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Abstract 

Objectives 

To prospectively evaluate the accuracy in tumor extent and size assessment of Digital Breast Tomosynthesis (DBT) 

and Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) in women with known breast cancer, with pathological size as the gold 

standard.  

Methods 

From May 2014 to April 2016, 50 patients with known breast cancer were enrolled in our prospective study. All 

patients underwent MRI on a 3T magnet and DBT projections. Two radiologists, with 15 and 7 years of experience 

in breast imaging respectively, evaluated in consensus each imaging set unaware of the final histological 

examination. MR and DBT sensitivity, PPV and accuracy were calculated, using histology as the gold standard. 

McNemar test was used to compare MR and DBT sensitivity. Correlation and regression analyses were used to 

evaluate MRI vs Histology, DBT vs Histology and MRI vs DBT lesions tumor size agreement to histological 

results.  

Results 

On histological examination 70 lesions were detected. MRI showed 100% sensitivity, 96% PPV and 96% accuracy; 

DBT sensitivity was 81%, PPV 92% and accuracy 77%. McNemar test p-value was 0.0003. Lesions size Pearson 

correlation coefficient was 0.97 for MRI vs Histology, 0.92 for DBT vs Histology, (p-value<0.0001). MRI vs DBT 

regression coefficient was 0.83. 

Conclusions 

MRI confirmed to be the most accurate imaging technique in preoperative staging of breast cancer. However, DBT 

showed very good accuracy, sensitivity and tumor size assessment and could be a valid tool for preoperative 

staging when MRI is contraindicated. 
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Abbreviations 

EUSOMA: European Society of Breast Cancer Specialists 

FFDM: full field digital mammography 

US: ultrasound 

MRI: magnetic resonance imaging 
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ILC: infiltrative lobular carcinoma 

PBI: partial breast irradiation 

DBT: digital breast tomosynthesis 

NHSBSP: National Health Service Breast Screening Programme 

1. Introduction 

Breast cancer size assessment is one of the main guide for preoperative planning and is a crucial prognostic 

indicator (Luparia et al., 2013).Tumor size was commonly measured on digital mammography and ultrasound 

(US), but in the past decade breast cancer imaging has evolved considerably. In particular, magnetic resonance 

imaging (MRI) has been increasingly used, in addition to conventional imaging, for preoperative assessment in 

patients with newly diagnosed breast cancer. Furthermore in recent years MRI has emerged as the most sensitive 

technique for the detection and diagnosis of breast lesions, with sensitivity ranging from 94% to 100% (Orel & 

Schnall 2001; Menezes, Knuttel, Stehouwer, Pijnappel & van den Bosch 2014). Several studies have also 

confirmed the superior performance of MRI in tumor extent evaluation compared with digital mammography 

and US and its greater potential for preoperative staging, altering surgical decision in approximately 25% of the 

cases (Pediconi et al., 2012). In part, this can be ascribed to the density of the breast parenchyma and to the fact 

that mammography and US are limited in patients with dense parenchyma. However, MRI is costlier and has 

lower specificity as compared to full field digital mammography (FFDM), ranging from 40 to 80%, moreover 

following EUSOMA (European Society of Breast Cancer Specialists) guidelines we are recommended to 

perform MRI in preoperative staging just for selected indications (infiltrative lobular carcinoma (ILC); partial 

breast irradiation (PBI), discrepancy between FFDM and US > 1 cm, women at increased risk). The recent 

introduction of digital breast tomosynthesis (DBT) into clinical practice significantly improved the evaluation of 

dense breasts. DBT overcomes limitations of digital mammography, reducing both false negative and false 

positive rates due to tissue superimposition. (Clauser et al., 2015) Many studies conducted have shown that DBT 

can improve visualization of breast lesions, apart from microcalcifications(Spangler et al., 2011). DBT can also 

aid in determining the mammographic extent of breast cancer. Studies have shown that DBT has higher 

sensitivity and specificity (90% and 79%) when compared to FFDM (89% and 72% respectively) (Svahn et al., 

2012; Rafferty et al., 2013). According to European guidelines, preoperative tumor size is commonly measured 

with FFDM and/or US and only in selected cases with MRI ( Dummin, Cox & Plant, 2007; Sardanelli et al., 

2008; Mann et al., 2008; Uematsu, Yuen, Kasami & Uchida Y 2008; Wasif et al., 2009; Sardanelli et al., 2010; 

Gruber et al., 2013; Menezes et al., 2014). So far, there are currently few studies comparing DBT to MRI in 

preoperative staging (Luparia et al., 2013; Mariscotti et al., 2014, 2015; Kim et al., 2016). The purpose of our 

study was to prospectively evaluate the accuracy in tumor extent and size assessment of DBT and MRI in women 

with known breast cancer, with pathological size as the gold standard. 

2. Materials and Methods 

The study was approved by the ethics committee at our institution, objectives and methodology were clearly 

explained to the patients and all patients provided written informed consent. Each recruited woman could 

withdraw from the study at any time. From May 2014 to April 2016 we selected 77 consecutive women, aged 

between 38 and 83 years (mean age 54.3), in our prospective study. Study population included patients with 

newly diagnosed biopsy-proven breast cancer (Breast Imaging Reporting and Data System (BIRADS) 6), 

scheduled for preoperative MRI staging according to EUSOMA criteria or following our Multi-Disciplinary 

Team (MDT) indications. For MRI examination were excluded from the study five claustrophobic patients, three 

patients that required the use of a pacemaker and seven patients who had metallic implants. For DBT we 

excluded four patients younger than 35 years and five patients who carried gene mutation BRCA 1 or 2, due to 

the increased radiosensitivity (Ernestos et al., 2010; Borrego-Soto, Ortiz-López & Rojas-Martínez 2015). Three 

patients with possible pregnancy were excluded both from MRI and DBT. The 50 definitive enrolled patients (all 

female, mean age 54.9) underwent clinical breast examination, MRI and DBT before surgery. Definitive surgery 

was performed in all patients from 24 hours to 1 month after completion of contrast-enhanced MRI examination, 

pathologic specimens (reference standard) were obtained from surgical biopsy, lumpectomy, quadrantectomy or 

mastectomy and were evaluated according to National Health Service Breast Screening Programme guidelines 

(NHSBSP 2016). Pathologic tumor size was measured on the gross specimen, on the basis of invasive component 

size, in-situ components were included if present. 

2.1 MRI 

All contrast-enhanced breast MRI examinations were performed on a 3.0 Tesla magnet (Discovery MR750, GE 
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Medical Systems, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, USA) with a dedicated 8 channel breast coil, compatible with parallel 

imaging, and patients in prone position. Breast MRI protocol included transverse 2D T2-weighted sequences, 

transverse diffusion-weighted echo-planar sequence, transverse 3D dynamic T1-weighted sequences and sagittal 

post-contrast 3D T1-weighted sequence. Transverse 2D T2-weighted sequences (IDEAL) with DIXON three 

point technique were acquired (repetition time 9000ms; echo time 120ms, field of view 34 x 34 cm, matrix 

320x224), slice thickness: 3 mm-5.0 mm, acquisition time: 200 sec. Transverse diffusion-weighted echo-planar 

sequence comprising b-values of 0, 800, 1000 were used; imaging parameters were: repetition time 5314 ms, 

echo time 57.5 ms, rectangular field of view 34x34cm, flip angle 90°, matrix 96x128 ; section thickness: 3-0.5 

mm; also ADC map was acquired. Transverse 3D dynamic T1-weighted fat-sat sequences (VIBRANT) were 

performed before contrast agent administration and four times after contrast agent, every 2 minutes. Total 

acquisition time for 3D T1-weighted sequence was 120 seconds. Imaging parameters for T1-weighted sequences 

were identical for all patients: repetition time 8 ms, echo time 4.3ms, rectangular field of view 38x38cm, flip 

angle 15°, matrix 512x256, slice thickness: 1.2 mm. Postcontrast three-dimensional T1-weighted dynamic MR 

images were acquired after administration of 0.1 mmol/kg body weight gadobenate dimeglumine (MultiHance; 

Bracco Imaging SpA, Milan, Italy) through an 18-gauge cannula positioned in an antecubital venous access with 

an automatic injector (Spectris; Medrad, Indianola, Pa) at a rate of 2 mL/sec and was followed by administration 

of 10 mL of saline at the same rate. Imaging of premenopausal women was performed between the 7th and 14th 

day of the menstrual cycle. 

2.2 DBT 

DBT imaging was acquired in bilateral mediolateral-oblique (MLO) and cranio-caudal (CC) projections for all 

patients on the dedicated FFDM system Siemens MAMMOMAT Inspiration (Siemens AG Healthcare, Erlangen, 

Germany). This unit has an a-Se detector with 85 μm pitch and a selenium layer thickness of 200 μm. The A/F 

combinations was W/Rh and the tube voltage range was 26 kV to 32 kV, as determined by the automatic exposure 

control device of the FFDM unit. The average dose to the glandular tissues within the breast (AGD) for a single 

DBT view was on average factor of 1.5 higher than those for a single 2D mammogram. Siemens’ Breast 

Tomosynthesis acquires 25 images during a continuous scan, while the X-ray source rotates along a predefined arc 

of ± 25° relative to the 0° position around the compressed breast, with a 2° angle increment per image. Images were 

reconstructed using filtered back-projection, in order to provide sections parallel to the breast support, and were 

viewed as 1 mm (reconstructed) sections. DBT reconstructions were reviewed in cine or manual scroll modes on 

the dedicated workstation on two Nio 5-mega-pixel MDNG-6121 BARCO monitors (NYSE Euronext Brussels: 

BAR). 

2.3 Image Evaluation 

MRI and DBT images evaluation were performed prospectively in consensus by two breast imaging specialists 

(F.P., F.G.) with 15 and 7 years of experience respectively. The readers were aware of the study purpose, but they 

were blinded to the histological lesion location and size, considered the gold standard. MRI evaluations were 

performed directly at the system console using the automated software available, at this time DBT views were 

not available to the clinical radiologists. DBT images were interpreted at the dedicated workstation in randomly 

order after a 2 weeks period to avoid affecting clinical decision making. Assessment of MRI images was based 

on lesion morphologic characteristics and post-contrast enhancement patterns (mass or non-mass enhancement, 

according to ACR BI-RADS (American College of Radiology 2013)).  

Assessment of DBT images was based on lesion morphologic characteristic (shape, margin, and density), 

calcification distribution and morphology, presence of architectural distortion or asymmetries. Breast density 

a,b,c,d (ACR 2013) was evaluated visually. Each lesion visible on DBT and MRI was measured using dedicated 

software on the workstation. The measurement was uni-dimensional, taken in the craniocaudal plane on the slice 

where the lesion appeared largest. MRI and DBT mass lesion size was assessed measuring tumor’s core, keeping 

out the desmoplastic reaction surrounding the lesion. MRI non-mass lesions were measured assessing 

enhancement maximum extent. Architectural distortion and microcalcifications on DBT were measured 

acquiring lesion maximum diameter. 

2.4 Statistical Analysis 

Advanced data analyses were performed with the software R (R: A Language and Environment for Statistical 

Computing, R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria, 2016, URL https://www.Rproject.org/). 

MRI and DBT sensitivity, PPV and accuracy were calculated, using histology as the gold standard. McNemar test 

was used to compare MRI and DBT sensitivity. Accuracy of MRI and DBT assessment was evaluated via the R 

package DTComPair Correlation and regression analyses was used to evaluate MRI and DBT measurements 

http://project.org/
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agreement and their dependence with respect to the histological results. Separate regression analyses were used 

to investigate the effect of mass or non-mass enhancement. Finally, a logistic model was fitted to the positive 

cases to evaluate DBT detection rate with respect to breast density, lesion size and other covariates.  

3. Results 

Of the 50 patients, in 37 patients the tumor was unifocal, in 5 multifocal, in 8 multicentric (Figure 1), for a total 

of 70 overall breast lesions. The 70 malignant breast lesions detected at histologic evaluation were classified 

according to NHSBSP 2016 guidelines as invasive ductal carcinoma (n = 38), invasive ductal carcinoma with in 

situ foci (n = 12), ductal carcinoma in situ (n = 12), invasive lobular carcinoma (n = 3) (Figure 2), lobular 

carcinoma in situ with invasive component (n = 1), mucinous carcinoma (n = 1), mucinous carcinoma in situ (n 

= 1), papillary carcinoma (n = 1), papillary carcinoma in situ (n = 1). Mean, median and s.d. for the lesion size 

were respectively 18.8 mm, 15 mm and 13.6 mm. 

 

Figure 1. 50 y-o woman with multicentric disease (IDC) 

T1 fat-saturated contrast-enhanced sagittal breast MRI clearly identifies four lesions on left breast (a,b), 

corresponding to four spiculated masses (c, d (circles)) on MLO DBT projections. MRI and DBT obtained good 

correlation in terms of lesions number and tumor size. Histologic evaluation showed multiple foci of invasive 

ductal carcinoma (e). 

 

 

Figure 2. 65 y-o woman with unifocal invasive lobular carcinoma (ILC) 

Both T1 fat-saturated contrast-enhanced axial breast MRI (a) and CC DBT (b (circle)) show a single, spiculated, 

7 mm lesion on left breast, with high size and morphological correspondence between the two techniques. 

Histologic evaluation revealed an invasive lobular carcinoma (c). 
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3.1 MRI 

MRI detected 73 lesions, three of them were not confirmed at histological examination, therefore considered 

false positive findings. MRI had the highest level of lesion size agreement with pathology, with 57 concordant 

cases (81.4%), 6 underestimations (8.6%) and 7 overestimations (10%). Agreement with pathology was 87.2% 

for T1 lesions, and 69.6% for T2 or larger lesions.  

Sensitivity was equal to 1 (70/70). The positive predictive value (PPV) was equal to 0.96, while the accuracy 

was 0.96. Lesion size mean and standard deviation were 18.8 mm and 14.1 mm respectively. Pearson correlation 

coefficient for the lesion size (MRI versus gold standard), calculated only with the true positive cases, was 0.97 

(p-value<0.0001). The regression coefficient for the model where the MRI lesion size is the dependent variable 

and the true measurement is the covariate was equal to 1 (R-squared =0.96, Figure 3 (a)). Dividing the positive 

cases in two groups accordingly to the mass or non-mass enhancement type did not produce a significant 

difference in the correlation coefficients for lesion size (MRI versus gold standard, Figure 3 (d)). Anyway, fitting 

separate regression models to the two sub-samples lead to a significant smaller error variability for the mass 

enhancement sample, suggesting a more accurate evaluation of the lesion size under this group (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 3. Lesions size assessment 

Regression analysis for the diameter size, comparing MRI vs histology (a), DBT vs histology (b) and DBT vs 

MRI (c). Figure (d) shows the regression analysis performed dividing the lesions into the mass and non-mass 

groups, comparing MRI vs histology. 
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Figure 4. Error variability for mass and non-mass lesions 

Box-plots representing the distribution of the difference between the estimated and the true lesion dimension, 

divided into the mass and non-mass groups. The box-plots have been obtained considering only the true positive 

cases both with MRI and with DBT. Note that in the non-mass lesions MRI underestimates the true dimension 

size and leads to a significantly larger measurement error respect to the mass lesions (F-test for variance 

comparison, p-value = 0.035. Instead, DBT measurement error is not significantly affected by the mass or 

non-mass lesions type. 

 

3.2 DBT 

DBT identified 62 lesions, 5 of them were not confirmed by histology while 57 were true positive lesions. DBT 

had 33 cases (58%) concordant in size with pathology, 18 cases were underestimated (31.6%) and 5 were 

overestimated (10.5%), while 13 lesions were not visible (18.6%). On the basis of the histological measurements, 

agreement was 64.8 % for lesions ≤ 2 cm and 45% for T2 or larger lesions. Sensitivity was equal to 0.81 (57/70), 

PPV was equal to 0.92 while the accuracy was 0.77. Lesion size mean and standard deviation were 17.7 mm and 

12 mm respectively. Pearson correlation coefficient for the lesion size (DBT versus gold standard), calculated 

only with the true positive cases was 0.92 (p-value<0.0001). The regression coefficient for the model where the 

DBT lesion size is the dependent variable and the true measurement is the covariate was equal to 0.8 (R-squared 

=0.85, Figure 3 (b)). Note that, in this case, separate regression models fitted to the mass or non-mass groups 

showed a not significant reduction in the prediction variability for the mass group (Figure 4).  

The fitting of a logistic regression model on the positive cases assuming the DBT diagnosis as dependent 

variable and the true lesion size and the classification obtained accordingly on the values of the variable 

“density” as covariates is illustrated in Figure 5 (a). Note that the true positive rate increased with the lesion size, 

and higher values of the breast density provided lower detection rates. Anyway, both the covariates were not 

significant with the data at hand. Figure 5 (b) shows the results of a regression model with the relative error 

between the true lesion size and the DBT measurement is the response variable and the true size and the density 

value are the covariates. Observe that the relative error decreased when the true lesion size became larger and 

increased following the density scale.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



http://cco.ccsenet.org Cancer and Clinical Oncology Vol. 7, No. 2; 2018 

39 

 

 

Figure 5. DBT detection rate with respect to breast density 

(a) Logistic regression assuming the diagnosis with the DBT as the dependent variable and the true lesion size 

and “density” as the covariates. (b) Regression model assuming the diagnosis with the DBT as dependent 

variable and the true lesion size and “density” as covariates. 

 

3.3 DBT Versus MRI 

Difference in sensitivity between MRI and DBT was statistically significant (McNemar test p-value <0.001). 

General agreement between MRI and DBT was statistically significant (McNemar test p-value <0.001). The 

regression coefficient for the model where the DBT lesion size is the dependent variable and the MRI 

measurement is the independent variable is 0.83 (R-squared = 0.86, Figure 3 (c)).  

4. Discussion 

Breast conservative surgery, including local excision or quadrantectomy plus radiation therapy, is generally 

accepted as the preferable alternative to mastectomy for tumors up to 3 cm in size (Jatoi & Proschan 2005). 

Breast cancer size represents an essential feature in order to plan the surgical treatment, therefore preoperative 

staging should be as accurate as possible. 

In recent years, several studies promoted the role of breast MRI in addition to conventional imaging (digital 

mammography and ultrasound) for tumor size assessment and preoperative staging, demonstrating the great 

added value of this technique. However, according to EUSOMA recommendations (Sardanelli et al., 2010), only 

certain patients subgroups have a potential beneficial effect from preoperative breast MRI staging, therefore it 

should be used, in association to conventional imaging, only in selected cases. Although several studies have 

demonstrated the accuracy of breast MRI tumor size assessment, there are only few studies that investigate the 

role of DBT in preoperative staging and even less studies performing a direct comparison between DBT and 

MRI (Luparia et al., 2013; Mariscotti et al., 2014, 2015; Kim et al., 2016). DBT is a fast technique, with lower 

financial costs compared to MRI and without contraindications due to contrast agent administration or to 

magnetic field exposure. Moreover, evidences from many studies highlight the accuracy of DBT in the detection 

and evaluation of breast lesions. Our study focuses on the potential role of DBT in preoperative staging, in 

comparison with MRI, using final histology as gold standard. In our study, MRI showed a very high sensitivity 

(100%), identifying all the malignant lesions, high PPV (96%) and high accuracy (96%). DBT also reported a 

good sensitivity (81%), even if it was statistically significant lower than MRI (McNemar test p-value <0.001), 

and it also showed a good overall diagnostic performance, with good PPV (92%) and accuracy (77%). Our 

results are consistent with prior studies in literature (Luparia et al., 2013; Mariscotti et al., 2014, 2015; Kim et al., 

2016). In relation to lesions measurement, MRI presented the highest agreement with pathology with a Pearson 

correlation coefficient of 0.97 (p-value <0.0001). DBT also proved to have a strong agreement with pathology, 
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with a Pearson coefficient of 0.92 (p-value <0.0001), but DBT showed a tendency to underestimate larger lesions. 

Luparia et al., (Luparia et al., 2013) in 2013 evaluated the accuracy of tumour size assessment in preoperative 

staging of digital mammography, tomosynthesis, ultrasound and MRI, of 149 breast cancers in 110 patients, 

obtaining Pearson correlation coefficients comparable to ours (0.92 for MRI and 0.89 for DBT). Mariscotti et 

al.,(Mariscotti et al., 2014) in 2014 performed a study on 200 women with breast cancer, comparing DBT and 

MRI added to digital mammography and ultrasound: DBT+FFDM+US yielded a 97.7% of sensitivity, while we 

analyzed DBT alone reporting a lower but good value (81%); despite high sensitivity of MRI alone (98.8%, 

similar to our result), the addition of MRI to combined DBT+FFDM+US did not significantly improve 

sensitivity. Also considering measurement’s agreement, MRI showed the strongest agreement with histology for 

both T1 and T2 or larger tumors (the agreement was 87.2% for ≤2 cm lesions, and 69.6% for >2 cm lesions, as 

already reported by Luparia et al (Luparia et al., 2013) and Onesti et al., ( Onesti, Mangus, Helmer & Osland 

2008)). DBT, instead, confirmed the worse measurement in larger lesions, with agreement of 64.8 % for lesions 

≤ 2 cm and 45% for T2 or larger lesions, these results are substantially consistent with literature (Luparia et al., 

2013), even with slightly lower percentages due to our small number of patients.  

No significant difference in mass and non-mass lesion’s measurement correlation coefficients was identified, 

however the mass group showed a smaller error variability suggesting a more accurate measurement of lesions 

with a mass morphology respect to non-mass group. This result was statistically significant only for MRI, while 

for DBT the error variability was similar between the two groups, even if higher in non-mass group. This result 

is probably due to the worse performance that DBT reported also in mass lesions measurement, therefore the 

difference in the evaluation of the two groups was smaller. In our study we analyzed also the impact of breast 

density in the evaluation of lesion detection rate and size on DBT. We found a lower detection rate and an higher 

relative error in the evaluation of lesion size for patients with dense breasts (ACR c, d), in particular for small 

lesions, as already reported in literature (Mariscotti et al., 2014). In case of large lesions DBT performed 

similarly in both dense and fatty breasts (ACR a, b).  

Our study presented some limitations that are the small number of patients and the selected population, because 

we enrolled only women with diagnosed breast cancer.  

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, MRI confirmed to be the most accurate imaging technique in preoperative staging of breast cancer. 

However, DBT showed very good accuracy, sensitivity and tumor size assessment and could be a valid tool for 

preoperative staging when MRI should be avoided because of patients’ clinical conditions or any 

contraindications to MRI. Moreover, considering the fewer contraindications and the higher availability of DBT, 

further studies could investigate the potential role of contrast-enhanced digital breast tomosynthesis in 

pre-operative staging in order to approach MRI in terms of breast lesion morphologic and vascular 

characterization.  
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