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ABSTRACT
Software breast phantoms have been developed for pre-clinical validation of breast imaging systems. Realism is of great
importance for the acceptance and the range of applications of breast phantoms. In this paper we have assessed the
phantom realism based upon the analysis of mammographic texture properties. Texture analysis is of interest since it
reflects the spatial tissue distribution, which is known to correlate with breast cancer risk. We compared texture
properties of synthetic mammograms generated using software breast phantoms with clinical data. A total of 133
phantom images were synthesized using software phantoms developed at the University of Pennsylvania. The phantoms
were designed using two different anatomy simulation methods: an octree-based recursive partitioning method and a
region growing method. The synthetic images were generated assuming a clinically used acquisition geometry and
mono-energetic x-ray beam with no scatter. The clinical data included 60 anonymized mammograms selected
retrospectively from screening cases at the University of Pennsylvania. The same postprocessing was applied to clinical
and phantom images. The texture analysis was performed using fully automated software which extracts a battery of
features from analyzed images. The histograms of texture properties extracted from phantom images were compared
with those from clinical mammograms, separately for the two anatomy simulation methods. The histogram agreement
was quantified using symmetrized Kulback-Leibler divergence. We observed good agreement for most of the analyzed
25 features. In more than a half of the features, the octree-based simulation method yielded better agreement with
clinical data as compared with the region growing method.
Keywords: Breast anatomy simulation, software breast phantoms, parenchymal texture analysis, realism assessment,
histogram comparison.

1. INTRODUCTION
Recent years have seen a significant increase in the use of software breast phantoms for pre-clinical validation of breast
imaging systems. Our breast anatomy simulation software has been developing since 1996,1-6 and today is in use by
over 40 industrial, government, and academic research laboratories. Other approaches to the software breast phantom
design have been reported.7-11 Fig. 1 shows cross-sections of examples from different generations of software phantoms
developed at the University of Pennsylvania. The current phantom design is based upon the use of octrees, which
provides very fast simulation.12
There are several important motivations for the use of software breast phantoms. Software phantoms provide direct
simulation of tissue structures which make up anatomical noise, i.e., the background texture seen in clinical images,
which affects the ability of observers to detect and characterize breast abnormalities. Phantoms allow consistent
simulation of images of the same anatomy while varying the acquisition parameters. Phantoms also provide ground
truth about the simulated anatomical structures, which is needed for quantitative validation. They are also flexible
enough to cover the wide anatomical variations seen in clinical images. Lastly, they are suitable for use in virtual
clinical trials (VCT) of breast imaging systems. The validation of breast imaging systems is currently based upon
clinical trials, which are limited by their cost, duration, and necessity for repeated irradiation of volunteer women (in
case of imaging modalities based upon the ionizing radiation). The X-ray Physics Laboratory at the University of
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Pennsylvania is a strong proponent of a preclinical alternative in the form of VCTs based upon the models of anatomy,
image acquisition (and optionally) image analysis.

\
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Figure 1: Illustration of the changes in design of software breast phantoms developed at the University of Pennsylvania.
Shown are the cross-sections of phantoms from (a) 2002; (b) 2006; (c) 2010; and (d) 2012.
Realism is of great importance for the acceptance and the range of applications of software breast phantoms. Phantom
realism may be assessed directly or indirectly. Direct assessment is performed by comparing phantoms and tissue
properties using anatomical or pathological slices; this approach is limited by the available clinical material. In contrast,
indirect realism assessment includes comparison of clinical and simulated phantom images.
This work is motivated by a desire to develop an automated tool for testing realism as a part of an open source platform
for breast imaging simulation. The automated validation is envisioned to include: (i) Regression tests aimed to catch
programming bugs early and (ii) Comparison of phantom vs. clinical images to ensure the highest available level of
realism. The image-based features which can be used for the assessment of realism in phantom images include the
estimates of breast percent density and parenchymal texture descriptors, covariance properties, and power spectral
descriptors.
Texture analysis has been used for testing realism in earlier versions of our software breast phantom. In our 2002 study,2
we analyzed the similarity between distributions of texture feature values averaged over image regions in synthetic and
clinical breast images. Two similarity measures were utilized: (i) The histogram correlation of phantom and clinical
texture features averaged over the same tissue regions; this measure was used to validate the distribution of texture
feature values within individual simulated images; and (ii) the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test between cumulative density
functions of mean texture features from phantom and clinical data; this measure was used to validate the distribution of
mean texture features over the simulated population. Fig. 2 illustrates the use of these measures for the assessment of
realism in simulated images of our previous software phantoms.
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Figure 2: Examples of the texture analysis of synthetic images generated using an earlier version of our software breast
phantom. Shown are (a) the correlation of texture histograms and (b) the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of the difference
between cumulative distributions of the mean texture values, for regions of retroareolar fibroglandular tissue. The data
are presented for three ranges of size of synthetic tissue structures and for the three texture analysis methods. (Modified
from Ref. #2.)
In this paper, we assessed the agreement between synthetic and clinical images by comparing histograms of various
texture features. The histogram comparison was quantified using symmetrized Kulback-Leibler divergence.13, 14 In
addition, we separately compared the agreement with clinical data for images of software phantoms generated using the
octree and region growing simulation methods.

2. METHODS
2.1. Software breast phantoms
The X-ray Physics Lab at the University of Pennsylvania has over 15 years of experience in developing breast
anthropomorphic software phantoms.1-6, 12, 15, 16 Phantoms are generated algorithmically using geometric primitives, and
stored in a 3D voxel array at a spatial resolution selected by the user. Each voxel belongs to a unique simulated tissue
structure, characterized by corresponding physical properties (e.g., linear x-ray attenuation, elasticity, etc.). Particular
attention is given to the simulation of large- and meso-scale tissue structures, as breast outline, skin, and adipose tissue
compartments, defined by the matrix of Cooper’s ligaments. These structures make up the parenchymal pattern, a
background image texture which can interfere with the detection of breast abnormalities. The anthropomorphic software
phantoms used in this study are based upon two different methods for the simulation of breast anatomy: (i) recursive
partitioning of the simulated breast volume using octrees12 and region growing simulation method. 15, 16
2.1.1 Octree-based method for the simulation of breast anatomy
The octree-based simulation12 allows for fast generation of phantoms with very small voxel size. It is an upgrade to the
previous region growing method, offering important advantages of (i) low computational complexity, (ii) fast, (iii)
scalable, and (iv) an improved control of simulated anatomical structures (e.g., skin and Cooper’s ligament thickness).
The improved control of the simulation is provided through selection of input parameters which specify the simulated
breast size, glandularity, thickness of the skin and Cooper’s ligaments, and the number, distribution, and size and shape
of adipose compartments.
2.1.2 Region growing method for the simulation of breast anatomy
In the region growing method,15, 16 we divided the breast into a region composed predominantly of adipose tissue and a
region composed predominantly of fibro-glandular tissue. Each compartment in the predominantly adipose tissue region
is assigned an ellipsoid, centered at a randomly chosen seed point, with semiaxes which grow proportional to a virtual
time τ ≥ 0. Ellipsoid parameters determine the orientation and relative size and shape of the compartments. Each voxel
is assigned as belonging to a compartment corresponding to a seed of the ellipsoid that first reaches the voxel during the
growing procedure. It can be shown that compartment boundaries generated by the region growing method represent
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Voronoi diagrams with respect to the Mahalanobis distance. Fig. 3 shows cross-sections of sample software breast
phantoms used in this study.

(a)

(b)

Figure 3: Examples of phantoms used
in this study. Shown are cross-sections
of phantoms generated by (a) octree or
(b) region growing simulation method.

(a)

(b)

Figure 4:
Examples of synthetic
mammograms used in this study, generated
from the (a) octree-based phantoms or (b)
regions growing phantoms.

2.2. Simulation of mammographic image acquisition
Synthetic images for this study were generated in a two-step model of mammographic image acquisition. First, software
phantoms are deformed using a finite-element (FE) model of clinical mammographic compression. The FE model
assumed hyper-elastic, almost uncompressible tissue model, with 50% reduction in phantom thickness. Second, the
acquisition geometry corresponding to a clinical digital mammography system (Dimensions, HOLOGIC, Bedford, MA)
was simulated by ray tracing. We assumed mono-energetic x-ray beam without scatter, and an ideal detector model.
The quantum noise was added in the form of Poisson random variations to the digital pixel values. The simulated
images were post-processed using the proprietary method provided by Hologic (courtesy of B. Ren and A. Smith).
Fig. 4 shows examples of synthetic mammograms generated using octree and region growing phantoms.

2.3. Materials
2.3.1 Clinical mammograms
Clinical images used in this paper were selected retrospectively from breast cancer screening cases at the University of
Pennsylvania, under HIPAA and IRB approval. We selected 60 clinical mammograms acquired using the HOLOGIC
Dimensions system; the same system was modeled when generating synthetic images. None of the selected clinical
images included confirmed breast abnormalities. Fig. 5 shows an example of clinical mammograms used in this study.
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Figure 5: Exaample of a clin
nical mammogrrams used in thhis study.
2.3.2

Phaantom images

Total of 133 phantom imaages were synth
hesized for thee use in this sttudy. Each im
mage was syntthesized from a unique
phantom. Siixty-six phanto
oms were geneerated by the occtree-based meethod and 67 bby the region ggrowing methood. Both
methods sim
mulated phantom
ms of two volu
umes: 450 or 700
7 ml. The pphantom volum
metric density rranged betweenn 20 and
40 percent. The octree ph
hantoms were generated
g
using the voxel sizze of 200 μm, while the region growing pphantoms
used the voxel size of 500 μm.
μ

ynthetic and clinical imagess
2.4. Texturee analysis of sy
The texture analysis
a
was performed
p
usin
ng a fully autom
mated softwaree pipeline,17, 188 (Fig. 6) whicch extracts a battery of
features from
m analyzed fulll-field digital mammography
m
or digital breaast tomosyntheesis images. Thhe pipeline inccludes an
initial image quality test off the DICOM header files to
o validate that acceptable doose and image acquisition paarameters
were used (ii.e., kVp, expo
osure, compresssion, etc.). A subsequent ppreprocessing step provides an option to create a
regional tissu
ue mask (i.e., by segmentin
ng specific regions, as the deense and the ffatty tissue reggions) from w
which the
parenchymall pattern descriiptors are extracted. The pipeline extractss a set of textuure features froom points on a spatial
regular latticce, determined by two param
meters: the win
ndow size and lattice distancce. For each m
mammogram aand each
feature, our pipeline
p
generrates a feature image composed by featuree values at all lattice points. (Examples of feature
images are sh
hown in Fig. 8.)
The analyzed
d features are organized
o
into three groups, including (i) teexture descripttors of gray-levvel histogramss, (ii) cooccurrence features,
f
and (iii) run length
h features. Th
hese texture feeatures were uused previouslyy in breast canncer risk
17, 19 20
assessment studies
s
. The current im
mplementation
n of the texturee feature extracction method inncludes two addditional
parameters defining
d
the hisstogram bin nu
umber and pixeel offset (for ccomputing co-ooccurrence maatrix). The seleection of
these parameeters was guid
ded by the prev
vious studies199. In this studdy, 25 texture properties of phantom imagges were
compared wiith those from clinical mamm
mograms. We used a lattice ddistance of 31 pixels, a winddow size of 63 pixels, a
co-occurrencce offset of 5 piixels, and 100 bins for the esttimation of texxture feature hiistograms.
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Figure 6: The
T flowchart of
o our fully-auttomated softwaare pipeline forr breast densityy and parenchyymal texture annalysis.

ment between clinical and p
phantom textu
ure
2.5. Statisticcal assessmentt of the agreem
For each of the 25 analyzeed texture feattures, we estim
mated two typees of histogram
ms: (i) Meann histograms off feature
values and (ii)
( Histogram
ms of the mean
n feature values. Fig. 7 illlustrates the ddifference betw
ween these 2 types of
histograms.

Figure 7: Tw
wo types of tex
xture histogram
ms compared in
n this paper beetween synthettic and clinicall mammogramss. Mean
histograms (ttop) were calcu
ulated using piixel intensities of a texture im
mage. In addittion, we calcullated histogram
ms of the
mean values from individuaal texture imag
ges (bottom).
m comparison between cliniccal and synthettic texture propperties was quaantified using symmetrized K
KulbackThe histogram
Leibler diverrgence:13
KLdivv(P1(x),P2(x)) = ∑x [P1(x) logg(P1(x)/P2(x))] .
Since KLdiv is non-symmeetric, we used a symmetrizeed version (alsso called Jenssen-Shannon ddivergence14), w
which is
locally propo
ortional to the Fisher
F
informaation metric:
KL
K divsym = [KLdiiv(P1,Q) + KLdiiv(P2,Q)]/2,
where Q=(P
P1+P2)/2 . Sep
parate assessments of the ag
greement with clinical data were made foor images of software
phantoms gen
nerated using octree
o
and regiion growing sim
mulation methoods.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1 Texture images
Fig. 8 shows examples of texture images calculated from synthetic (Fig. 8 (a) and (b)) and clinical (Fig. 8 (c) and (d))
mammograms. Shown are texture maps corresponding to features of Entropy (Fig.8 (a) and (c)) and Grey Level NonUniformity (Fig. 8 (b) and (d)).
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.

(a)
(b)
(a)
(b)
Figure 8: An Entropy (a) and Grey Level Non-Uniformity (b) texture images, corresponding to the clinical mammogram
(shown in Fig. 5). An Entropy (c) and Grey Level Non-Uniformity (d) texture images corresponding to the phantom
mammogram (shown in Fig. 4).
3.2 Agreement between synthetic and clinical image texture properties
Fig. 9 shows examples of features in which there is good agreement between the mean histograms of clinical and
synthetic mammogram texture properties. Shown are mean histograms of the High Grey Level Run Emphasis (Fig.
9 (a)) and the 5th Percentile (Fig. 9 (b)) features. Separate bars are shown for the texture features corresponding to the
clinical data, octree phantoms and region growing phantoms. The good agreement is made evident by the high level of
sym
overlap between clinical and synthetic histograms, and is also supported by low KLdiv values (indicated in figures).
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Figure 9: Examples of a good agreement between mean histograms of clinical and synthetic texture features.
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Fig. 10 illustrates good agreement between the histograms of mean values calculated from clinical and synthetic
mammogram texture properties. Shown are the histograms of mean values of the High Grey Level Run Emphasis (Fig
10 (a)) and the 5th Percentile (Fig. 10 (b)) texture features. As compared to the mean histograms from Fig. 9, the
sym
histograms of mean texture values show higher KLdiv values.
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Figure 10: Examples of a good agreement between histograms of mean clinical and synthetic texture features.
Figs. 11 and 12 show examples of texture features for which the octree phantoms yielded better agreement with clinical
data as compared to the region growing method. Shown are mean histograms (Fig. 11) and the histograms of mean
values (Fig. 12) of the Correlation and Cluster Shade texture features. As seen in Fig. 11, the octree mean histogram
values are slightly closer to the clinical data, as compared to the region growing histograms. The histograms of mean
texture features showed very similar performance of the octree and region growing phantoms.
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Figure 11: Examples of the mean texture histograms for which octree phantoms yielded better agreement with clinical
data than region growing phantoms.
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Figure 12: Examples of the histograms of mean texture features for which octree phantoms yielded better agreement
with clinical data than region growing phantoms.
We have also observed several texture features for which the region growing phantoms yielded better agreement with
clinical data than octree-based simulation, as illustrated in Figs. 13 and 14. Shown are mean histograms (Fig. 13) and
the histograms of mean values (Fig. 14) of the Low Gray Level Run Emphasis and Short Run Emphasis texture features.
The advantage of the region growing phantoms may be caused, again, by mean histogram values being slightly closer to
the clinical data, as compared to the octree phantoms (Fig. 13 left). In addition, we observed that for certain features
there is practically no overlap between the histograms of octree–based and clinical texture properties (Fig. 13 right).
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Figure 13: Examples of the mean texture histograms for which region growing phantoms yielded better agreement with
clinical data than octree phantoms.
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Table 1: Percent differences in square root KLdivsym values of octree vs. region growing phantom images for all 25
analyzed features. Highlighted are features for which octree phantoms showed better agreement with clinical data than
region growing phantoms.
Index

Texture Feature

Mean Histogram

5th Percentile
5th Mean
95th Percentile
95th Mean
Gr.Lev. Nonuniformity
High Gr.Lev. Run Emphasis
Long Run Emphasis
Low Gr.Lev. Run Emphasis
Run Length Nonuniformity
Run Percentile
Short Run Emphasis
Cluster Shade
Correlation
Energy
Entropy
Haralick Correlation
Offset 5 Inertia
Inverse Difference Moment
Kurtosis
Max
Mean
Min
Sigma
Skewness
Sum

∆ (KL div ) [%]
‐4.30
‐14.33
‐25.96
‐30.63
73.21
‐5.74
3426.68
41.42
126.49
467.92
757.49
‐30.40
‐60.57
47.53
‐41.82
‐47.25
‐62.47
‐52.21
56.79
‐32.67
28.81
‐21.58
‐52.74
‐23.38
28.81

sym 0.5

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

Histogram of Mean
sym 0.5

∆ (KL div ) [%]
‐35.14
‐42.50
‐13.57
‐13.75
265.64
20.17
*
21.28
16.37
35.18
991.09
‐73.56
‐10.55
23.74
89.95
‐41.12
‐61.10
90.87
53.62
‐12.64
‐12.95
‐59.87
‐22.79
‐8.64
‐12.95

4. CONCLUSIONS
We have evaluated an automated analysis of texture properties in synthetic mammograms generated using software
breast phantoms. This work is motivated by the development of an automated tool for realism testing in an open source
platform for breast imaging simulations. Texture properties of mammograms synthesized using our software phantoms
showed relatively good agreement with clinical data. Better agreement was observed for mean histograms of texture
features vs. histograms of mean texture features. Phantoms generated by the octree and region growing methods have
comparable agreement with clinical data. The octree based method offers an additional advantage of very fast
generation of phantoms with small voxel size.
Our future studies will focus on improving our understanding of the texture features that showed lower agreement
between synthetic and clinical images, in order to inform further modifications of the software phantom design to
improve realism. In addition, the effect of simulating small scale tissue variations (e.g., using approaches developed by
Reiser et al. 21-23 or Bliznakova et al. 7) on texture properties will be analyzed. We are also interested in extending the
performed texture analysis to include synthetic breast tomosynthesis images.
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