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Abstract: To automate the aliquoting process, it is necessary to determine the required depth of
immersion of the pipette into the blood serum. This paper presents the results of a study aimed at
creating a vision system that makes it possible to determine the position and nature of the fractional
interface based on the use of a convolutional neural network. As a result of training on photographic
images of tubes ready for aliquoting, the neural network acquired the ability to determine the visible
part of the tube, the upper fraction of its contents, and the fibrin strands with high accuracy, allowing
the required pipette immersion depth to be calculated.

Keywords: automation; aliquoting; blood serum; image recognition; convolutional neural network;
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1. Introduction

Biobanking is a system for collecting, processing, storing, and analyzing samples
of biological materials and associated clinical information intended for scientific and
biomedical research [1,2].

Currently, this area of biomedicine is actively developing, which requires the introduc-
tion of new technological solutions to ensure the quality of biosamples and their compliance
with international standards [3]. The types of material stored in the biobank are diverse,
but the most common and relatively easily accessible is blood serum.

The technological process of biobanking this type of biomaterial provides for obtaining
whole blood samples, separating blood serum, storing it in low-temperature storage, and
entering a set of significant information about material donors into a specialized database.

One of the necessary conditions for high-quality biobanking of blood serum is its
aliquoting, that is, its division into portions of small volume (200–800 µL), which are then
sent to low-temperature long-term storage [4–6].

Blood sampling is carried out in a plastic test tube with a coagulation activator sprayed
on its inner wall. After coagulation, the resulting clot is compacted. To speed up retraction,
blood tubes are subjected to centrifugation. As a result, the contents of the tube are
separated. The lower fraction is a compacted clot and the upper one is blood serum,
a material used for aliquoting, biobanking, and further research.

To aliquot the serum, a laboratory assistant uses a pipette to take it from the test tube.
This operation requires care; when serum is taken near a clot, erythrocytes may be partially
drawn into the pipette from its surface, and the sample will be contaminated. On the other
hand, being too careful will result in a significant amount of serum remaining in the tube,
resulting in fewer aliquots.
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Aliquoting is the process of manipulating an accurately measured fraction of a sample
(a volume of solution) taken for analysis that retains the properties of the main sample.
The process of aliquoting the blood of various patients involves removing biological
material from a tube with a separated fraction (Figure 1a) into smaller-volume tubes
(Figure 1b). To do this, it is necessary to move the tube from the rack to the working area,
where dosing into aliquots takes place (Figure 1c). The quality of sample preparation is
ensured at all stages, including during aliquoting [7].

Figure 1. Aliquoting examples.

The results presented in [8] show the efficiency of automated aliquoting in comparison
with the use of manual labor. Research in the field of application of robotic systems for
liquid dosing and automation of laboratory processes for sample preparation is being
carried out by many scientists. Thus, in [9], a technology for determining the level of liquid
in a given volume based on a pressure sensor was proposed, making it possible to ensure
the stability of the platform for processing liquid and the accuracy of its dosing. In [10,11],
the authors proposed the use of a two-armed robot that works together with an operator
and is remotely controlled.

There are already optimal programs to prepare for fully automated pipetting and
dilution of biological samples in favor of controlled bioassays [12]. To better understand the
problem, many typical solutions have been studied. The main developers of robotic equip-
ment for aliquoting biological samples are Dornier-LTF (Germany), TECAN (Switzerland),
and Hamilton. The laboratory equipment produced by them includes the PIRO robotic
excavation station [13] manufactured by Dornier-LTF (Germany), the Freedom EVO® series
robotic laboratory station [14] manufactured by TECAN, and the Microlab STAR automatic
dosing robot system [15] by the Hamilton production company. All are designed to perform
aliquoting technological processes, and include the same main elements: a robotic module
with dosing multichannel pipettes and removable tips, a robotic module with a gripping
device for carrying tripods, and auxiliary devices (pumps, barcode readers, thermo-shakers,
UV emitters, work surface object position detectors, etc.), the number of which depends on
the intended use of the robotic station. The differences between the listed equipment types
lies only in the number of operations able to be performed simultaneously; structurally,
the systems have no major differences. The structure of the mentioned systems is designed
to separate a large number of aliquots of one biological fluid, which is most often used in
microbiology and virology laboratories. There is a research gap when searching for new
technical solutions in the field of robotic aliquoting and new approaches to organizing a
vision system with the possibility of effective image segmentation while taking into account
the heterogeneity of biosamples.

The present article proposes a new design of a robotic system (RS) consisting of two
robots: a fast robot with a parallel delta structure and a collaborative robot with a sequential
structure and a gripper. A dosing device is installed on the delta arm. The dosing device
contains a vacuum system and an automatic tip change system. The device must have a
small mass, as this significantly affects the speed of the delta robot. The mutual arrangement
of the manipulators should ensure the intersection of the working spaces for access of
both manipulators to the required objects [4]. The design of the proposed robotic system
for aliquoting biological fluid of various patients is shown in Figure 2. The RS (Figure
2a) includes: the body (1), in which there is a parallel delta manipulator (2) that moves
the dosing head (3) fixed in the center of the movable platform of the manipulator that
performs biomaterial aliquoting. The replaceable tip (4) on the digging head is fixed with a
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rubber sealing ring. The UR3 manipulator (5) is mounted on a fixed base (6) and ensures
the movement of the test tubes (8) within the working area (7) using a gripping device.

Figure 2. (a) 3D model of RS for aliquoting and (b) working body with dosing head.

The task of automating the aliquoting process depends on the need to determine the
height of the fraction boundary in the test tube. This border can be at different levels,
and can either be evenly horizontal (Figure 3a), irregularly shaped (Figure 3b) as a result
of improper centrifugation, or even a lump of whitish fibrin filaments (Figure 3c), if the
activator did not work well or the tube was shaken during transportation. Because the
laboratory assistant currently determines this boundary “by eye”, it is advisable to use the
technical vision system proposed here instead.

Figure 3. Examples of the boundary between fractions in vitro: (a) horizontal, (b) irregular, and
(c) lump of fibrin threads.

Thus, the organization of such a system based on neural network image recognition,
which is the goal of this study, is an urgent task.

2. Using U-Net for Image Segmentation

For a set of biomaterial in a pipette, it is necessary to correctly determine the levels
at which the upper fraction begins and ends. To do this, it is proposed to photograph the
test tube and determine the area corresponding to the serum in the photograph. At the
same time, if the clot has an irregular shape or is covered with fibrin threads, determining
the lower border of the serum from a photograph can be a nontrivial task. In addition,
in order to avoid potentially drawing the threads into the pipette it is necessary to increase
the margin on the lower level in the latter case (i.e., to leave more serum in the tube).

Deep learning neural networks developed to solve the problem of image segmentation
are currently being used to successfully recognize objects in a photograph.

In this case, segmentation is the process of selecting segments of an image. The initial
image is used as the input of a neural network and an image of the same size is formed at
its output, with each of its pixels represented as a color that corresponds to the object that
this pixel belonged to in the original image (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. An example of the result of the operation of a segmenting neural network.

The most effective current neural networks for solving the problem under consid-
eration are networks of the “encoder–decoder” class, such as U-Net [16–18]. Below, we
consider the principles of its operation in more detail (Figure 5).

The original picture is subjected to a convolution operation with a 3 × 3 kernel
(these are matrices of a specified size which are filled with random numbers when the
network is initialized; after the network has been trained for specific pictures, they become
means of highlighting essential features in them), indicated by the blue arrows in Figure 5.
The number of such nuclei is 32. As a result, 32 feature maps are obtained.

Then, the feature maps, located one above the other, are again convolved with a
3 × 3 × 32 kernel. Again, there are 32 such nuclei. The result is 32 new maps with a clearer
selection of features in the image.

Next, a dimensionality reduction operation (max-pooling) is applied with a 2 × 2 kernel,
shown by the red down-arrows in Figure 5. This reduces the size of each feature map by
half, allowing more abstract features in the picture to be highlighted, which increases the
generalization ability of the network. The result is 32 feature maps of half the original size.

Figure 5. U-Net architecture.

Then, the convolution operation is applied with a kernel of size 3 × 3 × 32. There are
64 such convolution kernels. Therefore, the result is 64 feature maps. The feature maps
located one above the other are convolved with a 3 × 3 × 64 kernel. There are 64 such
nuclei. The result is 64 new feature maps.

Max-pooling operation and two convolutions are performed five more times in suc-
cession. The result is 2048 feature maps with linear dimensions 26 times smaller than the
dimensions of the original image. Thus, the narrowing network pass (encoder) is completed
(the left branch of the structure in Figure 5). Its result is the essential features extracted
from the original image, which helps in making subsequent decisions about the presence
of objects of any class. The forward pass is the essential part of any convolutional neural
network architecture.
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Next, the right decoder branch of the network starts working. Its main action is to
apply upsampling (the red up-arrows in Figure 4), which has the opposite meaning to
max-pooling. Each time this is used, the size of the image is doubled. Pixels that did
not exist before are filled using the values of neighboring pixels. After the upsampling
operation, the results of the direct network pass from the corresponding level are taken
and combined with the resulting image (concatenation), indicated by the green arrows in
Figure 5. Then, two additional convolution operations are performed.

As a result of the repetition of the four operations described above, the image is
returned to its original size. There are as many nuclei in the last convolution as there are
object classes in the source image under consideration.

At the same time, the presence of a group of pixels marked as “1” on a specific output
map means that the corresponding object was found by the network in the image.

3. Formation of the Training Sample

To train a neural network, it is necessary to prepare a sample consisting of examples
of the “original image–labeled image” type. A labeled image is a picture with the same size
as the original image on which each object of interest is painted in its own color.

Image analysis (Figure 3) shows that three classes of objects are of greatest interest:

1. Object No. 1: serum, the upper fraction of the contents of the tube. The greatest
difficulty here is the identification of the lower boundary.

2. Object No. 2: test tube. Using its linear dimensions on the image, it is possible to
determine the scale of the photograph (Figure 6) and calculate the actual distance
from the boundaries of the upper fraction of the contents of the test tube to its lower
or upper edge. Selecting this object allows the position of the camera and the focal
length of its lens to be changed as if necessary without the need for recalibration.

3. Object No. 3: fibrin threads on a clot (Figure 3c). First, the very fact of its pres-
ence/absence in the image is important, as this makes it possible to correctly deter-
mine the required distance from the working end of the pipette to the lower boundary
of the upper fraction.

The upper fraction can contain erythrocyte hemolysis products. In this case, it turns
out to be intensely pink (Figure 7) and is considered unsuitable for further research. With a
sufficient number of relevant images, such an object could be recognized by the network;
however, tubes showing signs of hemolysis are usually discarded in the early stages of
sample handling.

Each photo selected in one of the samples (training, testing, or validation) must be
labeled in such a way as to provide a “correct” answer for the neural network that is the
goal in the learning process.

Figure 8 shows examples of image markup (cf. Figure 3).
To train the neural network, we used the stochastic optimization algorithm Adam

(adaptive moment estimation) [19–21], which is currently one of the most popular methods
for training networks of the “ encoder–decoder” type. The learning rate α was set to 0.001
and the exponential decay rates β1 and β2 were set to 0.9 and 0.999, as suggested in [22].

The training itself is traditionally performed as follows: all pictures of the training
sample are fed to the neural network, then the accumulated gradient is calculated for each
of the parameters of the neural network. However, training on a full sample requires a
significant amount of memory, including video memory on a video card.

Therefore, in the course of the present study an alternative method was used: the
training sample was divided into minisamples (batches) and the network parameters were
corrected after only examples of this sample were fed to the network. Reducing the batch
volume leads to a decrease in the required amount of memory, although it slightly reduces
the quality of training.
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Figure 6. Determining the scale of the photograph by the size of the visible part of the test tube.

Figure 7. Result of hemolysis.

Figure 8. Image markup examples.

Categorical cross-entropy was applied as a loss function (objective learning function).
The quality of the network was evaluated using the accuracy metric; that is, the output of
the network consisting of three pictures (according to the number of classes of recognizable
objects) was combined into a single picture, where in each pixel the color was the class of
the object to which the pixel belonged. Then, the picture was compared pixel-by-pixel with
the reference markup for the input picture and the percentage of pixels was determined,
where the same class was used for both the reference and the output of the network.

4. Training of Neural Networks and Results Obtained

The size of the training sample was increased gradually. The network was first trained
on 100 images without fibrin strands. On the test sample, it showed an accuracy of 95%.
Figure 9 shows a typical result for one of the images of the test sample combined with the
original image.

It can be seen from the figure that there are no serious problems with the recognition
of the upper fraction of the contents of the tube, while the tube itself is often not completely
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recognized. Increasing the number of images in the test set to 200 made it possible to solve
this problem, and the quality of recognition on the test set increased to 97% (Figure 10).

In most cases, errors resulted from inaccurate recognition of the vertical boundaries of
the test tube, which is associated with glare and reflection in the plastic of paper labels. Such
errors do not affect the accuracy when determining the scale of a photograph. In addition,
there was an increase in the quality of recognizing the upper fraction. The corresponding
figure calculated without taking other objects into account was close to 99%.

Adding 100 images with fibrin threads to the training set did not worsen the quality of
recognition of objects No. 1 and No. 2; however, several cases of “phantom” objects being
detected in images without fibrin threads (object No. 3) were recorded, and often these
were not even inside the test tube (Figure 11). The test tube was successfully recognized in
the photo, and objects outside it should not be paid attention to; however the problem of
such phantom objects can be solved by simple organizational measures as well, such as by
creating a solid background. Testing the network on images with threads showed that they
were detected, but often not in full (Figure 12).

Figure 9. The result of the network trained on 100 fibrin-free images.

Figure 10. The result of the network trained on 200 images without fibrin.

An increase in the training set to 500 images (200 without threads and 300 with threads)
led to an increase in the quality of recognition for all classes of objects. On the validation
set, the recognition accuracy approached 99% (Figure 13), while for objects No. 2 and No. 3
it even exceeded this value.

It should be noted that, despite the detected error, the accuracy of determining the
upper and lower edges of the visible part of the tube, which are necessary for calculating
the image scale, was 100% based on the results of the network operation. In addition,
for all images in the validation set the presence or absence of fibrin strands was correctly
determined. As for the lower level of the upper fraction of the contents of the tube, it
was accurately determined for all test tubes without filaments. For tubes with filaments
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the maximum error did not exceed 1 mm, which is sufficient to guarantee safe aliquoting
considering the large headroom.

Figure 11. Phantom object outside the test tube.

Figure 12. Partial recognition of fibrin strands.

Figure 13. Recognition accuracy on the validation set depending on the volume of the training
set: blue graph—validation set containing only test tubes without filaments; orange—validation set
containing 50% tubes with filaments.

5. Conclusions

In the course of the study, a neural network was trained to determine the depth to
which a pipette must be immersed in order to take serum aliquots based on photographic
images of tubes containing blood serum and a clot. In this case, the nature of the fraction
interface was determined and taken into account beforehand, making it possible to ob-
tain the maximum number of aliquots while at the same time avoiding (or significantly
reducing the likelihood of occurrence) situations such as contamination of an aliquot with
erythrocytes drawn from the clot surface, clogging of the pipette tip with fibrin threads, etc.
The resulting neural network showed high accuracy, and can be directly used to automate
the aliquoting process.
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