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Procedure for Handling Incidental MRI Findings and Release of MR 
Reports and Images to Participants 

MBI-REF-C005-V2 

Procedure Statement 

This procedure sets out the processes for the clinical review and reporting of MRI scans acquired at Monash 
Biomedical Imaging, including the handling of incidental findings requiring follow up and the release of MR 
images and reports to participants. It also provides information to researchers in order to assist them with the 
planning and preparation for incidental findings.  

This Procedure should be read in conjunction with the following documents: 

• MBI Human Imaging MRI Reporting Workflow (MBI-REF-C010) 

• Incidental MRI Findings: Information for Participants and Example Consent Form (MBI-TMP-C001) 

1. Background 

MRI scans acquired at Monash Biomedical Imaging (MBI) are for research purposes only, and are reported 
by an MRI radiologist (subject to reporting criteria given at paragraph 4.2) in order to identify any unexpected 
but clinically significant findings. It is important to be aware that research scans may not be the same as 
those that are acquired in a clinical setting and are not specifically designed to identify abnormalities. 
Therefore, any abnormality that is identified is incidental, and not diagnostic. 

Most MRI research protocols include at least one high-resolution anatomical scan that may be sensitive to 
variations from normal anatomy. Research scans may detect abnormalities, but these images provide 
minimal information. More tests are often required to provide a doctor with enough information for them to 
make a clinical decision. 

Hence, a clinical review of research images can turn up clinically significant findings, trivial variations from 
normal anatomy, and a range of other more equivocal findings that may require further investigation. 
Together, such findings can be expected in up to 10 % of young ‘healthy’ participants. 

2. Definition of Incidental Finding  

An Incidental Finding is an abnormality discovered unexpectedly in a research participant during medical 
research. This finding is not the purpose of the scan or a part of the research purpose or intent. An Incidental 
Finding may be clinically significant therefore requiring follow up (either urgently or non-urgently) or 
insignificant not requiring clinical follow up.  

A clinically significant Incidental Finding is one that indicates a subject’s present or future state of health is 
likely to be affected by the finding. These findings could range from an aggressive tumour, to an observation 
implying a slightly increased risk of a degenerative condition 50 years into the future. Other findings are more 
equivocal and may depend on the clinical context. As an example, small (sub-cm) masses in the pituitary 
gland are quite common, but most are non-pathological, i.e. do not cause any problems while they remain 
small, as most do. A minority do secrete hormones that cause effects that may be clinically obvious, but may 
also be quite subtle. These sorts of findings are found in a small, but not trivial, number of apparently normal 
volunteers – approx. 2 % in young people, and will trigger Monash Biomedical Imaging to undertake the 
process set out at paragraph 4.6. 

An insignificant Incidental Finding is more common and includes anatomical variations which differ from the 
textbook norm in other ways that may not have any bearing on future health (cf. eye colour). Other examples 
include minor degrees of mucosal inflammatory change in the para-nasal sinuses, and asymmetry of the 
cerebral ventricles. Generally, there is no imperative to, or benefit from, disclosing such findings to subjects; 
occasionally disclosure may again lead to (clinically unwarranted) anxiety. 
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3. Planning for Incidental Findings 

Given the complexities with incidental findings (referred at Section 2), and high likelihood that some 
equivocal or significant findings will be encountered, even in a relatively small group of participants, 
research teams are urged to prepare in advance a strategy for dealing with such findings.  

MBI-TMP-C001 provides a workflow diagram of the process at Monash Biomedical Imaging to handle 
incidental findings. Researchers are encouraged to apply this process to their study design. 

Obtaining General Practitioner Details for Appropriate Referral 

The preferred procedure at MBI is to refer incidental findings that require follow up to the participant’s 
nominated General Practitioner (GP) or to the study team’s medical practitioner (refer to paragraph 4.6 for 
this process). The rationale for this method of handling incidental findings is because a medical practitioner 
who is already familiar with the subject’s medical history and general health (such as the subject’s usual GP 
or the study team doctor) is often best placed to put the MRI finding in context, assess whether further 
investigation is warranted, and communicate the findings to the participant/patient. 

If researchers do not follow the preferred MBI procedure, the Chief Investigator should carefully consider 
how incidental findings that require follow up will be handled prior to commencement of their study.  

Information to Communicate to Participants 

As part of the consent information, researchers should provide participants with the following information on 
MRI studies and incidental findings (summarised below and in full at MBI-TMP-C001), and receive the 
appropriate consent in line with Example Consent Form, MBI-TMP-C001.  

1. Background information on MRI scanners and what to expect.  

2. Information about incidental findings in the context of research studies and the possibility of their 
occurrence.  

3. The process for handling incidental findings (referral to GP/study doctor as described above): 
Participant consent should include the nomination of a GP and permission for the Chief Investigator to 
receive the details of the incidental findings for the purpose of assessing whether or not the data can 
be used in the study. 

4. Insurance implications: Being aware of an incidental finding may necessitate the participant to make a 
disclosure to their insurance company (e.g. health or life insurance), which may impact their current 
insurance policy.  

5. Future costs: MBI is not responsible for arranging any further testing or private consultations. The 
management of such follow up (and the costs associated) is the Chief Investigator’s responsibility and 
should be considered in the study planning, and communicated to the participant during the consent 
process.  

4. Human Imaging MRI Reporting Procedure 

Monash Biomedical Imaging has implemented the following MRI reporting procedure for human studies: 

1. Scan acquisitions are de-identified and reported by a qualified radiologist via a formal agreement 
between Monash University and the appropriate party. (e.g. Alfred Health). 

2. The radiologist reviews and reports the MRI scans for a given individual once per calendar year, 
irrespective of the protocols or sequences undertaken (subject to paragraph 3 and 4). For participants 
where a different region of interest is scanned for that individual within one year, the scan relating to 
the new region of interest will be reported. 

3. Any potential abnormality identified by the radiographer performing the scan will be referred for report 
regardless of the criteria given at point 2 above unless the same finding has already been reported on 
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in a previous scan. 

4. Researchers may request scans be reported outside the criteria set out at point 2, which will incur a 
cost of $100 per report. 

5. The radiologist will assess the clinically relevant images and report the findings within 8 weeks from 
the scan date. 

6. In the event of an incidental finding requiring follow up: 

a) MBI will inform the CI that there has been a finding and request information concerning the agreed 
process made between the researcher and the participant for handling the matter.  

b) If the radiologist’s report indicates urgent follow up is required, MBI will contact the CI within 48hrs 
of the report date. Non-urgent results will be communicated to CI’s within 2 weeks of the report 
date.  

c) The CI is responsible for contacting the participant to advise them that there is an incidental finding 
that requires follow up. The CI should provide MBI with the details of what the participant has 
consented as the follow up procedure. The preferred follow up procedure is for the CI to provide 
to MBI the participant’s GP details to enable the report to be forwarded for clinical management.  
If the study team involves a medical practitioner who will handle the matter, the CI should advise 
MBI of this and the report will be forwarded to that medical practitioner. 

d) If the CI provides the GP details, MBI will arrange the forwarding of the report and provide the 
doctor with access to the images, if requested. 

e) MBI will confirm with the CI once the nominated doctor has received the report so they can advise 
the participant. 

7. Whenever the radiologist finding is that “No pathology that would require clinical follow up has been 
identified” no further action will be taken by MBI (i.e. no communications will be made about the scan 
results). 

8. Researchers may request confirmation from MBI that the reporting process has been completed for 
their project by emailing manager.mbi@monash.edu 

9. Researchers should contact MBI via email (manager.mbi@monash.edu) prior to releasing images to 
participants to confirm that their participant reports have been completed and no follow up is required. 

Refer to MBI-REF-C010 for further information regarding the process workflow for the MBI Reporting 
Procedure.  

5. Provision of MR Images / Radiology Reports to Participants 

Given the potential for abnormalities to be identified on MR images, researchers should not provide images 
to a participant until the report has been completed (refer to paragraph 4.9 above). This is to ensure any 
incidental findings that require follow up have been appropriately dealt with prior to the participant receiving 
a copy of their images.  

Radiology reports are not generally provided to participants except in exceptional circumstances. Radiology 
reports that have identified an incidental finding that requires follow up together with the relevant images (if 
requested by the GP/medical doctor) are appropriately dealt with as per the process detailed at Section 4.6 
and MBI-REF-C010. 

The release of a participant’s MR images or report to a third party would require the subject’s consent. If 
researchers consider they need access to a participant’s report they should establish an appropriate consent 
mechanism. MBI will not as a standard practice provide access to participant reports for CIs. If a CI requires 
access they should request approval from the MBI General Manager. 

mailto:manager.mbi@monash.edu
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Note that some incidental findings may have implications for the validity of the imagescto be included in the 
experiment data, and a mechanism to alert the research team to this will be established. In order for the CI 
to obtain details of the findings, researchers are encouraged to obtain permission from their participant to 
have access to the reports (refer to Example Consent Form, MBI-TMP-C001).  


