Choosing a dermatoscope

We are often asked which dermatoscope is the best to get, and the truthful answer is that it depends. The following list of criteria may be helpful when deciding which scope to buy.

Cost
· Varies from £35-50 for a very basic non polarised scope up to many thousands
· Research different suppliers to find the best price
· Second hand scopes may be a bargain but may also be fake, damaged, or out of warranty
· A cheap scope may turn out to be a false economy

Modality
· Non-polarised-only scopes will show up the milia like cysts and comedo like openings of seborrhoeic keratoses
· Beware of quality/colour of light. Often it is quite yellow, and not very bright
· Polarised-only is good for showing up bright white lines in melanomas and other tumours, but less good for identifying the comedo like openings and milia like cysts of seborrheic keratoses. Quality of polarisation matters – some quite expensive hybrid scopes do not show up the bright white lines very well.
· Hybrid scopes are generally best overall for getting the best of both worlds

Ease of use
· How easy is it to toggle between polarised and non polarised modes? A switch on the side of the scope is ideal.
· How easy is it to find the on/off switch? If it is difficult to find then people who only use it occasionally may find it difficult
· What do you want to use it for? If wanting to take photos for advice and guidance then a small fixed focus scope is ideal. If you want to interpret it yourself most of the time, then you may want one you can look through with the naked eye. If wanting to look at lots of lesions on a large area, you may want one where you don’t have to have your eye up so close to the scope to see through it.

Focus
· Fixed focus is fine if needs to be used by a variety of people who don’t use it very often.
· Is there a marker to set the focus when taking a photo? If the end plate needs to be extended and it is not, then a shadow appears in the centre of the field.
· Does the focus change if attached to a phone/camera and you move the camera to orient it? This can be annoying and lead to poorly focussed photos if you do not realise this is happening.

Connectivity
· How easy is it to connect to a phone – does it have a magnetic adaptor, other type of adaptor, or none? It is much easier to take a photo on the phone if the phone and scope can be stabilised together, leaving one hand free to focus and take the photo.
· Does the adaptor fit and move scope on and off comfortably?
· Will it fit an adaptor you already have? This is particularly important if you already have a scope in your practice and are looking to get another one (though it’s probably better to get another adaptor to go with it as well)

Size
· Of scope overall – pocket sized is handy if you do not have your own desk to lock it away in, but being too big to walk off with accidentally may be an advantage for a shared scope.
· Of end plate per se – a very large end plate can make it difficult to get into concave areas such as the side of the nose.
· Of area seen through the end plate – a very large lesion may have to be photographed in parts if the end plate is very small. However, even the smallest ones have end plate size of at least 10mm square which is ample for most lesions.

End plate and hygiene
· Is it enclosed? A non-enclosed end plate gets dust and dirt on the inside of it, and contact fluid may get into the lenses of the scope, causing damage.
· How easy is it to remove for cleaning? And how securely does it attach afterwards? Magnetic end plates are ideal, as they are easy to remove and reattach securely.
· Are there disposable end plate caps? This is helpful for hygiene and infection control purposes. Cling film is an alternative if disposable end plates are not available.
· Can you take the end plate off for reducing pressure on surface vessels – is it going to break when you take it off, or if you do so too often? This is a risk with the clip on end plates.
· Is there a small contact end plate available? If so, what type (proboscis vs tapered)? This may be important for looking at lesions between the fingers or toes. 

Resilience 
· How delicate/breakable is it overall?
· Are there any particularly delicate parts?

Optics 
· Quality of polarisation (can you see bright white lines)?
· Quality of the image at the edges – when looking through the scope at graph paper you may notice distortion at the edges. However, in real life this does not actually make a material difference to the image quality in the centre of the field, and it is rare that it is clinically significant.

Charge and brightness
· Battery or rechargeable? Batteries will not give as bright a light as rechargeables, and rechargeable is ideal.
· Special adaptor, stand, or micro USB? If there is a special adaptor to charge it, then you need to be extra certain not to lose it or separate it from the scope. If it will charge from a USB port on a standard lead this is much easier because mobile phone chargers can be used. A charging stand on your desk is great if you have your own desk, and if anyone who borrows it replaces it properly in the charger (not just resting in it)
· Does it turn itself off if you leave it on by mistake? It is easy to turn a scope on as you put it away. If it doesn’t turn itself off automatically then it will drain its battery before the next time it is used.
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Will it work if plugged in and charging? For those times when it is completely drained of power, how quickly can you get it working again? Some scopes will work as soon as you plug them in, others need to charge for a few minutes and then remove the charging wire in order to turn them on.
· Does it have variable degrees of brightness? The brightest is the ne to use for photos, but may be uncomfortable to the naked eye, so being able to vary the brightness may be particularly useful if you get migraines with bright lights.
· Do you need to keep holding the button to keep it switched on? If so, then you will find taking photos much more difficult!

Case / protector
· Does it come with a case or protector? Some will come with a belt clip, or can be hung from a lanyard. Others may have a large hard case, some have no case at all, but one can be made, or for the smaller ones a glasses case may be ideal.

I have not found the perfect dermatoscope yet, as all of them have some excellent points and some drawbacks. Dermatoscope manufacturers please look at the list of criteria above, and make my perfect scope – preferably for a modest price!



