morbidity.'®?*~*!
Nonsurgical approaches with infrared coagulation, imiqui-
mod, and therapeutic vaccines are appealing,‘LHS and further
work is required. One limitation of our study is the failure of
one third of the patients with abnormal cytology to present for
follow-up proctology evaluation. It is evident that screening is
only effective if patients can be induced to comply with nec-
essary follow-up and treatment. Other studies also illustrate
the barrier of noncompliance. In the prospective study by
Matthews et al.>’ on a cohort of 1864 HIV-positive patients
receiving anal Pap smear as part of routine care within a 3-
year period only 40% of their patients had followed through
with the additional testing. In a study of routine anal cytology
in an urban HIV clinic, Scott et al.?° reported that in a cohort of
265 HIV-positive patients receiving routine anal Pap smears,
only 36% of patients with abnormal anal cytology underwent
anoscopy. In this study barriers to anoscopy included patient-
centered difficulties such as the perceived intolerability of the
anoscopy procedure, fear of cancer diagnosis, and difficult
with maintaining clinical appointments. Other major HPV-
associated cancers in HIV-infected individuals, including
cervical cancer, suffer from poor follow-up screening rates as
well.** One study of barriers to recommended cervical
cancer screening in HIV-infected women found that depres-
sive symptoms, substance use, fear of gynecologic examina-
tion and simply forgetting the appointment may be barriers to
cervical cancer screening in HIV-infected women.” Some of
those barriers may be applicable to barriers associated with
poor anoscopy follow-up. Also the relative novelty of the
anoscopy test and the fact that HPV and the risk of anal cancer
are still largely unknown among HIV-infected individuals
may account for poor follow up. *#¢47

Our study is in concordance with other studies® showing
that anal precancerous lesions are commonly found in HIV-
infected individuals. The prospect of primary prevention with
HPV vaccine is promising. Although to date there has not
been any published studies demonstrating the efficacy of the
HPV vaccine in preventing anal cancer, it is plausible the
vaccine would be protective and a future tool in anal cancer
prevention in men and women. The challenge will be for HIV-
infected individuals to be vaccinated before they acquire HPV
infection. A recent survey on acceptability of vaccine among
MSMs showed that 93% indicated that they would be willing
to disclose that they were MSM to a health professional in
order to obtain the vaccine for free, but not until on average 2
years after their sexual debut and after a median of 15 sexual
partners.”® While issues on anal cancer primary prevention
still evolving, screening for anal dysplasia is a potential
available tool, however, to date no national or international
guidelines for anal dysplasia screening exist. There is a pos-
sibility that the HIV health care providers may be deterred
from instituting any form of anal cancer screening for HIV-
infected individuals by the perception that screening is time-
and resource-consuming. The same could be said regarding
the absence of reports of the benefits of such screening. A
study such ours demonstrates the feasibility of anal Pap smear
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screening in routine HIV care that makes possible the early
detection of precancerous and even cancerous lesions. Our
results indicate the need for authoritative answers regarding
anal dysplasia screening which in turn should act as a stim-
ulus for further research. While anal cytology has not yet been
proved to be an optimal screening tool, research exploring
improved methods of screening should be prioritized as well.
HIV-infected individuals benefitting from HAART are living
longer and, therefore, anal cancer in this population will likely
remain a significant medical challenge. Until there is a con-
sensus regarding anal Pap smear screening, HIV-infected
patients need to know they are at risk of anal cancer, and anal
health should be an issue of priority for HIV care providers to
discuss with their HIV-positive patients.
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