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Appendix D:
Explanation of RF Coil Testing Report

Introduction
The primary goal of RF coil testing is to establish some sort of base line for tracking coil performance over
time. The most common measure is the Signal to Noise Ratio or SNR. In addition, we can look at overall
signal uniformity, ghosting level (or better - lack of ghosting) and in the case of phased array coils we look
at the SNR of each and every channel and at symmetry between channels. Unfortunately, there is no single
best method for measuring SNR. Below I explain the different methods used and the rationale for each.

SNR
One needs to measure the signal in the phantom (either mean or peak or both) and then divide that by the
background noise. Measuring the signal is fairly straightforward, the noise can be more problematic. The
simplest method is to measure the standard deviation (SD) in the background ‘air’. However, MRI images
are the magnitude of complex data. The noise in the underlying complex data is Gaussian but it follows a
Rician distribution when the magnitude is used. The true noise can be estimated by multiplying the mea-
sured SD by 1.526.

During the reconstruction process, most manufacturers perform various additional operations on the images,
This could include geometric distortion correction, low pass filtering of the k-space data resulting in low
signal at the edge of the images, RF coil intensity correction (PURE, CLEAR, SCIC, etc), and other pro-
cessing during the combination of phased array data and parallel imaging techniques. All of these methods
distort the background noise making it impossible to obtain an accurate (and reproducible) estimate of the
image noise in the air region. The alternative is to use a method which I shall refer to as the NEMA
(National Electrical Manufacturers Association) method. The signal in the phantom area is a sum of the
proton signal and noise. Once the signal to noise ratio exceeds 5:1, the noise in the magnitude image is
effectively Gaussian. To eliminate the proton signal, you acquire an image twice and subtract them. The
measured SD in the phantom region should now be the true SD times the square root of 2. When determin-
ing the SNR using the NEMA method, calculate the mean signal of the average of the two source images
then divide by .7071 x the SD measured in the same area as the mean signal.

Unfortunately, this doesn’t always work. It is absolutely imperative that the RF channel scalings, both trans-
mit and receive, be identical with both scans. Any ghosting in the system is not likely to repeat exactly for
both scans and will cause a much higher SD. Finally, the phantom needs to be resting in place prior to the
scan long enough for motion of the fluid to have died down. Depending on the size and shape of the phan-
tom, this could take any where from 5 to 20 minutes.

One of the most common causes of ghosting is vibration from the helium cold-head. The best way to elimi-
nate this artifact is to turn off the cold head, which will increase helium consumption. Because this vibra-
tion is periodic, the ghosting is usually of an N over 2 (N/2) nature. The affect inside the signal region of
the phantom can be minimized by using a FOV that is twice the diameter of the phantom (measured in the
PE direction.) If the noise is to be measured in the air, then be sure to NOT make measurements to either
side of the phantom in the PE direction.

Scan parameters also significantly affect measured SNR. For most of the testing performed in this document
I used a simple Spin Echo with a TR of 300, a TE of 20 and a slice thickness of 3mm and a receiver BW of
25.73KHz (200 Hz/pixel). The FOV was varied depending on the size of the coil and the phantom used.
All of the parameters used for each test can be found on each page immediately below the coil description.
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Report Layout
Each page of this report lists the data from a single test. The top third of the page describes the coil and
phantom information, followed by the scan parameters used. The middle third contains the numbers mea-
sured and calculated results. This section will contain one table if the coil being tested is a single channel
coil (i.e. quadrature or surface coils) and two tables if it is a multi-channel phased array coil. The entries in
the table will be described further below. The bottom section contains a few lines of comments (if
necessary), a picture of the coil with the phantom as used for the testing and one or more of the images that
were used for the measurements.

There is usually one image for each composite image measurement and one image for each separate channel
measurement. Each image shows the ROI (red line) where the mean signal was measured and two smaller
ROIs (green lines) where the signal minimum and maximum was found. In the top left corner of each image
is the mean signal in the large ROI. The bottom left corner contains the large ROI’s area (in mm2). The top
right corner contains two numbers a mean and a standard deviation. If the NEMA method was used, then
the top right corner will list the mean and SD of the large ROI (labeled ROI M and ROIsd) applied to the
subtraction image. If the noise was measured in the background air the the numbers are labeled Air M and
AirSD.

Data Tables
The meaning of most of the entries in the data table are should be self evident with a few exceptions. The
first column in each table is labeled “Label”. In the composite analysis, this field may be empty or contain
some sort of abbreviation to identify some aspect of the testing. Some possibilities are the letter N for
NEMA, A for Air, L for Left, R for Right, C for CLEAR, NoC for No CLEAR. In the Uncombined Image
table, the label usually contains the channel number or similar descriptor. The column labeled “Noise Type”
will be either Air or SubSig which stands for Subtracted Signal, i.e. the NEMA method. Both tables contain
a column for Mean SNR and Max SNR which are the Mean or Max signal divided by the SD of the noise
scaled by either 1.526 (Air) or 0.7071 (NEMA).

Composite Image Table: The final two columns in this table are “Normalized” and “Uniformity”. It can be
rather difficult to compare the performance of different coils particularly if different scan parameters are
used. (Of course, it’s even more difficult from one scanner to another.) I have standardized most of my test-
ing to use a spin echo with a TR/TE of 300/20msec and a thickness of 3 mm. The FOV changes to depend-
ing on the size of the phantom used although I try to use a FOV that is at least twice the diameter of the
phantom as measured in the PE direction. For one reason or another, a change may be made in the scan
parameters (either accidentally or intentionally such as turning on No Phase Wrap to eliminate aliasing, etc.).
In order to make it easier to compare SNR values I calculate a “Normalized” SNR value. This value is theo-
retically what the SNR would be if a FOV of 30cm, 256x256 matrix, 1 average, receiver BW of 15.6 KHz
and slice thickness of 3mm had been used. Obviously, the final number is affected by the T1/T2 values of
the phantoms used as well as details of the coil and magnet field strength but it can be useful in certain situa-
tions.

The “Uniformity” value is defined by the ACR as 1 - (max-min)/(max+min). This is most important when
looking at volume coils or for evaluating the effectiveness of surface coil intensity correction algorithms
(such as pre or post Normalization).

Uncombined Image Table: This table has two columns labeled “% of Mean” and “% of Max”. When ana-
lyzing multi-channel coils it is important to understand the relationship between the different channels, the
inherent symmetry that usually exists between channels. In a 8 channel head or 4 channel torso phased array
coil, all of the channels are usually have about the same SNR. These two columns list how the SNR (either
Mean or Max) of each channel compares to the SNR of the channel with the maximum value.
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