
  

Having an MRI scan 
 

Information for patients 



 

 

This sheet answers common questions about having an 
MRI scan. If you would like further information, or have 
any particular worries, please do not hesitate to ask 
your nurse or doctor. 
 
In all cases, a doctor will explain the MRI scan to you 
and answer any questions you may have. 
 
You may bring a friend or relative with you, but for 
reasons of safety, they may not be able to accompany 
you into the examination room except in very special 
circumstances. Please ask your radiographer. 
 
What is an MRI scan? 
MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) is a type of imaging 
that uses strong magnetic fields and radio waves to 
produce detailed images of the inside of the body. 
Images of sections of your body are taken and these 
can be looked at individually to give detailed information 
or used together to build a 3D picture. 
 
How is an MRI scan performed? 
You will be taken into the MRI scan room where we will 
ask you to lie on the table. The radiographer will 
position you and the equipment ready for your scan. 
 
For some scans, you may need to have an injection of a 
dye called contrast medium. If this is the case it will be 
necessary to place a cannula (small plastic tube) in a 
vein in your arm to inject the dye. The dye highlights 



 

 

blood vessels and certain structures so as to distinguish 
these structures. If you do not wish to receive an 
injection then please inform the radiographer who will 
discuss this and alternatives where appropriate. 
 
Please let us know if you: 

 Have a history of allergic reactions or any blood 
clotting problems before having the injection. 

 Have metal inside your body (including a 
pacemaker). 

 If you are pregnant or breast feeding. 
 
The radiographer will hand you a buzzer so that you can 
contact staff during the scan as they will not be in the 
room with you. The radiographer will speak to you via 
intercom. 
 
During the scan it is very important that you do not 
move as this causes blurring of the images. 
 
When we are taking images, you will hear a loud 
knocking noise. These noises are normal and you 
should not be alarmed. You will be given earplugs or 
headphones to wear to protect you from the loud noises 
the scanner makes. You can speak to the radiographer 
at any time through the intercom and the radiographer 
will be able to see you on a monitor throughout the 
scan. 
 
After the scan the radiographer will return to the 



 

 

scanning room and help you out of the scanner. 
 
The benefits of having an MRI scan 

 MRI can be used on most areas of the body. For 
some parts of the body and for some types of 
tissues, it can produce clearer results than a CT 
scan. 

 MRI is particularly good for detecting some types of 
brain tumour, primary bone tumours, soft tissue 
sarcomas and tumours affecting the spinal cord.  

 Your doctor may suggest an MRI scan as part of an 
urgent referral. In some situations, your doctor may 
suggest having an MRI if a CT scan hasn't been able 
to provide all the information they need. In some 
early cancers, such as cervix or bladder cancer, MRI 
is better than CT at showing how deeply the tumour 
has grown into body tissues. It can be particularly 
useful for showing whether the tissue left behind after 
treatment is cancerous or not. 

 MRI can be used to measure blood flow. You may 
have an injection of a special dye before the scan to 
help make the pictures clearer. 

 
Risks and side-effects 

 MRI is a painless and safe procedure that does not 
use ionising radiation such as x-rays. However it is 
important that we are warned if you have metal 
inside your body. Please contact the MRI department 
on 020 7830 2970 as these may be affected by the 
magnetic field.  

http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssLINK/ct-scan
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssLINK/ct-scan
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssNODELINK/BrainTumours
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssNODELINK/BoneCancer
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssNODELINK/SoftTissueSarcomas
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancers-in-general/tests/ssNODELINK/SoftTissueSarcomas
http://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/type/brain-tumour/about/types-of-primary-brain-tumours#spinal
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/cancer-symptoms/what-is-an-urgent-referral


 

 

 Women who are, or may be pregnant are also asked 
to contact the department before their appointment 
as other methods of imaging may be more suitable. 

 
Before your procedure 
The imaging department is located on the ground 
floor adjacent to the Pond Street entrance. 
 
Please arrive 20 minutes prior to your appointment to 
enable the team to perform the administration duties 
and prepare you for the procedure. The time allocated 
to the appointment is the time required for the 
procedure. For this reason we will be unable to 
perform your scan if you arrive after the 
appointment start time. 
 
The procedure will be explained to you and any 
questions you may have will be answered.  
 
You will have to complete and sign a checklist for 
safety. The checklist asks you about any medical 
conditions you may have or operations you have had, 
mainly those that may involve any metal implants. This 
includes pacemakers, surgical clips, pins or plates and 
cochlear implants (for deafness). 
 

 Some MRI scans need preparation beforehand. If 
so, you will be told in plenty of time. 

 You may be asked not to eat or drink for at least 
an hour before your scan. 



 

 

 You can take all your medicines as normal 
beforehand. 

 You may need to change into a hospital gown. 

 You may be asked to remove any make-up as 
some brands contain metal particles. 

 If you have your ears (or any other part of your 
body) pierced, you will have to take out your rings 
or studs before the scan. If you have a 
contraceptive coil (IUD) fitted, you must tell the 
radiographer as some have copper wire in them. 
You should also tell them if you think you may 
have any metal fragments anywhere in your body 
– this sounds odd but is common in people who 
do metalwork or welding for a living. If you think 
this is possible in your case, you'll need an x-ray 
before the MRI to check. 

 All patients are required to remove any metal 
objects such as jewellery and belts, and you may 
need to empty your pockets.  

 Some stick on patches for medicines (transdermal 
patches) may cause burns if they contain metals 
because the MRI scan can make the patches 
overheat. Let the MRI staff know beforehand if 
you normally use patches for medicines. The staff 
can work out how you can safely take off the 
patches before the scan if necessary. 

 
We aim to see you at your appointment time, however 
as we treat emergency patients the appointment may be 



 

 

delayed. Please be patient. We shall keep you fully 
informed. 
 
What will happen during your MRI scan? 
The time taken to perform the scan depends on how 
many images we need to take and how many parts of 
your body we are imaging. Many scans take only 20 
minutes but some can take 90 minutes.  
 
Some people feel a bit claustrophobic (closed in) when 
they are having a scan. If you think you are likely to feel 
this way, contact the MRI department before the day of 
your scan. If necessary, you can have a tablet or 
injection to calm you but this will need to be prescribed 
by your doctor. Keeping your eyes closed sometimes 
helps. 
 
For some scans, you have an injection of a dye called 
contrast medium that shows up body tissues more 
clearly. 
 
After your MRI scan 
You should be able to go home as soon as the scan is 
over. 
 
When you will receive your results 
We will not be able to give you your results on the same 
day as the images need to be processed and viewed by 
a radiologist. The results will be sent to the doctor who 
referred you for the scan normally within about 10 



 

 

working days. If you are unsure who this is, please ask 
a member of staff before you leave the department or 
call us on 020 7830 2106.  
 
Where you can get more information 
Please contact the MRI department on 020 7830 2970, 
or speak to the medical professional who referred you 
for the scan. 
 
Alternatively, more information can be found on the 
NHS Choices website here:  
nhs.uk/conditions/MRI-scan/Pages/Introduction.aspx 
 
Parking 
Please be aware that a very limited number of parking 
spaces are available at the hospital. Please visit the 
Royal Free London website for further information at: 
royalfree.nhs.uk/contact-us/parking-at-our-hospitals 
 
 
This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need 
this leaflet in another format – for example Braille, a 
language other than English or audio – please ask a 
member of staff. 
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