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Abstract This study attempted to accurately segment the
mammographic masses and distinguish malignant from
benign tumors. An adaptive region growing algorithm with
hybrid assessment function combined with maximum
likelihood analysis and maximum gradient analysis was
developed in this paper. In order to accommodate different
situations of masses, the likelihood and the edge gradients
of segmented masses were weighted adaptively by the use
of information entropy. 106 benign and 110 malignant
tumors were included in this study. We found that the
proposed algorithm obtained segmentation contour more
accurately and delineated the tumor body as well as tumor
peripheral regions covering typical mass boundaries and
some spiculation patterns. Then the segmented results were
evaluated by the classification accuracy. 42 features
including age, intensity, shape and texture were extracted
from each segmented mass and support vector machine
(SVM) was used as a classifier. The classification accuracy
was evaluated using the area (Az) under the receiver
operating characteristic (ROC) curve. It was found that the
maximum likelihood analysis achieved an Az value of
0.835, the maximum gradient analysis got an Az value of
0.932 and the hybrid assessment function performed the
best classification result where the value of Az was 0.948.
In addition, compared with traditional region growing
algorithm, our proposed algorithm is more adaptive and
provides a better performance for future works.

Keywords mass lesion segmentation, adaptive region
growing algorithm, maximum likelihood analysis, informa-
tion entropy, support vector machine (SVM)

1 Introduction

Breast cancer is among the leading causes of death in
women [1]. The early diagnosis and treatment can
significantly increase the patients’ survival chance [2–4].
Computer-aided diagnosis (CAD) system was developed
to assist radiologists in mammographic mass detection and
diagnosis [5,6].
Mass lesion segmentation, which extracts the mass from

the surrounding tissues, is an essential step in the compu-
terized analysis of mammograms. Because mass lesions
are usually embedded and hidden in varying densities of
parenchymal structures, the task of mass segmentation is
not trivial. A large number of studies have been conducted
in an attempt to improve the performance of CAD in mass
segmentation [7]. Several experts exploited the methods
using intensity value as the global or local threshold to
decide if a pixel should be placed in the region of interest
(ROI) or background [8,9]. Reference [10] used a filtering
method called the density weighted contrast enhancement
(DWCE) method to segment masses. Reference [11]
proposed a K-means clustering algorithm which includes
spatial constraints and accounting for local intensity
variations to extract the mass regions.
Most of these methods are successful at segmenting the

circumscribed masses with high contrast. However, the
accurate boundaries of masses with ill-defined edges and
adhesion tissues cannot be properly obtained. Conven-
tional region growing is an effective pixel-based segmen-
tation method and is robust to tissue interference.
Reference [12] has used the region growing process,
which is restricted by Canny edge detection, to obtain a
better segmentation performance over the conventional
methods. The region growing algorithm can produce an
accurate mass contour if a suitable threshold is chosen.
Thus, setting optimal threshold automatically becomes the
most important task in improving this algorithm. Previous
research has been reported to use multiple threshold values
to get many growing contours per mammographic image
and use maximum likelihood analysis to determine the
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optimal threshold for region growing [13]. However, this
method is only based on probability assessment of mass
region and will produce an over-segmentation result if
there is no obvious boundary or high contrast between the
adhesion tissue and tumor region. Hence, it is impossible
for maximum likelihood analysis itself to determine the
proper threshold of all mammographic images.
For the reasons above, a hybrid assessment function

considering both the likelihood and the edge gradients of
segmented masses is developed. In order to accommodate
the different situations of masses, these two components
are adaptively weighted by using the information entropy
of the segmented image. Then, the best mass contour will
be selected by this hybrid assessment function.
Segmentation is the basis of the separation for the

benign and malignant tumors and more accurate segmen-
tation results represent the better classification accuracy. In
order to evaluate the performance of segmented results, a
group of features is extracted from the segmented masses
and support vector machine (SVM) is used as a classifier
for the classification of mammographic masses. Then
receiver operating characteristic (ROC) analysis is applied
to evaluate the performance of the classification.
The organization of this paper is as follows: The details

of the methods for breast masses, including the image
enhancement approach, the adaptive segmentation algo-
rithm and the classification, are given in Sect. 2. The
database, segmentation results and classification results of
mammographic masses are discussed in Sect. 3. The
conclusions are drawn in Sect. 4.

2 Methods

Figure 1 presents the flowchart of our method for breast
masses in mammograms. It involves three major stages:
image enhancement, mass segmentation and performance
evaluation. In this study, the masses were segmented by the
adaptive region growing algorithm and then the segmented
results are evaluated by the classification accuracy.

2.1 Image enhancement

In order to enhance the contrast and reduce the ambiguity
of mammographic images, image enhancement is a
necessary process before segmentation. Single fuzzy
enhancement approach was first used to improve the
contrast between tumor region and background [14]. Then
a multi-scale enhancement approach was used to reduce
noise and strengthen the edge [15].
As widely used in the image enhancement, the fuzzy set

theory can provide a suitable way in analyzing the images
with ambiguous edges. The single fuzzy enhancement
approach starts with the transformation of gray level and
then a fuzzy set is obtained. A certain threshold is used to
divide the fuzzy set into two parts and these two parts of

fuzzy set are processed for contrast enhancement respec-
tively. The details of this algorithm can be found in Ref.
[14].
Multi-scale analysis represents the local mammographic

features and has the ability to emphasize mammographic
features while suppressing the noise. In this enhancement
approach, discrete wavelet transform (DWT) is performed
on the image, each wavelet coefficient of every detail sub-
band is then suppressed and only the coefficients that are
larger than a certain threshold are enhanced. Therefore, the
pixels on the edge will be enhanced while the background
noise will be reduced at the same time. The details of this
algorithm can be found in Ref. [15].

2.2 Mass segmentation

2.2.1 Region growing

Region growing is an automatic segmentation method in
which the segmentation region begins as a single pixel and
grows based on surrounding pixels with similar properties,
e.g., gray-scale level or texture. Typically, the seed is
located in the center region with the highest intensity in the
suspected region. The next 4-neighboring or 8-neighboring
pixel is checked for similarity so that the region can grow.
In our algorithm, the 4-neighboring pixel of the seed pixel
is checked and a gray level threshold is used for the similar
criteria. If a 4-neighboring of a pixel has a gray value
smaller than or equal to the threshold, it is included in the
region of interest. The neighboring pixels in the alternate
direction are swept until no more pixels are acquired in the
sweeping step [16]. The segmented region can be grown
by repeating the same method with a different threshold.
The higher the intensity threshold is, the larger the contour
we can obtain.

Fig. 1 Flowchart of breast mass segmentation scheme
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2.2.2 Maximum likelihood analysis

In order to select an optimal threshold for region growing
automatically, Ref. [13] proposed a method to add a
maximum likelihood component to the region growing
algorithm. This algorithm is given as follows: First, by
using the same seed point with multiple intensity threshold
values, a sequence of growing contours is obtained per
lesion. Then the composite probability Pi for each
segmented region Si is calculated:

Pi ¼ pððSiÞforegroundjPDFiÞpððSiÞbackground ROIÞ,j (1)

where pððSiÞforegroundjPDFiÞ is the probability density
function (PDF) of the segmented region and pððSiÞbackground
ROIÞj is the PDF of background. The PDF is calculated
inside the contour, Si, where i is the threshold step. Then
the logarithm of the composite probability is calculated in
the following way:

lgPi ¼ lgpððSiÞforeground PDFiÞ þ lgpððSiÞbackground ROIÞ:j��
(2)

The likelihood that the contour represents the accurate
borders of mass is determined by assessing the maximum
change of the likelihood function:

argmax
d lgPi

di
: (3)

To summarize, the best contour is determined by locating
the steepest jump in likelihood values, i.e., the intensity
threshold corresponding to this location will produce the
best contour.
Maximum likelihood analysis is able to perform a good

segmentation result on the mammographic image with
blurred edge and high contrast while it will produce a
problem of over-segmentation if there are adhesion tissues
surrounding the mass.

2.2.3 Adaptive region growing algorithm

1) Maximum gradient analysis
Edge information of the image is generally carried out

by computing the gradient which is corresponding to the
significant change of the image gray value. Compared with
the smooth region, the gradients on the edge of the mass
will have a higher value. Therefore, the segmented contour
with maximum average gradient is considered to be closest
to the exact edge. In this algorithm, the average gradients
of the edges are also used to assess the best segmented
contour as the maximum likelihood analysis.
The processing steps of maximum gradient analysis are

similar to the maximum likelihood analysis. To begin with,
by using the same seed point with multiple intensity
threshold values, a sequence of growing contours is
obtained per lesion. Then a series of the edge average

gradients gi are calculated and the gradient assessment
function is calculated as follows:

argmax gi : (4)

To summarize, Eq. (4) intends to find the maximum value
of the aforementioned gradient values as a function of
intensity threshold. The intensity value corresponding to
this maximum gradient value is assessed to be the optimal
threshold for mass segmentation. Then the best segmented
contour is obtained corresponding to this optimal thresh-
old.
The maximum gradient analysis can overcome the

interference of adhesion tissue and get a better segmented
result if the mass has an obvious edge. However, due to the
existence of blurred edge, the image will be ill-segmented
by using this method.
2) Hybrid assessment function
As we mentioned above, the maximum likelihood

analysis and the maximum gradient analysis suit different
situations of the images, which are quite complementary to
each other. Therefore, the innovation of this proposed
algorithm is emphasized on the combination of the
likelihood component and the edge gradient component.
Moreover, in order to accommodate different masses, the
weights of these two components are adaptively adjusted.
Information entropy is a common concept in the informa-
tion theory and is frequently used to measure the amount of
information. The more orderly a system is, the lower
information entropy it will have. The goal of the mass
segmentation is to classify the ROI into mass region and
background. The better classification result shows that
there is lower uncertainty of classification and the system is
more orderly, which means a lower value of information
entropy.
The hybrid algorithm is summarized as follows: first of

all, the maximum likelihood analysis and the maximum
gradient analysis are carried out respectively and two
optimal thresholds TL and TG are obtained. Taking TL as an
example, the mass region and background are segmented
by using the TL and two probability distributions of gray
level are expressed by p0, p1,:::, pT and pTþ1, pTþ2,:::, pn.
In this study, the entropy is defined as follows:

H ¼ –
Xm
i¼1

pilgpi, (5)

where pi is the probability of gray-scale. Next, the
information entropies of these two distributions are
calculated respectively and the sum of entropies is
expressed as follows:

HL ¼ Hforeground þ Hbackground

¼ –
Xn
i¼Tþ1

pilg pi –
XT
i¼1

pilg pi: (6)
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HG is calculated in the same way. It is observed that better
segmentation result shows lower value of H. Using HL and
HG as the weights for the likelihood component and the
edge gradient component separately, the hybrid assessment
function is given.

argmax ðeHGÞαd lgPi

di
þ ðeHLÞαgi

� �
: (7)

d lgPi=di and gi need to be normalized before Eq. (7) is
calculated. In order to ensure that the weights are always
positive, the entropy value H is transformed into ðeHÞα and
α is used to reduce the gap between the two weights. It is
found that when HL is smaller than HG, which means that
the assessment result based on the maximum likelihood
analysis is better than the maximum gradient analysis,
ðeHGÞα is bigger than ðeHLÞα and the assessment component
of likelihood will obtain a higher weight. Then it will play
a greater role in assessing the best contour.

2.3 Performance evaluation

2.3.1 Feature extracting

One extremely important task in the separation of
malignant and benign tumors is feature selection and
calculation. Benign tumors can be lucent at the center and
can have well-defined borders, while malignant tumors can
have speculated and/or fuzzy borders. In total, 42 features
were extracted from each segmented ROI including the
patient age, five intensity features (Ct, Co, AG, Sk, Ku),
two edge-sharpness features (A, Ev), six shape features (SI,
FC, FD, FF, C and Area) and 28 texture features, which are
explained in the following paragraphs.
1) Patient age
Patient age is a feature that can be collected conveniently

and has been included in CAD systems by several groups
[17,18]. In this paper the age is also used as one type of
features.
2) Intensity features
Most of the intensity features are the simple statistics.

Five intensity features are considered in this study [19],
including contrast (Ct), coherence (Co), average gray level
of ROI (AG), skewness (Sk) and kurtosis (Ku). The feature
Ct is the contrast measure of the suspicious region.
Generally, it is different between the average gray level of
the ROI and the average gray level of the surrounding
region. The other four features are the statistics pertinent to
the moments.
3) Edge-sharpness features
Two edge-sharpness features are used in this study,

including acutance (A) and variation coefficient of the edge
(Ev). A is a measure of the sharpness or change in density
across a mass margin [20]. Ev is a measure of the edge
contrast.

4) Shape features
Six shape features are considered in this study, including

speculation index (SI), fractional concavity (FC), fractal
dimension (FD), Fourier factor (FF), compactness (C) and
area (Area). SI represents the degree of spiculation of the
contour. Reference [21] proposed an algorithm to compute
SI based upon a polygonal model of the given contour and
a combination of the segment lengths, base widths, and
angles of possible spicules. Because of their effect on the
surrounding tissues, most malignant tumors from narrow,
stellate distortions around their boundaries and, hence,
have higher values of SI than benign masses with smooth
contours. FD is used to measure the complexity,
irregularity, or space-filling nature of the contour and is
derived by using the two-dimensional ruler method [22].
FF is a measure related to the presence of roughness in
terms of high-frequency component in the contours.
Contours of malignant tumors are expected to be rougher,
in general, than the contours of benign masses; hence, the
FF value is expected to be higher for the former than the
latter [21]. C is a simple measure of the efficiency of a
contour enclosing a given area. A high compactness value
indicates a large perimeter enclosing a small area.
Typically benign masses may be expected to have lower
values of compactness as compared to typically malignant
tumors [21,22].
5) Texture features
13 texture features are computed according to the

definition of gray level co-occurrence matrix (GLCM) by
Ref. [23] and 15 texture features are derived from the
gradient gray level co-occurrence matrix (GGCM) [24]. A
ribbon of pixels around the segmented margin of each
mass is used to compute texture features. The width of the
ribbon is 8 mm and the ribbon is obtained by dilating the
mass boundaries after filtering and down-sampling the
mammograms to an effective resolution. The texture
features derived from GLCM includes the angular second
moment (f1), correlation degree (f2), entropy (f3), contrast
(f4), inverse difference moment (f5), sum average (f6), sum
entropy (f7) , sum variance (f8), variance (f9), difference
average (f10), inertia (f11), difference variance (f12), and
difference entropy (f13). The other group of texture features
derived from GGCM includes low gradient advantage (g1),
high gradient advantage (g2), the uneven distribution of
gray (g3), the uneven distribution of gradient (g4), energy
(g5), average gray (g6), average gradient (g7), gray-scale
mean-variance (g8), gradient scale mean-variance (g9),
coherence (g10), gray entropy (g11), gradient entropy (g12),
hybrid entropy (g13), inertia (g14), and inverse difference
moment (g15).

2.3.2 Classification

Another extremely important task in the separation of
malignant and benign tumors is choosing an optimal
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classification method. Machine learning methods have
been demonstrated to generate very good results in
classification. The SVM, which is introduced by Ref.
[25] in 1995, is a method to estimate the function
classifying the data into two classes and is applied in this
paper for classification. The basic idea of SVM is to
construct a hyper plane as the decision surface in such a
way that the margin of separation between benign and
malignant examples is maximized. The SVM term comes
from the fact that the points in the training set that are
closest to the decision surface are called support vectors.
SVM achieves this by the structural risk minimization
principle that is based on the fact that the error rate of a
learning machine on the test data is bounded by the sum of
the training-error rate and a term that depends on the
Vapnik-Chervonenkis (VC) dimension. The details of this
algorithm can be found in Refs. [26–28].
The performance of the classification results are

evaluated with ROC analysis using the LABROC program
[29] and the area under the ROC curve, Az, is used to
measure the classification accuracy.

3 Results

3.1 Database

The images used in the study were randomly selected from
a publicly available database, the digital database for
screening mammography (DDSM), assembled by a
research group at the University of South Florida [30].
The database provides high-resolution digitized film screen
mammograms which are scanned at a sampling rate of 42–
50 mm and either 12 or 16 bits per pixel. In the DDSM, a
total of 1000 diagnosed masses are extracted using the
provided ground truth annotations. In particular, a square
crop centered on the location of each annotated mass is
selected. The size was chosen so that the ratio between the
crop area and the area of the annotated mass is nearly 1.2.
The range of image pixel gray level was also compressed
from 12 to 8 bits. 106 benign and 110 malignant mass
samples were selected in this study.
Each mass on each mammographic view has assessment

information which is specified by an experienced radi-
ologist. The assessment code is a value from one to five,
and comes from the American College of Radiology
(ACR) breast imaging reporting and data system (Bi-
RADS) [31] standard. Figure 2(a) shows the distribution of
the malignancy ranking of the masses. The grade of the
ranking is divided into 5: 1, negative; 2, benign; 3,
probably benign; 4, suspicious abnormality, and 5, highly
suggestive of malignancy. As expected from the fact that
all cases underwent biopsy, the two distributions partially
overlap. Figure 2(b) shows the distributions of the size of
the malignant and benign masses. The size was measured
as the longest dimension of the lesion by the radiologist. It

ranged from 10 to 50 mm with a mean size of 35 mm. The
distributions of the size of malignant and benign tumors are
similar to each other.

3.2 Segmentation

In our numerical experiments, the parameters of the
proposed methods were chosen as follows: the image
gray values were normalized between 0 and 1. α = 0.1.
Taking into account the distribution of gray-scale of
masses, the scope of multiple thresholds was set between
0.2 and 0.8 and the stepping threshold interval was 0.012.
Figure 3(a) shows an ROI of a clinical case containing a

typical example of ill-defined and blurred lesion margin. As
the images shown in Figs. 3(b)–3(e), the edge gradient
information of the original image is not very obvious, but
after the preprocessing of single fuzzy enhancement and
wavelet enhancement, both the contrast and the edge of the
image are strengthened and the noise is reduced. Figure 3(i)

Fig. 2 Information distributions provided in DDSM for our data
set. (a) Distribution of malignancy ranking; (b) distribution of
mass size
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shows the plot of three different assessment functions with
respect to threshold values. In the maximum likelihood
analysis, the steepest jump location, where the arrow
points to in dot-line (in Fig. 3(i)), illustrated maximum
likelihood change choice and the correlative threshold
corresponding to this algorithm was selected. Similarly, the
threshold corresponding to the maximum hybrid value was
chosen by the hybrid assessment function. (In this case, the
same point was both selected by the maximum gradient
analysis and the hybrid method. Therefore, the same
threshold was chosen by these two methods.) The
segmentation results of these two methods are shown in
Figs. 3(f ) and 3(h). It is observed that the maximum
likelihood analysis failed due to the uneven distribution of
gray-scale in the mass region. However, using maximum
gradient analysis for assessing the best contour could
overcome this ill-segmentation problem. The hybrid
assessment function chooses the higher threshold by

using the weights of information entropy and obtained an
accurate boundary, which is the same with maximum
gradient analysis.
Figure 4 illustrates the other four typical lesion examples

using these three assessment methods. The original images
are illustrated in Fig. 4(a). Figure 4(b) shows the
segmented results of maximum likelihood analysis. From
these four images, we can see that if the mass has a clear
edge without any adherent tissue or the gray-scale contrast
between the mass and the background is high, the
maximum likelihood analysis can get a perfect segmented
result. However, if the mass has a blurred edge or the
contrast is low, the result would be ill-segmented or over-
segmented. No matter what the gray-scale contrast is, the
algorithm of maximum gradient can also get a better
segmented result as long as the mass has a strong edge
gradient value. However, if the gradient values cannot
accurately perform the edge or the distribution of gradient

Fig. 3 Results for an exemplary clinical case containing a benign breast lesion. (a) Original image; (b) gradient of original image; (c)
image preprocessed by single fuzzy enhancement; (d) image preprocessed by wavelet transform; (e) gradient of enhancement image; (f)
segmentation result by maximum likelihood analysis; (g) segmentation result by maximum gradient analysis; (h) segmentation result by
hybrid assessment function; (i) plot of three different assessment functions with respect to threshold values for all segmentation steps
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value is uneven along the mass margin, the segmented
results should be poor performance. The segmented results
of this method are given in Fig. 4(c). Figure 4(d) shows the
segmented results based on the hybrid assessment func-
tion. Compared with the results in Fig. 4(b) and Fig. 4(d),
the proposed method, which overcomes the problem of ill-
segmentation and over-segmentation, is more adaptive and
robust.

3.3 Classification accuracy

The 106 benign and 110 malignant mass tumors, which
were segmented based on the above segmentation algo-
rithms, were tested in the classification method. All the
features extracted from these segmented mass tumors were
then put into the SVM classifier. 53 benign and 55
malignant mass tumors were randomly selected as the
training samples and the remaining tumors were used as
the predicted samples. Finally, ROC is used to measure the
classification accuracy of these predicted samples.
Figure 5 shows the classification accuracy of the three

segmentation algorithms. It can be found that the hybrid

assessment function performs the best classification result
(Az = 0.948), and the method of maximum gradient has the
next best performance (Az = 0.932). The maximum like-
lihood performs worst and the Az value is 0.835. As can be
seen from Fig. 5, the classification results are in agreement
with the segmented results and the adaptive region
growing algorithm can perform a better result for the
future work.

4 Discussion and conclusions

In this paper, a novel segmentation algorithm based on
adaptive region growing is proposed. The main contribution
of this algorithm is that a hybrid assessment function
combined with the maximum likelihood analysis and the
maximum gradient analysis is developed and the weights
of these two components are self-adaptively adjusted by
using the information entropy of the segmented image. In
our studies, the method of the maximum likelihood
analysis is effective for segmenting the masses with
blurred edge and the maximum gradient analysis is good at

Fig. 4 Segmentation results for four lesion examples. (a) Original images; (b) segmented results based on maximum likelihood analysis;
(c) segmented results based on maximum gradient analysis; (d) segmented results based on hybrid assessment function
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overcoming the interference of adhesion tissue. The role of
this hybrid assessment function is to choose a better
segmentation method between these two analysis functions
and it is confirmed by the classification results.
As we have known, the information entropy is such a

parameter implying the uncertainty between mass region
and background that is chosen to evaluate the effect in
image segmentation. In this hybrid assessment function, it
plays a crucial and inversely proportional role in adjusting
the weights of the two analysis functions. Hence, the
following two cases may make this function disabled. One
case is that high information entropy may lead to an auto-
misjudgment of the two weights on the condition that the
background is accompanied with a great amount of
surrounding tissues, or uneven gray-scale distribution of
mass region occurs. Another case is that neither of the two
analysis functions is effective as long as the uneven gray-
scale distribution occurs synchronously with weak edge
gradient information. In both cases, further image
enhancement for strengthening the edge and reducing the
interference from the surrounding tissues is extremely
imperative. Another aspect of defect is that not all of the
features extracted from the image can perform a good
classification result. Meanwhile the combination of
different features will also show effects.
This proposed adaptive region growing algorithm has

wide applications in segmenting most gray images,
especially with only one target region. Despite the
limitation of this proposed method, the hybrid assessment
function should be proposed because of its high robustness
and adaptability. The segmented result with this algorithm
provides a good performance for future works. Potential
improvements may be achieved by including additional
image features and selecting an appropriate combined
feature space for classification.
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