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Abstract

Automatic segmentation of organs and tissues in computed tomography (CT)
images can aid clinicians in anatomical contextualization for planning surgery or
dosimetry. CT scans can cover varying axial ranges of the body. This thesis aims
to develop a neural network based on vision transformers for segmenting organs
and tissues in CT images of arbitrary axial ranges. Two models are presented,
one based on Swin UNETR, and a new model that uses axial slices for its patch
embedding.

It is difficult to segment each rib and vertebra semantically in limited imag-
ing ranges, and therefore, instance segmentation was implemented for those
classes. Both models were trained to perform semantic and instance segmen-
tation simultaneously. Sliding window inference was used to segment arbitrary
axial ranges, and methods for ensuring continuity of the instances were devel-
oped. The instance segmentation was implemented in two ways, one using a
discriminative loss function and one using connected component labeling.

The models presented can perform both semantic and instance segmenta-
tion simultaneously with a simple approach. Both models performed well on
semantic segmentation of all organs except the ribs and vertebrae, with Dice
scores above 0.8 for most organs, and our best model achieved a score of 0.847
on test data, averaged across all organs. Instance segmentation of ribs and verte-
brae through discriminative loss worked well, with accurate segmentations and
few false positives and false negatives. Separating ribs into instances through
the use of connected component labeling gave even better results. Overall, the
Swin-based model performed better than the slice model.
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Abbreviations and Notation

Adam - Adaptive moment estimation

AdamW - Adam with decoupled weight decay
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1 Introduction

Automatic segmentation of organs and tissues in computed tomography (CT) images can aid
clinicians in anatomical contextualization for planning surgery or dosimetry. Deep neural
networks can be trained to perform segmentation of organs and tissues in CT images [1]. An
example of a CT image and a manual segmentation of certain organs and tissues are shown
in Figure 1.

CT examinations can cover various anatomical imaging ranges along the body’s vertical
axis. These ranges often cover the base of the skull to mid-thigh or the whole body. However,
in certain applications, smaller ranges can give sufficient information without exposing the
patient to an unnecessarily high dose of radiation [2]. For example, a patient with lung cancer
might get a CT scan covering only the thorax and upper abdomen [2, 3, 4]. It is therefore of
interest to develop a deep learning model that can accurately segment organs and tissues in
CT images of arbitrary axial ranges of the human body.

1.1 Aim and approach
The aim of this thesis was to develop a model for automatic segmentation of organs and
tissues in arbitrary fields of view of CT images. To do this, we used vision transformers, a
class of neural networks for image analysis that incorporate attention mechanisms, allowing
the networks to use global context across the entire input image when assigning each voxel
of the image to a class.

We have used Swin UNEt TRansformers (Swin UNETR) [5] as well as a new model of
our own design that calculates attention between all axial slices of the input image. To allow
the model to learn to segment arbitrary imaging ranges, we used a training protocol where
we randomly sample thin axial sections of the CT image (64 slices, or 19.2 cm with the reso-
lution of our data) and feed them into the network during training, and use sliding window
inference to segment larger imaging ranges. Finally, we implemented instance segmentation
for the ribs and vertebrae, as many of these are almost identical and, therefore, difficult to
correctly number when only a few are visible in the input image. This allows our models to
segment CT scans of arbitrary imaging ranges accurately.
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1. Introduction

(a) CT image. (b) Segmentation.

Figure 1: An example of a sagittal and a coronal view of CT image
and corresponding manual semantic segmentation.
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2 Background

In Section 2.1, we begin by describing what segmentation of images is. Section 2.2 describes
CT images and their characteristics. Because the anatomy of the spine is featured heavily
throughout this thesis we describe the spine and its structure in Section 2.3. Section 2.4
gives a brief overview of deep neural networks and their use in image segmentation. Finally,
Section 2.5 is dedicated to describing a few neural network architectures that the models
developed in this thesis are inspired by or built upon.

2.1 Segmentation of images
Segmentation of images is a technique where objects or classes of objects in an image are
masked, each pixel or voxel being assigned to a certain class or instance. In CT images,
classes could for example be liver, heart, or background. The task of semantic segmentation
is to assign a class to each pixel in an image. If multiple objects of the same class are present
in an image, they are not distinguished as different instances of that class. For example,
if segmenting people in an image, all people would be assigned the same class, and those
pixels would all share the same mask [6]. Instance segmentation is the task of separating the
different instances of a class, giving them separate masks. In the example, each person would
be segmented as separate instances in the segmentation. Instance segmentation can segment
multiple classes and separates each class into instances [7].

2.2 Computed tomography
Computed tomography (CT) is an imaging technique often used in medical imaging. An X-
ray source sends X-rays through all points along an axial slice of the body from a certain angle,
and the attenuation is measured on the opposite side. Because X-ray attenuation is roughly
proportional to density, this generates a density map of that slice of the body from that
angle. Many of these density maps are measured from different angles, and a tomographic
reconstruction algorithm is used to generate a cross-sectional axial slice of the body from the
density maps. Multiple slices can then be combined to make a 3D view of the body. Because
X-rays can be harmful to patients, it is desirable to minimize the radiation dose given to the
patient [8, 9]. However, a lower dose generally results in poor image quality, low sharpness,
and high noise [9].

CT images are measured in Hounsfield units (HU), which are measurements of X-ray
attenuation. The Hounsfield scale is defined such that, at standard temperature and pressure,
air has a value of -1000 HU, and distilled water has 0 HU. Soft tissues in the human body

3



2. Background

typically have values between -100 and 100 HU, while in the upper limit, bones can reach 1000
HU or even 2000 HU for very dense bones [10, 11]. Metals, which are used in many implants,
can take values of over 3000 HU. CT systems often save HU values as 12-bit integers, giving
4096 values that are then mapped to the range -1024 to 3071 HU, a range that covers most
tissues in the human body. Some newer CT systems store HU values using 16 bits, giving a
much wider range of values. This can be advantageous as scans of lungs can give values below
-1024 HU, and metal implants can have values higher than 3071 [11].

2.3 The spine
The vertebral column, or spine, is the central axis of the human skeleton. In humans, the
vertebral column usually consists of a total of 33 vertebrae, divided into five groups: cervical,
thoracic, lumbar, sacral, and coccygeal, as seen in Figure 2. The vertebrae are connected
by ligaments and intervertebral discs. Each vertebra consists of two main parts, a ventral
body and a dorsal vertebral arch, the vertebral arch being posterior to the ventral body. The
vertebral arch has three protruding processes. An illustration of the shape of vertebrae can
be seen in Figure 3. Thoracic vertebrae all have a pair of ribs connected to them, while
the other vertebrae do not [12]. In this work, a greater focus was put on the thoracic and
lumbar vertebrae. Normally, a spine contains 12 thoracic vertebrae and five lumbar vertebrae.
However, some people can have fewer or more than 12 thoracic vertebrae, and some people
can have a sixth lumbar vertebra [13, 14, 15]. This sixth lumbar vertebra is usually a result
of the lumbarization of the first sacral vertebra, where the topmost vertebra of the sacrum
has partially or completely separated from the sacrum, which normally consists of five fused
vertebrae [16].

2.4 Deep neural networks for image
segmentation

A deep neural network is a parametric machine learning model comprising multiple layers,
processing inputs to generate outputs. Each layer is a mathematical function that transforms
its input data, and the output from one layer is passed as input to another. The layers do not
have to be ordered linearly. For example, the output of a layer can serve as input to several
layers, or a layer could get inputs from many layers. Layers can even take their previous
outputs as their next inputs, creating a recursive neural network. A deep neural network is
called deep because it has many layers that produce its final output. The layers are made up
of adjustable parameters, also called weights, that affect the output of that layer. The ability
to adjust the parameters allows a network to be trained to perform certain tasks.

2.4.1 Training neural networks
A network is trained by iteratively changing the parameters to bring its output closer to the
desired output. In this work, the networks are trained with supervised learning, meaning that
the data used as input has been labeled with its corresponding desired output in advance. The

4



2.4 Deep neural networks for image
segmentation

Figure 2: The human spine, showing the division of vertebrae into
five sections. Image credit: Wikipedia user DrJanaOfficial. Used under CC BY-SA
4.0 [17].

Figure 3: Illustration showing the shape of vertebrae. Image credit:
Wikipedia user Jmarchn. Used under CC BY-SA 3.0 [18].
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2. Background

labels are also called ground truth. A loss function is used to determine how close an output
is to the ground truth, and the network is trained by iteratively adjusting its parameters to
minimize the loss.

To adjust the parameters such that the loss is reduced, the gradient of the loss function
with respect to the parameters is calculated. The gradient is calculated using backpropa-
gation, which utilizes the chain rule to reuse the partial derivatives. A function called an
optimizer decides how much the parameter values will be changed in the direction of the
negative gradients for each iteration. To reduce memory usage and the computational cost
of calculating the gradients, the data can be randomly split into batches, and the optimizer
takes steps based on the gradient calculated only with the data points of one batch at a time.
Each step is thus done with a new batch containing new data points. Using batches affects the
optimization since the optimization steps are based on a subset instead of the entire train-
ing data set. This means that each step will not be optimal for the entire dataset, however
more optimization steps will be taken for the same amount of datapoints. This optimiza-
tion method is called stochastic gradient descent (SGD). When all training data points have
been used to update the parameters, one epoch has passed. By training the network for many
epochs, the network’s performance is expected to improve and produce outputs closer to the
ground truth [19].

2.4.2 Overfitting

To be useful, a neural network trained with supervised learning should not only learn to solve
its task on the training data but also generalize, meaning it should be able to perform well on
new data which it was not trained on. If the model is too complex and flexible, it could lead
to the model learning details or noise specific to the training data, thus generalizing poorly.
The same could be true if there is too little data to train on. Several regularization methods
exist that prevent overfitting while maintaining model complexity [20]. In this work, we used
dropout and data augmentation to improve our models’ generalization.

Dropout is a method used during training where some parameters in the model have a
certain probability of not being used when calculating the output [19]. The parameters that
are not used are not updated when adjusting the network’s parameters. The parameters that
are dropped are random and change for every point of training data. Dropout forces the net-
work to be able to make its predictions with only a subset of its parameters. Dropout is only
used during training, and when the model is used for inference, the entire network is used.
When used for inference on new data, all parameters are multiplied by their probability of
being kept, to compensate that dropout was used. Using all parameters is similar to an aver-
age of all networks with dropout used during training, which decreases the risk of overfitting
the model to the training data.

Data augmentation is a way of increasing the amount of training data by applying trans-
forms that preserve key features and properties of the data while still altering it in some
way [19]. For images, such transformations could, for example, include flipping, cropping,
or rotating the image. With more training data, the network is trained to perform well on a
more diverse set of images and should thus generalize better.
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2.4 Deep neural networks for image
segmentation

2.4.3 Convolutional neural network
A convolutional neural network (CNN), described in [20], is a type of neural network fre-
quently used on image data, that produces its output using convolutions. The values in the
convolutional filters, or kernels, are learnable model parameters. In this work, 3D images
were used as input, and thus the kernels used were also 3D. Using the same kernel and pa-
rameters for all pixels is called parameter sharing, meaning the network looks for certain
features all over the image. The output of one convolution is often called a feature map.

A CNN is structured in layers where each convolutional layer finds features in the out-
put of the previous layer, meaning that the CNN finds more complex features in deeper
layers. The kernels can be multidimensional, having many channels, allowing the kernels to
find multiple different features in each layer. Each layer often consists of three parts: the
convolutions, an activation function, and lastly, downsampling. The downsampling can be
performed by having a stride length of the convolutions greater than one. This means that
not all pixels will have a corresponding pixel in the output, making the output smaller. An-
other common method of downsampling the output is pooling layers, common ones being
max- and average pooling. They replace the output of the layer with the maximum or average
value of a part of the image, thereby downsampling it. Because the image is downsampled
in deeper layers, a kernel of the same size in a deep layer covers a larger region of the image
than one in a shallow layer, allowing it to find larger and more complex features. Transposed
convolutions can be used to produce larger outputs than the input, allowing for upsampling.
It works by first padding the input image with zeros around the image and/or between all
rows and columns, and then by using a stride of one, the output feature size will be larger
than the input size.

2.4.4 Activation functions
Activation functions are essential parts of neural networks, providing necessary non-linear
properties to enable the network to learn complex representations [21]. For example, two
matrix multiplications in a row without a non-linear activation function in between can
be written as a single matrix multiplication, meaning there is no advantage in using several
layers of matrix multiplication. A non-linear activation function between the two matrix
multiplications enables the network to utilize both parameter matrices to create a richer
feature representation [20].

Different activation functions can impact a network’s capacity to learn in general and
the speed at which it learns in particular. Many different activation functions have been
proposed, often based on the properties of their gradients [21]. In this project, three different
activation functions have been used in many places: rectified linear unit (ReLU) [22], leaky
ReLU (LReLU) [22], and Gaussian error linear unit (GELU) [23]. These functions are defined
as

ReLU(x) = max(0, x),

LReLU(x) =


x if x > 0,
αx otherwise.

,

GELU(x) = xΦ(x),

7



2. Background

Figure 4: GELU, ReLU, and LReLU with α = 0.05.

where α is some constant with α << 1 and Φ(x) is the cumulative distribution function of
the standard normal distribution. These functions are plotted in the range [−3, 3] in Figure 4.

2.4.5 Optimization methods

Adaptive moment estimation (Adam) is an optimization method similar to SGD. However,
it assigns a learning rate to each parameter and adjusts the learning rates according to the first
and second-order moments of the gradient. In Adam with decoupled weight decay (AdamW),
the weight decay is not linked with the learning rate, which means the weight decay and
learning rate are optimized separately [24].

2.4.6 Sliding window inference

Sliding window inference is a method for performing inference on input images that are
larger than what the network can take as input. The main principle behind sliding window
inference is to do inference on a smaller window of the input image and then shift/slide the
window along the image. This is done over the entire image, and the inference outputs are
then stitched together to produce the final output. The windows used can be made to overlap
with each other, in which case a function is used to decide what values each pixel within the
overlapping region should get. One way is to sum the predicted probabilities for each class
in the overlapping voxels, possibly with different weights for different windows, to get the
final output.

8



2.5 Network architectures

2.4.7 Dice score
The Dice score is a metric used to determine the similarity in shape of two objects [25]. It
is commonly used to evaluate and train models for the segmentation of medical images. The
Dice score of two objects is defined as two times the magnitude of their intersection divided
by the sum of their magnitudes, see Equation 1.

Dice score = 2 × |X ∩ Y |
|X | + |Y | (1)

When used to evaluate models for semantic segmentation, X is the output of the model, and
Y is the ground truth of the respective class. A Dice score of 1.0 is a perfect overlap of the
output and the ground truth, while 0 means they do not overlap at all. Since the intersection
and the sum of the two objects are discrete, the Dice score is not differentiable and can not
be used as a loss function as it is. Soft Dice loss was introduced to use the Dice score as a loss
function during training [26, 27]. It uses the predicted probabilities for each class instead of
the predicted class and also takes one minus the score so that minimizing the loss translates
to better segmentation. Soft Dice loss for binary segmentation is defined as

SD = 1 − 2
∑N

i=1 pigi + α∑N
i=1 p2

i +
∑N

i=1 g2
i + β

(2)

and the mean soft Dice loss (mSD) over all classes, used for multiclass segmentation, is defined
as

mSD =
1
C

C∑

j=1

SD j , (3)

where the number of voxels in the image is denoted as N , pi is the predicted probability
for the given class for the i:th voxel and gi is the ground truth for the same voxel. C is the
number of classes, and SD j is the soft Dice loss of the j:th class. α and β are small smoothing
terms for avoiding zero in the numerator and denominator, respectively. Avoiding zero in
the numerator can be important since if the numerator is zero, the gradient is zero, and the
network cannot learn.

2.5 Network architectures
We will begin this section by describing the popular U-net architecture for image segmenta-
tion before moving on to describing attention mechanisms and how they are used in Trans-
former architectures. We will then give an overview of Vision Transformer (ViT), a network
architecture for image analysis using Transformer blocks. We will then describe UNETR
(UNEt TRansformers), a U-Net-like extension of ViT for image segmentation. Finally, we
will describe Swin Transformer, an architecture inspired by ViT but designed to fix some
of its drawbacks, and Swin UNETR, a U-Net-like extension of Swin Transformer for image
segmentation.
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2. Background
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Figure 5: The architecture of the original U-Net model. Image taken
from [28]. Reproduced with permission from Springer Nature.

2.5.1 U-Net
The U-Net architecture introduced by Ronneberger et al. [28] is a fully convolutional neural
network. It is divided into two parts: a contracting path that downsamples the input image
and a symmetric expansive path that upsamples the image to its original size. The upsampling
is performed using transposed convolutions. For each upsampling in the expansive path, the
corresponding feature map from the contracting path is concatenated to its input, which
is called a skip connection. Its titular U-shape allows the network first to find small local
features and then deeper into the network to find larger, more complex features. By utilizing
skip connections during the upsampling, the network can combine the information from
the deeper parts with the earlier parts to get details about large complex features and finer
details. The architecture of the U-net can be seen in Figure 5, where each blue box represents
a feature map, and the white boxes represent copied feature maps after each skip connection.

2.5.2 Scaled multi-head dot product attention
An attention mechanism is a part of a deep learning model meant to enable the model to pay
attention to relevant parts of the input data when interpreting that data. This enables the
model to focus on the parts of the data that are most relevant for its task and disregard the
less important parts [29]. In recent years, an attention mechanism called scaled dot-product
has gained popularity. Originally designed for natural language processing (NLP), this form
of attention is designed for sequences. It allows the network to focus on different parts of
the sequence when interpreting each element.

Scaled dot-product attention requires input data in the form of three sequences of vec-
tors called query, key, and value. In many vision transformer models, such as those used in
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Figure 6: Scaled dot product attention. We do not use masking in
this project. Image taken from [30].

this project, these three sequences are always identical to each other, being the output of a
previous layer. The mechanism uses all queries, keys, and values to compute a new represen-
tation for each value as a weighted sum of all previous values. The dot products of a query
and all keys are calculated and scaled by 1√

d
, with d being the dimension of the queries, keys,

and values. They are then scaled so that they sum to one through the softmax function [19].
Since the dot product of two vectors can be interpreted as a similarity measure, this oper-
ation can be thought of as creating a vector of similarities between the query and all keys.
These similarities are then used as the weights when summing all values to create a new rep-
resentation of the value corresponding to the query. This is repeated so that all values get a
new representation [30]. For a schematic view of scaled dot product attention, see Figure 6.

If all queries, keys, and values are packed together into matrices Q, K , and V , scaled dot
product attention can be expressed as

Attention(Q,K,V ) = Softmax
(
QKT
√

d

)
V. (4)

Multi-head attention is a way to allow the model to look at the data in multiple repre-
sentations when using the attention mechanism. Before the data is fed into the attention
mechanism, it is transformed using h different learned linear projections, projecting the di-
mension of the sequence elements down to 1/h of the original dimensionality. Then, each
of these projected sequences is transformed using attention before being concatenated and
transformed with a final linear projection. Since the projections are learned, the model can
learn to emphasize different aspects of the data with each projection, and the attention mech-
anism can therefore focus on several different properties in the data [30]. With h attention
heads, multi-head scaled dot product attention can be expressed as

MultiHead(Q,K,V ) = Concat(head1, ..., headh)WO

where headi = Attention(QWQ
i ,KWK

i ,VWV
i ).

(5)

Here, WQ
i , WK

i , WV
i , and WO are the projection matrices of the query, key, value, and output,

respectively. See Figure 7 for a schematic view of multi-head attention.
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Figure 7: Illustration of multi-head attention, consisting of several
attention layers running in parallel. Image taken from [30].

2.5.3 Transformer encoders
A transformer is a type of deep neural network initially introduced by Vaswani et al. in [30]
for NLP. It uses an embedding layer, where each token in a sequence is embedded into a high-
dimensional space using a learned projection. This enables the network to learn meaningful
representations of tokens. A positional encoding (learned or fixed) can also be added to the
sequence at this stage to let the network incorporate information about the positions of the
tokens in the sequence.

The embedded token sequence is then fed into several transformer encoder layers. These
layers compute the scaled dot-product multi-head attention between all the tokens in the
sequence so that every token can attend to every other token and, therefore, every token can
get context from the entire sequence added to its representation. After the attention has
been calculated, a feed-forward layer consisting of two linear projections with a non-linear
activation function in between is used to transform the output of the attention mechanism.
Skip connections and layer normalizations are also utilized, see Figure 8. The original trans-
former architecture also uses transformer decoder layers, but we did not use these in this
project and will not describe them here. This type of encoder structure outputs a sequence
of token embeddings with rich feature representations incorporating global context across
the entire sequence [30].

2.5.4 Vision Transformer
Vision Transformer (ViT) is a transformer-based model designed for image analysis [31].
Originally designed for image recognition, it divides the image into patches of a set size, e.g.,
16x16 pixels for a 2D image. These patches are then embedded to high-dimensional vectors
through a linear projection or a convolution with kernel size and stride equal to the patch
size. Once embedded, these patches are viewed as a sequence, and a positional encoding is
added. The encoding can be one-dimensional or multi-dimensional to fit the dimensionality
of the image, but in the original paper presenting ViT, one-dimensional positional encoding
was found to perform as well as multi-dimensional positional encoding [31].

Once the sequence of patch embeddings has been created, it has the same structure as a
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Figure 8: The Transformer model architecture. We only use the en-
coder on the left side of the image. Image taken from [30].
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Transformer  Encoder

Linear Projection of Flattened Patches
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Decoder
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Segmentation
Output

3D Patches

Figure 9: Schematic view of ViT and how it could be used for seg-
mentation. The decoder can be any structure that can turn a se-
quence of embeddings into an image. Image taken from [32], used under CC
BY-NC.ND 4.0.

sequence of word embeddings in NLP and can, therefore, be fed into a series of transformer
layers without additional processing. The transformer layers calculate attention between
all patch embeddings, represented as many-dimensional vectors. These patch embeddings
and their transformed representations created by the transformer layers capture important
features within the image. ViT can, therefore, use global context within the image to create a
rich feature representation that can be used for downstream tasks such as classification [31].
See Figure 9 for a schematic view of how ViT could be used for semantic segmentation.

One downside of the ViT architecture is that it makes less use of reasonable assumptions
about images than CNNs do. For example, it is often reasonable to assume that certain image
features can occur in different places in an image, an assumption that convolutions are able
to take advantage of due to them applying the same filter to the entire image. It is also often
reasonable to assume that the exact location of a feature is not vital for the output, an as-
sumption that max-pooling takes advantage of. ViT makes less use of these assumptions than
CNNs [31]. Due to its patch embedding layer, each patch is downsampled to a single point
in a high-dimensional space in a single transformation. This point must eventually be up-
sampled to its original patch size to output a per-pixel segmentation. Unless the embedding
dimension is very high in relation to the patch size, capturing the fine details of the image in
this manner can be challenging [33].

Since attention is calculated between all patches in the image, ViT’s time complexity is
highly dependent on the number of patches in the image. This means that the time complex-
ity is highly dependent on the ratio of image resolution to patch size, particularly in the 3D
case where, for a cubic image with a side of N pixels and a patch size of M , the number of

patches is
(

N
M

)3
. Since attention has to be calculated between all patches, the time complexity
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Figure 10: The UNETR architecture. Image taken from [32], used under CC
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of the transformer layers with respect to image and patch size is O
((

N
M

)6)
.

2.5.5 UNETR
UNETR is a U-net-like model utilizing a ViT backbone, designed for semantic segmentation
of 3D medical images [32]. Instead of using convolutions and poolings to downsample the
input image and extract features like U-net, UNETR uses ViT to perform downsampling
and feature extraction. After every third transformer block, it takes an output from ViT and
upsamples these to different scales before joining them together using skip connections in
a U-net-like decoder. It also utilizes a skip connection directly from the input image to the
output of the decoder before outputting a segmentation, see Figure 10 [32].

2.5.6 Swin Transformer
Swin Transformer is a transformer-based backbone for image analysis inspired by ViT but
designed to solve some of its drawbacks. It has linear time complexity with regard to image
size and outputs features at several resolutions, allowing fine detail to be captured and used
in downstream tasks such as segmentation [33].

Like ViT, Swin Transformer uses a patch embedding scheme to turn patches of the im-
age into meaningful high-dimensional representations that can be fed into a series of trans-
former blocks. Swin Transformer achieves linear time complexity by limiting attention to
non-overlapping windows in the image. For three-dimensional data, a window is defined as a
block of M ×M ×M patches. Cross-window connections are added by computing attention
twice within each transformer block, with the second attention layer using windows that
have been shifted by M

2 × M
2 × M

2 patches such that two windows in the first layer will have
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attention computed between their adjacent regions in the second layer, see Figure 11b [33].
For an input feature map zl−1, the equation for a Swin transformer block is

ẑl =W-MSA
(
LN

(
zl−1

))
+ zl−1,

zl = MLP
(
LN

(
ẑl
))
+ ẑl,

ẑl+1 = SW-MSA
(
LN

(
zl
))
+ zl,

zl+1 = MLP
(
LN

(
ẑl+1

))
+ ẑl+1, (6)

with zl+1 being the final output of the layer. W-MSA and SW-MSA denote windowed self-
attention and shifted window self-attention, respectively, and LN denotes layer norm, see
Figure 11c. The multi-layer perceptron (MLP) has two layers with a GELU in between.

Instead of a positional encoding like in the original Transformer model, the Swin Trans-
former uses a learned positional bias B for each attention head when computing similarity:

Attention(Q,K,V ) = Softmax
(
QKT
√

d
+ B

)
V. (7)

The Swin Transformer has stages to output features at several resolution scales. Before
the first stage, the input image of size H ×W × D is divided into patches of size 2 × 2 × 2,
with C embedding dimensions. In the first Swin stage, the embeddings are fed into several
Swin transformer blocks in series. The transformed embeddings are then reshaped into an
image of size H

2 × W
2 × D

2 , with C channels. Patch merging is then used, where blocks of
2×2×2 patch embeddings are merged by concatenating their embeddings to 8C-dimensional
vectors, which are then reduced to 2C dimensions with a linear projection. This effectively
doubles the size of the patches in each direction and doubles the embedding dimension,
yielding an image of size H

4 × W
4 × D

4 with 2C channels. All subsequent Swin stages have
the same pattern of calculating attention and merging patches while doubling the number
of embedding dimensions. See Figure 11a and 11d.

2.5.7 Swin UNETR
Swin UNETR is a model for semantic segmentation inspired by UNETR but utilizing a Swin
Transformer backbone. It takes a feature map from the Swin Transformer backbone after
each Swin stage and progressively upsamples and concatenates these feature maps with trans-
pose convolutions, similar to a regular U-net-like model [5]. The number of Swin stages, the
number of transformer blocks in each stage, and the number of attention heads in each at-
tention are all tuneable hyperparameters of the model. The number of channels in each con-
volution depends on the initial embedding dimension C, see Figure 12, where C is 48. There
is also a modification called SwinUNETR-V2, which adds a residual convolution block at the
start of each Swin stage in the encoder, see Figure 13 [34].

16



2.5 Network architectures

Figure 11: (a) How Swin Transformers divide images into windows
and patches. (b) How attention is computed in consecutive Swin
transformer blocks using shifted windows. (c) Two consecutive Swin
transformer blocks and their structure. (d) Example architecture of
chained Swin transformer blocks. Image reproduced under MIT license from
the Swin Transformer GitHub page [33].
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Figure 13: Example architecture of SwinUNETR-V2, the structure
of Swin transformer blocks, and the structure of residual convolu-
tion blocks. Image taken from [34]. Reproduced with permission from Springer Nature.
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3.1 Method summary
In this work, we used datasets consisting of low-dose CT images, that will be described in
Section 3.2. Using this data, we trained two types of vision transformers to segment organs
and tissues: a slice-based model of our own design, that we describe in Section 3.3, and ver-
sions of Swin UNETR-V2, described in Section 3.4. To perform instance segmentation of
ribs and vertebrae, we used a discriminative loss function as well as connected component
labeling, described in Section 3.5.

We trained and evaluated the following networks:

• Swin UNETR-V2 with two decoders, one outputting semantic segmentation and one
outputting 32-dimensional voxel embeddings for instance segmentation of ribs and
vertebrae. This was evaluated on validation and test data.

• Slice model with two decoders, one outputting semantic segmentation and one out-
putting 16-dimensional voxel embeddings for instance segmentation of ribs and ver-
tebrae. This was evaluated on validation and test data.

• Swin UNETR-V2 with two decoders, one outputting semantic segmentation and one
outputting 32-dimensional voxel embeddings for instance segmentation of vertebrae.
Instance segmentation of ribs was performed using connected component labeling.
This was evaluated on validation and test data.

• Slice model with two decoders, one outputting semantic segmentation and one out-
putting 16-dimensional voxel embeddings for instance segmentation of vertebrae. In-
stance segmentation of ribs was performed using connected components. This was
evaluated on validation and test data.

• Swin UNETR-V2 with one decoder, outputting semantic segmentation of all labels in
the training set except lumbar vertebra 6. This was evaluated on validation data only.

• Slice model with one decoder, outputting semantic segmentation of all labels in the
training set except lumbar vertebra 6. This was evaluated on validation data only.

The training was done with randomly cropped and augmented pieces of the training data,
as described in Section 3.6. When evaluating the networks’ performance, sliding window in-
ference was used to segment images that were larger than the networks’ input image size.
Postprocessing was also performed to remove small segments. Sliding window inference and
removing small objects are described in Section 3.7. Section 3.8 describes how model perfor-
mance was measured.
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3.2 Data
This project used three datasets: training data, validation data, and test data. The training
and validation data came from the same source, whereas the test data came from a different
source. The training data was used to tune the models’ parameters, while the validation data
was used to evaluate the models’ performance during development and training. The test data
was only used after the models had been finalized to compute final performance metrics.

Validation and training data
The training and validation data comprised 183 CT images of patients with known or sus-
pected tumors. All images were collected at Sahlgrenska University Hospital in Gothenburg,
Sweden, with the same model of CT camera. They were reconstructed using filtered back
projection with a slice thickness and spacing of 3 mm and pixel spacing within slices of 1.37
mm. All images were low-dose images with 30 mAs exposure and 120 kV peak voltage, except
four that had an exposure greater than 100 mAs with 120 kV peak voltage.

The organ labels were initially created by a team of radiologists and nuclear medicine
physicians and then expanded upon by a team of machine learning engineers at Exini Diag-
nostics AB. Some images had missing labels, particularly the pancreas, for which only 133
images were labeled. Additionally, some patients had missing organs, such as kidneys, and
19 patients had an extra lumbar vertebra. For a complete list of all labels and counts, see
Appendix A.

We observed that the pancreas often had poorly drawn labels, and some labels appeared
to have been drawn slice for slice, making them look inaccurate when viewed from the front
or side. See the heart and pancreas in the ground truth of Figure 14 for an example of these
types of labels. The pancreas’s shape also varies significantly between patients, and it has poor
contrast with surrounding tissues. We also noted that the size of the bladder varied between
patients, likely because of different degrees of fullness. It also had varying intensity in the
CT images because some patients had been given contrast agents that had accumulated in
the bladder.

Of the 183 images, five were excluded due to irregularities. Two of these had one more
thoracic vertebra and two more ribs than normal, one had a missing lumbar vertebra, one
had a completely fluid-filled right lung, and one had a massively inflated aorta with a stent.
Because of these irregularities, the annotators had chosen not to annotate all organs in these
patients. The remaining 178 images were randomly split 80/20 into training and validation
sets, resulting in 143 images to be used for training and 35 to be used for validation. Of the
patients in the training set, 44 were female and 99 were male, whereas 9 were female and 26
were male in the validation set. Most had a field of view ranging from the base of the skull
to mid-thigh, but 11 training and 2 validation images were whole-body scans. Some patients
had implants like hip prostheses or tooth fillings that were clearly visible, which could affect
the segmentation performance on those patients.

Test data
The test data set consisted of 19 patients from three American hospitals. The patients were
men undergoing prostate cancer screenings. They were manually segmented by a nuclear
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(a) Heart label. (b) Pancreas label.

Figure 14: Zoomed in examples of poorly drawn labels. (a) The pink
middle label is the heart. (b) The orange middle label is the pancreas.

medicine physician. They were collected with similar exposure and peak voltage as the train-
ing and validation images, but with several different CT cameras and varying resolution.
Unlike the training and validation data, almost all images ranged from the vertex of the skull
to the mid-thigh, except one that started at the base of the skull.

Preprocessing
We performed preprocessing on the images before they were used for training or inference.
Due to GPU memory limitations, the images had to be downsampled to a slice resolution
of 128x128 pixels while resampling the height to 3 mm. To retain as much information as
possible in the images, they were first cropped to remove the air around the patient. This
was done by creating a bounding box around the patient, using a threshold value of -200 HU.
Cropping air in this manner creates images that are not square in width and depth, which
causes different images to be differently stretched when they are subsequently downsampled
to be square. The image intensities were then rescaled with a linear scaling that mapped -700
HU to 0 and 1400 HU to 1. The values -700 HU and 1400 HU were chosen because they
were approximately the minimum and maximum values of major tissues in the body, and we
wanted the relevant voxels in the image to have values between 0 and 1.

3.3 Slice model
One of the models we used in this project was a slice-based transformer model that we de-
veloped ourselves, inspired by ViT and UNETR. It uses a patch embedding like ViT, but
instead of being cubic, the patches have the shape of an entire axial slice of a preprocessed
image. Because an entire slice contains more voxels than a small cubic patch like the ones
used in UNETR, we used a high number of embedding dimensions to let the model encode
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Figure 15: The architecture of the slice model. N is the number
of decoders, 1 or 2, depending on if instance segmentation is per-
formed. (a) Pre-embedding convolutions. (b) Slice embedding layer.
(c) Transformer layers. (d) Decoder that upsamples the image back
to the original size, and concatenates the original image downsam-
pled with average pooling. (e) Final convolutions for getting the out-
put.
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detailed information about the slice’s content. To help the model do this, we added several
convolutional layers with max pooling before the slice embedding, helping the network turn
an entire slice into a meaningful encoding. Attention is then calculated between all embed-
ded slices.

The decoder is similar to UNETR’s decoder, but with the addition that at every reso-
lution, a copy of the original image downsampled to match the current resolution is added
as an extra channel to help the model incorporate fine details that were lost when the slices
were embedded. The architecture of the slice model can be seen in Figure 15. The network
has one decoder for producing the semantic segmentation output. For the versions of the
network that perform instance segmentation, another almost identical decoder is added to
produce voxel embeddings. The difference between the two decoders is the number of output
channels, which correspond to the number of semantic classes and the number of dimensions
in the voxel embeddings, respectively. The transformer block consists of 12 transformer en-
coders, and its outputs, Z3,6,9,12, are the outputs of the corresponding transformer encoders.
The components of the model are described in detail below.

3.3.1 Model summary
The slice model divides an image into a sequence of axial slices. It embeds these into a many-
dimensional space with the help of a series of convolutions to create meaningful embeddings.
The sequence of embedded slices is then fed into a series of transformer blocks, computing
attention between them. This enables the model to include context from the entire image in
the representation of each slice. For example, when creating an embedding of a slice contain-
ing a piece of rib, information about the corresponding vertebra located several slices higher
up can be included in the embedding.

The slice embeddings outputted by the transformer layers are then reshaped into a feature
map with the same number of slices as the input image, but each slice has a resolution of 1×1
pixels and 4096 channels. This low-resolution feature map is inputted into a decoder.

The decoder progressively upsamples the slices in the feature maps using convolutions
until they reach the original input image resolution. During each stage of the upsampling, a
copy of the input image, downsampled to the resolution of that stage, is added as an extra
image channel to add fine detail. After a final series of convolutions, the decoder gives a final
output.

3.3.2 Pre-embedding convolutions
Before the slice embedding stage, a series of convolutional layers and max poolings are used
to create feature maps, see Figure 15a. All convolutions have kernels of size 3 × 3 × 3, en-
abling limited feature mixing between adjacent slices. They have a stride of one voxel, 21
output channels, and 21 input channels, except the first convolution, which only has one in-
put channel because its input is the original single-channel CT image. The max poolings have
kernel 1 × 2 × 2 and stride 1 × 2 × 2, meaning that we only downsample the slices, not the
number of slices. A leaky ReLU activation function and a layer normalization follow each
convolution.

23



3. Method

The convolutions and max poolings are ordered as follows:

conv × 2→ max pool→ conv × 2→ max pool→ conv × 2,

meaning the resolution of the slices is downsampled by a factor of four in both dimensions.
The number of channels in the convolutions was kept low because the number of parameters
in the subsequent slice embedding layer would otherwise become very large.

3.3.3 Slice embedding
The slice embedding layer is similar to the one in ViT, but instead of cubic patches, we use
a patch size equal to the size of an axial image slice after the pre-embedding convolutions.
See Figure 16 for examples of axial slices in a CT image. The slice embedding layer can be
seen in Figure 15b. The number of dimensions in the embedding is 1024. The embedding is
performed using convolutions with a learned convolution with a kernel the size of a slice, a
stride of one, 21 input channels, and 1024 output channels. A learned, one-dimensional posi-
tional encoding is added to the embeddings to add information about the relative positions
of slices.

Figure 16: Examples of axial slices in a CT image.

3.3.4 Transformer layers
After embedding, the slices are sent into a stack of transformer encoders, see Figure 15c.
We use 12 transformer encoders in series, with 8 attention heads and an MLP dimension of
1024. An output is taken from every third transformer encoder to obtain multiple embedded
sequences. The embedded sequences are reshaped such that every embedding in the sequence
becomes a slice in a feature map with a resolution of h×1×1 and 1024 channels, where h is the
number of slices in the input image. With 12 transformer layers, four outputs are reshaped
into feature maps, and their channels are concatenated to produce a feature map with 4096
channels.

3.3.5 Decoder
The decoder consists of a series of convolutions and transposed convolutions. The convolu-
tions have kernels of 3×3×3 and a stride of 1, and the transposed convolutions have kernels
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3.4 Swin UNETR

and strides of 1 × 2 × 2 to upsample each slice by a factor of two in both dimensions. The
convolutions are layered as

conv→ layer norm→ LReLU→ conv→ layer norm→ LReLU→ transposed conv

and repeated until the image has been upsampled to its original size. These convolutions are
represented by the red blocks in the decoder in Figure 15d. All convolutions have 170 input
channels, or 171 if they occur after a downsampled version of the original image has been
concatenated. All convolutions have 170 output channels.

3.3.6 Downsampling of original image
During the decoder’s upsampling, a module downsamples the slices in the original image to
match the resolution of the various stages of the decoder. The downsampling is done by
average pooling, and after each upsampling of the feature map, a downsampled version of
the original image is added as an extra channel to the new feature map. This downsampling
and concatenation is represented by the purple boxes in Figure 15d.

3.3.7 Final output
After the feature maps have been upsampled to the resolution of the original image, they are
concatenated with a feature map constructed by a series of four convolutions performed on
the original image, see Figure 15e. These convolutions have 3 × 3 × 3 kernels, stride one,
and 42 input and output channels, except the first one, which has one input channel. Like
all convolutions in the model, each one is followed by layer normalization and leaky ReLU.
After the concatenation, the feature map is fed into four additional convolutions with 84
channels. The final output of the model is obtained by convolving the feature map with a
1 × 1 × 1 kernel with stride one and a number of output channels equal to the number of
classes in the data, including the background class, or, in the instance decoder, the number of
embedding dimensions. From the output of the semantic decoder, class probabilities for each
pixel can be obtained with the softmax function. From the output of the instance decoder,
voxel embeddings can be extracted directly.

3.4 Swin UNETR
The second model we used in this project was SwinUNETR-V2 [34]. We used four Swin stages
with two Swin Transformer blocks each and 3, 6, 12, and 24 attention heads in each stage,
respectively. The initial patch embedding dimension was 48, and we used a window size of
7 patches. We used two separate decoder paths, one for semantic segmentation and one for
instance segmentation with discriminative loss, with the decoder path for discriminative loss
having 32 output channels corresponding to a 32-dimensional embedding. Because the model
must upsample the patches in the deepest encoder layer by a factor of 32, the size of the input
image must be a multiple of 32 in every spatial dimension.
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3.5 Instance segmentation
We performed instance segmentation of ribs and vertebrae by implementing discriminative
loss, presented by De Brabandere et al. [35]. To perform instance segmentation with the
discriminative loss function, the network was modified to have an additional output. The
second output is a 16- or 32-dimensional pixel embedding for each voxel in the image. In one
experiment setup, discriminative loss was used to segment the lumbar and thoracic vertebrae
and the right ribs and left ribs into instances. In another setup, discriminative loss was only
used on the vertebrae, and another method was used for the ribs. When using discriminative
loss, the classes that are segmented into instances still have to be semantically segmented, but
all instances belonging to the same class are given the same label. This means that the lumbar
and thoracic vertebrae and the right and left ribs are divided into four different semantic
classes. Only the embeddings of the voxels corresponding to these classes are of interest to
the instance segmentation, and the semantic outputs for these classes are used as a mask to
find which voxels are of interest.

The idea behind the loss is for the network to cluster the embeddings of voxels belonging
to the same instance while increasing the distance between clusters of different instances.
The loss consists of three terms that are weighted and summed together to get the final loss:

• A variance term, Lvar , that depends on the distance between the pixel embeddings and
the corresponding cluster center. A cluster center is the mean embedding of all pixels
in the same instance. This term decreases as the pixel embeddings get closer to the
mean embedding, reducing the variance of the clusters. The variance term is hinged,
meaning the loss is set to zero for an embedding if the distance between it and the
cluster center is smaller than δv.

• A distance term, Ldist , that depends on the distance between the cluster centers of
different instances. This term decreases as the distance between the cluster centers
increases. The distance term is also hinged, meaning that the loss for two clusters is
set to zero if the distance between them is greater than 2δd.

• A regularization term, Lreg, that depends on how far away all the cluster centers are
from the origin. This term decreases as the distance between the cluster centers and
the origin decreases.

A visualization of how the embeddings are affected by the distance and variance terms
can be seen in Figure 17. The loss function is expressed as

Lvar =
1
C

C∑

c=1

1
Nc

Nc∑

i=1

[∥µc − xi∥ − δv
]2
+ , (8)

Ldist =
1

C(C − 1)

C∑

cA=1

C∑

cB=1
cA ̸=cB

[
2δd − ∥µcA − µcB∥

]2
+ , (9)

Lreg =
1
C

C∑

c=1

∥µc∥, (10)

L = α · Lvar + β · Ldist + γ · Lreg, (11)

26



3.5 Instance segmentation

Figure 17: Visualization of how discriminative loss affects the em-
beddings. The variance term pulls embeddings of the same instances
together, and the distance term pushes the embeddings of different
instances away from each other.

where C is the number of clusters in the image, Nc is the number of pixels in cluster c, xi is
the i:th pixel embedding in a cluster, µc is the cluster center for cluster c. [x]+ = max(0, x)
denotes the hinge and δv and δd denote the margins for the hinge in the variance and dis-
tance term respectively. We used δv = 1.5 and δd = 3. ∥·∥ is the Euclidean distance in our
implementation. α, β and γ are the weights for the different loss terms. We used α = 1.5,
β = 1, and γ = 0.0001 in this work.

Postprocessing is needed to get the final instance segmentation. Only the embeddings
of the voxels in the mask of the instance classes created by the semantic segmentation are
used for the post-processing. A simple variant of the K-means algorithm is used to cluster
the embeddings into instances [36]. The pixels belonging to the same instance are found by
picking out all pixels whose distance from the corresponding cluster center is less than the
distance δ. We used δ = 3. The cluster centers are found by randomly picking out a pixel
embedding and then iteratively calculating the mean embedding of all embeddings within δ
and using the embeddings within δ around this new point to calculate a new mean. This is
repeated until the cluster mean convergences or for a maximum number of iterations. After
convergence, all embeddings within δ of the mean are considered to be part of the same
instance. After an instance is found, its embeddings are removed and not considered when
finding the next cluster center. This process is repeated until every voxel has been assigned
to an instance. The discriminative loss divides the ribs and vertebrae into instances within
the blocks of 64 slices before the sliding window inference is performed.

To visualize the embeddings, we performed principal component analysis (PCA) to re-
duce their dimensionality to two-dimensional while preserving as much of the structure of
the embedding space as possible. For a given image, PCA was calculated using the embed-
dings outputted by the network for all voxels marked as belonging to the type of instance
being examined (left ribs, right ribs, lumbar vertebrae, or thoracic vertebrae) in the ground
truth. The dimension-reduced embeddings were then scatter plotted, with different colors
for voxels belonging to different instances.
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3. Method

3.5.1 Instance segmentation using connected
component labeling

The second method used for segmenting the ribs into instances was using connected com-
ponent labeling on the predicted semantic classes of the ribs. This means that all non-
contiguous segments in the semantic class are given separate labels. The connected com-
ponent labeling is performed on the entire output image after the sliding window inference.
The ribs are thus handled the same as the semantic classes during the sliding window infer-
ence. Note that when this method was used to separate the ribs, discriminative loss was still
used to separate the vertebrae into instances.

3.6 Training the network
We implemented multiple versions of both networks, that all were made for slightly different
tasks. One task was pure semantic segmentation of all classes. The other two versions were
both to do instance segmentation on the ribs and vertebrae, with two different approaches
for the ribs. The networks were trained on the preprocessed images. When training the
network, random blocks of 64 consecutive axial slices from each image were chosen and used
as input. With a voxel height of 3 mm, the blocks had a height of 19.2 cm. Every epoch, a
new random block chosen for each image to ensure training was done on all parts of the body
for all patients. Data augmentation was performed on the random blocks before inputting
them into the network. We used a batch size of one due to memory constraints. Because
of the random cropping, each batch contains different organs and parts of the body, and
with a batch size of only one, this leads to the network training on different organs in each
batch. When the networks are presented with input images that are larger than 64 axial slices,
sliding window inference is used to input 64 slices at a time and stitch together the outputs.
The overlap between the windows is handled differently for semantic and different instance
classes.

The optimizer used for the final training of all models was AdamW, with an initial learn-
ing rate of 0.001. The initial batch accumulation number (described below) used was 32.
After the training seemed to have converged, the learning rate was reduced to 0.0002 and
the gradient accumulation was increased to 72. Dropout of 0.2 was used on some parts of the
networks.

3.6.1 Semantic segmentation
Soft Dice loss was used to train the network’s semantic segmentation part. The smoothing
terms α and β, as seen in Equation 2, were set to 0 and 10−5, respectively. The background
was included as a class in the calculation. The loss was reduced to a scalar by calculating the
mean Dice of all classes. Because not all classes were labeled in some patients, we did not
want to include these missing classes in the loss. They were excluded by multiplying the loss
for all missing classes with zero before taking the mean, so the loss value for that class would
not depend on the network’s parameters, and the parameters would not be updated based on
these classes for the patients with missing labels.

28



3.6 Training the network

3.6.2 Data augmentation
During training, we used data augmentation to reduce the amount of overfitting and to make
the model able to handle small variations from the norm. The augmentations were applied
in the following order:

• With a probability of 75%, we perform a random elastic deformation consisting of all
the following transformations:

– Random rotation about all three image axes, with the amount of rotation in radi-
ans drawn from a uniform distribution in the range [−0.08, 0.08] independently
for each axis.

– Random scaling along all three image axes, with the scaling factor drawn from a
uniform distribution in the range [0.9, 1.1] independently for each axis.

– Random shearing of all three image axes, with the shear angle in radians being
drawn from a uniform distribution in the range [−0.1, 0.1] independently for
each axis.

– Random elastic deformation, with the random offsets on the grid being from
a uniform distribution in the range [0, 100] and the random offset grid being
smoothed with a Gaussian kernel with a standard deviation drawn from a uni-
form distribution in the range [4, 8].

• With a probability of 90%, we add Gaussian noise with a mean of 0 and standard
deviation of 0.01.

• With a probability of 50%, we perform a gamma adjustment with the gamma being
drawn from a uniform distribution in the range [0.85, 1.15].

• With a probability of 25%, we perform a random histogram shift to the image intensi-
ties. The histogram shift is done with a random nonlinear intensity mapping with 25
control points.

An example of the preprocessing and data augmentation can be seen in Figure 18.

3.6.3 Performance considerations
All training was done on an Nvidia GeForce GTX 1080 Ti GPU with 11GB VRAM, using
PyTorch. Since the images were three-dimensional, they and the feature maps constructed
by the networks used a large amount of VRAM.

We could not use a batch size greater than one without running out of memory. To enable
us to make use of the benefit of larger batch sizes, we did not apply a weight update after
each backward pass but rather accumulated the calculated gradients with a technique called
gradient accumulation [37]. After 32 batches, the accumulated gradients were divided by 32,
and the weights were updated. This effectively simulated the effect of using a batch size of
32, except that we could not use batch normalization as implemented in PyTorch and had
to use instance normalization instead. To further reduce memory usage, we used PyTorch’s
automatic mixed precision, reducing memory usage at the cost of numerical precision. To-
wards the end of each model’s training, the number of accumulated gradients was increased
to 72 (half the training set) to fine-tune the models.
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3. Method

(a) Input image.

(b) Preprocessed image.

(c) Augmented image.

Figure 18: (a) Input image with 64 axial slices in original resolution.
The image was zoomed in and the air around the patient is thus not
visible. (b) Preprocessed input image. Note that the image has been
stretched and has a lower resolution. (c) Random augmentation of
the preprocessed image.

3.7 Postprocessing
3.7.1 Sliding window inference
The networks in this work take input images with the shape 64 × 128 × 128. The height of
the input images can, however, be larger than 64 slices. For example, an image that ranges
from the base of the skull to mid-thigh consists of about 300 slices. To do inference on the
entire image, sliding window inference was used. We used sliding windows with the shape
64× 128× 128, sliding from the top of the image to the bottom, with an overlap of 50%. For
the semantic segmentation, the output values of overlapping voxels were weighted together
with a Gaussian bell curve centered on the center of each window.

For the instance segmentation with discriminative loss, we implemented functions to
decide which instance each voxel should belong to in the overlapping parts of the windows.
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3.7 Postprocessing

Figure 19: Illustration of sliding window overlap function for in-
stances of vertebrae. The red and pink regions represent two win-
dows. Instances that touch the top of a window do not overwrite
the output of the previous window.

We implemented one function for the ribs and one for the vertebrae.
The implementation for the vertebrae assumes that each vertebra fits fully, without touch-

ing the edges, in at least one window. Since an overlap of 50% was used, the edge between two
windows is always in the middle of a third window. For the assumption to be true with the
height of slices we use, a vertebra has to be less than 9.6 cm tall. The function works by as-
signing all voxels with the value of the window furthest down, overwriting the prediction of
the previous window. This is except for if an instance touches the top of the window. If there
are any such instances, the voxels of these instances will not overwrite the previous window.
Instead, the prediction from the previous window is kept in this part of the overlap. The first,
uppermost, window is an exception in that instances "touch" the top of that window will be
kept as is. This overlap function is illustrated in Figure 19. The windows in the figure have
an offset in order to show the predictions of both predictions in the overlapping part. The
left half shows the predictions for two windows. Since the top vertebra in the purple image
touches the top of the window, it does not override the red prediction, the prediction of the
red window is used instead. The right half shows the final image after the two windows have
been stitched together.

The implementation for the ribs stitches together overlapping instances into one single
instance. Given two overlapping windows, it first separates non-contiguous segments in each
window into separate instances. Then, it checks for overlapping instances between the two
windows recursively to create groups of instances where each instance in a group overlaps
with at least one other instance in that group. The union of every instance in the group
becomes one instance in the function’s output. To ensure continuity with previous windows
higher up in the image, the function checks if any of the instances in the group touch the top
of the topmost window. If one does, the entire output instance will get the same label as that
instance, ensuring that if the rib continues above the top window, it will not be split into
two instances at the border. Two instances have to overlap more than 10 voxels to count as
overlapping. See Figure 20, where the upper window (red) contains two instances belonging
to the same rib, which extends beyond the top of the window. The lower window (pink) also
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Figure 20: Illustration of sliding window overlap function for in-
stances of ribs. Instances that overlap more than a set threshold are
given the same label.

contains two instances belonging to the same rib. Since the four instances overlap in a chain,
they get combined into a single instance (green) with the same label as the topmost instance
in the upper window.

3.7.2 Removing small objects
The networks sometimes output small segments in wrong locations. We added a postpro-
cessing step to remove such segments. After the model has outputted a segmentation, all
connected components with a volume below a threshold are removed. The threshold is mea-
sured in voxels in the resolution of preprocessed images, and each class of object has its own
threshold. For the semantically segmented classes, the threshold was set to 20% of the mean
class volume in the training data. For the instance classes, threshold volumes were found by
manually tuning them on the validation data. The final thresholds used can be seen in Ta-
ble 1. If an object or instance touches the top or bottom of the image, it is not removed. This
is done to not accidentally remove organs of which only a part is visible in the field of view
of the image.

Table 1: The threshold volumes used for removing small objects in
the instance segmentations. The volumes are measured in voxels in
the resampled size.

Class Threshold
Lumbar 3493
Thoracic 1873

Right ribs 42
Left ribs 42
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3.8 Performance metrics

3.8 Performance metrics
For the semantic segmentation, Dice scores, both the average over all classes, as seen in Equa-
tion 3 and the separate Dice score for each class, as seen in Equation 2, were used to evaluate
performance.

A modified version of the panoptic quality introduced in [7] was used to evaluate the
instance segmentation. Panoptic quality (PQ) is the product of segmentation quality (SQ)
and recognition quality (RQ), and their modified definitions are shown in Equation 12. We
changed how the overlap is measured in the metrics, from intersection over union (IoU) to
using the Dice score. Both SQ and PQ were also measured individually when evaluating the
segmentation. In Equation 12, p is a predicted segment, g is a segment in the ground truth,
Dice is the Dice score of two segments, and TP, FP, and FN are the number of true positives,
false positives, and false negatives respectively in the image.

PQ =
∑

(p,g)∈TP Dice(p, g)
|TP|︸ ︷︷ ︸

segmentation quality (SQ)

× |TP|
|TP| + 1

2 |FP| + 1
2 |FN |︸ ︷︷ ︸

recognition quality (RQ)

(12)

RQ is the F1-score, and SQ is the mean Dice score of all true positive instances. True positive
instances are defined as predicted segments that overlap more than 50% with a ground truth
label, i.e., that they have a Dice score > 0.5. Because the segments in the ground truth
do not overlap with each other, nor do the predicted segmentation masks, each ground truth
segment can only be matched to one predicted segment at a time, and vice versa. If a predicted
segment does not overlap with a ground truth more than 50%, it is considered a false positive.
A ground truth segment that does not overlap with any predicted segment more than 50%
is considered a false negative. The Dice score in SQ is only calculated for the segments and
ground truth pairs considered true positives.

Dice score and PQ were used to measure model performance on validation and training
data. Dice was used on the semantically segmented classes, and PQ on the instance segmented
classes. These metrics were computed after our segmentations, which had a slice resolution
of 128×128, were resampled to the original image resolution. As a result, our segmentations
were more pixelated than the ground truth they were measured against.
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4 Results

4.1 Semantic segmentation
The Dice scores for the models performing instance segmentation on ribs and vertebrae are
in Table 2. Overall, both the slice model and the Swin model performed well, with Dice
scores of 0.8 or above for most classes. Classes that the models performed poorly on include
adrenal glands and pancreas. The models had inconsistent performance on the urinary blad-
der, sometimes missing more than half of it.

The slice and Swin models performed similarly on the semantic classes in the validation
data, but the Swin model outperformed the slice model on the test data. This difference
was larger for the models that performed instance segmentation of ribs with discriminative
loss. The slice model performed much better on semantic segmentation of the test data when
using connected component labeling for ribs compared to when using discriminative loss for
ribs.

The results of the pure semantic segmentation, where each rib and vertebra is segmented
as its own class, are shown in Table 3. Both models performed poorly at semantic segmenta-
tion of the ribs and vertebrae. Although some ribs and vertebrae had Dice scores upwards of
0.8, the segmentations were visually unappealing, with the vertebrae being smeared together
and ribs being split into many classes. Examples of this can be seen in Figure 21 and 22.

4.2 Instance segmentation
The PQ, SQ, and RQ achieved by the models performing instance segmentation purely with
discriminative loss are shown in Table 4. Examples of a few segmentations in frontal and
sagittal planes are displayed in Figures 23, 24, and 25. An example of when the segmenta-
tion worked well on all organs is shown in 3D in Figure 26. Both the Swin model and the
slice model achieved high SQ on the instance segmentation task, but RQ was generally lower,
leading to reduced PQ, especially on the ribs. The low RQ was caused by the models split-
ting ribs into multiple instances, as seen in Figure 27. Both models tended to undersegment
the vertebrae slightly, but the segmentations were visually appealing, with clear separation
between different vertebrae. Sometimes, however, the segmentation of the vertebrae did not
work as well, as seen in Figure 28. Just as in the semantic segmentation task, the slice model
performed much worse on the test data than on the validation data, whereas the Swin model
only performed slightly worse.

35



4. Results

4.3 Instance segmentation with connected
components

The PQ, SQ, and RQ of the models performing instance segmentation of ribs with connected
component labeling are shown in Table 5. The scores are similar to the ones achieved by the
models performing instance segmentation of the ribs using discriminative loss, except that
the ribs have significantly higher RQ and, therefore, higher PQ. This is because, with this
method of instance segmentation, ribs are not being split into multiple segments. Occasion-
ally, two or more ribs are merged if they are so close to each other that the space between
them cannot be resolved at the resolution we perform inference.
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

Table 2: Dice scores for organs and tissues for the models that per-
formed instance segmentation. The first four columns are for the
models that performed instance segmentation with discriminative
loss for both ribs and vertebrae. The last four columns are the models
that performed instance segmentation on ribs with connected com-
ponents labeling and on vertebrae with discriminative loss. Since
the test data had fewer labels than the training data, some Dice
scores could not be computed. These were not included in the cal-
culation of the mean.

Ribs with discriminative loss Ribs with connected components
Validation data Test data Validation data Test data

Organ/Tissue Slice Swin Slice Swin Slice Swin Slice Swin
Adrenal gland left 0.363 0.421 - - 0.449 0.440 - -

Adrenal gland right 0.414 0.390 - - 0.457 0.435 - -
Aorta abdominal part 0.773 0.785 0.619 0.733 0.794 0.782 0.737 0.731

Aorta thoracic part 0.831 0.867 0.804 0.851 0.856 0.873 0.857 0.864
Brain 0.935 0.963 0.749 0.932 0.953 0.961 0.907 0.746

Clavicle left 0.876 0.880 0.807 0.867 0.884 0.884 0.869 0.859
Clavicle right 0.880 0.883 0.845 0.861 0.889 0.880 0.880 0.839

Femur left 0.911 0.923 0.885 0.927 0.928 0.932 0.913 0.934
Femur right 0.923 0.933 0.858 0.928 0.931 0.933 0.899 0.934
Gallbladder 0.638 0.648 0.511 0.620 0.687 0.607 0.641 0.566

Gluteus maximus left 0.896 0.917 - - 0.915 0.917 - -
Gluteus maximus right 0.901 0.922 - - 0.913 0.922 - -

Heart 0.868 0.899 0.798 0.877 0.888 0.898 0.833 0.869
Hip bone left 0.903 0.909 0.821 0.917 0.911 0.910 0.903 0.920

Hip bone right 0.909 0.913 0.805 0.920 0.912 0.913 0.890 0.920
Humerus left 0.870 0.898 0.796 0.882 0.889 0.900 0.876 0.902

Humerus right 0.883 0.899 0.790 0.888 0.890 0.901 0.860 0.904
Kidney left 0.845 0.879 0.678 0.808 0.874 0.879 0.780 0.842

Kidney right 0.862 0.884 0.659 0.818 0.881 0.874 0.824 0.831
Liver 0.934 0.946 0.879 0.939 0.940 0.948 0.856 0.946

Lung left 0.942 0.948 0.780 0.943 0.946 0.950 0.928 0.933
Lung right 0.963 0.965 0.812 0.960 0.964 0.966 0.917 0.961
Mandible 0.807 0.817 0.758 0.784 0.8198 0.804 0.775 0.749
Pancreas 0.392 0.418 - - 0.302 0.455 - -

Sacrum and coccyx 0.901 0.921 0.884 0.915 0.920 0.922 0.900 0.920
Scapula left 0.835 0.841 0.745 0.841 0.848 0.845 0.834 0.841

Scapula right 0.841 0.842 0.775 0.830 0.844 0.841 0.820 0.845
Skull 0.806 0.814 0.702 0.777 0.824 0.817 0.788 0.791

Spleen 0.875 0.887 0.814 0.831 0.897 0.890 0.829 0.850
Sternum 0.853 0.859 0.859 0.856 0.871 0.859 0.878 0.863

Urinary bladder 0.755 0.727 0.503 0.596 0.773 0.765 0.614 0.670
Vertebra cervical all 0.821 0.857 0.734 0.802 0.857 0.854 0.832 0.832
Mean of all classes 0.822 0.837 0.766 0.849 0.839 0.839 0.839 0.847
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Table 3: Separate Dice scores for various organs and tissues seg-
mented with only semantic segmentation on validation data.

Organ/Tissue Slice model Swin model
Adrenal gland left 0.449 0.436

Adrenal gland right 0.460 0.428
Aorta abdominal part 0.780 0.784

Aorta thoracic part 0.846 0.867
Brain 0.926 0.961

Clavicle left 0.881 0.876
Clavicle right 0.879 0.879

Femur left 0.912 0.908
Femur right 0.918 0.926
Gallbladder 0.702 0.669

Gluteus maximus left 0.902 0.920
Gluteus maximus right 0.903 0.918

Heart 0.868 0.891
Hip bone left 0.903 0.909

Hip bone right 0.905 0.910
Humerus left 0.890 0.891

Humerus right 0.887 0.891
Kidney left 0.866 0.882

Kidney right 0.860 0.890
Liver 0.933 0.942

Lung left 0.938 0.949
Lung right 0.958 0.963
Mandible 0.801 0.808
Pancreas 0.544 0.550

Urinary bladder 0.777 0.766
Rib left 1 0.784 0.785
Rib left 2 0.772 0.793
Rib left 3 0.722 0.732
Rib left 4 0.706 0.728
Rib left 5 0.611 0.686
Rib left 6 0.636 0.675
Rib left 7 0.680 0.684
Rib left 8 0.651 0.658
Rib left 9 0.599 0.704
Rib left 10 0.657 0.735
Rib left 11 0.641 0.752
Rib left 12 0.648 0.674

Organ/Tissue Slice model Swin model
Rib right 1 0.790 0.800
Rib right 2 0.792 0.800
Rib right 3 0.738 0.770
Rib right 4 0.659 0.733
Rib right 5 0.636 0.674
Rib right 6 0.650 0.627
Rib right 7 0.672 0.624
Rib right 8 0.657 0.633
Rib right 9 0.581 0.656
Rib right 10 0.630 0.692
Rib right 11 0.694 0.718
Rib right 12 0.638 0.673

Sacrum and coccyx 0.901 0.908
Scapula left 0.839 0.846

Scapula right 0.838 0.842
Skull 0.803 0.812

Spleen 0.895 0.892
Sternum 0.859 0.859

Vertebra cervical all 0.837 0.846
Vertebra lumbar 1 0.641 0.802
Vertebra lumbar 2 0.746 0.782
Vertebra lumbar 3 0.781 0.907
Vertebra lumbar 4 0.758 0.786
Vertebra lumbar 5 0.776 0.777
Vertebra thoracic 1 0.726 0.813
Vertebra thoracic 2 0.730 0.805
Vertebra thoracic 3 0.728 0.793
Vertebra thoracic 4 0.697 0.771
Vertebra thoracic 5 0.681 0.748
Vertebra thoracic 6 0.657 0.744
Vertebra thoracic 7 0.679 0.687
Vertebra thoracic 8 0.622 0.674
Vertebra thoracic 9 0.565 0.596
Vertebra thoracic 10 0.503 0.621
Vertebra thoracic 11 0.566 0.720
Vertebra thoracic 12 0.629 0.735
Mean for all classes 0.746 0.775
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

Table 4: Instance metrics for the models that segment both ribs and
vertebrae with discriminative loss.

Validation data Test data
Swin model Slice model Swin model Slice model

Class PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ
Left ribs 0.605 0.770 0.785 0.520 0.753 0.691 0.557 0.784 0.710 0.404 0.749 0.539

Right ribs 0.584 0.769 0.760 0.565 0.766 0.738 0.532 0.784 0.679 0.390 0.752 0.518
Lumbar 0.845 0.882 0.957 0.762 0.848 0.900 0.813 0.864 0.941 0.650 0.806 0.807
Thoracic 0.796 0.833 0.956 0.708 0.790 0.896 0.794 0.825 0.962 0.645 0.756 0.854

All classes 0.672 0.802 0.838 0.604 0.778 0.776 0.632 0.806 0.784 0.472 0.759 0.621

Table 5: Instance metrics for the models that segment ribs with con-
nected component labeling and vertebrae with discriminative loss.

Validation data Test data
Swin model Slice model Swin model Slice model

Class PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ PQ SQ RQ
Left ribs 0.766 0.796 0.962 0.747 0.797 0.937 0.692 0.807 0.917 0.738 0.794 0.929

Right ribs 0.756 0.796 0.951 0.767 0.805 0.954 0.692 0.793 0.873 0.669 0.793 0.844
Lumbar 0.822 0.879 0.935 0.745 0.848 0.879 0.808 0.871 0.928 0.684 0.809 0.845
Thoracic 0.789 0.816 0.967 0.749 0.797 0.940 0.800 0.812 0.985 0.734 0.787 0.932

All classes 0.777 0.813 0.957 0.753 0.806 0.935 0.740 0.807 0.917 0.708 0.793 0.893
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4. Results

(a) CT image. (b) Ground truth.

(c) Swin model. (d) Slice model.

Figure 21: The segmentations of the models with only semantic seg-
mentation on a patient from the validation dataset. Note that in this
image, the pancreas was not annotated in the ground truth but was
segmented by the network.
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

(a) Note the underseg-
mented ribs.

(b) Note the split
ribs and vertebrae.

Figure 22: An example of when the semantic segmentation of ribs
and vertebrae did not work well. The segmentation is from the Swin
model. The holes visible in the scapulae are not due to undersegmen-
tation of the model but rather due to how the 3D rendering works.
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4. Results

(a) CT image. (b) Ground truth.

(c) Swin model. (d) Slice model.

Figure 23: The segmentations of the models with instance segmen-
tation with discriminative loss on both the ribs and the spine on
a patient from the validation dataset. Note that in this image, the
pancreas was not annotated in the ground truth but was segmented
by the network.
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

(a) CT image. (b) Ground truth.

(c) Swin model. (d) Slice model.

Figure 24: The segmentations of the models with instance segmen-
tation with discriminative loss on both the ribs and vertebrae on a
patient from the validation dataset with 6 lumbar vertebrae. The
stomach is segmented in the ground truth, an organ that our mod-
els were not trained to segment. It is the purple class under the left
(red) lung. Also note that the slice model incorrectly segmented the
topmost lumbar vertebra as a thoracic vertebra.
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4. Results

(a) CT image. (b) Ground truth.

(c) Swin model. (d) Slice model.

Figure 25: The segmentations of the models with instance segmen-
tation with discriminative loss on both the ribs and the spine on a
patient from the test dataset. Note that some classes are not labeled
in the ground truth.
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

Figure 26: Example of how the instance segmentation of ribs and
spine worked with discriminative loss. The segmentation shown is
from the Swin model performing instance segmentation with dis-
criminative loss on ribs and vertebrae. The holes visible in the scapu-
lae are not due to undersegmentation of the model but rather due
to how the 3D rendering works.
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4. Results

Figure 27: Example of a rib being split into multiple instances, see
the red and beige rib. The segmentation shown is from the slice
model performing instance segmentation with discriminative loss
on ribs and vertebrae.
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4.3 Instance segmentation with connected components

(a) CT image. (b) Ground truth.

(c) Swin model. (d) Slice model.

Figure 28: An example of where the presence of a sixth lumbar ver-
tebra caused a poor segmentation of the lumbar vertebrae. The seg-
mentations shown are from models performing instance segmenta-
tion with discriminative loss on ribs and vertebrae.
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4. Results

4.4 PCA of voxel embeddings for instance
segmentation

The voxel embeddings of an image in the validation set, outputted by the Swin and slice
models with 32 and 16 embedding dimensions, respectively, and reduced to two principal
components, are displayed in Figures 29 and 30. Note the different axis scales, indicating
that the first principal component is much more significant than the second, especially for
the Swin model. PCA to three dimensions (not shown here) revealed that the third principal
component had a range roughly 10 times smaller than the second. Even in this dimension-
reduced projection, the clusters are fairly well separated, and it is easy to see approximately
where the boundaries between clusters should be placed, although perfect separation is not
always possible, especially for the vertebrae.

(a) Thoracic vertebrae. (b) Lumbar vertebrae.

(c) Left side ribs. (d) Right side ribs.

Figure 29: The Swin model’s voxel embeddings on ground truth,
reduced to two dimensions with PCA. Each color corresponds to a
different instance in the ground truth. The embeddings come from
random blocks of 64 slices.
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4.4 PCA of voxel embeddings for instance segmentation

(a) Thoracic vertebrae. (b) Lumbar vertebrae.

(c) Left side ribs. (d) Right side ribs.

Figure 30: The slice model’s voxel embeddings on ground truth, re-
duced to two dimensions with PCA. Each color corresponds to a
different instance in the ground truth. The embeddings come from
random blocks of 64 slices.
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5 Discussion

The models we produced could segment arbitrary imaging ranges accurately, achieving high
Dice scores on almost all semantic classes and good panoptic quality on the ribs and vertebrae
when evaluated with sliding window inference on whole images. This allows the models to,
for example, segment the thorax for a lung examination or the pelvis for a prostate examina-
tion. Accurate segmentations could be used to help clinicians when planning for surgery or
dosimetry.

It is difficult to calculate any meaningful metrics on small fields of view, as the Dice and
panoptic quality will vary depending on which organs are present in the image, and not all
organs are equally easy to segment. However, when we evaluate on full-sized images, the
network is still only allowed to look at one thin section of the image at a time, meaning
that the performance is indicative of performance on smaller imaging ranges, with the added
bonus that every organ is included equally many times. This, combined with the results of
our visual evaluation on smaller images, shows that our models can accurately segment CT
images of arbitrary imaging ranges.

Using models that incorporate attention mechanisms with vision transformers worked
well but it is difficult to say exactly how the attention mechanisms affected the performance
of the models compared to if they were non-transformer-based. We are, however, satisfied
that we could create networks that perform both semantic and instance segmentation simul-
taneously with a rather simple implementation. The models are fairly lightweight, with the
slice model being able to run inference on a whole-body CT scan in 10-15 seconds and the
Swin model in 5-10 seconds on hardware with limited processing power and VRAM. The
self-contained approach, where a single model performs the entire task, combined with the
low hardware demands, means that our solution could be used to solve real-world problems,
where complexity and hardware requirements are often limiting factors.

5.1 Semantic segmentation
We are satisfied with the results of the semantic segmentation of all organs except for the
individual vertebrae and ribs. Some classes, like lungs and femurs, are large, have distinctive
shapes, and have very high contrast with surrounding tissues. These classes were easy for
the networks to segment, with Dice scores of over 0.9, except for the slice model on the test
dataset.

The adrenal glands had low Dice scores, but since they are very small, a few incorrect vox-
els will have a large effect on the Dice score. In addition, they were difficult for us to manually
locate in the CT images because of their small size and poor contrast with surrounding tis-
sues. The fact that they are difficult to locate for (untrained) humans and that small mistakes
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5. Discussion

have large negative impacts on Dice scores leads us to conclude that the performance we
achieved is reasonably good, given the difficulty of the problem.

The pancreas was also an outlier in terms of Dice score, with similar performance as the
adrenal glands. We believe that this is because of its low contrast with surrounding tissues
and irregular shape that varies significantly between patients and because roughly one-third
of training images had no label for the pancreas. In addition, we observed that ground truth
labels that we used for training and computing metrics were often poorly drawn for adrenal
glands and pancreas. This means that not only was the network trained to make poor seg-
mentations but also that the metrics computed for these organs cannot be trusted to any
large degree. The performance on the urinary bladder was also noticeably worse than on
most other classes. This can likely be explained by its varying size and HU value.

5.1.1 Ribs and vertebrae

We were not satisfied with the semantic segmentation of separate ribs and vertebrae, which
is why we decided to implement instance segmentation. This decision was motivated by our
belief that it would be better to have cleanly separated ribs and vertebrae without numbering
than to have poorly drawn ribs and vertebrae with varyingly accurate numbering.

We think that the reason for the poor performance is that most vertebrae and ribs are
almost identical to their neighbors. If the networks had been presented with whole-body
images, they would have been able to ’count’ the instances from top to bottom, or vice versa,
to assign the correct label to each. When presented with only smaller slices, this strategy
does not work, and the networks have to tell which is which based only on the shape of the
ribs and vertebrae as well as their location in relation to close-lying tissues and organs. Since
adjacent instances are similar in appearance and there is a large variability between patients in
the location of the bones in relation to surrounding organs and tissues, this is a very difficult
problem to solve. That roughly 10% of images in the training set have a non-standard number
of vertebrae makes the problem even more difficult.

Despite the vertebrae being smeared together and the ribs split into multiple pieces, we
are impressed with the Dice scores the networks could achieve. We believe that the trans-
former layers in the networks helped in this task since they enable the networks to take all
other instances present in the image, as well as surrounding tissues and organs, into account
when deciding which instance is which. For this reason, we hypothesize that the performance
could be improved further if larger sections of the body could be inputted into the networks.
In addition to a longer spatial attention range, larger windows also increase the likelihood
that distinctive features are included in the image that can be used to tell which instance is
which. Such features include the top and bottom of the spine and the transition between the
thoracic spine and lumbar or cervical, which can be identified by the fact that only thoracic
vertebrae have ribs attached to them. Such features can be used to determine a known point
from where the network can ’count’ ribs and vertebrae to correctly label all instances present
in the image.
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5.2 Instance segmentation

5.2 Instance segmentation
We chose to use instance segmentation with discriminative loss because we thought it would
be relatively simple to implement and add to our models. Thus, we would not have to de-
velop and train a new model just for separating ribs and vertebrae into instances. The paper
introducing the discriminative loss function was not designed for CT images or even medical
images, but we thought it was an interesting approach that we would be able to implement
within the timeframe of this project, and that would allow us to perform both semantic and
instance segmentation with a single model.

Overall, we are satisfied with the instance segmentation of ribs and vertebrae. The models
can segment the instances in arbitrary axial ranges with better results than the semantic
segmentation. The models sometimes have problems with the spine being under-segmented
and a rib being split in two, but these are relatively small problems that could potentially be
solved with further postprocessing.

Rib separation with connected component labeling gave similar SQ and much higher RQ
than discriminative loss despite being a simpler approach, where the network has less to learn.
Segmentation using connected component labeling will fail if the semantically segmented
ribs touch, or if they are split into multiple parts. Both of these problems could potentially
be solved by discriminative loss, but it would require a close-to-perfect clustering of the
embeddings. Training a model to produce such embeddings was not possible for us, and
therefore, the simpler and more explainable method of connected component labeling is a
preferable approach.

Many other instance segmentation methods we researched were proposal-based, mean-
ing they used networks trained to detect instances by placing bounding boxes around them.
Then, a separate part of the network, or even an entirely separate network, would perform
segmentation inside the bounding boxes. Proposal-based methods could potentially have
problems with segmenting the ribs since their bounding boxes could overlap significantly,
a problem that our approach does not have. In addition, the proposal-based methods were
often more complex, multi-stage models. We are satisfied that we could create a network
that performs both semantic segmentation and instance segmentation simultaneously, with
a rather simple implementation.

5.2.1 Clustering of voxel embeddings
The clustering algorithm we used to turn voxel embeddings into instances was relatively
simple. If the networks had learned to create perfect voxel embeddings where all points
belonging to the same instance were located within δv of the cluster center, and all cluster
centers had a distance of at least δd to each other, the clustering algorithm we used would
have clustered the embedding space correctly, see Figure 17. However, since the models could
not create perfect embeddings, our clustering algorithm often failed to accurately cluster the
embedding space.

The clusters produced by the networks appeared to be non-circular in shape when pro-
jected to two dimensions, and were connected along a curved line. This means there were
often points located between two cluster centers that were excluded from both clusters and
assigned to their own small clusters. This resulted in under-segmented instances, as the re-
sulting instances were removed for being too small. In the case of the vertebrae, these small
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clusters were often located in the border regions between adjacent vertebrae, as well as in the
vertebral arch.

5.2.2 Problems with segmenting ribs with discrimina-
tive loss function

As noted, the instance segmentation using discriminative loss performed poorly on the ribs,
sometimes splitting one rib into multiple instances and sometimes marking the distal end of
one rib and the proximal end of an adjacent rib as the same instance, as seen in Figure 27. It
did not make the same type of mistake on the vertebrae. We speculate that this is because
of the difference in shape between ribs and vertebrae. The vertebrae have compact shapes
and do not extend far in any direction, whereas the ribs are long and thin. Since the two
ends of each rib are located far from each other, it may be difficult for the models to make
the connection that they are part of the same rib. The fact that the networks use the same
weights to embed vertebrae as they do to embed ribs may also have an effect since, from the
vertebrae, the models may learn that voxels close to each other in space belong to the same
instance and voxels far apart belong to separate instances.

That rule does not apply to the ribs, which means the two tasks conflict with each other,
and thus, weight sharing might not be appropriate. We chose to use weight sharing because
we thought the two instance segmentation tasks were similar enough that weight sharing
would be beneficial and because we thought that where the two tasks differed, it could use
some of the embedding dimensions for one task and some for the other. It is possible that
the instance segmentation could have been improved if the instance decoder branch of the
networks had two embedding outputs, one for the vertebrae and one for the ribs.

5.3 Models

5.3.1 Slice model
We did not have time to evaluate how all parts of the model and their hyperparameters af-
fected the performance of the models. However, we are satisfied with the final semantic
and instance segmentation performance, and as a whole, the architectures for both the slice
model and the Swin UNETR-based model worked well. The slice model performed worse
on most classes for both semantic and instance segmentation, especially on the test data.

The idea behind using slices as patches is that we deemed it easier to extract meaningful
information from an axial slice of the body than from a small three-dimensional patch, con-
taining only a few grayscale values. Thus, by using slices, attention can be calculated between
detailed representations of different pieces of the image. In addition, using slices as patches
results in a one-dimensional sequence of embeddings, well suited to the sequential nature of
transformers. We added the pre-embedding convolutions to the slice model to create rich
feature maps for the slice embedding stage. We added this stage because we hypothesized
that the single convolution of the embedding layer could not adequately capture all relevant
information in a slice.
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5.4 Metrics and performance evaluation

The slice embedding stage transforms the feature maps from the pre-embedding convo-
lutions into points in a 1024-dimensional space. We hypothesized that it would be difficult
for the model to upsample such a point into the original resolution of a slice, which contains
16384 pixels. To help the upsampling, we added the module that downsamples the original
slices and concatenates them to the feature maps at various stages of the decoder. The idea
is that the downsampled slices could help the network with the details of the image at each
resolution. The downsampling is done with average pooling and thus only adds parameters
to the extra channels of the kernels in the upsampling.

5.3.2 Comparison of the two models
On the test data, the slice model performance was inconsistent, with varying Dice scores on
the semantic segmentation. However, the Swin model was consistently good on the test data,
achieving Dice scores of above 0.8 on most organs. We do not know why the slice model was
sometimes worse on the test data and sometimes not. We note that the validation data came
from the same source as the training data, while the test data came from a different source.
The test data was collected with different CT cameras with different image characteristics
and from another patient population than the validation and training data. Thus, it is not
unexpected that the performance could be worse on the test set than on the validation set.
We also note that the test data does not contain the same amount of labeled classes, especially
the most difficult classes (adrenal glands and pancreas) are missing. This could be the reason
why the Swin model achieved better mean Dice scores on the test data. Overall, the Swin
model seems to be a better model that consistently performs well, although more work is
required to assess the slice model’s performance.

5.4 Metrics and performance evaluation
That we perform the segmentation in low resolution but compute performance metrics using
the high-resolution ground truth has an effect on Dice scores. Our low-resolution segmenta-
tions have choppy, pixelated edges in comparison to the smoother ground truth. This means
that the overlap of segmentation and ground truth cannot match well around the surface
of the segmentation. Therefore, classes that have a high surface-to-volume ratio may get
significantly lower Dice score than they would have if the segmentation had been higher res-
olution. This includes organs and tissues that have thin structures, such as the skull, sternum,
or scapulae, and small organs, such as adrenal glands. We noted that we achieved higher Dice
scores on these organs when the metrics were computed with low-resolution ground truth.

We are happy with the Dice scores and panoptic quality we achieved. On most body parts,
we achieved a Dice score above 0.8, which is very high. A Dice score of 1.0 is not a reasonable
goal, as the ground truth is created by humans, who do not create perfect labels. In addition,
due to limited resolution, noise, motion artifacts, etc., the exact borders of organs in the
CT image are often ambiguous. A Dice score close to 1.0 means that the network made the
same errors as the humans labeling the data and is not necessarily indicative of a well-trained
network able to generalize well to new data. It is, therefore, difficult to make fair comparisons
between different networks, especially if they have been evaluated on different data sets. At
most, it is possible to state whether two networks have performance in the same ballpark.
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In some setups, PQ suffered because of low RQ, although SQ was quite high, even on
the ribs. This was because some ribs were split into several instances, and sometimes, two
ribs were combined into one instance. This reduces RQ and PQ but is not necessarily a big
problem for a physician, who would still be able to see the shape and location of the ribs, even
though some have the same color and some are split into two colors. Therefore, we think that
SQ is a more important metric in this case, and we are satisfied with the results.

5.4.1 Comparison with another model
A comparison with a model trained on similar data, presented in [38], reveals that our models
had similar performance. That model was trained to segment a similar number of organs in
CT images, also performing inference on a limited field of view and also using a custom
solution for the vertebrae. The model achieved a mean Dice score of 0.88 on validation data
and 0.90 on test data, although the test data only contained 10 labels. It struggled with the
same organs our models struggled with, including adrenal glands and pancreas. It achieved a
mean Dice of roughly 0.9 on vertebrae and ribs, although it performed semantic segmentation
instead of instance segmentation on the vertebrae and ribs. It should also be noted that it
was trained with roughly twice as much data as our models, and as stated, models evaluated
on different datasets cannot be compared directly. Our models were significantly faster to
run, running inference and postprocessing on a whole image in less than a minute, whereas
the other model took two minutes on average, despite running on more powerful hardware.

5.5 Dice loss
We set the smoothing term in the numerator of the Dice loss to zero because we initially
had problems with the networks not segmenting certain classes at all. The classes which it
did not find differed for each training, but they were often small-volume classes. This prob-
lem occurred frequently when we performed purely semantic segmentation with 73 different
classes. We believed this was because the networks would get stuck in a local minimum dur-
ing optimization. At the beginning of the training, the overlap of the label and the predicted
probabilities is random. If there is a smoothing term in the numerator and the overlap of a
class is zero (or practically zero), the network will reduce the Dice loss by making a smaller
prediction since the denominator will then have a smaller value. We hypothesized that this
could be the reason why the network predicted that certain organs were not at all present in
the images. Without the smoothing term in the numerator, the size of the prediction does not
affect the loss if the overlap is zero. The network should thus not be rewarded for producing
a smaller output when the overlap is zero. We hypothesized that setting the smoothing term
to zero would thus reduce the risk of the network not segmenting some classes.

The segmentation seemed to improve without the smoothing term in the numerator, so
we kept it for all models because it seemed to work better. However, we did not have enough
time to do a systematic test of different smoothing terms for the final networks, so there
might be a better combination of smoothing terms for the different networks.

Early during the project, we experimented with loss functions such as generalised Dice
loss [39] and a Dice loss for missing or empty labels [40], both leading to poor performance.
Because of our training method of randomly sampling small pieces of images, most labels

56



5.6 Performance discussion

are missing from any given piece of training data. This creates problems for both those loss
functions, as well as regular Dice loss, because if there is a smoothing factor in the numerator,
the network will run into the problems described above. If there is no smoothing factor, the
loss will be 0 for all missing labels, and the network will not learn anything at all because the
gradients will be 0. Therefore, there is a need for a loss function for semantic segmentation
better suited to data where most labels are missing in most training images.

5.6 Performance discussion
If we had a newer, more powerful GPU with more VRAM to train on, we could have used
a larger model that could have performed better. We could also have used images of higher
resolution, and larger windows. Larger windows could be helpful due to the network being
allowed to include context from a larger region of the body. Higher resolution could also im-
prove performance, particularly on the ribs when instance segmenting them with connected
component labeling, where low resolution could cause two ribs to become connected if the
gap between them is small.

On the other hand, the network’s ability to run on limited hardware is a big advantage
in terms of real-world usefulness. Running fast GPUs with large VRAM can be prohibitively
expensive or impractical in many applications. In particular, hospitals that could potentially
use medical devices incorporating this work may have limited computing resources, poten-
tially running the model on a CPU only. Therefore, we are satisfied that we could create a
network that can run on limited hardware.

5.7 Future work
We did not have enough time to test many combinations of hyperparameters, preprocessing,
data augmentation, etc. Further tuning of hyperparameters and longer trainings with fine-
tuning could improve the models’ performance.

5.7.1 Dilating instance segmentation
The instance segmentation performed with discriminative loss divides all voxels that are se-
mantically segmented as ribs or vertebrae into instances. We remove instances that are too
small, which often leads to the spine being under-segmented, especially in the thinner poste-
rior parts and at the edges between two vertebrae. This under-segmentation could potentially
be fixed by dilating the instances until they fill the semantic segmentation since the semantic
segmentation of the spine was consistently good. This would assign the label of the closest
kept vertebra to every voxel that was removed while also making sure not to over-segment
the vertebra by only dilating into the voxels marked as the corresponding class in the seman-
tic segmentation. The same could be done for the ribs, but we did not find them to be as
undersegmented.
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5.7.2 Smarter clustering algorithms
Since it is easy to visually determine approximately where cluster boundaries should be placed
even in two dimensions, it should be possible to separate the clusters better than our clus-
tering algorithm did. There exist many variants of the K-means algorithm as well as many
other clustering algorithms that are more advanced than the one we used [36, 41]. It is possi-
ble that another, more advanced algorithm that can adapt to the structure of the embedding
space produced by our models could have resulted in better instance segmentation without
changing or re-training the network.

5.7.3 Numbering of instances
In many imaging ranges, it could be possible to turn the instance segmentation into semantic
segmentation through rules-based postprocessing by utilizing distinctive features of the spine
and ribs. For example, if the transition between two classes of vertebrae, e.g. thoracic and
lumbar, is visible in the imaging range, it would be possible to assign numbers to the instances
based on their order in the image in relation to the point of transition. The same type of label
assignment could be used if the top or bottom of the spine is visible in the imaging range. If
no such distinctive features are visible, it could still be possible to infer which vertebra or rib
is which through more complicated rules, but these rules could become very complex, and
it may be better to use a machine learning algorithm to assign labels. This would partially
defeat the purpose of our single-model approach, but perhaps a smaller, more explainable
machine learning model like a decision tree could work well in this application.
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The goal of this project was to develop a model that could segment tissues and organs in CT
images of any imaging range using transformer-based deep learning models. Both the Swin
model and the slice model performed well in this task, although the Swin model appears to
generalize better to new data than the slice model. Our method of training with randomly
sampled sections of whole-body images and using sliding window inference on larger images
allows us to segment arbitrary imaging ranges as long as they are longer than 19.2 cm in height.

Semantically segmenting every vertebra and rib into separate classes is difficult when
only a small region of the body has been imaged. Neither model could give satisfactory per-
formance at this task. However, performing instance segmentation of these bones using a
discriminative loss function allows a single network to perform both the semantic and in-
stance segmentation tasks with good results. The model that performed the best was the
Swin model using connected components labeling to separate the ribs into instances.
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A Organ counts

Table 6: Organ label counts in training and validation sets.

Organ Count
Adrenal gland right 170
Adrenal gland left 170

Aorta, abdominal part 178
Aorta, thoracic part 178

Brain 178
Clavicle left 178

Clavicle right 178
Femur left 178

Femur right 178
Gallbladder 168

Gluteus maximus left 178
Gluteus maximus right 178

Heart 178
Hip bone left 178

Hip bone right 178
Humerus left 178

Humerus right 178
Kidney left 176

Kidney right 174
Liver 178

Lung left 178
Lung right 178
Mandible 178
Pancreas 133

Urinary bladder 178
Rib left 1 178
Rib left 2 178
Rib left 3 178
Rib left 4 178
Rib left 5 178
Rib left 6 178
Rib left 7 178
Rib left 8 178
Rib left 9 178
Rib left 10 178
Rib left 11 178
Rib left 12 178

Organ Count
Rib right 1 178
Rib right 2 178
Rib right 3 178
Rib right 4 178
Rib right 5 178
Rib right 6 178
Rib right 7 178
Rib right 8 178
Rib right 9 178
Rib right 10 178
Rib right 11 178
Rib right 12 178

Sacrum and coccyx 178
Scapula left 178

Scapula right 178
Skull 178

Spleen 172
Sternum 178

Vertebra cervical all 178
Vertebra lumbar 1 178
Vertebra lumbar 2 178
Vertebra lumbar 3 178
Vertebra lumbar 4 178
Vertebra lumbar 5 178
Vertebra lumbar 6 19
Vertebra thoracic 1 178
Vertebra thoracic 2 178
Vertebra thoracic 3 178
Vertebra thoracic 4 178
Vertebra thoracic 5 178
Vertebra thoracic 6 178
Vertebra thoracic 7 178
Vertebra thoracic 8 178
Vertebra thoracic 9 178
Vertebra thoracic 10 178
Vertebra thoracic 11 178
Vertebra thoracic 12 178
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