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ABSTRACT Automatic lymph node segmentation is the cornerstone for advances in computer vision tasks
for early detection and staging of cancer. Traditional segmentation methods are constrained by manual
delineation and variability in operator proficiency, limiting their ability to achieve high accuracy. The
introduction of deep learning technologies offers new possibilities for improving the accuracy of lymph
node image analysis. This study evaluates the application of deep learning in lymph node segmentation and
discusses the methodologies of various deep learning architectures such as convolutional neural networks,
encoder-decoder networks, and transformers in analyzing medical imaging data across different modalities.
Despite the advancements, it still confronts challenges like the shape diversity of lymph nodes, the scarcity
of accurately labeled datasets, and the inadequate development of methods that are robust and generalizable
across different imaging modalities. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study that provides a
comprehensive overview of the application of deep learning techniques in lymph node segmentation task.
Furthermore, this study also explores potential future research directions, including multimodal fusion
techniques, transfer learning, and the use of large-scale pre-trained models to overcome current limitations
while enhancing cancer diagnosis and treatment planning strategies.

INDEX TERMS Convolutional neural network, deep learning, lymph node segmentation, medical image
processing, transformer.

I. INTRODUCTION
The lymphatic system is a crucial part of the immune system.
It consists of lymph nodes (LNs) which are found in various
parts of the body such as the neck, axillae, chest, abdomen,
and pelvis. These nodes may change in size and appearance in
response to infection and inflammation, as well to metastatic
spread from a primary cancer.

Medical imaging technology is pivotal in clinical diagnos-
tics, with the advantage of non-invasive illustration of the
body parts. Computed tomography (CT), positron emission
tomography (PET), magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), and
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ultrasonography (US) are common medical imaging methods
in LN assessment. The determination of abnormal LNs has
always posed a significant challenge in clinical assessment.
While most cases of lymphadenopathy are benign, such as
reactive hyperplasia, a small proportion are malignant [1].
These malignant LNs may indicate lymphoma or metastases
from other primary malignancies. The diagnosis of a malig-
nant node in these modalities relies heavily on size, shape,
necrosis, and extranodal extension. Unfortunately, some of
the malignant features may overlap with both normal nodes
and those involved in inflammation and infection [2], [3].

In cancer patients, the identification of metastatic LNs
requires meticulousness as an inappropriate diagnosis can
be detrimental to the patients. However, the current
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identification process is not only time-consuming and labor-
intensive but also subject to variability in accuracy and
consistency, depending on the experience and expertise of
the physician. Given the aforementioned background, it is
therefore imperative to find alternative ways to automatically
detect metastatic nodes efficiently, and accurately. Advance-
ments in automatic detection require accurate automatic
segmentation of LNs. The automatic segmentation method
extracts the region of interest in medical images without
manual intervention and could help standardize the process,
ensuring uniformity in the evaluation, and significantly
reducing the time and effort required by clinicians.

In recent years, deep learning techniques are widely used
in image processing such as convolutional neural network
(CNN) [4], deep residual network (ResNet) [5], U-Net [6]
andVision Transformer (ViT) [7]. These architectures of deep
learning are capable of learning the representation of images
and automating the identification process. The significant
development of deep learning techniques has laid a solid
foundation for medical image processing tasks, such as liver
lesion classification [8], liver and vessel segmentation [9],
[10], [11], [12], lung lesion detection [13], low-dose CT
image reconstruction [14], and elastogram generation [15].
Prior studies [16], [17], [18] have provided an overview

of the application of deep learning techniques to medical
image segmentation tasks across various anatomical sites.
Despite the exploration of deep learning techniques for
medical image segmentation in various modalities, tissues,
and organs in the aforementioned studies, a review addressing
LN segmentation tasks remains to be reported. By lever-
aging advancements in deep learning and medical imaging,
automated LN segmentation holds the potential to enhance
diagnostic accuracy, streamline clinical workflows, and
improve patient outcomes. Deep learning methods have been
widely adopted for LN segmentation across different imaging
modalities. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study
that provides a comprehensive overview of the application
of deep learning techniques in LN segmentation task and
highlights their significance in improving the accuracy of LN
image analysis. The main contributions of this study are as
follows:

• We conduct a systematic review of the application of
deep learning techniques for LN segmentation among
commonly utilized medical imaging modalities.

• We analyze and compare the segmentation performance
reported in included studies in perspectives of imaging
modalities and method architectures.

• We discuss the current challenges and limitations
appeared in included studies of LN segmentation and
provide potential directions for the future research.

This study is organized as follows: Section II introduces
the method to conduct this systematic review and evaluation
metrics for segmentation performance assessment. Section III
provides a detailed categorization of different deep learning
approaches for LN segmentation. Section IV concludes
with a summary and discussion of the current state of

research, identifies the key issues faced, and outlines potential
directions for future investigation. Section V summarizes the
study.

II. METHOD
This review follows the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guide-
lines [19]. Figure 1 illustrates the literature search process.

A. DATA SOURCES AND SEARCH STRATEGY
A systematic search was conducted in PubMed, Scopus,
Embase,Web of Science and IEEEXplore to identify relevant
studies published from Jan 2014 to Dec 2024. The same
search string was used for all databases, with different
syntaxes to match the search requirements of each database.
The search terms used in titles and abstracts are: (‘‘seg-
mentation’’ OR ‘‘segment’’) AND (‘‘artificial intelligence’’
OR ‘‘machine learning’’ OR ‘‘deep learning’’ OR ‘‘neural
networks’’ OR ‘‘reinforcement learning’’ OR ‘‘supervised
learning’’ OR ‘‘unsupervised learning’’ OR ‘‘CNN’’ OR
‘‘convolutional’’ OR ‘‘transformer’’ OR ‘‘attention’’ OR
‘‘autoencoder’’) AND (‘‘intersection over union’’ OR ‘‘iou’’
OR ‘‘f1’’ OR ‘‘f1 score’’ OR ‘‘HD’’ OR ‘‘Hausdorff
distance’’ OR ‘‘dice’’ OR ‘‘dice score’’) and (‘‘lymph node’’).

This search ranged from Jan 2014 to Dec 2024 to ensure
the inclusion of the most recent studies and was limited to
English-language articles. The search was conducted on 7th
Dec 2024.

B. STUDY SELECTION
Two reviewers (Qu and Han) independently screened the
titles and abstracts of the articles to determine their eligibility
for full-text review. The selected articles were then reviewed
to determine their eligibility for inclusion in the review.
Disagreements between the two reviewers were resolved
by discussion with a third reviewer. The Cohen’s kappa
coefficient was calculated to assess the inter-rater agreement
between the two reviewers (κ = 0.793). The detailed selection
results and calculation of Cohen’s kappa coefficient can be
found in supplementary materials.

Studies met the following criteria were included:
1) The objective of the study was to segment the single

lymph node or the lymph node cluster.
2) The modality of the image data used for the study

belongs to one of the following modalities: com-
puted tomography (CT), positron emission tomography
(PET), magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), and ultra-
sound (US).

3) Articles that described information related to the
dataset, such as the source of the data, the number
of data included, the data pre-processing and post-
processingmethods, and the proportion of data used for
model training and testing, etc.

4) Articles that have clearly stated segmentation results
and quantitative assessment indicators are stated such
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FIGURE 1. PRISMA systematic review flowchart.

as dice similarity coefficient (DSC), Hausdorff distance
(HD), intersection over union (IoU), etc.

The exclusion criteria for the article selection were:
1) All review articles, letters, abstracts, and case reports.
2) The objective of the study was not lymph node

segmentation, the methodology used in the study
was not related to machine learning/deep learning,
no new segmentation methods were proposed, or the
segmentation method proposed is not completely
automated.

3) Inadequate information, the detailed information of
machine learning/deep learning model is missing, such
as model structure, hyper-parameters, loss function,
etc.

4) The images used for segmentation in the article are not
in 2D form, or the modality of images mismatches.

5) Non-English papers or full text unavailable.
Based on the above search and selection strategy,

411 publications were identified. After removing duplicates,
198 publications were included. Among the 198 full-text pub-
lications, 175 were removed according to the above exclusion
and inclusion criteria. Finally, 23 full-text publications were
included in this study.

C. DATA EXTRACTION
Key information relevant to the segmentation method was
extracted from the included studies. The extracted informa-
tion included the following:

1) The overview of the study and the backbone architec-
ture of the proposed model.

2) The size, site, modality and source of the image dataset
used in the study.

3) The data augmentation techniques.
4) The performance evaluation results.

D. EVALUATION METRICS
Image segmentation is the process of classifying all pixels
in an image into multiple classes, and it is known as
binary segmentation when the number of classes equals
two (typically the foreground and background). The LN
segmentation task is a standard binary segmentation task,
where the foreground represents the LNs, and the background
indicates other regions or tissues. For binary segmentation
tasks, let I represent the entire set of image pixels, P denote
the set of pixels predicted as foreground and G indicate the
set of actual foreground pixels based on ground truth. The
detailed definition of regions is shown in Figure 2 and various
evaluation metrics can be defined as follows.

FIGURE 2. Definition of regions.

1) GLOBAL PERFORMANCE
Accuracy (Acc) measures the proportion of correctly pre-
dicted pixels (both foreground and background) out of all
pixels in the image.

Accuracy =
|P ∩ G| + |(I − P) ∩ (I − G)|

|I |
(1)
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Here, P ∩ G and (I − P) ∩ (I − G) represent the set of
pixels correctly predicted as foreground and background,
respectively.

2) CLASS-SPECIFIC METRICS
For the task of binary segmentation, the term precision
(Prec) is used to quantify the fraction of correctly predicted
foreground pixels out of all the predicted foreground pixels.
This metric is also referred to as the positive predictive value,
or PPV.

Precision =
|P ∩ G|

|P|
(2)

While recall (Rec) refers to the proportion of true
foreground pixels that were correctly predicted as foreground.

Recall = Sensitivity =
|P ∩ G|

|G|
(3)

3) SIMILARITY AND OVERLAP
There are two widely used metrics to evaluate the similarity
between the predicted and true foreground regions: Dice
similarity coefficient (DSC) and Intersection over Union
(IoU). DSC, also known as the Sørensen-Dice coefficient,
Dice score, or F1 score, is defined as the harmonic mean of
precision and recall:

DSC = 2 ·
Precision · Recall
Precision + Recall

= 2 ·
|P ∩ G|

|P| + |G|
(4)

The DSC ranges from 0 to 1, with a higher value indicating
greater similarity between the predicted region (P) and the
ground truth (G); a value of 0 indicates no overlap, while
1 represents a perfect overlap.

IoU, also known as the Jaccard index, is defined as:

IoU =
|P ∩ G|

|P ∪ G|
(5)

IoU also ranges from 0 to 1, where a higher value indicates
a greater degree of overlap between P and G. Unlike DSC,
which balances precision and recall, IoU provides a direct
measure of the proportion of the overlapping area relative
to the total area encompassed by both the prediction and
the ground truth. This difference often results in slightly
different values for the same segmentation performance, with
IoU generally being lower than DSC when there is a partial
overlap.

4) REGIONAL VARIABILITY
Volumetric overlap error (VOE) is a metric used to quantify
the discrepancy between two volumes, typically the predicted
mask and the ground truth.

VOE = 1 − IoU = 1 −
|P ∩ G|

|P ∪ G|
(6)

As shown above, the value of VOE ranges from 0 to 1.
A lower VOE indicates a higher overlap and thus, a more
accurate segmentation.

The Hausdorff distance (HD) is an indicator of the distance
between the farthest points of two sets of points, used to
assess the similarity between two shapes, especially when
considering the match of their boundaries. For the sets of
foreground pixels, P and G, the Hausdorff distance can be
defined as:

HD = max

{
sup
p∈P

inf
g∈G

d(p, g), sup
g∈G

inf
p∈P

d(g, p)

}
(7)

where sup indicates the supremum operator, inf refers the
infimum operator, and d(p, g) represents the Euclidean
distance between pixels p and g of the set P and G,
respectively.

In order to eliminate the effect of outliers on HD, the 95th
percentile HD is commonly used as an evaluation metric
to enhance the robustness of shape assessment, which is
also known as HD95. The smaller the HD, the smaller the
maximum deviation between P and G.
Relative volume difference (RVD) quantifies the relative

difference in volume (number of pixels) between the
predicted and actual foreground.

RVD =
|P| − |G|

|G|
(8)

A positive RVD value indicates that the predicted volume
is larger than the actual volume, and vice versa. A smaller
absolute RVD value means a smaller difference in volume
between P and G.

Average symmetric surface distance (ASD) measures the
average distance between the boundaries of the predicted and
actual foreground, symmetrically considering the distances in
both directions.

ASD =

∑
p∈SP ming∈SG d(p, g) +

∑
g∈SG minp∈SP d(g, p)

|SP| + |SG|

(9)

where SP and SG are the sets of boundary pixels for the
predicted and actual foregrounds, respectively.

Similar to HD, the ASD value is greater than or equal to
0, where a smaller ASD value represents a smaller average
distance between P and G.

5) SUMMARY
The detailed calculation process of evaluation metrics used
in the included studies are summarized in Table 1. The value
range, unit, size preference, and expression of each metric are
provided in the table.

III. RESULTS
Deep learning techniques have made significant advance-
ments in computer vision tasks. Compared to traditional
digital image processing methods, deep learning provide
higher efficiency, higher accuracy, and more generalizable
solutions. Deep learning models are also able to perform
some difficult work in terms of traditional digital image pro-
cessing, such as image generation, image super-resolution,
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TABLE 1. Summary of evaluation metrics. For unit, / refers to dimensionless. For size preference, ↑ indicates the bigger value is better, and vice versa. The
I , P and G represent the base image, predicted and ground truth binary masks, respectively. The SP and SG represent the set of boundary pixels in P and
G, respectively, and d (p, g) represents the Euclidean distance between point p and g.

and video frame interpolation. In the following subsections,
the recent applications and developments of deep learning
methods and techniques for LN segmentation, and detailed
information will be discussed.

A. CONVOLUTIONAL NEURAL NETWORKS
Convolutional neural networks (CNN) have been widely used
in computer vision since the introduction of LeNet [20]
and AlexNet [21]. A CNN model typically consists of an
input layer, multiple hidden layers, and an output layer,
where the hidden layers commonly include convolutional
layers, pooling layers, activation layers, and fully connected
layers (also known as FC layers, or multi-layer perceptron,
MLP). The CNN architecture is called fully convolutional
networks (FCN) [22] if the entire CNN architecture does not
contain any FC layers. Since it is not necessary to specify the
neurons explicitly, FCN can process input images of arbitrary
resolution. The original FCN model proposed in 2015 for
semantic segmentation is shown in Figure 3.

FIGURE 3. Overview of FCN for semantic segmentation [22].

Nogues et al. [23] proposed a novel method for automatic
segmentation of axillary LN clusters in CT images, which is
a variation of FCN that combines holistically-nested neural
networks (HNN) [24] and structured optimization. The area
information and boundary discontinuities of the LN clusters
are learned by HNN-A and HNN-Cmodels, respectively. The
experiments were conducted on a public LN dataset which
contains 173 3D CT scans and yields 39,361 images after

data augmentation. The substantial size of the dataset allowed
for comprehensive training of the HNN, enhancing the ability
of proposed model to generalize across diverse anatomical
variations. Additionally, the high quality of the CT images
(512 × 512×512 voxels) ensured that the edge information
and boundary discontinuities of the LN clusters were
accurately captured, which is critical for the effectiveness
of the boundary neural fields structured optimization. This
combination of a large and high-quality dataset contributed
significantly to the superior accuracy achieved by the HNN
method compared to other optimization techniques in LN
group volume measurements, demonstrating the value of
edge detection methods for LN segmentation tasks.

Another novel deep learning approach based on FCN for
the automatic segmentation of LNs in ultrasound images
named coarse-to-fine stacked fully convolutional nets (CFS-
FCN) was introduced by Zhang et al. [25]. The CFS-FCN
model consists of two parts: (1) using the first FCN model
to generate intermediate coarse masks of LNs, then (2)
combining coarse masks with original input for the second
FCN model to generate the final fine mask of LNs. The
overview architecture of CFS-FCN is illustrated in Figure 4.
The dataset used in this study consists of 80 images, and
the results show that the CFS-FCN model with boundary
refinement technology significantly outperforms existing
deep learning approaches, even with a small amount of
data.

Zhang et al. [26] presented a new generalizable strategy
for medical image segmentation, named decompose-and-
integrate learning. It divides the segmentation task into
sub-problems (decomposition phase) solved by deep learning
modules, each with unique feature transformations. These
solutions are then combined (integration phase) to solve the
original segmentation problem. This method was evaluated
on model DenseVoxNet [27] and CUMedNet [28] in 3D and
2D images, respectively. The ablation experiments conducted
on multiple datasets (including an in-house ultrasound
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FIGURE 4. Overview of CFS-FCN [25].

FIGURE 5. Overview of NPCNet [29].

dataset of LN) demonstrate the robustness and generalization
capability of different data of the proposed strategy.

In addition to being used in CT and ultrasound image
segmentation tasks, FCN has also been used in MRI image
segmentation tasks. Li et al. [29] introduced NPCNet for the
precise segmentation of primary nasopharyngeal carcinoma
(NPC) tumors and metastatic LNs (MLNs) in MRI images.
The NPCNet model incorporates three key modules: position
enhancement module (PEM), scale enhancement module
(SEM), and boundary enhancement module (BEM), which
is similar to Zhang et al. [25], and aimed to address the
challenges related to variable localization, variable size, and
irregular boundaries of MLNs. The structure of NPCNet is
illustrated in Figure 5. Notably, NPCNet adopted the pre-
trained (on ImageNet [30]) ResNet-101 as the backbone.
Through extensive experimentation on a dataset comprising
9,124 samples from 754 patients, the model demonstrated
state-of-the-art performance in segmenting NPC tumors and
MLNs, outperforming other popular segmentation models.

In summary, considerable research has been dedicated to
the application of CNN and FCN models in the segmentation
of LNs in CT, PET/CT, ultrasound, and MRI images. The
FCN model has also been extensively utilized in LN segmen-
tation tasks due to its capacity to process images of arbitrary
resolution and its ability to effectively capture spatial

information. Although CNN models demonstrate efficient
local feature extraction capabilities and a well-established
technological foundation in LN segmentation tasks, they are
deficient in multi-scale feature extraction and global context
modeling. Consequently, there has been an increased focus on
enhancing CNN model performance by incorporating addi-
tional modules and structures, including the encoder-decoder
structure with skip connections, Transformer architecture
based on the attention mechanism, and advanced loss
function design.

B. ENCODER-DECODER NETWORKS
Since the introduction of U-Net [6], the encoder-decoder
structure has quickly become the standard choice for medical
image segmentation. This is due to the advantages it offers
over other approaches, including a lightweight network
structure, multi-scale feature extraction mechanism, and
the preservation of spatial information through the skip
connection design. As shown in Figure 6, U-Net gets its
name because of a unique U-shaped structure. It consists
of two parts: a contraction path on the left side (encoder)
and a symmetric expansion path on the right side (decoder).
The encoder part extracts image features and reduces their
dimensionality through successive convolution and pooling
operations, while the decoder part gradually recovers the
spatial resolution and detailed information of the image using
up-sampling. The key feature of the U-Net is the introduction
of skip connections between the encoder and decoder at
corresponding levels, effectively preserving rich contextual
information and significantly enhancing the accuracy of
image segmentation.

FIGURE 6. Overview of U-Net [6].

The encoder-decoder structure has been widely used
in the segmentation of LNs in CT and PET/CT images.
Men et al. [31] proposed an end-to-end deep deconvolutional
neural network (DDNN) based on the encoder-decoder
structure, and aimed at accelerating the segmentation process
of NPC target areas in CT scan images for radiotherapy.
Utilizing data from 230 patients for the training and testing
process, the study demonstrated that the DDNN outperforms
the VGG-16 [32] model across all segmentation tasks.
However, the segmentation accuracy of DDNN for LN gross
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tumor volume was relatively lower due to variations in shape,
volume, and location among patients.

Similarly, Li et al. [33] have also investigated the seg-
mentation of NPC LNs in CT scan images. They proposed a
modified U-Net model to improve the segmentation accuracy
of NPC LNs, which generates segmentation results with the
same resolution as the input image. This studymainly focuses
on the diagnosis of different stages of NPC primary tumors
and metastatic LNs based on the same deep learning model.
The experimental results showed that the proposed model
achieves a slightly higher segmentation accuracy for LNs
at stage N1 (0.691) than stages N2 (0.653) and N3 (0.640),
while N2 and N3 represent more advanced stages of cancer
with more complex anatomical changes, leading to lower
segmentation accuracy.

Ariji et al. [34] utilized U-Net to automatically segment
multiple classes of cervical LNs from enhanced CT images
of patients with oral cancer and classify metastatic or non-
metastatic LNs. Nayan et al. [35] proposed an enhanced
UNet++ [36] model to achieve high-precision automatic
detection and segmentation of mediastinal LNs from CT
images. It is worth noting that in this study, bilinear
interpolation was used instead of transposed convolution
for upsampling operations in the decoder path of UNet++.
This approach was used to reduce computational intensity
and avoid the introduction of checkerboard artifacts that
are commonly associated with transposed convolution. The
complete dataset used for experiments consisted of three
separate datasets, including 54,330 images after data aug-
mentation. The results showed that the enhanced UNet++

model achieved superior performance in mediastinal LN
detection and segmentation tasks, outperforming the original
UNet++ model and other advanced methods.
Some researchers have also attempted to combine PET

images with CT images to perform LN segmentation tasks.
Xu et al. [37] proposed DiSegNet for LN segmentation in
PET/CT images. This study included a new cosine-sine (CS)
loss function to address the class imbalance problem for
different networks during training and the incorporation of
a multi-stage atrous spatial pyramid pooling (MS-ASPP)
submodule to leverage multi-scale information for enhanced
segmentation performance of LN boundaries. The overview
structure of DiSegNet is shown in Figure 7. The DiSegNet
architecture enhances the SegNet [38] framework with the
MS-ASPP module to achieve superior semantic accuracy and
detail preservation in segmentation, and the encoder module
of DiSegNet can be replaced with other pre-trained models
such as ResNet to improve the segmentation performance.

Ahamed et al. [39] developed an automated segmentation
approach based on the U-Net architecture with a ResNet50
encoder pre-trained on ImageNet, aimed at segmenting
primary tumors and metastatic LNs from PET/CT images of
head and neck cancer patients. Similar to Xu et al. [37], this
study proposed a multiclass Dice loss function combining
primary tumor and LN segmentation loss to optimize model
training. The encoder-decoder structure is asymmetrical,

FIGURE 7. Overview of DiSegNet [37].

with the decoder path being shallower than the encoder
(approximately 4:1 ratio). Results demonstrate the potential
of this asymmetric structure in improving the efficiency and
accuracy of medical image analysis.

The encoder-decoder structure has also been applied to
LNs segmentation in ultrasound images. Fu et al. [40]
presented a multimodal fusion method for the cervical
LNs segmentation from fused features of grayscale and
Doppler ultrasound images. The core design is the feature
attention mechanism that utilizes the information of higher
dimensions provided by both imaging modalities. Unlike the
attention mechanism in the Transformer [41], this feature
attention mechanism is designed to exchange and fuse
the modality-wise and spatial-wise features. The proposed
feature-sharing module (FSM) suppresses the irrelevant
features while highlighting the key features required to
differentiate the LNs from the surrounding tissues. The
FSM, modality-wise attention, and spatial-wise attention
are illustrated in Figure 8. This study also adopted several
pre-processing techniques to enhance the quality of ultra-
sound images, such as auto cropping based on single shot
multibox detector (SSD) [42], noise reduction, andmodalities
registration. This multimodal fusion method significantly
improved LN segmentation accuracy, outperformed the
coarse-to-fine method proposed by Zhang et al. [25] and
U-Net, and also marked an important advancement in the
application of multimodal data fusion for medical image
processing.

Zhang et al. [43] introducedMA-Net, a multi-attention and
atrous convolution network designed to enhance semantic
information extraction through an end-to-end approach.
As shown in Figure 9, the network is based on an
encoder-decoder architecture that combines multiple-channel
convolution blocks, atrous convolution modules, pyramid
pooling modules, residual skip connections, and a multi-task
loss function (composed of cross-entropy loss Lc and Dice
loss Ls in a certain ratio). Segmentation experiments were
conducted on multiple datasets including ultrasound images
of the brachial plexus, fetal head, and LN. The results
showed that MA-Net achieves significant improvements
in mainstream performance evaluation metrics compared
to U-Net and UNet++ [36]. It it highly generalizable
and practical for accurate ultrasound, MRI and CT image
segmentation.

97214 VOLUME 13, 2025



J. Qu et al.: Application of Deep Learning for Lymph Node Segmentation: A Systematic Review

FIGURE 8. Overview of multi-modal feature attention [40].

FIGURE 9. Overview of MA-Net [43].

Zhang et al. [44] introduced a multi-scale U-Net
(MUNet) for ultrasound image segmentation, combining
FCN, encoder-decoder architecture with a feature pyramid.
The overview structure of MUNet is shown in Figure 10.
Similar to YOLOv3 [45], this model is also composed
of a replaceable backbone and multi-scale segmentation
branches, but with an additional branch for cervical LN
classification, and it is capable of processing images at
arbitrary sizes thanks to the FCN structure. The experiments
were based on a dataset consists of 4,000 benign and 1,000
malignant LN images before augmentation, with a resolution
of 700× 800, and yielded a high Dice score and AUC value.
The special design of MUNet allows the backbone network
to be replaced accommodating different needs for efficiency,
accuracy, and different scenarios.

In addition to focusing on new methods, some researchers
have also explored different ultrasound image preprocessing
techniques. To overcome the challenges of speckle noise
and echogenic hila that existed in ultrasound LN images,
Chen et al. [46] proposed a method that integrates anisotropic
diffusion denoising based on Gabor-based anisotropic dif-
fusion, a modified U-Net, and morphological operations.
It reveals the potential of combining traditional image
processing techniques with deep learningmethods to improve
segmentation accuracy.

FIGURE 10. Overview of MUNet [44].

FIGURE 11. Overview of difficulty-aware dual network structure [47].

Xu et al. [47] proposed a difficulty-aware dual network
structure for axillary LN segmentation in ultrasound images,
combined with a spatial attention-constrained graph model.
First, the difficulty level of the input image is evaluated by a
gradingmodule, and then different network branches are used
for adaptive segmentation according to the difficulty level.
The overview structure is shown in Figure 11.

The complex LN images refer to images with unclear
LN boundaries, low contrast, and complicated intensity
distribution. For dealing with those images, this study intro-
duced the spatial attention module and a graph-based energy
model that considers the constraints of spatial attention
and intends to provide additional discriminative information
and enhance segmentation performance by capturing inter-
pixel relationships. However, the experimental results were
evaluated quantitatively based on a combination of complex
and simple LN images, and it lacks performance analysis
specifically for complex or simple LN images. Nevertheless,
the overall results show that the method outperforms other
state-of-the-art deep learning methods in segmenting axillary
LNs, such as U-Net, FCN-8s [22], DeepLabv3+ [48], SegNet,
and Frrn [49].

Wen et al. [50] concentrated on the segmentation of
six LN regions (LNRs) in CT images of patients with
rectal, prostate, and cervical cancer, including abdominal
presacral, pelvic presacral, internal iliac nodes, external iliac
nodes, obturator nodes, and inguinal nodes. A cascaded
multi-heads U-net (CMU-net) was proposed to classify and
segment the six LNRs simultaneously. The classification
model was constructed using the ResNet-50 [5], while and
the segmentation model was based on the UNet++ [36]. Six
distinct heads were employed to predict the six LNRs, and
the final segmentation results were obtained by combining
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FIGURE 12. Overview of CMU-Net [50].

FIGURE 13. Overview of Y-Net [51].

the six segmentation results correspondingly. The overview
structure of CMU-Net is shown in Figure 12.
The classification and segmentation model were trained

and validated on 120 cases, another 40 cases were used
for testing. All images were resized to 512 × 512 pixels
without augmentation. With the prior knowledge from the
classification model, the performance of segmentation model
achieved an average Dice score of 0.895.

Additionally, Zhao et al. [51] also addressed the classifi-
cation and segmentation of LNs in a simultaneous manner.
A novel Y-Net architectural modification was derived from
the U-Net, incorporating a classification branch into the
original U-Net structure. This was devised to predict the
LN status (benignancy or malignancy). The overall structure
of Y-Net is shown in Figure 13. The dataset for model
training contains 2,512 images for training and testing, and
547 images for validation. The results show that two parallel
branches reached 72.03% accuracy, which outperformed the
original ultrasonic report by 7.37%. The segmentation branch
obtained a median Dice score of 0.832, which is comparable
to the state-of-the-art methods.

In addition to the residual connections that are commonly
used in encoder-decoder architectures, researchers have also
considered the potential benefits of introducing attention
mechanisms into UNets. Hasan et al. [52] proposed an

FIGURE 14. Overview of proposed attentional U-Net for lymph node
segmentation [52].

attentional U-Net with spatial context network and reverse
axial attention for 2D LN segmentation. The spatial context
network is designed to capture the spatial context information
of input 2D CT slices, while the reverse axial attention
mechanism can enhance the feature representation of the
decoder layers. The overview of the proposed attentional
U-Net is shown in Figure 14.
Interestingly, Hasan et al. [52] focused on the segmentation

of normal, small LNs in the neck of healthy individuals,
which presents more challenges compared to abnormal LN
segmentation tasks due to the smaller size and less distinct
boundaries. They collected 221 contrast-enhanced CT scans
consisting of 25,119 CT slices of the neck, with 18,054 slices
used for training, 4,463 slices for validation, and 2,602 slices
for testing. It achieved promising segmentation results with
a 0.808 Dice score. This study designed advanced reverse
axial attention (RAA) module (composed by two 1D self-
attention along height and width) and an improvement of
IoU metric by 0.06 was found (from 0.774 to 0.780). The
RAA module helps the model focus on relevant regions by
filtering out noise and enhancing the salient features of small
LNs. This mechanism is particularly effective in capturing the
multi-scale context of lymph nodes, which vary in size and
have irregular boundaries.

To summarize, the encoder-decoder structure has been
extensively employed in the segmentation of LNs in CT,
PET/CT, and ultrasound images. The U-Net [6] and its
variants have been the most frequently utilized models by
researchers in the domain of medical image segmentation.
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FIGURE 15. Overview of DE-Net [54].

The U-Net [6] architecture has been modified and enhanced
in various ways to improve the accuracy and efficiency
of LN segmentation tasks. The introduction of attention
mechanisms, feature-sharing modules, and multi-scale seg-
mentation branches has demonstrated significant potential
in enhancing the performance of deep learning models for
LN segmentation. The combination of traditional image
processing techniques and deep learning methods has also
been investigated to improve the quality of ultrasound images
and enhance the segmentation accuracy of LNs.

C. TRANSFORMER
In recent years, the Transformer [7], [41], [53] architecture
has been introduced into the field of image processing.
By efficiently extracting complex spatial structural infor-
mation and capturing global contextual relationships, the
Transformer offers new possibilities for improving the
accuracy and efficiency of medical image segmentation. This
is particularly beneficial when dealing with high-resolution
medical image data, as the Transformer can understand the
overall structure of the image while preserving detailed
information. As a result, it has shown great potential in tasks
such as tumor identification and organ delimitation, leading
to more accurate segmentation results.

Shi et al. [54] proposed an innovative dual-encoder hybrid
model called DE-Net, which is designed to automatically
segment multiple structures for whole bone marrow and
lymphatic irradiation in bone marrow transplantation. The
architecture of DE-Net is shown in Figure 15. The structure
is still U-shaped but with two encoders and one decoder,
where the first encoder is comprised of ResNet blocks and
the second encoder is based on Swin Transformer blocks. DE-
Net fully exploits both local detailed spatial information and
global contextual knowledge in parallel to improve the quality
of learned features.

Experiments were conducted on a dataset comprising
seven target structures, including skulls, ribs, and LNs. The
results demonstrate that DE-Net exhibits slightly enhanced
performance compared to existing methods in the context
of segmentation. It attained marginal improvements of

0.01 and 0.004 in the Dice score for LNs and on average,
respectively, when benchmarked against another CNN and
Transformer hybrid model, UTNet [55]. However, while
DE-Net leverages a hybrid architecture, the broader adoption
of transformer-based models in LN segmentation remains
limited. This is not only due to the computational cost of
transformers, but also due to other critical factors, such as
the scarcity of large-scale, high quality annotated LN datasets
required for effective pre-training and the inherent anatomical
complexity of LNs.

Moreover, recent developments in lightweight transformer
variants, including MedViT [56], EfficientViT [57], and
MobileViT [58], offer computationally efficient alternatives
with comparable performance. These architectures leverage
optimized attention mechanisms and parameter-efficient
designs, making them more suitable for medical image
segmentation, including LN segmentation. However, such
lightweight models still require large-scale datasets for
training and have not been extensively explored in the context
of LN segmentation, highlighting an area for future research.

D. OBJECT DETECTION ASSISTED SEGMENTATION
Object detection is a computer vision technology used to
identify and locate specific targets within an image. In medi-
cal image segmentation, it is applied to automatically identify
structures such as lesions, tumors, and organs, thereby
assisting clinicians in diagnosis and treatment planning.
Despite its widespread use in the literature, applications of
object detection-assisted segmentation in LN segmentation
remain relatively limited.

Existing studies, such as those by Bouget et al. [59]
and Zhao et al. [60], have utilized Mask R-CNN [61]
to simultaneously perform detection and segmentation.
Mask R-CNN has proven effective in generating precise
pixel-level segmentation masks. However, its performance
is often constrained by the need for large-scale annotated
datasets. Recent advances in detection-based segmentation
have introduced models such as YOLOv8 [62], Faster R-
CNN [63], and DETR [64], which have shown promising
improvements in object detection and segmentation tasks in
various domains.

For instance, YOLOv8, with its single-stage architecture,
offers faster inference speeds and can potentially streamline
real-time LN detection. Faster R-CNN continues to demon-
strate strong performance in two-stage detection frameworks,
while DETR’s transformer-based approach allows for effec-
tive global context modeling, which may improve detection
accuracy in complex anatomical structures. Integrating these
modern techniques either as independent models or within
hybrid architectures could address some of the limitations
inherent in traditional methods and enhance overall perfor-
mance in LN segmentation.

Future research should concentrate on comparing these
approaches with established methods, investigating their
adaptability to limited annotated data, as well as testing
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the performance of pre-trained models fine-tuned on small
medical datasets and exploring how hybrid architectures can
take advantage of detection and segmentation networks to
improve clinical outcomes.

E. LOSS FUNCTION OF SEGMENTATION
In addition to the development of more accurate and
innovative LN segmentation deep learning models, previous
studies have also addressed the construction of loss functions.
In the context of LN segmentation, the construction of
loss functions is important in optimizing the accuracy and
performance during LN delineation. The incorporation of
advanced loss functions, including focal loss, Dice loss, and
cross-entropy loss, has the potential to markedly enhance
segmentation outcomes. This is due to their effectiveness
in handling pixel-level classification, optimizing the overlap
between predicted and true masks, addressing class imbal-
ance and consequently improving segmentation accuracy and
model robustness.

In recent advancements, Xu et al. [65], [66] introduced
innovative approaches to enhance the segmentation of patho-
logical LNs in PET/CT images through the development
of specialized loss functions. Initially, they proposed a
boundary-attention cross-entropy (BCE) loss function that
focuses on increasing the weight of LN boundary voxels
to address the challenge of accurately delineating LN
boundaries in complex anatomical structures. Furthermore,
they explored the integration of multiple loss functions,
including BCE with generalized Dice loss, to effectively
handle class imbalance and small-size issues associated
with pathological LNs. This multifaceted approach was
tested on architectures such as SegNet and DeepLabv3+,
showing significant improvements in segmentation accuracy,
as evidenced by high sensitivity and Dice scores, highlighting
the potential of tailored loss functions in medical image
segmentation tasks.

IV. DISCUSSION
From the above overview of the different studies, the
key contributions of these different approaches and the
corresponding experimental quantitative assessment results
are summarized in Table 2. Due to the variability of evaluation
metrics, we only present the common metric among all
included studies, the Dice similarity coefficient (DSC, F1
score), as the primary metric for comparison. The overview
of Dice scores of included studies is shown in Figure 16.
As observed in Figure 16, certain methods [26], [35], [44]
consistently outperform others, achieving higher Dice scores.
These high-performing methods typically employ robust data
augmentation techniques and utilize larger, more diverse
datasets tend to demonstrate better generalization, resulting
in higher Dice scores.

A. PERFORMANCE BETWEEN TECHNIQUES
As Table 2 and Figure 16 indicate, the encoder-decoder
architecture is currently widely applied to LN segmentation.

It has been shown to be more scalable and efficient
because of its straightforward design and comparative lower
computational needs, making it particularly well-suited for
real-time clinical applications. Furthermore, FCN enables the
model to process images with arbitrary resolution, thereby
enhancing its adaptability to medical data. In contrast,
Transformer-based methods have seen limited adoption due
to their substantial computational demands. The mean and
standard deviation of Dice scores of different techniques are
categorized and shown in Figure 17. The results indicate that
the performance of different techniques varies significantly,
with the best-performing methods achieving Dice scores that
are more than twice as high as the worst-performingmethods.

Notably, Nayan et al. [35] achieved the best segmentation
results on three public datasets for LN segmentation by using
a modified UNet++, scoring 0.935 for DSC and 0.919 for
IoU. The dataset used in Nayan et al. [35] is the largest
dataset among the studies included in this review, with 54,330
images among three public datasets, and with a relatively
high resolution of 512 × 512. The extensive size of dataset
likely contributed to the robustness and generalizability of the
model. Additionally, the augmentation techniques employed,
such as random cropping, flipping and contrast and brightness
controlling, enhanced the diversity of the training data,
further improving the capacity of model to generalize to
unseen data. These factors collectively contributed to the
superior performance of the model.

In contrast, the method proposed by Bouget et al. [59]
achieved the lowest Dice score of 0.409 among the studies
included. This result may be attributed to several factors.
Firstly, the study used an original U-Net and Mask R-CNN
without proper modification, and the U-Net was trained
from scratch while the Mask R-CNN was pre-trained on the
ImageNet dataset. This may lack the generalization ability
of the model. Secondly, the objective of this study is not
only focused on LN segmentation but also includes the
segmentation of 14 other tissues and organs. This broader
scope may have resulted in a relatively limited emphasis
on the specific task of LN segmentation. Lastly, the input
images generated from CT slices were resized to 256 ×

256, which may have led to the detailed information loss
of LN structures, thereby affecting the LN segmentation
performance.

As shown in Figure 17, the highest Dice scorewas achieved
by CNN-based methods (0.836), followed by encoder-
decoder-based methods (0.802), and Transformer-based
methods (0.736). This indicates that CNN-based methods
are currently the most accurate for LN segmentation tasks.
Meanwhile, although the Transformer architecture is widely
used in the domain of natural image processing, it has
not been extensively adopted for LN segmentation tasks.
Preliminary research on Transformer-based DE-Net [54],
utilizing Swin Transformer, achieved a Dice score of 0.736 on
a private dataset. This indicates there is still significant room
for improvement compared to the CNN and encoder-decoder
architecture. Furthermore, it underscores the substantial
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FIGURE 16. Overview of Dice scores of included studies.

FIGURE 17. Mean and standard deviation of Dice scores for different
techniques.

potential for further development of Transformer technology
in this task.

The results also show that the object detection-assisted
segmentation methods have the lowest mean Dice score
(0.612), which is significantly lower than the other meth-
ods. This may be because the object detection-assisted
segmentation methods are not specifically designed for LN
segmentation tasks, and the model may not be well-suited
for the segmentation of small and irregularly shaped LN
structures. Additionally, the object detection models that are
used in these methods are pre-trained on the object detection
natural image datasets and did not fine-tune using LN data,
this may lead to less effectiveness in capturing the detailed
information of complex structures, which could result in
performance degradation. Furthermore, the limited number
of studies employing object detection-assisted segmentation
methods constrains the representativeness of the mean and
standard deviation of Dice scores.

The studies that focused on improving the loss function
of LN segmentation achieved a mean Dice score (0.760).

FIGURE 18. Mean and standard deviation of Dice scores for different
modalities.

These studies utilized older backbones such as SegNet and
DeepLabv3+, in contrast to the popular U-Net, UNet++, and
other encoder-decoder architectures. Additionally, the dataset
used in these studies was relatively small, with an average
of 63 images, which limited the model generalizability.
Consequently, they exhibited lower performance compared
to CNN and encoder-decoder-based methods.

B. PERFORMANCE BETWEEN MODALITIES
Figure 18 shows the mean and standard deviation of
Dice scores between different modalities. The results vary
significantly, the performance of CT and PET/CT are
relatively close, scoring a mean 0.750 and 0.716 Dice score,
respectively. In contrast, the group of ultrasound modality
achieved the highest mean Dice score of 0.857.

This phenomenon may be attributed to the image charac-
teristics of different modalities and data processing methods.
Due to the principles of CT and PET imaging, a LN occupies
only a small area in CT and PET images, making it difficult
to be delineated, detected, and segmented. Meanwhile, the
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TABLE 2. Summary of deep learning methods for LN segmentation.
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resolution and contrast of raw images generated by CT and
PET are various, and preprocessing techniques including
resizing, histogram equalization, and others are essential to
ensure the consistency of the input data. This may result in
the loss of detailed information on LN structures, thereby
affecting the LN segmentation performance.

Although the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) of ultrasound
images is lower compared to CT and PET images, ultrasound
imaging is highly effective in displaying LN during real-
time examinations. The ability to zooming in, zooming
out, and manipulating the probe to observe the LN from
different angles, providing a comprehensive view of the entire
LN structure. Additionally, ultrasound images captured by
radiologists often have a higher proportion of LN compared
to CT and PET images, further aiding in segmentation.
Furthermore, high-frequency ultrasound is commonly used
in LN imaging. The relatively high image resolution of
high-frequency ultrasound allows preprocessing operations
and enhances the potential for high-accuracy segmentation.

The performance of the MRI modality achieved a balance
between CT/PET and ultrasound, with a mean Dice score
of 0.792. MRI is widely used in clinical practice due to
its excellent soft tissue contrast and multiplanar imaging
capabilities. The high resolution and contrast of MRI images
enable the capture of detailed information on LN structures.
However, the MRI modality is least utilized in the studies
included in this study, possibly due to the high cost of
MRI imaging and the complexity of MRI image processing.
Further exploration is needed to fully understand the potential
performance of MRI in LN segmentation tasks.

C. BEST METHOD FOR DIFFERENT MODALITIES
According to the previous literature, the best method for
different modalities in LN segmentation are shown in Table 3.
The results indicate that the best methods for CT, PET/CT,
and ultrasound are encoder-decoder-basedmethods, while the
best method for the MRI modality is an object detection-
assisted method.

Interestingly, the majority of studies included in this
study have utilized U-Net, variants of U-Net such as
UNet++, and ResNet, as the backbone architectures. These
backbones have established themselves as highly effective
in medical image segmentation tasks. The fact that the best
methods for different modalities also rely on these backbones
further highlights their robustness and generalizability in LN
segmentation tasks.

Analysis of Table 3 and the model architectures of these
methods ( [35], [37], [44], [60]) reveals three common
characteristics that significantly contribute to their superior
performance across different modalities: (1) implementation
of encoder-decoder architectures with skip connections,
enabling effective capture of both local details and global
contextual features; (2) training on relatively large and
diverse datasets, enhancing model generalization; and (3)
extensive use of data augmentation techniques to artificially
expand the training data variability. These complementary

strategies collectively facilitate robust feature extraction
and accurate segmentation performance, regardless of the
underlying imaging modality.

D. OVERALL OBSERVATIONS
1) ADVANTAGES
The application of deep learning techniques in LN seg-
mentation tasks offers three principal advantages. Firstly,
it has the potential to considerably reduce the time and
effort required by radiologists for diagnosis. It facilitates
the optimization of the clinical workflow by automating
the identification of metastatic nodes, thereby enhances the
efficiency of LN image analysis. Secondly, deep learning
methodologies can assist in standardizing the process, and
ensure consistency in the evaluation and reduce the variability
in accuracy that may arise from the differences in experience
and expertise amongst radiologists. The automation of
the segmentation process allows models to achieve more
reliable and reproducible results, and provides real-time
support for diagnostic and therapeutic decisions. Third, the
continuous learning and transfer learning capabilities enable
the integration of new data and knowledge, facilitates the
development of more accurate and robust models [78].
By leveraging the vast amount of data and information
available, deep learning models can enhance the performance
and generalizability of LN segmentation tasks.

2) LIMITATIONS
At present, the most frequently utilized deep learning archi-
tectures for LN segmentation are encoder-decoder-based
methods, particularly U-Net and its variants. Although these
methods have demonstrated high performance in various
medical image segmentation tasks, they may not be the most
suitable methods due to the bias attributed to the different
private datasets used in the studies. The insufficiency of
publicly accessible datasets and the scarcity of diversity in
the data utilized for training may have resulted in inequitable
comparisons between disparate methodologies.

Additionally, the limited diversity of datasets in terms
of patient demographics, imaging protocols, and anatomical
variations poses challenges for models to generalize well
across different clinical settings. The quality of annotations
exhibits variability across studies, with some relying on
less detailed or inconsistent labeling, which can adversely
affect the training and evaluation of segmentation models.
These issues underscore the need for more standardized
and diverse datasets, as well as higher annotation quality,
to advance the field and enable fairer comparisons of different
methodologies.

Moreover, the performance of Transformer-based tech-
niques and object detection-assisted segmentation methods
in LN segmentation tasks is comparatively inferior to that
of CNN-based methods. This may hamper the widespread
application of these techniques in LN segmentation tasks and
hinder the full realization of their potential.
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TABLE 3. Best methods for different modalities in LN segmentation. The subscript in, and ex indicate the internal dataset and external dataset.

3) CHALLENGES
a: DATA SCARCITY AND ANNOTATION COMPLEXITY
It is worth noting that out of the 23 studies included in this
study, only four studies [23], [35], [39], [59] utilized public
datasets [67], [69], [70], [71], [72], [77], while the remaining
studies relied on private datasets. The number of images used
in each study also varied. The use of different datasets makes
it challenging to directly compare the experimental results
of various studies and ascertain the superiority of methods,
and this situation hampers the innovative development of LN
segmentation tasks.

In recent years, with the availability of numerous publicly
accessible datasets such as ImageNet [30], COCO [79],
and Cityscapes [80], natural vision tasks have experienced
significant advancements. However, medical imaging tasks,
including those related to LN image processing, have faced
persistent challenges in data availability. Difficulties in data
collection, high acquisition costs, and the labor-intensive
nature of data annotation have hindered the formation of large
datasets in this domain.

Acquiring and annotating medical imaging data is com-
plex. Devices from different manufacturers or time periods
vary in resolution, contrast, noise, and artifacts due to
technological advancements and different settings. These
variations affect image quality and the amount of usable
information, making it difficult to build deep learning
datasets. Inconsistent data from different devices complicates
preprocessing and standardization, reducing model general-
ization and accuracy. In addition, device incompatibilities
limit data integration frommultiple sources, resulting in small
and heterogeneous datasets that weaken the performance
and reliability of deep learning models in clinical settings.
Therefore, effective calibration and standardization measures
should be implemented to ensure data consistency and quality
during data acquisition, thereby improving the diagnostic
accuracy and clinical utility of deep learning models.

Unlike the annotating process of natural images, the
delineation process of LN structures highly depends on
the expertise of radiologists. It takes several minutes to

annotate a single LN image for professional radiologists,
making the collection and annotation of a large dataset of LN
images time-consuming and costly. Due to these challenges,
researchers often rely on limited self-collected data, which
is constrained by ethical and copyright restrictions imposed
on hospital data. Consequently, the scarcity of data hampers
research efficiency and imposes limitations on the perfor-
mance of models in LN segmentation tasks.

Moreover, LNs exhibit considerable variability in mor-
phology and location across different patients and imaging
modalities. This diversity increases the difficulty of automatic
segmentation, requiring models to have strong generalization
capabilities to perform reliably in various clinical environ-
ments. Additionally, consistency in annotation is also an
issue, as different annotators might have varying delineations
for the same LN, introducing noise into the dataset.

b: INSUFFICIENT APPLICATION OF NEW TECHNIQUES
Another challenge is the insufficient application of new
techniques such as object detection-assisted methods, Trans-
former models, and large-scale pre-trained models. The
object detection-assisted methods included in this study only
adopted the Mask R-CNN model which is pre-trained on
the ImageNet dataset. The lack of fine-tuning on medical
images may have limited the performance of these methods.
In addition, while transformers and large-scale pre-trained
models are widely used in natural language and image
processing tasks, their application in LN segmentation tasks
is still scarce. Integrating these models has the potential to
improve the performance and generalization of models in LN
segmentation tasks.

c: CLINICAL INTEGRATION CHALLENGES
The integration of deep learning-based segmentation models
into clinical workflows presents several challenges. A pri-
mary concern is the seamless integrationwith existing clinical
systems, such as Picture Archiving and Communication
Systems (PACS). The successful incorporation of these tools
requires interoperability that ensures the outputs are directly
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accessible and interpretable within the established clinical
infrastructure without disrupting the standard radiological
workflow. In addition to the integration of technology,
the regulatory environment presents challenges. Regulatory
agencies such as the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) and the European Conformity Assessment (CE)
bodies require rigorous evidence of safety, efficacy, and
reproducibility prior to approval.

Moreover, the implementation of these models in actual
settings is hindered by the inherent variations among health-
care institutions, such as imaging protocols, hardware config-
urations, and data management practices. Consequently, deep
learning models must possess a high degree of adaptability
and be thoroughly validated in diverse clinical environments.
The effective integration of such protocols necessitates
robust multidisciplinary collaboration. The convergence of
expertise from clinicians, biomedical engineers, information
technology specialists, and regulatory experts is imperative
for the development of standardized protocols that adhere
to technical and regulatory requirements, and ensure the
seamless integration of the tools into routine clinical practice.

d: UNCERTAINTY QUANTIFICATION
An important aspect not previously addressed is the quan-
tification of uncertainty in deep learning-based segmentation.
In clinical applications, it is crucial that segmentation models
provide predictions and confidence estimates. Techniques
such as Monte Carlo dropout, which involves performing
multiple stochastic forward passes during inference, and
Bayesian approximation approaches that model parame-
ter uncertainty, can be employed to quantify uncertainty.
In addition, depth ensembles quantify uncertainty through the
variance of the prediction results, offering another avenue to
assess prediction variability.In the context of LN segmenta-
tion, providing uncertainty estimates may enable clinicians
to identify regions with lower confidence, prompting further
review or alternative diagnostic measures.

E. FUTURE PERSPECTIVES
In response to the current challenges faced by LN segmen-
tation tasks, we propose several potential research directions
for future development.

1) WORKAROUND FOR INSUFFICIENT DATA
To address the issue of limited data availability, researchers
can adopt several strategies. Firstly, while conducting exper-
iments on private datasets, it is also important to evaluate
model performance on publicly available datasets, such as
the Sa-med2d-20m dataset [81]. This allows for broader
participation and facilitates the improvement of methods.
Secondly, researchers should actively explore new techniques
that are less reliant on large volumes of data. Approaches
such as transfer learning [60], semi-supervised learning [82],
weakly supervised learning [83], contrastive learning [84]
and unsupervised learning [85] can enable the construction of
models with minimal data. These methods leverage existing

prior knowledge and can effectively enhance the performance
of models in LN segmentation tasks.

The application of diverse data transformations, including
rotation, flipping, scaling, and contrast adjustment, to existing
images facilitates the augmentation of training data, thereby
enhancing the diversity of the training data set and simulating
the variations in images that arise from different devices
and imaging conditions. Furthermore, data augmentation can
emulate the anatomical and pathological variations observed
in real-world scenarios, thereby increasing the robustness of
deep learning models when processing images from diverse
sources and of varying quality. Consequently, data augmen-
tation techniques are pivotal in improving the accuracy and
reliability of models and in promoting the effectiveness of
deep learning algorithms in clinical applications.

2) MODEL HYBRIDIZATION
The combination of multiple models has been proven an
effective approach to image segmentation, such as CNNs
and transformers. As demonstrated by the DETR [64],
this integration capitalizes on the respective strengths of
these architectures. CNNs are capable at capturing local
features, whereas transformers excel at learning global
representations. The synergy between these models enhances
segmentation accuracy, improves generalization, optimizes
computational efficiency by reducing the workload on
transformers, and increases model robustness against noise
and variability. Despite the greater computational demands of
Transformer models, strategies such as quantization, parame-
ter pruning, and lightweight Transformer (e.g., TinyViT [86])
can be employed to alleviate the burden and enhance the
feasibility of model hybridization. This integration of diverse
models may has the potential to the development of more
precise and reliable LN segmentation methods.

3) MULTIMODAL FUSION TECHNIQUES
To advance LN segmentation, it is essential to expand
the application of multimodal fusion technologies, such as
combining grayscale ultrasound images with color Doppler
images [40], integrating CT and PET images [87], and
merging multiple imaging modalities like CT and MRI with
patient clinical information. This integration provides richer
blood flowdata, detailed tissue structures, and comprehensive
patient backgrounds, enabling deep learning models to
achieve more accurate and robust segmentation. By lever-
aging multiple data sources, models can better generalize
across diverse clinical scenarios, reducing the likelihood of
missed or incorrect detections. Additionally, incorporating
clinical information enhances the clinical relevance and
practicality of segmentation results, supports personalized
treatment plans, and improves diagnostic confidence.

4) INTEGRATION WITH LARGE-SCALE PRE-TRAINED
MODELS
Exploring the integrationwith large-scale pre-trainedmodels,
such as GPT [88] and the Segment Anything Model
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(SAM) [89], [90], which are trained on vast datasets,
has become increasingly relevant in the medical diagnosis
field [91]. This is important for researchers lacking sufficient
data or computational resources. Utilizing large models for
fine-tuning in specific domains has emerged as a new trend
and direction. By leveraging the knowledge learned from
these pre-trained models, researchers can potentially improve
the performance and generalizability of LN segmentation
models, even with limited data. Furthermore, the integration
of pre-trainedmodels can also facilitate the transfer of learned
features and representations, enabling the development of
more robust and accurate LN segmentation methods.

F. LIMITATIONS
This systematic review is subject to four limitations.

1) Commonly used evaluation metrics across the included
studies are limited and compromise the comparability
of their results; while DSC is the most commonly
reported metric, it primarily reflects the overlap
between predicted and ground truth regions but pro-
vides limited insight into boundary accuracy. This
reliance on DSC may overlook important aspects of
segmentation performance, particularly in clinical con-
texts where accurate boundary delineation is critical.
Metrics such as HD (sensitive to outlier boundary
points), ASD (captures the overall contour alignment),
and VOE (quantifies volumetric discrepancies), offer
a more comprehensive understanding of segmentation
performance. However, these metrics were not con-
sistently reported across the included studies, limiting
their use in our analysis. Future studies should report a
wider range of performance metrics to enable a more
holistic comparison.

2) The exclusion criteria, which omitted studies lacking
detailed information on deep learning techniques and
quantitative results, may have limited the comprehen-
siveness of the review.

3) The utilization of datasets with considerable variations
in quantity and quality may introduce biases in method
comparisons.

4) Few studies included in Transformer and object
detection-assisted group, may result in an incomplete
representation of the field.

These limitations may affect the generalizability of the
conclusions, restricting their applicability to studies that meet
these specific criteria and reducing the broader transferability
of the review findings.

V. CONCLUSION
This study offers a comprehensive overview of deep learning
techniques applied to LN segmentation tasks. It analyzes the
performance of various techniques in multiple LN imaging
modalities, identifying optimal methods for each modality.
Analyses from different perspectives show that deep learning
methods provide comparable results to manual segmentation,
especially in large datasets. Deep learning methods also

enable efficient full automation process, helping to streamline
the clinical diagnostic workflows. The challenges and
limitations currently hindering progress in this research area
are thoroughly discussed. Additionally, potential directions
for future research are proposed. By summarizing the current
state of research, this study provides valuable insights for
LN segmentation researchers and contributes to advancing
medical image processing.
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