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3.3  MRI System 

 

A block diagram of an MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) system provides a high-level 

overview of the components and their interactions. Here is a simplified breakdown of an MRI 

system: 

 1. Main Magnet 

 • Creates a strong, static magnetic field (B₀) to align the nuclear spins of hydrogen 

atoms in the body. 

 2. Gradient Coils 

 • Generates spatially varying magnetic fields to encode spatial information. 

 • Includes: 

 • X-gradient coil (for left-right encoding). 

 • Y-gradient coil (for front-back encoding). 

 • Z-gradient coil (for top-bottom encoding). 

  

        3. RF Transmitter 

 • Generates radiofrequency (RF) pulses at the Larmor frequency to excite hydrogen 

nuclei. 

 4. RF Coils (Receiver) 

 • Detects the signals (RF echoes) emitted by the excited nuclei. 

 • Can serve as both a transmitter and receiver in some systems. 

 5. Pulse Sequence Controller 

 • Controls the timing and synchronization of RF pulses, gradient fields, and data 

acquisition. 

 6. Analog-to-Digital Converter (ADC) 

 • Converts the analog signal from the RF receiver into digital data for processing. 

 7. Signal Processing Unit 

 • Processes the raw MRI signal to extract frequency and spatial information. 

 • Includes Fourier Transform to reconstruct the image from k-space data. 

 8. Computer System 

 • Controls the MRI scanner and handles: 

 • User interface. 

 • Sequence programming. 
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 • Image reconstruction. 

 • Image display and storage. 

 9. Power Supplies 

 • Supplies power to magnets, gradients, and RF systems. 

 10.Cooling System 

 • Maintains the superconducting magnet at cryogenic temperatures (e.g., using liquid 

helium). 

 

Flow of Operation in Block Diagram 

 1. Magnet Alignment: The main magnet aligns nuclear spins in the body. 

 2. Gradient Application: Gradient coils are activated to localize the imaging area. 

 3. RF Excitation: RF pulses excite nuclei at specific locations. 

 4. Signal Reception: RF coils detect the emitted signals. 

 5. Signal Conversion: The analog signal is converted to digital and processed for 

reconstruction. 

 6. Image Reconstruction: Processed data is used to generate and display MRI images. 

 

MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) systems use powerful magnets to generate the strong 

magnetic fields necessary for imaging. These systems can utilize three main types of 

magnets: 

 

1. Permanent Magnets: 

 • Description: Made from ferromagnetic materials (e.g., alloys like alnico or rare-earth 

magnets such as neodymium), these magnets generate a constant magnetic field without 

requiring electrical power. 

 • Advantages: 

 • Low operational costs (no power needed for the magnetic field itself). 

 • Stable field strength over time. 

 • Can be used in open MRI designs, improving patient comfort. 

 • Disadvantages: 

 • Limited field strength (typically ≤ 0.3 Tesla). 

 • Very heavy and bulky due to the amount of magnetic material required. 

 

2. Electromagnets: 

 • Description: These generate a magnetic field using a coil of wire and an electrical 

current. The field strength can be adjusted by varying the current. 
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 • Advantages: 

 • Variable field strength for specific imaging needs. 

 • Compact compared to permanent magnets for a given field strength. 

 • Disadvantages: 

 • Requires a continuous power supply, leading to higher operational costs. 

 • Generates heat, requiring cooling systems. 

 • Limited field strength compared to superconducting magnets (up to ~0.6 Tesla). 

 

3. Superconducting Magnets: 

 • Description: Made from superconducting materials cooled to cryogenic temperatures 

(e.g., with liquid helium). At these temperatures, the material exhibits zero electrical 

resistance, allowing powerful and stable magnetic fields. 

 • Advantages: 

 • High magnetic field strength (up to 7 Tesla or more in clinical systems). 

 • Extremely stable and homogenous fields, essential for high-resolution imaging. 

 • Lower energy consumption after the system is energized. 

 • Disadvantages: 

 • Expensive to manufacture and maintain due to cryogenic cooling requirements. 

 • Large and requires specialized facilities. 

 

Comparison in MRI: 

 • Permanent Magnets: Best for low-field, open MRI applications. 

 • Electromagnets: Used in some mid-field systems but are less common due to 

operational inefficiencies. 

 • Superconducting Magnets: Dominant in modern MRI systems due to their high field 

strength and superior imaging capabilities. 

 

3.3.1 GENERATIONS OF GRADIENT MAGNETIC FIELDS 

 

The gradient magnetic fields are essential components of MRI (Magnetic Resonance 

Imaging) systems and play a crucial role in spatially encoding the MR signal to produce 

detailed images. The generations of gradient magnetic fields can be described in terms of 

their development and technological advancements: 

 

1. Early Gradient Systems (First Generation) 

 • Period: 1970s to early 1980s. 

 • Key Features: 
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 • Linear gradients were introduced along the three spatial axes (x, y, and z). 

 • Gradients were weak and slow, with limited slew rates and amplitudes. 

 • Low spatial resolution and long scan times. 

 • Used in early, basic imaging techniques like spin echo and proton-density imaging. 

 

2. Second Generation (Mid-1980s to 1990s) 

 • Key Features: 

 • Higher gradient amplitudes and faster switching times. 

 • Enabled advanced imaging techniques like fast spin echo (FSE) and gradient echo 

(GRE). 

 • Better spatial resolution and shorter scan times. 

 • Systems started integrating digital controllers for precise control of gradient 

waveforms. 

 • Gradients allowed for 2D and basic 3D imaging. 

 

 

3. Third Generation (Late 1990s to 2000s) 

 • Key Features: 

 • Even higher gradient strengths (up to 30-50 mT/m). 

 • Dramatically improved slew rates (>200 T/m/s). 

 • Enabled faster imaging sequences such as echo-planar imaging (EPI), critical for 

functional MRI (fMRI) and diffusion-weighted imaging (DWI). 

 • Greater power efficiency and lower heat generation using advanced cooling systems. 

 • Introduction of parallel imaging techniques (e.g., SENSE and GRAPPA). 

 

4. Fourth Generation (2010s–Present) 

 • Key Features: 

 • Ultra-high gradient amplitudes (>80 mT/m) with extremely fast slew rates. 

 • Designed for specific research applications such as connectomics and 

microstructural imaging. 

 • Advanced materials for gradient coils reduce eddy currents and improve efficiency. 

 • Integration with advanced software for real-time feedback and correction of patient 

motion. 

 • Systems like the Human Connectome Project (HCP) used specialized gradients for 

mapping neural pathways with unprecedented detail. 
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5. Future Generations (Emerging Trends) 

 • Key Directions: 

 • Extreme gradient systems: Pushing the limits of strength (>200 mT/m) and speed 

for precision neuroimaging. 

 • Reduced acoustic noise: Development of quieter gradients for patient comfort. 

 • Dynamic field shaping: Customizable gradient fields to target specific anatomical 

regions. 

 • Miniaturized MRI systems: Portable systems with optimized gradient technologies 

for bedside imaging. 

 

3.3.2 Radio frequency (RF) coils 

 
Radio frequency (RF) coils are key components in systems that use electromagnetic waves 

for communication, imaging, or signal processing. They are commonly used in technologies 

like magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), radio transmission, and wireless communication 

systems. Here’s an overview of RF coils for sending (transmitting) and receiving signals: 

 

 

1. Transmitting RF Coils 

 • Purpose: Generate and transmit electromagnetic waves at specific radio frequencies. 

 • Mechanism: These coils are energized with alternating currents (AC) at the desired 

frequency, creating an oscillating magnetic field. 

 • Applications: 

 • MRI: Transmitting RF coils create the primary magnetic field to excite hydrogen 

nuclei in the body. 

 • Communication Systems: Used in radio antennas, wireless charging systems, and 

RFID readers. 

 • Design Considerations: 

 • Frequency Tuning: Must match the operating frequency for efficient energy transfer. 

 • Power Handling: Must handle high-power levels in applications like MRI or 

broadcasting. 

 • Uniformity: In applications like imaging, the field uniformity is critical. 

 

2. Receiving RF Coils 

 • Purpose: Detect and capture RF signals induced by external magnetic fields. 

 • Mechanism: The external RF signals induce a current in the coil, which can then be 

amplified and processed. 

 • Applications: 
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 • MRI: Receive signals emitted by excited nuclei, allowing for image reconstruction. 

 • Wireless Communication: Receive transmitted data or signals, such as in radios and 

RFID tags. 

 • Design Considerations: 

 • Noise Sensitivity: High sensitivity and low noise are crucial for detecting weak 

signals. 

 • Resonance Tuning: Often tuned to the same frequency as the transmitter for optimal 

signal reception. 

 • Impedance Matching: Ensures maximum power transfer to the receiver circuitry. 

 

Shared Design Features 

 • Resonance: Both transmitting and receiving coils are often tuned to resonate at 

specific frequencies to enhance efficiency. 

 • Geometry: The shape of the coil (circular, spiral, solenoidal, etc.) affects the 

generated or detected field. 

 • Quality Factor (Q): High-Q coils have narrower bandwidths and are more selective 

to their resonant frequency, which is beneficial in applications like MRI. 

 • Materials: Conductive materials like copper are used for their high conductivity.  

3.3.3 Shim coils 
Shim coils are specialized electromagnetic coils used in systems such as magnetic resonance 

imaging (MRI) machines, nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) spectrometers, and other 

devices that rely on a stable and homogeneous magnetic field. The primary purpose of shim 

coils is to correct or “shim” imperfections and inhomogeneities in the magnetic field, 

ensuring that it is uniform across a given region of interest. 

 

Types of Shim Coils 

 1. Passive Shim Coils: 

 • Made from ferromagnetic materials placed strategically within the system to correct 

for static imperfections in the magnetic field. 

 • Installed during the system’s setup and rarely adjusted afterward. 

 2. Active Shim Coils: 

 • Electromagnetic coils that generate small, corrective magnetic fields when electrical 

current passes through them. 

 • Adjustable in real time to account for dynamic changes in the magnetic environment 

(e.g., patient motion in MRI). 

 

Applications 

 1. MRI Machines: 
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 • Ensures the magnetic field is uniform for accurate imaging. 

 • Active shimming adjusts for patient-specific factors, like body composition and 

position. 

 2. NMR Spectroscopy: 

 • Provides a highly homogeneous magnetic field for precise chemical analysis. 

 • Critical for achieving high spectral resolution. 

 3. Particle Accelerators: 

 • Shim coils are used to fine-tune the magnetic fields guiding particle beams. 

 

Working Principle 
 

Shim coils generate targeted corrective fields by passing a controlled electric current through 

wire loops configured in specific shapes. These shapes correspond to different spatial 

harmonics, allowing corrections for various field distortions. Adjusting the current allows 

fine-tuning of the corrections. 

 

Why Shim Coils Matter 
 

A highly homogeneous magnetic field: 

 • Increases signal quality and resolution in MRI and NMR. 

 • Reduces noise and artifacts in imaging. 

 • Improves the precision and reliability of experimental and medical results. 

 

 


