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In single photon emission computed tomography, the choice of the collimator has a major impact
on the sensitivity and resolution of the system. Traditional parallel-hole and fan-beam collimators
used in clinical practice, for example, have a relatively poor sensitivity and subcentimeter spatial
resolution, while in small-animal imaging, pinhole collimators are used to obtain submillimeter
resolution and multiple pinholes are often combined to increase sensitivity. This paper reviews
methods for production, sensitivity maximization, and task-based optimization of collimation for
both clinical and preclinical imaging applications. New opportunities for improved collimation are
now arising primarily because of (i) new collimator-production techniques and (ii) detectors with
improved intrinsic spatial resolution that have recently become available. These new technologies
are expected to impact the design of collimators in the future. The authors also discuss concepts like
septal penetration, high-resolution applications, multiplexing, sampling completeness, and adaptive
systems, and the authors conclude with an example of an optimization study for a parallel-hole,
fan-beam, cone-beam, and multiple-pinhole collimator for different applications. C 2015 American
Association of Physicists in Medicine. [http://dx.doi.org/10.1118/1.4927061]
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1. INTRODUCTION

Single photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) relies
on the tracer principle1 to image physiological functions.
A tracer is injected intravenously into the bloodstream of
the patient and participates in the body’s metabolism and
distributes accordingly. Following radioactive decay, photons
will be emitted in all directions and exit the body to be
detected by a gamma camera. In order to reconstruct the
original location of the source, information about the incident
angle of the detected photons on the detector is needed.
Therefore, a collimator, which maps lines of response to
particular detector positions, is used. In most clinical systems
[e.g., Fig. 1(a)], the collimator is mounted on a flat detector
head that rotates around the patient to acquire projection data
at different angles. An iterative reconstruction algorithm or
an analytic approach [e.g., filtered back projection (FBP)]
can then be used to reconstruct the three-dimensional (3D)
distribution of the radioactive tracer. In fact, the reconstructed
SPECT image is actually a blurred version of the true activity
distribution, due to the finite resolution of the system. Spatial
resolution is an important system property and is expressed as
the full-width-at-half-maximum (FWHM) of the point spread
function (PSF), which is determined by the detector intrinsic

resolution and the geometrical resolution of the collimator.
Another important system property is sensitivity, i.e., the
ratio of emitted versus detected photons. Both sensitivity
and resolution can have different values across the field of
view (FOV) but most manufacturers only mention one value.
When comparing different systems, it is therefore important to
understand which value is used. Sensitivity can be, e.g., a peak
value, the value at the center of the FOV or an average over
the complete FOV (volume sensitivity). It can be calculated
theoretically or measured experimentally (in which case it
might include attenuation in the phantom). Spatial resolution
is often calculated in the center of the FOV or measured by
evaluating the smallest rods that can be distinguished in a
cold/hot rod phantom.

Despite the growth of positron emission tomographic
(PET) examinations in recent years, the number of SPECT
procedures has remained stable or even increased, e.g., in
Europe.2 SPECT radionuclides have an intermediate half-
life—typically ranging from a few hours to a few days—and
can, therefore, be produced in large quantities and distributed
by pharmaceutical companies. PET tracers, on the other
hand, have a half-life ranging from a few seconds to a few
hours, so that more remote hospitals need to have their
own cyclotron infrastructure, which drastically increases the
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F. 1. (a) The Prism 3000XP from Picker (Philips): a clinical triple-
head SPECT system (b) The U-SPECT II from MILabs: A preclinical
stationary SPECT system (c) A parallel-hole collimator (d) A multiple-
pinhole collimator.

operational costs. The most commonly used radionuclide for
SPECT is 99m-technetium (99mTc), which has a main photo
peak at 140.5 keV and a half-life of 6.01 h. 99mTc-labeled
hexamethyl propyleneamine oxime (HMPAO) is one example
of a SPECT tracer that is widely used in clinical practice
for inflammation and for cerebral perfusion imaging.3 It is
also used for ictal SPECT in focal epilepsy, as an alternative
to 99mTc-labeled ethyl cysteinate dimer (ECD). Other 99mTc-
based tracers are 99mTc-sestamibi, with applications in car-
diac imaging4 and oncology, 99mTc-methylene diphosphonate
(MDP) for bone scintigraphy,5 and 99mTc-labeled colloids
for sentinel lymph node visualization. Other radionuclides
include, for example, 111In and 123I with 111In being used
in octreotide scans for diagnosing carcinoid tumors3 and
paragangliomas6 and with the latter being most commonly
used as Na123I for the evaluation of thyroid disease7 and in,
e.g., 123I-N-omega-fluoropropyl-2beta-carbomethoxy-3beta-
(4-iodophenyl)nortropan (FP-CIT)8 and 123I-iodobenzamide
(IBZM)9 for the diagnosis of Parkinson’s and Huntington’s
diseases. The same radiotracers are also used in small animals
for preclinical and translational studies.10 For the development
of new tracers and new therapies, (small) animal studies are
performed using representative animal models.

Every application has its own specific requirements for
sensitivity and resolution. For example, in small animals,
resolution is generally more important than in most human
whole-body clinical applications. In gated cardiac imaging,
on the other hand, sensitivity is generally considered to be
more important than resolution. Furthermore, imaging of
higher energy radionuclides presents additional challenges for
reducing collimator penetration and scatter without seriously
compromising either resolution or sensitivity. Differences in

system requirements have been primarily responsible for the
development of both new imaging systems and collimators.

Collimators are made of materials with a high density
and a high atomic number, such as lead, tungsten, gold,
and platinum; they have holes that allow only those photons
traveling along desired paths to pass through. Only a
small fraction (typically ∼10−4–10−2) of emitted photons
pass through the holes and are detected, which seriously
limits sensitivity. Making the holes bigger increases the
sensitivity but degrades the resolution; this effect is often
called the resolution-sensitivity trade-off and it depends on
a complicated manner on many parameters, such as the size
of the region of interest (ROI) or organ(s) being imaged, the
type of collimator (pinhole, parallel-hole, fan-beam, etc.), the
energy of the photon(s) to be detected, the detector’s intrinsic
spatial resolution, the size of the detector, and the radius of
rotation (ROR).

The principles of collimator design were extensively
described in a review article in 1992 (Ref. 11) and in several
textbook chapters; e.g., see the work of Gunter12 and Meikle
et al.13 for clinical and preclinical collimators, respectively.
More recently there have been many new developments in
collimator-production techniques, which make the fabrication
of more complex collimator designs possible.

New detector technologies, providing better intrinsic
spatial resolution, have also become available. For example,
detectors based on (digital) silicon photomultipliers (SiPM)
coupled to a thin monolithic crystal were shown to have an
intrinsic spatial resolution of 0.5–2 mm.14–16 Direct conversion
detectors, like cadmium zinc telluride (CZT) detectors, have
an intrinsic resolution that is largely determined by the pixel
pitch and can be submillimeter.17 A detailed discussion of
SPECT detectors is outside the scope of this paper but
the interested reader is referred to the work of Peterson
and Furenlid.18 Nevertheless, the recent improvements in
detector resolution have influenced the optimal collimator
requirements. High-resolution (HR) detector technologies call
for a collimator with smaller magnification19–21 and allow
more projections on the detector, which is beneficial for
stationary SPECT systems. These offer potential advantages
for dynamic scanning, for improved system stability and
patient comfort, and for compatibility with MRI, enabling
the development of truly simultaneous SPECT/MR for both
preclinical and clinical use.22–25

Finally, there are several new insights on the use of
multiplexed data from multiple-pinhole SPECT systems,26–29

as well as on combining hybrid data from different types of
collimation29–34 that will be discussed in Sec. 1.E.

The purpose of this review is to provide some insights and
useful guidelines for choosing, optimizing, and producing
SPECT collimators with the latest developments in mind.
In the Introduction, we first give an overview of the
different collimator types with their characteristics (sensi-
tivity and resolution). We then discuss some key concepts
like septal penetration, high-energy applications, sampling
completeness, and multiplexing. We also discuss different
manufacturing techniques and their respective advantages and
disadvantages. In the second part of this paper, we give some
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general guidelines for selecting the best collimator type for
different applications and target resolutions and in the last
part, we introduce methods for sensitivity maximization and
task-based collimator optimization. Finally, to conclude, we
also give an example and use the optimization methods to
compare a parallel-hole, fan-beam, cone-beam, and multiple-
pinhole collimator for a few different applications.

1.A. Collimator types

The decision about which type of collimator to use for a
given imaging application depends most importantly on the
ratio between the size of the FOV, the size of the imaging
detector and the required spatial resolution and/or sensitivity.
Therefore, we shall first review several different types of
collimation with their specific sensitivity and resolution
properties. For simplicity, the collimator resolution formulae
shown in this section do not include the mean interaction
depth in the detector, which is generally much smaller than the
distance from the source to the collimator and the collimator
thickness.

1.A.1. Parallel-hole collimators

The parallel-hole collimator was first presented by Anger
in 1964 (Ref. 35) and is still used as the standard collimator
in clinical practice. The collimator consists of a plate of
dense material (most commonly an alloy of lead and a
few percent antimony) containing a honeycomb structure of
closely packed, parallel, hexagonal-shaped holes separated by
lead septa [Fig. 1(c)]. Other hole shapes (e.g., square, circular,
or triangular) also exist, but are less common. Figure 2(a)
shows a cross section. Only photons traveling within a tight
cone-shaped region in a direction perpendicular to the entrance
surface of the collimator have a chance of fully traversing a
collimator hole. Only those photons that are not absorbed by
the collimator material can reach the detector. A parallel-hole
collimator with hexagonal holes and a perfectly absorbing
detector has a point-source sensitivity of35–37

Senspaho=

√
3

8π
d2

a2
eff

d2

(d+ t)2 (1)

and a resolution of35,38,39

Rpaho(h)= d
a+h
aeff

, (2)

respectively, where d is the hole diameter (flat-to-flat dis-
tance), t is the septal thickness, and h is the perpendicular
distance from the point source to the detector. aeff = a
− 2/µ is the physical hole length a (collimator thickness)
approximately adjusted for penetration effects.38 µ is the
attenuation coefficient (1/µ= 0.37 mm for 99mTc and lead).
The system resolution is

Rsys(h)=


R2
i + [Rpaho(h)]2, (3)

where Ri is the intrinsic spatial resolution of the detector. Both
sensitivity and resolution formulae are given for a point source
at a certain location in image space. For a parallel-hole system,
the point source sensitivity is equal everywhere in the FOV,
while resolution depends on the distance h. For the analytical
derivation of the formulae and for other hole shapes, the reader
is referred to the work of Wieczorek and Goedicke.37

1.A.2. Converging and diverging hole collimators

When the object of interest is smaller than the available
detector area, an important performance gain may result
from using converging collimators; this is because, for a
small object, a parallel-hole collimator would leave most of
the detector unused. For this reason, clinical brain SPECT
imaging is often performed using fan-beam and not parallel-
hole collimators. In a fan-beam collimator, the holes converge
toward a focal line parallel to the axis of rotation [Fig. 2(b)].
The holes are tilted in the transverse plane and parallel in
the axial direction. In a cone-beam collimator, the holes are
tilted both in the transverse plane and in the axial direction,
and converge toward a focal point. Converging collimators
magnify the ROI on the detector and, therefore, the intrinsic
resolution of the detector, Ri, is improved to Ri/(mconv(h)) in
the object,

Rsys(h,θ)=
(

Ri

mconv(h)
)2

+ [Rconv(h,θ)]2, (4)

where mconv(h) is the collimator magnification, defined as

mconv(h)= f +a
f −h

(5)

F. 2. Transverse cut through a (a) parallel-hole collimator (b) fan beam collimator (c) pinhole collimator.
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and f is the focal length and Rconv(h,θ) is the geometric
resolution of the collimator,

Rconv(h,θ)= d
a+h
aeff

1
cosθ

f +a/2
f +a

, (6)

where θ is the angle between the detected gamma ray and
the perpendicular to the detector (θ = 0 for perpendicular
incidence).

This resolution formula is based on the derivation given by
Moyer40 and the letter from Gerber39 addressing the effect of
collimator penetration.

The sensitivity of the converging hole collimator is

Sensconv(h,θ)=
√

3
8π

d2

a2
eff

d2

(d+ t)2
(

f
f −h

)n
cos2θ, (7)

where n= 1 for fan-beam collimators and n= 2 for cone-beam
collimators.

The above resolution and sensitivity formulae are for a
point source at a certain position in image space (where the
position is determined by distance h and angle θ) and assume
that the hole size is constant over the full length of the hole, and
that it is identical for all holes.11,40 Different formulae apply to
different hole shapes,37,41 and it has also been shown that hole
tapering provides improved sensitivity at equal resolution.42,43

When the object of interest is relatively large, it may be
appropriate to use diverging collimators,44 e.g., for kinetic
modeling in mice, it is important to see the organ of interest
and the heart within a single bed position in order to obtain
an arterial input curve.45 Although diverging collimators
have not been very common in the past, with the arrival
of new high-resolution detector technologies, it becomes
possible to enlarge the FOV and still obtain a sufficiently
high resolution.46

1.A.3. (Multiple-)pinhole collimators

A pinhole collimator consists of a small pinhole aperture
in a plate of lead, tungsten, or any other dense material
[Figs. 2(c) and 1(d)]. The object of interest is projected
through the aperture onto the detector. The most common
pinhole has a knife-edge profile [Fig. 2(c)] but other shapes,
e.g., channeled (keel-edge) pinholes, have also been used.47

Keel-edge pinholes are particularly interesting for high-energy
radionuclides and pinholes with large acceptance angles, as
they reduce penetration. Other solutions to reduce penetration
include the use of truncated pinholes48 or clustered pinholes.49

The resolution and sensitivity of a knife-edge pinhole
collimator for a point source are50

Senspiho(h,θ)=
d2

Seffsin3θ

16h2 , (8)

where θ and h determine the location of the point source in
image space, with θ the angle of incidence measured from
the plane of the pinhole aperture (θ = π/2 for perpendicular
incidence) and h the perpendicular distance from the point
in the FOV to the plane defined by the pinhole aperture.
dSeff is the sensitivity-effective pinhole diameter, which is the
physical pinhole diameter, d, corrected for penetration at the

edges of the aperture at normal incidence,50,51

dSeff =


d
(
d+

2
µ

tan
α

2

)
+

2
µ2 tan2α

2
, (9)

where α is the opening angle of the pinhole and the attenuation
coefficient µ for tungsten at 140.5 keV is 3.6 mm−1.

Rpiho(h,θ)=


R2
i

[mpiho(h)]2 +
(
dReff(h,θ)

(
1+

1
mpiho(h)

))2

, (10)

where dReff(h,θ) is the resolution-effective pinhole diameter
(corrected for penetration) and mpiho(h) is the pinhole magni-
fication,

mpiho(h)= f
h
, (11)

where f is the focal length (the pinhole-to-detector distance).
When θ , π/2, the resolution-effective diameter dReff(h,θ)

is broken into a parallel and perpendicular component, which
are described by two equations as follows:52

dre∥(h,θ)= d+
ln2
µ

(
tan2α

2
−cot2θ

)
cot

α

2
sinθ, (12)

dre⊥(h,θ)=
(

d+
ln2
µ

tan
α

2
sinθ

)2

−
(

ln2
µ

)2

cos2θ, (13)

where dre∥(h,θ) and dre⊥(h,θ) are the resolution-effective
aperture sizes in the parallel and perpendicular directions,
respectively. The parallel direction is the perpendicular
projection of the vector from the center of the pinhole
aperture to the point source, on the plane of the pinhole.
The perpendicular direction is perpendicular to the parallel
direction in the detector plane. One can thus choose to
calculate pinhole resolution [Eq. (10)] in the two directions, or
to pick the worst/best case at each position or to assume normal
incidence, which results in an effective pinhole diameter dReff,

dReff = d+
ln2
µ

(
tan

α

2

)
. (14)

Pinhole collimators are often used in small-animal imaging
because they allow for high magnification so that submillime-
ter resolution can be achieved. The sensitivity of a single
pinhole collimator is rather low, but if the detector is large
enough, it can be improved by combining multiple pinholes
into a multiple-pinhole collimator. Examples of commercial
small-animal multiple-pinhole SPECT systems are the U-
SPECT,53 the FastSPECT,54 the NanoSPECT (Ref. 55), and
the X-SPECT.56 Multiple-pinhole collimators have also been
used for other applications, like cardiac57–59 and brain SPECT
imaging.20,60

With the arrival of high-resolution detector technologies,
different studies have also shown the potential of combining
multiple-pinhole collimators and object-minifying pinhole-
detector geometries.19–21,61,62 Minifying multiple-pinhole
collimators allows more projections on the detector, which is
beneficial for stationary SPECT systems. Another possibility
for obtaining more projections on the detector is to allow
overlap between the projections of multiple pinholes (Fig. 5),
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which is also referred to as multiplexing. On the other hand,
multiplexed projection data contain less information (because
it is impossible to determine the pinhole through which a
photon traveled before it was detected) and this can result in
artifacts in the reconstructed image. This will be discussed in
more detail in Sec. 1.E.

1.A.4. Other types of collimation

1.A.4.a. Coded apertures. A coded-aperture mask is a
specific arrangement of many pinholes (often >100) that
has been applied in astronomy and in medical imaging
[Fig. 3(a)]. A coded-aperture collimator can be regarded
as a highly multiplexed pinhole collimator, and it allows
substantially improved system sensitivity while maintaining
very good spatial resolution. However, it has been shown that
the increased sensitivity of coded apertures only provides
an equivalent increase in image signal-to-noise ratio (SNR)
for point sources or sparse distributions of point sources.63

Coded apertures are, in a sense, just extremely multiplexed
multiple-pinhole collimators and, as a result, they suffer from
a similar trade-off between sensitivity and data ambiguity
(Sec. 1.E). Coded apertures are most interesting for sparse
activity distributions, and less so for nonsparse objects.63,64

Nevertheless, they have been successfully applied to high-
resolution small-animal imaging in some applications.65–67

1.A.4.b. (Multiple-slit) slit-slat. A slit-slat collimator can
be regarded as a mixture of a pinhole and a parallel-hole
collimator [Fig. 3(b)]. Most commonly, the slits are oriented
parallel to the axis of rotation. They form long knife-edges so
that the collimator has the properties of a pinhole collimator
in the transverse plane.67 Between the knife-edges and the
detector, parallel slats collimate the radiation in the axial
direction. Slit-slat collimators combine the advantages of both
the pinhole and the parallel-hole collimator: the pinholes
magnify the ROI so that a high spatial resolution can be
achieved (in the transverse plane). They are well suited for
fully stationary systems as multiple slits can be combined
in a ring around the FOV (multiple-slit slit-slat) providing
sufficient angular sampling, while the parallel slats provide
sufficient axial sampling. They are well-suited for medium-
size objects with a long axial field of view, e.g., the human
brain.68

1.A.4.c. Rotating slat. Rotating slat collimators are made
of parallel slats, and thus collimate in only one direction. They

measure plane integrals instead of line integrals. Therefore,
SPECT data acquisition with slat collimators requires two
motions: one rotation around the axial direction (similar
to all other collimators) and one rotation around its own
central axis.69 Its system characteristics have been described
in Ref. 70. Because the collimation is in only one direction,
the sensitivity is much higher than that of a parallel-
hole collimator. However, due to the large ambiguity, this
increase in sensitivity does not necessarily result in better
image quality, like in highly multiplexed multiple-pinhole
systems. In planar scans with clinical phantoms, a rotating slat
collimator performed better than a parallel-hole collimator,71

but these results were not confirmed in the clinical setting
of 3D-reconstructed heart-defect imaging.72 Rotating slat
collimators are well suited for “hot-spot” imaging (sparse
objects), but are outperformed by parallel-hole collimators
for imaging “cold” regions within a large background region
(nonsparse objects).73

1.A.4.d. Hybrid collimators. Hybrid collimators combine
different types of collimation. Examples are multisegment
slant-hole,74–76 variable angle slant-hole,77,78 multifocal cone-
beam,79 and cardiofocal collimators,80 as well as a hybrid
ultra-short-cone-beam/slant-hole collimator.81–83 They will
not be further discussed here.

1.B. Septal penetration

Gamma rays that penetrate the collimator material can
result in image degradation and need to be limited. In
parallel-hole, fan-beam, and cone-beam collimators, pene-
tration typically occurs when gamma rays cross from one
collimator hole to the next. With thicker septa, there is
less penetration; however, more of the detector area is
obstructed, which degrades sensitivity. A proper trade-off is
thus needed. A method for calculating the septal thickness,
given a single-septal penetration of, e.g., 5% (which may
be considered acceptable for some tasks), was described in
Refs. 84 and 85. An even better solution is to include septal
penetration in the optimization of the collimator.86 For pinhole
collimation, penetration typically occurs at the knife-edge of
the pinholes, where the collimator material is thin. The degree
of penetration is often very high but can be compensated
during the reconstruction process by modeling the penetration
during the ray-tracing process,87 by using a mathematical
description of the penetrative point-spread function,88 or by

F. 3. (a) Coded-aperture collimator (b) slit-slat collimator.
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using an effective pinhole aperture [Eqs. (9), (12), and (13)].
The degree of penetration is mainly influenced by the opening
angle of the pinhole and the collimator material. Solutions
for limiting septal penetration include the use of asymmetric
pinholes,48 pinholes with channels,47,89 loftholes,90 clustered
pinholes,49 and very high-density materials, such as gold or
uranium. However, these are mostly needed to obtain very high
resolution (submillimeter) with higher energy radionuclides,
such as 18F or 131I, when the desired system resolution
cannot be achieved anymore because of the high degree of
penetration.91

1.C. High-energy applications

High-energy applications include imaging to follow patient
response to therapy or to determine doses for radionuclide
therapy, real-time proton beam range verification, and high-
resolution tomography of positron emitters. These applica-
tions call for adapted collimator design because of the higher
energy photons (above 300 keV up to MeV range) penetrating
the collimator.

131I is a beta-emitter and is frequently used for radionuclide
therapy in lymphoma. Interestingly, it also emits gamma
rays (mainly at 284, 364, 637, and 723 keV), which
makes it possible to monitor the delivered dose. Van Holen
et al.92 showed improved quantification using a rotating slat
collimator for 131I compared to a parallel-hole collimator, due
to a relative lower number of photons that penetrated the
collimator.

Yttrium-90 is another radionuclide used frequently for
cancer therapy by beta-emission (2.28 MeV). No gamma
rays are emitted by this radionuclide; however, the betas
generate secondary bremsstrahlung x-rays in the patient
body that form a continuous spectrum extending up to the
maximum electron energy. Walrand et al.93 showed improved
quantification using a camera with 30-mm thick BGO crystal
and a high-energy pinhole collimator compared to a conven-
tional NaI camera equipped with a high-energy parallel-hole
collimator.

Hadron (proton and heavy ion) beam therapy is a radio-
therapy treatment that is gaining importance, mainly because
the hadron beams deliver their maximum energy within
a defined range and heavy ions have a higher efficiency.
Uncertainties in the determination of this range can be reduced
using in vivo range verification. Therefore, Perali et al.94

designed a tungsten slit collimator and used it to acquire
prompt gamma rays in the 3–6 MeV energy range. Proton
range verification is performed at projection level and is
therefore not tomographic but nevertheless, we included it
in this overview as an interesting high-energy application for
slit collimators.

Finally, Goorden and Beekman49 introduced the concept
of clustered pinholes for the application of high-resolution
tomography of 18F, a positron emitter (511 keV). To deal
with collimator edge penetration, every pinhole is replaced
by a cluster of pinholes and every pinhole in a clus-
ter has a narrow opening angle, which reduces photon
penetration.

1.D. Sampling completeness

One of the major concerns when designing a collimator
is the sampling completeness of the system. In the end, the
purpose is to recover the 3D activity distribution from the
projection data and this can only be successful if the acquired
data contain sufficient information. We distinguish three types
of sampling criteria: angular sampling, axial sampling, and the
number of angular views.

1.D.1. Angular sampling

Conditions for angular sampling completeness in a parallel-
hole system were first described by Orlov95 and are, therefore,
also called the Orlov conditions. Orlov showed that a single-
head parallel-hole system needs to be continuously rotated
over at least 180◦ to provide sufficient angular sampling
(assuming no truncation in the FOV). Later, the sampling
conditions were also evaluated for fan- and cone-beam
collimators,96,97 which need to be rotated over 180◦ plus the
fan angle for sampling completeness, or over 360◦ in the case
of a half-cone beam.98 Pinholes and slits (at least those that
see the complete transverse FOV) have a sampling profile
similar to that of cone-beam collimators and require the same
rotation. As an alternative, multiple pinholes or multiple slits
can also be combined in a ring25,53,60 or sphere20,99 so that the
system can be used without rotation.

1.D.2. Axial sampling

Tuy showed that cone-beam and pinhole systems only
achieve data completeness in the plane described by the rotat-
ing focal point (mostly the central slice).96 To obtain sufficient
axial sampling in a longer object, they can be combined with
a parallel-hole100,101 or a fan-beam collimator102–104 using a
dual-head system. Alternatively, axial sampling sufficiency
can also be obtained by scanning along a helical path.105,106

However, one must be careful to use a sufficiently small helical
pitch.107 This helical movement can either be continuous or
stepped, while acquiring data at each stop position of the
camera, i.e., “step-and-shoot” mode. While helical orbits
can also be used for pinhole collimators,108,109 it is more
common to use a multiple-pinhole collimator with pinholes
focusing at different axial planes to improve sampling,110,111

or to translate a cylindrical system with one or more
ring(s) of pinholes.53,112 One can even make a complete
stationary system using multiple rings of pinholes focusing
at different slices in the FOV (Ref. 60) or in a hemispherical
configuration.20,99

In more complicated collimators (e.g., when the pinholes
are tilted or truncated48), one can use a numerical algorithm
to assess sampling completeness.113 It is also common to
evaluate axial sampling completeness using a reconstructed
Defrise phantom,114 a cylindrical phantom with a set of disks
filled with activity [Fig. 4(a)]. It is advisable to use a phantom
of the same size as the required FOV and to choose a disk
thickness in the same range as the target resolution of the
system.
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F. 4. (a) Insufficient axial sampling in a Defrise phantom (coronal view) (b) Sufficient angular sampling in a uniform phantom (transverse view) (c) Artifacts
due to insufficient angular sampling in a uniform phantom (transverse view).

1.D.3. Angular views

The minimal number of angular views needed to recon-
struct an object depends on the size of the object and the
target resolution. In clinical whole-body and brain imaging,
most systems rotate with a step size of 2◦–6◦. A stationary
multiple-pinhole system for brain imaging would thus require
60–180 pinholes per axial slice. However, depending on the
FOV and the magnification, the use of such a large number
of pinholes might result in overlapping projections, which is
usually undesired.

According to the Nyquist–Shannon sampling theorem,115

the sampling period needs to be at least two times smaller than
the target spatial resolution Rt. Therefore, we need a minimal
number of projection angles per voxel of116

Nmin=
πD
Rt/2

(15)

over a rotation angle of 360◦, where D is the diameter of the
FOV. For parallel-hole collimators, this also corresponds to the
minimal number of rotation angles needed, while for pinholes,
fan-beam collimator, and cone-beam collimator, a rebinning
step is needed. However, other researchers have shown that
the sampling requirement may be relaxed, at least for some
types of projection geometries.117,118 The optimal number of
angular views also depends on the activity distribution,119 the
task, and the availability of prior information. A practical
way to check the sampling period is to simulate or acquire
a scan of a uniform phantom. Poor sampling will manifest
itself through the presence of nonuniformity artifacts in the
reconstructed image [Fig. 4(c)].

Providing sufficient angular views in a nonrotating system
is very challenging. As an alternative to rotation, some
multiple-pinhole systems include an axial/transverse trans-
lation to achieve sufficient sampling. For example, the U-
SPECT (Ref. 53) achieves sufficient sampling in only a small
region and uses small XYZ translations for imaging larger
FOVs.109 The T-SPECT achieves sufficient sampling using
multiple-pinhole collimators mounted on two orthogonally
positioned detectors112 and a 3D-translation stage at 57
different locations. Sufficient angular sampling can also be
obtained by translating the bed through a stationary multiple-
pinhole system with pinholes positioned along a helix.

1.D.4. Sampling uniformity

We have now discussed axial and angular sampling
sufficiency, but another important aspect of collimator design

is sampling uniformity. When certain voxels in the FOV are
sampled more often (and thus with a much higher sensitivity
than others), this will result in different noise characteristics
that will be visible when reconstructing a uniform phantom.
This is often the case when using truncating pinholes. Another
issue with truncating pinholes is that the peripheral regions
of the pinhole’s response are difficult to model. This results
in streak artifacts and is particularly disturbing when this
peripheral region is back-projected somewhere in the center of
the FOV, as is the case with truncating pinholes. Luckily, these
artifacts can be largely removed using rolled-off projection
masks.120

1.E. Multiplexing

Figure 5 shows a multiple-pinhole system with overlapping
pinholes. Most multiple-pinhole or multiple-slit slit-slat colli-
mators are designed to allow no overlap between the different
projections because the ambiguity introduced by multiplexing
pinholes can result in artifacts. Some use baffles121 or extra
shielding53 to remove overlap. Yet, there are examples of
multiple-pinhole collimators that allow multiplexing and do
not show any artifacts (e.g., Refs. 56 and 122) or only in
certain phantoms.123 Multiplexing also yields increased count
sensitivity, since more pinholes can be placed on the collimator
for the same detector size.

Over the last 10 yr, many interesting studies have provided
useful insights about how to obtain artifact-free images
with multiplexing systems, and whether or not the increased
sensitivity also results in better image quality. For example,
in at least three different systems, it has been observed
that irregular pinhole patterns are less likely to produce

F. 5. Overlapping projections in a multiplexing multiple-pinhole system.
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multiplexing artifacts.29,124,125 This indicates that sampling
is important, which is confirmed by a study on angular
sampling126 and by another about inconsistent projection
data due to truncation.127 To solve the sampling problem,
different groups have successfully combined multiplexed
and nonmultiplexed projections. Vunckx et al. combined
a multiplexing multiple-pinhole collimator with a single
pinhole collimator on a dual head camera29 and Mahmood
et al. designed a multiple-slit slit-slat collimator with mixed
multiplexed and nonmultiplexed projections.30,31 However,
in many multiplexing systems, nonmultiplexed data are
already intrinsically available because only a part of the
detector is overlapped. In that case, and if the available
nonmultiplexed data provide sufficient sampling (also called
type I multiplexing in Ref. 27), the acquisition of a separate
nonmultiplexed data set is not necessary.26–28 Moreover,
Lin27,28 also describes type II multiplexing where only a part
of the object is sufficiently sampled without multiplexing but
its projection data can be used to resolve other parts of the
field of view. Van Audenhaege et al.26 extended this with type
III multiplexing and showed that the same principle can also
be applied to individual sampling angles. When none of these
conditions apply, another solution to obtain sufficient data is
to obtain a number of projections at different pinhole-detector
distances. This approach is known as “synthetic collimation”
and was first proposed by Wilson et al.32 and later also
applied in the SiliSPECT system33,34 with two detectors for
one collimator, resulting in a nonmultiplexed low-resolution
projection and a multiplexed high-resolution projection.

If sufficient data cannot be obtained, it also helps to
reduce the solution space by using a body contour to provide
prior information during the reconstruction.29 Sparse activity
distributions are also easier to reconstruct from multiplexed
data than uniform activity distributions.

While multiplexing provides an increase in sensitivity, a
corresponding increase in contrast-to-noise ratio does not
necessarily follow in all cases. Reconstructions of multiplexed
projection data generally converge more slowly than those of
nonmultiplexed data in which case the sensitivity advantage
from multiplexing could be essentially irrelevant.26,128 In this
context, the increased sensitivity from multiplexing may only
compensate for increased ambiguity.121 Some groups on the
other hand have observed a large increase in the contrast-to-
noise ratio when comparing multiplexed with nonmultiplexed
setups.27,31 At first sight, these results seem to contradict the
results from Refs. 26, 121, and 128, but interestingly, there is
an important difference between these studies, which is related
to detector usage. In Refs. 26, 121, and 128, all multiplexed

and nonmultiplexed setups use 100% of the detector, while
in Refs. 27 and 31, the degree of detector coverage varies
between the multiplexed and nonmultiplexed setups (although
an approximate correction factor was used in Ref. 31). This
might explain the different findings and is supported by
Vunckx et al.,121 who stated that once the detector area
is entirely used, and the contrast-to-noise ratio does not
improve with increased multiplexing. This also explains why
reconstructions of sparse activity distributions benefit more
from multiplexing than do those of uniform distributions.128

More research is needed to fully understand the advantages
and disadvantages of multiplexing. For now, we recommend
the use of multiplexing mostly for sparse activity distributions
and as a way to optimize detector usage. Multiplexing can
provide an alternative to other techniques, such as the use of
internal shielding or loftholes90 which have the disadvantage
of extra weight and higher manufacturing complexity. As
long as the available nonmultiplexed data provide sufficient
sampling, no artifacts are to be expected.

2. PRODUCTION TECHNIQUES

Collimator design also involves the practical issues related
to manufacturing. Different production methods exist and they
all have their specific advantages and disadvantages. Materials
that are typically used include lead (Pb), tungsten (W), gold
(Au), uranium (U), and platinum (Pt). Because of their cost,
Pb and W are by far the most commonly used.

Parallel-, fan-, cone-, and diverging-beam collimators are
traditionally fabricated by stamping and stacking lead foils,
or by casting molten lead [Fig. 6(a)]. These are relatively easy
and cheap techniques, but they have their limitations. As a
rule of thumb, the minimum hole diameter is 1.2 mm and the
minimum septal thickness is 0.15 mm. These specifications
are sufficient for traditional clinical collimators but to build
very high-resolution collimators, smaller bores and septa are
needed. As an alternative solution, x-ray lithography and metal
electroforming allow very high-accuracy collimators to be
produced (1 µm) with a variety of metals (e.g., Cu, Ni, Pb, Ag,
and Au) [Fig. 7(b)]. It has been demonstrated that 0.025 mm
thick gold septa are feasible with this technique.129 Another
technique is based on photochemically etched tungsten foils
that were stacked to form the collimator pattern130 [Fig.
6(b)]. However, the foils need very precise alignment, and
the manufacturing precision is limited by the foil thickness.

Pinhole collimators are mostly made from tungsten, which
has a higher density than lead (at least in its pure form): 19.3

F. 6. (a) Lead casting a parallel-hole collimator in a mold (b) stacking tungsten foils to produce a cone-beam collimator.

Medical Physics, Vol. 42, No. 8, August 2015



4804 Van Audenhaege et al.: Review of SPECT collimator selection, optimization, and fabrication 4804

F. 7. (a) Electric discharge machining (b) metal electroforming.

versus 11.3 g/cm3 for pure lead. However, tungsten has a high
melting point and cannot be cast like lead. It is also very brittle
and difficult to machine. Therefore, one often uses alloys
(with nickel, iron, and/or copper) which can then be milled
or drilled with a diamond drill, or machined using electric
discharge machining (EDM) [Fig. 7(a)]. These techniques
are very expensive, and complex shapes like strongly tilted
pinholes, loftholes90 or pinholes with small opening angles
cannot be easily produced.

Cold casting is a novel technique based on tungsten powder
mixed with epoxy resin. The density of the tungsten composite
material is 9 g/cm3,131 which is much less than the density of
pure tungsten. Therefore, the technique is mostly used for the
collimator body, in combination with pinhole inserts made
from more dense materials such as tungsten, gold, platinum,
uranium, or titanium. In Ref. 131, the pinhole inserts were
produced by lost-wax casting a platinum–iridium alloy which
results in a density that is even higher than that of gold.
This is important because it reduces penetration at the knife-
edge, although it was shown that pinhole penetration can
largely be compensated for by modeling it in the iterative
reconstruction process, unless high-energy radionuclides and
very large acceptance angles are used.91

Another recent development includes metal additive
manufacturing (also referred to as 3D-printing), which can
be used to produce complex parts from a 3D computer-aided
design (CAD) file.132 It is based on selective laser melting
of tungsten powder that is added in thin layers to build up
the desired part (Fig. 8). A density of 18.56 g/cm3 and a
mean deviation of 35 µm were recently reported,133 and a
tungsten parallel-hole collimator was built with a hole size
of 525 µm, a septal thickness of 150 µm, and a hole length
of 25 mm.133 This would not be possible with any of the
previously described techniques. Moreover, as the material is

F. 8. Additive manufacturing. Powder particles are distributed over the part
by the roller. The laser selectively melts certain regions of the powder layer.

pure tungsten, it is interesting for building MR-compatible
SPECT systems, in contrast to the tungsten alloys that often
contain magnetic materials.

3. COLLIMATOR SELECTION

When designing a new system, one of the most important
decisions is which collimator to use. Unfortunately, there is
no straightforward answer to this question. It depends on the
size of the FOV, the intrinsic resolution of the detector, the
size of the detector, the target resolution, the energy of the
radionuclide being used, the space constraints, and whether
the system should be stationary or not.

Pinholes are generally most interesting for imaging small
animals because they allow for high magnification so that
submillimeter resolutions can be achieved (even with low-
resolution detectors). The sensitivity of a single-pinhole
collimator is rather low but if the detector is large enough,
this can be improved by combining multiple pinholes into a
multiple-pinhole collimator. Because the sensitivity decreases
quadratically with the distance to the apertures, pinhole
collimation was traditionally only interesting for imaging
small objects; however, with the emergence of new high-
resolution detector technologies, the possibility of using many
minifying pinholes allows an increase in sensitivity so that
multiple-pinhole imaging also becomes beneficial for medium
sized organ imaging (e.g., cerebral and cardiac imaging).
Pinholes are also interesting for stationary systems although
multiple-slit slit-slat or coded-aperture collimators can also be
used for that purpose.

Parallel-hole, fan-beam, and cone-beam collimators have
traditionally been the main choice in clinical settings. Parallel-
hole collimators have a large FOV and their sensitivity does
not decrease with distance, making them very suitable for
whole body scanning. Brain SPECT imaging is still most often
performed with fan-beam collimation, but cone-beam and slit-
slat collimators are also well-suited for medium-size organ
or animal imaging.134 With the emergence of high-resolution
detector technologies, we also see new applications, e.g., the
use of a fan-beam collimator for small-animal imaging.135

If the size and the intrinsic spatial resolution of the detector
are known, then we can make an initial selection according to
the following algorithm:

1. If the size of the FOV is approximately the same
size as that of the detector, then use a parallel-
hole, a (multiple-)pinhole, or a (multiple-slit) slit-slat
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collimator. The intrinsic resolution of the detector
should be better than the desired system (or “target”)
resolution.

2. If the FOV is larger than the detector, then use a
diverging-hole collimator or minifying (multi-)pinhole
or (multiple-slit) slit-slat collimator. The intrinsic reso-
lution of the detector should still be better than the target
resolution.

3. If the FOV is smaller than the detector, then use a
converging beam collimator or magnifying
(multiple-)pinhole or (multiple-slit) slit-slat geometry.
The intrinsic resolution of the detector needs to be
better than the target resolution multiplied by the
magnification factor.

The existing literature can also be of great help when
selecting a collimator. For example, Goorden et al.20 compared
sensitivity and resolution of multiple-pinhole systems based
on both high- and low-resolution hemispherical detectors
with both a clinical parallel-hole and fan-beam system in
the context of clinical brain SPECT imaging. The results are
interesting because they show what can be achieved with high-
resolution detector technologies compared to clinical parallel-
hole and fan-beam systems.

Another interesting comparison was performed for (multi-
ple-slit) slit-slat and parallel-hole collimators68 for a target
resolution of 4, 5, and 10 mm, an intrinsic detector resolution
of 3.5 mm, and different FOVs (1–20 cm). It was shown that
slit-slat collimators are likely a better choice than parallel-hole
for small to medium objects with a long axial field of view.

In Sec. 4.A.1, we also perform a comparison between a
cylindrical multiple-pinhole system and a parallel-hole, fan-,
and cone-beam system for the same detector surface area,
intrinsic resolution, FOV and target resolution.

Collimator selection is easiest if one can assume that
the target resolution is known, and then simply maximize
the sensitivity. However, choosing the target resolution is
not always easy because it depends on the relevant clinical
or preclinical imaging task. In 1985, Muehllehner showed
with a simulation study that contrast-to-noise ratio increases
with resolution, despite the loss in sensitivity. A resolution
improvement of 2 mm compensated for a loss in sensitivity
by a factor four.136 Similar results (with a factor of 3) were
later found in a measurement study.137 These studies suggest
that, at least for conventional parallel collimation, it may
often be advantageous to aim for a high target resolution.
On the other hand, there is little doubt that some minimum
number of counts is also desirable.138 Moreover, both of
these earlier studies136,137 were performed using FBP as a
reconstruction algorithm. Other studies have suggested a
different outcome for the case of iterative reconstruction
techniques utilizing resolution recovery, which is mostly used
nowadays, and have indicated that it can certainly be useful
to re-evaluate the theory. For example, Lau et al.139 showed
that when resolution recovery is included, a general-purpose
(GP) collimator results in lower noise than a HR collimator for
cardiac SPECT, independent of the contrast achieved. Similar
results were obtained by Kamphuis et al.,140 who showed

that a better contrast-to-noise ratio could be achieved for
2-cm cold lesions in a uniform background when using a
GP collimator, rather than a medium-, high-, or ultra-high-
resolution collimator. Likewise, McQuaid et al.141 showed
that better quantification of 16-mm hot lesions distributed
throughout a human torso sized digital phantom could be
obtained by using a GP collimator than a HR collimator.
Interestingly, Zhou and Gindi found similar results for lesion
detectability in an ideal observer study on sinogram data.142

4. COLLIMATOR OPTIMIZATION

Collimator optimization should ideally be fully task-
dependent, i.e., we wish to compute a metric that describes the
task performance for a range of possible values of collimator
resolution and allowed septal penetration fraction and then
search for where this metric achieves its maximum value. The
task metric may be, for example, the channelized Hotelling
observer (CHO) signal-to-noise ratio for detection, or the
Fisher information for characterizing the uncertainty in the
reconstruction, or one of several other possible metrics. We
seek to determine the collimator resolution and septal penetra-
tion that maximize the given task-based figure-of-merit. But
for each possible combination of collimator resolution and
septal penetration, we also need to determine an appropriate
set of collimator geometric parameters (hole size, hole length,
and septal thickness) that will produce the desired resolution
and penetration values. The obvious choice is simply to
maximize the geometric sensitivity of the collimator. These
three constraints then allow one to determine unambiguously
the geometric parameters of each collimator for which we need
to compute the task performance. Maximizing sensitivity for a
certain resolution simply allows one to choose the appropriate
set of collimator parameters to accomplish the first step of a
full task-dependent optimization.

4.A. Sensitivity maximization for a given
target resolution

Once the target resolution is fixed, we need to choose an
appropriate set of geometric parameters that will produce
the desired resolution and then maximize the sensitivity of
the collimator. This problem can be solved analytically for
parallel-hole, fan-, and cone-beam collimators but becomes
more complicated for multiple-pinhole collimators because of
the many degrees of freedom (pinhole aperture, opening angle,
number of pinholes, focal length, and radius of rotation).
Nevertheless, most optimization methods are ultimately based
on the same general procedures:

1. First, decrease the number of degrees of freedom by
fixing some design parameters (optional).

2. Next, define subsets of parameters that result in the
given target resolution (analytically, if possible, and
numerically, otherwise).

3. Finally, determine which of these subsets provide the
highest sensitivity. This is the optimal design.
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For the target resolution, most optimization papers use the
resolution in the center of the FOV, although an average or
sensitivity-weighted average resolution has also been used.
Furthermore, for this discussion, we have implicitly included
effects of collimator penetration within the definition of
“target resolution”; however, we recognize that a more general
approach can treat resolution and penetration as two different
variables that can both affect task performance (e.g., Moore
et al.86).

For the sensitivity, many papers use the point sensitivity
in the center of the FOV. However, this might not be the best
choice for, e.g., multiple-pinhole collimators where not all
pinholes see the complete FOV. In that case, the volume sensi-
tivity, defined as the average point sensitivity for all points in
the FOV, is a better choice.

In 1999, Gunter et al.36 described the optimal design of a
parallel-hole collimator based on a fixed target resolution and
the “University of Chicago Penetration Criterion.”12 Later,
Smith et al.143 proposed a slightly different method based on
a self-chosen maximum allowable septal-penetration factor
and including the finite detector resolution and resolution
degradation due to septal penetration.

Gunter et al.36 extended his theory for nonparallel hole
collimators (e.g., fan- and cone-beam) by assuming that,
locally, these collimator geometries look like parallel-hole
designs. This results in fan- and cone-beam collimators that
become thinner near the edges. Another approach that results
in more conventional fan- and cone-beam collimator designs
is presented in Ref. 43. This is based on the same principle of
local optimization but it assumes that the optimal collimator
thickness and hole diameter are constant and equal to their
values near the center of the collimator and that the focal
point lies as close as possible behind the object, given the
constraint that the FOV must contain the whole body/organ.
The optimization was first applied to continuous detectors
and then extended to pixelated detectors, with an extra
constraint to match the pixels with the collimator holes to
improve detector utilization. This was inspired by two earlier
optimization studies on matched parallel-hole collimators for
scintimammography.144,145

As mentioned above, multiple-pinhole collimators are
typically more difficult to optimize because of the many
degrees of freedom. In most studies, all pinholes are assumed
to have the same aperture and focal length but they still
need to be positioned (on a ring, a sphere, a flat plate, a
helix, etc.) and oriented (e.g., all pointing orthogonally toward
the central axis of the system, or focused on the CFOV).
To limit the degrees of freedom, most researchers make
a few assumptions about the geometry before starting the
optimization. For example, Nillius and Danielsson,61 Goorden

and Rentmeester,20 and Rentmeester et al.146 assume a
spherical detector and collimator with all pinholes focusing on
the CFOV without truncation. Both Nillius and Danielsson61

and Goorden and Rentmeester20 found that the number of
pinholes increases faster than the sensitivity decreases due to
a larger collimator radius and therefore the optimal system is
infinitely large. However, we usually can achieve a sensitivity
that is around 95% of the upper bound with a realistic
setup. Goorden also showed that this conclusion is only valid
for low resolution detectors and that for higher resolution
detectors, the system’s optimal collimator radius is smaller.20

Van Holen modified this approach to a cylindrical instead of
a spherical geometry21 and determined the optimal collimator
and detector ring radii given the constraint that the detector
ring consists of a single ring of predefined flat detectors. In this
work, the volume sensitivity, instead of the point sensitivity
in the center of the FOV, was considered, as in Ref. 60.

A similar technique was used to optimize a multiple-slit
slit-slat collimator for brain imaging,147 based on point source
sensitivity in the center of the FOV.

Finally, it is important to note that high-resolution and high
sensitivity are no guarantee for a good image quality. Other
important elements that influence image quality include axial
sampling sufficiency, angular sampling, penetration, edge ef-
fects and scatter, especially for higher energy radionuclides.148

4.A.1. Optimized resolution-sensitivity trade-off

As an application of the Sec. 3, we include a comparison be-
tween (multiple-) pinhole, parallel-hole, fan-, and cone-beam
collimators for two different detector resolutions (0.5 and
3.5 mm) and two different spherical FOVs with a diameter of
30 mm (for small animal applications) and 220 mm (for brain,
cardiac, or other organ-specific applications), respectively. We
optimized the different collimators by maximizing the volume
sensitivity for different target resolutions Rt, given the intrinsic
detector resolution, the FOV, the detector size (Table I), and
the degree of penetration. Volume sensitivity is defined as
the average point sensitivity for all points in the FOV, and
target resolutions Rt are defined as the system resolution at
the center of the object being imaged. The calculations of
the optimal values of volume sensitivity were all based on
analytical formulae described in the literature.

1. The parallel-hole optimization was performed based on
Eq. (11) from Ref. 143, using 5% septal penetration.

2. The fan- and cone-beam optimizations were based
on Ref. 43, also for 5% septal penetration and for a
continuous detector but with an adapted formula for
calculating the focal length, which is more exact,

T I. Detectors used for the optimization example.

Diameter of the FOV
(mm)

Parallel-hole, fan- and
cone-beam Multiple-pinhole

30 3 flat detectors of 7.5×7.5 cm2 Cylindrical detector with active area of 56.25 cm2

220 3 flat detectors of 40×40 cm2 Cylindrical detector with active area of 1600 cm2
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with G the detector length, z0 the point source distance,
and L0 the collimator height, as in the reference paper.43

So, we looped over different values of L0, calculated f
according to Eq. (16), calculated the hole sizes needed
to obtain the target resolution using (2), (3), and (5)
from Ref. 43, calculated the volume sensitivity using
Eqs. (1), (4), (6), and (7) from Ref. 43, and compared
them to find the maximum volume sensitivity.

3. For the multiple-pinhole collimator optimization, we as-
sumed a cylindrical collimator geometry with pinholes
arranged along concentrical rings. All pinholes had the
same aperture, no axial tilt, and viewed the complete
transverse FOV without multiplexing. We optimized
the collimator radius c and the detector radius D
while keeping the total detector surface area constant
and equal to that of the triple head system used for

parallel-hole, fan-beam, and cone-beam, by adapting
the detector length. So, we looped over different values
of c and D and for each combination of c and D:
• We determined the number of pinholes per ring Np

and their opening angle α using the geometrical
relationship that follows from the fact that all
pinholes view the complete transverse FOV without
allowing overlap of the pinhole projections.
• We derived the pinhole diameter d needed to achieve

the target resolution in the center of the FOV, using
Eqs. (10) and (11) and included penetration by using
the effective resolution [Eq. (13)]
• We determined the axial length of the detector ring

by dividing the fixed detector surface area by the
circumference of the detector ring (2πD)
• We calculated volume sensitivity using Eqs. (8)

and (9)

Figures 9(a) and 9(b) show sensitivity vs target resolution
for a FOV of 220 mm, which corresponds to the size of,
e.g., the human brain. The figures show that the cone-beam

F. 9. Sensitivity vs target resolution for (a) a FOV of 220 mm with an intrinsic detector resolution of 0.5 mm (b) a FOV of 220 mm with an intrinsic detector
resolution of 3.5 mm (c) a FOV of 30 mm with an intrinsic detector resolution of 0.5 mm (d) a FOV of 30 mm with an intrinsic detector resolution of 3.5 mm.
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collimator achieves the highest sensitivity, which is consistent
with Park et al.104 We also observe that the cone-beam
collimator can achieve the highest target resolution (3 mm
for Ri = 3.5 and 0.5 mm for Ri = 0.5 mm) and that the
parallel-hole, fan-, and cone-beam systems do not benefit
as much from the high-resolution detector technologies. The
multiple-pinhole system, on the other hand, can minify its
projections, allowing a higher number of pinholes and thus a
higher sensitivity, as shown by Rogulski et al.19

It is important to note that each graph in Fig. 9 compares
different collimators for a certain detector resolution while
keeping the detector surface area constant so the conclusion
might be different for larger or smaller detectors.

This is also the case for Figs. 9(c) and 9(d) which
show sensitivity vs target resolution for a FOV of 30 mm,
which corresponds to the size of, e.g., a rat brain. Again,
we observe that the multiple-pinhole collimator benefits
most from the high-resolution detector. For Ri = 0.5 mm,
the multiple-pinhole collimator can achieve the highest
sensitivity, except when targeting submillimeter resolutions,
where it is outperformed by the cone-beam collimator. For
the low-resolution detector, the cone-beam is the best choice
for all target resolutions. This finding might seem to be at
odds with the many commercial small-animal systems, which
are all pinhole-based, e.g., the U-SPECT II.53 However, these
systems utilize large clinical triple-head detectors, which need
to be placed at a larger distance, and for such a setup,
it is not possible to achieve submillimeter resolution with
parallel-hole, fan-, or cone-beam collimators. Moreover, most
commercial preclinical multiple-pinhole systems have the
advantage of being stationary, which can also not be achieved
with parallel-hole, fan-, or cone-beam collimators.

4.B. Task-dependent optimization

Ultimately, the goal is to obtain the best possible task
performance, regardless of the sensitivity or the resolution
of the system. The imaging tasks most relevant to clinical and
preclinical SPECT can be broadly classified into two types:
(i) lesion-detection tasks and (ii) parameter-estimation tasks.
Within each of these categories, there are several different
subcategories—for example, detection of lesions in known
or unknown locations, or embedded within different types of
noisy, structured backgrounds, or estimation of lesion activity
concentration, lesion size, and/or local background activity
concentration.

While lesion-detection or discrimination perceptual exper-
iments can be performed for collimator optimization—using
either receiver-operator characteristic (ROC), or localization
ROC, or alternative forced-choice methodologies149,150—such
studies can be very time-consuming, especially when images
from many different collimator-design conditions must be read
by multiple observers to determine which design provides
the best human-perceptual performance in the diagnostic task
being evaluated. For this reason, considerable effort has gone
into developing numerical observers of various types.

In 1985, Wagner and Brown reviewed the performance
of ideal observers, which attempt to use all of the available

image information to calculate a “physical” SNR for any
hypothesized lesion.151 Most observer models compute a
decision variable for each of many noisy images; the value of
this decision variable is closely related to the likelihood that a
lesion is present within a given noisy image. The distribution
of decision-variable values when a lesion is known to be
present or known to be absent can, in turn, be used to compute
the SNR for detection (or detection and localization, or some
other relevant diagnostic task). Therefore, it is possible to
optimize collimation by maximizing the relevant task SNR,
computed using such an ideal observer.

However, the ideal observer operates on the projection
data and sets the upper bar for classification performance
which may be useful for providing a standard against which
the performance of other observers may be compared, but in
clinical practice, most tasks are performed using reconstructed
images. Therefore, other numerical observers have been
developed that operate on reconstructed images.

Observers that have been used for lesion detection include
the non-prewhitening observer,152–154 Hotelling-trace, and
CHOs, which have also been shown to correlate well with
human observer performance under a variety of different
experimental conditions. For example, Fiete et al.155 showed
a good correlation between the Hotelling-trace and the human
observer for detecting liver tumors, which was later adjusted
by Barrett et al.156 who showed that this is only true if
the postdetection filtering has a low-pass character and that
the channelized Hotelling observer matches better with the
human observer. Rolland and Barrett,157 Eckstein et al.,158

Abbey and Barrett,159 and Abbey and Barrett,160 respectively,
investigated the effect of a nonuniform background, JPEG
image compression, linear iterative reconstruction and noise
regularization on different observer models.

For useful reviews of various numerical observers used for
assessment of image quality, the reader is referred to Barrett
et al.,156 Sharp et al.,153 and Barrett and Myers.161

Metrics related to performance in quantitative parameter
estimation from images have also been used for collimator
optimization. Moore et al.86 evaluated the performance of
different medium-energy collimator designs for 67Ga activity
estimation by computing a SNR based on the Cramer–Rao
lower bound (CRB) on the variance with which tumor ac-
tivity concentration could be estimated when simultaneously
estimating the local background activity concentration. They
also showed in this work that the collimator resolution and
septal penetration fraction that proved optimal for the activity-
estimation task were also close to those that were optimal for
lesion detection using the channelized Hotelling observer.

Image reconstruction, itself, can also be considered to
be an estimation task in which the goal is to estimate
simultaneously all voxel values in the image. Therefore,
we can also use the CRB to determine the uncertainty in
voxel values to optimize SPECT imaging systems.162 The
calculation of this CRB requires the inversion the Fisher
information matrix, which is challenging, certainly for large
image volumes, and approximations need to be used. The
local shift invariant (LSI) approximation is most commonly
used but Fuin et al.162 showed that the conditions for the LSI
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approximation are easily violated and described an alternative
using a subsampled Fisher information matrix (SFIM). The
interested reader is referred to the work of Pato et al.,163

where an overview of different approximation methods and
guidelines for a careful choice are given.

Most conventional collimator design studies have opti-
mized the collimation based on the projection data. However,
in clinical practice, most imaging tasks are performed
using reconstructed images and it has recently been shown
that joint optimization of collimation and SPECT recon-
struction parameters—as opposed to independent sequen-
tial optimization of collimation and reconstruction—yields
improved performance, both for lesion-detection tasks164 and
for activity-estimation tasks.141 The jointly optimized system
resolution FWHM was somewhat larger than the average
lesion size, consistent with earlier findings of Zeng and
Gullberg,165 and the resolution was further improved by
modeling the collimator and detector response function within
the iterative reconstruction algorithm.

In both Refs. 164 and 141, the reconstruction parameter
being optimized was related to the level of post-reconstruction
smoothing but one could also optimize parameters related
to the compensation for different image-degrading effects,
like the PSF for detector response modeling, factors for
attenuation correction [which has been done in time-of-
flight PET (Ref. 166)], or geometrical parameters for the
collimator model. The geometrical resolution of the collimator
is typically modeled using a multiray approach,167 i.e., not
one but multiple rays (sometimes hundreds) are traced from
each pixel through the collimator apertures, subsampling the
aperture and thus modeling the geometrical resolution of the
collimator. For modeling septal penetration and septal scatter
effects, one often uses an effective aperture diameter/length
or alternatively, in (multiple-)pinhole collimators, aperture
penetration can also be modeled using an extended pinhole
aperture and more rays for subsampling in order to include
rays that might penetrate the pinhole edge.87

The distinction between sequential and joint optimization
of apertures and reconstruction parameters is not such an
important issue for preclinical imaging with multiple-pinhole
apertures because such systems are almost never used for
planar imaging. Because reconstructed image volumes are
always produced, this means that preclinical detection and
estimation tasks required by physicians and scientists are
generally performed on reconstructed images.

Meng and Clinthorne168 utilized a modified uniform CRB
calculation for optimizing multiple-pinhole collimation. In
2005, Cao et al.125 then used simulated data for optimizing
the number of pinholes to use on a single rotating gamma
camera for mouse brain imaging. These authors simulated
different numbers of pinholes projecting onto a gamma
camera (40× 40 cm), and multiplexing was allowed. Using
a variety of qualitative and quantitative metrics, e.g., the
accuracy and precision of the striatum-to-cerebral background
ratio, they determined, for this particular camera and scan
geometry, that 9 pinholes provided optimal performance.
Vunckx et al.169 described an interesting approach, also based
on the Fisher information matrix, for optimization of single

and multiple pinhole collimators for small-animal SPECT;
this method required maximizing a contrast-to-noise ratio
computed from the linearized local impulse response and
its covariance. Finally, Lee et al.170 numerically optimized a
multiple-pinhole collimator for mouse cardiac imaging. These
authors considered different numbers of pinholes and different
degrees of multiplexed data, for a relatively low-magnification
geometry, and they used the CHO to estimate the area under
the ROC curve for signal-known-exactly (SKE)/background-
known-statistically (BKS) detection of myocardial defects.
For a small camera (49× 49 mm), these authors determined
that the optimal number of pinholes was 4, with the camera
rotated by 22.5◦ about the center of the camera. The optimal
magnification factor was 1.52, with 20% multiplexing.

4.C. Adaptive SPECT

In Secs. 4.A and 4.B, we have shown that the optimal
collimator not only depends on the detector properties and
the size of the FOV (Ref. 110) but also on the detection
task,171 the activity distribution,119 and the target resolution.
These parameters can greatly vary between different patients
and scans, and therefore adaptive SPECT systems have been
proposed. These systems make it possible, for example, to
acquire an initial scout image and then focus on suspicious
regions to improve performance.172 This was first tested with
a prototype single pinhole system with an adaptable object-
to-pinhole distance, pinhole-to-detector distance, and pinhole
aperture sizes.173 Later, the same group developed an adaptive
multiple-pinhole system for small-animal imaging174,175 with
three regions (low, medium, and high magnifications) and
adaptable pinhole apertures. The same principle has also
been applied to the multiple-slit slit-slat collimator of the
C-SPECT cardiac platform using interchangeable slits.176 The
location and size of the heart is first estimated during a
scout scan to increase the image quality of the actual image
acquisition. Another interesting application is described by
Li and Meng119 and Fuin et al.162 who used adaptive angular
sampling, i.e., they optimized the time spent at each angle
depending on the activity distribution.

5. CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

In the last several years, there has been tremendous
progress on many collimation-related topics, for both human
and small-animal molecular imaging systems. Many new
detectors have become available with greatly improved
intrinsic spatial resolution; these call for the use of diverging
and minifying collimators and change the requirements for
optimal collimation. New production techniques have also
become available (e.g., direct 3-D printing of metals and
“cold casting” of tungsten-composite materials) opening up
new possibilities for fabrication of complex new collimator
designs that would be impossible or extremely expensive to
construct by more conventional means. There has also been
good progress recently on fully stationary SPECT systems
based on ingenious collimator and detector designs. These
offer potential advantages for dynamic scanning, for improved
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system stability, and for compatibility with MRI, enabling the
development of truly simultaneous SPECT/MR scanners.

In addition to reviewing recent advances in collimator
technology, we have also provided here useful guidelines for
optimizing a SPECT collimator for a specific imaging task
and discussed the necessary sampling conditions needed for
reconstructing data from stationary systems or multiplexed
multiple-pinhole SPECT systems.
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