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Many technologic advances in medicine have enabled doctors to care for
their patients less invasively, with lower risk and better outcomes. Medical
imaging has played an important role. By showing the inner structures of a
person's body non-invasively, the Radiologist aids the Orthopedist in
making an accurate diagnosis and thus planning the best treatment for the patient.

Magnetic resonance imaging, MRI, is well suited for imaging of joints because it can show muscles, tendons, cartilage, and
bone in exquisite detail. To better evaluate some conditions, your Orthopedist may request a special type of MR, called an
MRI arthrogram. This is a two-part test which involves putting fluid into a joint and then performing an MRI.

The Radiologist, who is a medical doctor with expertise in interpreting images and performing image-guided procedures, uses
short pulses of moving x-ray, called fluoroscopy, to guide a thin needle into the patient's joint. First, the skin over the joint is
washed with a sterile soap, the area is then anesthetized with lidocaine, and the needle is placed through the numbed tissue.
The Radiologist then fills the joint with a color-less fluid which is a mixture of three things:

1) X-ray contrast, which allows the radiologist to see the fluid under x-ray and confirm that it is being placed
within the joint;

2) Saline, which is salt water in the same concentration as our body's natural fluids;

) gadolinium, which is the MRI contrast, a trace element that changes the magnetic properties of the saline so that it
shows up as bright white on the MRI images.

This procedure takes only a few minutes and involves only mild discomfort, a stinging sensation for a few seconds while the
lidocaine is injected. The MRI is then performed like any other MRI exam, with most exams
taking 30 to 40 minutes. MRI arthrograms are very safe. People with pacemakers and those
with certain metal devices in their bodies cannot have an MRI. Women who are pregnant
should wait until after their pregnancy because a small amount of radiation is used while
the needle is placed into the joint. Certain steps need to be modified for patients who have
an allergy to x-ray contrast.

This special type of MRI exam in not needed for all conditions, but it can increase the
accuracy of diagnosis in certain situations, such as when looking for a new tear of a
meniscus in a patient who has had knee surgery in the past, for evaluation of the small
ligaments in the wrist, or for finding abnormalities of the cartilage structures or rotator cuff
in the shoulder.
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