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ABSTRACT 

One of the most important parts in diagnosing and monitoring the disease is medical imaging, image data is complex and its 

interpretation is manual. In this review, Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) from the application side and their 

evolutions are highlighted in the analysis of medical images. Specifically, CNNs are specialized deep learning models based 

on biological processes that automatically learn features of raw image data. Although compared to traditional methods, CNNs 

have made a great progress for the applications of medical image classification, segmentation and detection. Due to the 

architectures like VGG, ResNet and Inception, CNNs were enhanced and now capable of disease detection, organ 

segmentation, and classification of tumors quite accurately. All these advances come with challenges like lack of data 

availability, complexity or interpretability of models and computational resources. These limitations have sparked transfer 

learning and fine-tune pre trained models approach, as well as amalgamation of multi modal data. Explainable AI (XAI) 

come into frequent use for future model transparency and clinical trust. That leads to future directions such as improving 

generalization, robustness and integration of the model to Electronic Health Records (EHRs) for personalised treatment 

insight. Solving these challenges will further solidify CNNs as key transformative technology in medical image study for 

accurate analytical, treatment plan, and patient outcome. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Medical imaging is vital in the diagnosis, treatment planning, and monitoring of several disorders, particularly in fields like 

radiology, oncology, and cardiology. In the past, medical imaging techniques ie. CT scans, X rays, MRI and ultrasound for 

example, have been widely used to evaluate organ and tissue morphology and function in patients. They produce huge 

amounts of data of difficult complexity and resolution, usually as high-resolution images that need to be analyzed [1]. Manual 

interpretation of these images is very time-consuming and issue to human error. As a result, medical image analysis has 

expanded to incorporate AI especially deep learning algorithms to make automatic interpretation of medical images. Their 

contribution has been in greatly improving diagnostic accuracy, reducing time to diagnosis, as well as the ability to quantify 

image data through these AI based techniques [2]. Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs), among others, profound learning 

replicas have proved to be extremely powerful for the image analysis since they can learn themselves automatically structures 

and patterns from the raw image data [3]. 
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Evolution of CNNs 

CNNs are an example of deep learning architecture i.e. specialised for processing data in grid-like structures, like images. 

The development of these was based upon how biological processes occur in the human visual cortex: processing visual 

information hierarchically [4]. Yann LeCun and others proposed CNNs in the 1980s but they were not directly applied until 

there were available large datasets and sufficient computational power. The idea of CNNs developed as computational power 

increased, especially on Graphics Processing Units (GPUs), and as there were large repositories of image datasets [5]. 

AlexNet (2012) revolutionised the field with the success of models on the ImageNet competition, and CNNs quickly became 

the dominant method in image analysis. Since then, CNNs have got much better with the emergence of more sophisticated 

architectures such as the ones in VGG, ResNet, and the Inception networks which have enabled the depth, accuracy, and 

generalization abilities of the model to be much greater [6]. As an example, CNNs have been used in medical image study 

for disease detection as well as organ segmentation, obtaining excellent performance, compared to traditional methods (Table 

1). 

Table 1: Evolution of CNNs in Image Analysis 

Aspect Details 

Definition ‘CNNs are deep learning architectures 

specialized in processing grid-like data, like 

images.’ 

Biological Inspiration Developed based on hierarchical visual 

information processing in the human visual 

cortex. 

Initial Proposal Proposed by Yann LeCun and others in the 1980s 

but not widely applied due to limited datasets and 

computational power. 

Increased Computational Power With the rise of GPUs and large image datasets, 

CNNs gained practical applicability. 

Revolutionizing Milestone AlexNet (2012) marked a breakthrough by 

winning the ImageNet competition, setting CNNs 

as the dominant image analysis method. 

Advancements in Architectures Models like VGG, ResNet, and Inception have 

enhanced depth, accuracy, and generalization 

abilities of CNNs. 

Applications in Medical Imaging ‘CNNs are widely used in disease detection and 

organ segmentation, outperforming traditional 

methods in medical image analysis.’ 

 

Importance of CNNs in Medical Imaging 

CNNs have made a significant addition to the otherwise manual interpretation of medical images and have significantly 

reduced the need for recurrent manual interpretations and improved the speed and accuracy of the medical diagnostics. 

Automatically learning spatial hierarchies of features in images permits them to identify patterns and incongruities that 

human clinicians might miss [7]. In particular, CNNs are very good at tasks such as disease finding, lesion classification, 

and organ segmentation, all of which are important in medical imaging. For instance, CNNs have been very successfully 

pragmatic in detecting tumors, cardiac abnormalities and brain lesions in images from CT scans and MRI, and some of them 

have reached the level of performance or even better than human experts in at least one scenario. Their great affine character 

makes CNNs highly efficient and scalable for real time clinical applications, as they are capable of working with raw data of 

the images without the need for manually extracting features first [8]. CNNs also enable quantitative analysis such as the 

measurement of the size of a tumor or volume in specific organs, which is critical for planning the treatment and for 

monitoring the evolution of the disease. Thus, CNNs have quickly become a keystone of medical AI applications to aid in 

how healthcare providers tackle diagnostic imaging [9]. 
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Objectives 

This review article aims to critically review the use of CNNs in area of medical image analysis, present current trends, 

advancements and the emerging methodologies. The article intends to give a detailed description of CNN architectures and 

their use in different medical imaging modalities like MRI, CT scans, and X-rays. It also touches on problems of variablity 

of data, interpretability of models and computational efficiency. Specifically, the review also prioritizes key research gaps 

and recommendations of how future research can address the limitations presented by CNNs to improve healthcare 

environment soundscape analysis performance, robustness, and generalizability in clinical practice and real-world healthcare 

environments. 

Basic Concepts of CNNs 

CNNs, a type of deep network models, excel with the data that have a grid-like structure, specially images. CNNs are very 

powerful tools for image acknowledgement and classification tasks revolutionized due to their inherent ability to 

automatically excerpt hierarchical image representation. CNNs are made up of multiple layers that progressively learn higher 

level representations of the input image. In essence, CNNs consist of convolutional, pooling and fully connected layers where 

each step of the feature extraction and decision making is carried out. 

Layers in CNN: In terms of CNNs, the convolutional layer is the backbone, contained filters (or kernels) slides through the 

image to find local features i.e. edges, textures, patterns. During training, these filters are learned, and the network learns to 

identify relevant features automatically. After the convolutional layer, the pooling layer was introduced to decrease the 

latitudinal dimensions of input to prevent over fitting and cutting the computational complexity [10]. Max-pooling and other 

pooling operations retain the most important features, permitting the network to learn more abstract patterns. Finally, the 

neurons from all the previous layers are connected through fully connected layers to make predictions or classifications. 

Typically, the productivity of the network is from the fully connected layer, which makes the final conclusion based on the 

learned features [11] (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: CNN Layer Architecture 

Activation Functions and Loss Functions: Activation functions (e.g. ReLU which stands for Rectified Linear Unit), are 

applied to the outputs from the convolutional and fully connected layers to familiarize non linearity to introduce the learning 

of complex patterns [12]. ReLU ensures that the gradients are kept away from vanishing and also helps to avoid it by letting 

positive numbers pass and negative numbers to be zero. Given classification tasks, the loss functions are the difference 

between the prophesied and true outputs, e. g., cross entropy. During the training, the network is helped to improve over the 

time by making use of an algorithm that is known as reverse propagation and gradient origin which aims to minimizing the 

loss function [13]. 
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CNN Architecture Overview: There are different architectural designs of CNNs based on their complexity and the task 

they are designed for. Shallow architectures are architectures with less number of layers and is used for simpler problems 

while deep architectures whose architectures contain multiple layers to aid the network to learn complex, hierarchical 

features. Usually, the network depth is inversely correlated with its ability to generalize and to handle complex tasks like 

image segmentation or object detection [14]. 

Shallow vs. Deep Architectures: Typically, shallow CNNs consist of few convolutional layers and one final fully linked 

layer that is suitable for relatively simple tasks such as basic image classification. On the other hand, deep CNNs have many 

layers which helps the model to learn more abstract or higher level features. Since the architecture in this case can generalize 

to unseen data better the deeper it gets, it is useful for such tasks where subtle differences in image features need to be 

recognised (for example in medical image analysis) [15]. 

Pre trained Models (VGG, ResNet, Inception) 2.2.2: The advent of deep learning made pre trained models very popular, 

especially in areas like medical imaging where even with large number of labeled data, it is hard to beat the performance pre 

trained model achieves. Some commonly used pre trained models are VGG, ResNet, Inception. And they have been trained 

on big datasets like ImageNet and easily be fine-tuned for any task in less than an unnecessarily large amount of time as 

compared to training them from scratch. This makes them ideal for those tasks where the amount of data is small since these 

models are trained on a different domain and they leverage transfer learning, in which knowledge from one domain is 

transferred to a different one (e.g medical image diagnosis) [16]. 

Advanced CNN Architectures for Medical Image Analysis 

With the developing of CNN architecture, developed new models to tackles some specific challenges in medical image 

analysis, such as image segmentation, image recognition and localization (Figure 2). 

U-Net and Variants for Segmentation: Image segmentation tasks in medical imaging have been dominated by the U-Net 

architecture. The architecture of this is symmetrical U-shaped, with an encoder (downsampling path) and a decoder 

(upsampling path). The encoder progressively reduces the image’s spatial dimensions and extracts features, and the decoder 

unsamples the features to match the original image size. The most important feature of the U-Net is that it can capture fine 

details when segmenting images, for example, to identify tumours or lesions in MRI or CT scans [17]. To improve 

performance in complex tasks, U-Net variations have been developed, including Attention U-Net and 3D U-Net. 

Faster R-CNN for Object Detection: Faster R-CNN is very effective for object detection tasks in medical imaging, such 

as identifying and localising tumours or abnormalities. The architecture is based on region based CNNs (R-CNNs) where 

the network generates rdegion ideas and areas of interest pooling layer is used to extract features for classification. Faster R-

CNN uses a Region Proposal Network (RPN) to automatically generate region proposals and speeds up the process [18]. 

Finally, the network is trained to classify each region, which is apt for tasks such as tumour detection in radiology images. 

 

Figure 2: Advanced CNN Architecture for Medical Image Analysis 

Applications of CNNs in Medical Image Analysis 

The automation of extraction of important features from complex imaging data has significantly altered medical image 

analysis with CNNs. Today, these models are used to important medical tasks including image classification, segmentation 

as well as detection to assist the medical professionals infer, diagnose and treat diseases with high accuracy and efficiency 

in the field. 

Image Classification: CNNs are one of the most common applications of CNNs in which the network is trained to identify 

specific patterns related to diseases. For example, CNNs have been widely active to perceive cancer in radiographs, MRI, 

and CT scans. This news can classify images like benign and malignant or normal and abnormal using that learned features 

from their training data [19]. In the case of breast cancer detection, it has been shown that CNNs perform better than standard 

machine learning models because the difference between subtle features in mammogram images can be hard to spot by 

human eyes alone [20]. 
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Image Segmentation: CNNs are also another important application in medical imaging in the area of image segmentation, 

where the network separates an image into meaningful regions. Segmentation is used in MRI and CT imaging identifying 

specific organs or tumor. This task is particularly well suited to U-Net and its variants because they can precisely delineate 

tumour and other abnormal boundaries for accurate diagnosis and treatment planning [21]. The most important CNNs in 

radiotherapy planning are used to segment, where accurate measurement of tumor volume is needed to deliver effective 

treatment. 

Object Detection: CNNs are also commonly used for object detection tasks, where the task is not only to detect the presence 

of objects in an image but also to localise them within the image. It is critical to detect abnormalities such as lesions, tumours 

or plaques in radiological images. For instance, Faster R-CNN was used for tumor detection in MRI scans or lesions on 

fundus images [22]. 

Challenges in Implementing CNNs for Medical Image Analysis 

Data Quality and Availability: The availability and quality of data is one of the major barriers in designing the CNNs for 

medical image analysis. Medical image datasets are usually small and difficult to obtain because of privacy and ethical issues 

regarding patient data. In addition, it is difficult and expensive to obtain annotated datasets, as large amounts of data require 

expert radiologists or pathologists to manually label them. That can lead either to the discrepancies in the data for the model 

not working, or for challenges surrounding the work of annotation and labelling [23]. Another form of imbalances which can 

lead biased models is data imbalance between the classes of which the number of the instances pertaining the rare diseases 

is fewer in number compared to the class data, leading to prejudiced models that perform poorly on understated classes and 

the techniques involved to resolve this problem are specially developed techniques such as oversampling or even the data 

augmentation [24]. 

Interpretability and Explainability: CNNs are black box in nature, which makes them difficult to use in medical 

applications. To aid clinicians and healthcare professionals, interpretable models are required to make predictions, or more 

generally, to diagnose patients, in such a way that their output, provided as a textual justification, is clear and understandable. 

While CNNs have high accuracy, they are difficult to explain, making them less trustworthy and adoption in clinical settings 

when making such decisions for life threatening or limitations on living. 

Computational Requirements: To train deep CNN models requires large computational resource chains, including large 

storage capacity of GPUs. It is prohibitive to smaller institutions or low resource environments so it remains impossible to 

implement CNNs in such setting widely [25]. 

Generalization and Overfitting: Most platforms CNNs are used for are imbalanced datasets or have a limited amount of 

data and as a result are highly susceptible to overfitting. The situation where the model accomplishes well on training data 

but poorly on new, unseen data is referred to as overfitting and is not a goal of machine learning or has poor clinical utility 

[26]. 

Regulatory and Ethical Concerns: Although much still needs development for the regulatory landscape of AI models in 

healthcare. It’s extremely important to assure compliance with healthcare regulations and rules of ethics, when dealing with 

delicate patient data and medical decisions [27]. 

Current Trends in CNNs for Medical Image Analysis 

Transfer Learning and Fine-tuning: Transfer learning is a significant trend in medical image analysis based on CNN. 

Because of the difficulty in getting large labelled datasets, pre trained models like VGG, ResNet and Commencement are 

fine-tuned on domain specific datasets to improve performance. Gaining this knowledge from large scale general image 

datasets and adapting it to specific medical imaging tasks such as CT, MRI and ultrasound, reduces both computational time 

and resources [28]. Fine tuning is possible because medical images can be very different compared to the original data. 

Multi-modal Data Integration: The other interesting change is multi modal data integration. Medical images come from 

different modalities, like MRI, CT scans or X rays and their information is complementary with each other as they pertain to 

the subject. CNNs are capable of performing on tasks, including tumor detection and organ segmentation, better if data from 

several modalities are merged in [29]. These modalities allows the model to learn a more holistic representation, improving 

accuracy and the clinical decision making. 

Explainable AI in Medical Imaging: XAI is becoming increasingly popular as CNNs are considered black box models. 

Clinicians in medical applications need models that not only predict but also explain their predictions. The combinations of 

advances in XAI methods such as the attention mechanism, helps in connecting the gap between AI predictions and clinical 

trust [30]. 

Real-time Image Analysis: This is vital to the real time image analysis in emergency medical situations. With this in mind, 

CNNs are bred to be able to analyze medical images in direct time. What are real time capabilities useful for are real time 

diagnostic workflows and real time clinical decision making such as ICU monitoring, surgical guidance [31]. 
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Hybrid Models (CNN + RNN, CNN + Attention Mechanisms): Other neural network models such as Recurrent Neural 

Networks (RNNs) or attention devices have been combined with CNNs in hybrid models to improve CNN performance. 

RNNs give rise to the temporal dependencies that make them especially appropriate for dealing with dynamic data like video 

sequences in medical imaging. Additionally, attention mechanisms also improve accuracy by allowing the model to zoom in 

on what’s most important about the image, so to speak; enhancing its overall diagnostic ability [32]. 

Future Directions in CNNs for Medical Image Analysis 

Improving Model Generalization and Robustness: Medical image analysis is one of the largest and most interesting fields 

in deep learning, due to the need that CNNs generalize well for various datasets, especially when trained on small or 

imbalanced data. Future developments in CNN architecture will not only improve the generalization, but also achieve that 

future models trained on one dataset are good on other datasets despite difference such as imaging equipment, demographics 

and disease prevalence [33, 34]. These models need to be robust to these variability, and this constitutes a key advantage. 

Integration with Other Healthcare Systems (Electronic Health Records): CNN based models integrated with Electronic 

Health Records (EHRs) holds a promise to improve the healthcare workflow contents. With the use of patient’s histories, 

genomic data, and clinical information, CNNs can consolidate the imaging data and provide more comprehensive insights 

towards personalized treatment plan. There are several possibilities for possibilities of the integration of this type can result 

to the attaining of many AI designed clinical decision support systems that will help medical personnel make better and more 

timely decisions in the process [35]. 

Advances in Data Augmentation Techniques: With the shortage of the annotated medical image datasets, data 

augmentation techniques are being further improved in this field. Artificially expanding datasets can be done using 

approaches like Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) for synthetic image generation as well as tremendous image 

transformations [36]. It will bring more variability to model training, introduce dimensionality to CNNs to train better from 

less data, lower overfitting and prevent generalization. 

Edge Computing for Real-Time Imaging: Real time medical image analysis is increasingly attributed to the Edge 

computing. CNNs can also be used to process data right at the point of capture (like hospitals and clinics), to perform real 

time diagnostics without running them through the cloud servers [37]. This is crucial especially in such critical situations as 

in emergency care or surgery, when quick feedback is crucial for making a decision. 

Ethical Considerations and AI in Healthcare: With the advancement of CNNs, it is important to address ethical issues 

related to AI in healthcare. This will be absolutely vital for earning trust of both the healthcare professionals and the patients, 

in order to ensure that models are fair, transparent and accountable [38]. Data privacy is also an ethical consideration, which 

means that patient data used in training models is secure and confidential. 

2. CONCLUSION 

Constructive use of CNNs has transformed medical image analysis, their use has the power to make diseases like cancer, 

neurological disorders or cardiovascular conditions to be a lot quicker, easier and more accurate to detect. But CNNs are 

excelled in these tasks, image classification, segmentation, object detection and so on, they surpass traditional methods. 

Issues remain that is the demand for high quality interpreted datasets, model interpretability and computational constraints 

without compromising on generalization to large datasets of unknown quality. These issues need to be addressed for the 

broader application of CNNs in clinical settings. Future research that should be carried out is to improve the model robustness 

as well as generalizability, and addressing ethical and regulatory challenges related to the use of the AI in healthcare. To 

enhance the performance of medical image analysis, transfer learning, real time image analysis and hybrid models, such as 

models incorporating CNN's with other deep learning architectures, like RNN's, have some promising ways for improvement. 

These innovations allow to integrate CNNs more smoothly into the clinical practice leading to faster and more precise disease 

detection. Lastly, it is in the ultimate continued development of CNNs in medical diagnostics that healthcare can be 

revolutionized by improving patient outcomes through better early detection, more personalise treatment plan sentences, and 

optimising decision making. Such application could turn medical imaging into a less tedious, more available form for the 

clinicians as well as for the patients in the future. 
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