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I NTRODUCTION

There has been significant progress in applying machine learning and deep learning models in
critical domains such as brain and skin cancer prevention and detection (Haenssle et al., 2018;
Bakas et al., 2018), but also in prediction of overall survival. In 2019, brain tumours remain
one of the most intractable types of cancers. As difficult to treat surgically as with radiotherapy
or chemotherapy, survival expectancy is bleak. For Glioblastoma Multiforme (GBM), expected
survival time from diagnosis is 3 months without treatment and 14 months with the best treatments
available (Louis et al., 2016; Gallego, 2015). Most of the successful machine learning modelling
revolves around using imaging data and state-of-the-art deep learning models for segmentation and
survival prediction. For example the BRATS challenge (Bakas et al., 2018; Akkus et al., 2017) uses
mpMRI and MRI data and the recent work of Lao et al. (2017) predicts overall survival of GBM by
also applying transfer learning methods on radiomics data. Other studies also target genetic data for
classifying brain tumours (Panca & Rustam, 2017).
However, there have been very few studies done on applying supervised and unsupervised
methods on clinical data alone, in order to predict brain cancer survival. Although complete
genomic data could prove richer, it is rarely available in clinical practice and neuro-oncologists
still rely mostly on clinical and molecular data to make decisions. A crucial question for brain
cancer patients and their families upon diagnosis is, unfortunately, how long they have left to live.
In partnership with a neuro-oncological laboratory in Europe, we set out to apply several machine
learning methods to one of the largest and most diverse, brain tumor databases in the world. The
main goals for our study were two-fold:
• Apply clustering methods to identify patterns in our clinical and molecular data in order to
provide useful insights to the clinicians.
• Predict patient survival after surgery using black-box classifiers and provide doctors with
an explainability framework they can use for evaluating such models.
In this paper, we present the results of applying such models as well as their interpretations and
confirm a few clinically known interactions. We start with a short overview of the dataset involved
and the challenges faced when doing pre-processing. The ultimate usefulness of our results lies
in the ability of the clinician to interpret and understand the main drivers behind the predictions.
We take a look at the characteristics of the population of miss-classified predictions and we delve
deeper into the model’s choices by using the recent LIME explanation model described in Ribeiro
et al. (2016).
1.1

R ELATED W ORK

Most applications of ML tools to cancer survival prediction to date focused on the most common
types of cancer, in particular breast cancer. Two general meta studies are presented by Cruz &
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Wishart (2006) and Kourou et al. (2015) where they analyze more than 1500 papers on the topic
of ML and cancer. Most of these focus on cancer diagnosis while only 10% focus on prediction/prognosis which they further divided among susceptibility, recurrence and survival. Furthermore, only a smaller fraction combine clinical data with molecular data. The work of Park et al.
(2010) creates a preoperative scale based on clinical factors to predict survival and closely resembles ours. We aim to have a comparison with their method for future work. Abreu et al. (2016)
meta study is amongst the high quality studies that include relevant steps for applying ML models
to clinical datasets, from data cleaning to the specifics of predicting and evaluating of breast cancer
recurrence. For our models, we assess the performance using the accuracy and cross entropy loss,
but the main focus remains interpretability.
1.2

DATASET

For this project we had access to anonymized patient information (observations) and in some
cases several observations for the same subject. The dataset contained clinical features, some of
which were age, gender, Karnofsky performance score (IK), tumor types and locations as well as
well known molecular prognostic markers such as IDH1/2 mutations, MGMT, TERT, with a total
number of 7630 observations, recorded as a mix of continuous and categorical variables. They were
collected over several decades by the neuro-oncology department of a large University Hospital
in Europe and is one of the largest, and most unique, databases of brain tumors. For this analysis
we first performed clinically informed pre-processing which resulted in the final dataset containing
2086 unique observations. Firstly we subdivided the data based on the tumor types, Glioblastoma
multiforme (GBM) and others (Oligo, Astrocytoma), as GBMs are known to lack predictive
structure. We kept only the last observation for each patient and removed implausible outliers. One
of the important steps was adding known interaction effects such as the IDH-TERT mutations, or
calculating additional variables such as age at surgery, and simplifying the coding of some of the
molecular features. Lastly, we deleted variables known by the clinicians to be non-informative.
Traditional techniques of dealing with missing data in medical studies, such as available case
analysis, pairwise deletion, and single imputation are sub-optimal and lead to both loss of statistical
power and increased bias in the results (Bell et al., 2014; Little et al., 2012). The dataset, in
particular the molecular part, was very sparse. Several molecular indicators lacked data for
approximately 50% of observations or even 83% for some observations, such as MGMT gene.
Since complete case analysis was impossible, we needed a statistically robust method for handling
the missing data. Using multivariate tests from Little et al. (2012) we confirmed the data is missing
completely at random (MCAR). We kept variables with only 50% or more complete observations,
and followed guidelines from Graham (2009) to impute 40 datasets using the MICE imputation
method (Van Buuren, 2018), since this does not assume the data follows a multivariate normal
distribution.

2

M ETHODS AND R ESULTS

The purpose of this analysis was to classify patients based on their survival after surgery and investigate what drives the model’s predictions such that these tools can be used by clinicians. The first
step was to construct a target variable by subtracting the surgery date from the observed death date
(no censoring) or from the last visit (right censoring). Clinicians suggested we split our analysis in
two datasets, glioblastoma patients only, and patients with all types of tumours.
2.1

C LUSTERING

We briefly mention the results from two approaches for hierarchical clustering of the features. One
of the methods that was based on PCAMIX (Kiers, 1991) aimed at making clusters homogeneous,
with this homogeneity criteria proportionally increasing with the link between cluster variables.
This method is able to confirm previously known clinical interactions, namely that TERT and IDHTERT are highly correlated and drive the cluster formations. The second most important drivers are
IDH1/2, tumour type and tumour grade.
2
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Table 1: Experiment Results for 3 classes for GBM/ALL Datasets
Model

GBM/ALL
Accuracy (%)

GBM/ALL
LogLoss

Logistic Regression
Random Forests
Neural Network Ensemble

0.47/0.60 ± .02
0.57/0.61 ± .02
0.59/0.63 ± .02

0.94/0.84
0.94/0.85
0.90/0.75

The second one is COBWEB3 (MacLellan et al., 2016), a model that learns conceptual spaces
around each cluster. COBWEB3 results in 2 large clusters and 6 smaller clusters. The resulting two
main clusters exhibit a difference of a factor of 4 for average survival, with even higher differences
as we narrow down on smaller clusters. Both clustering approaches provide the clinician with a tool
to interpret and visualize the dataset and its statistics in an intuitive fashion, further allowing them
to understand their patients in relation to other patients.
2.2

P REDICTIVE M ODELLING FOR SURVIVAL PREDICTION

For the purpose of this analysis we transformed the continuous target variable into a discrete
variable, using 3 balanced classes. We use 400 days and 900 days as cut off points for the full
dataset, and 300, 550 for the GBM dataset. We set aside 20% of the data for testing only. All results
where averaged over 5 runs, as can be seen in Table 1.
The multinomial logistic regression model uses 5 fold cross-validation with l2 penalty and a
low regularization coefficient of 0.01. We didn’t find that a random forest model would perform
much better. Through cross-validation and grid-search we found that the best criteria to split on is
the entropy with a depth of 80 and a mix of 400 decision trees. Finally, for neural networks, our
benchmark model was a 3-layer neural network, with one node per input variable, equivalent to 53
input nodes after one-hot-encoding of categorical variables1 . We train our models between 100 and
150 epochs with a small batch-size of 32. Next, we probe for performance gains by widening and
deepening the network structure. Furthermore, we add dropout between every layer in the network
(including input layer), to add regularization. The best performing model is an ensemble of Neural
Networks, with 4 dense layers and Relu activation functions. We train each one with a standard
Adam optimizer and a learning rate of 0.001, and use a soft voting classifier to combine the results.
2.2.1

I NTERPRETABILITY

The ultimate purpose of this analysis was to provide value to the clinician and aid them in their
decision-making. Their suggestion was to look at the entire dataset and dissect the model’s choices,
first by looking at the sub-population of miss-classified (false positives) predictions. This helped
them understand whether the model cannot capture situations that were difficult for them as well
or whether the model was not trustworthy. Our novel approach was to make use of the relatively
new field of explainable AI and use the LIME method (Ribeiro et al., 2016) to understand the main
features influencing our black box-predictions. The LIME explanation model works by perturbing a
test instance locally (sampling in the vicinity of that instance) and building a linear prediction model.
This in turn can be used to observe changes in predictions and allows for the associated weights to be
used as interpretations. Furthermore, the method also allows one to test whether a model is globally
truthful, by interpreting a carefully selected representative sample of the data (SP-LIME method).
This was the better approach that eventually helped the clinician understand what drives predictions
for individual patients but also whether the approach can be trusted.
The first step in analyzing our predictions was to look at the confusion matrix and observe the
proportion of values for 3 main features of the 11 patients that we predicted to live more than 900
days when in fact they lived less than 400 days (right of Figure 1). We can see that the majority
are men and they have tumor grade 3. By looking at a random instance from this small subset we
observe what are the main drivers that influence the classifier into making the wrong decision. For
1

One-hot-encoding was used for all categorical variables when modelling
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example, we observe that the main drivers were the P16 gene being normal as well as high IK. The
biospsy surgery type influences the classifier towards the right prediction.
Secondly, a clinician can and should ask whether this classifier is indicative of the truth or is in
some way biased or wrong. Using the SP-LIME method we can select a number of representative
examples that will give us a global view of the explanations. We perform sub-modular picking (SP)
by selecting 10 representative explanations and highlight one of them in Figure 2. This particular example was useful for the clinician as he was able to understand to what extent features are
important.
Surgery Type

True label
2.5years
1.2 years

82

more
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45

11

44
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Figure 1: Left: Confusion Matrix for Random Forests Right: Histogram of 3 feature values for the
11 False Positives in the confusion matrix

Figure 2: Example of a representative explanation constructed using SP-LIME. The patient was
correctly classified to live less than 400 days. As one might expect for someone with a short lifespan,
the main drivers are the age at surgery and surgery type as well as tumour grade, whereas the high
performance score (IK) would pull the classifier in the opposite direction.

3

D ISCUSSION

This paper presented an initial analysis of a challenging and diverse clinical dataset involving brain
tumour patients. Through preprocessing and applying hierarchical clustering methods, we provide
doctors with a flexible framework, allowing them to visualize individuals and groups of patients as
well as comparing their features. Secondly, we build supervised classification models that make a
positive steps towards predicting patient survival, something clinicians expressed a particular interest
in. Looking beyond the results, the focus was to add an interpretability layer on top of black box
classifiers so that clinicians can assess the usefulness and reliability of such models, something we
were able to confirm. Furthermore, we see interpretability play an important role in this analysis,
that can be seen as a first step in a bigger pipeline that can potentially aid clinicians with their
decision making. For future work, we plan to further interpret the clinical results that result from
this analysis and improve the accuracy of the models as well as add a survival analysis model to
compare it to regression models for survival. Finally, we envision enriching the dataset with images.
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