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Data-driven Measures for Dose Reduction and Image Quality Enhancement in
Computed Tomography
Dose reduction without sacrificing image quality is one of the primary aims of computed
tomography (CT) research. Especially in interventional applications, which require multiple
scans, dose reduction is paramount. Two pathways of arbitrarily reducing dose are the reduction
of tube current (low-mAs CT) and reduction of number of projections (sparse-view CT). The
former will increase noise, the latter sparseness artifacts, such that there is a trade-off between
dose and image quality in either case. Additionally, if the patient does not fully fit in the
field of measurement, as is typical for interventional cone-beam CT, the image will suffer from
truncation artifacts and a small field of view. Novel deep neural networks have shown promising
results in a variety of image processing tasks. The aim of this thesis is therefore to analyze the
different low-dose CT realizations in conjunction with deep learning-based image processing and
facilitate reconstruction from truncated projections with both a data-driven and iterative method.
Quantitative image quality analysis of low-dose CT is performed with several conventional and
task-based methods. The latter are able to distinguish between sufficiently and insufficiently
trained networks, ensuring a safe utilization of deep learning-based methods. The well-trained
neural networks are able to support the tested 80% dose reduction by restoring image quality.
Between the different realizations of low-dose CT, low-mAs CT is determined as preferable.
Both detruncation methods achieve satisfactory results. However, the computational cost of
DART remains prohibitive while the deep learning-based detruncation promises to increase the
field of view in real-time. This in turn may improve image guidance and secondary algorithms
during operations.

Datengetriebene Maßnahmen zur Dosisreduktion und Bildqualitätsverbesserung in
der Computertomographie
Dosisreduktion ohne Verringerung der Bildqualität ist einer der Forschungsschwerpunkte im
Bereich Computertomographie (CT). Besonders in interventionellen Anwendungen, die oft
wiederholte Aufnahmen benötigen, ist Dosisreduktion entscheidend. Zwei mögliche Wege die
Dosis beliebig zu verringern, sind die Senkung des Röhrenstroms und die Verringerung der
Projektionsanzahl. Ersteres bewirkt ein Ansteigen des Bildrauschens, letzteres verursacht
Streifenartefakte. Somit gibt es in beiden Fällen einen Kompromiss zwischen Dosis und
Bildqualität. Falls der Patient nicht in das Messfeld passt, was üblich für interventielle C-Arm
Systeme ist, entstehen Trunkierungsartefakte und das Field-of-View ist verkleinert. Neuartige
neuronale Netze haben bereits für diverse Anwendungen aus der Bildverarbeitung hervorragende
Ergebnisse geliefert. Das Ziel dieser Arbeit ist daher, die verschiedenen Niedrigdosis-CT-
Implementierungen im Verbund mit Deep Learning-basierter Bildverbesserung zu analysieren,
sowie die Rekonstruktion aus trunkierten Rohdaten mithilfe einer Deep Learning-basierten und
einer iterative Methode zu ermöglichen. Zur quantitativen Bildqualitätsanalyse der Niedrigdosis-
Scans wurden mehrere konventionelle und Aufgaben-basierte Metriken implementiert. Letztere
sind in der Lage zwischen ausreichend und unzureichend trainierten Netzen zu unterscheiden
und gewährleisten so die sichere Verwendung von Deep Learning Algorithmen. Die Netze
ermöglichen eine Dosisreduktion von 80% durch die Wiederherstellung der Bildqualität. Von
den Methoden zur Dosissenkung wird die Senkung des Röhrenstroms als zu bevorzugen bewertet.
Beide Methoden zur Detrunkierung liefern zufriedenstellende Ergebnisse. Allerdings ist der mit
DART verbundene Rechenaufwand derzeit noch weitaus größer als die Inferenzzeit des Netzes,
welches Korrekturen in Echtzeit verspricht. Diese können möglicherweise zur Verbesserung der
Bildsteuerung während Operationen oder nachfolgenden Algorithmen beitragen.
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1 | Introduction

Computed tomography (CT) is one of the main imaging modalities in the clinical
workflow. It generates cross-sectional slices of the human body from several X-ray
projections in scan times of a few seconds [1]. Historically, it was the first modality
to provide images that were not inhibited by the superposition of different structures
[2]. Four years after its invention by Hounsfield in 1973 [3], about 1000 systems were
installed [4]. In the modern clinical landscape, virtually every hospital has at least one
CT [5], which highlights its unequivocal importance to current diagnostics.
While CT was initially used primarily for diagnostics, developments in flat panel detec-
tor technology have made three-dimensional (3D) imaging available to interventional
applications via C-arm cone-beam computed tomography (CBCT) systems [6]–[10]. This
includes image guidance for minimally invasive procedures, e.g. for vascular stenting
[7], [11], [12], embolization [13], spine surgery [14], and follow-up treatments after
hip replacement [15]. Other scenarios in which CBCT is performed are chemo- and
radioembolization for cancer treatment [13], [16], [17], radiotherapy [6], [9], [18], and
dental scans [19], [20]. In general, the scans may be used both for image guidance, as
well as verification of treatment success.
The main concern when employing CT stems from the X-rays that are used in the image
formation: each scan is associated with a significant radiation dose to the patient, and in
the interventional context, to the clinical staff. The exact dose varies between patients,
body region and type of exam. Wider cross-sections, e.g. shoulders or abdomen, or
obese patients, require more radiation to achieve satisfactory image qualities [1]. While
a single abdominal may only cause an effective dose of 4.5 mSv, oftentimes it is necessary
to perform multiple acquisitions, increasing the total dose to the patient. For example,
treatment planning in radiotherapy requires follow-up scans to tailor the plan to the
actual patient position and identify treatment progress [9], [16], [18]. Likewise, image-
guided surgeries necessitate continued updates on the position of surgical instruments
[7], [21]. As a 3D CBCT needs a large number of projections, two-dimensional (2D)
X-ray imaging, e.g. 2D fluoroscopy, is still prevalent for interventions [22]. In order to
enable more frequent utilization of 3D scans, thus providing the surgeon with additional
information leading to improved surgeries, dose reductions are mandatory.
Dose reduction has therefore long been one of the primary research aims related
to CT. Several hardware and software-based approaches have been investigated and
implemented in commercial systems. Methods that act before the reconstruction
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

process include prefilters that shape the spectrum of the X-ray beam in a manner that
reduces low energy photons [1], [23]–[25]. This decreases the fraction of photons that
contribute to patient dose but not to the detected signal and increases image quality.
The development of novel photon counting CT detectors promises further potential for
low-dose CT, partially due to a lack of electronic noise [26]–[30]. As stated before, the
dose required for a diagnostically valuable image changes with the cross-section of the
patient. Because the thickness of the patient is not the same for all directions, tube
current modulation (TCM) is able to reduce the dose for projections where the beam
has to penetrate less tissue, and vice versa [23], [31]–[35]. This leads to a more efficient
utilization of radiation in terms of image noise. Likewise, the TCM can be used to
protect specific organs or minimize the effective dose of the acquisition [29], [36].
In general, the dose can be arbitrarily reduced by decreasing the tube current, or
the number of projections. Both will lead to a net decrease in X-rays and thus dose,
but will deteriorate the image quality if not sufficiently corrected for. Reducing the
tube current in so-called low-mAs CT increases the noise of the measured projections
according to the Poisson distribution of X-ray detection [1], [37]. This noise is then
transferred to the image in the reconstruction. A plethora of methods have been
developed to reduce image noise. These include adaptive filters [24], [38]–[41] and
advanced iterative reconstructions that may include a sophisticated model of the CT
data generation process [42]–[46]. Likewise, sparse-view CT, i.e. acquisitions with
fewer projections, causes streak-like artifacts in the image due to the reduced angular
sampling. A variety of iterative [47]–[50] and compressed sensing methods [47], [51]–[55]
have been established to reconstruct from sparse data.
While conventional methods have enabled moderate dose reductions already, novel
deep learning algorithms have shown highly promising results in a multitude of image
processing tasks [56]–[60]. This includes classification [61], [62] and segmentation
of medical images [63]–[66]. Neural networks (NNs) have also been applied to low-
mAs scans, yielding favorable results [41], [67]–[79]. Recently, the first deep learning
methods have been implemented in commercial CT systems [80]–[82]. NNs incorporate
prior information via the training process into the image correction, thus achieving
results superior to conventional methods. Similarly, deep learning-based algorithms
have successfully reduced artifacts in sparse-view acquisitions [55], [58], [76], [83]–[104].
Despite the large amount of literature on either method of dose reduction, there is
scarcely any research on which approach is preferable [76].
Another case of reconstructing scans with insufficient raw data is the problem of
truncated projections [1]. This occurs frequently in interventional CBCT, where the
detector is often only 30 cm wide in axial direction, such that the patient does not
fully fit in the field of measurement (FOM). The collimation of the X-ray beam may be
further reduced, to decrease the patient dose [9]. Conventional reconstruction algorithms
applied to these data will create cupping artifacts inside the field of view (FOV) [1], [105].
In addition, information outside the FOV is lost, which may be beneficial for secondary
algorithms such as positron emission tomography (PET) attenuation correction, scatter
correction or beam hardening correction [106]. Established methods to reduce truncation
artifacts typically extrapolate the singorams based on some simplified patient model,

2



e.g. a water cylinder [106]–[112]. Another algorithm that has been employed for the
reconstruction from insufficient raw data, primarily limited angle and sparse acquisitions
but also truncation, is the discrete algebraic reconstruction technique (DART) method
[113]–[123]. Recently, deep learning-based methods have shown promising results for
the detruncation task [95], [124]–[131].
While state-of-the-art NN appear to outperform analytic or iterative methods in image
reconstruction and processing, they are significantly less predictable [132]. Indeed,
the networks themselves can be considered a black box due to the large number of
parameters. One approach to remedy this lack of interpretability, is to use the network
to find parameters of an analytic or iterative method [42]. To ensure the safe utilization
of networks in general, sophisticated quality assurance is necessary. This is especially
important in medical imaging. For instance, the removal of a lesion by a denoising
algorithm may lead to a misdiagnosis.
The aim of this thesis is to investigate the potential of deep learning-based methods to
reduce CT dose in conjunction with low-mAs and sparse-view CT, and to reconstruct
images from truncated data. Specifically, this work analyses different approaches to
low-dose CT and seeks to determine the optimal combination of reducing tube current
and number of projections. The low-dose scans are corrected with dedicated NNs,
and evaluated on classical image quality measures as well as task-based metrics. For
the latter, low-dose scans of patients with liver lesions are simulated and corrected.
Furthermore, several metrics of lesion segmentation accuracy are computed with a
state-of-the-art deep segmentation algorithm. In addition, analytical model observers
are implemented to determine lesion detectability in proximity to human perception
[133]–[141]. The work then investigates whether the metrics are able to distinguish
between sufficiently and insufficiently trained networks. For the task of detruncation,
truncated scans are simulated and subsequently reconstructed with a dual-domain NN,
as well as DART-based detruncation. The results are then quantitatively analyzed
inside and outside the original FOV.
The structure of this work is as follows: Chapter 2 contains the fundamentals of X-ray
computed tomography, including the underlying physical processes, image reconstruction
methods and artifacts. In addition, it discusses the basics of machine learning and
NNs. Chapter 3 describes the methodology of this work. It outlines the simulation of
low-dose CT, network architectures and training schemes. Furthermore, it introduces
the task-based image quality metrics. Moreover, the detruncation algorithms are
presented. Chapter 4 provides the experimental results. First, dose reduction approaches
are evaluated and compared. This is followed by an ablation study of the network
architecture and the loss function. Subsequently, the developed metrics are applied to
insufficiently trained networks. Finally, the DART and NN detruncation results are
shown. Chapter 5, summarizes and discusses the results of this work. Lastly, chapter 6
draws the conclusions of this thesis.
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2 | Fundamentals

2.1 Interactions of X-Rays with Matter
CT is made possible by the interaction of X-rays with the patient and detector. X-rays
are photons generated as bremsstrahlung or characteristic X-rays within in a wavelength
range of 10−8 m to 10−13 m [2]. Notably, photons originating from radioactive decay are
called γ-rays, even if they fall into the wavelength range above. The diagnostic value
of X-rays was acknowledged immediately, such that they have been used for medical
imaging since their discovery by W. C. Röntgen in 1898 [1], [142].

2.1.1 Lambert-Beer Law

As an X-ray beam passes through matter, a fraction of the photons will interact with the
object and are attenuated. Two parameters govern how strongly the beam is attenuated:
the linear attenuation coefficient µ and the thickness of the material d. The attenuation
coefficient depends on the energy of the photon E and the object material, i.e. its
density. For simplicity, the following examines a mono-energetic X-ray pencil beam
with an initial intensity I0 and a homogeneous object. After passing through the object,
the intensity of the beam is

I = I0 · e−µ · d, (2.1)

according to the Lambert-Beer law. In diagnostic imaging, most X-rays have energies
between 30 keV and 150 keV. In this case, three physical effects contribute to the
total attenuation coefficient: Rayleigh scattering (µR), the photoelectric effect (µP),
and Compton scattering (µC) [1], [105]. Figure 2.1 illustrates the partial and total
attenuation coefficients of water and lead for different photon energies. A fourth effect,
pair production, becomes relevant for high energy X-rays, i.e. above 1.022 MeV. Figure
2.2 details the physical processes involved in the relevant interactions, which will be
discussed in detail in the following subsections. Note that the Lambert-Beer law only
holds for a pencil beam, where all scattered photons are removed from the beam. For
a brief overview of scatter in CT, see section 2.4. The total attenuation µ is then the
sum of the three partial attenuation coefficients:

µ = µR + µP + µC. (2.2)
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Figure 2.1: Contributions of Rayleigh scattering, the photoelectric effect and Compton
scattering to the total attenuation coefficient of water (left) and lead (right).
The diagnostic energy window that is relevant for CT is indicated. From [2].

Typically, interaction probabilities are indicated by the cross-section σ. Expressing µ in
terms of σ yields

µ = ρNA
A

σ, (2.3)

where ρ is the density of the material, NA is Avogadro’s number and A is the nucleon
number. The first term in the equation above is the number of atoms per unit volume.
Note that since the density of a material can fluctuate, databases primarily list the mass
attenuation coefficient µ

ρ . The next sections elaborate on the different photon-matter
interactions and discuss their relevance for varying energies and materials based on the
cross-section.
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Figure 2.2: Relevant interactions of X-rays with matter, including Rayleigh scattering
(left), the photoelectric effect (middle) and Compton scattering (right).

2.1.2 Rayleigh Scattering

As illustrated in Figure 2.2, Rayleigh scattering describes an event where an X-ray
photon is scattered off a bound electron such that no photon energy is lost [1], [2], [105],
[143]. It is therefore also referred to as elastic or coherent scattering. Although no
energy is transferred, the direction of the photon path changes slightly. As evident in
Figure 2.1, Rayleigh scattering is more important for low energies and heavy atoms.
The cross-section is proportional to

σR ∝ Z2/E2, (2.4)

where E is the photon energy and Z is the atomic number. While Rayleigh scattering
is relevant for very dense materials, as seen in Figure 2.1, in the diagnostic range it is
the least important effect for water.

2.1.3 Compton Scattering

If the scattering process transfers energy to the electron, the process is called Compton
scattering, or inelastic scattering. In contrast to Rayleigh scattering, where the photon
interacts with a bound electron, Compton scattering involves a quasi-free electron,
typically a valence electron in an outer shell [1], [2], [105], [143]. As shown in Figure 2.2,
the photon path is changed by a scattering angle, and the electron leaves the atomic
shell. Due to the energy transfer, the photon energy after scattering is

E′ = E
1

1 + E
mec(1 − cos ϑ)

. (2.5)

Here, ϑ is the scattering angle and me is the electron mass. The total cross-section is

σC ∝ Z√
E

. (2.6)

7



CHAPTER 2. FUNDAMENTALS

Figure 2.1 shows that in the diagnostic range, Compton scattering is the dominant
interaction for water. In addition, the attenuation coefficient is significantly more
constant over the energy range than for Rayleigh scattering or the photoelectric effect.
Thus, Compton scattering primarily provides low-contrast information [2].

2.1.4 Photoelectric Effect

The third relevant photon-matter interaction is the photoeffect. Here, the X-ray photon
is fully absorbed by the atom, removing an electron as visualized in Figure 2.2 [1], [2],
[105], [143]. A lower shell now has a vacancy, which is energetically unfavorable. Thus,
an electron from an outer shell will drop into the lower shell under emission of a photon.
Since the energy of the emitted photon is equal to the energy difference between the two
levels, it is called characteristic photon. Likewise, the photoelectric absorption requires
photon energies above the binding energy of the respective shell. Thus, the graph of
the attenuation coefficient has characteristic edges, as seen in Figure 2.1 for lead. The
cross-section of the photoelectric absorption follows

σP ∝ Z4/E3. (2.7)

Due to the Z dependence, the photoelectric effect dominates the total attenuation for
high-Z materials.

2.2 Data Acquisition
The first step of data acquisition in CT is the generation of X-rays. Figure 2.3 illustrates
an X-ray tube. A cathode produces electrons, which are accelerated towards an anode
target. A magnetic field deflects the electrons to achieve the correct path. When
electrons hit the anode, they create bremsstrahlung and characteristic radiation. Most
of the energy, about 99%, is wasted as heat [2]. Therefore, the target must have a high
melting point and is cooled during the scan. For the same reason the most common
anode material is tungsten. Another benefit of tungsten is its high atomic number,
which increases the cross-section of the photoelectric effect, as presented in the previous
section. This leads to better tube performance due to an improved X-ray efficiency [1].
After tube generates an X-ray beam, it is collimated and pre-filtered to adjust the shape
and spectrum. This reduces the patient dose, which allows for higher image quality
by having a larger fraction of X-rays contribute to the image formation [1], [23]. In
addition, changing the spectrum also alters contrast between tissues in the reconstructed
images. After pre-filtration, the beam passes through the patient. Parts of the beam
are attenuated according to section 2.1. The remaining X-rays reach the detector,
which converts the X-rays into an electronic signal. In a conventional energy-integrating
detector, the X-rays first interact with a scintillator, commonly Gd2O2S [144]. This
produces photons in the visible spectrum that are subsequently measured in a photo
diode. After digitization this yields an intensity value I. The projection value p is
finally calculated by solving Equation (2.1) for µ · d, i.e. dividing by a pre-calibrated
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Figure 2.3: Schematic of an X-ray tube. The anode is rotating for better heat dissipation.

intensity without patient I0 and taking the negative logarithm. This value is finally
saved for each rotation angle and detector pixel in the so-called sinogram.

2.3 Image Reconstruction
After the CT data are measured, a reconstruction algorithm is required to produce slice
images from the projection data. In order to adequately sample the patient, a 2D scan
needs to cover 180 degrees. Besides the standard filtered back-projection (FBP), several
more sophisticated reconstruction techniques are in use, as illustrated in chapter 1. This
primarily includes iterative reconstruction and state-of-the-art deep learning algorithms
[2], [29]. In view of the multitude of algorithms and different scan geometries, only the
analytic FBP will be derived here with a parallel beam geometry. In current clinical
practice, fan- and cone-beam geometries with spiral trajectories are prevalent [1]. The
algorithms used for these more complex geometries are often related to the FBP.
Figure 2.4 illustrates the geometry used in this study. Each pixel in the sinogram, i.e.
each projection value p, is associated with its position along the detector ξ and the
rotation angle of the X-ray source ϑ. The projection p is thus an integral along the
X-ray beam, which can be described by a line with x cos ϑ + y sin ϑ = ξ. Ignoring effects
such as scatter, the projection value is consequently related to the attenuation of the
patient µ as follows:

p(ϑ, ξ) =
∫

µ(x, y)δ(x cos ϑ + y sin ϑ − ξ) dx dy, (2.8)

where δ(·) is the Dirac delta function. The X-ray transform follows as the sum of all
possible line integrals [105]. For 2D acquisitions, the X-ray transform is also referred to
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Figure 2.4: 2D parallel beam geometry for the filtered backprojection

as Radon transform [2]. Equation (2.8) describes the forward process in CT. However,
the desired variable is the attenuation distribution µ, as this constitutes the cross-
sectional image. Therefore, the equation must be inverted. This is possible with the
Fourier-Slice theorem, defined as

P (ϑ, u) = M(u cos ϑ, u sin ϑ). (2.9)

Here, P (ϑ, u) = Fp(ϑ, ξ) is the Fourier transform of the sinogram and similarly
M(ux, uy) = Fµ(x, y) is the Fourier transform of the image. In the above equa-
tion, it holds that ux = u cos ϑ, uy = u sin ϑ and dux duy = |u| du dϑ. Although it seems
that an inverse Fourier transform of M would directly lead to the desired image, the
discrete angular sampling of CT would create artifacts. Instead, using Equations (2.8)
and (2.9) together gives the FBP:

µ(x, y) =
∫ π

0
dϑ

∫ ∞

−∞
|u|P (ϑ, u)e2πiu(x cos ϑ + y sin ϑ) dϑ

=
∫ π

0
dϑ

∫ ∞

−∞
K(u)P (ϑ, u)e2πiuξ du.

(2.10)

The ramp filter K(u) = |u| is required to prevent the aforementioned artifacts. The
expression can be further reduced with the convolution theorem:

µ(x, y) =
∫ π

0
dϑp(ϑ, ξ) ∗ k(ξ)|ξ=x cos ϑ+y sin ϑ. (2.11)
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The kernel k(ξ) that is convolved with the sinogram follows as

k(ξ) = F−1K(u) = −1
2π2ξ2 . (2.12)

The discretized version of this kernel, under consideration of the Nyquist frequency
of the data, is known as the Ram-Lak kernel [1]. On commercial systems, a variety
of vendor-specific kernels are in use. This way, characteristics of the image can be
adjusted in the reconstruction process. For instance, a sharper kernel will lead to higher
resolution at the cost of higher noise. Generally, the attenuation values µ are not used
for diagnosis. Instead, they are re-scaled in reference to the attenuation value of water
and presented in Hounsfield units, defined as

CT(x, y) = µ(x, y) − µWater
µWater

· 1000 HU. (2.13)

By definition, water has a value of 0 HU. Other values include air at −1000 HU, fat
at −80 HU, liver at 50 HU, spongy bone around 200 HU and cortical bone between
350 and 2000 HU [1]. CT values are typically represented as 12 Bit integers with an
offset of −1024 HU. Consequently, highly attenuating materials such as metals may
have values above the maximum value of 3071 HU [105]. In non-medical applications,
where water is not relevant, Hounsfield units (HU) values are not in use. Instead, the
attenuation values themselves are used, or re-scaled to the dominant material [145].

2.4 Image Artifacts
CT image reconstruction heavily revolves around avoiding and correcting image artifacts.
In the context of low-dose CT, image noise and sparseness artifacts are most relevant.
Other artifacts include beam hardening, scatter, motion artifacts, metal artifacts, and
truncation [105]. The latter is especially relevant in applications using CBCT, as
detectors typically are not able to cover the full patient and is the secondary focus of
this work.

2.4.1 Noise

In order for an X-ray to contribute to the sinogram, it must pass through the patient
and interact with the detector. However, as described in section 2.1, the photon-object
interactions are associated with a probability. As a consequence, the number of X-ray
photons that reach the detector follows a Poisson distribution [1], where the probability
of an individual photon to be measured is(

1 − e−µD(E)dD
)

e−p(E). (2.14)

Here, µD(E) is the attenuation coefficient of the detector material at X-ray energy E,
dD is the intersection length of photon and detector, and p(E) is the line integral of
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the attenuation of the patient along the X-ray beam. The detected signal S is now
equivalent to

S =
∫

dEa(E)N(E), (2.15)

where a(E) and N(E) are the detector response and number of photons at energy E,
respectively. Typically, a(E) ∝ E. The attenuation value is defined as Q = − ln S/ES0,
where ES0 is the expected value of the detected signal without patient. Due to the
Poisson characteristic of detected X-rays, Q can be estimated as

EQ ≈ − ln ES

ES0
(2.16)

and

VarQ ≈ VarS
(ES)2 , (2.17)

where Var signifies the variance. Due to the linear nature of FBP, the projection noise
will linearly propagate to the image domain [1], [2], [105]. Under the assumption of a
monochromatic X-ray beam, the equations simplify to

EQ ≈ − ln EN

EN0
(2.18)

and

VarQ ≈ 1
EN0

eEQ. (2.19)

As evident, the variance is indirectly proportional to the number of X-ray photons
before the patient. Decreasing the tube current, and therefore the dose, by a factor of
two will consequently lead to an increase of image noise to

√
2 = 141% of the full dose

image. Figure 2.5 illustrates how the image noise increases with decreasing N0, i.e. tube
current. In addition, due to the exponential term, the noise will further increase for
obese patients. Another source of noise is the electronic noise of the detector element
itself [37].
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Figure 2.5: Examples of increasing image noise with decreasing number of photons
relative to full dose. Bottom row shows difference to ground truth. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.

2.4.2 Sparseness

According to Equation (2.11), a CT image can be reconstructed from the integral
of all rays passing through the patient over an angle of 180 deg. However, due to
the discretization of CT system and reconstruction software, only a finite number of
line integrals are available. Thus, the integral in Equation (2.11) becomes a sum [2].
Provided that the number of projections is high, this will not impact the image. However,
if the number of projections is reduced below a certain limit, the patient is insufficiently
sampled in the angular direction. Then, the image reconstruction presents an ill-posed
inverse problem and conventional algorithms such as FBP cause streak artifacts in the
image [58], [105]. Figure 2.6 provides an example of sparseness artifacts increasing with
decreasing number of projections. Interestingly, reducing the projections also increases
image noise, as fewer rays are averaged for each pixel during the backprojection process.

13



CHAPTER 2. FUNDAMENTALS

Figure 2.6: Examples of increasing sparseness artifacts with decreasing number of
projections. Bottom row shows difference to ground truth. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.

2.4.3 Truncation

If parts of the patient are not fully inside the FOM, the projections will be insufficient
for conventional reconstruction. Firstly, the FOV will be reduced in size. Secondly,
truncation artifacts appear as hyperdense areas close to the edge of the FOV [1].
Depending on the amount of truncation, CT values accuracy deteriorates inside the
whole image. Figure 2.7 presents reconstructions with varying number of equally-sized
detector pixels. Note that values outside of the FOM are set to zero. To prevent
truncation artifacts, the sinogram is extrapolated to simulate a laterally larger detector.
With conventional algorithms, only the data inside the field of measurement can be
returned to high image quality. For data outside of the field of measurement, more
sophisticated methods are required [1].
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Figure 2.7: Examples of increasing truncation artifacts with decreasing number of
detector pixels. Bottom row shows difference to ground truth. C = 0 HU,
W = 1000 HU for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 1000 HU for difference
images.

2.5 Neural Networks

neural network are a major component of the current machine learning landscape. In
contrast to traditional methods, where the relationship between input and output is
hardcoded into the algorithm, neural networks learn this transformation from the data
[56]. Currently, NNs produce state-of-the-art results in many image processing tasks
[57]–[60].

2.5.1 Neurons

Neurons, as in the human brain, are the foundational unit of NN processing. A single
neuron is defined mathematically as

a′ = σ

(∑
k

akwk + b

)
, (2.20)

where ak are some real input values, and a′ is the output. Together with the weights
wk and bias b, which are later determined during the training process, the inputs are
linearly transformed. In order to be able to model non-linear transformations, the
so-called activation function σ must be a non-linear function itself [56]. One popular
activation function is the rectified linear unit (ReLU) [146], [147], which is defined as

σ(x) = max(0, x). (2.21)
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Figure 2.8: Fully-connected layer with two inputs, three neurons, and one output.

2.5.2 Layers

A single neuron has not enough computational power to perform the desired processing
tasks. Therefore, neurons are arranged in layers, such that the outputs of neurons of
the first layer will be used as input for neurons of the next layer and so forth. How
exactly the layers are connected is an important aspect of network design. Two of the
most common layers are fully-connected (FC) layers and convolutional layers.

i.) Fully-Connected Layers

As the name suggests, in a FC layer, each neuron is connected to all neurons of the
previous layer [56]. Figure 2.8 illustrates a simple neural network with two inputs,
an FC layer with three neurons, and one output. Note that the middle layer is also
referred to as hidden layer, as the user only interacts with the input and output layers.
For large numbers of neurons and layers, this type of layer will create a significant
computational cost. Increasing the number of neurons by a factor of two for two FC
layers will quadruple the number of weights between them. Therefore, this type of layer
is most commonly used for low-dimensional inputs. These may occur in low-resolution
imaging or after other network layers have reduced the dimensionality [56], [57], [59],
[132]. For example, classification tasks usually include FC layers at the end of the
network to produce the final estimates.
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ii.) Convolutional Layers

In convolutional layers, each neuron only sees a small subset of neurons from the previous
layer, significantly reducing computational costs. Here, the weights are employed as
elements of a convolution kernel, such that the ith neuron of layer j is defined as

aj
i = σ

 N∑
k=−N

aj−1
i+k wj

k + bj

 , (2.22)

where the input neurons k only include those within the convolution kernel of size
2N + 1, given by wk. Figure 2.9 visualizes a one-dimensional (1D) convolution layer
with a 3 × 1 kernel. In order to retain the tensor size, the input layer is padded with
zeros. Otherwise, the output tensor will have a reduced size depending on the stride
and kernel size of the convolution layer. As convolutions are already a omnipresent
in traditional image processing, it is not surprising that convolutional layers are used
extensively for deep learning-based approaches as well. Networks based on convolutional
layers are called convolutional neural network. Equation (2.22) can be adapted to any
input dimension, e.g. 2D images and 3D volumes, by converting the 1D convolution to
higher dimensional equivalents. For inputs with multiple channels, for instance color
images or outputs from deeper network layers, one would typically use one kernel for
each combination of input and output channel [56], [57].
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Figure 2.9: Schematic of a 1D convolutional layer. The input layer is zero-padded to
ensure that the output is the same size.

2.5.3 Network Training

As stated above, neural networks determine their internal parameters from the data.
Since convolutional neural networks (CNNs) can have billions of weights and biases
to be calculated, the so-called training process cannot performed manually. The most
common approach is supervised training [57]. Here, the network is provided with inputs,
e.g. noisy images, and corresponding desired target, e.g. clean images. Since each image
is perfectly sorted into either category, they are called labeled. In principle, the training
consists of three steps. First, the input is fed into the network and processed. Secondly,
the difference to the desired target is computed according to some loss function. The
loss function has significant impact on the training result, as it defines what constitutes
an accurate network output. A common choice for image correction tasks is mean
squared error (MSE) [57], [58]. Thirdly, the network parameters are updated depending
on the value of the loss function. This is typically performed via backpropagation or
gradient-descent optimization, for instance the Adam optimizer [148], [149]. Usually,
the network weights are updated after a small number of samples, called batches,
have passed through the network. After all training data have been used, one epoch
concludes. This is ideally followed by evaluating the network on validation data, which
have been excluded from training. The validation step ensures that the network is
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capable of performing well on unseen data. It also aids in determining hyperparameters
of the network training [56], [57]. The training process is finally stopped after some
predetermined amount of epochs has passed, the improvement becomes too small, or
a target metric is reached. Although supervised training is conceptually the simplest
form of network training, it requires accurate input-target-pairs. If these cannot be
generated, e.g. due to unrealistic simulations, more sophisticated training schemes are
required [57], [150], [151].
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3 | Materials & Methods

3.1 Low-Dose CT Correction

3.1.1 Simulating Low-Dose CT Data

In order to train a CNN for low-dose CT denoising and destreaking, a large training
dataset is required. Ideally, the data consists of real low-dose and corresponding high-
dose scans. While this is possible with phantom measurements, performing multiple
acquisitions is infeasible for patients due to dose concerns and patient movement.
Nevertheless, supervised learning is still possible as low-dose scans can be simulated from
diagnostic CT volumes. As an alternative to using labeled data, several unsupervised
methods have been proposed in the literature, as discussed in section 2.4.
This work uses the publicly available Liver Tumor Segmentation (LiTS) Benchmark
dataset, which contains 130 CT volumes with corresponding liver and lesion segmentation
[66]. Figure 3.1 provides examples of the LiTS dataset. So far, there have been three
LiTS challenges, namely at International Symposium on Biomedical Imaging (ISBI)
2017, Medical Image Computing and Computer Assisted Intervention Society (MICCAI)
2017, and MICCAI 2018. The first two were dedicated to lesion segmentation, and
joint liver and lesion segmentation, respectively. The latter was part of a larger image
segmentation challenge, including nine other tasks. Various state-of-the-art segmentation
methods have been developed for and tested on the dataset [64]–[66]. Other large public
and private datasets exist and were considered. Ultimately, the LiTS data were chosen
due to the availability of high-quality pretrained segmentation networks for task-based
image quality assessment, as described in section 3.2.2. Besides the 130 volumes with
ground truth segmentation, the dataset includes an additional 70 volumes without
segmentation intended for the final challenge benchmark. These volumes were excluded
from this study, as the ground truth segmentation is necessary for testing. Note that
several institutions and radiologists were involved in the creation of the dataset, such
that the detailed look of the segmentations differs from patient to patient. In Figure
3.1 this is evident in the jagged liver segmentation for the leftmost case.
The LiTS scans typically feature a pixel size of around 0.8 mm. Although the dataset is
for lesion segmentation, the volumes are mostly full body CT acquisitions ranging from
hip to shoulders. Since only image data is available, the corresponding raw data must
be generated artificially. A monochromatic forward projection of the CT volumes yields
the ground truth sinograms. The forward projection is performed in parallel beam
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Figure 3.1: Example data from the LiTS dataset. Top row shows the CT images,
bottom row the corresponding segmentation of liver (grey), and lesions
(white). C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.

geometry with Nmax = 512 equally-spaced projections covering 180◦. Each projection
contains M = 512 detector pixels 0.8 mm apart.
Under the assumption that the ground truth images do not contain a significant amount
of noise, low-mAs scans were simulated by directly adding Poisson noise to the sinograms.
This models the Poisson behavior of photons being detected by an X-ray detector, as
described in section 2.4.1. Electronic noise is not simulated. With a photon number of
I0, the noisy projections plow-mAs are calculated as

plow-mAs(θ, ξ) = − ln(Poisson(I0 exp p(θ, ξ))/I0), (3.1)

where p(θ, ξ) is the sinogram value at rotation angle θ and detector position ξ.
For sparse-view CT, the number of projections N were reduced by the appropriate
factor. Each instance of sparse-view CT was generated with a new forward projection,
as the angular spacing is not always an integer multiple of the non-sparse angular
increments.
To combine sparse-view CT with low-mAs CT, apply Equation (3.1) to the sparse
sinogram. Since the dose should remain the same for all instances of low-dose CT, the
total number of photons must be identical. With the simulation parameters N and I0,
this equates to

D ∝ I0N, (3.2)

where D is the patient dose. Given a desired dose reduction by a factor α, the low-dose
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CT with photon number I0,LD and number of projections NLD fulfills

DLD = 1
α

D ∝ 1
α

I0N = I0
αI

N

αN
= I0,LDNLD,

I0,LD = I0
αI

,

N0,LD = N

αN
,

(3.3)

where αI and αN are the factors reducing the tube current and number of projections,
respectively. Since the total dose reduction factor is always equal to α, regardless of
dose implementation, it holds that

α = αIαN . (3.4)

Evidently, αI and αN are inversely proportional. Figure 3.2 visualizes the relationship
between tube current and number of projections at equal dose. Therefore, to the have
fairly spaced pairs of αI,N , they are sampled as

αI = α

αN
= e

k
K−1 ln(α), and αN = e(1− k

K−1 ) ln(α), (3.5)

where 0 ≤ k ≤ K − 1, k, K ∈ Z determines what fraction of the dose reduction is
achieved by reducing the tube current, and K is the number of dose implementations.
Figure 3.3 plots the trade-off between number of projections and tube current on a
log-log scale.
This study investigated a dose reduction 80%, i.e. α = 5, with five different realizations
of low-dose CT. The high-dose photon number of the ground truth scans Imax was set
to 1.5 × 106 photons and the number of projections to N = 512. These parameters serve
to generate high-dose images, which can also be compared to the ground truth. To
simulate a dose reduction of 80%, low-dose images were generated according to Equation
(3.5). This yields N ∈ {512, 342, 229, 153, 102} and I0 ∈ Imax{0.2, 0.30, 0.45, 0.67, 1.0}
as highlighted in Figure 3.3.
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Figure 3.2: Relationship between number of projections and tube current at constant
dose for different dose implementations. Red dashed lines mark the tested
configurations.
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Figure 3.3: Tube current vs. number of projections for the five tested dose implementa-
tions on a log-log scale. Red dashed lines mark the tested configurations.
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3.1.2 CNN Denoising

i.) Network Architecture

This study uses a W-Net to correct the low-dose images. A similar architecture was
previously employed for sparse-view CT reconstruction [87]. Figure 3.4 describes the
W-Net architecture. It consists of three components: First, a sinogram domain residual
U-Net (U-NetSino) [152] corrects sparseness artifacts and noise in the sinogram. Secondly,
a differentiable FBP layer reconstructs the image. This layer uses a Ram-Lak kernel for
the filtering step. Note that in [87], the FBP layer is also trainable. Finally, an image
domain residual U-Net (U-NetImg) removes leftover artifacts and image noise. Figure 3.5
illustrates the U-Net architecture in more detail. The architecture is 2D and identical
for both the sinogram and image domain network. Note that the different low-dose CT
realizations feature differently sized sinograms. In addition, image correction is easier
for networks to learn than image generation. Thus, the low-dose images are forward
projected in the full-view geometry to produce the input sinograms. Consequently, the
network corrects the full, but corrupted sinograms.

ii.) Network Training

The training of the W-Net combines three loss functions. Let SN, SGT, and fS be
the noisy sinogram, ground truth sinogram, and sinogram domain U-Net. Then, the
sinogram loss is given by

LS = ∥fS(SN) − SGT∥2, (3.6)

i.e. the MSE of network output and ground truth. Similarly, the FBP loss is

LFBP = 0.9995∥fFBP(SS) − IGT∥2 + 0.0005LPerc(fFBP(SS), IGT), (3.7)

where fFBP is the reconstruction layer, IGT the ground truth image and SS = fS(SN)
the output of the sinogram network. In the above equation, the second part of the loss
function is perceptual loss. Perceptual loss is calculated by feeding the ground truth
and test image through a pre-trained VGG-19 network [153] and extracting the features
of the second convolution layer in second and third block [75], [78], [126], [154]. Then,
the MSE is computed between ground truth and test image over the concatenated
output features. For the perceptual loss, the images are windowed to C = 100 HU and
W = 1000 HU and scaled to the range [0 1]. The last loss function is

LI = 0.9995∥fI(IFBP) − IGT∥20.0005LPerc(fI(IFBP), IGT), (3.8)

where fI is the image domain U-Net, and IFBP is the output of the FBP layer. The
network is trained end-to-end, therefore the loss functions are combined as

Ltot = αSLS + αFBPLFBP + αILI, (3.9)
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Figure 3.4: Network architecture of the W-Net used for denoising of the low-dose images.
The FBP module consists of a convolution with the Ramlak kernel and a
differentiable backprojection layer. For a detailed description of the U-Nets,
see Figure 3.5

Figure 3.5: Detailed architecture of the U-Nets for denoising the sinogram and images.
Input and output are connected with a residual connection.

where αFBP = αI = 1 and αS = 0.001 are set empirically.
To train the networks, the paired low- and high-dose images based on the LiTS dataset
are split into training, validation and test set. This study uses 90 patients for training,
20 for validation and 20 for testing. The networks are trained for 20 epochs using an
Adam optimizer [148], [149] with β1 = 0.9, β2 = 0.999 and a learning rate of 0.005.
All models are implemented in Tensorflow and trained on an NVIDIA Geforce GTX
2080Ti.

iii.) Insufficiently Trained Networks

One critical aspect of NNs is that the network mostly functions as a black box [57], [132].
The task of quality assurance (QA) therefore becomes even more important than for
conventional, analytical algorithms. When CNNs are designed for clinical applications,
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the necessity of QA is further exacerbated. This study investigates if the methods of
image quality assessment described in section 3.2 can be utilized to identify networks
that were insufficiently trained. Networks can be trained insufficiently in a plethora
of ways. One common issue is when the training data belong to a different domain or
distribution than the test data. For example, training on phantom data while testing
on patient data. The problem also occurs when the simulation process cannot produce
images that are accurately mimicking the real data [132], [151]. In CT, this is often the
case with deep learning-based metal artifact reduction (MAR), as metal artifacts are
highly complex. Some methods therefore include a domain adaption step, to adjust the
CNN to the real data [155]. If the training data is drawn from the correct distribution,
but the set of training data is too small, the network will overfit on the given data.
Then, it will not generalize to the overall distribution, i.e. produce suboptimal results on
the test data. Finally, when the number of epochs is too small, the training process will
not find the optimal network weights, leading to a decrease in overall performance [132].
This study artificially reduces the quality of the network training by either reducing the
size of the training set or reducing the number of epochs.

3.2 Image Quality Assessment

3.2.1 Conventional Analysis

For quantitative analysis, calculate root mean squared error (RMSE) and structural
similarity index metric (SSIM) of the test set compared to the ground truth images.
RMSE is defined as

RMSE(x, y) =

√√√√ 1
n

n∑
i=1

(yi − xi)2, (3.10)

where n is the number of pixels, y is the tested image, and x is the ground truth. For
SSIM, this work uses the mean local SSIM, defined as

SSIM(x, y) = (2µxµy + C1)(2σxy + C2)
(µ2

x + µ2
x + C1)(σ2

x + σ2
y + C2) , (3.11)

where µ, σ, and σxy are the local mean, standard deviation, and cross-covariance,
respectively. The constants are set to C1 = (0.01 ∗ L)2 and C2 = (0.03 ∗ L)2, with the
dynamic range L. SSIM was not developed for images with negative numbers, such as
CT images in the Hounsfield scale [156]. Therefore, CT images are mapped from [-400,
600] HU to the range [0, 1], i.e.

Î =


0, I < −400
I+400
1000 , −400 ≤ I ≤ 600

1, I > 600,

(3.12)
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with the original image I in HU. This corresponds to a window with center of C = 100 HU
and width of W = 1000 HU. This prioritizes relevant soft tissue information in the
images, as well as bone-tissue boundaries. The dynamic range of the rescaled images is
consequently L = 1.

3.2.2 Lesion Segmentation

i.) Data Preparation

To fully evaluate the image quality before and after CNN processing, conventional
image quality metrics are insufficient. Instead, task-based metrics are required. One
potential low-dose imaging task is liver and lesion segmentation. For this purpose, a
segmentation of liver and liver lesions is performed in the CT volumes. Since the LiTS
dataset was originally compiled for a segmentation challenge, there are a multitude of
state-of-the-art deep learning-based approaches in the literature that are trained on
these data [64]–[66]. The hybrid dense U-Net (H-DenseUNet) by Li et al. [64] placed
first in the original challenge and is publicly available including the trained weights.
Figure 3.6 illustrates the network architecture. The H-DenseUNet consists of a 2D
U-Net for intra-slice features, a 3D U-Net for inter-slice features, and a hybrid feature
fusion layer to obtain the final segmentation. This way, the network can leverage 3D
information at relatively low computational cost. Note that the input volumes are
truncated to a range of -200 to 250 HU to further emphasize the relevant CT values.
The network output is further processed by hole-filling, selecting the largest connected
component for the liver, and removing lesions outside the liver.
In order to calculate the segmentation metrics below, the predicted lesions must be
matched to the ground truth lesions. This is done in several steps, following the
algorithm by [66]. First, 3D-connected components are labeled in both prediction and
ground truth to determine individual lesions. At this point, several issues might prevent
a simple one-to-one mapping of prediction and ground truth. Figure 3.8 illustrates
potential problems: A ground truth lesion being represented by multiple lesions in the
prediction constitutes a split error. Conversely, a merge error is when multiple ground
truth lesions are combined in the prediction. Finally, both problems can occur together
as a split and merge error.
In order to facilitate the analysis, the metrics are not calculated per individual lesion,
but for small sets of lesions. A correspondence algorithm matches lesion from ground
truth and prediction. In essence, the algorithm transforms the many-to-many mapping
problem to two many-to-one mappings. Figure 3.9 shows the algorithm on two examples.
First, lesions in the ground truth are merged if they are overlapped by a lesion in the
prediction. Here, only the largest overlap is counted for each ground truth lesion, i.e.
each ground truth lesion corresponds either to no predicted lesion or to exactly one. In
the second step, lesions in the predicted segmentation are merged if they overlap the
same ground truth lesion. Again, only the largest overlap is taken into consideration.
This ensures a one-to-one mapping of sets of lesions.
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Figure 3.6: Architecture of the H-DenseUNet used for liver and lesion segmentation.
From [64].

Figure 3.7: H-DenseUNet segmentations of liver and lesions on the ground truth LiTS
dataset. Ground truth liver in grey, ground truth lesions in white, predicted
liver in red, and predicted lesions in green. From [64].
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Figure 3.8: Possible issues in the mapping of predicted lesions to ground truth lesions.
Solid fill indicates ground truth lesions, hatched interior a predicted lesion.
Corresponding lesions have the same color. From [66].

Figure 3.9: Two examples of the correspondence algorithm to find matched lesions in
ground truth (solid fill) and prediction (hatched). First, the ground truth
lesions are merged if a predicted lesion overlaps them. Second, predicted
lesions are merged if they overlap the same (merged) ground truth lesion.
Corresponding lesions have the same color. From [66].
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ii.) Metrics

There is a plethoraa of metrics to analyze segmentation quality [157]. This work
compares dice score, relative volume difference (RVD), average symmetric surface
distance (ASD), root mean squared symmetric surface distance (RMSD), maximum
symmetric surface distance (MSD), lesion recall, and lesion precision. The latter two
are technically detectability metrics, but can be calculated due to the correspondence
algorithm and are therefore included in this part of the analysis. To ensure a standardized
implementation of the metrics, the publicly available LiTS evaluation code is used [66].
Dice score measures the overlap of two binary masks A and B as

dice(A, B) = 2|A ∩ B|
|A| + |B|

, (3.13)

where |A| indicates the number of voxels in set A. For a perfect segmentation, the dice
score is equal to 1. As the binary masks can be analyzed per individual lesion, per
patient and per data set, there are several possible dice scores. This work investigates
both per case dice, and global dice. The former gives a higher weight to patients with
low tumor burden.
RVD is similar to dice, however does not take into account the overlap of the two masks,
only their size difference. This metric is meaningful in cases where the exact position of
lesions is less important than the absolute size of the tumor. It is defined as

RVD(A, B) = |B| − |A|
|A|

, (3.14)

where A is the reference volume. RVD goes to 0 for a perfect segmentation.
ASD provides a metric to determine how far the surfaces of ground truth and predicted
lesion are apart. Let SA be the surface pixels of mask A and d(x, SA) the shortest
distance from voxel x to the surface of A. Here, shortest is defined as smallest Euclidean
distance. Then, ASD is given by

ASD(A, B) = 1
|SA| + |SB|

 ∑
x∈SA

d(x, SB) +
∑

x∈SB

d(x, SA)

 . (3.15)

ASD goes to 0 as the segmentation improves.
RMSD is similar to ASD, but sums the square distances as follows:

RMSD(A, B) =
√

1
|SA| + |SB|

√∑
x∈SA

d2(x, SB) +
∑

x∈SB

d2(x, SA). (3.16)

Again, a perfect segmentation yields a value of 0. Naturally, RMSD is strongly correlated
with ASD. However, using squared distances causes larger surface errors to more heavily
impact the final metric.
MSD is another surface metric and also referred to as Hausdorff distance. Instead of
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calculating average values over both surfaces, only the maximum distances are taken
into account:

MSD(A, B) = max (maxx∈SA
d(x, SB), maxx∈SB

d(x, SA)) . (3.17)

As with the other surface distances, a value of 0 indicates a perfect prediction. Since
effectively only a single voxel pair is considered in the final metric, MSD is highly
sensitive to outliers. Simultaneously, evaluating the maximum error can be clinically
interesting, especially for surgical applications.
Lesion recall, also known as sensitivity, is a measure of lesion detection. It is defined as

Recall = TP
TP + FN , (3.18)

where TP and FN are the true positives and false negatives, respectively. For a perfect
segmentation, there would be no false negatives and recall would equal 1. This measure
emphasizes the identification of true lesions, regardless of the number of false positives.
Finally, lesion precision indicates how reliable a positive prediction is and is given by

Precision = TP
TP + FP , (3.19)

where FP are the false positives. As with recall, a perfect prediction leads to a value of
1. Generally, a high recall may be considered preferable to a high precision. This is
because false positives can be ruled out by the radiologist, while missing lesions can
lead to a potentially dangerous misdiagnosis.

3.2.3 Detectability Metrics

i.) Data Preparation

To complement the deep lesion segmentation analysis, a signal known exactly (SKE)
model observer study is implemented. For this purpose, a dataset of images with and
without lesion present is generated. Artificial 2D lesions L are inserted into the volumes
as

L(x, y) = C

2

(
1 − erf

(
r(x, y) − R

n

))
, (3.20)

where C is the contrast to the liver, r is the distance to the lesion center, R is the radius
of the lesion, and n determines how smooth the lesion goes down to zero. The function
is chosen in accordance with [158] in order to simulate realistic liver-tumor transitions.
In general, R can be a 3D function. This allows the parameterization of complicated
lesion shapes, e.g. by fitting a spherical function to an existing lesion. For simplicity
and reproducability, this work only considers circular lesions, i.e. R(x, y, z) = R.
Figure 3.10 shows the data preparation process. First, a random lesion location is
chosen. To ensure that the simulated lesion is within the liver and does not overlap
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Figure 3.10: Pipeline for the model observer study.

any existing lesions, the liver mask excluding the ground truth lesions is eroded with a
square structuring element that corresponds to the simulated lesion size. This leaves
only areas far from a real lesion or air. Then, for each slice, the artificial lesion is
inserted at a random point on this binary map. This yields the signal-present ground
truth images. The process in section 3.1.1 subsequently produces low-dose CT images
as previously. Note that the dataset without lesions, i.e. the signal-absent images, does
not have to be generated again, as it is available from the previous experiment. Finally,
the CNNs correct the images, and patches of size 100 × 100 centered around the lesion
position are extracted from the signal-present and signal-absent images. This study
analyzes two kinds of lesions: small lesions with R = 2 mm and C = −40 HU, and
medium lesions with R = 4 mm and C = −20 HU.
Model observer (MO) studies are typically categorized by the type of signal and
background in the test images, divided into "known-exactly" and "known-statistically"
[139], [141], [159]. This work implements a SKE study, i.e. all the parameters of the
lesion signal are known beforehand. One possibility of a signal known statistically (SKS)
task would be to randomize the lesion location within the image patch. This work
generates a dataset such that each image patch is from a different patient slice. Although
all lesions are placed within the liver and not on an existing lesion, the background may
still contain distinct features other than image noise, e.g. vessels or existing lesions
far from the center. Therefore, the background is only known statistically and the
MO study is SKE-background known statistically (BKS) [160]. In addition, section
4.2.2 investigates a background known exactly (BKE) study, with 100 different noise
realizations for each image patch.

ii.) Model Observer Analysis

To analyze the signal absent and signal present patches, a channelized hotelling observer
(CHO) with 40 Gabor channels is employed. The task for the the model observer is to
determine whether a lesion is present in the test image or not. Internally, the image is

34



3.2. IMAGE QUALITY ASSESSMENT

channelized by multiplying with the channels. This reduces the problem dimensionality
and emulates the human visual system [134], [139]. Subsequently, the observer calculates
a decision variable λ. If λ is above a certain threshold T , a lesion is detected. The
model observer is implemented utilizing the publicly available IQModelo software [137].
Figure 3.11 shows the Gabor channels used in this study. The channels are not
rotationally symmetric, unlike many other common CHO channel types, which aids in
signal detection. It follows that they typically feature a high detection performance
[137]. Although the simulated lesions are circular, the image noise is object dependent
and therefore not isotropic. Thus, Gabor channels still appear an adequate choice for
the channels. Each 2D Gabor channel G(i, j) is defined as

G(i, j) = exp
(
−4(ln 2((i − i0)2 + (j − j0)2)/w2

s

)
×cos 2πfc((i − i0) cos θ + (j − j0) sin θ) + ξ,

(3.21)

where i0, j0 is the center of the channel, ws is the spatial width, θ the orientation,
ξ a phase offset, and fc the center frequency [159]. The spatial width is related to
the bandwidth of the filter wf by ws = 4(ln 2)/(πwf ). To generate the channels, four
bandwidths were used, namely wf = [1/32, 1/16, 1/8, 1/4] cycles/pixel with center
fc = [3/64, 3/32, 3/16, 3/8]. The orientation was chosen as θ = [0, 1/5, 2/5, 3/5, 4/5]π
and the phase offset as ξ = [0, π/2].
The model observer can be evaluated based on its receiver operating characteristic
(ROC) curve [139]. The ROC curve plots the true positive rate vs. the false positive
rate for different decision thresholds T . Thus it provides information about how well λ
is able to differentiate between signal present and absent images. A more convenient
metric is the area under receiver operating characteristic curve (AUC), which is directly
related to the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) of the observer. Here, AUC = 1 indicates a
perfect observer, while AUC = 0.5 represents random guessing. If the AUC were below
0.5, the decision of the model observer could simply be inverted. Therefore, the value is
always 0 ≤ AUC ≤ 1 [139], [161]. Notably, IQModelo provides an unbiased estimate
of AUC confidence intervals directly from the test set. It does not require separate
training and test sets to give an estimate. In this study, the two-sided 95% confidence
intervals are compared.
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Figure 3.11: Gabor channels used for the channelized hotelling observer.
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3.3 Detruncation

Ideally, the CT system acquires projections that cover the full patient cross-section
for all angles. This is the case for the simulations for the low-dose CT experiments.
Assuming a parallel beam geometry as before, the number of detector pixels Mf of size
∆ξ is sufficient to reconstruct a FOV with radius

RM,f = ξf,max = 1
2(Mf − 1)∆ξ. (3.22)

Note that the detector is centered, such that the detector width directly corresponds to
the maximum FOV.
If the sinogram is truncated, only Mt < Mf detector pixels are available. Following
Equation (3.22), this will decrease the maximum FOV accordingly. In addition, even
the reduced FOV will suffer from cupping artifacts as illustrated in Figure 2.7 [1], [105].
In order to restore image quality inside the FOV and possibly reconstruct structures in
the extended field of view (eFOV), the sinogram must be extrapolated by 1

2(Mf − Mt)
pixels on either side of the truncated sinogram. Note that the maximum reasonable
eFOV is defined by the bore size of the system.

3.3.1 Simulating Truncated CT Data

To generate full and truncated sinograms, the ground truth images from the LiTS
dataset are monochromatically forward-projected in parallel beam geometry. The
geometry is identical to the one described in section 3.1.1, i.e. N = 512 projections
with an angular range of 0 to 180◦ and Mf = 512 detector pixels with a pixel size of
0.8 mm. Two levels of truncation are simulated: 25% and 50%. Thus, the truncated
detectors have Mt = 384, 256 pixels, respectively. No additional noise is added to the
projections.

3.3.2 Cosine Detruncation

One method of extrapolating the missing data in the sinogram is a simple cosine
detruncation [106]. Here, the sinogram smoothly goes to zero between the outermost
acquired pixels at position ±ξt,max and the new outermost pixels at ±ξf,max. The
detruncated sinogram pd is defined as

pd(ϑ, ξ) =


pd(ϑ, ξ), |ξ| < ξt,max

cos ||ξ|−ξt,max|
2π(ξf,max−ξt,max)pd(ϑ, ±ξt,max), ξt,max < |ξ| < xif,max

0, |ξ| > ξf,max,

(3.23)

where the value for extrapolation depends on whether ξ is positive or negative.
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Figure 3.12: Scheme of the DART reconstruction.

3.3.3 DART Detruncation

DART combines prior information in the form of discretization with real-valued algebraic
reconstruction [118]–[120]. Figure 3.12 shows the basic DART scheme. The main
principle of DART is to leave some pixels untouched during each iteration of some
iterative reconstruction. These fixed pixels are set to constant values, e.g. 0 HU for soft
tissue pixels and −1000 HU for air. In this manner, prior knowledge is introduced into
the system, and the number of equations in the reconstruction are reduced, improving
the reconstruction.
There are there are three main design concerns with DART: determining which pixels
to fix, the value of said fixed pixels, and the iterative reconstruction of the free pixels.
After an initial reconstruction, DART determines the free and the fixed pixels. For this
purpose, the image is segmented into several tissues via thresholding. In this work, pixels
are segmented into soft tissue and air. Subsequently, pixels that are fully surrounded
by pixels of the same class are fixed and set to the average value of their class. This
process is essentially a grayscale erosion of the tissue map with a 3 × 3 structuring
element. In addition, each fixed pixel is given an additional probability of 65% to be
classified as free. This allows the DART algorithm to change values inside homogeneous
patches, i.e. create and remove holes. The fixed pixels are forward projected, and
their contribution is then subtracted from the raw-data. Five simultaneous algebraic
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reconstruction technique (SART) iterations finally update the free image pixels only
[162]. One SART iteration is defined as

fnew = f + λ
1

XT 1XT
(

p − Xf

X1

)
, (3.24)

where f is the current image estimate, fnew is the new estimate, p are the raw data, λ
is a relaxation factor, X is the forward-projection and XT is the back-projection. Note
that other iterative reconstruction algorithms are also feasible in the context of DART
[118].
One issue in DART is the accumulation of noise on the free pixels, as all noise in the raw
data is distributed only on the free pixels. To remedy this, a bilateral filter smoothes the
free pixels after SART, which concludes the DART iteration. DART has no well-defined
stopping criterion. Instead, a fixed number of iterations Niter = 1500 is performed. To
increase convergence speed, the bilateral filter is set stronger in early iterations. A
conventional cosine detruncation as described in the previous section provides the initial
reconstruction. Note that while DART was designed to produce segmented images, the
algorithm internally uses real valued images, which are used in this study [118]. The
DART image is finally utilized as a prior image and forward projected with Mf. This
DART sinogram is used to complete the original raw data in order to expand the FOV.

3.3.4 CNN Detruncation

As a data-driven comparison method to the DART detruncation, a W-Net as introduced
in section 3.1.2, is trained to predict ground truth images from truncated CT sinograms.
As with the network for low-dose CT, 90 patients are used for training, 20 for validation
and 20 for testing. The network is trained separately for the 25% and 50% truncated
sinograms. Besides the number of training epochs, which is set to 30, the other training
parameters are as detailed in section 3.1.2. The W-Net results are again used as prior
images to complete the original raw data.

3.3.5 Analysis

For quantitative analysis, several metrics are employed. First, the image quality inside
the original FOV is measured by RMSEFOV in comparison to the ground truth images.
Similarly, the image quality inside the larger eFOV is computed as RMSEFOV. Further-
more, SSIM is calculated over the whole image. Finally, the images are segmented by
thresholding into air and patient with a threshold of −600 HU. On these segmentations,
the dice score is computed.
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This chapter presents the experimental results of the CNN denoising and detruncation.
First, the different combinations of sparse-view and low-mAs CT are compared based on
the image metrics introduced in the previous section. Earlier experiments on this subject
were presented at IEEE Medical Imaging Conference 2023 [163]. Second, an ablation
study analyzes the importance of the different network components and loss function.
Third, the image metrics are applied to denoised images inferred from insufficiently
trained networks to determine whether the metrics can be used for quality assurance.
Finally, the detruncation results are shown. Initial results with the DART detruncation
were presented at the CT Meeting 2022 [164].

4.1 Comparison of Dose Reduction Approaches
This subsection analyzes how the W-Net is able to improve the image quality of
images from different dose reduction approaches. Figure 4.1 illustrates the denoising
performance of the W-Net on a pelvis scan. Clearly, all denoised images are visually
superior to the low-dose images. Both image noise and sparseness artifacts are strongly
reduced or removed. The noise texture of the denoised images closely resembles the
ground truth and no oversmoothing is apparent. Nevertheless, some texture difference
are visible that originate from the perceptual loss. In some instances, fine structures in
the ground truth are not visible or altered in the CNN output, in particular for the case
with N = 102. However, the structures are heavily obscured by noise and artifacts in
the low-dose images. The difference images further indicate that the network enhanced
the edges of some of the bone structures. To further showcase the denoising ability
of the CNN on different anatomies, Figures 4.2 and 4.3 give the network outputs for
an abdomen and thorax case, respectively. Similarly to the previous case, the CNNs
are able to restore image quality for all low-dose realizations in both body regions.
Still, some inconsistencies compared to the ground truth remain. While the low-dose
images clearly decrease in image quality as N becomes smaller, the differences are less
significant between the dose realizations after CNN processing.
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Figure 4.1: Denoising results for a pelvis slice. First row shows high-dose image, ground
truth, and difference of high-dose to ground truth. Difference images are
with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU for CT images,
C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.2: Denoising results for an abdomen slice. First row shows high-dose image,
ground truth, and difference of high-dose to ground truth. Difference images
are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU for CT
images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.3: Denoising results for a thorax slice. First row shows high-dose image, ground
truth, and difference of high-dose to ground truth. Difference images are
with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU for CT images,
C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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4.1.1 Conventional Image Quality Metrics

In addition to the qualitative comparison, a quantitative analysis was performed. For
this purpose, RMSE and SSIM were calculated for each slice of the test set and averaged.
Table 4.1 summarizes the results. Notably, the image quality of the uncorrected
low-dose images is not equal when measured with either metric. Instead, there is
a trend of improved image quality, i.e. lower RMSE and higher SSIM, for higher
numbers of projections. This indicates that despite equal dose, sparseness artifacts are
more detrimental to these conventional measures. Going from N = 512 to N = 102
on increases RMSE by 50% and decreases SSIM by 6%. After denoising, all dose
realizations feature significantly reduced RMSE and increased SSIM. All RMSE values
are superior to the simulated high-dose images. This highlights the ability of the W-Net
to correct all investigated scan types. While all networks perform well, the trend of
decreasing image quality as N decreases remains, with N = 102 performing worst in
both metrics. However, as the image quality of all images is high, the differences are not
as relevant. The mean relative differences between full sparse-view and full low-mAs CT
are now 6% and 0.7% for MSE and SSIM, respectively. Based on a Wilcoxon signed-rank
test, the differences between uncorrected and corresponding corrected images, as well
as between the corrected images are all statistically significant.

Metric Dataset N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102 High-Dose

RMSE Low-Dose 47.056 47.765 49.460 46.229 72.290 21.417
W-Net 17.930 17.783 17.661 17.992 19.064 21.417

SSIM Low-Dose 0.7846 0.7823 0.7790 0.7661 0.7385 0.9020
W-Net 0.9479 0.9480 0.9482 0.9461 0.9415 0.9020

Table 4.1: Conventional quantitative image quality analysis of the W-Net denoising
using RMSE (in HU) and SSIM.
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4.1.2 Task-based Image Quality Metrics

i.) Model Observer Study

Although widely used, conventional image quality metrics do not accurately represent
the diagnostic value of a CT image. Instead, task-based metrics can better summarize
image quality with respect to specific clinical scenarios. Here, results for the lesion
segmentation and MO study will be shown. Figure 4.4 presents signal present patches of
the 2 mm lesion study before and after denoising. In addition, the signal-only image is
computed by subtracting . Again, all networks were able to restore image quality in the
low-dose image patches. The signal is barely visible in both the high-dose and corrected
images, making a qualitative assessment difficult. Figure 4.5 shows the denoising results
of the 4 mm lesion study. As before, the W-Net is able to reduce the noise in all cases.
The large lesion is clearly visible in all network outputs. Similar to Figure 4.1, some
edges are enhanced.
Table 4.2 provides the quantitative SKE-BKS results in form of 95% confidence intervals
of the AUC estimates. As with the conventional metrics, the AUC estimates indicate a
trend of decreasing image quality for low-dose CT with fewer projections. The trend
is valid for both investigated lesion sizes. For instance, the lower bound of the AUC
estimate decreases by 4% from N = 512 to N = 102. After CNN denoising, all but
one AUC estimate (for N = 342) increases. This indicates that the denoising process
did not remove any details from the image as would for instance be expected from a
simple smoothing. The increase in AUC is more pronounced for the larger lesion size,
possibly because the network more easily distinguishes large, low contrast lesions from
the background. Although N = 512 yields the best results for both lesion sizes, there
is no clear trend of increasing AUC for increasing number of projections. In contrast
to the conventional metrics, the AUC of W-Net images does not reach the level of the
high-dose image, implying that not all information lost in the low-dose simulation could
be recovered.

Dataset N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102 High-Dose

2
m

m Low-Dose 0.8720
0.8773

0.8705
0.8758

0.8691
0.8745

0.8651
0.8705

0.8376
0.8430

0.9348
0.9391

W-Net 0.8800
0.8853

0.8641
0.8696

0.8704
0.8758

0.8736
0.8790

0.8661
0.8715

0.9348
0.9391

4
m

m Low-Dose 0.8290
0.8327

0.8273
0.8327

0.8258
0.8312

0.8211
0.8265

0.8095
0.8149

0.8810
0.8863

W-Net 0.8491
0.8546

0.8405
0.8460

0.8401
0.8455

0.8384
0.8438

0.8422
0.8476

0.8810
0.8863

Table 4.2: 95% confidence intervals of AUC estimates for the SKE-BKS model observer
for 2 mm and 4 mm lesions with and without W-Net denoising.
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Figure 4.4: Denoising results for the model observer study with a 2 mm lesion. First
row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference of high-dose to ground
truth, and high-dose signal image. Difference images are with respect to
the ground truth. Signal images are calculated as the difference between
signal-present and signal-absent images. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU for CT
images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.5: Denoising results for the model observer study with a 4 mm lesion. First
row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference of high-dose to ground
truth, and high-dose signal image. Difference images are with respect to
the ground truth. Signal images are calculated as the difference between
signal-present and signal-absent images. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU for CT
images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Metric N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102
Per Case Dice 0.832 0.830 0.819 0.848 0.806
Global Dice 0.923 0.926 0.926 0.928 0.923
RVD -0.052 -0.003 -0.004 -0.014 -0.022
ASD 0.671 0.644 0.637 0.633 0.650
RMSD 0.974 0.943 0.928 0.929 0.945
MSD 4.226 4.270 4.112 4.109 4.229
Recall 0.653 0.651 0.644 0.662 0.642
Precision 0.614 0.584 0.673 0.721 0.627

Table 4.3: Quantitative results of the segmentation of liver lesions after W-Net denoising.

ii.) Segmentation

Besides the MO study, a segmentation-based approach was used to analyze the denoised
CT images. First, the liver and liver lesions are segmented in the images after W-Net
denoising. Subsequently, the quality of the segmentation is quantified with several
metrics as described in section 3.2.2. Figure 4.6 shows two example segmentation results
from the test set. In all cases, the algorithms identified all regions containing. Despite
the overall good segmentation, in some instances the segmented lesions merge multiple
ground truth lesions. It should noted, however, that these merges occur for lesions
that belong to the same 3D object. In the first case, the predicted segmentation is
significantly smoother than the ground truth. No significant difference in segmentation
accuracy is evident between the dose instances. Table 4.3 provides the quantitative
results of the segmentation. N = 153 produced the best metrics, besides RVD (third
best) and RMSD (second best). N = 512 and N = 102 generally perform worse than
the other dose instances in RVD and surface metrics. Otherwise, there is no clear trend
visible.
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Figure 4.6: CNN-based segmentation contours of liver and liver lesions after W-Net
denoising of low-dose CT. Liver ground truth in yellow, segmented liver in
purple, ground truth lesions in blue, segmented lesions in red. C = 25 HU,
W = 450 HU.
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4.2 Validation of Task-Based Metrics

4.2.1 Segmentation Metrics

From the data above it is unclear how accurately the segmentation-based metrics are
able to identify high quality CT images. Therefore, to validate the findings, a new
test set was created consisting of ten different noise realizations of five volumes. As
before, all volumes were denoised by the W-Net and subsequently segmented by the
H-DenseUNet as described in section 3.2.2 [64]. This set can now be used to validate
the segmentation metrics. Table 4.4 provides the results of the validation study, i.e.
the mean and standard deviation of each metric. Apart from global dice, the standard
deviations are relatively high, especially for RVD. In addition, a Wilcoxon signed-rank
test was performed. The test indicated that only very few of the measures yielded
significant differences between dose implementations. For example, dice per case was
not significant. On the contrary, global dice differences are significant, apart from
the comparisons between N = 512, 342, and 102. This indicates that the low-dose
realizations are equivalent in terms of segmentation performance within the accuracy of
the test.
Another point of interest is what the test segmentations should be compared to. The
segmentation metrics might be considered a surrogate to estimate the proximity of the
test image to the distribution of the ground truth. However, if the test image were
identical to the ground truth image, the H-DenseUNet segmentation would not yield the
ground truth segmentation and consequently not yield perfect metric scores. Thus, one
should examine the efficacy of comparing the test segmentation to the H-DenseUNet
output for the ground truth CT image. Table 4.5 gives the results for the validation
set. When compared to Table 4.4, it is noticable that most metrics shift in a common
direction. In some cases, the ranking of the noise implementations changes slightly, but
most comparisons remain as before.
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Metric N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102

Per Case Dice 0.802
±0.037

0.796
±0.028

0.800
±0.032

0.811
±0.039

0.784
±0.022

Global Dice 0.952
±0.0003

0.953
±0.0005

0.954
±0.0005

0.959
±0.0003

0.953
±0.0005

RVD 0.077
±0.024

0.071
±0.014

0.085
±0.023

0.015
±0.023

0.039
±0.021

ASD 0.717
±0.022

0.670
±0.018

0.629
±0.014

0.562
±0.015

0.670
±0.015

RMSD 1.025
±0.047

0.953
±0.025

0.911
±0.023

0.834
±0.017

0.963
±0.023

MSD 5.133
±0.325

4.841
±0.247

4.966
±0.306

4.414
±0.206

5.077
±0.302

Recall 0.829
±0.020

0.829
±0.021

0.856
±0.020

0.842
±0.027

0.841
±0.017

Precision 0.529
±0.034

0.543
±0.030

0.568
±0.043

0.638
±0.035

0.539
±0.031

Table 4.4: Validation results of the segmentation metrics based on ten repeated mea-
surements of five volumes. Metric values are given as mean and standard
deviation over the ten noise instances.

Metric N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102

Per Case Dice 0.817
±0.037

0.812
±0.033

0.811
±0.037

0.822
±0.037

0.793
±0.024

Global Dice 0.962
±0.000

0.965
±0.001

0.967
±0.000

0.971
±0.000

0.964
±0.001

RVD 0.033
±0.038

0.042
±0.024

0.090
±0.046

0.011
±0.031

0.005
±0.018

ASD 0.791
±0.043

0.681
±0.054

0.744
±0.038

0.622
±0.042

0.805
±0.025

RMSD 1.167
±0.070

1.014
±0.063

1.087
±0.043

0.961
±0.044

1.160
±0.030

MSD 5.485
±0.338

4.710
±0.296

5.014
±0.229

4.591
±0.180

5.576
±0.318

Recall 0.828
±0.029

0.839
±0.026

0.870
±0.028

0.870
±0.036

0.839
±0.016

Precision 0.617
±0.042

0.642
±0.042

0.673
±0.052

0.769
±0.038

0.627
±0.032

Table 4.5: Validation results of the segmentation metrics calculated in reference to the
CNN segmentations of the ground truth CT images. Values given as mean
and standard deviation over the ten noise instances.
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4.2.2 Model Observer

In addition to validating the segmentation-based metrics, it is also of interest to
investigate the MO study in-depth. While SKE-BKS studies are highly clinically relevant,
they might not yield the best assessment of image quality after CNN processing. For
this purpose, for each lesion position from five of the test volumes, 100 noise instances
were generated with and without lesions and corrected with the CNN. This leads to
two datasets for both lesion sizes: 904 SKE-BKE datasets with 100 signal-absent and
present images each, and 100 SKE-BKS datasets with 904 different backgrounds.
Figure 4.7a and 4.7b plot the SKE-BKS AUC confidence intervals results for the 2 mm
and 4 mm lesion study without W-Net denoising, respectively. As evident, the image
quality is reduced as the number of projections decreases. This agrees with the previous
findings on conventional image quality metrics in section 4.1.1. Figure 4.8a and 4.8b
show the same graph but for CNN corrected images. According to the data, the
previously seen trend is gone. Compared to Table 4.2, the relative ranking of the dose
implementations has not changed, suggesting that the SKE-BKS study yields consistent
results.
Figure 4.9a and 4.9b illustrate the SKE-BKE results for the uncorrected low-dose CT.
Since the MO is able to virtually perfectly distinguish the signal-present and -absent
images, internal Gaussian noise with standard deviation of 100 HU was added to the
MO. All low-dose instances feature almost identical AUC values at the same lesion size.
Figure 4.10a and 4.10b show the corresponding results for corrected images. Firstly,
N = 342 and 229 are being outperformed by the other low-dose implementations.
Secondly, compared to Figure 4.9, the AUC for corrected images decreases, indicating a
loss of image quality due to the W-Net processing. Thus, BKE and BKS studies yield
conflicting results.
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(a) 2 mm lesions.

(b) 4 mm lesions.

Figure 4.7: 95% confidence interval estimates of the AUC for the repeated SKE-BKS
model observer with low-dose images. Red dashed lines indicate mean value.
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(a) 2 mm lesions.

(b) 4 mm lesions.

Figure 4.8: 95% confidence interval estimates of the AUC for the repeated SKE-BKS
model observer with denoised images. Red dashed lines indicate mean value.
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(a) 2 mm lesions.

(b) 4 mm lesions.

Figure 4.9: AUC spread for the SKE-BKE model observer with low-dose images.
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(a) 2 mm lesions.

(b) 4 mm lesions.

Figure 4.10: AUC spread for the SKE-BKE model observer with denoised images.
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4.3 Ablation Study
This section explores the network components and loss function of the W-Net and how
they influence the denoising performance.

4.3.1 Network Architecture

As detailed in section 3.1.2, the W-Net consists of three parts: a projection domain
U-Net, a reconstruction layer, and an image domain U-Net. For the ablation study,
three network architectures are investigated: projection domain U-Net with FBP layer
U-NetProj, only the image domain U-Net U-NetImg, and the full W-Net. For simplicity,
not all dose configurations are tested. Instead, to show both denoising and destreaking
performance, the number of projections is set to N = 229.
Figure 4.11 shows the CNN results for a pelvis case. The U-NetSino output features
remaining streaks. Furthermore, the image is smoothed, as highlighted by the difference
image. The image domain and dual domain networks both provide good results, the
latter more closely resembling the ground truth. The W-Net again enhances some bone
edges. Figure 4.12 and 4.13 present an abdomen and thorax case, respectively. Again,
the sinogram method performs worst. Table 4.6 provides the quantitative results for
the conventional metrics. U-NetImg features the lowest RMSE, and best SSIM. The full
W-Net has the second lowest RMSE and second highest SSIM, yielding better metrics
than the high-dose image. The sinogram domain network yields the worst results and
is inferior to the high-dose images in terms of RMSE.
Figure 4.14 and 4.15 showcase the performance on the 2 mm and 4 mm lesion model ob-
server dataset, respectively. Here, the smoothing performed by U-NetSino and U-NetImg
becomes more apparent. The signal is most visible for the image domain and dual
domain results. Table 4.7 lists the quantitative results of the model observer study.
For both lesion sizes, the full W-Net yields the best results, with an increase of up to
9% in the lower AUC bound compared to the partial networks. Surprisingly, U-NetImg
performs worse than U-NetSino.
Finally, Figure 4.16 and Table 4.8 highlight the segmentation results. Overall all tested
network architectures feature similar qualitative segmentation performance. The full
W-Net yields superior results in global dice, RVD, ASD, RMSD, MSD and recall. The
image domain network gives the worst results in all tested metrics besides recall, where
it performs second best.

Metric U-NetSino U-NetImg W-Net Low-Dose High-Dose

RMSE 22.436 13.441 17.661 49.460 21.417
SSIM 0.930 0.953 0.948 0.7790 0.9020

Table 4.6: Conventional quantitative results using RMSE (in HU) and SSIM for the
ablation study with N = 229.
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Figure 4.11: Network architecture ablation study denoising results for N = 229. Differ-
ence images are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU
for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.12: Network architecture ablation study denoising results for N = 229. Differ-
ence images are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU
for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.13: Network architecture ablation study denoising results for N = 229. Differ-
ence images are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU
for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference images.
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Figure 4.14: Network ablation study denoising results for the model observer study
with a 2 mm lesion and N = 229. First row shows high-dose image,
ground truth, difference of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal
image. Difference images are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference
images.
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Figure 4.15: Network architecture ablation study denoising results for the model observer
study with a 4 mm lesion and N = 229. First row shows high-dose image,
ground truth, difference of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal
image. Difference images are with respect to the ground truth. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU for CT images, C = 0 HU, W = 100 HU for difference
images.
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Figure 4.16: Network architecture ablation study segmentation contours of liver and
liver lesions after denoising of low-dose CT with N = 229. First row shows
high-dose image, ground truth, difference of high-dose to ground truth, and
high-dose signal image. Liver ground truth in yellow, segmented liver in
purple, ground truth lesions in blue, segmented lesions in red. C = 25 HU,
W = 450 HU.

64



4.3. ABLATION STUDY

Lesion U-NetSino U-NetImg W-Net Low-Dose High-Dose

2 mm 0.8702
0.8755

0.8625
0.8680

0.8704
0.8758

0.8691
0.8745

0.9348
0.9391

4 mm 0.8347
0.8402

0.8327
0.8381

0.8401
0.8455

0.8258
0.8312

0.8810
0.8863

Table 4.7: 95% confidence intervals of AUC estimates of the SKE-BKS model observer
for the network architecture ablation study with N = 229.

Metric U-NetSino U-NetImg W-Net

Per Case Dice 0.825 0.811 0.819
Global Dice 0.925 0.923 0.926
RVD -0.020 -0.058 -0.004
ASD 0.661 0.678 0.637
RMSD 0.970 0.986 0.928
MSD 4.351 4.279 4.112
Recall 0.630 0.639 0.644
Precision 0.739 0.595 0.673

Table 4.8: Network architecture ablation study results of the segmentation of liver
lesions after CNN denoising with N = 229.

4.3.2 Loss Function

Apart from the network architecture itself, the loss function plays a vital part in how
the denoising will be performed. Therefore, this subsection investigates how removing
the perceptual loss component and only using MSE for training influences the W-Net
output. Figure 4.17, 4.18, and 4.19 show three cases that were corrected with either
MSE or MSE with perceptual, as presented in section 4.1. As apparent, the MSE loss
causes reduced image noise, but only by smoothing the images. Using perceptual loss
ensures a similar noise texture compared to the ground truth. The same is visible in
Figures 4.20 and 4.21, which highlight the MO patches. The signal is generally more
visible when using perceptual loss. Table 4.9 gives the conventional image metrics. The
network trained only on MSE yields significantly lower RMSE values and better SSIM
for N = 342, 229, and 153. Both networks are able to reach the image quality of the
high-dose reference.
Table 4.10 presents the quantitative results of the MO study. In contrast to the
conventional metrics, the model observer study indicates that training with perceptual
loss yields far superior metric scores for both lesion sizes. Notably, MSE does not
improve the AUC score relative to the low-dose CT for several cases. Finally, Figure
4.22 and Table 4.11 display the segmentation results. For sparse-view CT, a small
non-existing lesion is predicted by both networks. Comparing the values to Table 4.3,

65



CHAPTER 4. RESULTS

Dataset N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102 High-Dose
R

M
SE

Low-Dose 47.056 47.765 49.460 46.229 72.290 21.417
MSE 20.891 13.466 13.733 13.945 21.816 21.417

MSE+Perc 17.783 17.661 17.992 17.992 19.064 21.417

SS
IM

Low-Dose 0.7846 0.7823 0.7790 0.7661 0.7385 0.9020
MSE 0.9431 0.9536 0.9528 0.9519 0.9397 0.9020

MSE+Perc 0.9479 0.9480 0.9482 0.9461 0.9415 0.9020

Table 4.9: Conventional quantitative results for MSE and MSE with perceptual loss
functions using RMSE (in HU) and SSIM.

Dataset N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102 High-Dose

2
m

m Low-Dose 0.8720
0.8773

0.8705
0.8758

0.8691
0.8745

0.8651
0.8705

0.8376
0.8430

0.9348
0.9391

MSE 0.8687
0.8741

0.8499
0.8554

0.8475
0.8530

0.8593
0.8647

0.8385
0.8457

0.9348
0.9391

MSE+Perc 0.8800
0.8853

0.8641
0.8696

0.8704
0.8758

0.8736
0.8790

0.8661
0.8715

0.9348
0.9391

4
m

m Low-Dose 0.8290
0.8327

0.8273
0.8327

0.8258
0.8312

0.8211
0.8265

0.8095
0.8149

0.8810
0.8863

MSE 0.8460
0.8515

0.8158
0.8212

0.8119
0.8173

0.8295
0.8349

0.8119
0.8173

0.8810
0.8863

MSE+Perc 0.8491
0.8546

0.8405
0.8460

0.8401
0.8455

0.8384
0.8438

0.8422
0.8476

0.8810
0.8863

Table 4.10: 95% confidence intervals of AUC of the model observer study for MSE and
MSE with perceptual loss functions.

the surface metrics indicate that perceptual loss improves image quality. Otherwise, no
clear trends are noticable.
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Figure 4.17: Loss function study denoising results for MSE and MSE with perceptual
loss for a pelvis scan. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.18: Loss function study denoising results for MSE and MSE with perceptual
loss for an abdomen scan. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.19: Loss function study denoising results for MSE and MSE with perceptual
loss for a thorax scan. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.

69



CHAPTER 4. RESULTS

Figure 4.20: Loss function study denoising results for the model observer study with a
2 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.21: Loss function study denoising results for the model observer study with a
4 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.22: Loss function study segmentation contours of liver and liver lesions after
denoising of low-dose CT. Liver ground truth in yellow, segmented liver in
purple, ground truth lesions in blue, segmented lesions in red. C = 25 HU,
W = 450 HU.
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Metric N = 512 N = 342 N = 229 N = 153 N = 102
Per Case Dice 0.809 0.834 0.818 0.835 0.805
Global Dice 0.917 0.925 0.925 0.924 0.921
RVD -0.124 0.009 -0.001 -0.045 0.008
ASD 0.728 0.668 0.650 0.657 0.678
RMSD 1.037 0.984 0.942 0.949 0.990
MSD 4.331 4.341 4.184 4.070 4.402
Recall 0.635 0.651 0.653 0.657 0.655
Precision 0.553 0.652 0.690 0.636 0.572

Table 4.11: Quantitative results of the segmentation of liver lesions after CNN denoising
with MSE loss function.

4.4 Quality Assurance of Insufficiently Trained Networks
Since CNNs can be considered a black box, it is critically important that image metrics
are able to identify networks that were insufficiently trained. This includes training
with too few samples and stopping training too early. This section analyzes both issues,
using N = 229 projections for all tested networks.

4.4.1 Reducing Training Set Size

Here, the W-Net was trained with fewer than the full NTrain = 29906. Figure 4.23a
and 4.23b plot the training and validation loss curves for different sizes of the train set,
respectively. Note that network training was stopped early when there was no further
improvement in the validation loss. It is evident that although the network with only
1% of the training images yields similar training loss than the other networks, it is
clearly inferior in terms of validation loss. In general, fewer training samples correlate
with lower validation loss, but not with lower training loss. This highlights the necessity
of large datasets to ensure that the trained networks are able to generalize.
Figures 4.24, 4.25, 4.26 provide network results for a pelvis, abdomen and thorax scan,
respectively. Image quality noticeably deteriorates as the training set is reduced. The
by far worst results occur when only 1% of the full dataset is used, as prominently
illustrated in the difference images. Figure 4.27 and 4.28 show the MO study patches.
Again, image quality decreases when training on fewer samples. When training on 1% of
the data, streak artifacts are prominent. Figure 4.29 presents the segmentation images.
The segmentations, in contrast to the CT images, are similar for all training sets.
The quantitative results are listed in Table 4.12 for conventional metrics, 4.13 for
AUC, and 4.14 for segmentation-based metrics. The conventional metrics suffer as
fewer training samples are used, although using 20% of the dataset yielded the second
worst results. However, all SSIM values are above the high-dose reference. MO and
segmentation performance also decrease almost monotonically as the dataset is shrunk.
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(a) Training loss

(b) Validation loss.

Figure 4.23: Loss curves for trainings with different number of samples NTrain. The
x-axis indicates number of updates equivalent to an epoch with full train
set.
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Figure 4.24: Denoising results for different sizes of the train set for a pelvis scan.
N = 229 and NTrain, 100% = 29904. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.25: Denoising results for different sizes of the train set for an abdomen scan.
N = 229 and NTrain, 100% = 29904. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.26: Denoising results for different sizes of the train set for a thorax scan.
N = 229 and NTrain, 100% = 29904. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.27: Train set size study denoising results for the model observer study with a
2 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.

78



4.4. QUALITY ASSURANCE OF INSUFFICIENTLY TRAINED NETWORKS

Figure 4.28: Train set size study denoising results for the model observer study with a
4 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.29: Train set size study segmentation contours of liver and liver lesions after
denoising of low-dose CT. Liver ground truth in yellow, segmented liver in
purple, ground truth lesions in blue, segmented lesions in red. C = 25 HU,
W = 450 HU.
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Metric 100% 20% 10% 5% 1% High-Dose

RMSE 17.992 23.634 21.605 23.002 34.094 21.417
SSIM 0.9482 0.9267 0.9340 0.9308 0.9086 0.9020

Table 4.12: Conventional quantitative results for different train set sizes relative to full
set using RMSE (in HU) and SSIM.

100% 20% 10% 5% 1% High-Dose

2 mm 0.8704
0.8758

0.8693
0.8748

0.8686
0.8740

0.8666
0.8720

0.8596
0.8651

0.9348
0.9391

4 mm 0.8401
0.8455

0.8397
0.8452

0.8361
0.8416

0.8372
0.8426

0.8353
0.8407

0.8810
0.8863

Table 4.13: 95% confidence intervals of AUC of the model observer study for different
train set sizes relative to full set and two lesion sizes.

Metric 100% 20% 10% 5% 1%

Per Case Dice 0.819 0.822 0.800 0.792 0.788
Global Dice 0.926 0.923 0.918 0.915 0.915
RVD -0.004 0.018 -0.031 -0.047 -0.029
ASD 0.637 0.678 0.699 0.719 0.755
RMSD 0.928 1.000 1.003 1.031 1.099
MSD 4.112 4.521 4.560 4.763 4.789
Recall 0.644 0.646 0.638 0.626 0.621
Precision 0.673 0.706 0.615 0.589 0.608

Table 4.14: Quantitative results of the segmentation of liver lesions after CNN denoising
with different relative train set sizes.
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4.4.2 Reducing Number of Epochs

For this experiment, the number of training epochs was reduced. Figure 4.30, 4.31 and
4.32 show a hip, abdomen and thorax scan, respectively. For all patients, the image
quality decreases as the number of epochs is reduced. This is especially evident in the
hip scan, where the network leaves streaks between the bones when trained for only one
or two epochs. The model observer results are depicted in Figures 4.33 and 4.34, where
similar trends are visible. The difference images indicate that bone-tissue transitions
are smoothed for low number of epochs. Figure 4.35 provides the segmentation images.
As for previous experiments, all networks perform similarly well.
Table 4.15, 4.16, and 4.17 list the conventional, MO, and segmentation-based quantatitive
results. In the conventional metrics, higher number of epochs seem to correlate with
worse RMSE, while SSIM is similar for all networks. Notably, NEpoch = 5 yields the best
results. Likewise, NEpoch = 5 produces the best AUC values. Otherwise, lower number
of epochs correlate with a lower image quality. Finally, no clear trend is noticeable in
the segmentation metrics, which agrees with the qualitative assessment of Figure 4.35.

Metric 20 10 5 2 1 High-Dose

RMSE 17.992 17.363 14.051 15.002 15.529 21.417
SSIM 0.9482 0.9484 0.9507 0.9471 0.9465 0.9020

Table 4.15: Conventional quantitative results for different number of epochs with N =
229 using RMSE (in HU) and SSIM.
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Figure 4.30: Denoising results for different numbers of epochs for a hip scan with
N = 229. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.31: Denoising results for different numbers of epochs for an abdomen scan with
N = 229. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.32: Denoising results for different numbers of epochs for a thorax scan with
N = 229. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.33: Epoch number study denoising results for the model observer study with a
2 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.34: Epoch number study denoising results for the model observer study with a
4 mm lesion. First row shows high-dose image, ground truth, difference
of high-dose to ground truth, and high-dose signal image. C = 0 HU,
W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.35: Epoch number segmentation contours of liver and liver lesions after de-
noising of low-dose CT. Liver ground truth in yellow, segmented liver in
purple, ground truth lesions in blue, segmented lesions in red. C = 25 HU,
W = 450 HU.
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20 10 5 2 1 High-Dose

2 mm 0.8704
0.8758

0.8701
0.8754

0.8709
0.8763

0.8688
0.8741

0.8521
0.8576

0.9348
0.9391

4 mm 0.8401
0.8455

0.8390
0.8446

0.8401
0.8456

0.8398
0.8453

0.8147
0.8201

0.8810
0.8863

Table 4.16: 95% confidence intervals of AUC of the model observer study for different
number of epochs with N = 229 and two lesion sizes.

Metric 20 10 5 2 1

Per Case Dice 0.819 0.823 0.819 0.821 0.822
Global Dice 0.926 0.927 0.926 0.925 0.928
RVD -0.004 0.016 0.013 -0.040 0.012
ASD 0.637 0.668 0.673 0.665 0.626
RMSD 0.928 0.990 1.001 0.976 0.916
MSD 4.112 4.494 4.550 4.350 4.092
Recall 0.644 0.621 0.623 0.646 0.646
Precision 0.673 0.793 0.768 0.659 0.685

Table 4.17: Quantitative results of the segmentation of liver lesions after CNN denoising
with different number of epochs.

4.5 Detruncation

This section showcases the reconstruction of CT images from truncated raw data. Two
truncation amounts were investigated, 50% and 25%.

4.5.1 50% Truncation

Figure 4.36 shows intermediate reconstruction of the DART algorithm. The algorithm
is initialized with an FBP of a cosine detruncation. DART seems to converge slower for
the thorax scan, which also features a hypodense artifact below the spine. The earlier
iterations are blurrier, due to the stronger filtering step. The final images are close to
the ground truth images in outline, but bone structures and fat tissue are not correctly
resolved due to the binary nature of the DART implementation. In the third case, the
DART result is significantly darker in the center than the ground truth image.
Figure 4.37 and 4.38 provide the detruncated images and sinograms, respectively. Note
that for the DART and W-Net, the algorithm output is used to complete the original
sinograms. DART, the W-Net, and the conventional cosine detruncation are all able to
improve image quality in the original FOV. However, DART and W-Net also restore
information in the eFOV. In both cases, there are inconsistencies in the transition from
FOV to eFOV.
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Metric Truncated Cosine W-NetPrior W-Net DARTPrior DART

RMSEFOV

1262.166
702.760
1355.924
1270.852

53.013
58.138
103.173
127.749

26.691
23.865
18.134
27.364

28.631
25.281
16.454
29.360

65.475
87.737
163.097
93.322

20.557
92.844
42.402
16.315

RMSEeFOV

873.312
538.059
900.285
852.035

258.439
290.387
282.489
279.175

121.997
122.305
84.569
97.245

120.201
119.128
82.512
95.635

140.840
258.969
212.77
184.214

127.996
258.569
190.303
175.793

SSIM

0.6891
0.7730
0.6115
0.5746

0.8252
0.8415
0.7594
0.8057

0.8901
0.9252
0.9279
0.9172

0.8841
0.9221
0.9206
0.9011

0.8532
0.8285
0.7728
0.8460

0.8807
0.8424
0.8321
0.8728

Dice

0.4652
0.5761
0.6069
0.6117

0.8810
0.7350
0.8725
0.9009

0.9780
0.9532
0.9862
0.9843

0.9782
0.9563
0.9863
0.9848

0.9818
0.8781
0.9604
0.9634

0.9820
0.8776
0.9603
0.9634

Table 4.18: Quantitative results for 50% truncation with RMSE in HU for four test
cases.

Table 4.18 gives the quantitative results for the detruncation. Here, the prior images
indicate the immediate algorithm output without projection completion of the original
raw data. All algorithms successfully restore image quality in the FOV, confirming the
qualitative results. Both W-Net and DART are superior to the cosine detruncation.
In addition, the W-Net generally outperforms the DART detruncation, both with and
without projection completion.
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Figure 4.36: Intermediate DART iterations with 50% truncation. C = 0 HU, W =
1000 HU.
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Figure 4.37: Detruncation result images with 50% truncation. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.38: Detruncation result projections with 50% truncation. C = 0 HU, W =
500 HU.
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4.5.2 25% Truncation

Figure 4.39 and 4.40 illustrate the detruncation results for a truncation of 25%. Com-
pared to the previous experiment, the truncation artifacts are less significant. Again,
all three algorithms are able to correct the CT values in the FOV. Only the W-Net and
DART restore information in the eFOV. However, DART again suffers from artifacts
at the edge of the original FOV, and cannot adequately reconstruct fat tissue in the
extrapolated regions.
Table 4.19 gives the corresponding quantitative results. Inside the FOV, the DART
prior image produces the worst RMSE results among the detruncation algorithms. This
is partially due to the high noise in the DART reconstruction. Otherwise, the DART
and W-Net results are superior to the conventional cosine detruncation. Overall, the
W-Net yields the best metrics.
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Figure 4.39: Detruncation result images with 25% truncation. C = 0 HU, W = 500 HU.
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Figure 4.40: Detruncation result projections with 25% truncation. C = 3.5, W = 7.
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Metric Truncated Cosine W-NetPrior W-Net DARTPrior DART

RMSEFOV

566.596
176.168
351.551
252.080

19.429
42.917
30.964
43.372

9.302
6.054
3.241
4.172

15.264
15.368
11.000
8.824

88.907
111.269
147.653
88.648

20.481
35.498
21.641
17.541

RMSEeFOV

591.62
207.101
378.072
281.715

136.113
136.201
118.302
138.703

73.581
58.209
28.379
52.563

71.280
57.412
28.572
52.317

116.073
113.985
153.573
121.000

88.590
80.717
101.884
100.667

SSIM

0.817
0.9289
0.8475
0.9089

0.9145
0.9406
0.9270
0.9416

0.9477
0.9705
0.9830
0.9862

0.9432
0.9705
0.9770
0.9829

0.8972
0.9322
0.8188
0.8867

0.9420
0.9574
0.9340
0.9542

Dice

0.7892
0.9358
0.9067
0.9480

0.9635
0.9564
0.9831
0.9807

0.9855
0.9819
0.9967
0.9958

0.9861
0.9808
0.9966
0.9957

0.9874
0.9768
0.9856
0.9861

0.9878
0.9789
0.9863
0.9867

Table 4.19: Quantitative results for 25% truncation with RMSE in HU for four test
cases.
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5 | Summary & Discussion

This thesis investigated two applications of deep learning-based image processing: the
removal of noise and streak artifacts in low-dose CT, and the sinogram completion of
truncated CT scans. The latter was also accomplished with an iterative approach. This
chapter will first discuss the low-dose CT results, then the detruncation.

5.1 Low-Dose CT Denoising

Dose in CT can almost arbitrarily be saved by either reducing the number of projections
or the tube current. However, this kind of dose reduction entails a deterioration of image
quality. In order to remove the inevitable noise and sparseness artifacts in low-dose CT
images, a W-Net was implemented. The network employs two U-Nets, which correct
the sinogram and image, respectively. To enable an end-to-end training of the network,
the two U-Nets were connected with a differentiable FBP layer.
The W-Net was trained for five different dose implementations, ranging from low-mAs
CT with conventional number of projections, to sparse-view CT with full tube current
per projection. All scans were simulated with a 80% dose reduction compared to the
high dose image. As shown in section 4.1, the W-Net was able to significantly improve
image quality for all tested scan configurations. This suggests that deep learning-based
methods may enable significant dose reductions in CT. Qualitatively, some discrepancies
remained when comparing the images to the ground truth.
There are two main interpretations for these inaccuracies: Firstly, the network is unable
to sufficiently discriminate between content and noise. Secondly, some image details are
completely covered by noise or streaks in the low-dose simulation process.
In the first interpretation, the network cannot fully separate image content from noise
and artifacts, although enough information is available. The bottleneck is consequently
either the network architecture or the training process. U-Nets, and correspondingly
also W-Nets, have been shown to perform well on a variety of image processing tasks
[60], [132], [152]. While the network architecture may thus be not fully optimal, it
should be sufficient, as indicated by the satisfactory denoising results. Section 4.3.1
further investigated the network components of the W-Net, illustrating the effectiveness
of combined sinogram and image denoising. Sinogram-only denoising produced worse
results and did not accurately restore image details. Ideally, a network architecture
search should be performed to further optimize the parameters of the two U-Nets.
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In the training process, the primary design choices are the training data and the loss
function. In this study, the test cases are generated with the same process as the
training data, such that there is no distribution mismatch between training and testing
stage. As the Adam optimizer is state-of-the-art [149], the loss function becomes the
most influential remaining factor in the network performance. This work employs a
combination of MSE and perceptual loss, implemented by comparing intermediate
feature layers of a pre-trained VGG-19 network [153]. The perceptual loss ensures
that the final image has a similar noise texture and resolution as the ground truth
data [77]. Notably, the VGG-19 itself is trained on photographs, not on CT images.
Therefore, the rigor of this type of perceptual loss function is debatable in the context
of CT imaging. In addition, a suboptimal choice of hyperparameters in the loss function
may lead to texture artifacts in the CNN output. This includes choosing VGG-19
layers that correspond to content instead of texture, and setting the MSE contribution
too low in the total loss. In contrast, using MSE loss without perceptual loss lead to
a further reduction in image noise, but at the cost of overly smoothing the images.
This resulted in lower task-based metrics, as presented in section 4.3.2. It is therefore
evident, that standalone MSE is not optimal for the denoising problem as structures are
blurred. Another aspect is the fact that the ground truth images in the LiTS dataset
still contained a small amount of noise themselves [66]. This means that a comparison
to the ground truth images does not perfectly represent a comparison to the ideal
patient image. Thus, a noiseless image would neither produce minimal loss nor optimal
conventional image quality metrics.
If on the contrary, the image details are fully disguised by noise or artifacts, the low-dose
CTs may not contain enough information for the CNN to restore the structures. If this
is the case, a denoising or destreaking algorithm performs adequately when removing
artifacts but not resolving the details. Otherwise, the algorithm might insert new
features into the images, so-called hallucinations. Although the W-Net does use prior
information by merit of the network training process, using additional patient-specific
information, e.g. a previous scan, may further enable the network to infer fine structures
and reduce artifacts [67]. Conversely, this would enable more drastic dose reductions.
This is especially interesting for interventional applications that require multiple scans
in short succession.

5.1.1 Low-Dose CT Realizations

As stated above, the W-Net successfully reduced noise and sparseness artifacts in all
investigated dose configurations. At the same time, the image quality differed between
the setups. Before correction, there is a clear trend of decreasing image quality as
the number of projections decreases. Thus, in a conventional imaging scenario, it is
decisively preferable to reduce the tube current instead. In conjunction with W-Net
processing, the differences between the acquisitions become less pronounced. Generally,
scans with more projections still perform better in both conventional and task-based
metrics, but the trend is not as clear as before. As low-mAs CT performs best both
with and without denoising, it appears beneficial to always use the maximum number of
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projections. Conversely, the relatively small difference after CNN correction imply that
the comparative advantage of deep learning-based image processing is in sparse-view CT,
i.e. CNNs are more relevant for sparse acquisitions than for low-mAs scans. However, a
more sophisticated analysis of information content is needed to properly support this
claim.
While the results of this work support a preference of low-mAs over sparse-view CT from
an image processing perspective, another crucial aspect is the technical feasibility. In a
modern diagnostic CT system, the X-ray source and detector do not in step-and-shoot
mode. Instead, the gantry is continuously rotating during the scan [1]. As a consequence,
each projection is measured over a small angular range instead of a single position.
Accordingly, if the number of projections is large, the angle covered by each projection
is negligibly small. When the number of projections decreases, a single projection will
cover a larger angle, essentially smearing information in the angular direction. This will
further deteriorate image quality. In the simulations shown in this thesis, this smearing
is not taken into account, exacerbating the advantage of low-mAs CT. In addition,
this procedure involves raising the rotation speed of the system, which is typically not
supported by commercial CT systems. One could avoid this by simply intermittently
turning off the X-ray tube during the rotation. This rapid on-off switching, however, is
not available for the high power X-ray tubes in current diagnostic CT. Pulsed X-ray
tubes exist do exist for several interventional CBCT machines, making sparse-view
acquisitions more interesting for these system [165].
C-arm CBCT systems are predominantely used for 2D imaging, such as X-rays imaging
or 2D fluoroscopy [9]. Yet they are capable of 3D protocols, albeit with significantly
higher acquisition times and lower image quality compared to diagnostic CT. The
benefit of sparse-view CBCT would be faster scan times, as well as reduced dose. In
addition, interventional applications often require multiple successive scans, which add
a significant dose penalty to the use of 3D protocols. Algorithms have been proposed
utilizing the inherent sparseness of the difference between follow-up scans, allowing for
a drastic reduction of number of projections [99].
One particular application of sparse-view CBCT are retroactively gated cardiac acquisi-
tions [12]. Here, the sinogram is divided according to the phase of the heart beat while
the C-arm slowly rotates around the patient. As a result, each phase-gated sinogram
only contains a subset of the full sinogram, with a correspondingly lower number of
projections. This imaging scenario is distinctly removed from the low-dose CT discussed
in this work, as there is no trade-off between projections and tube current in cardiac
CT. Furthermore, the projections are not equally distributed over all angles, such that
the reconstruction must also consider limited angle artifacts.
While low-mAs CT should be preferred for most low-dose acquisitions, there is a limit to
how low the tube current can be set. If the X-ray flux drops below a certain threshold,
the signal will be indistinguishable from the electronic noise of the detector [105].
Then, image reconstruction will be impossible. Photon starvation typically occurs
in the context of metal artifacts, where the affected projections will be replaced via
interpolation [1]. Of course, this is not feasible for low-dose CT, where the whole
sinogram would have to be replaced. Under these circumstances, and at equal dose, the
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only viable solution is decreasing the number of projections and increasing tube current.
This study has not considered electronic noise in the noise simulation, which is one of
its limitations. At the dose level simulated, the photon noise should still be dominant,
such that the exclusion of electronic noise is not significant. Electronic noise can be
avoided in patient scans by using novel photon counting detectors, which do not suffer
from this type of noise [28].

5.1.2 Image Metrics

Quantitative analysis is an integral component of medical image processing. Many
established and widely-used metrics, however, do not properly relay the diagnostic value
of the images. This necessitates more refined pathways of quantifying image quality,
for instance via task-based metrics. In this study, three kinds of metrics have been
used: conventional (RMSE, SSIM), segmentation-based (dice, RVD, ASD, RMSD, MSD,
recall, precision), and model observer-based (AUC). In addition, perceptual loss and
MSE were used in network training.
In terms of ease of use, the conventional metrics are far superior to the task-based ones.
They are fast to calculate and only require the ground truth images as reference. If no
ground truth was available, one could place an region of interest (ROI) and measure the
image noise as the standard deviation inside the ROI. The low computation times and
simplicity make them a natural choice as loss function for network training. Despite
their advantages, in this study, the conventional metrics did not perfectly align with
the human perception of image quality.
The shortcomings of RMSE, MSE, and SSIM are evident in several parts of this thesis.
MSE as a loss function was deemed inferior to MSE with perceptual loss in section 4.3.2.
Although the latter could be considered a conventional metric, as it is computed as the
MSE of two feature layers, it requires a sophisticated, pre-trained CNN. Moreover, the
network trained only with MSE performed better on traditional metrics, while yielding
worse images qualitatively and measured on task-based metrics. This highlights the
discrepancy between image quality and performance on conventional image quality
metrics. The same could be observed for the insufficiently trained networks in section
4.4.
In contrast to conventional metrics, task-based image quality analysis requires a signifi-
cant effort. For the segmentation-based metrics, each volume had to be segmented into
liver and liver lesions, followed by an elaborate algorithm to determine the final metrics.
To measure detectability, a separate lesion dataset was simulated, and evaluated with a
model observer. Despite the computation cost associated with these relatively compli-
cated metrics, the results are decidedly more meaningful and interpretable. Compared
to the conventional and segmentation-based metrics, AUC was an effective tool for
identifying insufficiently trained networks and comparing loss functions, as shown in
section 4.4 and 4.3.2, respectively. Two lesion sizes were investigated in the context of
the MO study. The CNN denoising was generally more effective for the larger lesion
with 4 mm radius and 20 HU contrast. In some cases for the small lesion with 2 mm
radius and 40 HU contrast, AUC was measured higher without denoising. This indicates
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that the W-Net is better at preserving larger structures, even if they have lower contrast.
Besides the SKE-BKS study setup used for the majority of this thesis, 4.2.2 also shows
SKE-BKE results. Since the ability of the CHO to distinguish between signal and
no-signal images is almost perfect on BKE datasets, internal noise had to be added to
give meaningful values. Here, the W-Net did not improve image quality. This suggests
that the network output is inconsistent when the same image with different noise is
used as input.
In this work, segmentation-based metrics were used to evaluate denoising performance.
In principle, lowering noise without affecting image content should yield better a better
segmentation. Likewise, if the noise is removed together with a loss of details or
resolution, the segmentation should suffer. Overall, the segmentation metrics did not
show the desired level of accuracy, as presented in section 4.2.1. Consequently, the
differences of segmentation metrics visible in the other parts of this thesis are within
the margin of error of the metrics themselves. Since the H-DenseUNet [64] was trained
on the ground truth data, a distribution mismatch might be the cause for the large
deviations. This could then require a complete retraining of the H-DenseUNet for tested
dose configuration and denoising network. Another approach that was tested was to
compare the H-DenseUNet predictions not to the ground truth segmentations, but to
the H-DenseUNet predictions on the ground truth CT volumes. Then, if the distribution
of the denoised volumes is close to the distribution of ground truth volumes, the H-
DenseUNet predictions should be similar. This, in effect, is somewhat comparable to the
principles of perceptual loss. The resulting segmentation metrics were generally higher
than when comparing with the ground truth, but otherwise no significant difference
was apparent. In essence, the tested CT datasets feature comparable image quality
within the accuracy of the segmentation-based analysis. One important factor is that
the H-DenseUNet performs several pre- and post-processing steps that may cause the
network output to be highly similar for the tested images.

5.2 Detruncation
The second part of this thesis considered the CT reconstruction from truncated projec-
tions, which is a frequent problem especially in interventional CBCT. Although basic
extrapolation methods can alleviate the truncation artifacts in the FOV, the remaining
information outside the FOV is lost. While this information should not be used for
clinical diagnosis, it can be utilized for secondary algorithms such as beam-hardening
correction. In this work, two algorithms were implemented to restore image details in
both the FOV and the eFOV: the iterative DART detruncation [164], and the deep
learning-based W-Net.
In the case of 25% truncation, where only a small fraction of the patient is outside
the FOV, both algorithms provided overall satisfactory results. For the case of 50%
truncation, the accuracy in the eFOV decreases for both DART and the W-Net, as
expected. Here, each algorithm suffers from different issues, while the W-Net generally
outperforms the DART detruncation. The DART image does not correctly estimate
different tissue types, as it uses a binarization step to enable the reconstruction. This
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leads to an overestimation of patient size in regions with bone, and an underestimation
in regions with fat tissue, and produces the wrong CT values. A possible approach to
remedy this, is to increase the number of thresholds in the discretization step [114].
One would, however, have to consider a potential increase in the time until convergence
as the system is now more complex. In contrast, the W-Net is able to differentiate
between different tissues but does not consistently produce realistic patient outlines.
Although the perceptual loss performed well for the denoising task, it may be preferable
to add a loss that penalizes deviations in patient outline, such as dice score.
Another benefit of the W-Net is its low inference time compared to DART. The latter
requires a large number of iterations, each including multiple forwards-projection (FP)
and back-projection (BP) steps, until convergence. Meanwhile, W-Net only uses a
single FBP. There are several ways of decreasing the computational cost of DART. For
instance, the problem can be downsampled for the early iterations of the algorithm
[122]. In this work, the smoothing filter was stronger in early iterations to accelerate
convergence. A reduction of matrix size may yield a similar effect, besides reducing
the computational burden of the individual FPs and BPs. Later iterations should be
performed on the original pixel size, to ensure high resolution results. Another way is to
combine DART with other methods. A deep learning-guided update step could speed
up convergence immensely. If an analytic method is desired, region growing methods
could steer the early iterations to more quickly expand the patient outline. A third
option could be to include other prior information. For example, a camera image from
above the patient could provide the patient outline from above. Then, the algorithm
only needs to find the part of the outline not visible on the camera and fill in the tissues.
Several other approaches have previously been discussed in the literature [113], [115],
[116], [121].
The detruncation analysis in this work has four major limitations: First, due to the
computational cost of DART, only individual slices were compared instead of the full test
set. Thus, section 4.5 functions more as a proof-of-principle case study, than an extensive
comparison. Second, only basic DART [118] was implemented while there are more
sophisticated variations that may produce better detruncation results. Third, modern
scanners do not use parallel beam geometry but fan-beam or cone-beam geometries.
The general results of this work should be transferable to these geometries, e.g. by
rebinning, but other geometries might influence the performance of either DART or the
W-Net. Fourth, the detruncation results were only analyzed with conventional image
metrics. If the results are to be used in a secondary algorithm, e.g. scatter estimation,
the detruncation algorithms should be evaluated on metrics related to said application
[106].
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Dose reduction is one of the primary concerns of CT research. Several pathways of
arbitrarily reducing dose exist, including decreasing the tube current and lowering the
number of projections. However, these methods inadvertently cause a deterioration of
image quality. This thesis has shown that data-driven CNNs can drastically improve
image quality of low-dose CT. They can thus enable dose reduction without sacrificing
diagnostic value of the images. This in turn will permit more frequent usage of 3D
image guidance during surgeries, providing the surgeon with spatial information. In
order to ensure consistent network outputs, task-based metrics were used to differentiate
between well- and insufficiently trained networks. Here, detectability as measured by
a model observer study allowed for a quantitative analysis close to human perception
and identified inferior networks. This paves the way for a safe utilization of CNN-
based methods in the clinical workflow, where accurate and reliable algorithms are
paramount. In addition, low-mAs protocols were deemed preferable to sparse-view
scans, although the CNN was able to decrease the differences. Finally, truncated CT
scans were successfully reconstructed both iteratively with a DART-based method,
as well as in data-driven manner with a dual domain CNN. Especially the latter has
shown the potential of improving the image quality of acquisitions with small detectors.
The additional information outside of the FOV may help guide the surgeon during an
operation by placing the FOV in the context of the remaining anatomy. In addition, the
larger FOV increases the performance of secondary algorithms such as beam-hardening
or attenuation correction, further improving treatment accuracy.
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