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ABSTRACT

In mammographic softcopy reading, assessment of contrast resolution is mainly performed with phantoms, in-
cluding detection tasks with a homogeneous image background. For tasks in visual perception a processing
hierarchy is assumed, where detection tasks represent the base level. The results of investigations based on
detection tasks might not allow predictions on the sensitivity for recognizing low-contrast patterns in a situation
with complex images. We introduce the MCS method (Mammographic Contrast Sensitivity) for determining
the contrast sensitivity function (CSF) in mammograms. Gabor patterns and digits are used as visual targets.
The observers have to cope with an orientation discrimination task for the Gabor patterns and an identification
task for the digits. The contrast thresholds are measured by a psychophysical staircase procedure at six spatial
frequencies up to 16 cycles per degree. A study with eight observers was performed to show the applicability of
the MCS method. The results of the observer study with several mammographic cases show that the approach
is applicable independent of the chosen images. The results for Gabor pattern targets were different from those
with digits, both in overall sensitivity and in the shape of the contrast sensitivity function. Sensitivity to pattern
recognition is thus not reliably predicted from the Gabor CSF, and a more complex target like a digit or a
character should be preferred. The measurement of a contrast sensitivity function does not take more than 4
minutes. The results can be used to appraise the effects of viewing conditions with an aim of drawing conclusions
for mammographic softcopy reading.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Mammographic images are characterized by a large variability of anatomic and pathologic structures, and reading
mammographic images is a challenge. The perception of complex patterns and the recognition of low-contrast
patterns depend on the processing of luminance differences, i.e. of contrast, by the human eye and brain.

1.1 Definitions of contrast

Depending on the complexity of the observer’s perceptual task and the image, several definitions of contrast are
suitable. For binary patterns two contrast definitions are commonly used, the Weber contrast CWeber and the
Michelson contrast CMichelson:1

CWeber =
L1 − L2

L2
, CWeber ∈ [−1,∞] (1)

CMichelson =
L1 − L2

L1 + L2
, CMichelson ∈ [0, 1] (2)
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Figure 1. Typical patterns for the application of the Weber contrast CWeber (left) or the Michelson contrast CMichelson

(right).
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Figure 2. Example for a contrast sensitivity function (CSF) of an observer, determined with an orientation discrimination
task for Gabor patterns on a homogeneous background (modified from Apelt et al.5)

where L1 determines the maximum luminance or the luminance of the object to be viewed. L2 determines
the minimum luminance or the luminance of the background. For simple shapes on a homogeneous background
the Weber contrast is used. The Michelson contrast is preferred for lattice-like or sinusoidal objects. Examples
for typical patterns on which the contrast definitions are applied, are shown in Figure 1. For the presentation
of investigation results on contrast perception the specific contrast definition should be given, since the range of
values differs.

The contrast threshold marks the contrast necessary for the “visibility” of a given object for a specified task
of the observer, e.g. for identifying a character. Contrast sensitivity is defined as the inverse of the contrast
threshold. Usually, the contrast sensitivity is described for a set of spatial frequencies, resulting in a contrast
sensitivity function (CSF; Fig. 2).2 The perception of a coarse structure (low spatial frequency) cannot be
predicted from the perception of fine-grain structure (high spatial frequency). Most of the CSFs variation is
captured by three factors, or bandpass channels, peaking at low, medium and high spatial frequency.3 In
general, the perception of low and high spatial frequency requires more contrast than the perception of spatial
frequency at the mid range.4



1.2 Assessment of contrast measures in a medical context

The assessment of contrast transmission of technical systems is amongst other things covered by the rating of
phantom images. For appraisal of the contrast perception of human observers there are various approaches in
the scopes of observer studies and the use of human observer models.6,7,8 The used image material includes
uniform images, phantom images, simulated and medical images. The corresponding observer’s task comprises
several levels of difficulty ranging from detection to recognition of structures.

Anatomical noise in a mammographic image influences the perception of structures because of the structure’s
features in the image and the features of the surrounding anatomical structures. In general, the surroundings
have an adverse effect on the pattern recognition of the “target” structure. In basic perceptual research this is
known as the crowding effect.9,10,11 For example the recognition performance for a target character is impaired
by the size and distance of flanking characters. In the context of medical images an interference of perception of
a target structure and its surrounding was reported by Samei et al.12 for the detection of subtle lesions in X-ray
images of the thorax. Thus, the use of real medical images instead of homogeneous images for investigating the
observer’s performance for tasks in a medical context may lead to results with higher validity. Moreover, spatial
frequency content does influence the radiologist’s perception and interpretation of images.13,14,15

Besides, previous psychophysical studies have shown that human detection performance does not predict
pattern recognition performance,8 which has led to the model of a visual processing hierarchy of detection
→ discrimination → identification → recognition,1,8 where it is not always possible to predict results at one
hierarchy level from those at a different level.

In mammography the mapping of luminance differences is routinely investigated by test patterns, such as the
CDMAM phantom,16 or by lesions simulated or extracted from mammograms,17 both resulting in a description
of the individual contrast resolution in appropriate contrast detail diagrams. The CDMAM phantom permits
a standardized assessment of the imaging properties of a system, but disregards the anatomical structure of
mammograms. The detection or discrimination of lesions in different contrast levels on a mammogram takes
anatomical noise into account, but the results of such an investigation strongly depend on the radiological
expertise of the observers.

Since an arbitrary pattern can be linearly decomposed into a set of sinusoidal-profile Gabor patterns, the
sensitivity to these patterns on a homogeneous image background has been of particular interest2,18 and is
measured as a function of target spatial frequency in the contrast sensitivity function. Gabor patterns are
the standard test patterns for investigating the contrast sensitivity in psychophysical research which provides
an objective, standardized measurement. However, human pattern recognition is a nonlinear process,19,20 and
the results of standard CSF measurement might not allow predictions on the sensitivity for recognizing low-
contrast patterns in an applied situation as in the diagnostics of mammograms. We have developed the MCS
method (MCS: Mammographic Contrast Sensitivity) that aims to combine the advantages of both the CDMAM
approach and the approach using simulated or extracted lesions in a mammogram, by presenting Gabor patterns
in mammographic images. Because the observers are given a non-radiological task of discriminating Gabor
patterns it can be expected that there is no necessity of radiological knowledge for them. Therefore, more
stability in the results can be achieved compared to investigations in which lesions are used as targets.

We conducted a study investigating the applicability of the MCS method. Three aspects were investigated:

• Do the level and shape of contrast sensitivity functions vary depending on the complexity of the used image
background? Are the variations similar for the observers (interobserver)?

• Are the level and shape of contrast sensitivity functions similar for mammograms having different tissue
characteristics?

• Do the level and shape of contrast sensitivity functions differ depending on the used target item and
observer’s task?

First results of the study have been described in Apelt et al.,5,21 but there are new and extended findings to
be presented.



2. METHODS

For investigating the effects of the image background, the target item and the observer’s task on contrast
sensitivity, an observer study was conducted. Eight non-radiologist observers aged between 25 and 65 years
participated in the study. Since general preferences for channels of spatial frequencies were determined3 and
since the observer’s tasks do not require radiological expertise, achievement of valid results can be expected for
the non-radiological observers.

Three hypotheses are tested in the study:5

• A CSF determined with a homogeneous background is dissimilar from a CSF with a complex image back-
ground.

• The shape of the CSF is similar for mammograms having different tissue characteristics.

• The CSF has an overall higher level for a discrimination task with Gabor patterns compared to the CSF
for an identification task with digits.

In the following subsection the MCS method5,21 is explained. Afterwards, further details on the realization
of the tests for the listed hypotheses are described.

2.1 The MCS method in general

On a mammographic image, Gabor patterns—Gaussian filtered sinewave-modulated “stripes”—are presented
as targets for determination of the individual contrast sensitivity. The patterns are superimposed onto the
mammographic image. Spatial frequency, contrast and orientation are varied. The six spatial frequencies applied,
ranged from 1 up to 16 cycles per degree (cpd; number of “stripes” per degree visual angle). Orientations swap
for horizontal, vertical, and left and right oblique. A fixation circle on the image marks the target location (see
Fig 3). The Gabor patterns are presented on an area of 2.5 × 2.5 degree of visual angle and for a duration of
720 ms.

The observers task is to focus on the area defined by the fixation circle and to detect the orientation of the
presented pattern (orientation discrimination task). Individual contrast thresholds are measured by use of the
UWUD procedure,22 an adaptive psychophysical staircase procedure23 differing from usual nAFC-tasks (nAFC:
n Alternative Forced Choice) by the additional option of answering nothing seen. The measurement of a contrast
threshold starts with a significantly above-threshold contrast. After a stimulus presentation the observer states
the perceived orientation. Dependent on the correctness of the observer’s answer the contrast is increased or
decreased according to the adaptive staircase procedure. Target contrast is specified in the Michelson measure,
and contrast steps are specified in the log domain so the contrast is modified by a (decreasing) factor after each
presentation.

Stimuli were presented on two standard mammography grayscale monitors (Siemens DSB 2103-D-5MP, 2048
× 2560 pixel). Room illumination at the observer’s position was 10 lx to obtain typical viewing conditions.24,25

The observers viewed the monitors from a distance of 57 cm. The displayed mammogram, the position of the
target and the window level settings were kept constant during the course of a measurement.

The images were presented in a manner that matched the practice in softcopy reading. Two corresponding
images of a case were presented. MLO (medio lateral oblique) projection images were chosen instead of CC
(cranio caudal) projection images, due to their wider range of visible anatomical structures and gray values.

2.2 Contrast sensitivity depending on complexity of the image background

The homogeneous image was created by segmentation of the mammographic image with a gray value threshold
(Fig. 4). Thus, the comparison of contrast sensitivity functions for a homogeneous background and a mammo-
graphic image is performed with the same area ratio. The luminance of the background was identical with the
mean luminance of the normalized mammographic image, which was 32.4 cd/m2 (at the gray value of 2048 out
of the range of 0-4095).



Figure 3. Part of a presented image with examples for Gabor patterns, surrounded by a fixation circle. (modified from
Apelt et al.5,21)

Figure 4. Left: Processed mammogram with homogeneous background of the same mean luminance as the breast tissue of
the mammographic image. Right: Parts of the presented images with Gabor pattern examples for comparison of contrast
sensitivity in dependence of the complexity of the image background (homogeneous background vs. mammographic
image).5,21

2.3 Contrast sensitivity depending on tissue characteristics

Four common types of mammographic tissues were selected for this part of the study (Fig. 5): diffuse, radiolucent,
strongly structured and dense tissue. Radiolucent tissue appears more homogeneous than the other tested tissues,
and a slightly higher level of the contrast sensitivity functions can be expected.

Figure 5. Parts of the mammographic images with different types of tissues, from left to right: diffuse, radiolucent, strongly
structured and dense tissue. On these parts the Gabor patterns were presented.5,21



Figure 6. Parts of the presented images with examples for the target items, used for comparison of contrast sensitivity
in dependence of the complexity of the target item (Gabor patterns vs. digits) and observer’s task (discrimination vs.
identification) in the context of mammographic images and homogeneous backgrounds.5,21

2.4 Contrast sensitivity depending on difficulty of the target item and observer’s task

The effect of the target item’s type and with it the observer’s task on contrast sensitivity is investigated by
comparing the CSFs for Gabor pattern and characters, the digits 0...9 (Fig. 6 (first row)). The observers
were thus given both a task of discrimination and one of identification, with Gabor patterns for the orientation
discrimination task and digits for the identification task. In this way two levels of the processing hierarchy are
checked. The task of identifying a stimulus is perceptually more difficult than that of discrimination.

The size of the digits varied at six levels between 0.08 × 0.12 cm and 1.67 × 2.31 cm, analogous to the
variations of the spatial frequencies of the Gabor patterns. Both types of target items, Gabor patterns as well
as digits, are presented on the same area of 2.5 × 2.5 degree of visual angle.

An additional test on a homogeneous background was performed for both types of target items to determine
whether the effect of the different items and observer’s tasks are similar in a context without anatomical noise
(Fig. 6 (second row)).

3. RESULTS

The main results of the study are shown in Fig. 7 – 10. The outcomes are presented as individual contrast
sensitivity functions (Fig. 7), and contrast sensitivity functions generated from the pooled data of the eight
observers (Fig. 8, 9, 10), respectively. The error bars denote the range of variation in the measured contrast
thresholds and therefore the contrast sensitivities.

3.1 CSF in comparison of homogeneous background and mammographic image

For all observers the contrast sensitivity is significantly higher on a homogeneous background than on a tissue
background with its anatomical noise. However, not only the overall level but also the shape of the CSF varied
between the homogeneous and the tissue case. These variations were different between the observers. The precise
shape of the CSF on tissue thus seems not predictable from the CSF on homogeneous background. Figure 7
shows the CSF acquired on a homogeneous background in relation to the CSF acquired on a mammographic
image for four of the eight observers.
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Figure 7. Comparison of contrast sensitivity functions (CSF) acquired with Gabor pattern stimuli on a homogeneous
background and a mammographic image, respectively. Results for observers P2, P3, P6 and P8. The difference between
the CSF on both types of images is similar for P3 and P6. For the other observers there are stronger individual differences
in the shape of both CSFs.

3.2 CSF for different mammographic images

The level and shape of the CSF curve on mammograms with different tissue characteristics are quite similar (Fig.
8). It is striking that the CSF is slightly higher on radiolucent tissue, which appears more homogeneous than the
other tested tissues. For strongly structured tissue the CSF level is a little bit lower, i.e. more contrast is required
for orientation discrimination of Gabor patterns on the strongly structured tissue. Among the slight differences
in the level of the CSFs the shape of the CSFs is nearly identical. There are no considerable “preferences” for
one of the tested spatial frequencies. Merely a discomfort for dealing with the discrimination task, performed
on the strongly structured tissue, was reported by all observers. We assume that an analysis of the CSF for a
tissue background will only slightly depend on the selected mammographic image.

An additional test was performed for a practical relevant application of the MCS method: investigating
the influence of masking with an oval display shutter on contrast sensitivity. Apelt et al.25 have shown that
masking has no significant effect on the contrast sensitivity in the central visual field. In the additional test the
observers had to solve the discrimination task for Gabor patterns on the four types of tissues. For all tissues
the contrast sensitivity in the masking condition was not improved (Fig. 9), i.e. independent from the selected
mammographic image the investigation of the influence of masking led to the same results.

3.3 CSF for Gabor pattern discrimination versus digit identification

The plots in Fig. 10 summarize the results for comparison of contrast sensitivity for orientation discrimination
of Gabor patterns with identification of digits. Contrast sensitivity values are higher for the discrimination
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Figure 8. Comparison of contrast sensitivity functions (CSF) acquired with Gabor pattern stimuli on four types of breast
tissue. Results pooled for all observers P1–P8.
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Figure 9. Comparison of contrast sensitivity functions (CSF) acquired with Gabor pattern stimuli for a non-masked and
a masked image. Results for measurements performed on the tissues, described in Fig. 5.
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Figure 10. Comparison of contrast sensitivity functions (CSF) acquired with Gabor pattern and digit stimuli, respectively.
Results pooled for all observers P1–P8.

than for the identification task and are characterized by a different behavior for the tested spatial frequencies.
This is evident for both a homogeneous and a tissue background. The result confirms previous results8 and
the hypothesis that contrast sensitivity has an overall higher level for the discrimination task compared to the
identification task.

Furthermore, there is a basic difference in the relation of the CSFs for discrimination and identification on a
homogeneous background (Fig. 10 (left)) compared to the relation of the CSFs on a mammographic image (Fig.
10 (right)). Whereas on a homogeneous background the CSFs of the discrimination and identification task run
together for higher spatial frequencies, the CSFs on a mammographic image diverge from each other. This fits
with our interpretation that higher cognitive processes are required for the identification of characters.

4. CONCLUSIONS

The presented approach provides a method for determining the contrast sensitivity by use of a Gabor pattern
on a mammographic background. The influence of anatomical noise on visual processing is thus taken into
account and the method can be used with mammograms having different tissue characteristics. However, within
an investigation we suggest to use the MCS method with just one type of tissue, since radiolucent or strongly
structured tissue may slightly affect the level of the determined contrast sensitivity functions.

Results for Gabor pattern targets were markedly different from those with digits, both in overall sensitivity
and in the shape of the contrast sensitivity function. Sensitivity to pattern recognition is thus not reliably
predicted from the standard Gabor CSF. Since the detection of malignant alterations in mammogram amounts
to a task of pattern recognition, a more complex target like a digit or a letter might yield more valid results.
The type of target item used for the MCS method can be easily replaced. The parameters of the adaptive
psychophysical staircase procedure have to be changed according to the number of alternatives22,23 resulting in
adjusted step widths.

Determining a contrast sensitivity function with the MCS method does not take more than 4 minutes. The
expenditure of time for measuring the contrast thresholds is comparable to determining a contrast-detail diagram
with a CDMAM phantom.

The MCS method can be performed for different conditions, as e.g. varying illuminance conditions,25 and
the resulting contrast sensitivity functions can give information on the effects of the investigated conditions on
individual contrast sensitivity. Thus, an objective method for examining the effects of specifics of the image
presentation process is provided.

Studying the CSF in a mammographic context opens new possibilities for a psychophysical analysis of the
diagnostic situation including the effects of individual preferences, ambient lighting conditions in the reading



room,25 visualization methods and the design of diagnostic application software, e.g. with respect to the lumi-
nance distribution in the field of view. Such optimizing of the setting for pattern recognition may enhance the
diagnostic reliability in detecting breast cancer.

Radiological observers are accustomed to interpretation of images with low contrast objects and conditions
in reading rooms. Thus, a further study on the applicability of the MCS method—performed with radiological
observers—will be necessary to ensure the independence of the results from the individual radiological expertise.
Moreover, there should be investigations performed with more difficult observer’s tasks, such as detecting given
breast lesions in a mammogram, to verify the comparability with the results acquired with the MCS method.

REFERENCES
[1] Strasburger, H., [Indirect vision (in German) ], Hogrefe Göttingen (2003).
[2] Campbell, F. and Robson, J., “Application of fourier analysis to the visibility of gratings,” J Physiol 197,

551–556 (1968).
[3] Simpson, W. and McFadden, S., “Spatial frequency channels derived from individual differences,” Vision

Res 45, 2723–2727 (2005).
[4] Burgess, A., Jacobson, F., and Judy, P., “Detection of lesions in mammographic structure,” in [Medical

Imaging: Image Perception and Performance ], Krupinski, E. A., ed., Proc. SPIE 3663, 304–315 (1999).
[5] Apelt, D. and Peitgen, H.-O., “Contrast sensitivity in mammographic softcopy reading – determination

with psychophysical procedures,” in [IWDM 2008: Proceedings of the 9th International Workshop on Digital
Mammography ], 756–763, Springer-Verlag, Berlin, Heidelberg (2008).

[6] Peli, E., Arend, L., and Labianca, A., “Contrast perception across changes in luminance and spatial fre-
quency,” J Opt Soc Am A Opt Image Sci Vis 13(10), 1953–1959 (1996).

[7] Burgess, A., Jacobson, F., and Judy, P., “On the difficulty of detecting tumors in mammograms,” in
[Information Processing in Medical Imaging, LNCS 2082 ], Insana, M. and Leahy, R., eds., 1–11, Springer-
Verlag, Berlin Heidelberg (2001).

[8] Strasburger, H. and Rentschler, I., “Contrast-dependent dissociation of visual recognition and detection
fields,” Eur J Neurosci 8, 1787–1791 (1996).

[9] Levi, D., “Crowding–an essential bottleneck for object recognition: a mini-review,” Vision Res 48(5), 635–
654 (2008).

[10] Strasburger, H., Harvey, L. J., and Rentschler, I., “Contrast thresholds for identification of numeric char-
acters in direct and excentric view,” Percept Psychophys 49, 495–508 (1991).

[11] Strasburger, H., “Unfocussed spatial attention underlies the crowding effect in indirect form vision,” J
Vis 5(11), 1024–1037 (2005).

[12] Samei, E., Flynn, M., Peterson, E., and Eyler, W., “Subtle lung nodules. Influence of local anatomic
variations on detection,” Radiology 228, 76–84 (2003).

[13] Krupinski, E., “The future of image perception in radiology: synergy between humans and computers,”
Acad Radiol 10, 1–3 (2003).

[14] Mello-Thoms, C., “Perception of breast cancer: eye-position analysis of mammogram interpretation,” Acad
Radiol 10, 4–12 (2003).

[15] Mello-Thoms, C. and Chapman, B., “A preliminary report on the role of spatial frequency analysis in the
perception of breast cancers missed at mammography screening,” Acad Radiol 11, 894–908 (2004).

[16] Fletcher-Heath, L. and van Metter, R., “Quantifying the performance of human and software CDMAM
phantom image observers for the qualification of digital mammography systems,” in [Medical Imaging:
Physics of Medical Imaging ], Flynn, M. J., ed., Proc. SPIE 5745, 486–498 (2005).

[17] Burgess, A., Jacobson, F., and Judy, P., “Mass discrimination in mammography: experiments using hybrid
images,” Acad Radiol 10, 1247–1256 (2003).

[18] Porat, M. and Zeevi, Y., “The generalized Gabor scheme of image representation in biological and machine
vision,” IEEE Trans Pattern Anal Mach Intell 10(4), 452–468 (1988).

[19] Zetzsche, C. and Barth, E., “Fundamental limits of linear filters in the visual processing of two-dimensional
signals,” Vision Res 30, 1111–1117 (1990).



[20] Barth, E., Zetzsche, C., and Rentschler, I., “Intrinsic two-dimensional features as textons,” J Opt Soc Am
A 15, 1723–1732 (1998).

[21] Apelt, D. and Peitgen, H.-O., “Determination of contrast sensitivity for mammographic softcopy reading,”
in [Bildverarbeitung für die Medizin ], Informatik Aktuell, 458–462, Springer (2008).

[22] Kaernbach, C., “Adaptive threshold estimation with unforced-choice tasks,” Percept Psychophys 63(8),
1377–1388 (2001).

[23] Treutwein, B., “Adaptive psychophysical procedures. Minireview.,” Vision Res 35, 2503–2522 (1995).
[24] van Engen, R. and et.al., [Addendum on digital mammography - to chapter 3 of the European guidelines for

quality assurance in mammography screening ], EUREF Nijmegen (2003).
[25] Apelt, D., Rascher-Friesenhausen, R., Klein, J., Strasburger, H., Preim, B., and Peitgen, H.-O., “Impact of

luminance distribution in the visual field on foveal contrast sensitivity in the context of mammographic soft-
copy reading,” in [Medical Imaging: Image Perception, Observer Performance, and Technology Assessment ],
Proc SPIE 7263 (2009).

[26] Bartleson, C. and Breneman, E., “Brightness perception in complex fields,” J Opt Soc Am A 57, 953–957
(1967).

[27] Burgess, A., Jacobson, F., and Judy, P., “Human observer detection experiments with mammograms and
power-law noise,” Med Phys 28(4), 419–437 (2001).

[28] Krupinski, E., “The importance of perception research in medical imaging,” Radiat Med 18(6), 329–334
(2000).

[29] Bochud, F., Verdun, F., Valley, J.-F., Hessler, C., and Moeckli, R., “Importance of anatomical noise in mam-
mography,” in [Medical Imaging: Image Perception, Observer Performance, and Technology Assessment ],
Kundel, H. L., ed., Proc SPIE 3036, 74–80 (1997).


