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Abstract: A guide of patient information about magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) including what to expect during the test, reasons 
for not being able to have an MRI, and how MRI works. You may be 
getting an MRI for a variety of reasons. For the definitive 
diagnosis of a stress injury, MRI in the best imaging test. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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RESONANCE 
IMAGING 
 
 
 

WHAT IS MRI? 
 

MRI stands for Magnetic-Resonance 
Imaging. It is a way to take detailed 
pictures of different parts of the body using 
a large magnet and radio waves. It is a way 
to take pictures of the body without using 
x-rays (x-rays can be dangerous in large 
amounts). A computer takes the 
information from the MRI machine to 
create the pictures. The 2-dimensional 
pictures represent different “slices” 
through the body. 
 
 
 

WHY DOES MY DOCTOR WANT 
ME TO HAVE AN MRI RATHER 

THAN AN X-RAY? 
 
While there are many reasons to get an 
MRI, MRI does a better job than normal x-
ray at telling the difference between the 
different “soft” parts of the body like fat, 
muscle, and organs, known as “soft 
tissues”. X-rays are good at telling bone 
from air, but all soft tissues of the body 
look similar on x-ray. 
 
 
 
 

HOW DOES MRI WORK? 
 

You will lie on a platform and will be 
placed within a tunnel surrounded by a 
large, strong magnet. The magnet aligns 
the hydrogen atoms in the body (found in 
water and fat) all in the same direction, like 
how the needle of a compass points north. 
The MRI machine then sends radio waves 
toward you, which knock the hydrogen 
atoms out of place. Eventually, the 
hydrogen atoms go back to the aligned 
position and point the same direction again 
and in the process, give off radio waves. 
The MRI machine detects where these 
radio waves came from within the body 
and a computer takes all of the information 
to make a picture. 
 
WHY ARE THEY SO EXPENSIVE? 

 
The MRI machine itself is very expensive, 
up to $2 million and the building and room 
it is in costs a lot. Also, it costs a lot of 
money to run the machine itself since the 
parts inside must be kept very cold using 
liquid helium. 
 
 
 
 
 



WHAT CAN I EXPECT WHEN I GET 
MY MRI? 

 
• You should feel no pain during the 

test.  
• Before the test, you will be asked 

about your health to see if there 
may be a reason why you cannot 
have an MRI (see below).  

• You will be asked to change into a 
gown to prevent any metal that 
might be on your clothing from 
messing up the test. 

• Depending on the information 
needed, you may have an IV 
placed in your hand or arm and a 
liquid contrast, called Gadolinium, 
may be injected into your vein to 
help sharpen the picture. Reactions 
to this contrast are rare. 

• You will lie on a padded platform 
and the body part that is getting 
pictures will be placed in the 
center of the magnet. 

• A special apparatus may be placed 
around the body part being tested 
to sharpen the pictures. 

• The whole test is broken up into 
sets of pictures. It will take 30 
minutes to 1 hour or more 
depending on the information 
needed. 

• While a set of pictures are being 
taken, you will need to lie still 
anywhere from 5 to 15 minutes to 
keep the pictures from turning out 
blurry. 

• During the test, you will hear loud 
humming and pounding sounds 
from time to time. These are a 
normal part of the test. 

• You will have a microphone so 
you can talk to the person taking 
the pictures at any time. 

 
WHAT WILL PREVENT ME FROM 

HAVING AN MRI? 
 

Not all metal from implants in the body 
prevent you from having an MRI. Titanium 
or stainless steel implants are safe for MRI. 
However, if you have any “ferromagnetic” 
metal in your body or electronic devices, 
you cannot have an MRI. This includes: 

• Metal clips placed to treat a brain 
aneurysm  

• Pacemakers 
• Bone or neuro-stimulators 
• BBs or bullets never removed 
• Metal fragments in the eye 

Additionally, patients weighing over 300 
pounds may need a special MRI machine. 
Also, since the test is done in a tight space, 
if you suffer from severe claustrophobia, 

there are alternative types of MRI machine 
that may be used, known as Open MRI, or 
sedation medicine can be given using a 
regular MRI machine. 
 

IS OPEN MRI AS GOOD AS 
REGULAR MRI? 

 
No. The magnet is not as strong which 
causes the test to take longer. Also, the 
pictures are fuzzier making the test more 
difficult to interpret. 
 
HOW WILL I GET THE RESULTS? 

 
After your MRI, your pictures will be sent 
to a physician (a radiologist) who is 
specially trained in interpreting MRI 
pictures. The radiologist will write a report 
that will be sent to your regular doctor who 
will tell you the results. 
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