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26th Nov 20201st Editorial Decision

Thank you again for submit t ing your work to Molecular Systems Biology. We have now heard back 
from the three referees who agreed to evaluate your study. Overall, the reviewers acknowledge 
that the proposed method seems potent ially interest ing. However, they raise a series of concerns, 
which we would ask you to address in a major revision. 

Without repeat ing all the points listed below, some of the more fundamental issues are the 
following:

- The reviewers refer to the need to include proper benchmarking and direct  comparisons to other
methods. Such analyses are very important in order to better support  the methodological advance
and the improvements/advantages compared to exist ing approaches.

- Reviewer #2 points out that  applicat ions to further datasets would increase the confidence in the
performance of the method.

- The reviewers also raise several technical concerns, which need to be addressed.

Please let me know in case you would like to discuss in further detail any of the issues raised. All 
issues raised by the referees would need to be sat isfactorily addressed. As you might already know, 
our editorial policy allows in principle a single round of major revision so it is essent ial to provide 
responses to the reviewers' comments that are as complete as possible. 

On a more editorial level, we would ask you to address the following. 

REFEREE REPORTS
----------------------------------------



Reviewer #1: 

The authors present a e method to segment in situ t ranscriptomic data to cells by using prior
knowledge from scRNA sequencing clusters of cells from the same soucre of t issue. The approach
is conceptually very similar to one of the cited methods, pciSeq, but the authors have provided an
alternat ive method to achieve the same object ives. The authors need to improve the descript ion
and dist inct ion of prior work, as well as, bench-mark their method to prior relevant methods. 
In the introduct ion they write "both pciSeq and SSAM are limited to cell type informat ion and do not
create a segmentat ion map for the assignment of genes that are not cell type markers" This
sentence needs clarificat ion. Both JSTA and pciSeq use cell type definit ion from single cell RNAseq
to segment cells, and use all in situ data to do that. 
It 's a bit  unclear what the dist inct ion of marker genes and non-marker genes is in the results
sect ion. I assume that the marker genes are the ones that have implicat ions in set t ing the cell
boundaries in their model, and the non-marker genes are the ones that are "assigned" to a cell
based on the segmentat ion map. The quest ion is: how do you decide that a gene is a marker gene
or not? Most genes are different ially expressed between cells to some extent. 
An important pre-requirement for this method is the necessity of harmonizing the scRNAseq data
and the spat ial dataset. It  would be interest ing to see some simulat ions and discussion of potent ial
pit -falls in this harmonizat ion. How does variat ion in data density in the scRNA seq data set, and
the in situ data set affect  reproducibility of this harmonizat ion? 
Since the method is based on an init ial watershed segmentat ion with a decent quality, it  would be
interest ing to know what happens with cells where this segmentat ion goes wrong. Is the algorithm
able to split  cells incorrect ly merged by watershed, or conversely, join incorrect ly split  cells? 
When evaluat ing the performance of the JSTA method, it  would be very useful to include a
comparison to how other published segmentat ion methods performs. There are several out there
now, in addit ion to pciSeq and SSAM, there is e.g. spage2vec
(ht tps://febs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/febs.15572). A minimum requirement would be to
benchmark with pciSeq since they are conceptually very similar. 
Figure 4: What 's the x-axis?. 
In the discussion, the authors ment ion that JSTA could be applied to other spat ial technologies,
and ment ion spat ial barcoding approaches, referring to ST/Visium. I do not see how this could be
done. 

Reviewer #2: 

The submit ted manuscript  MSB-2020-10108 in Molecular Systems Biology ent it led ‚Joint  cell
segmentat ion and cell type annotat ion for spat ial t ranscriptomics' by Lit tmann and colleagues 
describes and applies their Joint  cell Segmentat ion and cell Type Annotat ion (JSTA) analysis
workflow to MERFISH spat ial t ranscriptomics data of the mouse hippocampus. It  combines an init ial
watershed segmentat ion algorithm with mRNA-based pixel classifiers to assign cell types for spat ial
t ranscriptomics, whereas JSTA derives pixel probabilit ies from deep neural network cell and pixel
classifiers. By spat ial different ial gene expression segmented mouse hippocampus cells are further
strat ified using non-cell type markers. Although the JTSA method seems to be conceptually useful,
any comparison is missing. 

Major concerns: 



1. The manuscript  is based on only one data set (MERFISH). It  would be recommended if Lit tmann
et al. evaluate JTSA also one other data set to proof the concept. 
Baysor (ht tps://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.05.326777v1) and SSAM use e.g. osmFISH
and MERFISH. Please introduce Baysor in the intro as well. Different alternat ive other approaches
are also ment ioned in the discussion as applicat ions (ISS and spat ial barcoding). 
2. The intro about other analysis pipelines is at  least  misleading. Their introduct ion: "both pciSeq
and SSAM are limited to cell type informat ion" is not t rue as modelling non-marker genes is possible,
but not shown. ", and do not create a segmentat ion map for the assignment of genes that are not
cell type markers". This is unfair to pciSeq, as this assigns cell-types to cells (based on
segmentat ion). Please carefully rewrite the whole paragraph similar to 'pciSeq assigns cell types to
prior segmented regions based on proximity to mRNA of marker genes, circumvent ing the need for
pixel level segmentat ion. Similarly, SSAM creates cell type maps based on RNA distribut ions without
needing to know cellular boundaries. However, both pciSeq and SSAM do not create a
segmentat ion map. Therefore, while both pciSeq and SSAM leverage cell type catalogs to provide
insights into the spat ial distribut ion of different cell types they do not produce a cell segmentat ion
map and are only demonstrated on cell (sub)type label informat ion (cell type map).' 
Again, the descript ion of not being able to consider non-marker genes is inaccurate. All this might
change the impact/uniqueness of the manuscript  (including Baysor, Petukhov et  al.). 
3. Consequent ly, the spDEG of JSTA in Fig. 6 (SFig. 3) with 50% of tested genes showing a non-
random distribut ion is probably not an exclusive feature of JSTA. It  is unclear how other methods
ment ioned in the introduct ion or applicat ion would perform here. 

Minor concern: 
1. Please add page numbers. 
2. Please revise axis labels Fig. 3d? Maybe Fig. 3 subfigure without any JSTA segmentat ion in
correlat ion with NCTT would be useful to see the advances. 
3. Overall labels, abbreviat ions and headers in figure legends should be more detailed. 

Overall, the manuscript  leaves the reader with the quest ion: how significant are these technical
advances in comparison? 

Reviewer #3: 

This paper presents an opt imizat ion approach for segmentat ion and annotat ion of single cells from
spat ial t ranscriptomics datasets. Unlike convent ional approach using watershed, the authors
propose a pixel based density and opt imizat ion approach for classificat ion of t ranscript  data to
associate cell subtypes based on the known expression of individual cells. 

The JSTA approach is interest ing, however, the following can be addressed to improve the paper: 

1) Nowadays the gold standard for cell segmentat ion and annotat ion is to also perform protein
staining on the same samples after the MERFISH experiments. The cell boundaries using FISH
labels can be misleading as the density of RNA molecules is highly variable. Authors should validate
their segmentat ion results by comparing the data to a cell mask that is generated from a surface
protein staining. 

2) The number of t ranscripts per pixel would change based on the biological significance of each
gene for unique cell types. Would this create bias in the annotat ion and segmentat ion of the JSTA



approach? 

3) The pixel distribut ions of each pixels would be beyond 3x3 pixels due to diffract ion limit  and
overlapping RNA molecules would be also making the assignment of specific RNA type complicated.
Could authors change the pixel window from 3x3,5x5, and 7x7 etc. to fine tune their results that  can
potent ially reduce the effect  of diffract ion limit . 

4) How would this approach compare to a deep learning framework
(ht tps://www.nature.com/art icles/s41592-019-0403-1) that  can be applied to either pixel data or
cells direct ly? Would a different model e.g., Keras improve these segmentat ion results? 

5) Which dyes were used for these MERFISH experiments. Is it  only Alexa 647 or mult iple colors? If
so, how would the authors address the pixel level shifts of t ranscripts due to the opt ical
aberrat ions? 

6) How would this JSTA scale up with data size? If the ent ire mouse brain were imaged, would it  be
computat ionally efficient  to run these classifiers in a reasonable t ime. In other words, how long does
it  take and at  which computat ion speed? 

7) Finally, while they are not the same, how would this approach complement GIOTTO
(https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/701680v1.full) and TANGRAM
(https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.08.29.272831v3)? What is the advantage of the
JSTA compared to the recent emerging literature including these two recent plat forms? 

The cell segmentat ion and annotat ion issues are primary concerns of cell at las studies that can
impact the understanding of basic mouse biology and human health. These solut ions will be highly
important to enable reproducible and efficient  data analysis pipelines for spat ial t ranscriptomics
technologies.



Reviewer #1:

1.1. The authors present a new method to segment in situ transcriptomic data to cells by using prior knowledge
from scRNA sequencing clusters of cells from the same source of tissue. The approach is conceptually very
similar to one of the cited methods, pciSeq, but the authors have provided an alternative method to achieve the
same objectives. The authors need to improve the description and distinction of prior work, as well as,
bench-mark their method to prior relevant methods. In the introduction they write "both pciSeq and SSAM are
limited to cell type information and do not create a segmentation map for the assignment of genes that are not
cell type markers" This sentence needs clarification. Both JSTA and pciSeq use cell type definition from single
cell RNAseq to segment cells, and use all in situ data to do that.

While JSTA and pciSeq are conceptually similar, the key distinction is that JSTA’s goal is to jointly segment and
classify cells whereas pciSeq's goal is not cell segmentation, but cell type classification using spatial
information. We discussed the distinctions with the authors of pciSeq and they wrote to us that “It [pciSeq]
doesn’t try to segment an image. The method uses the segmentation as an input to do the cell typing. We want
to know which spots are placed within the boundaries and this info is taken into account when the likelihood is
calculated.”  To further clarify this point, we now revised the text in the third paragraph of the introduction to be:

“pciSeq’s primary goal is to assign cell types to nuclei by using proximity to mRNA, and an initialized
segmentation map to compute the likelihood of each cell type.”

SSAM creates cell type maps based on the mRNA distribution, but does not produce cell boundaries, and
therefore a cell segmentation map. To further clarify this point, we now revised the text in the third paragraph in
the introduction to be:

“Similarly, SSAM creates cell type maps based on RNA distributions, without creating a cell segmentation map
because it ignores cellular boundaries.”

1.2. It's a bit unclear what the distinction of marker genes and non-marker genes is in the results section. I
assume that the marker genes are the ones that have implications in setting the cell boundaries in their model,
and the non-marker genes are the ones that are "assigned" to a cell based on the segmentation map. The
question is: how do you decide that a gene is a marker gene or not? Most genes are differentially expressed
between cells to some extent.

We appreciate the reviewers comments pointing out the lack of clarity about marker vs non-marker genes. We
completely agree that most genes will be differentially expressed between cell types. However, subsets of
genes show stronger differential expression between cell types and can distinguish cell identities better than
the others. For example, the 163 genes panel used here was designed to address biological questions related
to traumatic brain injury. Among these, 83 genes were chosen based on prior data that they do not change
after injury but are differential between cell types (defined as cell marker genes here) while 80 genes were
chosen based on prior information that they show differential expression under brain injury (defined as
non-marker genes). As we do not want segmentation results to depend on experimental perturbations such as
injury we only used the marker genes for segmentation and we show how other genes could be assigned to
cells. We further clarify that we only used a subset of the genes as cell marker genes for segmentation.

8th Mar 20211st Authors' Response to Reviewers



In the second paragraph of the “JSTA overview and methods” subsection of the results, we revised the text as
follows: “We performed Multiplexed Error Robust Fluorescent In Situ Hybridization (MERFISH) of 163 genes
which include 83 selected cell marker genes which show distinct expression between cell types and are used
for cell classification and segmentation and 80 genes previously implicated with biological importance in
traumatic brain injury.”

In the fourth paragraph of the “JSTA overview and method” subsection of the results, we revised the text as
follows: “JSTA can be applied on any user selected subset of the genes; the local mRNA density of these
selected genes around each pixel are used as the input for the pixel level classifier. The selection of genes
drives how well the cell type classifier can distinguish between distinct cell types.”

1.3. An important pre-requirement for this method is the necessity of harmonizing the scRNAseq data and the
spatial dataset. It would be interesting to see some simulations and discussion of potential pit-falls in this
harmonization. How does variation in data density in the scRNA seq data set, and the in situ data set affect
reproducibility of this harmonization?

We appreciate the reviewer’s suggestions regarding data harmonization. The full problem of data
harmonization is a complex one and is an active research topic1–4. One of the strengths of single cell analysis
tools is their modularity and the ability to mix and match as needed. Here we employed a straightforward
harmonization method of centering and scaling the expression level of genes within a cell and across cells
each dataset. Given that harmonizing, i.e. identifying a mapping between the two data types, is a
preprocessing step, as better tools are developed we anticipate that they could be used together with JSTA to
create more refined analysis pipelines.

We added this point in the second paragraph of the Discussion section:
“JSTA is limited by its ability to harmonize technical differences between spatial transcriptomics data modalities
and the scRNAseq reference. Harmonization between datasets is an active area of research, and JSTA will
benefit from these advances.”

Additionally, we added this point to the “Cell Type Classification” section of the methods as follows:
“To match the distributions of both scRNAseq and MERFISH, we centered and scaled each cell across all
genes. We then subsequently centered and scaled each gene across all cells. We note that other
harmonization approaches could be applied here.”

1.4. Since the method is based on an initial watershed segmentation with a decent quality, it would be
interesting to know what happens with cells where this segmentation goes wrong. Is the algorithm able to split
cells incorrectly merged by watershed, or conversely, join incorrectly split cells?

Watershed is based on two steps. Initial identification of one seed per cell and the assignment of pixels into
these cells. In the first step of watershed, if the seed identification is wrong, this can cause two cells to become
one, or one to become two. The benefit of JSTA, as we show in our benchmarks, is that by taking cell type
information into account, assignment of pixels is improved. JSTA does not perform cell splitting or merging.
Previous approaches in microscopy employ splitting and merging to improve on watershed5–8. JSTA can be
improved in a similar manner that the basic watershed algorithm can be improved by adding steps of splitting
and merging. We discuss this point in the second paragraph of the discussion related to future development.

We add the following addition to the discussion section: “JSTA relies on initial seed identification (nuclei or cell
centers), and incorrect identification can lead to split or merged cells. JSTA currently does not split or merge
cells, but this post processing step could be added to further improve segmentation.”

https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/FWCM+Y4EI+hflm+dLaI
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/S2eE+HtYQ+g5PX+XXTg


1.5. When evaluating the performance of the JSTA method, it would be very useful to include a comparison to
how other published segmentation methods performs. There are several out there now, in addition to pciSeq
and SSAM, there is e.g. spage2vec (https://febs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/febs.15572). A minimum
requirement would be to benchmark with pciSeq since they are conceptually very similar.

We appreciate the reviewers suggestions to benchmark against pciSeq. We attempted to benchmark JSTA
against pciSeq, Bayor, and spage2vec. We note that none of these tools worked in our hands straight from
github. We were unable to use the code provided for spage2vec and Baysor and there was limited response
when we contacted the authors of both packages. We are thankful for the authors of pciSeq for the tremendous
help to get their code working. Using their extensive input we now add  benchmark results comparing JSTA to
pciSeq. We note, as discussed above in 1.1, that since the development goals of JSTA and pciSeq are
different the comparison is problematic. We discuss these differences and highlight why they result in very
distinct performance on different benchmarks. Additionally, pciSeq only operates on 2D data, whereas JSTA
accommodates 3D data as in MERFISH. To compare the two methods, we simulated 2D samples to compare
JSTA to pciSeq. Our benchmark results indicate that JSTA is much more accurate than pciSeq at assigning
mRNA to cells (Figure S1a). Since pciSeq is not designed for this, it incorrectly assigns many mRNA
molecules to background. If we ignore the mRNAs assigned to background and only consider the fraction of
mRNA molecules assigned to cells in the true positive rate calculation, ,pciSeq performs well as it mainly
assigns mRNA spots near the nucleus, and JSTA is comparable using this metric (Figure S1b). Overall, for the
task of cell segmentation, for which it was developed, JSTA has better performance than pciSeq as JSTA
assigns many more mRNAs to the correct cells and not mis-assign them to the background.

We added the following accompanying text to the “Performance evaluation using simulated hippocampus data”
subsection of the results:
“We additionally compared JSTA to pciSeq9, in the assignment of mRNA molecules to cells. We note that
pciSeq is mainly designed to assign cell types to nuclei based on surrounding mRNA, and therefore is not
primarily focused on assigning most mRNA molecules to cells as JSTA does. Furthermore, since pciSeq is not
designed to operate on 3D data, we simulated 2D data and applied both JSTA and pciSeq. We found that
JSTA was more accurate at assigning mRNA molecules to cells than pciSeq (Figure S1a). pciSeq tends to
incorrectly assign many spots to background, as segmentation is not its primary goal. However, when ignoring
mRNAs assigned to background in a true positive calculation, pciSeq performs well as it primarily assigns
mRNAs close to the nuclei, which is an easier task. In this case, JSTA has comparable performance (Figure
S1b).”

https://febs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/febs.15572
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/QPTw


Figure S1. Performance evaluation of JSTA, pciSeq, and watershed. pciSeq is unable to run on 3D data (solid
line), so we simulated 2D data (dotted line). We evaluated the three methods on the performance of accuracy
of assigning mRNAs to the correct cell (a). JSTA is more accurate than pciSeq on the accuracy metric,
whereas pciSeq incorrectly assigns many mRNAs to background. We additionally tested these methods on
their performance of assigning mRNAs to the correct cell while ignoring those assigned to background (b). In
this case pciSeq performs better, because it mainly assigns mRNA spots close to the nucleus; JSTA has
comparable performance.

1.5. Figure 4: What's the x-axis?.

We have modified Figure 4 to clarify the x-axis as the lateral-medial axis.

1.6. In the discussion, the authors mention that JSTA could be applied to other spatial technologies, and
mention spatial barcoding approaches, referring to ST/Visium. I do not see how this could be done.

One of the first preprocessing steps in JSTA is density estimation that converts the data from spot-based to
position-based. This makes it very comparable to ST/Visium. We agree with the reviewer that this will only
work when ST/Visum provide subcellular resolution, which is achievable in the foreseeable future based on
public disclosure from 10x Genomics. We clarify this point in the text by using the term subcellular spatial
barcoding.

Reviewer #2:

2.1. The submitted manuscript MSB-2020-10108 in Molecular Systems Biology entitled ‚Joint cell segmentation
and cell type annotation for spatial transcriptomics' by Littmann and colleagues describes and applies their
Joint cell Segmentation and cell Type Annotation (JSTA) analysis workflow to MERFISH spatial transcriptomics
data of the mouse hippocampus. It combines an initial watershed segmentation algorithm with mRNA-based
pixel classifiers to assign cell types for spatial transcriptomics, whereas JSTA derives pixel probabilities from
deep neural network cell and pixel classifiers. By spatial differential gene expression segmented mouse
hippocampus cells are further stratified using non-cell type markers. Although the JTSA method seems to be
conceptually useful, any comparison is missing.

As discussed in the response to reviewer comment 1.5 above, we now add a detailed benchmark of JSTA
against pciSeq.



Major concerns:
2.2. The manuscript is based on only one data set (MERFISH). It would be recommended if Littmann et al.
evaluate JTSA also one other data set to proof the concept.
Baysor (https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.05.326777v1) and SSAM use e.g. osmFISH and
MERFISH. Please introduce Baysor in the intro as well. Different alternative other approaches are also
mentioned in the discussion as applications (ISS and spatial barcoding).

We appreciate the reviewer’s suggestions to add Baysor to the introduction and apply JSTA to additional
datasets. Baysor has been added to the third paragraph of the introduction with the following text: “More
recently, an approach for updating cell boundaries in spatial transcriptomics data has been developed. Baysor
uses neighborhood composition vectors and markov random fields to segment spatial transcriptomics data and
identify cell type clusters.”

We also applied JSTA to two additional datasets: a MERFISH dataset of the mouse hypothalamic preoptic
region10 and an osmFISH dataset of the mouse somatosensory cortex11. We find that JSTA accurately maps
cell types and segments cells for both datasets.

For the MERFISH dataset of the mouse hypothalamic preoptic region10, we used the 134 genes provided, and
leveraged their scRNAseq dataset to map 87 high resolution cell types to this region . The scRNAseq dataset
published with this paper was used as the reference dataset. Our findings of the spatial distribution of high
resolution cell types were consistent with the manually annotated findings in the original manuscript (Figure
S2a). We additionally highlight that the average gene expression profile of cell types in the scRNAseq are
highly correlated with those annotated by JSTA using the MERFISH data (Figure S2b). Full correlation matrix
with high resolution cell type labels is provided (supplementary table 3). We added the following associated
section to the results:

JSTA performs high resolution cell type mapping in the mouse hypothalamic preoptic region
We applied JSTA to a MERFISH from a previously published mouse hypothalamic preoptic region with 134

genes provided10. Using the provided scRNAseq reference dataset, we accurately mapped 87 high resolution
cell types in this region (Figure S2a). The mapped cell types follow spatial distributions of high resolution cell
types of this region previously annotated through clustering and marker gene annotation. We find the gene
expression profiles of the cell types from the MERFISH data is highly correlated with their scRNAseq
counterparts (Figure S2b).

For the osmFISH dataset of the somatosensory cortex (Codeluppi et al. 2018), we used the 35 genes
provided, and leveraged the NCTT reference to map the 142 high resolution cell types of the somatosensory
cortex. he glutamatergic cell types were specifically mapped to their known layers in the cortical region by
JSTA (Figure S3a). We also found that the gene expression patterns of the high resolution cell types in
scRNAseq data are highly correlated with those mapped by JSTA in the osmFISH dataset (Figure S3b). Full
correlation matrix with high resolution cell type labels is provided (supplementary doc#). We added the
following associated section to the results:

JSTA performs high resolution cell type mapping in the mouse somatosensory cortex
Next, we applied JSTA to an osmFISH dataset from the mouse somatosensory cortex with the 35 genes

provided. Using the NCTT reference, we mapped 142 high resolution cell types in this region. We found that
the glutamatergic neuronal populations follow known spatial organization (Figure S3a), and that the gene
expression patterns of high resolution cell types in the osmFISH data are highly correlated with their NCTT
counterparts (Figure S3b).

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.05.326777v1
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/JcOz
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/GaPE
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/JcOz
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/JcOz


These results provide evidence that JSTA can accurately learn cell type representations from different spatial
transcriptomics datasets as well as different scRNAseq references.

These results are now shown in Supp Figures 2 and 3 below.

Figure S2. Application of JSTA to MERFISH data from the mouse hypothalamic preoptic region. High
resolution cell types identified by JSTA (a). The spatial mappings of these high resolution cell types are
consistent with the manually annotated data from Moffit et al. JSTA mapped high resolution (sub)types are
highly correlated to their scRNAseq reference counterparts in terms of gene expression patterns (b;
Supplementary table 3). Cell types with at least 5 cells were kept.



Figure S3. Application of JSTA to osmFISH data from the mouse somatosensory cortex. Glutamatergic
neurons are consistent with previously identified spatial patterns of the somatosensory cortex (a). JSTA
mapped high resolution (sub)types are correlated with their NCTT counterparts in terms of gene expression
patterns (b; Supplementary table 4). Cell types with at least 5 cells were kept.



2.3. The intro about other analysis pipelines is at least misleading. Their introduction: "both pciSeq and SSAM
are limited to cell type information" is not true as modelling non-marker genes is possible, but not shown. ", and
do not create a segmentation map for the assignment of genes that are not cell type markers". This is unfair to
pciSeq, as this assigns cell-types to cells (based on segmentation). Please carefully rewrite the whole
paragraph similar to 'pciSeq assigns cell types to prior segmented regions based on proximity to mRNA of
marker genes, circumventing the need for pixel level segmentation. Similarly, SSAM creates cell type maps
based on RNA distributions without needing to know cellular boundaries. However, both pciSeq and SSAM do
not create a segmentation map. Therefore, while both pciSeq and SSAM leverage cell type catalogs to provide
insights into the spatial distribution of different cell types they do not produce a cell segmentation map and are
only demonstrated on cell (sub)type label information (cell type map).' Again, the description of not being able
to consider non-marker genes is inaccurate. All this might change the impact/uniqueness of the manuscript
(including Baysor, Petukhov et al.).

We thank the reviewer for this comment. Very similar comments was pointed out by reviewer #1. We discussed
our revisions in more detail in 1.1 In brief, clarify the distinction between pciSeq, SSAM and JSTA. We explain
the primary goal of pciSeq is for cell type identification, and SSAM creates a cell type map, but does not
segment cells by identifying cell borders. The revised text is as follows: “pciSeq’s primary goal is to assign cell
types to nuclei by using proximity to mRNA, and an initialized segmentation map to compute the likelihood of
each cell type. Similarly, SSAM creates cell type maps based on RNA distributions, without creating a cell
segmentation map because it ignores cellular boundaries. Therefore while both pciSeq and SSAM leverage
cell type catalogs to provide insights into the spatial distribution of different cell types they do not produce a
high quality cell segmentation map.”

2.4. Consequently, the spDEG of JSTA in Fig. 6 (SFig. 3) with 50% of tested genes showing a non-random
distribution is probably not an exclusive feature of JSTA. It is unclear how other methods mentioned in the
introduction or application would perform here.

Indeed, we believe the non-random distribution of many genes is more of a biological property of those genes
than being the technical capacity of JSTA. Other methods can retrieve similar patterns as long as the cell/gene
assignments are accurate. The identification of spDEG is not a feature of JSTA but a straightforward analysis
one can do with good cell segmentations and RNA assignment that we used to demonstrate the application of
JSTA. We add this point at the end of the “JSTA identifies spatial differential gene expression (spDEGs)”
subsection of the results: “Identification of spDEGs highlights an interesting application of highly accurate cell
type and mRNA assignment in spatial transcriptomics data.”

Minor concern:
2.5. Please add page numbers.

We have added page numbers.

2.6. Please revise axis labels Fig. 3d? Maybe Fig. 3 subfigure without any JSTA segmentation in correlation
with NCTT would be useful to see the advances.

The goal of figure 3 is to indicate that the cell type identification performed by JSTA is accurate, by showing on
average the cell types are correlated with their scRNAseq counterparts. Since the correlation is computed
using the average expression of each cell type, we do not expect JSTA segmentation to largely change the



correlation structure here. We are unsure what the reviewer is asking regarding the axis labels of Figure 3d
and have kept them as they are as the goal of this panel is to show the correlation between major cell types in
the scRNAseq data is comparable to what we recover with MERFISH (panel 3c)

2.7. Overall labels, abbreviations and headers in figure legends should be more detailed.

We have thoroughly revised our figure legends to provide detailed explanation of the labels, abbreviations, and
headers.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 1:
Figure 1. Overview of JSTA and the spatial transcriptomics data used for performance evaluation. a.
Joint cell segmentation and cell type annotation (JSTA) overview. Initially, watershed based segmentation is
performed and a cell level type classifier is trained based on the Neocortical Cell Type Taxonomy (NCTT) data.
The deep neural network (DNN) parameterized cell level classifier then assigns cell (sub)types (red and blue in
this cartoon example). Based on the current assignment of pixels to cell (sub)types, a new DNN is trained to
estimate the probabilities that each pixel comes from each of the possible (sub)types given the local RNA
density at each pixel. In this example, two pixels that were initially assigned to the “red” cells got higher
probability to be of a blue type. Since the neighbor cell is of type “blue” they were reassigned to that cell during
segmentation update. Using the updated segmentation and the cell type classifier cell types are reassigned.
The tasks of training, segmentation, and classification are repeated over many iterations until convergence. b.
Multiplexed Error Robust Fluorescent in situ hybridization (MERFISH) and DAPI stained nuclei in the mouse
hippocampus. Each gene is represented by a different color. For the entire hippocampus (left), only the mRNA
spots are shown with a scale bar of 500 microns. On the zoomed-in section (right), each gene is represented
by a different color dot, and the DAPI intensity is displayed in white. The scale bar is 20 microns.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 2:
Figure 2 Performance evaluation of JSTA using simulated data. a. Representative synthetic dataset of
nuclei (black) and mRNAs, where each color represents a different gene. b. Ground truth segmentation map of
the cells in the representative synthetic dataset. Each color represents a different cell. c. Average Accuracy of
calling mRNA spots to cells at different cell type resolutions using 83 genes across 10 replicates. Accuracy was
determined by the assignment of each mRNA molecule to the correct cell type. JSTA (solid line) is more
accurate than watershed (dashed line) at assigning mRNA molecules to the correct cells (FDR < 0.05).
Statistical significance was determined with a Mann-Whitney test and false discovery rate correction. d.
Accuracy (as described in c) of calling mRNA spots to cells when using JSTA to segment cells with a lower
selection of cell type marker genes (8-44 genes tested). The color of the line gets progressively darker as the
number of genes used increases.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 3:
Figure 3 Segmentation of MERFISH data from the hippocampus using JSTA. a. High resolution cell type
map of 133 cell (sub)types segmented and annotated by JSTA. Colors match those defined by Neocortical Cell
Type Taxonomy (NCTT). Scale bar is 500 microns. b. JSTA based classification of CA1 (green), CA3 (cyan),
and DG (red) neurons matches their known domains. c. Correlation of the average expression of 163 genes
across major cell types between MERFISH measurements to scRNAseq data from NCTT. d. Correlation of the
average expression of the same genes as in c between expression of types in scRNAseq data from NCTT. The
correlation structure in c closely mirrors the structure in d.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 4:
Figure 4 Spatial distribution of neuronal subtypes in the hippocampus. a(i). Cell subtype map of CA1
neurons in the hippocampus as annotated by JSTA. Scale bar is 500 micron. Distribution of CA1 subtypes in



the hippocampus, computed by projecting cell centers to the lateral to medial axis. CA1 neuronal subtypes
show a non-uniform distribution across the whole CA1 region. a(ii) Smoothed histogram highlighting the
density of CA1 subtypes across the CA1 region. b(i). Cell subtype map of CA3 neurons in the hippocampus
as annotated by JSTA. Distribution of CA3 subtypes in the hippocampus, computed by projecting the cell
centers to the lateral to medial axis. CA3 neuronal subtypes show a non-uniform distribution across the whole
CA3 region. b(ii) Smoothed histogram highlighting the density of CA3 subtypes across the CA3 region.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 5:
Figure 5 Agreement between spatial proximity and gene coexpression in highly granular cell subtypes
in the hippocampus. a-b. Relationship between the frequency of a (sub)type’s neighbors and it’s
transcriptional pearson correlation between CA1 subtypes (a) and between CA3 subtypes (b). c. Cell type map
in the hippocampus shows specific colocalization patterns between a subset of Sst subtypes (purple) and CA1
neurons (green); these Sst subtypes do not colocalize with CA3 neurons (cyan). d. Colocalization patterns of
Sst subtypes with CA1 and CA3 subtypes. Sst subtypes that colocalize with the CA1 subtypes have high
transcriptional similarity. Colocalization was defined as the percent of neighbors that are of that subtype
(methods) e Transcriptional correlation patterns between Sst subtypes and CA1 and CA3 neurons. Green,
purple and cyan sidebars highlight the subset of Sst co-localized with CA1 (purple), CA1 (green) and CA3
(cyan).

We have modified the figure legend for Figure 6:
Figure 6 Identification of spatial differential gene expression (spDEGs). a. Normalized expression of Tox
in CA1sp1, Leng8 in CA3sp3, Hecw1 in DG3, and Thra in Astro1 show variable expression throughout the
hippocampus. Scale bar is 500 microns. spDEGs were computed by comparing the true variance in gene
expression between cell subtype neighborhoods to that of randomly permuted cell (sub)type neighborhoods. b.
Histogram of the number of statistically significant spDEGs (Benjamini-Hochberg corrected FDR < 0.05) in
each subtype. c. Histogram of the number of subtypes that have an spDEG for each gene.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure S4:
Figure S4. Cross entropy loss and accuracy of cell type (a-b) and pixel (c-d) classifier during training for the
train (blue) and validation (orange) data sets. a-b. Cross entropy (a) loss and accuracy (b) during training cell
type classifier. The cell type classifier overfits the training data, and is mitigated by stopping training after 40
epochs. c-d. Cross entropy loss (c) and Accuracy (d) during training of the pixel classifier. Black lines indicate
new training iteration after pixel reassignment.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure S5:
Figure S5. Correlation structure of cell types compared to their colocalization. Neuronal subtypes that are
highly collocalized are often correlated in their gene expression. Cell types with more than 10 cells were
included. a. pearson correlation of 122 (sub)types across 83 selected genes. b. Frequency of neighbors
between each of 122 (sub)types. Only significant (FDR < 0.05) colocalizations are shown. Labels and values
are detailed in supplementary table 5 and 6.

We have modified the figure legend for Figure S6:
Figure S6. Identification of spatial differentially expressed genes (spDEGs). spDEGs were computed by
comparing the true variance in gene expression between cell subtype neighborhoods to that of randomly
permuted cell (sub)type neighborhoods a. 63 genes across 61 cell types show significant spDEGs. Heatmap
values correspond to -log2(p-value). b. Number of spDEGs in each of the 61 cell types. c. Number of cell types
with each of the 63 spDEGs.



2.8. Overall, the manuscript leaves the reader with the question: how significant are these technical advances
in comparison?

See discussion on our newly added benchmarking results in 1.5 and additional application examples in 2.2
above, which demonstrate the performance and broad utility of JSTA.

Reviewer #3:

This paper presents an optimization approach for segmentation and annotation of single cells from spatial
transcriptomics datasets. Unlike conventional approach using watershed, the authors propose a pixel based
density and optimization approach for classification of transcript data to associate cell subtypes based on the
known expression of individual cells.

The JSTA approach is interesting, however, the following can be addressed to improve the paper:

3.1. Nowadays the gold standard for cell segmentation and annotation is to also perform protein staining on the
same samples after the MERFISH experiments. The cell boundaries using FISH labels can be misleading as
the density of RNA molecules is highly variable. Authors should validate their segmentation results by
comparing the data to a cell mask that is generated from a surface protein staining.

The goal of our study is to develop a new method to segment cells and annotate genes to cell types for spatial
transcriptomics data. The accuracy is established through in silico validation and comparison with other
existing methods. Protein assays are not used in any of the previous cell segmentation method studies 9,12,13.

3.2. The number of transcripts per pixel would change based on the biological significance of each gene for
unique cell types. Would this create bias in the annotation and segmentation of the JSTA approach?

We first center and scale the gene expression within each cell making the annotation in JSTA based on relative
expression of genes within each cell. The number of transcripts per pixel should not have an effect on the
annotation. Since JSTA uses a two classifier system, where the second (pixel) classifier learns the distribution
of genes in pixels for each cell type, and the annotation would not be affected by the number of transcripts per
pixel, the overall segmentation should not be affected.

3.3. The pixel distributions of each pixels would be beyond 3x3 pixels due to diffraction limit and overlapping
RNA molecules would be also making the assignment of specific RNA type complicated. Could authors change
the pixel window from 3x3,5x5, and 7x7 etc. to fine tune their results that can potentially reduce the effect of
diffraction limit.

Our KDE is bigger than the diffraction limit, so the effect of the diffraction limit is minimal when changing the
pixel window to bigger than 3x3.

3.4. How would this approach compare to a deep learning framework
(https://www.nature.com/articles/s41592-019-0403-1) that can be applied to either pixel data or cells directly?
Would a different model e.g., Keras improve these segmentation results?

We thank the reviewer for this suggestion. We already use cellpose, a deep learning method to segment
nuclei. The challenge is that outside of nuclei there is no information about cell identity. JSTA leverages

https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/QPTw+26ZL+dHq7
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41592-019-0403-1


external scRNAseq data and prior knowledge of cell types to address this issue. As for the question related to
Keras, JSTA incorporates deep learning tools available in Keras.

3.5. Which dyes were used for these MERFISH experiments. Is it only Alexa 647 or multiple colors? If so, how
would the authors address the pixel level shifts of transcripts due to the optical aberrations?

We use Cy5, Atto 565, Alexa 488, and Hoechst. Following Moffitt et al.10 we perform chromatic aberration
correction. We note that these steps are important for MERFISH for spot calling accuracy; they will have no
impact on the performance of JSTA given spatial gene expression data.

3.6. How would this JSTA scale up with data size? If the entire mouse brain were imaged, would it be
computationally efficient to run these classifiers in a reasonable time. In other words, how long does it take and
at which computation speed?

We thank the reviewer for their comments regarding the computational time for JSTA. We simulated 2D data
with 6 different sizes, and replicates per group, and noted the computational time for JSTA. We find that JSTA
scales linearly with both the area of the tissue section, and the number of cells in the section. In half of a
coronal section of the mouse brain, the sample imaged in Ortiz et al. was about 24 million square microns14. In
this scenario we expect JSTA to run in about 100 minutes, but could also be sped up if the slide were divided
into parts or with the use of GPU/TPU accelerators. We added this analysis as Figure S7 below, and as a
section in the results:

Time requirements of JSTA
We simulated data of different sizes and ran JSTA to determine how the run time scales with larger

datasets. We simulated 3 replicates of data with a width and height of 100, 200, 300, 400, 500, and 1000
microns. The run time of JSTA scales linearly with both the area and number of cells in the section (Figure
S7ab).

https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/JcOz
https://paperpile.com/c/r30Owc/tClL


Figure S7. Run time evaluation of JSTA on simulated data. We ran JSTA on data simulated with a width and
height of 100, 200, 300, 400, 500, and 1000 microns, with 3 replicates each. We evaluated the time taken to
run JSTA by the area of the section (a), and the number of cells in each section (b).

3.7. Finally, while they are not the same, how would this approach complement GIOTTO
(https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/701680v1.full) and TANGRAM
(https://www.biorxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.08.29.272831v3)? What is the advantage of the JSTA compared
to the recent emerging literature including these two recent platforms?

The ecosystem of single cell and spatial transcriptomics analysis is extensive and growing rapidly. There are
many tools that address different analysis tasks. GIOTTO and TANGRAM are two of many such tools. To avoid
confusion we focus on discussing only relevant tools that solve the same problem that JSTA does: cell
segmentation and type assignment. JSTA is complementary to GIOTTO, as the authors state: “Cell boundary
segmentation is a necessary step for assignment of each transcript to its corresponding cells. However, this
task is highly dependent on the specific technology platform therefore not implemented in Giotto”. TANGRAM
similarly uses segmented spatial transcriptomics data as an input15. Therefore, JSTA offers output that can be
used in GIOTTO and TANGRAM. We have added the following comment to the Discussion:

“Cell segmentation results from JSTA can be used as input for other tools such as GIOTTO16 and TANGRAM15

to facilitate single cell and spatial transcriptomic data analysis.”

3.8. The cell segmentation and annotation issues are primary concerns of cell atlas studies that can impact the
understanding of basic mouse biology and human health. These solutions will be highly important to enable
reproducible and efficient data analysis pipelines for spatial transcriptomics technologies.

We agree and have emphasized the significance of such methods and the importance of reproducibility in our
discussion.
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13th Apr 20211st Revision - Editorial Decision

Thank you for sending us your revised manuscript . We have now heard back from the three 
reviewers who were asked to evaluate your study. Overall, the reviewers think that the study has 
improved as a result of the performed revisions. As you will see below, reviewer #2 st ill has some 
remaining concerns, regarding the benchmarking. As it does not seem that reviewer #2 is opposed 
to the publicat ion of the study despite these concerns, and given that reviewers #1 and #3 are 
support ive, we would ask you to address the remaining concerns of reviewer #2 in a minor revision 
by performing some text changes and discussing these potent ial limitat ions. 

When you revise your manuscript , we would also ask you to address some editorial issues listed 
below. 



REFEREE REPORTS

---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Reviewer #1: 

The manuscript has improved substant ially, and I think it is now acceptable for publicat ion. 

I st ill think there is some confusion with respect to the meaning of the word "segmentat ion". I 
believe reviewers 1 and 2 have a different opinion compared to the authors about what 
segmentat ion is and what it does. I do believe that with the revision, at least it is now clearer how 
the authors use it , and thereby a lot of the confusion has been resolved. 

Reviewer #2: 

In principle the concerns of Reviewer #1 and #2 are indeed very similar. They refer to other tools 
which should be used in comparison (pciSeq, Bayor, space2vec, SSAM). Lit tman et al. state that 
they could not properly use Bayor and space2vec because the code 'did not work st raight from 
GitHub' in their hands and they received ‚limited response' from the authors. This is probably t rue, 
but usually one has to prove bet ter performance in comparison to exist ing algorithms and only 
isolated measurement s from raw data is not helpful for the communit y. In this revision, at least 
pciSeq was tested in comparison (SFig. 1), which shows JSTA bet ter in an accuracy 'met ric' and 
pciSeq bet ter in the t rue posit ive rate. SSAM was not even further ment ioned. This means this 
revision did not sufficient ly address the ‚benchmarking' concerns. Finally, all these methods might 
perform bet ter than the labs developing Spat ial Transcriptomics (MERFISH or addit ional 
osmFISH), but which algorithm provide most biological insights is measured by cell types and 
genes, not by segmented cells, a stated unique feature of the algorithm (Reviewer point 3.4 about 
segmentat ion is valid and also not met). I hope that the other preprint revisions will be t reated 
accordingly. 

Reviewer #3: 

The revision has addressed the quest ions raised by the referee. Thus, I recommend publicat ion of 
this paper.



We thank reviewer #2 continued discussion about the role of segmentation in spatial transcriptomics data. To
address a few of the remaining points:

In principle the concerns of Reviewer #1 and #2 are indeed very similar. They refer to other tools which
should be used in comparison (pciSeq, Bayor, space2vec, SSAM). Littman et al. state that they could not
properly use Bayor and space2vec because the code 'did not work straight from GitHub' in their hands and
they received ‚limited response' from the authors. This is probably true, but usually one has to prove better
performance in comparison to existing algorithms and only isolated measurements from raw data is not
helpful for the community. In this revision, at least pciSeq was tested in comparison (SFig. 1), which shows
JSTA better in an accuracy 'metric' and pciSeq better in the true positive rate. SSAM was not even further
mentioned. This means this revision did not sufficiently address the ‚benchmarking' concerns.

We did whatever benchmarking we could in the previous revision.  SSAM is explicitly not a cell segmentation
tool. In fact, the title of the preprint describing this method is: "Cell segmentation-free inference of cell types
from in situ transcriptomics data".  Therefore, by definition, we can't benchmark JSTA against SSAM as this is
a clear case of apples and oranges.

Finally, all these methods might perform better than the labs developing Spatial Transcriptomics (MERFISH
or additional osmFISH), but which algorithm provide most biological insights is measured by cell types and
genes, not by segmented cells, a stated unique feature of the algorithm

I am not sure what point the reviewer is trying to make here. JSTA is a tool for cell segmentation and type
assignment for spatial transcriptomics. We are not arguing that cell segmentation is required to answer ALL
possible biological questions that one could have. Rather, if the biological question necessitates cell
segmentation, a step that is currently done in the majority of spatial transcriptomics papers, JSTA is a powerful
and useful tool.

(Reviewer point 3.4 about segmentation is valid and also not met). I hope that the other preprint revisions will
be treated accordingly.

We addressed that point in the previous revision, it is unclear to us why the reviewer considers this is as an
"unmet concern".

4th May 20212nd Authors' Response to Reviewers



6th May 20212nd Revision - Editorial Decision

Thank you again for sending us your revised manuscript and for performing the requested changes. 
We are now sat isfied with the modificat ions made and I am pleased to inform you that your paper 
has been accepted for publicat ion. 
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that other relevant aspects of animal studies are adequately reported. See author guidelines, under ‘Reporting 
Guidelines’. See also: NIH (see link list at top right) and MRC (see link list at top right) recommendations.  Please confirm 
compliance.

11. Identify the committee(s) approving the study protocol.

12. Include a statement confirming that informed consent was obtained from all subjects and that the experiments 
conformed to the principles set out in the WMA Declaration of Helsinki and the Department of Health and Human 
Services Belmont Report.

13. For publication of patient photos, include a statement confirming that consent to publish was obtained.

14. Report any restrictions on the availability (and/or on the use) of human data or samples.

15. Report the clinical trial registration number (at ClinicalTrials.gov or equivalent), where applicable.

16. For phase II and III randomized controlled trials, please refer to the CONSORT flow diagram (see link list at top right) 
and submit the CONSORT checklist (see link list at top right) with your submission. See author guidelines, under ‘Reporting 
Guidelines’. Please confirm you have submitted this list.

17. For tumor marker prognostic studies, we recommend that you follow the REMARK reporting guidelines (see link list at 
top right). See author guidelines, under ‘Reporting Guidelines’. Please confirm you have followed these guidelines.

18: Provide a “Data Availability” section at the end of the Materials & Methods, listing the accession codes for data 
generated in this study and deposited in a public database (e.g. RNA-Seq data: Gene Expression Omnibus GSE39462, 
Proteomics data: PRIDE PXD000208 etc.) Please refer to our author guidelines for ‘Data Deposition’.

Data deposition in a public repository is mandatory for: 
a. Protein, DNA and RNA sequences 
b. Macromolecular structures 
c. Crystallographic data for small molecules 
d. Functional genomics data 
e. Proteomics and molecular interactions

19. Deposition is strongly recommended for any datasets that are central and integral to the study; please consider the 
journal’s data policy. If no structured public repository exists for a given data type, we encourage the provision of datasets 
in the manuscript as a Supplementary Document (see author guidelines under ‘Expanded View’ or in unstructured 
repositories such as Dryad (see link list at top right) or Figshare (see link list at top right).
20. Access to human clinical and genomic datasets should be provided with as few restrictions as possible while respecting 
ethical obligations to the patients and relevant medical and legal issues. If practically possible and compatible with the 
individual consent agreement used in the study, such data should be deposited in one of the major public access-
controlled repositories such as dbGAP (see link list at top right) or EGA (see link list at top right).
21. Computational models that are central and integral to a study should be shared without restrictions and provided in a 
machine-readable form.  The relevant accession numbers or links should be provided. When possible, standardized format 
(SBML, CellML) should be used instead of scripts (e.g. MATLAB). Authors are strongly encouraged to follow the MIRIAM 
guidelines (see link list at top right) and deposit their model in a public database such as Biomodels (see link list at top 
right) or JWS Online (see link list at top right). If computer source code is provided with the paper, it should be deposited 
in a public repository or included in supplementary information.

22. Could your study fall under dual use research restrictions? Please check biosecurity documents (see link list at top 
right) and list of select agents and toxins (APHIS/CDC) (see link list at top right). According to our biosecurity guidelines, 
provide a statement only if it could.

C- Reagents

D- Animal Models

E- Human Subjects

No cell lines were used 

NA

No antibodies were used. 

B6 mouse purchsed from JAXs

NA

confirmed. 

G- Dual use research of concern

F- Data Accessibility

NA

NA

NA

No

NA

NA

NA

NA

NA

All data deposited. 

NA

NA
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