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hen Chris Lessnau
went to his doctor
last spring to deter-
mine the cause of
numbness in his left
foot, he didn’t expect
such bad news.

“I got all sweaty and panicky almost
immediately,” the 51-year-old South Lyon
resident says.

His fear wasn’t triggered by a diagnosis, 
but rather by the method required to find 
the cause — an MRI test.

“I’m terribly claustrophobic,” he says.
The MRI, or magnetic resonance imag-

ing, machine uses magnetism and radio 
waves to look inside the body and produce 
clear images of the human anatomy.

While it doesn’t require surgery, dyes 
or X-rays, the patient does have to lie still 
in a small tube — described by some as 
coffin-like — for 20 minutes or more.

“I guarantee you I would kick and 
scream,” Lessnau says.

He considered being sedated and took 
months to decide.

“I can’t even go into elevators,” he says. 
He finally made the appointment only to 
cancel it days later, figuring that he would 
just have to live with the condition and 
wait for new technology “somewhere, 
somehow that was not enclosed,” he says.

Lessnau didn’t have to wait long.
Earlier this month, he became the first 

patient at Open MRI in Madison Heights 
to try out the latest technology designed 
especially for claustrophobic patients, 
large and obese people and frightened chil-
dren.

The machine that wiped out his fears 
was the G.E. Signa OpenSpeed, owned and 
operated by St. John Health System.

“When I walked in, I was still pretty 

anxious,” Lessnau says. “But as soon as I 
saw it, I felt comfortable.”

He relaxed in the large C-shaped ma-
chine that’s open on two sides and set in a 
spacious room with lots of windows. Lying 
on a tray inside the circle, he could see 
from left to right and out the back.

“I laid there and let the machine do its 
thing,” he says. Now, he’s  waiting for doc-
tors to determine how to treat the pinched
nerve in his ankle the MRI detected.

St. John is among few hospitals across 
the nation that have invested in Open 
MRIs, technology that was introduced in 
the mid-1980s but encountered a lot of 
skepticism.

Spokespeople at Children’s Hospital of 
Michigan and Henry Ford Hospital say 
their radiology departments upgraded 
their systems recently to incorporate the 
latest advancements in conventional MR 
equipment and the Detroit hospitals don’t 

have plans to add Open MRIs anytime 
soon.

MRI of Southfield — an independent 
facility — is scheduled to have a similar 
open system called SENSE, from Philips 
Medical Systems, installed later this 
month. It will be an addition to the center’s 
“non-claustrophobic,” short-bore Gyros-
can ACS-NT, an imager that still requires 
the patient to be inside a tube, but has a 
flared opening and a roomier inside than 
the conventional bore.

The open system eliminates the tube 
altogether, but has hardware and software 
that provide a stronger magnetic field and 
many more capabilities than its predeces-
sor.

For example, this new equipment can 
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LOW-ANXIETY TEST

Upper magnet
Control panel

Lower magnet

Windows in the MRI room 
decrease patient anxiety. 

Copper shielding around the 
windows blocks radio waves 
from entering the room and 

disturbing the scan.

The table’s pedestal can 
be raised or lowered with 

controls.

Shielding on floor and throughout the room 
protects against any unnecessary radio 
waves that might disturb the scan.

The most intense area of the 
magnet is its center.

A sitting area is provided for 
a friend or family member to 
be with the patient.

Dimensions: 15 feet long,  7 feet 
wide and 8 feet high
Power: 0.7 Tesla (unit of radiation)
Cost of machine: More than
$1.8 million 

Cushioned pads and pillows 
provide comfort and support 

during scanning.

Table moves 
patient into the 

center of the 
magnet.

Changing rooms1
Radio frequency shield wall2
Magnet room3
Magnet electronic room4
Scanning control room5

Reception room6
Technologist’s desk7
Window8
MRI scanner9
Picture window10

Controls under the upper 
magnet are for lighting, 
airflow and a call button.

MRI – magnetic resonance imaging – technology is a noninvasive way for a physician to view internal organs and tissue. Here 
is the GE Signa OpenSpeed, the world’s highest strength open MRI system. 1
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ABOVE: Beth Hollis interviews David Cobb before his scan at the Open MRI Center in Madison Heights.
RIGHT: Hollis covers Cobb with a blanket as the scan starts. It would take 11⁄2 hours.
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Please see MRI, Page 8H

ROOM 
WITH A 
VIEW ➤ When to get a second opinion, Page 8H.

Open MRI provides space to breathe


