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Abstract:

 The increasing worldwide use of paediatric computed tomography (CT) has led to increasing concerns regarding the subsequent effects of exposure to radiation. In response to this concern, the international EPI-CT project was developed to study the risk of cancer in a large multi-country cohort. In radiation epidemiology, accurate estimates of organ-specific doses are essential. In EPI-CT, data collection is split into two time periods—before and after introduction of the Picture Archiving Communication System (PACS) introduced in the 1990s. Prior to PACS, only sparse information about scanner settings is available from radiology departments. Hence, a multi-level approach was developed to retrieve information from a questionnaire, surveys, scientific publications, and expert interviews. For the years after PACS was introduced, scanner settings will be extracted from Digital Imaging and Communications in Medicine (DICOM) headers, a protocol for storing medical imaging data. Radiation fields and X-ray interactions within the body will be simulated using phantoms of various ages and Monte-Carlo-based radiation transport calculations. Individual organ doses will be estimated for each child using an accepted calculation strategy, scanner settings, and the radiation transport calculations. Comprehensive analyses of missing and uncertain dosimetry data will be conducted to provide uncertainty distributions of doses.
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1. Introduction

The use of computed tomography (CT) scanning in paediatric radiology departments has increased rapidly worldwide over the past two decades. CT is now a standard modality in assessing a variety of disorders in children as well as for cancer detection and surveillance, and evaluation of trauma and inflammation.

CT typically deliver doses that are substantially greater than those received from conventional radiographic examinations and the growing use of CT procedures in children and adolescents is, therefore, a topic of widespread concern [1,2,3,4,5,6]. Issues of concern unique to the paediatric population include increased radio-sensitivity of certain tissues, particularly in infancy, and a longer lifetime for radiation-related cancer to develop. Several studies of CT use in children have been initiated, including a recent study by Pearce et al. [7] which found a positive association between radiation doses from CT scans and increased risk of leukaemia and brain tumours [7].

To improve upon earlier conducted CT risk studies, the EPI-CT study (Epidemiology study to quantify risks for paediatric computerised tomography and to optimise doses [8]) was developed and formally began in 2010. In particular, EPI-CT aims to increase the statistical power, i.e., the power to reject the hypothesis of no health effects should it be false, with the additional objective of refining the risks earlier estimated. Both goals are particularly important for epidemiologic studies concerned with public health issues. In order to increase statistical power in the EPI-CT study, a large cohort of children who underwent CT examinations in nine European countries (Belgium, Denmark France, Germany, Spain, Sweden, the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom) is currently being assembled. The primary objectives of EPI-CT are to evaluate the radiation-related risk of leukaemia and solid cancers using refined individual organ dose estimates. The study data will also be used to describe patterns of use of CT over time and between countries, to develop methods to characterize the quality of CT images in relation to dose, and to provide recommendations for CT dose optimisation for paediatric patients in Europe. In parallel, biological markers of CT-irradiation effects will be tested as part of a pilot study to be performed on a small subsample of the cohort members.

In order to assess the risk of cancer (primarily leukaemia) as a function of radiation doses received from CT scans in childhood and adolescence, cumulative individual doses to specific relevant organs need to be estimated for all subjects in the study. In EPI-CT, organ- or tissue specific dose estimates will be derived for red bone marrow (for analyses of leukaemia risk), for the brain (for analyses of brain tumour risk) and colon (for analyses of risk of all cancers other than leukaemia). In the future, doses may also be needed for other organs/tissues of interest (including breast and thyroid) for the evaluation of the radiation related risk of other specific types of diseases.

A reliable assessment of the actual dose received by a patient who undergoes a CT examination requires both information on the specific make and model of CT machine, its inherent parameter settings, and information about the CT imaging protocol. During the feasibility phase of the project, named the CHILD-MED-RAD project, possibilities to retrospectively assess individual organ doses were evaluated and a methodology was proposed, as presented in the following section.



2. CT Dosimetry

CT imaging is based on the use of an X-ray beam as a source of radiation from which attenuation through the body is measured and a data set is formed based on multiple positions of the source as it rotates around the body. From the data, reconstruction algorithms produce tomographic “slices” of the human anatomy. The radiation dose at any point in the body from a CT examination is the sum of the radiation doses received from all positions of the tube that would have exposed that point. CT imaging technology has improved over the years since its inception and will likely continue to change and evolve in the future. Because of the range of years during which cohort members might have received CT scans (from the mid 1980s until now), it is necessary that we include a variety of models of CT scanners in order to capture the range of possible exposures. Organ dose estimation requires taking account of different types of CT scanners, different CT scan technologies, and details of the CT examinations and protocols.

In the past few years, numerous technological improvements have been implemented by manufacturers in order to reduce the level of patient’s exposure, considering in particular, the sensitivity of paediatric patients. The improvements include: shorter scanning time which time allows for sophisticated examinations on very young patients, new software programs designed for small size patients, more sensitive multi-detector systems and improved collimation, lower kV settings, tube current (mA) modulation, shorter beam geometry and filter shaping. Together with the improvements oriented towards reducing patient dose, manufacturers have also made substantial efforts to maintain the overall quality of the produced images (level of noise and/or level of contrast).

The reliability of estimated patient doses, therefore, strongly depends on:


	Availability of information on factors such as age, body size, sex, examination type and CT scanner model;


	Availability of manufacturer’s technical information which would allow appropriate modelling of X-ray beam quality used to produce CT scan images;


	Knowledge of CT protocols (technical settings, number of scans, scanned body limits, etc.).




Access to the data described above will ensure that simulations can reliably estimate doses which we know to vary substantially from one medical centre to another, even for the same exam type. The present project follows a feasibility study (Child-Med-Rad) [9] which was conducted in 2008–2009 in the participating countries. As participating countries considered various dates of start for recruitment of retrospective cohorts (as early as 1984), a minimum set of input data that is required for a crude estimation of the dose was discussed. The set includes:


	(1)

	patient’s sex and age, the name of radiology department;



	(2)

	year of scan, scanner type (or at least scanner generation);



	(3)

	body area scanned (possibility to be extracted from examination type);



	(4)

	date of scan;



	(5)

	number of scans performed.





During the feasibility study, radiology departments considered to be included in the study in each country were contacted and both-archived records and digital recording systems currently in use were checked to ensure that the minimum set of parameters will be accessible.

The information collected on the patients is a very important source of data for assessing radiology practices and analysing ways to optimise doses. A separate working group has therefore been set up to work on the optimization concept. The group will first analyse technology developments in the past decades focusing on the manufacturers algorithms used for dose reduction. Existing guidelines for optimization in paediatric CT procedures will be updated to redefine quality criteria for the paediatric images. An electronic audit tool to assess image quality on real images will be developed. In EPI-CT, the scoring of image quality will be performed in parallel to the “automatic” assessment of dose. A small group of radiologists will be involved in assessing image quality on a subset of images (focusing on head CT). The exercise will be performed with radiology departments representative of the hospitals involved in the cohort study and an intercomparison of scores will be conducted. In practice, the audit tool could also be used by radiologists for regular self-surveys. A new CT technical phantom to perform objective dosimetry and image quality assessment in paediatric CT will also be conceived, in agreement with the ICRU requirements [10].

Current CT dosimetry methods can be categorized into direct measurement methods and computer simulations of radiation transport in the human body. Direct measurement methods generally use small-size dosimeters placed inside or at the surface of physical phantoms. The strength of these methods is the direct measurement of a dose metric which is well characterized and understood because the conditions are standardized. However, there are a number of limitations, which make direct methods inappropriate for this study. Primarily, the limitations include impossibility of conducting experiments for all CT scanners, CT examinations, CT protocols, patient sizes, and the difficulty in converting the measurement to an organ dose for a specific patient.

Monte Carlo computer simulation methods using computer phantoms have been successfully used for organ dose estimation in CT and other types of medical imaging. Hermaphrodite mathematical phantoms of different body sizes, scaled from adult to baby, coupled with conversion coefficients derived by Monte Carlo simulation have been made available by dosimetry laboratories (for example the former National Radiological Protection Board (NRPB) (now Health Protection Agency, HPA) in UK and the German National Research Centre for Environment and Health (GSF)) for a variety of X-ray beam qualities commonly used in diagnostic radiology [11,12,13,14,15]. Since the EPI-CT study includes males and females from birth to 20 years of age, and because radiation dose greatly depends on patient size, we found it necessary to generate a CT organ dose database with phantoms with smaller age gaps (from newborn to adults) and with more realistic anatomy. A consensus has been reached within the dosimetry experts group that hybrid computational phantoms are the most appropriate dosimetric tool to assess the CT scan organ dose [9]. Hybrid phantoms are based on non-uniform rational B-spline (NURBS) and polygon mesh surfaces and offer anthropomorphic flexibility and anatomical realism. Researchers at the University of Florida and the U.S. National Cancer Institute have developed a series of hybrid phantoms representing the ICRP 89 Publication [16] reference newborn, the reference male and female phantoms of 1 year, 5 year, 10 year old children as well as 15 year- adolescent [17]. The recent advances in hybrid phantom technology have resulted in the potential to greatly expand the range of patient ages and body sizes considered, with the possibility to calculate radiation dose to individuals of any specific height and weight. In addition to the application to a wide range of patient ages for both genders, other improvements in CT dosimetry include: ability to estimate radiation dose to any specific organ/tissue (e.g., blood vessel or bone marrow by bone site), improved bone marrow dosimetry (e.g., heterogeneous skeletal tissue), application to a various types of CT scanners (from older models to scanners which will be used in future years in the study centres), different CT scan technologies (e.g., mA modulation), and various types of CT examinations.



3. Strategy for Dose Reconstruction

In the context of EPI-CT, a strategy for dose reconstruction is needed that can accommodate varying degrees of information since the availability of the necessary information may vary between countries and among time periods. Two different dosimetric strategies will, therefore, be implemented, depending on the availability of information and the possibility to automatically extract that information (see Figure 1). In all participating countries, the Picture Archiving and Communication System (PACS), an information system used to acquire, store and retrieve medical images, was implemented in the late 1990’s to early 2000’s. The strategies, therefore, differ before and after the introduction of PACS.

Figure 1. Scenarios for CT dose reconstruction.
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3.1. Scenario 1: Radiological Records—Paper Files or RIS

For the time period prior to PACS, only limited information about scanner settings and technical parameters used for specific procedures can be obtained from paper files or from RIS (Radiology Information System) databases. A multi-level approach has been developed to retrieve information from a specifically developed questionnaire, published surveys, scientific publications, expert interviews and interpolations.

The questionnaire developed within EPI-CT is designed to document historical CT protocols for each patient age in each participating hospital, for a minimum of three anatomic zones (head, chest and abdomen). We believe that the main reason for protocols to have been modified over time was the change in CT machines (manufacturer and/or model), as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Structure of the questionnaire.
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Patients will be grouped by time period related to the use of different CT machines, examination types and by age, and organ doses will be estimated for each patient from typical protocols used at that time. It is anticipated that information on individual patients will be very limited. The patient data, most likely, will be limited to name/code of radiology department, date of scan, body part scanned, number of scans, sex and date of birth or age. Scanner type, reason for scan, use of contrast, height and weight may not be available. As noted, doses will be estimated based on typical protocols implemented in a specific hospital for the specific time period, procedure, age, and, where available, type of scanner. If available, archived images will be used to retrieve data on protocols.





3.2. Scenario 2: Radiological Records and Images Available—PACS or Archived Digital Images

For the time period after the introduction of PACS, dosimetric data and technical scan parameters will be automatically extracted from DICOM (Digital Imaging and Communications in Medicine) headers of the images (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Dose reconstruction strategy in Scenario 2.
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Dedicated software, such as PerMoS [18] which was adapted for a German pilot study of CT-related cancer risk in children [19], or Gladys [20], developed in parallel in Belgium, will be used within EPI-CT. In both cases, new modules have been developed specifically for the EPI-CT study to allow automatic recognition of the scanned body region (i.e., identification of the organs in the primary field) using segmentation of the images.

Doses will be reconstructed individually from the examination settings recorded in the DICOM header including the number of scans (series) performed and the following parameters for each series: manufacturer and machine type, tube voltage, tube current, pitch and scan location (start and end of the scan). In addition, some information from manufacturers, or from measurements, on scanners including CTDIw values and mAs modulation (specification, algorithms) will be retrieved, when possible, to provide the most reliable dose estimates. This is particularly important for recent procedures that were individualised.

Where available, height and weight information will be used to refine dose estimates by selecting a phantom that most resembles the stature of the patient. Some examples of the age-dependent phantoms are shown in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Family of hybrid phantoms [17].
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Using information on CT protocols, obtained either from the questionnaires (scenario 1) or from individual DICOM headers (scenario 2), radiation dose will be simulated by the Monte Carlo-based radiation transport method [21] to develop a set of organ doses which will be stored in a database whose entries will be available for selection based on each patient’s characteristics.

The possibility to include only patients with examinations performed in recent years was considered for the purpose of reducing the uncertainty that will unavoidably be present in dose estimates for earlier years. However, the size of the cohort ascertained retrospectively only through PACS, would be smaller—about 500,000–600,000 (assuming that the period of accrual ends in 2010). In this case, the follow up period would be quite short (~ 10 years, if analyses are planned in the next couple of years). The net effect would be to substantially reduce the statistical power needed to confirm risks of brain cancer and other solid tumours that might emerge in the short term. It was, therefore, concluded that patients from all time periods should be included so as to reach the necessary cohort size and that methods to characterize and account for uncertainties be developed.




4. Expected Results and Associated Uncertainties

As noted, organ doses will be derived based on data collected on various types of scanners used in nine countries in different time periods, together with information collected from standard examination protocols which are specific to scanner type, examination type and indication, hospital, and different ages/weights. It is useful to note that while historical information may not always be available, protocols were more standardized in the past and that typical protocols can be relied upon.

Accounting for missing parameter data is one of the main challenges, especially for earlier years (in the pre-PACS period), when we anticipate that only incomplete information on CT protocols in different hospitals will be available. A proposed approach to account for uncertainties in our dose estimates due to missing data is a simulation method [22,23,24] which maintains correlations of doses for persons within subgroups with similar attributes and simulates uncertain dose-model parameters values that could otherwise lead to biases if a single imputation strategy was used. We anticipate that the main parameters which are likely to be missing are: manufacturer and model of the CT machine, protocols for each age and examination type (mAs, kVp, pitch), and scanned area and body size of the patient. To allow for the range of possible true parameter values given that such data may be missing, each missing parameter necessary for dose calculation will be represented by a probability density function (PDF), representative of the state of knowledge about the conditions during the appropriate time period. The PDFs will be derived from all available sources of information for the corresponding time period (using, for example, data from similar hospitals in other countries, data from national surveys, etc.). The PDFs will likely be more precise for recent years when more information will be available and, thus, be narrower, i.e., will be less uncertain. For each calculation of the cohort dose distribution, values of parameters will be selected from the appropriate PDFs while maintaining proper correlations between parameters. In simulations, emphasis will be put on estimating the dose for the entire cohort in order to maintain proper correlations among persons with similar (shared) attributes. The feasibility of applying this approach to our dataset is currently under investigation.

Our strategy for dose reconstruction is innovative for two major reasons. First, our assessment of organ doses will be performed for each participant individually, especially for recent years when characteristics of each examination can be retrieved. This is particularly important since in most of the cohort studies on medical diagnostic exposures, risk analyses are based on an estimate of the number of radiologic examinations received and not on individual organ doses. One of the best attempts to estimate CT doses to date was made in the UK cohort study in which doses were estimated based on typical CT machine settings as described in the UK National Surveys. A limitation of that study, however, was that no individual dose estimations were performed [25]. Secondly, since the level of detail available for dose reconstruction differs in different time periods, we believe that uncertainty in dose estimates, particularly when shared among members of a group (e.g., patients at a particular hospital), could be very important and, therefore, affect the reliability of the risk estimate. Hence, we are proposing to use alternative realizations of possibly true sets of doses for the cohort, each suitable for use in a dose-response as a surrogate of the true dose distribution as opposed to traditional single point estimates of dose for each person. The variability of dose for subjects with similar attributes will be represented within each realization of the cohort. The uncertainty of dose-related model parameters will be represented across all the realizations of the cohort.

Risk analysis with multiple realizations (i.e., sets) of doses could be performed in one of several ways. The simple way of using the mean dose per person (from all the realizations) in the risk analysis may be adequate but is not yet confirmed. A more detailed approach would involve analysing all realizations of doses for each dose response, thereby fully accounting for inter-individual variability and uncertainty. The likelihood of each fit (or some other type of weight) could be used to obtain the most reliable estimate of risk and a confidence interval that reflects the state of knowledge.



5. Conclusions

Radio-sensitivity of the paediatric population is a topic of concern when considering exposure to ionizing radiation following CT imaging as radiation doses are substantially higher than from conventional radiographic procedures. Considerations unique to the paediatric population include increased radio-sensitivity of certain tissues, particularly in infancy, and a longer lifetime for radiation-related cancer to develop. A recent study [7] has shown increased risks of leukaemia and brain tumour at the level of dose delivered during CT scanning. That study is the first retrospective cohort study on the subject with personal information collected between 1985 and 2008 from the RIS database. Because no description of CT protocols and machines settings is available in RIS, dose reconstruction was, therefore, based on survey data only. In EPI-CT, which will include cancer incidence data from the UK study, we anticipate the possibility to improve individual organ dose assessment, especially for recent years, when technical parameters can be extracted automatically from the DICOM header of all images taken. It will, therefore, be possible to provide individual organ dose estimates for each CT examination performed on each of the cohort participants.

EPI-CT promises to be the most comprehensive assessment of CT-related risks due, in part, to the large cohort size and the resulting increase in statistical power. However, the improvements offered by EPI-CT will also be a result of improvements in dosimetry, in particular, by taking advantage of new strategies to collect scanner- and patient-specific data, use of the most realistic phantoms and radiation transport simulation, and dedicated attention to uncertainty analysis.
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