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Abstract 

Positron Emission Tomography combined with Computed Tomography (PET/CT) has emerged as a 

transformative imaging modality in medical diagnostics, particularly in oncology, neurology, and cardiology. By 

merging PET's functional imaging with CT's anatomical precision, PET/CT provides unparalleled insights into 

the body's metabolic and structural aspects, facilitating accurate disease detection, characterization, and staging. 

This study employs a comprehensive approach, incorporating direct observations at a leading PET/CT center, 

expert interviews, and an extensive literature review. Key findings reveal the fundamental properties of positrons 

and their application in PET imaging, tracing the evolution of PET/CT technology from its inception to its current 

state. Detailed descriptions of PET/CT components, including the PET scanner's radiopharmaceuticals and 

detector systems and the CT scanner's X-ray generation and detection mechanisms, underscore the technological 

sophistication of this hybrid imaging modality. The operational mechanism of PET/CT, from radiopharmaceutical 

administration to image fusion, highlights its capability to provide comprehensive diagnostic information. Clinical 

applications demonstrate PET/CT's vital role in oncology for tumor detection and staging, in neurology for brain 

disorder evaluation, and in cardiology for assessing myocardial perfusion and viability. Despite challenges such 

as high costs and radiation exposure, advancements in radiopharmaceuticals and hybrid imaging technologies, 

such as PET/MRI, promise to enhance PET/CT's clinical utility. As PET/CT continues to evolve, it stands as a 

cornerstone of modern diagnostic imaging, significantly impacting personalized medicine by offering new 

avenues for disease detection and treatment. 
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1. Introduction 

Positron Emission Tomography (PET) combined with Computed Tomography (CT), or PET/CT, is a technique 

in which functional and anatomical insight is obtained. Combination of CT scan with PET has remarkably 

improved the quality of imaging to better delineate the anatomy and its functional co-relation. This modality has 

been very accurate in detecting, characterizing, and staging the disease. This has been found to be very useful in 

treatment planning and follow-ups, especially in cancer cases. 

2. Materials and Methods 

This study was conducted at the Molecular Imaging Center of a tertiary-level hospital with an average workload 

of 130-150 cases per month. This information was gathered from first-hand experience of working in the 

department, interacting with the patients, technicians, experts, and maintenance engineers. A literature search was 

carried out. Standard textbooks and journals were used, which were available in the departmental library. The 

information gathered from observations, interviews, and literature was systematically analyzed. This approach 

provided a complete perspective of this technique and the future directions of PET/CT imaging. 

3. Results and Discussion 

This section has been divided into understanding the basics of positrons. Subsequent discussion will focus on the 

development of PET/CT, components, mechanisms, and clinical applications. 

3.1. Positron 

A positron is also known as an antielectron. 

3.2. Properties of Positron  

The mass of the positron is the same as that of an electron, approximately 9.109×10-31 kilograms. It carries a 

positive electric charge of +1 elementary charge (+1e). This charge is equal to and opposite to an electron. [1] The 

positron is a fermion with a spin of 1/2. This means it follows the Pauli exclusion principle, which states that no 

two fermions can occupy the same quantum state simultaneously [1]. 

3.3. Production and Annihilation 

In certain radionuclides, beta-plus decay occurs, in which a proton in the nucleus of an unstable atom is converted 

into a neutron, a positron, and a neutrino. This positron is emitted from the nucleus. This positron, when it collides 

with an electron, their mass is converted into energy. This process is known as annihilation. This produces two 

gamma photons, which are emitted in opposite directions. This property of photon emission is used in PET 

imaging to detect the location of the positron emissions within the body. Each gamma photon contains 511 keV 

energy [2]. 
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3.4. Applications 

Positrons has wider applications in the field of imaging, to understand properties of antimatter and fundamental 

forces [1]. 

4. Evolution of PET/CT 

The development of PET scans and CT scans are two important milestones in the history of clinical imaging. PET 

scan is functional imaging, whereas CT scan is anatomical imaging. This has been marked by a series of 

advancements and the integration of technologies. These developments are explained in the following timelines. 

1970s: Michael Phelps and his colleagues. pioneered the concept of PET as a functional imaging modality using 

radionuclides. But the problem with this imaging was poor spatial resolution. And also, inability to provide exact 

anatomical context [3]. 

1980s: Hounsfield and Cormack successfully used the X-rays to study the cross-sectional anatomy. This 

revolutionized anatomical imaging [4]. 

1990s: Attempts were made to integrate these two techniques to provide both functional and anatomical imaging 

at the same time. 

1998: Siemens Medical Solutions made the first commercially available PET CT scan [5]. 

2000s: Developments continued with the focus on improving the spatial information, reducing radiation, 

improving the quality of images, and better software for the integration of these technologies. Developments such 

as Time of Flight and iterative reconstruction improved the overall sensitivity and quality of the imaging [6]. 

These advances revolutionized the management of many diseases, especially cancer treatment [7]. 

5. Components of PET/CT 

The PET/CT scanner is a sophisticated medical imaging device that integrates two distinct technologies: Positron 

Emission Tomography (PET) and Computed Tomography (CT). Each component plays a crucial role in providing 

comprehensive diagnostic information. 

5.1. PET Scanner 

Radiopharmaceuticals 

Tracer Injection: Radiopharmaceuticals are compounds labeled with positron-emitting radionuclides, such as 

Fluorodeoxyglucose (FDG). These tracers are injected into the patient's bloodstream.3 

Tracer Distribution: The tracers accumulate in tissues with high metabolic activity, such as cancer cells, allowing 

for visualization of metabolic processes [7]. 
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PET Detector System: 

Detector Crystals: PET scanners use detector crystals (e.g., lutetium oxyorthosilicate (LSO), bismuth germanate 

(BGO)) to detect gamma rays emitted during positron annihilation [1] 

Photomultiplier Tubes (PMTs): These tubes convert the light produced by gamma rays interacting with the 

crystals into electrical signals. 

Coincidence Detection: The PET system detects pairs of gamma rays emitted simultaneously from the patient, 

providing data for image reconstruction [3]. 

Data Acquisition and Processing: 

Sinogram Formation: The detected signals are organized into a sinogram, representing the raw data of the scan. 

Image Reconstruction: Advanced algorithms, such as iterative reconstruction, are used to convert the sinogram 

into a three-dimensional image of the tracer distribution [8]. 

5.2. CT Scanner 

X-ray Tube: 

X-ray Generation: The CT scanner uses an X-ray tube that emits X-rays as it rotates around the patient [1]. 

Collimators: These devices shape and direct the X-ray beam, ensuring it targets the specific area of interest. 

Detector Array: 

Detection of X-rays: The X-ray beam passes through the patient and is detected by an array of sensors, which 

measure the intensity of the transmitted X-rays. 

Data Collection: The sensors convert the X-rays into electrical signals, representing the attenuation of X-rays by 

different tissues [1]. 

Image Reconstruction: 

Slice Acquisition: The data collected by the detectors are used to reconstruct cross-sectional images (slices) of 

the body. 

3D Reconstruction: Multiple slices are combined to produce detailed three-dimensional images of the anatomical 

structures [5]. 
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5.3. Integrated PET/CT System 

Hardware Integration: 

Gantry Design: The PET and CT components are integrated into a single gantry, allowing for sequential or 

simultaneous acquisition of PET and CT images. 

Patient Table: A motorized table moves the patient through the scanner, ensuring precise alignment for both PET 

and CT imaging [5]. 

Software Integration: 

Image Fusion: Advanced software algorithms fuse the metabolic data from PET with the anatomical data from 

CT, creating a comprehensive image that highlights both functional and structural information [9]. 

Attenuation Correction: The CT data are used to correct the PET images for tissue attenuation, enhancing the 

accuracy of the PET scan [9]. 

Control System: 

Operator Console: The entire scanning process is controlled from an operator console, where technologists can 

adjust parameters, monitor the scan, and ensure optimal image quality. 

5.4. Ancillary Equipment 

Radiopharmaceutical Production: 

Cyclotron: A cyclotron is often used on-site to produce short-lived radionuclides required for PET imaging. 

Radiochemistry Lab: This lab is responsible for synthesizing the radiopharmaceuticals and ensuring their quality 

and safety for patient use [6]. 

Patient Monitoring: 

Vital Signs Monitoring: Equipment to monitor the patient's vital signs during the scan, ensuring their safety and 

well-being [10]. 

6. Mechanism of Working of PET/CT 

PET/CT scanning combines the functional imaging capabilities of Positron Emission Tomography (PET) with the 

anatomical imaging capabilities of Computed Tomography (CT) to provide comprehensive diagnostic 

information. The mechanism of working PET/CT involves several critical steps, from the administration of 

radiopharmaceuticals to the final image fusion. 
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Radiopharmaceutical Administration: 

The process begins with the administration of a radiopharmaceutical, such as Fluorodeoxyglucose (FDG), which 

is labeled with a positron-emitting radionuclide.3 The radiopharmaceutical is injected into the patient's 

bloodstream, where it circulates and accumulates in tissues with high metabolic activity, such as tumors or areas 

of inflammation [7]. 

PET Imaging: 

Positron Emission and Annihilation: 

Once the radiopharmaceutical accumulates in the target tissues, the positron-emitting radionuclide undergoes 

decay, emitting positrons. These positrons travel a short distance before encountering electrons in the surrounding 

tissue, leading to a process called annihilation. This annihilation event produces two gamma photons emitted in 

opposite directions [1]. 

Detection of Gamma Photons: 

The PET scanner is equipped with a ring of detectors made from materials such as lutetium oxyorthosilicate (LSO) 

or bismuth germanate (BGO).1 These detectors capture the gamma photons produced by the annihilation events. 

Photomultiplier tubes (PMTs) then convert the light produced by the interaction of gamma photons with the 

detector crystals into electrical signals. 

Image Reconstruction: 

The PET system uses coincidence detection to identify pairs of gamma photons emitted simultaneously from the 

same annihilation event. This data is organized into a sinogram, which represents the raw data of the scan. 

Advanced algorithms, such as iterative reconstruction, process this data to create three-dimensional images of the 

tracer distribution within the body [6]. 

CT Imaging: 

X-ray Generation and Detection: 

The CT component of the PET/CT scanner uses an X-ray tube that emits X-rays as it rotates around the patient. 

These X-rays pass through the patient's body and are detected by an array of sensors. The intensity of the 

transmitted X-rays is measured, providing information on the attenuation of X-rays by different tissues [1]. 

Image Reconstruction: 

The data collected by the CT detectors is used to reconstruct cross-sectional images (slices) of the body. Multiple 

slices are combined to produce detailed three-dimensional images of the anatomical structures. These images 

provide precise anatomical localization for the functional data obtained from the PET scan [5]. 
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Integration and Image Fusion: 

The PET and CT components are integrated into a single gantry, allowing for sequential or simultaneous 

acquisition of PET and CT images. A motorized table moves the patient through the scanner to ensure precise 

alignment for both imaging modalities [5]. 

Attenuation Correction and Image Fusion: 

The CT images are used to correct the PET images for tissue attenuation, enhancing the accuracy of the PET 

scan.9 Advanced software algorithms then fuse the metabolic data from PET with the anatomical data from CT, 

creating comprehensive images that highlight both functional and structural information. This fusion allows 

clinicians to accurately localize areas of abnormal metabolic activity within the anatomical context, improving 

diagnostic accuracy and guiding treatment planning. [9]. 

7. Patient Preparation for PET/CT 

Proper preparation is crucial for obtaining accurate PET/CT images. The process involves several key steps to 

ensure optimal imaging results. 

Pre-Scan Instructions: 

Dietary Restrictions: Patients are typically asked to fast for 4-6 hours before the scan to ensure accurate tracer 

distribution. Specific dietary restrictions may also apply to avoid foods that affect glucose metabolism [7]. 

Hydration: Adequate hydration is encouraged to improve imaging quality and facilitate tracer clearance [10]. 

Medication: Patients should inform their provider about all medications, as some may need to be withheld 

temporarily [7]. 

Arrival at the Imaging Facility: 

Registration and Medical History: Patients provide their medical history and sign a consent form for the procedure 

Reference [10]. 

Radiopharmaceutical Injection: 

Tracer Administration: A radiopharmaceutical, such as FDG, is injected intravenously. Patients usually wait 30-

60 minutes to allow the tracer to distribute.3 They should rest quietly during this period to avoid affecting the 

tracer distribution [10]. 

During the Scan: 

Positioning: The patient lies on the scanning table and must remain still throughout the scan to prevent image 
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blurring. The technologist provides instructions and may use supports to ensure proper positioning [8]. 

Breathing Instructions: Patients might need to hold their breath at certain times to minimize motion artefacts [9].  

Post-Scan Care: 

Hydration: Drinking fluids after the scan helps flush the radiopharmaceutical from the body [10]. 

Follow-Up: Patients may have follow-up appointments to discuss results and further treatment. They should report 

any unusual symptoms post-scan [7]. 

8. Clinical Applications 

Oncology: 

PET/CT has become an indispensable tool in oncology, playing a critical role in the diagnosis, staging, and 

monitoring of various cancers. The high metabolic activity of cancer cells makes them readily detectable with 

FDG-PET. PET/CT is particularly valuable in identifying primary tumors, assessing the extent of disease spread 

(metastasis), and evaluating the effectiveness of treatment [7].  In cancer diagnosis, PET/CT helps differentiate 

benign from malignant lesions, thereby reducing the need for invasive biopsy procedures. For instance, in lung 

cancer, PET/CT has demonstrated superior accuracy in distinguishing between benign and malignant pulmonary 

nodules compared to CT alone [11]. Additionally, PET/CT plays a crucial role in staging cancer by detecting 

metastatic lesions that may not be visible on conventional imaging, leading to more accurate treatment planning 

Reference [12].  PET/CT is also essential in monitoring the response to cancer therapy. By assessing changes in 

metabolic activity, PET/CT can determine the effectiveness of treatment earlier than anatomical imaging alone. 

This allows for timely adjustments to the treatment regimen, potentially improving patient outcomes [13]. 

Neurology: 

In neurology, PET/CT is used to evaluate various brain disorders, including Alzheimer's disease, epilepsy, and 

brain tumors. The ability of PET to measure regional brain metabolism and receptor binding provides unique 

insights into the functional aspects of neurological conditions [14].  In Alzheimer's disease, PET/CT with FDG 

can identify patterns of reduced glucose metabolism in specific brain regions, aiding in early diagnosis and 

differentiation from other types of dementia [15].  The use of amyloid-specific PET tracers has further enhanced 

the diagnostic accuracy of Alzheimer's disease by detecting amyloid plaques, a hallmark of the disease [16].  

PET/CT is also valuable in the evaluation of epilepsy, particularly in patients with refractory seizures. By 

identifying areas of altered metabolism, PET/CT can help localize the seizure focus, guiding surgical intervention 

in cases where medication is ineffective [17]. 

Cardiology: 

In cardiology, PET/CT is used to assess myocardial perfusion and viability, providing critical information for the 
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management of coronary artery disease (CAD). PET/CT can accurately measure blood flow to the heart muscle, 

identify areas of reduced perfusion, and assess the viability of ischemic myocardium [18].  PET/CT myocardial 

perfusion imaging is superior to traditional SPECT imaging due to its higher spatial resolution and quantitative 

capabilities. This allows for more accurate detection of coronary artery disease and better risk stratification of 

patients [19].  PET/CT is also used to assess myocardial viability in patients with severe CAD. By differentiating 

between viable and non-viable myocardium, PET/CT helps determine the potential benefit of revascularization 

procedures, such as coronary artery bypass grafting (CABG) or percutaneous coronary intervention (PCI) [20]. 

9. Challenges and Limitations 

Despite its numerous advantages, PET/CT has some limitations. The high cost of the equipment and 

radiopharmaceuticals can be a barrier to widespread adoption. Additionally, the exposure to ionizing radiation 

from both PET and CT components raises concerns about the potential risk to patients, particularly with repeated 

imaging [21].  The high cost of PET/CT scanners and the need for on-site cyclotrons to produce short-lived 

radiopharmaceuticals limit the availability of PET/CT imaging in many regions. Efforts to develop more 

affordable scanners and longer-lived tracers are ongoing to improve accessibility [22].  The combined radiation 

dose from PET and CT components is a concern, particularly for pediatric patients and those requiring multiple 

scans. Strategies to minimize radiation exposure include optimizing scanning protocols, using lower-dose CT 

techniques, and developing alternative imaging modalities with lower radiation risk [23]. 

10. Future Directions 

The future of PET/CT imaging is promising, with ongoing advancements in technology and radiopharmaceutical 

development. The emergence of new tracers targeting specific molecular pathways is expanding the clinical 

applications of PET/CT. Additionally, hybrid imaging modalities, such as PET/MRI, are being explored to further 

enhance diagnostic capabilities while reducing radiation exposure [24]. 

Advanced Radiopharmaceuticals: 

The development of new radiopharmaceuticals targeting specific molecular markers holds great potential for 

personalized medicine. For example, tracers targeting prostate-specific membrane antigen (PSMA) are showing 

promise in the detection and staging of prostate cancer [25].  Similarly, tracers targeting immune checkpoint 

molecules are being investigated for their potential to monitor immunotherapy response in cancer patients [26]. 

PET/MRI: 

PET/MRI combines the metabolic imaging capabilities of PET with the superior soft-tissue contrast of MRI. This 

hybrid modality offers several advantages, including reduced radiation exposure and improved imaging of certain 

anatomical regions, such as the brain and pelvis [27].  While still in its early stages, PET/MRI is expected to play 

an increasingly important role in clinical practice. 
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11. Conclusion 

PET/CT has revolutionized medical imaging by combining the metabolic sensitivity of PET with the anatomical 

precision of CT. Its clinical applications in oncology, neurology, and cardiology have significantly improved the 

diagnosis, staging, and monitoring of various diseases. Despite challenges related to cost and radiation exposure, 

ongoing advancements in technology and radiopharmaceutical development are poised to further enhance the 

capabilities and accessibility of PET/CT imaging. As a cornerstone of modern diagnostic imaging, PET/CT 

continues to shape the future of personalized medicine, offering new possibilities for disease detection and 

treatment. 

12. Limitations and Constraints 

This study's limitations include due to its reliance on a single PET/CT center and the observational nature of the 

study may not capture all technical variations in PET/CT usage. Additionally, interviews with a small group of 

specialists may not represent broader perspectives in the medical field. The use of retrospective literature reviews 

may lead to selection bias, as only available data at the time was considered. Finally, the study did not include 

quantitative analysis, which could limit its ability to provide measurable outcomes or statistically robust 

conclusions. 
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