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WHAT IS A CT SCAN- CAT SCAN?

CT scanning—sometimes called CAT scanning—is a noninvasive medical test that helps physicians diagnose and treat
medical conditions. CT scanning combines special x-ray equipment with sophisticated computers to produce multiple
images or pictures of the inside of the body. CT scans of internal organs, bones, soft tissue and blood vessels provide
greater clarity and reveal more details than regular x-ray exams.

HOW IT WORKS

In many ways CT scanning works very much like other x-ray examinations. With CT scanning, numerous x-ray beams
and a set of electronic x-ray detectors rotate around you, measuring the amount of radiation being absorbed throughout
your body. At the same time, the examination table is moving through the scanner, so that the x-ray beam follows a
spiral path. A special computer program processes this large volume of data to create two-dimensional cross-sectional
images of your body, which are then displayed on a monitor. Bones appear white while soft tissue, such as organs like
the heart or liver, shows up in shades of gray, and air appears black.

CT imaging is sometimes compared to looking into a loaf of bread by cutting the loaf into thin slices. When the image
slices are reassembled by computer software, the result is a very detailed multidimensional view of the body's interior.

Modern CT scanners are so fast that they can scan through large sections of the body in just a few seconds, and even
faster in small children. Such speed is beneficial for all patients but especially children, the elderly and critically ill, all of
whom may have difficulty in remaining still, even for the brief time necessary to obtain images.

Safe Imaging for Children
For children, the CT scanner technique is adjusted to their size and the area of interest to reduce the radiation dose.

CONTRAST AGENT

For some CT exams, a contrast material is used to enhance visibility in the area of the body being studied. If an
intravenous contrast material is used, you will feel a pin prick when the needle is inserted into your vein. You will likely
have a warm, flushed sensation during the injection of the contrast materials and a metallic taste in your mouth that
lasts for at most a minute or two. You may experience a sensation like they have to urinate; however, this is actually a
contrast effect and subsides quickly.

If the contrast material is swallowed, you may find the taste mildly unpleasant; however, most patients can easily
tolerate it. You can expect to experience a sense of abdominal fullness and an increasing need to expel the liquid if your
contrast material is given by enema. In this case, be patient, as the mild discomfort will not last long.

AFTER EXAM

After a CT exam, you can return to your normal activities. If you received contrast material, you may be given special
instructions.

BIJOHNSTON

UNC HEALTH CARE



