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What is an MRI scan?

MRI is a simple way of saying Magnetic Resonance Imaging which is a 
scan that uses a powerful magnet to see images of your body.

The scanner is open at both ends and the radiographer (the person who 
performs your scan) can see you at all times.

Why do I need an MRI scan?

Your referring doctor should have discussed this with you and explained 
the purpose of the test to diagnose your condition. If you still are unsure 
you should discuss this with them.

Is MRI safe?

MRI does not have any harmful side effects but because it uses a 
powerful magnet it can have an effect on metal and electronically or 
magnetically activated implants.

Are there any risks? 

MRI scans are generally accurate in detecting abnormalities. There is, 
however, a small chance that some subtle abnormalities may not appear 
on the images. On rare occasions, you may be asked to come back for 
further imaging.

How long will it take?

You are advised to allow up to 4 hours in the MRI Department for the 
examination to be completed. 

The scan itself should take around 30 minutes, however, everyone's 
bowel movements are different and some people require extra time for 
the drink that we give you to travel through their bowel to the area we 
need to see.
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Do I have to do anything before I come?

You will have had a letter with details of your appointment time and 
where to go. Please read this information carefully, ensuring that you 
attend the correct hospital and arrive on time. Arriving late could mean 
that we have to rebook your scan due to time constraints.

Please fill in the safety questionnaire and bring it with you to your 
appointment. 

If you answer YES to any of the questions, please contact the 
department before your appointment, as we may need to investigate 
any implants or operations that you have had in the past to ensure it is 
safe to proceed with your scan.

Please do not assume that your doctor has informed us of all your 
past medical history. The only information we will have is that 
which they have written on your request.

It is very important that you have nothing to eat or drink for 6 hours 
prior to you appointment time.

If you are diabetic, please have nothing to eat or drink for 4 hours 
before your scan time. This is to ensure your bowel is empty.

Sips of water may be taken with medication.
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What will happen before the scan?

The MRI staff will go through the safety questionnaire that you have 
brought with you, to check that you are safe to have your scan. They 
will then measure your height and weight just before your scan.

The MRI staff will then give you one litre of liquid (Mannitol) to drink 
over a 40 minute period before the scan. This coats the bowel which is 
very important for us to get diagnostic pictures. The fluid that you will 
be asked to drink can sometimes have a mild laxative effect, but there 
are toilets close by in the waiting areas should you need them.

You will be asked to change into an examination gown and lockers are 
provided to store your belongings in. It is important that you do not 
enter the scan room with any metal objects.

We advise you not to bring valuables where possible and leave jewellery 
at home as you will need to remove all metal items, except wedding 
rings.

Please note the hospital cannot be held responsible for any lost 
valuables brought to the department against our advice.  

The radiographer will put a cannula (a small plastic tube) into a vein in 
your hand or arm for injection of Buscopan.  his is given half way 
through your scan and helps to reduce movement and makes the 
pictures clearer.  You may experience some blurring of vision after the 
injection but the effects of Buscopan are short-lived and usually have 
worn off by the time you leave the department. You are advised not to 
drive until the effects have worn off.

Please tell is if you have any of the following conditions:

• glaucoma - a condition of the eye
• any heart conditions
• myasthenia gravis - a muscle condition
• any previously known allergic reaction to Buscopan



page 6 of 8

What happens during the scan?

You will be asked to lay on a flat table on your tummy, but if you are 
unable to do this we can perform the scan with you lying on your 
back. A sophisticated antenna known as a coil will be placed on your 
back. The purpose of the coil is to provide the MRI images.

Once you are comfortable and in the correct position it is important that 
you remain very still during the scan because any movement will affect 
the quality of the pictures. You will also be given a call buzzer in case 
you need the attention of the radiographer during the scan.

When the scan starts, the scanner makes a loud repetitive tapping 
sound; this is normal. You will be given some earplugs and headphones 
to reduce the noise.

During the scan the radiographer will give you instructions regarding 
breathing and holding your breath throughout. It is very important that 
you do not move during the scan which will take approximately 30 
minutes.

What happens next?

After the examination is finished you will be shown back to the 
changing cubicle and you can get dressed and collect your 
belongings. You will have your cannula removed and are then free to 
leave.

How will I get my results?

You will not get your results on the day. The radiologist will look at your 
scan pictures and previous images and write a report which will be sent 
to the doctor that requested the scan. This doctor will see you with the 
results and will be able to explain treatment options. Please note: 
depending on the urgency of your scan, the results can take between 
2 and 6 weeks to reach your doctor.
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What do I do if I have a problem when I get home?

It is extremely rare for patients to have after effects following an MRI 
scan once they get home. However, should you feel ill, then please 
contact your GP, call 111 for advice and in an emergency our advice is 
that you attend the Emergency Department.

What should I do if I have any questions?

You can either discuss your referral with the doctor that has referred you 
or contact the number on the letter.

There are many information leaflets on the Sheffield Teaching Hospital 
website:  
www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a-leaflet/sea
rch-for-a-leaflet

https://www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a-leaflet/search-for-a-leaflet
https://www.sth.nhs.uk/patients/patient-information/find-a-leaflet/search-for-a-leaflet
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