
Automated diagnosis and management of follicular
thyroid nodules based on the devised small-dataset
interpretable foreground optimization network
deep learning: a multicenter diagnostic study
Zheyu Yang, MDa, Siqiong Yao, PhDb, Yu Heng, MDc, Pengcheng Shen, PhDb, Tian Lv, MDh, Siqi Feng, MDg,
Lei Tao, PhDc, Weituo Zhang, PhDd,f, Weihua Qiu, PhDa,e, Hui Lu, PhDb, Wei Cai, PhDa

Background: Currently, follicular thyroid carcinoma (FTC) has a relatively low incidence with a lack of effective preoperative
diagnostic means. To reduce the need for invasive diagnostic procedures and to address information deficiencies inherent in a small
dataset, we utilized interpretable foreground optimization network deep learning to develop a reliable preoperative FTC detection
system.
Methods: In this study, a deep learningmodel (FThyNet) was established using preoperative ultrasound images. Data on patients in
the training and internal validation cohort (n=432) were obtained from Ruijin Hospital, China. Data on patients in the external
validation cohort (n=71) were obtained from four other clinical centers. We evaluated the predictive performance of FThyNet and its
ability to generalize across multiple external centers and compared the results yielded with assessments from physicians directly
predicting FTC outcomes. In addition, the influence of texture information around the nodule edge on the prediction results was
evaluated.
Results: FThyNet had a consistently high accuracy in predicting FTC with an area under the receiver operating characteristic curve
(AUC) of 89.0% [95% CI 87.0–90.9]. Particularly, the AUC for grossly invasive FTC reached 90.3%, which was significantly higher
than that of the radiologists (56.1% [95% CI 51.8–60.3]). The parametric visualization study found that those nodules with blurred
edges and relatively distorted surrounding textures were more likely to have FTC. Furthermore, edge texture information played an
important role in FTC prediction with an AUC of 68.3% [95% CI 61.5–75.5], and highly invasive malignancies had the highest texture
complexity.
Conclusion: FThyNet could effectively predict FTC, provide explanations consistent with pathological knowledge, and improve
clinical understanding of the disease.
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Introduction

Follicular thyroid carcinoma (FTC) is the second most com-
mon well-differentiated thyroid carcinoma derived from thyr-
oid follicular epithelium, exhibiting clinical and biological
characteristics that are distinct from those of papillary thyroid
carcinoma (PTC)[1-3]. To date, the diagnosis of FTC remains
challenging, especially in the context of separating FTC from
benign follicular nodules (FNs) (follicular adenoma, FA)
through preoperative detection using cytologic, sonographic,
or clinical features. Research findings reported that ultra-
sound, which can efficiently diagnose PTC following char-
acteristics of malignancy, cannot reliably distinguish between
FA and FTC[4]. The only reliable way of differentiating them is
through diagnostic surgery to investigate definite capsular
invasion (CI) and/or vascular invasion (VI) by pathological
examinations[1,4-6]. Although differentiated thyroid carcinoma
(DTC) presents a perfect prognosis with a 5-year disease-free
survival rate of over 98%, FTC is, in contrast, generally con-
sidered to be more aggressive and carries risks of distant
metastasis[1,7,8]. Thus, patients with suspicious FNs are
recommended to undergo diagnostic surgeries in clinical
guidelines, leading to a large portion of patients receiving
surgery for FN that were later pathologically confirmed to be
benign tumors[9,10]. Therefore, an effective differentiating
method targeting benign and malignant FNs, especially a
preoperative one using noninvasive means, may carry wel-
comed significance for the current diagnosis and treatment of
thyroid follicular tumors.

Artificial intelligence (AI), typified by deep learning, has been
reported to assist clinicians in providing precise strategies for
diagnosis, staging, medication, and other aspects of diagnostic
and treatment processes[11,12]. According to the latest list in U.S.
Food and Drug Administration (FDA), more than 178 AI and
machine learning-enabled medical devices were added to the
clinical approval. AI systems also show great potential in the head
and neck, especially thyroid oncology, which has been reported
to meet or exceed human experts in medical imaging based on its
outstanding ability of feature extraction. With predictive effi-
ciency and repeatability, these systems presented the possibility of
fewer or more invasive diagnostic procedures[12,13]. However,
challenges remain where the poor characterization capabilities of
models arising from the high parameter complexity of the deep
learning algorithm result in the inability to provide a clear
explanation for the predicted results. Researchers have also
pointed out that the application of AI still has many
limitations[14,15]. Yet, the value of pursuing AI-assisted diagnosis
should not be overlooked, for it addresses issues of limited pre-
dictive efficiency and repeatability in traditional statistical models
or radiomics models.

At present, several research teams have established reliable AI
diagnostic systems for thyroid nodules[12,16,17]. However, for
specific pathological subtypes of thyroid cancer, especially FTC,
there is still a lack of relevant research. The aim of this multi-
center, cross-machine, multi-operator study was to establish a
specific deep learning model (FThyNet) for differentiating the
benign and malignant FNs with well-matched external validation
and provide a proper clinical explanation for this predicting
system. The present research fills the gap in providing efficient
preoperative prediction models for differentiating FTC and FA,

and also provides a new possibility to alter the traditional ther-
apeutic pattern of follicular thyroid tumors.

Methods

Study design and patients

A retrospectively collected multicenter database over a 5-year per-
iod (2015–2020) from China was analyzed. All patients underwent
a first-time thyroidectomy with complete thyroid examinations for
FNs. Clinical centers involved in the study include the Department
of General Surgery, Ruijin Hospital, Shanghai Jiao Tong University
School of Medicine (Center A), Eye and ENT Hospital of Fudan
University (Center B), Ruijin Hospital Gubei Campus (Center C),
Liaoning Carcinoma Hospital & Institute (Center D), Zhejiang
Provincial People’s Hospital (Center E). A total of 2735 patients
diagnosed with FNs were enrolled in the study, among which 298
cases were histologically proven FTC.

The exclusion criteria were as follows: no accessible pre-
operative ultrasound examinations (n=21); histologically pro-
ven non-invasion follicular thyroid neoplasm with papillary-like
nuclear features (NIFTP) or no definite histologically proven FTC
(n=28); history of thyroidectomy or coexistence of other head
and neck carcinoma (n=11). After exclusion, 248 patients with
pathologically proven FTC were studied, together with 1:1
matched 255 cases randomly sampled from patients histo-
pathologically diagnosed with FA. Two datasets were included in
the present study. Dataset 1 enrolled 432 patients (212 FTC and
220 FA) from clinical center A and was used as the main cohort.
Dataset 2 enrolled 71 patients (36 FTC and 35 FA) from clinical
centers B, C, D, and E were used as an external test set. This work
has been reported in line with the STROCSS (strengthening the
reporting of cohort, cross-sectional and case–control studies in
surgery) criteria[18], Supplemental Digital Content 1, http://links.
lww.com/JS9/A506.

Data sources, surgical approach, and pathological diagnosis

Data sources, including demographics, serum index, and fine-
needle aspiration (FNA), were collected from Electronic Medical
Records System (EMRS) for further analysis. Original ultrasound
images were collected from EMRS and the medical image

HIGHLIGHTS

• This newly established model was the first to differentiate
follicular thyroid carcinoma (FTC) and follicular adenoma
(FA) with a preoperative approach.

• The present study provided the largest sample of FTC
patients and ultrasound images in multi/single-center
clinical research on FTC so far.

• The model is more efficient in identifying higher clinical
stage FTC (grossly invasive or distant metastasis).

• The FThyNet provided outstanding efficiency in training,
testing, and valid external sets. The excellent generalization
is shown not only in the external validation results from
other clinical centers, but also in the regrouping result of
high-stage FTC.

• The FThyNet provided reasonable interpretability consis-
tent with pathological features.
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management system. All ultrasound data were provided by
ultrasound radiologists with more than 5 years of experience in
thyroid ultrasound. All of the radiologists had received rigorous
training to standardize the imaging parameter adjustment
method and the ultrasound scanning procedure of the thyroid
according to the AIUM (American Institute of Ultrasound in
Medicine) practice guideline for performing thyroid ultrasound.
Longitudinal and transverse image sets contained at least the
target nodules to be used for subsequent analysis. The image
covering the complete outline of the smaller part of the nodule can
be obtained by adjusting the position of the scanning section
when the nodule is beyond the display range of the probe. Data
from each subcenter were gathered and reviewed by two ultra-
sound radiologists, and only data that passed the quality control
examination were enrolled.

Classification of the preoperative ultrasound examinations
was based on Kwak Thyroid Imaging Reporting andData System
(TI-RADS)[19]. Surgical treatment was decided following the
recommendations in the 2015 American Thyroid Association
(ATA) Management Guidelines[20]. Surgery was performed by
general surgeons or thyroid specialists at the main center, and by
thyroid specialists or head and neck surgeons at the other sub-
centers. Surgical procedures included total thyroidectomy and
thyroid lobectomy with/without neck lymph node dissection.
Patients with distant metastasis only underwent surgical biopsy
for metastatic lesions. Pathological examination of all patients
included intraoperative cryopathology together with post-
operative immunohistochemistry andmolecular examination. All
acquired specimens were examined by two or more board-certi-
fied pathologists from each center. Diagnosis of FTC followed the
WHO definition and standard diagnostic criteria for FTC[21,22].
All patients enrolled were classified based on postoperative his-
topathological results, according to the 2015 Tumor Node
Metastasis (TNM) staging system of the American Joint
Committee on Carcinoma (AJCC), 8th edition[23].

Development of deep learning model

Sufficient and frequent communication was done between
researchers and doctors to ensure the clinical significance of the
study, as shown in Figure 1. First, the doctors highlighted the need
for recognition improvement of follicular carcinoma and its sig-
nificance. The researchers then obtained and visualized the
information corresponding to the subject, confirming with the
doctor that the subject’s information was correct. Thereafter, the
researchers organized the data, designed the method, integrated
the model, and cemented the model to address the problem. The
doctors then tested whether it was effective. The data collected in
the experiment included ultrasound images and pathological
reports. Clinical Center A provided the training set and the vali-
dation set. The training set included 1392 images, including 705
FA images and 687 FTC images, and the validation set included
349 images, including 177 FA images and 172 FTC images. The
external test set was provided by four hospitals, which included
309 images containing 150 FA images and 159 FTC images.

Based on known pathology, we modeled the thyroid FN
based on the morphological information, which returned a
benign or malignant classification model. The network archi-
tecture is shown in Figure 2. In the image preprocessing stage,
we used the median filter operator to denoise the image and
then used the gray threshold binarization to obtain the gray

image, which was three-channel. We needed to segment the
nodules effectively in advance, which could be used as the
input to classify benign or malignant. However, compared
with natural images or other medical images, thyroid ultra-
sound images had the characteristics of large-scale change, low
contrast between organs, fuzzy background, relatively small
detection targets, and small numbers. Due to the large intra-
class variance of the background, serious misjudgment was an
issue, which brought great challenges to the segmentation

Figure 1. Study design for the development and validation of a deep learning
model to predict FTC. Doctors and researchers conducted multiple rounds of
discussions and exchanges on the follicular topic. Data includes ultrasound ima-
ging and pathological reports, where the training set and validation set are pro-
vided by Ruijin Hospital, and the data of the external validation set are provided by
four other hospitals. FA, follicular adenoma; FTC, follicular thyroid carcinoma.
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task[24-27]. This study used the foreground optimization
method to realize the accurate segmentation of thyroid
nodules[28,29]. The feature pyramid network (FPN) in this
method could solve the multiscale input problem. The
foreground–background relationship module could improve
the discrimination of the nodule itself by correlating the sur-
rounding semantic information related to the nodule mor-
phological pixels, so as to enhance the difference between the
nodule and the surrounding background. The foreground
optimization module was embedded in the model to focus on
the classification error samples misjudged as nodules in the
background and to adjust the descending direction of the
gradient to improve the recognition rate.

Among them, the specific solution method of the foreground–
background relation network was as follows.

We started with definitions (1)–(3):

Ι
=

Γ( ) + ( ) =
Γ( ) =
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Ci denotes the ith feature map extracted from ResNets, where
the feature mapCi has an output stride of 2i pixels with respect to
the input image. The top–down pathway and lateral conne-
ctions are used to generate pyramidal feature maps.
{ }| =f i, , 2, 3,4,5i , where Γ denotes the lateral connection
implemented by a learnable 1× 1 convolutional layer and Ι
denotes the nearest neighbor upsampling with a scale factor of 2.
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fi
u is the feature map and fi transformed by the scale-aware

projection function ( )θPi i , where θi denotes the learnable para-
meters of ( )θPi i . We adopt a simple form of ( )θPi i , which is just
implemented by 1× 1 convolutional layer followed by batch
normalization and ReLU in order.

Then we obtain the scene embedding vector v:

( )= =v l C C C i, . . . , , . . . , , 3, 4, 5,i2 6 ð4Þ

where l denotes a learnable projection function for scene repre-
sentation with output space du

 .
The variable ri denotes the similar estimation implemented by

pointwise inner product, it is got by calculation of v and fi
u:

( )= = ·r sim v f v f, .i i
u

i
u ð5Þ

Feature map fi will be recoded to get re-encoding feature
map. ′fi

( )′ τ= −f re encoding f , ,i i i ð6Þ

where the re-encoder has a learnable parameter τi. Re-encoding is
the operation in the re-encoder module. We designed the re-
encoder to introduce an extra non-linear unit to avoid feature
degradation since the weighting operation is a linear function.
There was a simple form of this re-encoder, which was imple-
mented by a 1× 1 convolutional layer followed by batch nor-
malization and ReLU for high efficiency of parameters and
computation. The item including r_i of Eqn. (5) is used to weight
the re-encoded feature maps, which is the normalized relation

Figure 2. Technical flowchart of the model. The nodule was obtained after the ultrasound imaging was segmented by the optimization-based foreground network.
Then the nodule detection frame was obtained with operations such as brightness equalization. The Inception-ResNet-V2 model was used to classify the frame
data. Then the Grad-CAM+ + visualization module and edge feature module provided clinical interpretability of the classification.

Yang et al. International Journal of Surgery (2023)

2735



map using the sigmoid gate function based on a simple self-gating
mechanism.

Finally, we obtain the relation-enhanced foreground feature
map:gi

=
′

+
g

e f

e1i

r
i

r

i

i
ð7Þ

This was used to model the data obtained from the seg-
mentation, and Inception-ResNet-V2[30] was used to realize
the binary classification prediction of benign or malignant
thyroid nodules based on morphology. We verified the effec-
tiveness of the model through model comparison experiments
(STable 1, Supplemental Digital Content 2, http://links.lww.
com/JS9/A507 and STable 2, Supplemental Digital Content 2,
http://links.lww.com/JS9/A507). The thermodynamic feature
map and nodule edge information analysis were made based
on the results (Refer to the following content and supplement
for details).

Segmentation network training parameters
Classification network training parameters
Comparative experiments of segmentation and classification

network
Model interpretability approach
Comparison with human readers
Model evaluation and statistical analysis
Human-test Verifying the Understandability
See details in supplementary files, Supplemental Digital

Content 2, http://links.lww.com/JS9/A507.

Ethical statement

All clinical data, including demographics, operative procedures,
pathology, and complications, were retrospectively collected. The
research was approved by the local Ethics Committee and the
Institutional Review Board of Ruijin Hospital, Shanghai Jiao
Tong University School of Medicine Hospital, and was also
approved by Chinese Clinical Trial (ChiCTR2200060823).
Written informed consent was obtained from the patient for
publication in this study and accompanying images. A copy of the
written consent was available for review by the Editor-in-Chief of
this journal on request.

Table 1
Characteristics of two patient cohorts.

Main cohort, N= 432

Training set, N= 352 Validation set, N= 80 External test set, N= 71

Characteristics FA FTC P FA FTC P FA FTC P

Age, years, mean 41.2 (23–71) 47.5 (27–78) < 0.01 43.3 (30–73) 48.0 (33–75) < 0.01 40.8 (26–66) 49.2 (39–68) < 0.01
Sex 0.259 0.950 0.269
Male 65 53 – 15 14 – 13 9 –

Female 114 120 – 26 25 – 22 27 –

Primary tumor size, cma

Mean 3.17 (0.5–7) 3.36 (0.6–7) 0.422 3.06 (0.8–5) 3.31 (0.4–5.5) 0.167 2.76 (1.1–6) 3.06 (0.9–6.5) 0.347
> 4 cm 28 20 0.265 5 4 0.784 8 12 0.327

Minimally capsular invasion 0 131 (75.7%) – 0 31 (79.5%) – 0 22 (61.10%) –

Grossly capsular/vessel invasion 0 42 (24.3%) – 0 8 (20.5%) – 0 14 (38.90%) –

Distant metastasis 0 9 (5.2%) – 0 3 (7.7%) – 0 3 (8.30%) –

Kwak TI-RADS 0.076 0.052 0.359
3 33.0% 31.8% – 36.6% 30.8% – 37.1% 25% –

4A 67.0% 63.6% – 63.4% 48.7% – 62.9% 72.2% –

4B 0 2.9% – 0 7.7% – 0 2.8% –

4C 0 1.2% – 0 10.3% – 0 0 –

5 0 0.6% – 0 2.6% – 0 0 –

Total 179 173 41 39 35 36

aThe longest diameter of the largest lesion.
FA, follicular adenoma; FTC, follicular thyroid carcinoma; Kwak TI-RADS, Kwak Thyroid Imaging Reporting and Data System.

Figure 3. ROC curves of results. The curves show that the AUC of TIRADS is
low, and the results of FThyNet are significantly better than those of TIRADS.
AUC, area under the receiver operating characteristic curve; ROC, receiver
operating characteristic; TIRADS, Thyroid Imaging Reporting and Data System.
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Results

Patients characteristics of study cohorts

The present study enrolled 503 patients diagnosed as FA or FTC,
of which 432 cases from center A were used as the main cohort
and 71 from other multicenters as the external test set. The main
cohort was separated into the training set (N= 352) and the
validation set (N=80) randomly. The clinical characteristics of
patients are summarized in Table 1. In the main cohort, the mean
age of FTC patients was significantly older than that of FA
(P< 0.01) in both the training and validation sets, whereas gender
showed no statistical correlation between FA and FTC patients.
The mean size of the primary tumor in FA and FTC patients was
3.17 cm, 3.36 cm in the training set, and 3.06 and 3.31 cm in the

validation sets. Furthermore, tumors greater than 4 cm also
showed no statistical correlation between FA and FTC patients in
both sets. Taken together with both sets of 212 FTC patients,
postoperative histopathological results showed that 162 cases
(76.4%) were diagnosed with minimally CI, while 50 cases
(23.6%) with grossly capsular or vessel invasion, and 12 cases
(5.7%) with distant metastasis at initial diagnosis. Preoperative
ultrasound results using Kwak TI-RADS showed that no statis-
tically significant differences were found between the staging
classification of FA and FTC patients in either training or vali-
dation sets. Comparable patient characteristics were observed in
the external test set similarly.

Predicting system and external testing

Our segmentation model achieved good accuracy. The training
set had a total of 1392 images, and the mIOU reached 0.973. The
test set had a total of 349 images, and the mIOU reached 0.917.
This demonstrated that the optimization-based foreground net-
work was effective for thyroid follicular tumor images.

We showed the classification results of TIRADS and the clas-
sification results of FThyNet on training, validation, and test sets
in Figure 3 and Table 2. It was found that the AUC of TIRADS
was relatively low, only 56.1%, and the specificity was very low
at 34.7%, indicating that they were more inclined to classify
tumors as malignant. The AUC of FThyNet was above 80% on
the three sets, which was far better than the classification results
of TIRADS. The AUC of the validation set is the same as the test
set, which showed that the classification effect of FThyNet is
stable. Among them, the FThyNet model showed higher classi-
fication accuracy for highly invasive tumors. In the training set
and validation set, the recognition accuracy of themodel for high-

Table 2
Classification results of TIRADS and FThyNet.

FThyNet

TIRADS
(n= 2050)

Training set
(n= 1392)

Validation set
(n= 349)

Test set
(n= 309)

Accuracy 57.9% 79.7% 77.5% 73.0%
[52.8–62.3%] [77.0–82.1%] [73.1–81.7%] [68.2–8.1%]

Specificity 34.7% 85.9% 85.6% 79.6%
[28.0–40.9%] [83.0–88.8%] [80.0–90.5%] [73.2–88%]

Sensitivity 77.6% 73.6% 68.9% 66.7%
[72.6–82.7%] [69.8–77.4%] [61.5–75.9%] [59.4–73.5%]

AUC 56.1% 89.0% 80.1% 81.0%
[51.8–60.3%] [87.0–90.9%] [75.0–84.6%] [76.1–85.5%]

AUC, area under the receiver operating characteristic curve; TIRADS, Thyroid Imaging Reporting and
Data System

Figure 4. Characteristic heat maps. FA cases are shown on the left, and FTC cases are shown on the right. Each displayed image is divided into three columns,
followed by the original image, nodules diagram, and the heat map. FA, follicular adenoma; FTC, follicular thyroid carcinoma.
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invasive tumors reached 88.2 and 90.3%, respectively. This
suggests that the model has a stronger ability to discriminate
highly invasive tumors.

Interpretability analysis

Characteristic heat maps of benign and malignant FNs were
presented in Figure 4 by Grad-CAM. In the classification
model, the network paid more attention to the features of
nodules’ edge regions. The benign nodular edge was clear, and
the attention scope in the heat map focused across the whole
edge, whereas the edge features of malignant nodules were
relatively fuzzy, and FThyNet focused on only specific regions
of the edge. The result was consistent with the surrounding
tissue features extracted from the symbiotic relationship heat
map and pathological characteristics between FA and FTC

(SFigure 1, Supplemental Digital Content 2, http://links.lww.
com/JS9/A507).

We generated symbiotic relationship heat maps between
benign and malignant FNs and surrounding tissues from the
system to investigate how FThyNet differentiated FTC from
FA. The results showed that the texture features around benign
nodules were regular and clear, whereas the texture features
around malignant nodules were relatively irregular and
unclear. Typical feature images and heat maps are shown in
Figure 4. This is consistent with the diagnostic criteria of
benign or malignant tumors in pathological knowledge.

Table 3 illustrates the impact of nodule margin features on the
prediction results of follicular carcinoma. The results indicate
that the accuracy rate of benign and malignant classification
based on the edge features of nodules falls between 66 and 72%,
emphasizing that edge features are an important evaluation factor
for canceration, but other influencing factors exist. Furthermore,
Figure 5 evaluates the impact of nodule margin features on the
prediction of high-invasive and low-invasive tumors, and benign
nodules. The findings indicate that 72%of highly invasive tumors
fell within the 0.8–1 interval of the feature classification results,
48% of low-invasive tumors fell within the 0.5–0.8 interval, and
39% fell within the 0–0.5 interval. Moreover, 73% of benign
tumors fell within the 0.5–0.8 interval, while nodules were dis-
tributed between 0 and 0.5, indicating that edge features can
significantly distinguish highly aggressive tumors from benign
nodules.

Discussion

In contrast to other types of DTC, FTC was reported to have a
higher rate of distant metastatic disease (DM) and disease-specific

Table 3
Classification results of nodule edge texture.

Edge feature

Training set Validation set Test set

(n= 1392) (n= 349) (n= 309)

Accuracy 70.2% 69.1% 64.9%
[67.4–73.3%] [63.0–75.2%] [58.8–71.0%]

Specificity 72.7% 73.4% 68.6%
[69.0–76.2%] [65.4–80.9%] [59.8–77.3%]

Sensitivity 66.5% 63.7% 61.3%
[61.7–71.1%] [54.9–72.8%] [53.3–69.5%]

AUC 71.4% 68.3% 66.2%
[68.6–74.7%] [61.5–75.5%] [59.0–73.3%]

AUC, area under the receiver operating characteristic curve.

Figure 5.ROC curves andmalignant tumor distribution. (A) ROC curves of edge texture results. (B) Distribution of highly invasive nodules, low-invasive nodules, and
benign nodules in the edge texture classification results. AUC, area under the receiver operating characteristic curve; ROC, receiver operating characteristic
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mortality (DSM), which occurs mainly in grossly invasive
FTC[4,31]. In the present study, 15 (6.0%) patients were diag-
nosed with DM in 248 FTC patients, whereas the DM ratio was
reported in 1–1.4% PTC patients in several studies based on the
SEER database[4,32,33]. Despite the general acceptance of ultra-
sound’s inefficiency in distinguishing between FTC and FA[4], we
defined TD-4A as a cutoff to objectively quantify the prediction
ability of preoperative ultrasound on FNs. The results showed
that the AUC was only 56.1%, while the specificity was only
34.7%. Given the low detection rates of ultrasonography and
cytology preoperatively, a large number of patients with FTC
suspected underwent diagnostic surgeries considering the poten-
tial risks and poor prognosis. Statistics from the main center
showed that more than 60% of suspected FNs were diagnosed
with pathological benign postoperatively. These unnecessary
diagnostic procedures not only increased the unknown surgical
risk and potential surgical injury for each patient but also
increased the social and medical burden on thyroid diseases.
Thus, the key to overcoming the dilemma of FTC was to develop
a trustworthy and efficient diagnostic mode preoperatively.

The present study established the FThyNet predicting system
based on foreground optimization recognition to differentiate
FTC from FA, overcoming the limitations of a small sample size,
which was the first attempt of its kind for this topic. FThyNet
provided outstanding predicting ability with all AUC over 0.8 in
training, valid and external cohorts. This model was particularly
good at grossly invasive FTC diagnosis, with a detection accuracy
of over 90%. The diagnostic ability of FThyNet on grossly
invasive FTC greatly improved its clinical application potential,
which also indicated that the focus area recognized by deep
learning was the key difference between FTC and FA. With its
excellent generalization ability, FThyNet is expected to become
an effective diagnostic tool to assist clinicians in decision-making
with suspected FNs.

Given that few FTC displayed cytological characteristics of
atypia of cellular/nuclear atypia or follicular lesion of unde-
termined significance, the distinction between FTC and FA
required pathological examination after tumor excision[4,31]. The
pathological diagnosis of FTC required evidence of capsular
invasion (CI), vascular invasion (VI), or extrathyroidal extension
(ETE)[4,34]. The subtle pathological distinctions between FTC
and FA were hard to extract by preoperative means such as
ultrasound or computed tomography (CT) merely through clin-
icians. The present study showed no significant difference
between classifications of TIRADS in FTC and FA patients;
hence, ultrasonography alone is not recommended to be used to
precisely diagnose FTC by physicians. However, images provided
by these medical examinations contained multidimensional
information about nodular features that could be identified by AI,
such as deep learning with the help of multilayer network
architecture, thus bestowing these images with greater clinical
significance[35].

Based on the mentioned theoretical feasibility, together with
ultrasound’s advantages of noninvasive, painless, real-time, and
convenient acquisition, the diagnostic system modeling on
ultrasound images may have more potential for clinical applica-
tion. Due to the pathological features of FTC, that is, invasive
tumor cells may also affect the biological characteristics of the
surrounding tissues, image information of the tumor together
with a small region of surrounding tissues are modeled.
Subsequently, the FThyNet showed good interpretability by

focusing on the nodules’ edge regions, which was consistent with
pathological features between FTC and FA.

Few previous studies were carried out on differential diagnosis
of FTC and FA, most of which focused on improvements in
diagnosis methods in cytology or pathology[6,7,36]. Our study
exhibited a noninvasive, high-precision preoperative predicting
system on follicular thyroid neoplasms for the first time. The
present FThyNet showed good prediction efficiency as well as
excellent generalization ability, with AUC in the training set,
validation set, and test set of 89.0%, 80.1%, and 81.0%,
respectively. Compared with the prediction efficiency, the excel-
lent generalization ability of FThyNet validated by data from five
independent clinical centers reflected more of its potential in
clinical application. The key technical challenges were the fuzzy
texture features of ultrasonic images and the serious recognition
errors caused by the large intra-class variance of background
information, which would be magnified in FTC and FA images.
Thus, the prospect optimization algorithm was used to identify
the target nodules, and features from nodules and surrounding
tissue were extracted to generate the symbiotic relationship heat
maps. Surprisingly, the heat maps reflected that FThyNet focused
on only specific regions of the edge, and the texture features
around malignant nodules were relatively distorted and unclear,
which was consistent with the main histopathological focus. The
mentioned results provided good interpretability for FThyNet, as
well as a reason for the excellent prediction and generalization
ability of the present system. Furthermore, the clinical inter-
pretation provided by FThyNet could greatly improve the
understanding of the disease of clinical experts, for the AI yielded
a predictive ability increasing by more than 30% over human
counterparts. This may also provide auxiliary help for sub-
sequent prospective studies.

The FThyNet may also play a role in the active surveillance of
follicular thyroid neoplasms. For FN patients with no surgical
preference and low malignant risk, the FThyNet system will
provide a clear direction in the course of active surveillance. At
present, active surveillance was suggested as a viable option,
mostly for papillary thyroidmicrocarcinomas (<1 cm)[37,38]. The
characteristics of lacking preoperative diagnostic means and a
higher risk of distant metastasis in FTCwere the biggest obstacles
to proceed active surveillance on suspected FNs. The FThyNet
provides more options for patients with suspected FNs than
merely undergoing diagnostic surgeries, and manages the risk of
potential malignancy in patients proceeding with active surveil-
lance instead of diagnostic surgeries. Less is more is a safe rule in
individualized therapy and precision medicine that is increasingly
being relied on in thyroid surgery[38–40], in which AI will play an
indispensable role. Thus, the FThyNet proposed for the first time
has the great potential of revising the disease management model
of FNs.

The present study has limitations. Firstly, the low incidence of
FTC limits the sample size, which potentially affects the gen-
eralization and robustness of the prediction system. In the fol-
lowing studies, we will include a larger sample size of different
regions and different populations to achieve better general-
ization. Secondly, the design of this retrospective study and only
static images involved limits the clinical evidence quality; how-
ever, the establishment of FThyNet provides an important basis
for future prospective clinical trials. Thirdly, whereas the con-
troversy about the biological behavior of minimal invasive FTC,
this study enrolls these patients as a malignancy cohort according
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to the ATA guidelines, which may affect the efficacy of the model.
However, considering the clear malignant biological features of
minimal invasive FTC, the high sensitivity at the expense of
partial specificity ensures that no high-risk patients will be mis-
sed. Fourthly, as for the common problem of overconfidence in AI
systems, we will solve it by calculating the confidence interval of
each case through algorithm implementation in the following
research.
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