Short Communication

http://www.imedpub.com/

2016

Vol.2 No.1:12

Biomarkers Journal

Textural Analysis to Assess Heterogeneity in Breast Cancer

Alexis Moscoso’, Pablo Aguiar'-3, Juan Pardo Montero'> and Alvaro Ruibal’-4

IMolecular Imaging Group, IDIS Research Institute, Santiago Compostela, Spain

2Departamento de Psiquiatria, Radioloxia e Satide Publica, Universidade de Santiago de Compostela, Spain

3Servizo Medicina Nuclear, Complexo Hospitalario Universitario de Santiago de Compostela, Spain

4Fundacién Tejerina, Madrid, Spain

5Servizo Radiofisica e Proteccién Radioléxica, Complexo Hospitalario Universitario de Santiago de Compostela, Spain

Corresponding author: Pablo Aguiar, Molecular Imaging Group, Psiquiatry, Radiology and Public Health Department of Faculty of Medicine,
University of Santiago de Compostela, Galicia, Spain, Email: pablo.aguiar@usc.es; pablo.aguiar.fernandez@sergas.es

Received date: January 21, 2016; Accepted date: March 10, 2016; Published date: March 17, 2016

Short Communication

Tumor heterogeneity is defined as the coexistence of
different types of cells within a particular tumor. These cells
may show significantly different phenotypic and morphological
features such as variations in metabolic activity or gene
expression, as well as differences in malignant potential [1].
Therefore, the understanding and characterization of tumor
heterogeneity can help to decide an effective treatment plan.

Several studies using imaging techniques, most of them
Magnetic Resonance (MR) and ultrasonography, have
investigated the way of quantifying this heterogeneity and
results were used, for instance, as biomarkers for tumor
characterization, tumor response or tumor vascularization
[2-4]. Positron Emission Tomography (PET) is expected to give
more valuable information about heterogeneity since it
reflects the biology of the tumor. However, most of the
predictions based on PET images only used parameters that
have no direct relation with heterogeneity, namely,
metabolically active tumor volume (MATV), standardized
uptake values (SUVmax, SUVmean) and combinations of the
previous two, called total lesion glycolysis (TLG) [5]. Although
heterogeneity quantification with PET is a novel research,
there are already investigations [6] pointing that it is possible
to use heterogeneity-related parameters as biomarkers or
predictors of patient outcome.

Various methods have been used to measure heterogeneity
but the two most common in PET are the so-called first order
statistics (FOS) and higher order statistics. FOS is based on the
analysis of the histogram generated by the uptake value of
each voxel within the tumor. It does not take into account any
spatial information. On the other hand, higher order statistics
take into account spatial correlations between voxel values at
different distances [7]. Dozens of textural features describing
heterogeneity can be obtained from these approaches.
However, only a few have shown to be really valuable. Firstly,
not always visual heterogeneity corresponds with parameters
describing heterogeneity. In [8], visual heterogeneity scored
higher for tumors with high Homogeneity index, revealing the
necessity of testing whether a particular feature is really
measuring heterogeneity in its most intuitive form or if, on the
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contrary, we are measuring a less intuitive, and probably
useless, form of heterogeneity. Secondly, most of these
features correlate with each other and with SUVs and MATV so
it is crucial to check that our textural features are not
surrogates of already studied parameters [9]. And, finally,
features must reflect only the underlying biological structure
so their values cannot be significantly affected by technical
characteristics of the scanner such as the spatial resolution or
the number of iterations during reconstruction [10].
Robustness under different tumor delineations is also
important due to the great number of delineation methods
and their inherent imprecision.

Statistical analysis of features data has recently become a
matter of discussion. Two extensive investigations reviewed
published results on heterogeneity measurements and their
statistical analysis [11, 12], finding that several published
articles suffer from low statistical significance. The use of many
parameters to describe a small dataset is known as over fitting
and is common not only in PET, but also in all of the imaging
modalities [11], resulting in a great power to reproduce the
current analyzed dataset but in poor predictive performance
when new data is studied. This is because the great number of
parameters is able to describe the statistical fluctuations of the
measured data instead of the underlying relationship,
exaggerating minor fluctuations when new data is tested by
that model. Another issue with PET statistical analyses is
inflation of type-l error [12]. As previously mentioned, it is
possible to obtain dozens of textural indices from a PET image.
Consider, for instance, that our hypothesis is that two types of
tumors can be identified by the values of some textural index.
If we compute a high number of indexes compared with the
size of our dataset, it is likely to find an index that separates
the two types of tumors just by random chance instead of
identifying the biological universal pattern showed by that
type of tumor. As a result, our model fails when evaluating
new data. These two major problems can be quantified if
cross-validation datasets and multiple hypothesis corrections
are used; however, this is not the most common procedure yet
[11, 12].

Focusing on breast cancer, the four existing studies [6,
13-15] have not reached agreement on the predictive
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performance of textural features. Three of them [6, 13, 14]
claimed that the observed heterogeneity is a valuable
biomarker and predictor of patient outcome. None of these
studies reported use of cross-validation datasets or corrections
for multiple hypothesis testing. In [13], the heterogeneity
measure dV / dT showed a strong linear correlation with
MATV, probably motivated by the fact that dV / dT has volume
dimensions. Not surprisingly, they found that dv / dT
correlated with survival, a good known result for MATV. In [6],
non-corrected p - values are presented for different features
classifying types of tumors. Just in one type of tumor (triple
negative), the discriminative power of the heterogeneity
feature was tested by means of ROC curves, showing no
significant improvement with respect to the performance of
SUVmax. In [14], just non corrected p-values are computed,
making impossible to evaluate the predictive power of the
tested features. On the other hand, [15] has not found strong
correlations between PET-derived indices and histological or
clinical features. Multiple hypothesis corrections and ROC
curves were used to evaluate the predictive power of textural
features, showing low discriminative performance and worse
than results obtained from SUV’s. No cross-validation dataset
was used, although in this case is less important since the
results are negative, not supporting the hypothesis of
heterogeneity as a predictor. All in all, assessment of tumor
heterogeneity as a valuable indicator, especially in breast
cancer, is still under debate. It is clear that a more
standardized and rigorous statistical protocol is needed to
prevent false discoveries. That protocol should check whether
all the desirable characteristics of a textural feature
(robustness, uncorrelated with SUV’s or MATV, etc.) are
fulfilled in order to really disentangle the heterogeneity
contribution from already known biological features. Tumor
delineation might be another point to improve. Many
thresholding methods, like the one in [6], use a quantity
derived from the maximum uptake value within the tumor to
compute the tumor threshold. Although these methods do not
take into account absolute values, this construction can
introduce some hidden correlation of textural features with
SUVmax. The correct implementation of statistical protocols
and investigation on the controversial methodological aspects
is crucial to elucidate the usefulness of textural features in PET
for improving tumor characterization.
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