Asking questions about

imaging tests
X-rays, CT scans, and MRIs are called imaging tests because they take
pictures, or images, of the inside of your body.
They are used to guide diagnosis and treatment of many different medical
conditions. But some uses of these tests have been identified—by medical
societies participating in the Choosing Wisely® campaign—as ones that you
should question if they are offered, because sometimes they are not needed.
Here are three common situations where that might be the case:
u Chest X-rays before surgery
Many people have a chest X-ray before they have an operation. This is called a “pre-op” chest X-ray.
If you have a heart or lung disease, you may want to get a pre-op chest X-ray. It can show medical problems, like an
enlarged heart, congestive heart failure, or fluid around the lungs. These could mean that your surgery should be
delayed or cancelled.
However, if you don’t have signs or symptoms of a heart or lung disease, you should think twice about having a chest
X-ray before surgery.

» A chest X-ray usually doesn’t help. If you do not have symptoms of a heart or lung disease, and your risk is low,
an X-ray probably will not help. It is not likely to show a serious problem that would change your treatment plan.

» A chest X-ray does not help the surgeon or the anesthesiologist manage your care. Most of the time,
a careful medical history and physical exam are all you need.

» A chest X-ray can have risks. Risks from radiation exposure may add up, so it is best to avoid it when you can.
» A chest X-ray can show something that looks to be abnormal. This is often a false alarm. But you will need
follow-up tests to rule out a serious problem. This can cause anxiety, cost you money, and expose you to risks from
the other tests.
Click here to learn when these tests are appropriate.

v Imaging tests for headaches
Many people who have very painful headaches want
a CT scan or an MRI. They want to find out if their
headaches are caused by a serious problem, such as
a brain tumor. But most of the time you don’t need
these tests.

» IMaging tests rarely help. Doctors see many
patients for headaches. And most of them have
migraines or headaches caused by tension.Both kinds
of headaches can be very painful. But a CT scan or an
MRI rarely shows why the headache occurs. And they
do not help you ease the pain.

» A doctor can diagnose most headaches during
an office visit.

» CT scans have risks. A CT scan of the head uses a
low radiation dose. This may slightly increase the risk

w Imaging tests for lower-back pain
You probably do not need an X-ray, CT scan, or MRI.
You may think you need one of these tests to find out
what is causing your back pain. But these tests usually
do not help. Here’s why:

» The tests do not help you feel better faster.
Most people with lower-back pain feel better in about
a month, whether or not they have an imaging test.
People who get an imaging test for their back pain
do not get better faster. And sometimes they feel
worse than people who took over-the-counter pain
medicine and followed simple steps, like walking, to
help their pain.

» Imaging tests can also lead to surgery and
other treatments that you do not need. In one

study, people who had an MRI were much more likely

of harmful effects. Risks from radiation exposure may

to have surgery than people who did not have

add up, so it is best to avoid unnecessary radiation

an MRI. But the surgery did not help them get better

» The results of your test may also be unclear.
This can lead to more tests and even treatment that
you do not need.

any faster.

» X-rays and CT scans use radiation. Radiation has
harmful effects that can add up. It is best to avoid
radiation when you can.

Click here to learn when these tests are appropriate.
Click here to learn when these tests are appropriate.

This report is intended solely for consumers’ personal, noncommercial use and may not be altered or modified in any way or used in advertising, for promotion, or for
any other commercial purpose. Special permission is granted to organizations participating in the Consumer Reports health communication program to disseminate
free copies of this information in print or PDF formats to individual patients, members, or employees. Learn more at ConsumerHealthChoices.org or send an email to
HealthImpact@cr.consumer.org. © 2013 Consumer Reports

