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Influence of Head Tissue Conductivity in Forward
and Inverse Magnetoencephalographic Simulations

Using Realistic Head Models
Robert Van Uitert*, Student Member, IEEE, Chris Johnson, Senior Member, IEEE, and Leonid Zhukov

Abstract—The influence of head tissue conductivity on mag-
netoencephalography (MEG) was investigated by comparing the
normal component of the magnetic field calculated at 61 detectors
and the localization accuracy of realistic head finite element
method (FEM) models using dipolar sources and containing
altered scalp, skull, cerebrospinal fluid, gray, and white matter
conductivities to the results obtained using a FEM realistic head
model with the same dipolar sources but containing published
baseline conductivity values. In the models containing altered
conductivity values, the tissue conductivity values were varied,
one at a time, between 10% and 200% of their baseline values,
and then varied simultaneously. Although changes in conductivity
values for a single tissue layer often altered the calculated mag-
netic field and source localization accuracy only slightly, varying
multiple conductivity layers simultaneously caused significant
discrepancies in calculated results. The conductivity of scalp, and
to a lesser extent that of white and gray matter, appears especially
influential in determining the magnetic field. Comparing the
results obtained from models containing the baseline conductivity
values to the results obtained using other published conductivity
values suggests that inaccuracies can occur depending upon which
tissue conductivity values are employed. We show the importance
of accurate head tissue conductivities for MEG source localization
in human brain, especially for deep dipole sources or when an
accuracy greater than 1.4 cm is needed.

Index Terms—Finite element method, MEG, source localization,
tissue conductivity.

I. INTRODUCTION

MAGNETOENCEPHALOGRAPHY (MEG) measures
the extracranial magnetic fields produced by neuronal

activity within the brain. A standard method for modeling the
macroscopic neural activity assumes that such activity can be
represented by electric current dipoles. The electric currents
produced by the dipoles contain two components: the primary
current, which represents the source of neural activity, and the
secondary or volume current, which results from the interaction
of the primary current with a conductive medium [1], [2]. MEG
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detectors measure the normal component of the net magnetic
field due to both primary and secondary currents.

Simulations that calculate the magnetic fields resulting from
current dipoles, the forward problem, most commonly use
models consisting of a set of concentric spheres, each with ho-
mogeneous and isotropic conductivity [3], [4]. Such spherical
models reduce the MEG forward problem to a closed form
analytic solution, which is independent of the conductivities
of the different head tissue layers [5]. The spherical model,
however, may be less accurate than the realistic head model
[6] in representing the human head for MEG, although more
realistic, inhomogeneous, nonspherical head models are bur-
dened by the fact that in these models a closed form solution
cannot be computed and approximation methods, such as finite
or boundary element methods, must be used.

Spherical models can ignore volume currents, but in realistic
head models, volume currents are important in determining
magnetic fields [7], and tissue conductivity values must be
considered in the calculations of volume currents. Unfortu-
nately, the conductivity values of tissues used in realistic head
models vary greatly in the literature. The scalp conductivity
values have been reported to be between 0.33 S/m–1.0 S/m,
skull conductivity values vary between 0.0042 S/m–0.05 S/m,
cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) conductivity values range between
0.33 S/m–3.00 S/m, and gray and white matter conductivity
values are reported to be between 0.33 S/m–1.0 S/m and
0.31 S/m–0.48 S/m, respectively [8]–[15]. We used the finite
element method (FEM) [16]–[18] to investigate the effects that
various head tissue conductivities have on the total magnetic
field produced by a dipolar source and measured at MEG
detectors, and their importance in accurately calculating the
normal component of the magnetic field detected by MEG.

The MEG inverse problem determines a current dipole’s lo-
cation within the head from the normal component of the mag-
netic field located at each detector, and relies on the techniques
and modeling of the forward problem. After determining the in-
fluence of various head tissue conductivities in the forward sim-
ulations, we performed inverse simulations on the realistic head
models to investigate the affect of altering tissue conductivities
on accurate dipole source localization.

II. BACKGROUND

The distribution of electric and magnetic fields in and sur-
rounding the head can be found from Maxwell’s equations. Con-
sidering the head as containing conductive regions with con-
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ductivities and having constant magnetic permeability equiv-
alent to that of free space, , the quasi-static approxima-
tion of Maxwell’s equations is given by

(1)

(2)

The electromotive force impressed by biological activity on
conducting tissues produces the dipole’s primary current den-
sity, [5]. The returning, passive current, within the conductor
can be computed using Ohm’s law . Then the total
current within a conductor is given by

(3)

The curl free electric field can be represented through the gra-
dient of its potential and (3) becomes

(4)

Finally, the continuity equation for a closed system can be
written as

(5)

Combining (4) with (5), we derive the Poisson equation,
which describes the distribution of potential and, therefore,
electric fields and currents inside the conductor

(6)

That the solution of the Poisson equation should satisfy Neu-
mann boundary conditions on the surface of the head,

, also follows from Maxwell’s equations.
The permeability of the head is indistinguishable from that of

the surrounding volume and, thus, there are no boundary condi-
tions on the surface of the head to be satisfied for the magnetic
field. Magnetic field equations can then be considered in the en-
tire volume, and the solution of (2) is given by the Biot-Savart
law

(7)

where is the point of detection, is the coordinate of the
primary and secondary dipoles, is the current distribution
in the conductor, and is the volume of the region (Fig. 1).

Combining (4) and (7), we obtain

(8)

Fig. 1. Schematic diagram showing the relationship between ~r (coordinate
point of detection), ~n (normal to the detector), ~r (coordinate of the dipole),
~Q (moment of dipole), G (total conductive region), G (conductive subregion
1), � (conductivity of subregion 1), G (conductive subregion 2), �
(conductivity of subregion 2). This example illustrates the use of variables for
piecewise constant conductivity regions, but the equations are equally valid for
continuously varying conductivities.

For a current dipole with moment and
position

(9)

where

(10)

The integral portion of (9) models the magnetic field due to
volume currents that are dependent upon the conductivity and
electric potential, whereas the balance of the right hand side of
(10) models the primary current which is independent of con-
ductivity.

The detectors used in MEG measure only the normal compo-
nent of the magnetic field [19]. Thus, (9) becomes

(11)

where is the normal to the detector. These formulas, together
with the Poisson equation, are used for the numerical computa-
tions in this paper.

Of note is that the gradient operator can be moved (see the
Appendix) from the potential onto the conductivity term inside
the integral

(12)

Equation (12) shows that more significant contributions to the
total magnetic field are expected in regions where changes
the most, and that lesser gradients of should yield smaller
contributions to the magnetic field due to volume currents. Thus,
one would expect strong contributions to the total magnetic field
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Fig. 2. Magnetic field detector positions in relation to one of the MRI slices
used to form the FEM realistic head model.

from the skull/scalp boundary where a relatively large gradient
of the conductivity is present.

III. RESULTS

Our simulations employed a finite element method with linear
basis functions to calculate the magnetic field in a model using
realistic geometry [7], [20]. The model was constructed from a
volume magnetic resonance image (MRI) scan of a 34 year old
patient whose head had a radius of approximately 100 mm. The
Biomedical Problem Solving Environment (BioPSE) [21] was
used to solve the forward and inverse MEG simulations.

The realistic head model for the forward simulations consists
of 72 745 nodes, 406 493 uniformally spaced tetrahedral ele-
ments, and 61 detectors placed over the head (Fig. 2). We con-
sidered six conductivity regions in the head and assigned them
conductivity values from the literature: air ( S/m), scalp
( S/m), skull ( S/m), CSF ( S/m),
gray matter ( S/m), and white matter ( S/m)
[14]; these conductivity values were considered the baseline
conductivities.

A. Realistic Head Forward Simulation

To determine the influence of head tissue conductivities on
MEG forward calculations, we compared the normal component
of the magnetic field at the MEG detectors of several realistic
FEM head models, each model containing a different set of con-
ductivity values for the head tissues, with results obtained using
data generated from the same dipoles placed in the same loca-
tions in a realistic head model with the baseline set of head tissue
conductivity values noted above. The conductivity values of the
scalp, skull, CSF, gray matter, and white matter were varied, one

at a time, to 10%, 25%, 50%, 75%, 110%, 125%, 150%, 175%,
and 200% of the baseline value.

Eight current electric dipoles were individually placed into
each of the altered conductivity models and the magnetic fields
were calculated for each dipole individually. These dipoles were
located in the gray matter of the left occipital cortex, the right oc-
cipital white matter, the right posterior frontal subcortical white
matter, the white matter of the right anterior internal capsule,
the gray matter of the anterior right cingulate gyrus, the left hip-
pocampal white matter, the right medial temporal white matter,
and the gray matter of the right globus pallidus. The dipole dis-
tance from the closest magnetic detector was 53.6, 53.8, 65.6,
84.5, 84.6, 92.5, 95.9, and 97.1 mm, respectively.

Equation (11) was used to calculate the normal component
of the magnetic field at the detector points in the FEM models
with the altered conductivity values and in the model with the
baseline conductivity values. The in (11) implicitly depends
upon and was obtained by solving the partial differential equa-
tions corresponding to the Poisson equation, (6). As can be seen
in Table I, each of the five conductivity layers was altered to
have each of the nine different conductivity values; only one
layer and one conductivity value were changed in each model.
The discrepancies between each model’s results and those of
the baseline model are reported in Table I as one minus the ab-
solute value of the correlation coefficient expressed as a percent.
For example, decreasing the scalp conductivity value to 75% of
the baseline value resulted in a discrepancy between the normal
component of the magnetic field at the detectors in the varied
conductivity model and those in the baseline conductivity model
of %; a decrease in the conductivity by 50% pro-
duced a difference of %.

B. Realistic Head Inverse Simulation

The normal component of the magnetic field was calculated
at each detector by forward simulation for a single dipole in the
baseline conductivity model. White Gaussian noise was added
to the detectors’ magnetic field data in a signal-to-noise ratio
(SNR) of 9:1. The results of the forward simulation for this
dipole, but not the dipole’s location, were then used as the “mea-
sured” data with which to run an inverse MEG simulation using
one of the head models with the altered tissue conductivity. In
order to avoid biasing the solution in the source localization pro-
cedure, the realistic head model that was used in the forward
simulation was modified to form a different mesh containing
72 749 nodes and 406 517 tetrahedral elements; this modified
mesh was used in all inverse simulations realistic head model
studies. The same 61 detector positions and orientations that
were used in the forward model were employed to perform in-
verse simulations with the modified mesh model. The inverse
simulation was performed by positioning a test dipole in one
element of the altered conductivity finite element head mesh,
finding the optimal magnitude and orientation for the dipole in
that element using linear least squares optimization, and then
computing the misfit between the forward solution for the test
dipole and the “measured” data [22], [23]. The test dipole was
then moved to different positions in the mesh until a position
was found where the misfit between the forward solution for the
test dipole and the “measured” data was minimized. Rather than
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TABLE I
FORWARD MEG ERROR

TABLE II
INVERSE MEG ERROR (MILLIMETERS)

calculating the misfit for each element, the downhill simplex
[2] optimization search technique was used starting at multiple
points including the true dipole position which, if producing a
bias at all, would tend to favor a more accurate localization of
the dipole in the altered models.

Inverse MEG simulations were performed on data “mea-
sured” at detectors for the same eight dipole locations that
were used in the forward study. The altered conductivity value
models that were used in the inverse portion of the simula-
tion contained conductivity values of the scalp, skull, CSF,
gray matter, and white matter that were varied, one at a time,
to 10%, 25%, 50%, 75%, 110%, 125%, 150%, 175%, and
200% of the baseline value. The inverse MEG solutions for
each of the varied conductivity models were compared to the
true dipole source position; localization errors are listed in
Table II. For example, decreasing the scalp conductivity value
to 75% of the baseline value resulted in a position error of

mm, and a decrease by 50% produced an error of
mm. Inverse simulations using the baseline con-

ductivity values with the mesh and noise employed in all the
inverse simulations resulted in an average error of

mm.
As shown in Table II, changes in the scalp conductivity tended

to cause greater localization errors than did the same percentage
change in conductivity in other layers. The greater localization
errors found for the changes in scalp conductivity differed sig-
nificantly from the smaller errors found by changing the skull
conductivity ( , Multivariate Analysis of Variance fol-
lowed by Scheffe’s test), the CSF conductivity ,
and the gray matter conductivity , and tended to be
greater than those found by changing the white matter conduc-

tivity , especially for the larger changes in conduc-
tivity (e.g., 10% and 200%). Also, localization errors tended to
be greater for changes in white matter conductivity than were
found for changes in gray matter conductivity, although the dif-
ferences in localization errors did not reach the level of statis-
tical significance.

The dipoles used in the source localization study can be di-
vided into two groups: dipoles that are mm from the nearest
detector (i.e., “deep” in the head), and dipoles that are
mm to a detector (i.e., in a more superficial location). When
all models with varied conductivities are considered together,
the position error for the “deep” dipoles tended to be greater
than was the error for the superficial dipoles ( , Multi-
variate Analysis of Variance); the lack of significance probably
reflects the small sample size of the data. The error for “deep”
dipoles also tended to be greater than the error for superficial
dipoles for models in which the gray matter conductivity varied
and for models in which the white matter varied. For example,
for the “deep” dipoles, a decrease of the gray matter conduc-
tivity to 75% resulted in a position error of mm,
and a decrease by 50% produced an error of mm.
For the superficial dipoles, a decrease of the gray matter con-
ductivity to 75% resulted in a position error of mm,
and a decrease by 50% produced an error of mm.
For the “deep” dipoles, a decrease of the white matter conduc-
tivity to 75% of the baseline value resulted in a position error of

mm, and a decrease of 50% produced an error of
mm. For the superficial dipoles, a decrease of the

white matter conductivity to 75% resulted in a position error of
mm, and a decrease by 50% produced an error of
mm.
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The same observations regarding “deep” versus superficial
dipoles held for the scalp, skull, and CSF tissue layers, as well.
The position error for the “deep” dipoles tended to be greater
than the error for the superficial dipoles for the models in which
the scalp conductivity varied, for the models in which the skull
conductivity varied, and for the models in which the CSF con-
ductivity varied.

The direction of the source localization error that resulted
from models with varied conductivity values was investigated as
well. When considering dipoles that were “deep”, models with
varied conductivities tended to result in source localization po-
sitions which were superficial to the true dipole position 74.1%
of the time, regardless of whether the conductivity value used
was greater or less than the baseline conductivity value. When
considering superficial dipoles, models with varied conductivi-
ties tended to result in source localization positions which were
“deep” relative to the true dipole position 68.0% of the time,
regardless of whether the conductivity value used was greater
or less than the baseline conductivity value. The source local-
ization position which resulted when using a model with varied
conductivities was always on the same side of the head as the
true dipole position; no dipole was located incorrectly to the
contralateral hemisphere. A dipole depth from 53 mm to 65 mm
from the nearest detector appears to be the “cross-over” point
between dipoles that tended to result in source localization er-
rors that were more “deep” than the true dipole position and
those that were more superficial than the dipole position.

C. Multiple Tissue Conductivity Changes

To test the effect of changing the conductivity values of more
than one tissue layer simultaneously on the calculated magnetic
field and source localization, three models were constructed
for both forward and inverse simulations. In the first model,
both the scalp and skull conductivities were altered. The second
model contained altered gray and white matter conductivities.
In the third model, conductivity values of all five layers were
altered simultaneously. The same eight dipoles as were used in
the Sections III-A and III-B were used in each of these models.
For the inverse simulations, the realistic head model mesh used
in Section III-B was used and white Gaussian noise was added
to the forward simulated data in a SNR of 9:1 to represent the
“measured” data.

Table III shows the forward and inverse errors of the results
calculated from the models with altered tissue conductivities.
The first column of Table III indicates the tissue layers that
were altered and the amount that their conductivity values were
changed as a percentage of the baseline conductivity values;
the tissue layers and conductivities not shown for a particular
model were left at the baseline conductivity values. The normal
component of the magnetic field calculated at a detector using
the model with the varied conductivity value was compared to
the results obtained using the data generated using the baseline
model and is shown in the second column of Table III as one
minus the absolute value of the correlation coefficient expressed
as a percent. The inverse MEG simulation was performed using
a realistic head model with altered conductivities and the data
“measured” from the forward simulation using the baseline con-
ductivity model. The source localization for each of the varied

TABLE III
MULTIPLE CONDUCTIVITY CHANGES: MEG FORWARD AND INVERSE ERRORS

conductivity models was compared to the true dipole source po-
sition; the errors for each model are listed in the third column
of Table III.

Table III illustrates representative examples of multiple con-
ductivity changes, but is not exhaustive. When one considers
all models in which the two tissue layers of the scalp and skull
or gray and white matter conductivity values were changed si-
multaneously, increasing or decreasing both of the conductiv-
ities tended to result in larger forward and inverse errors than
were found by decreasing one of the conductivity values and
increasing the other conductivity value, but this trend did not
reach the level of statistical significance.

Another example of multiple tissue conductivity values being
altered simultaneously comes from the models used by other
authors. Table IV contains the forward and source localization
errors calculated for seven realistic head models containing con-
ductivity values which have been used by other authors. When
an author did not report a conductivity value for a particular
tissue layer, the baseline conductivity value for that layer was
used in the realistic head model. The same eight dipoles as
were used in Sections III-A and III-B were used to calculate
both the average forward and inverse errors. Each row is labeled
by the tissues and their conductivity values in that model. The
normal component of the magnetic field calculated at a detector
using the model with the varied conductivity value was com-
pared to the data from the baseline model and shown in Table
IV as one minus the absolute value of the correlation coefficient
expressed as a percent. The inverse MEG simulation was per-
formed using the realistic head model with the altered conduc-
tivities, the realistic head mesh described in Section III-B, and
the data “measured” from the forward simulation using the base-
line conductivity model with added white Gaussian noise in a
SNR of 9:1. The source localization for each of the varied con-
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TABLE IV
OTHER FREQUENTLY USED CONDUCTIVITY VALUES: MEG FORWARD AND INVERSE ERRORS

ductivity models was compared to the true dipole source posi-
tion; errors are reported in Table IV. The reference for the con-
ductivity values used in a particular model is given in the far
right hand column of Table IV.

IV. DISCUSSION

Changing conductivity values of individual tissue layers did
not result in random variations in forward and inverse solu-
tions, but rather distinct trends in the solution errors were ob-
served. Tables I and II show that for all five tissue layers, greater
amounts of change from the baseline conductivity value for a
single layer increases the error for both the forward and inverse
computations. Equation (12) explains this observation. A large
change in the conductivity from its baseline value in a tissue
layer will result in a greater change in the gradient of across
tissue barriers than will a small change in the conductivity of
the same tissue. The greater the gradient, the larger would be
the expected impact on the magnetic field; further, the greater
the change in gradient, the larger would be the expected dis-
crepancy from the baseline magnetic field.

Models with changes in the scalp conductivity value gener-
ally had larger errors in the predicted magnetic field values and
in source localization than were found in models with a change
in any other tissue layer, although Tables I and II show some
variability exists. Equation (12) helps to explain this finding.
The magnetic field due to the primary current is independent
of the conductivity of the tissue layers and will give the same
MEG value for a particular dipole and detector, regardless of
the conductivity of the layers. In contrast, the magnetic field
due to the volume currents varies as a function of the change
in the conductivity at a barrier between two tissues. The mag-
netic field due to the volume currents is more influenced by
the scalp conductivity than it is by any other layer for three
reasons: 1) the large gradient between the conductivity of the
scalp and the near zero conductivity of the air external to the
head, 2) the large gradient between the skull and scalp con-
ductivities, and 3) the scalp is the closest tissue layer to the
detectors, thus in (12) is at a minimum, and the influ-
ence of the scalp volume currents and conductivity on the total
magnetic field are at a maximum.

The source localization errors calculated in models with
changes in the conductivity value of some tissues often did not
exceed the accuracy of MEG ( mm) [4]. Table II shows that
small changes in the conductivity values of the skull or CSF,
individually, do not impact the source localization error enough
to be detected by MEG.

The magnetic field values calculated from models with
changes in the white matter conductivity tended to have greater
discrepancies than were found in those calculated from models
with changes in the gray matter conductivity, although errors
can occur with changes in the conductivity value for either
gray or white matter. Similarly in source localization problems,
changes in the white matter’s conductivity value generally
resulted in a larger localization error than did changes in the
gray matter’s conductivity value. The volume of the white
matter in the brain is much larger than the volume of the gray
matter. The integral portion of (11) applies to the entire volume
of the brain, and conductivity value changes in the larger white
matter volume would be expected to have a greater affect on the
total magnetic field than would changes in the smaller volume
of gray matter.

However, the larger volume of white matter does not totally
explain the increased error in localization with changes in white
matter conductivity. Often, the conductivity of the area directly
surrounding the dipole has a greater influence on the resulting
magnetic field than does the area further away from the dipole.
As has been previously noted in a preliminary report of this
study [24] and confirmed in two independent reports by Acar,
et al. [25] and Miranda, et al. [26], the magnetic field resulting
from dipoles located in the gray matter generally is more influ-
enced by a change in gray matter conductivity than by a change
in white matter conductivity, and the source localization error
for such dipoles generally is larger when the gray matter con-
ductivity value is changed than when the white matter conduc-
tivity value is changed. Conversely, the magnetic field resulting
from dipoles located in the white matter generally is more in-
fluenced by a change in white matter conductivity than by a
change in gray matter conductivity, and the source localization
error for these dipoles generally is larger when the white matter
conductivity value is changed than when the gray matter con-
ductivity value is changed. The greater influence of the dipole’s
local environment would be expected from the integral portion
of (11) that calculates volume currents. As the distance between
the dipole and volume element decreases,
increases and, thus, the influence of the local region’s volume
currents and conductivity on the total magnetic field increases.

For changes in the conductivity value in any tissue layer,
the error associated with localizing “deep” dipoles tended to
be greater than was the error associated with localizing dipoles
more superficially located in the brain. Overall, the error in lo-
calizing “deep” dipoles tended to exceed the error for localizing
superficial dipoles, although not statistically significant due to

Authorized licensed use limited to: CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY. Downloaded on February 6, 2010 at 07:59 from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply. 



VAN UITERT et al.: INFLUENCE OF HEAD TISSUE CONDUCTIVITY IN FORWARD AND INVERSE MAGNETOENCEPHALOGRAPHIC SIMULATIONS 2135

small sample size . Also, the error in localization of
“deep” dipoles tended to be larger than was the error for local-
izing superficial dipoles for individual changes in conductivity
values in the scalp, skull, CSF, gray matter, or white matter. The
smaller localization errors found with superficial dipoles would
be expected based on (11); for superficially located dipoles, the
magnetic field due to the primary current dominates over the rel-
atively low contributions from the magnetic field due to volume
currents, and hence conductivity has little influence on the total
measured magnetic field.

When tissue conductivity values were changed simultane-
ously, substantially larger errors often could occur in both
the predicted magnetic fields and in the source localization of
the dipoles than when the values were changed individually,
as shown in Table III. This result is expected since multiple
sources of error in the model would likely increase the inac-
curacy of the calculated magnetic field. Although most of the
source localization errors that occurred when the conductivity
value of the different tissue layers was individually changed by
25% or 50% were less than the accuracy of MEG, the errors
that occurred when more than one layer was varied were often
greater than MEG’s accuracy and could become of practical
significance. A change of conductivity value of 25% or 50%
may seem large, but the difference between the largest and
smallest reported conductivity values of normal gray and white
matter vary by as much as 200% and 50%, respectively [14],
[11], [9], [12], [15]. Large differences in tissue conductivity
values not only have been reported by different investigaors but
by the same investigator in difference subjects; recent results
by Goncalves, et al. [27] experimentally support the variability
of the brain and skull conductivity values by reporting that
the conductivity of the brain/skull ratio varies considerably
from subject to subject with a mean ratio of 72 but a standard
deviation of 48%. Also, if the brain is treated as a homogeneous
volume conductor, then the conductivity of the gray and/or
white matter may again vary up to 200% and 50%, respectively,
of their reported individual conductivities. As noted above, the
magnetic field appears to have a particular sensitivity to scalp
conductivity; depending on the oils and perspiration that are
present on the scalp, the conductivity value of the scalp may
vary greatly. Further, conductivity changes that may occur in
pathologic states are largely unknown, but could be expected
to even exceed 200% in some circumstances, such as poren-
cephalic cysts in gray or white matter.

The forward and source localization errors that occurred
when all of the tissue layers were simultaneously altered could
result in either substantial or trivial errors depending upon
the ratio of the conductivity value alterations that took place.
Although a change in the conductivity value by 50% was
necessary before the error would be detectable by MEG when
two tissue layers were varied at the same time, simultaneous
changes in the scalp, skull, CSF, gray and white matter con-
ductivity values could produce source localization errors that
were greater than the accuracy of MEG for even a 10% or 25%
change in the tissue layer’s conductivity values, such as when
the scalp and skull were given 110% of their baseline value
and the CSF, gray and white matter were given 75% of their
baseline value.

Table IV demonstrates the variability in the conductivity
values that have been reported in the literature for head tissues.
Using the conductivity values reported by other investigators
instead of the baseline values used in this study led to MEG
source localization errors sometimes greater than 1 cm, such as
in the cases of Latika, et al. [12] and Foster, et al. [9]. We do
not wish to imply that the baseline conductivity values that we
have used are correct or that the tissue conductivity values used
by other authors are incorrect. Rather, we only wish to point
out that given the variation in reported conductivity values,
a large localization error may occur when inaccurate tissue
conductivity values are used for a particular patient or when
one investigator’s reported values are substituted into another’s
model. Accurate measurements and subsequent model repre-
sentation of tissue conductivities would appear to be essential
for accurate source localization in the human brain.

V. CONCLUSION

Conductivity values of the head tissues do influence the mag-
netic field resulting from a dipolar source in the brain. The con-
ductivity of the tissue directly surrounding a dipole influences
the resulting magnetic field more than does tissue that is far-
ther away, and “deep” dipoles generally are more influenced by
changed conductivity values than are dipoles that are more su-
perficially located. Scalp conductivities also appear to influence
the detected magnetic field more than do the conductivities of
most other tissues. Although an alteration in a single tissue’s
conductivity value results in a small localization error, changes
in conductivity in multiple tissues may have substantial affects
on dipole source localization. Although a 50% change in con-
ductivity may seem large, different investigators have published
conductivity values for head tissue that can vary by this amount
or more, and changes of this size may occur in pathologic states.
This study suggests that accurate scalp, skull, CSF, gray and
white matter conductivities may be important for MEG source
localization in human brain.

VI. FUTURE WORK

In the future, we plan to continue to investigate the impor-
tance of using realistic finite element head models for forward
and inverse MEG simulations. We plan to perform a study
similar to the one presented, but on the effect of conductivity
for distributed source models. We also plan to study quan-
titatively the effect of anisotropy within the head on normal
components of the magnetic field as measured by MEG, and
how these anisotropies influence both forward and inverse
MEG simulations.

APPENDIX

PROOF FOR (12)

We start with (9) from Section II

(13)
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In order to evaluate the integral, we first use differentiation by
parts

(14)

Substituting this expression back into (13), we have

(15)

We are interested in evaluating the second integral in the above
expression. Introducing and using

, the second integrand in (15) can be written

(16)

A useful vector identity can be obtained for the curl of a
scalar-vector product

(17)

If we choose then

(18)

but the first term on the right hand side of this expression is
the curl of the gradient which is always zero. Thus, (18) can be
simplified to

(19)

Comparing (16) and (19) we can write

(20)

Finally, we use the Stoke’s theorem that links volume and
surface integrals

(21)

The second term from (15) then becomes

(22)

The surface integral in this expression is evaluated on the sur-
face surrounding the entire volume and its value should be com-
puted as . Then

(23)

Since from the Poisson equation solution and
due to the problem’s geometry, the integral is

in fact zero.
Finally, the gradient operator can be moved from the potential

onto the conductivity term inside the integral

(24)
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