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Abstract
We investigated the dose deviation related to geometric distortion and dose gra-
dient on magnetic resonance-only treatment planning for intensity-modulated
radiation therapy and proton therapy. The residual geometric distortion of two
different magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) sequences (A) and (B) was applied
in the computed tomography image and the structure set of each patient
through a polynomial MRI geometric distortion model to simulate MRI-based
treatment planning. A 3D histogram was generated to specify the relationship
of dose deviation to geometric distortion and dose gradient. When the dose
gradient (Gd) approached zero, the maximum dose deviation reached 1.64%
and 2.71% for photon plans of sequences A and B, respectively. For proton
plans, the maximum dose deviation reached 3.15% and 4.89% for sequences
A and B, respectively. When the geometric distortion (d) was close to zero, the
maximum dose deviation was less than 0.8% for photon and proton plans of
both sequences. Under extreme conditions (d = 2 mm and Gd = 4.5%/mm), the
median value of dose deviation reached 3% and 3.49% for photon and proton
plans, respectively for sequence A,and 2.93% and 4.55% for photon and proton
plans, respectively, for sequence B. We demonstrate that the dose deviation is
specific to MRI hardware parameters. Compared to the photon plan, the proton
plan is more sensitive to the changes in geometric distortion. For typical clinical
MRI geometric distortion (d ≤2 mm), the median dose deviation is expected to
be within 3% and 5% for photon and proton plans, respectively.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been an increasing inter-
est in the application of magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI) in radiation therapy.1–4 MRI offers better
soft-tissue contrast compared to traditional computed
tomography (CT) without giving extra radiation to the
patient. This is critically important because of the esca-
lated dose to the target and surrounding organs at risk
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(OARs). MRI is also a versatile imaging modality for
functional imaging that can be used to evaluate treat-
ment outcomes.5,6 MRI-guided linear accelerator (linac)
systems such as ViewRay® MRIdain and Elekta Unity
systems are becoming increasingly popular in radiation
therapy.7,8 These cutting-edge adaptive radiation ther-
apy systems use MRI daily and can redefine standard
clinical practices and ensure the quality of patient care
in radiation oncology.

J Appl Clin Med Phys. 2022;23:e13517. wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/acm2 1 of 6
https://doi.org/10.1002/acm2.13517

mailto:jihong.wang@mdanderson.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/acm2
https://doi.org/10.1002/acm2.13517


2 of 6 YAN ET AL.

CT has been used as a standard approach for dose
calculation, target delineation,and verifying daily setups.
MRI is usually co-registered with CT for soft tissue visu-
alization. However, this introduces a registration uncer-
tainty that compromises the accuracy of dose deliv-
ery. Studies have estimated that the magnitude of such
errors can be up to 3.5 mm.9–11 The MRI-only radi-
ation therapy can eliminate such errors and reduce
the unnecessary dose from CT, which is especially
beneficial for pediatric patients. The MRI-only planning
is increasingly appealing to these patients, owing to
the rapid development of MRI-guided radiation therapy
techniques.

A challenge when using MRI-only radiation therapy
is the non-unique relationship between the signal den-
sity and electron density. Due to the complexity of the
imaging mechanism, the MRI signal intensity is deter-
mined by many factors such as proton density, tissue
relaxation properties, and strength of the primary mag-
netic field. Additionally, the intrinsic geometric distortion
of MRI could also compromise the accuracy of target
delineation and dose delivery.12,13

Several techniques have been developed to introduce
an MRI-only radiation therapy workflow.14–16 However,
the intrinsic geometric distortion cannot be eliminated.
In this study, the imaging distortion refers to the residual
geometric distortion that is the remaining distortion after
implementing the MRI distortion correction algorithm
provided by the vendor. Several studies have evaluated
the magnitude of geometric distortion in MRI17 and its
dosimetric impact on photon-based radiation therapy.4,18

However, all these studies were based on specific clini-
cal cases and the relationship of geometric distortion to
dose deviation remains unclear. In this study, we inves-
tigate the relationship of dose deviation in photon and
proton treatment plans with the geometric distortion and
dose gradient for the T1-weighted incoherent gradient
echo sequence and the fast field echo sequence of the
1.5 T Elekta Unity system.

2 METHODS

2.1 Patient selection

The study cohort included 20 anonymous patients
selected from the database of the Department of Radi-
ation Oncology at St. Jude Children’s Research Hos-
pital (SJCRH) who received intensity-modulated radia-
tion therapy (IMRT) or proton treatment between 2018
and 2019. This study was reviewed and approved by
the St. Jude institutional review board. The age range
of patients was 19 months to 21 years. We collected
DICOM files of patient CT, structure set, dose prescrip-
tion, beam angle, and optimization objects. For photon
and proton treatments, 10 patients were in each treat-
ment modality group. Target sites for therapy included

TABLE 1 Parameters of two sequences used in the study

Sequence A Sequence B

Field of View (mm) 560×560×200 560×560×400

Voxel (mm) 2×2×2 1.1×1.1×1.1

Echo Time/Repetition Time
(ms)

4.6/11 6.7/3.4

Flip Angle (degree) 30 11

Bandwidth (Hz/pixel) 433 431

Scan Time (min) 3.22 10

the brain, prostate, pelvis, spine, abdomen, and extrem-
ities. We also used a small number of patients in each
study group for multiple cancer sites to cover a broad
spectrum of clinical treatment scenarios.

2.2 Simulating dose deviation caused
by MRI distortion

In this study, we focused on the imaging component
(Marlin, Philips Healthcare, Amsterdam, Netherlands)
of the 1.5 T Unity (Elekta, Stockholm, Sweden) MRI-
linac system. Two MRI sequences that are widely used
in clinical MRI acquisition were used in this study.
For sequence A, vendor-provided 3D geometric distor-
tion data for a T1-weighted incoherent gradient echo
sequence were used. Data were acquired by a geomet-
ric quality assurance (QA) phantom with 1932 oil mark-
ers in 3D space.The diameter of the cylindrical phantom
was 50 cm and the length was 33 cm. The interspace
among different markers was 25 mm in x and y direc-
tions and 55 mm in the z-direction.For sequence B,a 3D
T1-weighted fast field echo sequence was used to scan
a 3D geometric QA phantom (Philips) with seven flat
plates holding a total of 1932 oil capsules in 3D space.
The marker spacing was 25 mm in all three directions,
with a 50 cm phantom diameter and a 33 cm length.
Sequence parameters of the two sequences are sum-
marized in Table 1.

All 3D geometric distortion data were fitted into a
second-order polynomial model developed by Yan et al4

in each slice to find the optimal free parameters. 3D
interpolation was used to simulate the geometric distor-
tion among different slices. Based on the work of Yan et
al’s,4 the simulated error was within 0.4 mm. One diffi-
culty of the study lies in the skewness of the distortion
data. Most of the voxel in the volume of interest had rel-
atively small geometric distortion (<1 mm), leading to
unstable statistical results in the high geometric distor-
tion region. Data augmentation was used to overcome
this challenge. In this study, the magnitude of geometric
distortion was manually changed to one time, two times,
and three times.The corresponding dose deviation com-
pared to the clinical plan was calculated for each voxel.
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The 3D histogram statistics consisted of all of the clini-
cal data and the artificially created data.

For patients receiving proton therapy, single-field uni-
form dose and intensity-modulated proton therapy were
used to develop the plans. For all patients, target and
OARs19 associated with the clinical CT had been
reviewed and approved by attending radiation oncolo-
gists. For photon IMRT plans, the dose was prescribed
to the planning target volume.For proton plans, the dose
was prescribed to the clinical target volume.17 Siemens
(Concord, California) Artiste™ linear accelerator (linac)
and Hitachi PROBEAT-V proton systems (Hitachi, Ltd,
Hitachi City, Japan) were commissioned on the Var-
ian (Palo Alto, California) Eclipse™ treatment planning
system to develop photon and proton plans, respec-
tively. Anisotropic Analytical Algorithm20–22 (v13.7.14)
and Proton Convolution Superposition23–25 (v15.6.05)
were used to calculate photon and proton dose, respec-
tively.

The clinical plan was used as a reference for each
patient. Geometric distortion was applied to the clinical
CT and the structure set for all patients.New plans were
re-optimized using the same parameters such as gantry
angle, beam energy, treatment isocenter, and dose con-
straints as the reference plan based on the distorted CT
and the structure set.The dose of the distorted plan was
recalculated by using the clinical CT and the structure
set. In this study, we refer to these plans as distorted
plans. The final dose deviation was calculated as the
difference between the reference dose and the distorted
dose.The dose grid was 2.5 mm in all three directions for
both photon and proton plans. Dose gradient was calcu-
lated as the dose derivative of distance in the reference
plan to describe how fast the local dose changes with
distance. Dose deviation and dose gradient were calcu-
lated for each voxel.The 3D histogram of dose deviation
(∆D) was generated against geometric distortion (d) and
dose gradient (Gd).

3 RESULTS

The normalized distribution of residual geometric distor-
tion for the Unity system is shown in Figure 1. As seen
clearly, most of the distortion was smaller than 1 mm,
with a mean value of 0.9 mm for both sequences. A 2D
mesh grid was generated by setting the coordinates of
geometric distortion (d) and dose gradient (Gd). A 3D
histogram was created to evaluate the relationship of
median dose deviation (∆D) to geometric distortion and
dose gradient. The natural logarithm of the number of
data points (M) in each pixel of the mesh grid is shown
in Figure 2. Clearly, with an increase in d and Gd, the
M gradually decreased for all plans of both sequences.
This effect can be understood by the fact that most data
points lie within a volume with d ≤1 mm, as indicated by
Figure 1.

F IGURE 1 (color online) Normalized geometric distortion
histogram of the 1.5 T Unity system for sequence A (a) and
sequence B (b). d represents the magnitude of geometric distortion,
N represents the number of data points in each bin of d

The 3D histogram of median normalized dose devi-
ation against geometric distortion and dose gradient is
shown in Figure 3. As shown, for both sequences, pro-
ton plans were more sensitive to changes in geomet-
ric distortion and dose gradient. For all results shown
in Figure 3, d and Gd were in the range that d ≤2 mm
and Gd ≤ 4.5 mm. For sequence A, ∆Dmax values were
3.1% and 3.87% for photon and proton plans, respec-
tively. For sequence B, ∆Dmax values were 3.93% and
6.48% for photon and proton plans, respectively. When
geometric distortion and dose gradient approached the
maximum value (d = 2 mm and Gd = 4.5%/mm), the
median of ∆D reached 3% and 3.49% for photon and
proton plans, respectively, for sequence A and 2.93%
and 4.55% for photon and proton plans, respectively, for
sequence B.As shown in Figure 3,dose deviations were
related to hardware and sequence parameters, which
further demonstrates the complexity of the impact of
geometric distortion on dose deviation for photon and
proton plans.

Dose deviations with the zero dose gradient and geo-
metric distortion are shown in Figure 4a,b, respectively.
Compared to the dose gradient, the geometric distortion
was the dominant factor that decided the dose devia-
tions in photon and proton plans. Based on Figure 4a,
proton plans were more sensitive to changes in geomet-
ric distortion. Overall, dose deviation tended to increase
with an increase in geometric distortion. When geomet-
ric distortion was close to zero, the increase in dose gra-
dient did not lead to apparent changes in dose devia-
tions in photon and proton plans for both sequences.
Specifically, when the dose gradient approached zero,
the maximum dose deviation reached 1.64% and 2.71%
for photon plans of sequences A and B, respectively.
For proton plans, the maximum dose deviation reached
3.15% and 4.89% for sequences A and B, respectively.
When geometric distortion was close to zero, the dose
deviation caused by the increased dose gradient was
less than 0.8% for photon and proton plans of both
sequences.
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F IGURE 2 (color online) Number of data
points for each statistical bin of sequence A
(a,b) and sequence B (c,d). Data points for
photon and proton plans are shown in (a, c)
and (b, d), respectively. d, Gd, and M are the
magnitude of geometric distortion, the dose
gradient, and the number of data points at
each statistical bin, respectively

F IGURE 3 (color online) Dose deviation
of sequence A (a,b) and sequence B (c,d).
Photon plan deviations are shown in (a) and
(c), proton plan deviations are shown in (b)
and (d). d, Gd, and ΔD are the magnitude of
geometric distortion, dose gradient, and the
dose deviation, respectively

4 DISCUSSION

In this study, we developed a generalized technique to
study the relationship of dose deviations to geometric
distortion and dose gradient. Two MRI sequences were
used to simulate the dose deviations caused by geo-

metric distortion. A cohort of 20 patients receiving pho-
ton and proton treatment with tumors at six different
anatomic sites comprised this study group.A polynomial
model4 was used to simulate the geometric distortion
of two MRI sequences. For each voxel, dose deviation,
dose gradient of the clinical plan,and the corresponding
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F IGURE 4 (color online) Dose deviations ΔD at the edge of Figure 3 of sequence A and B for photon and proton plans. Panel (a) shows
the change of ΔD with zero dose gradient Gd. Panel (b) shows the change of ΔD with zero geometric distortion d

geometric distortion were calculated.Rather than focus-
ing on a specific cancer category, we used a small num-
ber of patients in each study group for multiple cancer
sites to cover a broad spectrum of clinical treatments.
We also extended our study to state-of -the-art proton
therapy. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
study that analyzes the impact of MRI distortion on pro-
ton treatment.

In our current study, the uncertainty of re-optimization
in the distorted plan is expected to contribute to the over-
all dose deviations from the clinical plans. Based on the
calculation results shown in Figures 3 and 4, under the
condition that d approached zero, median dose devia-
tions caused by the optimization uncertainty were less
than 1% of the total dose for all plans. Thus, the minor
uncertainties of there-optimization did not compromise
the integrity of our study.

It is known that dose gradient shows how fast the dose
change with respect to the change in distance. When
the dose gradient is very high (e.g., 5%/mm), small geo-
metric distortion (e.g.,<1 mm) could potentially lead to a
dose deviation making a plan is unacceptable.The dose
gradient is a characteristic of the treatment plan itself,
which is decided by planning goals, treatment modality,
and hardware parameters such as the MLC leaf width
and beam quality. Geometric distortion could lead to
more prominent dose deviations in regions with large
dose gradients on MR-based treatment plans,as shown
in Figure 4a,b.

It is worth mentioning that our study accounts for
only the systematic geometric distortion after standard
correction. The geometric distortion data measured by
the phantom during our routine QA shows that slightly
larger residual distortion can be observed in the periph-
eral regions, usually with 2 mm at about 20 cm away
from the imaging center,compared with negligible distor-
tion within 5 cm of the imaging center.4 By applying the
geometric distortion model derived from phantom data
to patient plans, it will help to guide patient setup and

treatment planning for MR-linac treatment. For exam-
ple, one may set up the patient so that the treatment
target falls within a region with negligible residual sys-
tematic distortion. One may also use this study to guide
the margin creation to account for geometric distortion,
particularly in high-dose gradient regions. One limita-
tion is that the patient-specific residual distortion was
not considered in this study. Additional study to mea-
sure the patient-specific residual distortion is needed
but our approach in analyzing the dose deviation related
to this type of residual distortion and dose gradient is still
applicable.

The presented study provides a technique to gen-
erate an atlas that correlates dosimetric deviations
with dose gradient and geometric distortion. Due to
the complexity of the MRI geometric distortion, the
atlas could be generated for different sequences of
a specific MRI-linac system. The results can be used
to predict dose deviations of the treatment plan,
which could be used to evaluate the robustness of
the MRI-based treatment plan for photon and proton
treatment.

5 CONCLUSION

In this study, we developed a technique to correlate the
dose deviation with dose gradient and MRI geometric
distortion for MRI systems. We demonstrate that the
dose deviation caused by the geometric distortion of
MRI depends on the specific MRI hardware parameters.
Compared to the photon plan, the proton plan is more
sensitive to changes in geometric distortion. For typical
clinical MRI geometric distortion (d ≤2 mm), the median
dose deviation is expected to be within 3% and 5% for
photon and proton plans, respectively. To fully use the
benefits of MRI in radiation therapy, the MRI geomet-
ric distortion needs to be carefully addressed for MRI-
based treatment planning.



6 of 6 YAN ET AL.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
The authors thank Dr. Chia-ho Hua and Dr. Li Zhao from
the Department of Radiation Oncology of SJCRH for
inspiring discussions to improve this study. We would
also like to thank Dr. Vani Shanker from the Department
of Scientific Editing of SJCRH for providing the scientific
editing service.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUT IONS
The above authors have contributed substantially to the
study design,data acquisition and analysis,and interpre-
tation of this work. All authors have reviewed, approved,
and agreed to be accountable for all aspects related to
the accuracy integrity of this manuscript submission.

CONFL ICT OF INTEREST
The authors have declared no conflict of interest.

REFERENCES
1. Metcalfe P, Liney GP, Holloway L, et al. The potential for an

enhanced role for MRI in radiation-therapy treatment planning.
Technol Cancer Res Treat. 2013;12:429-446.

2. Edmund JM, Nyholm T. A review of substitute CT generation for
MRI-only radiation therapy. Radiat Oncol. 2017;12:28.

3. Johnstone E,Wyatt JJ,Henry AM,et al.Systematic review of syn-
thetic computed tomography generation methodologies for use in
magnetic resonance imaging–only radiation therapy. Int J Radiat
Oncol Biol Phys. 2018;100:199-217.

4. Yan Y, Yang J, Beddar S, et al. A methodology to investigate
the impact of image distortions on the radiation dose when
using magnetic resonance images for planning. Phys Med Biol.
2018;63:085005.

5. Dirix P, De Keyzer F, Vandecaveye V, Stroobants S, Hermans R,
Nuyts S.Diffusion-weighted magnetic resonance imaging to eval-
uate major salivary gland function before and after radiotherapy.
Int J Radiat Oncol Biol Phys. 2008;71:1365-1371.

6. Head J, Cooperative NRMD, Sandulache VC, et al. Dynamic
contrast-enhanced MRI detects acute radiotherapy-induced
alterations in mandibular microvasculature: prospective assess-
ment of imaging biomarkers of normal tissue injury. Sci Rep.
2016;6:29864.

7. McDonald BA, Vedam S, Yang J, et al. Initial feasibility and clini-
cal implementation of daily MR-guided adaptive head and neck
cancer radiation therapy on a 1.5 t mr-linac system:prospective r-
ideal 2a/2b systematic clinical evaluation of technical innovation.
Int J Radiat Oncol Biol Phys. 2021;109(5):1606-1618.

8. Chen Y, Lu L, Zhu T, Ma D. Technical overview of magnetic reso-
nance fingerprinting and its applications in radiation therapy.Med
Phys. 2021:1-15.

9. Demol B, Boydev C, Korhonen J, Reynaert N. Dosimetric char-
acterization of MRI-only treatment planning for brain tumors in
atlas-based pseudo-CT images generated from standard T1-
weighted MR images. Med Phys. 2016;43:6557-6568.

10. Ulin K, Urie MM, Cherlow JM. Results of a multi-institutional
benchmark test for cranial CT/MR image registration. Int J Radiat
Oncol Biol Phys. 2010;77:1584-1589.

11. Andreasen D,Van Leemput K,Hansen RH,Andersen JA,Edmund
JM. Patch-based generation of a pseudo CT from conventional
MRI sequences for MRI-only radiotherapy of the brain.Med Phys.
2015;42:1596-1605.

12. Lambert J,Greer PB,Menk F,et al.MRI-guided prostate radiation
therapy planning: investigation of dosimetric accuracy of MRI-
based dose planning. Radiother Oncol. 2011;98:330-334.

13. Metcalfe P, Liney G, Holloway L, et al. The potential for an
enhanced role for MRI in radiation-therapy treatment planning.
Technol Cancer Res Treat. 2013;12:429-446.

14. Dowling JA, Lambert J, Parker J, et al. An atlas-based electron
density mapping method for magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)-
alone treatment planning and adaptive MRI-based prostate radi-
ation therapy. Int J Radiat Oncol Biol Phys. 2012;83:e5-e11.

15. Fischer-Valuck BW, Henke L, Green O, et al. Two-and-a-half -
year clinical experience with the world’s first magnetic reso-
nance image guided radiation therapy system. Adv Radiat Oncol.
2017;2:485-493.

16. Koivula L, Wee L, Korhonen J. Intensity modulated dose calcu-
lation with an improved experimental pencil-beam kernel. Med
Phys. 2016;43:4634-4642.

17. Weygand J, Fuller CD, Ibbott GS, et al. Spatial precision in mag-
netic resonance imaging-guided radiation therapy: the role of
geometric distortion. Int J Radiat Oncol Biol Phys . 2016;95:1304-
1316.

18. Keesman R, van de Lindt TN, Juan-Cruz C, et al. Correcting geo-
metric image distortions in slice-based 4D-MRI on the MR-linac.
Med Phys. 2019;46:3044-3054.

19. Landberg T, Chavaudra J, Dobbs J, et al. Journal of the ICRU
NP–NP. 1999.

20. Ulmer W, Harder D. A triple gaussian pencil beam model for pho-
ton beam treatment planning. Zeitschrift für medizinische Physik.
1995;5:25-30.

21. Ulmer W,Harder D.Applications of a triple gaussian pencil beam
model for photon beam treatment planning. Zeitschrift für Medi-
zinische Physik. 1996;6:68-74.

22. Ulmer W, Harder D. Corrected tables of the area integral i(z) for
the triple gaussian pencil beam model. Zeitschrift für Medizinis-
che Physik. 1997;7:192-193.

23. Mackie T, Scrimger J, Battista J. A convolution method of calcu-
lating dose for 15-MV x rays. Med Phys. 1985;12:188-196.

24. Mackie T, Bielajew A, Rogers D, Battista J. Generation of photon
energy deposition kernels using the EGS Monte Carlo code.Phys
Med Biol. 1988;33:1.

25. Varian Eclipse Proton Algorithms Reference Guide 2015.

How to cite this article: Yan Y, Yang J, Li Y,
Ding Y, Kadbi M, Wang J. Impact of geometric
distortion on dose deviation for photon and
proton treatment plans. J Appl Clin Med Phys.
2022;23:e13517.
https://doi.org/10.1002/acm2.13517

https://doi.org/10.1002/acm2.13517

	Impact of geometric distortion on dose deviation for photon and proton treatment plans
	Abstract
	1 | INTRODUCTION
	2 | METHODS
	2.1 | Patient selection
	2.2 | Simulating dose deviation caused by MRI distortion

	3 | RESULTS
	4 | DISCUSSION
	5 | CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	REFERENCES


