
INTRODUCTION 

 
Various forms of contrast media have been 
used to improve medical imaging. Their 
value has long been recognized, as attested 
to by their common daily use in imaging 
departments worldwide. Like all other 
pharmaceuticals, however, these agents are 
not completely devoid of risk. The major 
purpose of this manual is to assist 
radiologists in recognizing and managing 
the small but real risks inherent in the use of 
contrast media. 
 
Adverse side effects from the administration 
of contrast media vary from minor 
physiological disturbances to rare severe 
life-threatening situations. Preparation for 
prompt treatment of contrast media reactions 
must include preparation for the entire 
spectrum of potential adverse events and 
include prearranged response planning with 
availability of appropriately trained 
personnel, equipment, and medications. 
Therefore, such preparation is best 
accomplished prior to approving and 
performing these examinations. 
Additionally, an ongoing quality assurance 
and quality improvement program for all 
radiologists and technologists and the 
requisite equipment are recommended. 
Thorough familiarity with the presentation 
and emergency treatment of contrast media 
reactions must be part of the environment in 
which all intravascular contrast media are 
administered. 
 
Millions of radiological examinations 
assisted by intravascular contrast media are 
conducted each year in North America. 
Although adverse side effects are infrequent, 
a detailed knowledge of the variety of side 
effects, their likelihood in relationship to 
pre-existing conditions, and their treatment 
is required to insure optimal patient care.   
 
As would be appropriate with any diagnostic 
procedure,   preliminary  considerations  for  
 

 
the referring physician and the radiologist 
include: 
 

1. Assessment of patient risk versus 
potential benefit of the contrast 
assisted examination. 

2. Imaging alternatives that would 
provide the same or better 
diagnostic information. 

3. Assurance of a valid clinical 
indication for each contrast medium 
administration. 

 
Because of the documented low incidence of 
adverse events, intravenous injection of 
contrast media may be exempted from the 
need for informed consent, but this decision 
should be based on state law, institutional 
policy, and departmental policy. 
 
Usage Note: In this manual, the term “low-
osmolality” in reference to radiographic 
iodinated contrast media is intended to 
encompass both low-osmolality and iso-
osmolality media, the former having 
osmolality approximately twice that of 
human serum, and the latter having 
osmolality approximately that of human 
serum at conventionally used iodine 
concentrations for vascular injection. Also, 
unless otherwise obvious in context, this 
manual focuses on issues concerning 
radiographic iodinated contrast media.  
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