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Weakly-supervised learning for lung 
carcinoma classification using deep 
learning
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Lung cancer is one of the major causes of cancer-related deaths in many countries around the world, 
and its histopathological diagnosis is crucial for deciding on optimum treatment strategies. Recently, 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) deep learning models have been widely shown to be useful in various medical 
fields, particularly image and pathological diagnoses; however, AI models for the pathological diagnosis 
of pulmonary lesions that have been validated on large-scale test sets are yet to be seen. We trained a 
Convolution Neural Network (CNN) based on the EfficientNet-B3 architecture, using transfer learning 
and weakly-supervised learning, to predict carcinoma in Whole Slide Images (WSIs) using a training 
dataset of 3,554 WSIs. We obtained highly promising results for differentiating between lung carcinoma 
and non-neoplastic with high Receiver Operator Curve (ROC) area under the curves (AUCs) on four 
independent test sets (ROC AUCs of 0.975, 0.974, 0.988, and 0.981, respectively). Development and 
validation of algorithms such as ours are important initial steps in the development of software suites 
that could be adopted in routine pathological practices and potentially help reduce the burden on 
pathologists.

Lung cancer is one of the leading causes of cancer-related deaths in many countries around the world, and its 
histopathological diagnosis is crucial for deciding on optimum treatment strategies. According to global cancer 
statistics1, in 2018, there were 2,093,876 (11.6% of all sites) new cases and 1,761,007 (18.4% of all sites) deaths due 
to lung cancer. Microscopic histopathology remains the gold standard in diagnostic surgical pathology; however, 
the main limitation to morphological diagnosis is diagnostic variability among pathologists2. These problems may 
have a negative impact on the quality of the pathological diagnosis, which should be addressed urgently.

The progressive use and adoption of digitised Whole Slide Images (WSIs) has allowed the use of biomedical 
image analysis techniques from computer vision and machine learning to aid the pathologists in obtaining diag-
noses and has led to the emergence of computational pathology as a field3. Over the past few years, deep learning 
has been shown to have successful applications in computational pathology4–16. Most notably, Coudray et al.10 
trained a deep learning model to classify and predict mutations from non–small cell lung cancer histopathology. 
While Wei et al.11 trained a deep learning model to classify lung adenocarcinoma on surgical resection slides 
using 279 WSIs for training and only 143 WSIs for testing.

One of the primary challenges of computational pathology is the size of the WSI. A single image scanned at a 
magnification of x20 can have a height and width in tens of thousands of pixels, which makes it time-consuming 
to visually inspect in an exhaustive manner by a pathologist. Due to this, the application of deep learning models 
has required splitting the image into a set consisting of thousands of tiles and applying the classification model on 
each tile separately, and then later combining the result for the WSI. In addition, the application of deep learning 
requires an annotated dataset to use to train the models, with larger datasets typically achieving better perfor-
mance. However, what this entails is that detailed cell-level WSI annotations by expert pathologists are required, 
making it extremely difficult to compile a large dataset, especially for WSIs consisting of surgical specimens.

There are two extremes when it comes to annotating a WSI: detailed cell-level annotations and slide-level 
diagnosis. The former is the most tedious and time consuming to obtain and is a requirement for fully-supervised 
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machine learning, while the latter is the fastest to obtain, and typically readily available from diagnostic reports. 
Applying machine learning using only a dataset of slide-level diagnoses involves posing the problem within 
a weakly-supervised learning17 setting, where the slide-level diagnoses constitute weak labels. Based on the 
slide-level diagnosis label of a given WSI, the following assumption can be made about the labels of its tiles: if a 
WSI has cancer then at least one tile from the WSI must contain cancer cells, while if the WSI has no cancer, then 
none of the tiles will contain any cancer cells. This formulation is called Multiple Instance Learning18 (MIL) and 
has found many applications in machine learning19–22. The most notable application of MIL in computational 
pathology was done recently by Campanella et al.15 in which they used it to train on a dataset of 44,732 WSIs 
using only slide-level diagnoses as labels with impressive results obtained on test sets of prostate cancer, basal cell 
carcinoma, and breast cancer metastases.

Here, we propose a weakly-supervised deep learning method to predict carcinoma in WSIs of lung using 
a dataset annotated at a level in between the two extremes of annotations, where annotations were carried out 
but not at a cell-level detail. As our training dataset consisted of surgical specimens, one hurdle we encountered 
was the level of detail required to carry out the annotations. In some cases, cancer cells spread within necrotic 
or inflammatory tissues which are also present within purely non-neoplastic lesions. In addition, sometimes 
it is impossible to annotate carcinoma cells accurately because some undergo cell death due to chemotherapy 
treatment. If pathologists were to annotate at a cell-level detail it would take hours for a single WSI. Therefore, we 
opted for annotating the whole carcinoma areas without excluding the necrotic tissues within them. As a result of 
this, tiles extracted from carcinoma labelled areas could potentially originate from necrotic or inflammatory tis-
sues which would also be similar to tissues in some tiles extracted from non-neoplastic lesions. Figure 1 illustrates 
examples of the annotations that we carried out. We did this to maximise the use of our collected training dataset 
which consisted of 3,704 WSIs of surgical lung specimens. We then used a combination of transfer learning and 
weakly-supervised learning to train an EfficientNet-B323 Convolutional Neural Network (CNN). We evaluated 
our model on four independent test sets consisting of about 500 cases each. To the best of our knowledge, this 
makes our study the largest so far to evaluate on independent test sets for lung carcinoma classification.

Results
A deep learning model for WSI carcinoma classification. The purpose of this study was to train a deep 
learning model to classify carcinoma in WSIs and evaluate it on multiple independent cohorts. We used a dataset 
of 3,704 WSIs obtained from Kyushu Medical Centre. 3,554 WSI were used for training while 150 were used for 
validation. We then evaluated our model on five independent test sets: 500 from Kyushu Medical Centre, 500 
from Mita Hospital, 670 from the publicly available repository of The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) program24, 
and 500 from the Cancer Imaging Archive (TCIA).

Taking into account the nature of the annotations that we performed on the surgical specimens, we trained 
two models using the following two approaches: fully-supervised learning and weakly-supervised learning. The 
former typically performs best when detailed cell-level annotations are available. The latter approach can be used 
with weak labels, such as when only the slide-level diagnoses are available; however, it typically requires a much 
larger dataset of WSIs.

To obtain a WSI classification, the model was applied in a sliding window fashion with input tiles of 
512 × 512 pixels and a stride of 256. The WSI classification was then obtained by taking the maximum probability 
of all its tiles.

We then computed the ROC curves and their corresponding AUCs and the log losses. Figure 2 and Table 1 
summarise the results on the four independent test sets using the two training methods. Figure 3 shows example 
heatmap output visualisations.

Discussion
In this work we trained a deep learning model for the classification of carcinoma in WSIs. The model was trained 
on WSIs obtained from a single medical institution and was then applied on four independent test sets obtained 
from different sources to demonstrate the generalisation of the model on unseen data.

We showed that it was possible to exploit the use of a moderately-size training dataset of 3,554 WSIs to train 
a deep learning model using a combination of transfer learning and weakly-supervised learning, and we have 
obtained high ROC AUC performance on four independent test sets, which is highly promising in terms of the 
generalisation performance of our model.

We used two approaches to train the models: fully-supervised learning and weakly-supervised learning. 
The latter consistently performed statistically significantly better than the former, with an average improve-
ment of about 0.05 in the AUC on the test sets. The TCGA set had the largest improvement in AUC of about 
0.10; however, this could also be explained by the larger proportion of carcinoma cases vs non-neoplastic (591 
vs 89) as compared to the other test sets, and therefore a reduction in the number of false-positives using the 
weakly-supervised method would lead to a larger improvement in AUC. One of the main issues of directly using 
fully-supervised learning was that due to the large size of the WSI surgical specimens, the annotations could not 
be carried at a detailed cell level as it would have taken a considerable amount of time to annotate a single WSI. As 
a result of the non-cell-level annotations, tiles extracted from regions labelled as carcinoma could originate from 
the stromata including necrotic or inflammatory tissues, which also could be shared with non-neoplastic lesions. 
This would result in such tiles either having a carcinoma label or a non-neoplastic label, depending on which 
labelled regions they originated from. This would introduce noise within the training set and result in a decrease 
in model performance, which is what we have observed using the fully-supervised learning method. Figure 4 
illustrates two examples of false positive predictions by the the fully-supervised method on inflammatory tissues, 
which were correctly predicted as non-neoplastic by the weakly-supervised method. Using the weakly-supervised 
MIL method allowed us to train on our dataset and obtain high performance despite the non-cell level nature of 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-66333-x


3Scientific RepoRtS |         (2020) 10:9297  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-66333-x

www.nature.com/scientificreportswww.nature.com/scientificreports/

the annotations. This means that it is possible to train a high performing model for lung carcinoma classification 
without having to have detailed cell-level annotations or requiring an extremely large number of WSI to perform 
pure MIL using only slide-level labels.

Using the weakly-supervised method, an inspection of false-negative cases showed that the majority were 
due to presence of only a few cancer cells in a small area, which might have made it difficult for the model to pick 
up at the chosen magnification or stride. Albeit a smaller number than that of the fully-supervised method, the 
majority of false-positives were due to false detections on inflammatory tissues. Figure 5 illustrates two examples 
of false positive carcinoma predictions using the weakly-supervised method.

Our model is currently limited to differentiating between carcinoma and non-neoplastic lesion. However, 
despite this limitation our model could be used as an initially applied algorithm in a workflow in which subse-
quently applied algorithms further subclassify neoplastic tissue and perform clinically useful functions, such as 
outlining lesional cells (which would be useful for detecting lymphovascular invasion), assessing pleural involve-
ment (a feature that pathologists can struggle with) and assessing margin status. As future work, we are working 
on developing additional models to subclassify lung carcinoma, in surgical as well as biopsy specimens, into ade-
nocarcinoma, squamous cell carcinoma, and small cell carcinoma; this subclassification is important for triaging 
tumors to receive appropriate molecular testing and to determine optimal therapy25,26.

Figure 1. (a–c) Highlights showing three examples of carcinoma WSI annotations. The left column shows 
thumbnails of the WSIs, while the right shows zoomed-in crops from regions labelled as carcinoma. The yellow 
boxes indicate necrotic tissues within the tumour. Extracting tiles from tissue within yellow boxes would result 
in tiles consisting of necrotic tissue labelled as carcinoma. This would introduce noise within the dataset as 
necrotic tissue can also be part of non-neoplastic lesions.
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Methods
Clinical cases. In the present retrospective study, 4,204 cases of human pulmonary lesions HE (hematoxylin 
& eosin) stained histopathological specimens were collected from the surgical pathology files of Kyushu Medical 
Center after histopathological review of those specimens by surgical pathologists. 500 cases of human pulmo-
nary lesions HE stained surgical specimens were collected from International University of Health and Welfare, 
Mita Hospital (Tokyo) after histopathological review and approval by surgical pathologists. The experimental 
protocols were approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the Kyushu Medical Center (No. 19C106) 
and International University of Health and Welfare (No. 19-Im-007). All research activities comply with all rel-
evant ethical regulations and were performed in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations in Kyushu 

Figure 2. ROC curves of carcinoma WSI classification trained using the weakly-supervised MIL approach on 
four independent test sets: (a) Kyushu Medical Centre, (b) Mita Hospital (c) TCGA, and (d) TCIA.

Kyushu Medical 
Centre Mita Hospital TCGA TCIA

WS
ROC AUC 0.975 (0.950–0.993) 0.974 (0.962–0.985) 0.988 (0.981–0.994) 0.981 (0.969–0.990)

Log loss 0.1338 0.4045 0.1819 0.3506

FS
ROC AUC 0.937 (0.908–0.958) 0.922 (0.898–0.945) 0.880 (0.840–0.917) 0.963 (0.944–0.977)

Log loss 0.7022 0.8138 0.2977 0.2813

Table 1. Summary of ROC AUC and log loss results of the two training methods, fully-supervised (FS) and 
weakly-supervised (WS), on the 4 independent test sets: Kyushu Medical Centre, Mita Hospital, TCGA, and 
TCIA. The values between parenthesis indicate the 95% Confidence Intervals (CI)s.
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Medical Center and International University of Health and Welfare, Mita Hospital. Informed consent to use his-
topathological samples and pathological diagnostic reports for research purposes had previously been obtained 
from all patients prior to the surgical procedures at both hospitals and the opportunity for refusal to participate 
in research has been guaranteed by an opt-out manner. The test cases were selected randomly, so the ratio of neo-
plastic to non-neoplastic cases in test sets was reflective of the case distributions at the providing institutions. All 
WSIs from both Kyushu Medical Center and Mita were scanned at a magnification of x20.

Figure 3. Example heatmap outputs for carcinoma prediction using the weakly-supervised method on (a) 
adenocarcinoma and (b) squamous cell carcinoma. A stride of 256 × 256 was used on a magnification of x10.
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Dataset and annotations. The dataset obtained from Kyushu Medical Center and International University 
of Health and Welfare, Mita Hospital, consisted of 4,204 and 500 WSIs, respectively. Tables 2 and 3 break down 
the distribution of the dataset into training and test sets. The training set was solely composed of surgical images, 
while the test set contained some biopsy specimens (5%). All cases used for annotation were looked over carefully 
and verified by three pathologists prior to annotation. The WSIs were manually annotated by a group of 39 surgi-
cal pathologists (annotation pathologists) who perform routine histopathological diagnoses by drawing around 
the areas that corresponded to one of the two labels: carcinoma and non-neoplastic lesion. Carcinoma annotation 
was performed to include both carcinoma cells (tumor parenchyma) and non-neoplastic or non-viable tissue 
within regions of carcinoma (inflammatory cell infiltration, fibrosis, or necrosis). Figure 1 shows examples of car-
cinoma annotations. Several histopathological classifications of lung carcinoma exist; the one most widely used 
is originally proposed by Dr. Kreyberg in 196127. It includes the following major categories: adenocarcinoma, 
squamous cell carcinoma, small cell carcinoma, large cell carcinoma, adenosquamous carcinoma, and sarco-
matoid carcinoma/carcinosarcoma. The relative frequencies of the various microscopic types of lung carcinoma 
have changed over the years; squamous cell carcinoma used to be the more common type, however, presently, 
there is a majority of adenocarcinomas28. In this study, annotated training sets included the following major 
categories (subtypes): adenocarcinoma (including bronchioloalveolar carcinoma and some types of clear cell 
carcinoma), squamous cell carcinoma (including some types of clear cell carcinoma) and small cell carcinoma. 
Any large regions that did not contain carcinoma were included under the non-neoplastic labels, which con-
sisted of cystic diseases, bronchopulmonary sequestration, bronchiectasis, abscess, granulomatous inflamma-
tion, diffuse pulmonary injury, interstitial lung disease, pneumonia, and other non-neoplastic diseases as well as 
normal. Non-neoplastic annotation was performed to include both parenchymal and stromal cells. Annotations 
performed by pathologists were modified (if necessary), confirmed, and verified by another group of two pathol-
ogists and used as training datasets. Each annotated WSI was observed by at least two pathologists, with the final 
checking and verification performed by a senior pathologist. Cases that had discrepancies in the annotation labels 
were excluded from training. Some WSIs contained multiple annotation labels. Therefore, a single WSI label of 
major diagnosis was assigned to a given WSI based on the following order of priority: carcinoma, non-neoplastic. 
For instance, if the WSI contained annotations for both carcinoma and non-neoplastic, then the WSI diagnosis 
was carcinoma. Figure 6 gives an overview of the collected datasets.

In addition to the above two datasets, we used WSIs from The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) and The Cancer 
Imaging Archive (TCIA)29. We used a total of 680 WSIs from the TCGA-LUAD and TCGA-LUSC projects, and a 
total of 500 from the CPTAC-LSCC30 project.

Figure 4. Examples of two carcinoma false positive prediction outputs using the fully-supervised method. 
Both were correctly predicted as non-neoplastic by the weakly-supervised method. (a) is a case of caseating 
granulomatous inflammation36 which consists of necrotic tissues (caseation necrosis is defined as a region in 
granulomas with eosinophilic, granular and cheese-like cellular debris with necrosis) and chronic inflammation. 
(b) is a case of granulomatous inflammation37, which is a distinctive form of chronic inflammation produced in 
response to various infection. The inflammatory tissue is the main cause of false positives due to its analogous 
tissue structure to cancer stroma.
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Deep learning models. We used the EfficientNet-B3 CNN architecture23. We used two approaches for 
training: supervised learning and weakly-supervised learning to train the models. We operated on the WSIs by 
downsampling the magnification to x10, which was chosen as a good compromise between classification perfor-
mance and speed. Figure 7 gives an overview of the two training methods.

For the supervised learning approach, the WSIs were divided into grids and tiles of size 512 × 512 pixels were 
extracted, resulting in about three million tiles for training. The label of the tile was assigned based on the label 
of the annotation region it belonged to. We then trained the CNN using the Adam optimisation algorithm31 with 
beta_1 = 0.9 and beta_2 = 0.999. We used a decaying learning rate, with a decay of 0.9 after each epoch, and with 

Figure 5. Examples of two carcinoma false positive prediction outputs using the weakly-supervised 
method. (a) Is a case of chronic interstitial pneumonia: there are prominent appearances of macrophages 
in the alveolar space and fibrosis of the alveolar septum as a background of mild to moderate chronic active 
inflammation. Infiltrating inflammatory cells include lymphocytes, monocytes, and neutrophils. (b) Is a 
case of emphysematous bulla: there is a cystic emphysematous space in the lung beneath the pleura. Chronic 
inflammation, congestion and hemorrhage are seen. The inflammatory tissues in (a,b) is the main cause of false 
positive prediction due to the resemblance to cancer stroma.

Number of WSIs

Carcinoma 1,941

Non-neoplastic 1,613

Total 3,554

Table 2. Number of WSIs used in the training set from Kyushu Medical Centre.

Kyushu Medical 
Centre

Mita 
Hospital TCGA TCIA

Carcinoma 148 227 591 333

Non-neoplastic 352 273 89 167

Total 500 500 680 500

Table 3. Summary of number of WSIs in each test set.
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a warm start, starting from a learning rate of 0.001 up to a maximum learning rate of 0.05 during the first epoch, 
with an epoch being a single pass through the tiles training set. We used a batch size of 64, and the training was 
run for 22 epochs, with a total of about 1 M iterations. The performance of the model was tracked on a validation 
set. We used an early stopping approach with a patience of 10 epochs, meaning that training would stop if no 
improvement was observed for 10 epochs past the lowest validation loss. The model with the lowest validation 
loss was chosen as the final model.

For the weakly-supervised learning approach using MIL, we used an approach inspired by Campanella 
et al.15 with a couple of changes. We started from a pre-trained model on the ImageNet dataset, we then per-
formed an initial phase of training on randomly sampled 512 × 512 tiles (k = 32 from each WSI) from the 
positively and negatively annotated regions that lasted for two epochs, with an epoch being a single sweep 
through the WSIs training set. After the 2nd epoch, training was switched to MIL. During a training epoch, 
the WSIs are iterated through in a random order. On each WSI, the model was applied in inference mode 
using a sliding window fashion on all its tiles, and the tiles with the top k (we used a linear decay from k = 5 
to k = 1) probabilities for carcinoma were selected for training. The reason for selecting the tiles with top k 
probabilities is as follows: if the WSI contains carcinoma, then there should be at least one tile that contains 
carcinoma tissue, and, therefore, its probability should be close to one, so it should be used for training as 
an example of carcinoma. However, if the WSI does not contain carcinoma, then the top k tiles represent 
non-neoplastic tiles that have the highest probabilities for carcinoma, and, therefore, should be used for train-
ing as they are most likely to be misclassified. Once a given number of tiles has been accumulated (n = 512), 
a training step was performed using the Adam optimiser with a batch size of 64. We used a decaying learning 
rate starting from 0.001.

In both approaches, we used data augmentation in the form of tile flips, translations, and colour shifts in order 
increase robustness and add regularisation to the networks.

To obtain a WSI classification, the model was applied in a sliding window fashion using a stride of 256, then 
the WSI was assigned the label of the maximum probability of its tiles.

Software and statistical analysis. The deep learning models were implemented and trained using 
TensorFlow32. AUCs were calculated in python using the scikit-learn package33 and plotted using matplotlib34. 
The 95% CIs of the AUCs were estimated using the bootstrap method35 with 1000 iterations.

Figure 6. Overview of the data collection and annotation process for the training and test sets. Training data 
collected from Kyushu Medical Centre was first pre-selected by a pathologist and then sent over to Medmain 
for further filtering and selection. WSIs with concordant diagnoses were annotated by pathologists. For the test 
set, we collected WSIs from Kyushu medical centre, Mita hospital, and the publicly available TCGA and TCIA 
datasets.
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Data availability
Due to specific institutional requirements governing privacy protection, the majority of datasets used in this study 
are not publicly available. The external lung TCGA (TCGA-LUAD and TCGA-LUSC projects) and TCIA datasets 
are publicly available through the Genomic Data Commons Data Portal (https://portal.gdc.cancer.gov/) and the 
Cancer Image Archive (https://www.cancerimagingarchive.net/), respectively.
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