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PATIENT INFORMATION 
ULTRASOUND – CAROTID ARTERIES 

 
What is Carotid Ultrasound Imaging? 
Ultrasound is safe and painless and produces pictures of the inside of the body using sound waves.  Ultrasound 
imaging, also called ultrasound scanning or sonography, involves the use of a small transducer (probe) and ultrasound 
gel placed directly on the skin.  High-frequency sound waves are transmitted from the probe through the gel into the 
body.  The transducer collects the sounds that bounce back and a computer then uses those sound waves to create an 
image.  Ultrasound examinations do not use ionizing radiation (as used in x-rays), thus there is no radiation exposure 
to the patient.  Because ultrasound images are captured in real-time, they can show the structure and movement of 
the body's internal organs, as well as blood flowing through blood vessels.  An ultrasound of the body's two carotid 
arteries, which are located on each side of the neck and carry blood from the heart to the brain, provides detailed 
pictures of these blood vessels and information about the blood flowing through them.  The major goal of carotid 
ultrasound is to screen patients for blockage or narrowing of their carotid arteries, which if present may increase 
their risk of having a stroke.  If a significant narrowing is detected, a comprehensive treatment may be initiated.  It 
may also be performed if a patient has high blood pressure or a carotid bruit—an abnormal sound in the neck that is 
heard with the stethoscope.  Other risk factors calling for a carotid ultrasound are diabetes, elevated blood 
cholesterol, or a family history of stroke or heart disease. 
 
Doppler ultrasound images can help the physician to see and evaluate: 

 Blockages to blood flow (such as clots) 
 Narrowing of vessels 
 Tumors and congenital vascular malformations 
 Reduced or absent blood flow to various organs 
 Greater than normal blood flow to different areas, which is sometimes seen in infections 

 
What is a transcranial doppler ultrasound? 
Transcranial doppler ultrasound (TCD) is a non-invasive ultrasound method used to examine the blood circulation 
within the brain.  Your doctor has recommended that you have this test to determine the amount of blood flow to 
certain areas of your brain.  During TCD, inaudible sound waves are transmitted through the tissues of the skull.  
These sound waves reflect off blood cells moving within the blood vessels, allowing the radiologist to interpret their 
speed and direction.  The sound waves are recorded and displayed on a computer screen.  TCD ultrasound images 
help in the diagnosis of a wide range of conditions affecting blood flow to the brain and within the brain. 
 
How should I prepare? 
You should wear comfortable, loose-fitting clothing for your ultrasound exam.  You may need to remove any 
obstructive clothing and jewelry in the area to be examined.  A loose-fitting, open necked shirt or blouse is ideal. 
 
How is the procedure performed? 
For most ultrasound exams, you will be positioned lying face-up on an examination table.  A clear water-based gel is 
applied to the area of the body being studied to help the transducer make secure contact with the body and eliminate 
air pockets between the transducer and the skin that can block the sound waves from 
passing into your body.  The sonographer then places the transducer on the skin in various locations, sweeping over 
the area of interest or angling the sound beam from a different location to better see an area of concern.  This 
ultrasound examination is usually completed within 20 to 30 minutes.  If scanning is performed over an area of 
tenderness, you may feel pressure or minor pain from the transducer.  Once the imaging is complete, the clear 
ultrasound gel will be wiped off your skin.  Any portions that are not wiped off will dry quickly.  The ultrasound gel 
does not usually stain or discolor clothing.  After an ultrasound examination, you should be able to resume your 
normal activities immediately. 


