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Abstract. This work describes an integrated system for planning and
performing percutaneous procedures—such as prostate biopsy—with
robotic assistance under MRI-guidance. The physician interacts with a
planning interface in order to specify the set of desired needle trajecto-
ries, based on anatomical structures and lesions observed in the patient’s
MR images. All image-space coordinates are automatically computed,
and used to position a needle guide by means of an MRI-compatible
robotic manipulator, thus avoiding the limitations of the traditional
fixed needle template. Direct control of real-time imaging aids visualiza-
tion of the needle as it is manually inserted through the guide. Results
from in-scanner phantom experiments are provided.
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1. Introduction

Accurate navigation of surgical instruments (e.g., biopsy and therapy needles),
based on pre-operative trajectory plans and intra-operative guidance, is a chal-
lenging problem in image-guided therapy. Stereotactic frames and needle template
guides are typically used to calibrate and constrain instrument motion, but of-
ten lead to inflexible guidance mechanisms and workflows. In this work, we focus
on prostate biopsy and brachytherapy procedures that are currently performed
under MRI guidance at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital [1]. Similarly to the
standard transrectal-ultrasound-guided approaches, these procedures rely on a
fixed needle template guide that constrains trajectory resolution and orientation.

MRI is an attractive choice for image-guidance, due to its excellent soft tissue
contrast, multi-parametric imaging protocols, high spatial resolution, and mul-
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tiplanar volumetric imaging capabilities. The peripheral zone (PZ) can be seen
in T2-weighted images, and used to identify suspicious nodules in the peripheral
zone. A multi-year clinical trial of MRI-guided prostate biopsy is described in [2],
and uses an intra-operative open 0.5 tesla MR imager (GEMS Signa SP). While
the use of MRI imaging in prostate cancer biopsy and therapy appears to have
helped improve outcomes, the manual method of needle placement has remained
unchanged. The use of a fixed needle guide template, with holes spaced at least
5mm apart, limits needle trajectory position and orientation. In addition, tem-
plate registration and the manual computation and transcription of coordinates
are prone to human error. This paper introduces a system that integrates an in-
teractive planning system and real-time imaging control interface with an MR-
compatible robotic assistant that acts as a dynamic needle guide for precise, yet
flexible targeted needle placement. The system has been validated for a prostate
biopsy procedure, and approved for a first clinical trial. It is based on an a modular
and extensible architecture.

Robotic assistance has been investigated for guiding instrument placement in
MRI, beginning with neurosurgery [3] and later percutaneous interventions [4,5].
Chinzei et al. developed a general-purpose robotic assistant for open MRI [6] that
was subsequently adapted for transperineal intra-prostatic needle placement [7].
Krieger et al. presented a 2-DOF passive, un-encoded and manually manipulated
mechanical linkage to aim a needle guide for transrectal prostate biopsy with
MRI guidance [8]. With three active tracking coils, the device is visually servoed
into position and then the patient was moved out of the scanner for needle inser-
tion. Other recent developments in MRI-compatible mechanisms include haptic
interfaces for fMRI [9] and multi-modality actuators and robotics [10].

This paper is organized as follows: Section 2 describes the architecture of the
robot-assisted system that includes a planning interface and an MRI-compatible
needle positioning device (Section 3). Preliminary results from in-scanner phan-
tom tests are given in Section 4. Concluding remarks are provided in Section 5.

2. System Architecture

The architecture of the MR-guided, robot-assisted percutaneous intervention sys-
tem is shown in Figure 1. The three major subsystems, namely the planning en-
vironment, the MR scanner (GE Signa SP, Milwaukee WI), and the motion con-
trolled robotic manipulator, are integrated as shown. The workflow is as follows:

1. Visualize pre-procedural MR images IMRI to specify a set of biopsy targets.

Image visualization and target planning are performed using the 3D Slicer

[11]. For each biopsy plan, the physician specifies two points along the

needle trajectory, namely a target and an entry point, by clicking on

coordinates on T2-weighted images viewed in the Slicer.

2. The robot is visualized in conjunction with the images and the biopsy plan,

and positioning motions can be simulated and rendered on-screen for

trajectory verification.

3. Calibrate robot to image space using a Flashpoint r© optical tracking system.

4. Execute robot joint-space motion commands (q, q̇, q̈) via an ethernet

connection with the robot controller.

5. Robot motion proceeds and is continuously monitored and compared against a

simulated robot motion model; any significant trajectory deviation halts

motion.
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Figure 1. The percutaneous intervention system, comprised of a planning sub-system, the MRT,
and an MR-compatible robot.

6. Verify robot position by comparing the optically tracked needle guide

position (Xt) with the biopsy plan. Steps 4-6 are repeated until the

positioning error is satisfactorily compensated.

7. Imaging plane coordinates (SRT ) corresponding to the plane of the needle

are sent from the 3D Slicer to the scanner’s Real Time Control interface,

and real-time images (IMRI RT ) are aquired and displayed.

8. The needle is manually inserted through the needle guide, under real-time

MR guidance (3-6s image update), and a biopsy sample is taken. Steps 4-8

are repeated until all target sites have been sampled.

3. MRI-compatible Needle Positioning Device

For this work, we use a first-generation MRI-compatible robotic assistant devel-
oped by [12–14] for use in a Magnetic Resonance Therapy operating room (MRT)
equipped with a GE SIGNA SP open-MRI scanner. The robotic device consists of
five linear motion stages arranged to form a 2-DOF orienting mechanism attached
to a 3-DOF Cartesian positioning mechanism. The base of the robot is mounted
above the surgeon’s head in the open MRI magnet and two rigid arms reach down
into the surgical field. The ends of the arms are linked to form a tool holder, which
in this case is a linear needle guide (Figure 2(b)). There is a Flashpoint r© optical
marker attached to the needle guide, providing independent redundant encoding
of end-effector pose, as shown in Figure 2(b-inset). The mechanism is constructed
almost entirely from non-ferrous, MR-compatible materials. The gantry frame is
composed of aluminum and titanium elements, and each linear motion stage com-
prises plastic, titanium, stainless steel (YHD50) and beryllium-copper (Be-Cu)
components. All sensors are optical and signals are transferred to and from the
magnet room via fiber-optics. Linear optical encoders measure the displacement
of each motion stage with 20µm resolution (Encoder Technology, Cottonwood,
AZ). The actuators are ultrasonic motors (Shinsei travelling-wave USR60 USM)
that contain no magnetic or ferrous components. The MRI compatibility of the
robotic mechanism was evaluated in the open-MR scanner and found to produce
no adverse effects. In fact, the robot created less field distortion than the body of
the patient, as measured by [13].
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Figure 2. (a) GE Signa SP open-MRI scanner, with (b) integrated 5-DOF MR-compatible robot.
The robot end-effector is equipped with an optical tracking marker (inset).

4. Phantom Experiments

Needle placement has been verified using a polyvinyl chloride (PVC) tissue phan-
tom measuring 9×9×11cm. The phantom incorporates a prostate model, as well
as several acrylic beads that serve as targets. The beads have a hole diameter
of 3mm, and are embedded at depths up to 9cm from the inferior surface of the
phantom. The tissue phantom was placed into a patient leg model, as shown in
Figure 3(a), and transferred into the MRI scanner in order to mimick the clinical
procedure. Sterile draping is applied to both the patient model and the robot
manipulator arms, as shown in Figure 3(b). The phantom was scanned and the
image volume imported into the 3D Slicer for planning and placement, as de-
scribed in Section 2, and shown in Figure 3(c). In this study, we attempted to

Figure 3. Phantom experiments: (a) scale models of legs and PVC prostate phantom with em-
bedded targets, (b) patient model and robot placement inside the scanner, with sterile draping,
(c)needle trajectories are interactively specified in the planning environment.

place 10 needles (E-Z-EM Inc., MRI Histology) into the centres of the beads from
a variety of different trajectory angles. 7 needles were placed into centres of the
beads, while 2 needles hit the sides of their target beads. One needle, which was
targeted along an elevated oblique angle, was placed adjacent to its target bead.



5

Examples of images, showing needle placement in the phantoms, are provided in
Figure 4.

Figure 4. (a) Real-time image visualization in the Slicer interface during needle insertion; (b,c)
MRI images of needle placement in the phantom; and (d) the target phantom.

In experiments, the system consistently placed needles to within 2mm of their
intended targets in a tissue phantom. Increased placement error was found for
severely oblique needle trajectories, largely due to calibration errors between the
optical tracker and the needle holder. This has subsequently been ameliorated
through improved calibration. In general, system performance is dependent on
accurate calibration between the optical tracker and the image coordinate space,
as is also the case for all clinical cases undertaken in the MRT. An image-based
registration and tracking approach would be preferable, and can be incorporated
into our present system architecture. The advantage of such a visual servo ap-
proach is that the image and device coordinate systems are explicitly registered,
as opposed to a “register and shoot” approach that is dependent on calibrated
external sensors.

5. Conclusion

We have developed an integrated planning system and a robotic assistant that
acts as a dynamic needle guide. This approach helps to simplify workflow by
providing an interactive “point and click” trajectory planning interface and an
MRI-compatible robotic mechanism for precise, yet flexible needle placement. In-
scanner phantom tests have been performed in order to validate system perfor-
mance and needle placement, and preparations are underway for clinical trial.
The system is based on a modular and extensible architecture that will be used as
a testbed for the development of novel image-based navigation and visual servo
techniques in open- and closed-bore MRI scanners, in order to be extended to
other applications of MRI-guided percutaneous therapy in the future.
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