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Abstract: Due to the limitations of traditional retinal blood vessel segmentation algorithms in feature
extraction, vessel breakage often occurs at the end. To address this issue, a retinal vessel segmentation
algorithm based on a modified U-shaped network is proposed in this paper. This algorithm can
extract multi-scale vascular features and perform segmentation in an end-to-end manner. First, in
order to improve the low contrast of the original image, pre-processing methods are employed.
Second, a multi-scale residual convolution module is employed to extract image features of different
granularities, while residual learning improves feature utilization efficiency and reduces information
loss. In addition, a selective kernel unit is incorporated into the skip connections to obtain multi-
scale features with varying receptive field sizes achieved through soft attention. Subsequently,
to further extract vascular features and improve processing speed, a residual attention module is
constructed at the decoder stage. Finally, a weighted joint loss function is implemented to address
the imbalance between positive and negative samples. The experimental results on the DRIVE,
STARE, and CHASE_DB1 datasets demonstrate that MU-Net exhibits better sensitivity and a higher
Matthew’s correlation coefficient (0.8197, 0.8051; STARE: 0.8264, 0.7987, CHASE_DB1: 0.8313, 0.7960)
compared to several state-of-the-art methods.

Keywords: deep learning; retinal vessel segmentation; multi-scale information; selective kernel;
attention mechanisms

1. Introduction

Retinal vessel segmentation has great significance in the early diagnosis of eye-related
diseases [1]. The presence of vessel leakage, obstruction, and swelling in the retina of
the eye indicates that it is highly probable to be a complication of diabetes resulting from
elevated blood sugar levels. Retinal vessel segmentation plays an important role in clinical
medicine, which can extract vascular features from retinal fundus images for analyzing and
detecting diseases. However, compared with other medical images, retinal blood vessels
have intricate structures and smaller areas of interest, making manual segmentation time-
consuming and limited by experience [2]. Therefore, it is essential to develop automatic
retinal vessel segmentation methods, which not only assist doctors in diagnosis but also
enable large-scale analysis of fundus images.

Currently, retinal vessel segmentation methods can be categorized into two groups:
unsupervised methods [3] and supervised methods [4]. The unsupervised method does
not need manual annotation as a reference and only realizes the segmentation according to
the characteristics of the retinal vessels themselves, including clustering-based methods,
level sets, model-based algorithms, etc. Kande et al. [5] used a matching filter to enhance
image contrast and spatially weighted fuzzy C-means clustering to obtain segmentation
results. Mardani et al. [6] designed a combination segmentation model based on density
spatial clustering and morphological reconstruction to improve the performance of vessel
segmentation. Zhao et al. [7] constructed an active contour model to learn different types of
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regional feature information. The aforementioned unsupervised segmentation methods are
straightforward and have made some advancements in retinal vascular image segmentation.
However, owing to the unique nature of medical images and the intricacy of fundus images
themselves, the extracted vascular information obtained using unsupervised methods is
relatively coarse, with limited resistance to noise and segmentation accuracy. Consequently,
it fails to fulfill the actual requirements of clinical assistance. As a result, researchers are
increasingly focusing on and utilizing supervised methods in their studies.

The core of the supervised method is to use prior knowledge to construct algorithms
and discover hidden patterns in the data, so that the algorithm can automatically extract
retinal vessel information and achieve vessel segmentation. The biggest difference between
traditional machine learning and deep learning lies in the feature extraction process: the
former requires manual construction of image features, while the latter can automatically
extract and select features. Ricci et al. [8] built feature vectors based on the width of blood
vessels and pixel grayscale values, and used support vector machines for classification.
Marin et al. [9] constructed a 7-D vector that consisted of gray-level and moment invariants-
based features to represent each pixel, and employed a neural network architecture to
classify pixels in retinal fundus images. Although these traditional machine learning meth-
ods perform well in some cases, handmade features rely too heavily on prior knowledge
and therefore fail in many complex datasets [10].

Semantic segmentation is a fundamental topic in computer vision, aiming to assign
semantic labels to each pixel in an image [11,12]. With the improvement of computer hard-
ware, especially the GPU technology, deep learning algorithms have shown tremendous
advantages in the field of image segmentation. Many network structures designed for
semantic segmentation tasks based on deep convolutional neural networks have demon-
strated excellent performance. These structures possess rich representation capabilities.
fully convolutional networks (FCN) play a crucial role in the development of semantic seg-
mentation. FCN utilizes an encoder—decoder structure and employs a fully convolutional
integrated class network to extract features across the entire backbone. Another significant
contribution of semantic segmentation is the incorporation of skip connections, which
aggregate low-level features into high-level features, allowing for the recovery of reduced
details. Building upon FCN and skip connections, U-Net [13] introduced a U-shaped
encoder—decoder structure, which further enhanced and extended the FCN architecture.
Another specific architecture, Deeplabv3+ [14], designed to solve image segmentation prob-
lems, has also demonstrated excellent performance. It utilizes a spatial pyramid pooling
module and an encoder—decoder structure to achieve semantic segmentation. The spatial
pyramid pooling module captures contextual information by pooling features of different
resolutions, while the encoder-decoder structure aids in obtaining clear object boundaries.
However, Deeplabv3+ usually has higher computational complexity and a larger number
of parameters than U-Net.

Inspired by the symmetrical structure and effective skip connections of U-Net, many
variant methods based on U-shaped structures have been applied to medical image seg-
mentation. Wu et al. [15] realized that the accuracy of segmentation can be improved by
embedding the inception-residual block into the U-shaped symmetric encoder-decoder ar-
chitecture. Dense dilated convolutions [16] and deformable convolutions [17,18] have also
been introduced into the U-Net architecture to capture multi-scale local context information,
which can improve the effectiveness of retinal vessel segmentation. Dilated convolution
layers [19] can be applied to expand the receptive field and aggregate multi-scale features
from different kernels, while selective kernels (SK) [20] evaluate information combinations
from multiple kernels and select effective spatial scales. Phan et al. [21] placed selective ker-
nels at skip connections to locate receptive fields related to lesion size, which can improve
the utilization of multi-scale features in dermoscopy images. In recent years, attention
mechanisms have gained significant note in various tasks, including attention gate net-
works [22], SENet [23,24], spatial attention mechanisms [25], etc. These methods have been
introduced to efficiently capture important objects, locations, and channel information,
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thereby enhancing the representation ability. Li et al. [26] developed an attention module
based on the U-Net architecture to incorporate global information during the feature fu-
sion process. Wang et al. [27] proposed Att U-Net (Attention U-Net), which utilizes an
attention-gating mechanism at skip connections to minimize the impact of background
pixels on segmentation. To enhance the network’s segmentation ability for retinal blood
vessels, Fu et al. [28] adopted DANet (dual attention networks), which leverages both
spatial attention and channel attention to capture contextual features. The integration of the
convolutional neural network and the transformer model also has shown promising results
in image segmentation. Chen et al. [29] constructed a joint CNN-transformer structure as
the encoder, utilizing the U-Net architecture. They also incorporated a cascade upsampling
operation in the decoder to improve the accuracy of position information. In the context
of medical images, Li et al. [30] designed the group transformer module and constructed
the GT U-Net network. In addition, Liang et al. [31] proposed an adaptive feature fusion
cascade transformer retinal segmentation algorithm to address the issue of incomplete
segmentation of small blood vessels.

Inspired by the above, a modified U-shaped network called MU-Net, which focuses
on extracting multi-scale features is proposed in this study. The encoding stage of MU-
Net includes a multi-scale residual convolution module (MRCM), which is designed to
incorporate hidden feature information from different scales. MRCM performs average
pooling operations on the horizontal and vertical to generate attention maps, thereby
achieving long-range context information aggregation. By integrating spatial information
from two dimensions and combining local features with global contextual information,
MRCM efficiently models the correlation between different pixels. A selective kernel unit
(SKU) is utilized at the skip connections to capture multi-scale blood vessels, resulting in
a feature map with adaptive receptive field size. This approach allows for the adaptive
aggregation of multi-scale features within a single layer, eliminating the need for stacking
multiple layers. SKU facilitates networks to control multi-scale information flow by learning
global contextual information. In response to the gradient vanishing phenomenon caused
by the increase in the number of parameters and the training difficulty of encoder-decoder
merging branches in the network, a residual attention module (RAM) was designed in the
decoding stage to efficiently suppress noise and redundant information.

2. Methods

This section details the MU-Net model for automatically segmenting vessel structures
of retinal fundus images. The overall framework of the method is first presented. Then, the
design of each module and the loss function of this network are explained in detail.

2.1. Network Architecture

The architecture adopts a symmetric four-order downsampling and upsampling net-
work structure, as shown in Figure 1. The encoder utilizes MRCM for multi-scale feature
extraction, along with a downsampling max-pooling operation using a pooling size of
2 x 2 and stride = 2. With each downsampling step, the number of feature channels is
doubled. For the first-level MRCM, a convolution which is of quantity 64 with a kernel size
of 3 x 3 (stride = 1, padding = 1) is performed. Then, three sets of convolution operations
are applied to the feature map (C x H x W) at different scales: 1 x 1 (stride = 1, padding
=0), 3 x 3 (stride = 1, padding = 1), and 5 x 5 (stride = 1, padding = 2). Additionally, a
1 x 1 convolution operation is employed to adjust the number of channels. In the MRCM,
the quantity of filters in each level is equal to the number of feature channels in that level.
All other parameters remain consistent with the first level. In the improved decoder sec-
tion, a channel attention mechanism is added to the concatenated feature maps, while
maintaining the original U-Net decoder’s structural framework. The decoder consists of a
RAM and a 2 x 2 transposed convolution upsampling, which reduces feature channels by
half and gradually reconstructs a segmented image with the same spatial size as the input.
Instead of using simple bilinear interpolation, trainable transposed convolutions are used
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for upsampling, enabling adaptive recovery of detailed feature information. In Figure 1,
the embedding of the SKU in the skip connections of the U-shaped network is depicted
using yellow boxes, while a residual structure is employed in this framework. Then, the
concatenated feature maps are processed by RAM. In the last layer of the MU-Net,a 1 x 1
convolution operation and sigmoid activation function are utilized to achieve the final
segmentation graph. In Figure 1, graphical representations of adding attention mechanisms
and residual connections to the encoder—decoder section of the U-Net framework are dis-
played in the bottom right corner. The implementation process is explained in detail in
Sections 2.2 and 2.4.
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Figure 1. Architecture of MU-Net.

2.2. Multi-Scale Residual Convolution Module

The architecture of inception networks enhances the utilization of computing resources
by increasing both their depth and width, while maintaining the same computing budget.
It achieves this by incorporating filters of different sizes on the same layer to process
feature information from multiple scales. The features are then aggregated in the next
layer to extract fused features from multiple scales in the subsequent inception module [32].
Additionally, the use of residual connections has been proven to be advantageous in training
deep learning models [33]. Taking inspiration from the inception module and residual
connections, a multi-scale residual convolution module was designed in the encoder section,
as depicted in Figure 2. This module consists of convolutional layers, batch normalization
(BN), DropBlock, corrected linear units (ReLU), and Softmax layers.

To extract blood vascular feature information comprehensively, three types of convo-
lution blocks with different scales are utilized to achieve multi-scale extraction of retinal
blood vascular features. Different convolution kernels have varying receptive fields. Con-
volution kernels with smaller receptive fields are designed to capture small targets and
local detailed information. On the other hand, convolution kernels with larger receptive
fields can provide larger targets and global semantic information. Inspired by the successful
application of DropBlock in recent computer vision research [34,35], this study employed
DropBlock as a regularization technique in the network at MRCM. DropBlock is a struc-
tured version of DropOut, with the key distinction that it removes contiguous regions in
a layer’s feature map instead of randomly discarding independent units. By eliminating
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features in continuous regions, DropBlock forces the network to rely on evidence from
other regions that are relevant to the data.
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Figure 2. Multi-scale residual convolution module.

Input F/ € R5 XC'xHxW js first fed into a 3 x 3 convolution layer for feature extraction,

resulting in a new feature map A! € REXCXHXW Then, feature map A is passed through
three parallel convolution layers with kernels of 1 x 1, 3 x 3, and 5 x 5, generating
three new feature maps All, AL and Aé. To preserve multi-scale feature information,
feature maps B! € RBXCXHXW 4re obtained by element-wise addition, which is calculated

as follows:
B = fi(A) @ fo(A) @ f5(A) )

where fi, f>, and f3 represents the 1 x 1,3 x 3, and 5 x 5 convolution operations, respec-
tively, and @ denotes the element-wise addition.

In order to capture the entire scene relationship through the attention of a spatial
attention mechanism, adaptive average pooling operations are performed to B on the H and
W dimensions respectively. The resulting outputs C! € REXCX1xW and D! ¢ REXCxHx1
are fused adopting matrix multiplication to generate a spatial attention feature map E using
sigmoid. The feature map F' is calculated as follows:

F! = o(pool.(B") @ pool,(B')) ()

where o is a sigmoid activation, pool. and pool, present the average pooling of columns
and rows, respectively, and @ denotes the element-wise multiplication.
Next, the elements of A’ and F! are multiplied to obtain the spatial weight map
G! € REXCxHXW for each pixel. This operation can selectively aggregate contexts based on
the attention map, and contain abundant contextual information. Then, the spatial weight
map G is added to the input image F/, through a residual connection. Finally, the output of
MRCM is as follows:
Fout = Fjy + G’ 3)

The long-range contextual information captured by MRCM in both H and W dimen-
sions is beneficial for semantic segmentation. The convolutional module in the traditional
U-Net is replaced by MRCM, which enhances the information on the tiny features of blood
vessels and then efficiently extracts the small blood vascular features.

2.3. Selective Kernel Unit

U-Net utilizes ordinary skip connections, but often fails to effectively utilize the multi-
scale information output from the encoder. Retinal fundus images commonly exhibit blood
vessels with varying sizes and shapes. The receptive field sizes of feature representations
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should vary in order to capture multi-scale spatial semantic information efficiently [14,36].
However, standard convolutions generate feature representations with fixed receptive
fields and kernel parameters when sliding over feature maps. This can result in intra-class
inconsistency as the feature representation of pixels belonging to the same category may
differ in different areas [37]. For instance, in the task of retinal blood vessel segmentation,
blood vessels may have varying widths, colors, and textures in different areas, or the
same blood vessel may exhibit bends or bifurcations. If the receptive field of a standard
convolution is not large enough to cover the entire blood vessel, it may only capture
part of its features, leading to inaccurate segmentation results. In a study conducted by
Wang et al. [38], three distinct cross-sectional strength distribution maps of blood vessels
were defined. Building on this research and drawing inspiration from SK, we introduced
SKU, with a detailed structure shown in Figure 3. The SKU utilizes three kernels of
different sizes to generate multi-scale information. Subsequently, a gated softmax operation
is employed to fuse the information obtained from the multi-scale convolution kernels.
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Figure 3. Selective kernel unit.

In the split part, the input feature map X € REX*H*W yndergoes three transformations
F: X — U e RBXCHXW | X 5 U € REXCXHXW and F5 : X — U € RBXCXHXW with
kernel sizesof 1 x 1,3 x 3,and 5 x 5. Note that F;, F,, and F3 are composed of convolutions,
BN, and ReLU functions in sequence.

In the fuse part, a gating mechanism is employed to selectively filter the output of the
previous layer, allowing each branch to carry a distinct flow of information into the next
neuron. First, the outputs of different branches are fused by element-wise addition:

u= u/ o) u” o) u (4)

Then, U is subjected to global average pooling operations, which aim to obtain channel-
wise feature information as s € RC. Here, C is the number of feature channels. The s is
calculated by reducing U across the spatial dimensions H x W:

i=1j=1

where H and W represent the height and width directions, respectively. In addition, a
fully connected layer is applied to reduce the dimensionality and obtain a compact feature
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z € R, which is utilized to guide precise and adaptive selection. The calculation of z is
as follows:
z = Fp(s) = 6(BN(M x s)) (6)

where ¢ is the ReLU function, BN denotes the batch normalization, M € Rt*€ denotes the
learnable parameters in the fully connected layer. To study the impact of t on the efficiency
of the model, a reduction ratio r is used to control its value:

t = max(C/r, L) @)

where L denotes the minimal value of ¢ (L = 32 is a typical setting in this experiments) [20].

In the select part, soft attention is applied between channels to select information of
different sizes. This selection process is guided by the compact feature information z, and
softmax operation is applied channel-wise:

eA,'Z eBiZ eC,‘Z

¢ = (8)

EA,'Z + eBiZ + eCiz’ t e‘AiZ + eBiZ _|_ EC,'Z r -t eAiZ + eBiZ + eCiZ

aj

where A, B, C € R“*!, and a4, b,c denote the soft attention vector for U’, U” and U",
respectively. Note that a; is the i element of 4, and A; € R'*! is the i row of A, so as
b;, B;, c; and C;. Finally, the attention weights are applied to various kernels to obtain the
feature map V, where V = [Vq, V..., V], V; € RBXCxHxW,

"
i

V,'ILIZ‘XUZ{eriXUI{lJrCiXU,ai+bi+Ci:1 )

2.4. Residual Attention Module

After concatenating the output of the encoder with the feature map generated by
SKU and the upsampled feature map, the resulting information contains valuable key
information across channels. This key information can greatly enhance the model’s ability
to identify lesion areas [39]. To effectively utilize this key information and address the
challenges arising from the increased parameter count and training difficulties when
merging multiple encoder—decoder branches in the network, this study introduces a RAM
for decoding. The structure of RAM is composed of two 3 x 3 convolutions, BN, ReLU,
1 x 1 convolutional, and SE composition, as depicted in Figure 4. The 1 x 1 convolution is
responsible for adjusting the channel dimensions. Squeezing operators compress global
spatial information into a channel descriptor, while the excitation operator maps the input
descriptor to a set of channel weights. As mentioned in the previous section, extracting
microvascular features is highly challenging. The advanced features of each channel graph
can be considered as responses to specific categories, such as thin blood vessels, thick
blood vessels, and other noise. Introducing the SE mechanism in the latter half of the RAM
enables dynamic modeling of the interdependence between feature channels. By increasing
the weight of feature channels in the vessel category and suppressing the weight of feature
channels in the others category, small vascular features can be more easily extracted.

Conv 1x1
e = N =
= & 1Bl & B =l |2
= E—)ﬁ_‘—);—)f A wa b=
= o Z. o Z. @)
o m o m

Figure 4. Residual attention module.
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2.5. Weighted Joint Loss Function

Considering the imbalanced distribution of background and vessel pixels in retinal
fundus images, a weighted joint loss function composed of weighted binary cross-entropy
loss and dice loss is used to train the network and it is defined as follows:

L = Lwgcg + &Lpice (10)
1 N
Lwpce = =7 L (Byilog(pi) + (1 = yi)log(1 = pi)) (11)
i=1
21X NY]|
Lpie =1 — 22111 12
D X[H]Y] (12)

To address the imbalanced problem, a combination of the weighted binary cross-
entropy loss for pixel-wise classification and the dice loss for crossing regions is employed.
In Equation (10), the hyperparameter « is introduced to balance these two losses and set it
to 0.9 in the experiment. Equation (11) involves the number of pixels N in each training
image and the ground truth y; and predicted probability p; of pixel i, where B is a balance
factor used to measure the false positive rate and false negative rate. When g < 1, the
false positive rate decreases while the false negative rate increases. Contrarily, when g > 1,
the false negative rate decreases while the false positive rate increases. In the context
of retinal vascular segmentation, false positives may result in overtreatment, while false
negatives may lead to missed diagnosis or inadequate treatment, increasing the risk of
disease deterioration and visual loss. Therefore, it is crucial to minimize the false negative
rate. In this study g = 2. In Equation (12), X represents the magnitude of the segmentation
result, and Y represents the magnitude of the ground truth. |X N Y| represents the common
elements between X and Y. This formula is a loss function widely employed for image
segmentation tasks.

3. Experiment and Results

In this section, all experiments were performed on the DRIVE, START, and CHASE
datasets. The pre-processing methods are first presented, and various evaluation metrics
are adopted to quantify segmentation results. Then the experimental setup and network
training process are described. Next, the results of the ablation experiments are given to
verify the effectiveness of the proposed method. In the end, this study is compared with
other neural network methods mentioned in the literature.

3.1. Datasets and Pre-Processing

Three publicly available retinal fundus image datasets: DRIVE, STARE, and CHASE_DB1
were applied to evaluate our method. The DRIVE dataset contains 40 color fundus images
with a resolution of 565 x 584 pixels from the Netherlands diabetes retinopathy screen-
ing project [40], where 20 images are performed for training and 20 images for testing.
To assist ophthalmologists in diagnosing eye diseases, 20 images with a resolution of
700 x 605 pixels are selected from the STARE dataset [41]. As the official does not pro-
vide a clear division of training and testing sets, the leave-one-out method is applied
for cross-validation. Specifically, each time 19 images are selected for training, and the
remaining one is for testing. The above operation is repeated and finally the average of the
20 trained model results is calculated. The CHASE_DB1 dataset contains 28 images with a
resolution of 999 x 960 pixels, corresponding to two images per patient of 14 children in
the UK Children’s Hearing and Health Research Project [42], where the first 20 images are
employed to form the training set and the last eight images to form the test set.

Due to the optical effect during photography, fundus images often exhibit low con-
trast between blood vessels and the background, making it challenging to distinguish
between them effectively. To address this issue, three preprocessing methods are utilized in
this study.
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e In this study, the fundus images are separated into RGB three-channel feature maps. It
was found that the green channel exhibited moderate brightness and better contrast
between blood vessels and the background, in comparison to the other channels [43,44].
Consequently, the fundus vascular images with green channels were selected as the
post-processing images.

e  The contrast-limited adaptive histogram equalization (CLAHE) improves the contrast
between blood vessels and the background while minimizing noise amplification,
resulting in smoother processed fundus images [45].

e The gamma transformation is a nonlinear method commonly employed for image
enhancement [46]. It can enhance the brightness of the darker areas in an image,
thereby improving its visibility. In this study, the gamma value is set to 1.2.

Figure 5 illustrates the original retinal image and its corresponding preprocessed
image. The enhanced image exhibits richer details and higher contrast compared to the
original image, thereby facilitating the subsequent segmentation steps.

(b) (d)

Figure 5. Examples of the image pre-processing: (a) original image, (b) green channel image,

(c) CLAHE, and (d) gamma correction.

To expand the limited number of training samples, two data augmentation operations
are employed, including random horizontal and vertical flipping with a 50% probability,
and random rotation with a 40% probability (angle ranges from —10 to 10 degrees). These
operations aim to improve the generalization ability of the model.

3.2. Evaluation Metrics

The segmentation performance of the MU-Net model is evaluated from four met-
rics: accuracy (Acc), sensitivity (Sen), specificity (Spe), Matthew’s correlation coefficient
(Mcc) [47], and area under the receiver operating characteristic curve (AUC). The calculation
formulas for the first four evaluation metrics are as follows:

TP+ TN
A = TP T TN T FP T EN (13)
TP
-t 14
e = T T EN (14)
TN
SPe = TN T D (15)
Moe — TP x TN — FP x EN 16

V(TP + FP)(TP + FN)(TN + FP)(TN + EN)

where TP is true positive, which means the number of correctly segmented vessel pixels.
TN is true negative, which means the number of correctly segmented background pixels.
FP is false positive, which means the number of pixels that recognize the background as
blood vessels. FN is false negative, which means the number of pixels that recognize the
blood vessels as background. Accuracy represents the percentage of correctly segmented
pixels among all pixels. Sensitivity is exploited to measure the ability to correctly detect
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vessel pixels. Specificity means the ability to recognize non-vessel pixels. The model’s
performance is evaluated using the Mcc to prevent data imbalance [48]. A perfect prediction
is achieved when the Mcc value reaches 1. The receiver operating characteristic curve (ROC)
takes the false positive rate as the horizontal axis and the true positive rate as the vertical
axis. The closer the AUC value is to 1, the better the segmentation effect.

3.3. Implementation Details

The model is trained based on the training and testing sets described in Section 3.1.
The experimental conditions for the training are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Experimental conditions.

Experimental Environment Details
Software Pycharm
Programing language Python 3.8
Operating system Ubuntu 20.04
Deep learning framework Pytorch 1.10.0
GPU NVIDIA 3090

The hyperparameters are not determined by the network but are adjusted during the
complete training stage, considering accuracy and necessary modifications. To enhance
the network’s performance, these settings need to be changed and optimized based on
the training of retinal fundus images. The model’s training input utilizes the original
image’s resolution size. In this study, the weights of each convolutional layer are initialized
using the Kaiming method, and the network parameters are updated using the Adam
optimizer. The initial learning rate is set to 1 x 10~*. The study employs a poly-learning
strategy with a power setting of 0.9, resulting in a linear decrease in the learning rate from
10~* to 107° within 200 epochs. The momentum coefficients 81 and B, are set to
0.9 and 0.999, respectively. The batch size is set to 2 and when the epoch reaches
200, the experimental results tend to converge. Taking into account the experimental
period, this article selected 400 epochs. For the DropBlock setting, the size of the dropped
block is set to 7, and the drop rate for all datasets is set to 0.15. For the hyperparameters
« of the weighted joint loss function, we aimed to achieve a maximum balance between
the weighted binary cross entropy loss and dice loss through multiple experiments. Ulti-
mately, « is set to 0.9. The training parameters of the retinal vessel segmentation model are
provided in Table 2.

Table 2. Training parameter settings.

Training Parameters Details
Epochs 400
Batch size 2
Image size(pixels) 565 x 584/700 x 605/999 x 960
Initial learning rate 0.0001
Optimization algorithm Adam (81 = 0.9, B =0.999)

3.4. Ablation Experiment

To evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed modules, ablation experiments were
conducted on three datasets, and the results are shown in Table 3. Based on the U-Net
model, the parameters of the ablation experiment were set the same as in the method
mentioned in Section 3.3.



Appl. Sci. 2024, 14, 465 110f 17

Table 3. Results of ablation experiments on three datasets.

DRIVE STARE CHASE_DB1
Methods
Acc Sen Spe AUC Acc Sen Spe AUC Acc Sen Spe AUC
U-Net 0.9546 0.7554 0.9836 0.9766 0.9622 0.7469 0.9876 0.9810 0.9589 0.7405 0.9810 0.9761
U-Net + MRCM 0.9683 0.7977 0.9856 0.9780 0.9637 0.7946 0.9829 0.9768 0.9676 0.8077 0.9828 0.9782
U-Net + SKU 0.9695 0.8042 0.9816 0.9828 0.9685 0.8104 0.9835 0.9831 0.9652 0.8142 0.9827 0.9796
U-Net + RAM 0.9676 0.7856 0.9842 0.9806 0.9744 0.7912 0.9866 0.9812 0.9647 0.8062 0.9854 0.9794
MU-Net 0.9690  0.8197 09833  0.9853 09693  0.8264 09821 09803 0.9752  0.8313 09849  0.9860
Note: Bold indicates the optimal value.
To further evaluate the performance of the proposed algorithm in retinal vessel seg-
mentation, it was quantitatively compared with some representative algorithms. Table 4
shows the comparison results of our method and other methods.
Table 4. Performance scores of the different algorithms on the three datasets.
DRIVE STARE
Methods Year
Acc Sen Spe AUC Mcc Acc Sen Spe AUC Mcc
U-Net [13] 2015 0.9546 0.7554 0.9836 0.9766 0.7857 0.9622 0.7469 0.9876 0.9810 0.7889
Zhou et al. [49] 2017 0.9469 0.8078 0.9674 - 0.7656 0.9585 0.8065 0.9761 - 0.7830
Deeplabv3+ [14] 2018 0.9526 0.7411 0.9694 0.9702 0.6729 0.9562 0.7402 0.9706 0.9764 0.6580
R2U-Net [50] 2018 0.9553 0.7735 0.9818 0.9784 - 0.9632 0.7944 0.9832 0.9819 -
HCEF [51] 2019 0.9753 0.8176 0.9709 - 0.7659 0.9751 0.8239 0.9749 - 0.7818
SA-UNet [52] 2021 0.9583 0.7962 0.9781 0.9643 - 0.9642 0.8212 0.9722 0.9769 -
EEA Unet [53] 2021 0.9577 0.7918 0.9708 - 0.7115 0.9445 0.8021 0.9561 - 0.7115
Att U-Net [27] 2022 0.9531 0.7635 0.9840 0.9791 0.7963 0.9689 0.7695 0.9887 0.9815 0.8021
Zhang et al. [54] 2022 0.9701 0.7719 0.9799 0.8895 0.7399 0.9691 0.6912 0.9911 0.8391 0.7327
Liang et al. [1] 2023 0.9568 0.8054 0.9789 0.9807 - 0.9648 0.8397 0.9795 0.9850 -
MU-Net 2023 0.9690 0.8197 0.9833 0.9853 0.8051 0.9693 0.8264 0.9821 0.9803 0.7987
CHASE_DB1
Methods Year
Acc Sen Spe AUC Mcc
U-Net [13] 2015 0.9589 0.7405 0.9810 0.9761 0.7416
Zhou et al. [49] 2017 0.9520 0.7553 0.9751 - 0.7398
Deeplabv3+ [14] 2018 0.9516 0.7319 0.9725 0.9662 0.6978
R2U-Net [50] 2018 0.9624 0.7405 0.9848 0.9813 -
HCEF [51] 2019 0.9518 0.7559 0.9758 - 0.7379
SA-UNet [52] 2021 0.9672 0.8249 0.9822 0.9779 -
EEA Unet [53] 2021 0.9340 0.6457 0.9653 - 0.6508
Att U-Net [27] 2022 0.9604 0.7821 0.9854 0.9823 0.7900
Zhang et al. [54] 2022 0.9811 0.8506 0.9981 0.9142 0.7587
Liang et al. [1] 2023 0.9635 0.8240 0.9775 0.9836 -
MU-Net 2023 0.9752 0.8313 0.9849 0.9860 0.7960

Note: Bold indicates the optimal value.

3.5. Comparisons
3.5.1. Quantitative Analysis

Based on the experimental data in Table 3, the following observations can be made:

(1) When comparing U-Net on the DRIVE dataset with the introduction of MRCM
and SKU, there are improvements in Acc, Sen, Spe, and AUC by 0.0137/0.0149,
0.0423/0.0488, 0.0020/—0.002, and 0.0014/0.0062 respectively. Similar performance
improvements were observed in other datasets. These results indicate that the strategy
of utilizing multi-scale residual modules and the selective kernel unit efficiently learns
and locates multi-scale features of blood vessels.

(2) The introduction of the residual attention module resulted in increased Acc, Sen, Spe,
and AUC on the STARE dataset by 0.0122, 0.0443, —0.0010, and 0.0002 respectively.
These findings suggest that the residual attention module is particularly effective in
capturing microvessels.
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(8) Our MU-Net showed improvements in Acc, Sen, Spe, and AUC of 0.0163, 0.0908, 0.0039,
and 0.0099 respectively when compared to the U-Net baseline on the CHASE_DB1 dataset.

In the quantitative analysis, U-Net demonstrated good accuracy in retinal blood
vessel segmentation. However, it had low sensitivity, indicating limitations in accurately
extracting blood vessels. This is mainly attributed to the weak feature extraction ability of
traditional convolution and U-Net susceptibility to image contrast and noise, which affects
its precise blood vessel extraction, leading to vessel rupture and inadequate segmentation.
To address these issues, we proposed a solution that enhances the extraction of multi-
scale feature information, locates the receptive field matching the blood vessel scale at
the skip connection, and utilizes channel attention to extract key information between
channels. This improved U-Net encoder—decoder structure resulted in better prediction
results compared to the U-Net baseline.

In addition, this study compared the performance of MU Net with other CNN methods,
including SA-UNet, EEA Unet, and several other techniques, in retinal vessel segmentation.
On the DRIVE dataset, MU-Net achieved the highest Sen, AUC, and Mcc values of 0.8197,
0.9853, and 0.8051, respectively. Similarly, on the CHASE_DB1 dataset, MU-Net obtained
the highest Acc, AUC, and Mcc values of 0.9752, 0.9860, and 0.7960, respectively. Although
the STARE dataset did not yield the highest performance metric, MU-Net still demonstrated
competitive results with the second highest Acc, Sen, and Mcc values compared to the
best performing methods (HCF, Liang, and EEA Unet, respectively). Overall, MU-Net
outperforms these CNN methods in terms of quantitative performance.

Our proposed method also has some limitations. As shown in Tables 3 and 4, the
calculated values of Spe for all methods, including MU-Net, are not dominant. In supervised
training, finding the right balance between sensitivity and specificity can be challenging.
Increasing the specificity of segmentation may lead to the identification of more non-
vascular pixels as vascular pixels, resulting in reduced sensitivity. Therefore, we prioritize
higher sensitivity by sacrificing a small portion of specificity. Our method achieved better
sensitivity results compared to the method with the highest Spe value.

3.5.2. Qualitative Analysis

Figure 6 displays the segmentation results of U-Net, Deeplabv3+, Att U-Net, and our
proposed MU-Net. Each dataset is represented by two rows of segmentation result images.
In the DRIVE dataset, the first row consists of healthy fundus images, while the second row
contains retinopathy images. To ensure consistency, both the U-Net and Att U-Net models
were trained using the same parameter set and experimental environment.

To observe further the segmentation results of tiny blood vessels, we opted to enlarge
and focus on specific details within the overall image which is shown in Figure 7. Local
areas of interest are outlined using green and red rectangles.

Figures 6 and 7 show that compared with our proposed MU-Net, Deeplabv3+, and Att
U-Net can only segment relatively large blood vessels, while tiny blood vessels are often
lost at the ends or intersections of the blood vessel tree. This is evident in the bottom row
of Figure 6. The Deeplabv3+ algorithm, for instance, exhibits vessel thickening, merging,
or inadequate accuracy. As can be clearly seen from Figure 6, the segmentation results
of Deeplabv3+ tend to contain more content, leading to a significant thickening of blood
vessels. The possible reason for this is that Deeplabv3+ employs convolution with different
dilation rates instead of downsampling operations. While this increases the receptive field
of the network, dilation convolution involves discrete sampling on the feature map. Discrete
sampling is more effective in obtaining feature information on large targets. However, for
small targets, setting a high inflation rate may cause the learned features to lack correlation
due to the large interval. This can result in incorrect feature information and affect the
prediction of small objects, ultimately leading to unclear segmentation boundaries and
judgment errors. Although the Att U-Net algorithm successfully segments microvessel
ends in the STARE dataset, it shows insufficient segmentation and noticeable vessel rupture
in the Drive and CHASE_DB1 datasets, respectively. Analyzing retinal blood vessels,
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Dataset

DRIVE

STARE

CHASE_DB1

Original images

particularly microvessels, is crucial for diagnosing, monitoring, and planning treatment for
eye diseases like macular degeneration, diabetic retinopathy, and retinal vein occlusion.
These diseases can cause retinal ischemia due to vascular occlusion, leading to retinal
neovascularization. In the advanced stages of these diseases, abnormal growth of new,
small blood vessels can lead to vision impairment or even blindness. Therefore, the loss of
small vessels in vessel segmentation may result in missed diagnoses and delayed treatment
for these diseases.

Ground truth U-Net Deeplabv3+ Att U-Net MU-Net

Figure 6. Comparison of overall segmentation results: (a) original images, (b) ground truth, (c) U-Net
segmentation results [13], (d) Deeplabv3+ segmentation results [14], (e) Att U-Net segmentation
results [27], and (f) MU-Net segmentation results.

Further comparison is made between U-Net and MU-Net, which have relatively
good performance. In comparison to the U-Net baseline, MU-Net focuses more on the
connectivity of microvessels, resulting in clearer and well-connected vessel outlines at the
ends. However, U-Net sometimes produces discontinuous prediction results for certain
microvessels. Refer to the second row of Figure 7 for retinal blood vessel images containing
numerous microvessels. Our proposed MU-Net integrates multi-scale features in the
encoder stage and incorporates skip connections. Furthermore, it leverages the crucial
information between channels in the decoder stage to enhance the segmentation results of
fine blood vessels. This method not only provides accurate segmentation results for tiny
blood vessels but also preserves the spatial morphology more effectively. As a result, the
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Dataset

DRIVE

Original images

approach proposed in this paper enhances the qualitative performance of segmentation by
improving the segmentation quality.

Ground truth

Figure 7. Comparison of local segmentation results: (a) original images, (b) ground truth, (c) U-Net
segmentation results [13], (d) Deeplabv3+ segmentation results [14], (e) Att U-Net segmentation
results [27], and (f) MU-Net segmentation results. Note: Local areas of interest are outlined using
green and red rectangles.

4. Discussion

Retinal blood vessel segmentation is a complex task due to the inconsistent shape and
size of blood vessels at different levels of image granularity, as well as their tendency to bend
and intersect in various configurations. Conventional machine learning approaches often
struggle to accurately detect and segment these blood vessels, particularly microvessels,
leading to limited segmentation accuracy and sensitivity. Consequently, enhancing the
algorithm’s sensitivity to identify microvessels holds significant importance in facilitating
doctors’ diagnosis.

The experiments revealed that the baseline model has limitations in accurately ex-
tracting microvessels and tends to break at the ends of blood vessels, resulting in low
sensitivity. To address these issues, this study proposes the use of a multi-scale residual
convolution module in the encoder stage to enhance blood vessel features. Additionally,
selective nuclear units are implemented at skip junctions to localize receptive fields that
match the size of retinal vessels. Furthermore, a residual attention module is designed in
the decoder stage to reduce noise interference and remove redundant information. The
MU-Net efficiently segments microvessels and maintains proper connectivity at the end of
blood vessels.

However, this study still has limitations and requires further optimization of the
retinal microvessel segmentation model. On the one hand, we will continue to enhance
the contrast between blood vessels and background by optimizing the preprocessing steps,
which will ultimately improve the segmentation accuracy. At the same time, we have
drawn inspiration from Wen et al. [55], who proposed a dual-threshold iterative algorithm
to extract weak vascular pixels and enhance vascular connectivity. This work has provided
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valuable insights for our future endeavors. Additionally, we plan to employ post-processing
techniques to enhance the visual effects of the segmented image. On the other hand, we
plan to incorporate multiple skip connections from Unet++ [56] to effectively fuse feature
information at different scales and stages. This will enable more precise segmentation of
microvessel structures. In our future work, the sensitivity of microvessel segmentation and
good connectivity of blood vessel ends need to be further enhanced.
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