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ABSTRACT
Due to its non-invasive nature, diffusion-weighted MRI (dMRI)
has shown promise as a method to quantify skeletal muscle’s mi-
crostructure; however, connecting the dMRI signal of muscle to the
underlying microstructure is difficult. Numerical models of dMRI
can parameterize this relationship, but the associated computa-
tional expense has prohibited extensive use. Here, efficient numeri-
cal methods are presented to address this problem. In particular, a
meta-model representation of a lattice Boltzmann model of dMRI
is formulated and shown to be both accurate and several orders of
magnitude faster to evaluate. It is also demonstrated how such a
meta-model can help inform dMRI pulse profile selection in encod-
ing microstructural information into the dMRI signal. Additionally,
histologically-informed simulations are performed, allowing com-
parison of the numerical model’s simplified parameterization with
the more complex topology of skeletal muscle. Finally, an efficient
inversion method is proposed to infer microstructural parameters
of muscle from dMRI signal using a GPU-accelerated numerical
model. The inversion method is able to infer microstructural pa-
rameters from dMRI signal when the underlying geometry matches
the numerical model’s, however, the simplified numerical model
does not agree with simulations of more complex muscle tissue.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Computingmethodologies→Modelingmethodologies; Par-
allel algorithms; • Applied computing→ Imaging; Engineering.

KEYWORDS
lattice Boltzmann method, skeletal muscle, diffusion MRI, meta-
model, GPU-acceleration

ACM Reference Format:
Noel Naughton and John Georgiadis. 2019. Connecting Diffusion MRI
to Skeletal Muscle Microstructure: Leveraging Meta-Models and GPU-
acceleration . In PEARC ’19: Practice and Experience in Advanced Research
Computing, July 28– August 01, 2019, Chicago, IL, USA. ACM, New York, NY,
USA, 8 pages. https://doi.org/10.1145/3332186.3333054

Permission to make digital or hard copies of all or part of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for components of this work owned by others than ACM
must be honored. Abstracting with credit is permitted. To copy otherwise, or republish,
to post on servers or to redistribute to lists, requires prior specific permission and/or a
fee. Request permissions from permissions@acm.org.
PEARC ’19, July 28– August 01, 2019, Chicago, IL, USA
© 2019 Association for Computing Machinery.
ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-7227-5/19/07. . . $15.00
https://doi.org/10.1145/3332186.3333054

1 INTRODUCTION
Healthy muscle is linked to increased quality of life measures
[19, 23], particularly among the aging population [35]. Muscle’s
functional ability is intimately linked to its structural organiza-
tion. Muscle has a hierarchical structure leading to a hierarchical
multi-scale organization, which ranges from themacro-scale (whole
muscle tissue) through the micro-scale (muscle cell organization)
down to the nano-scale (actin-myosin cross-linked chains). At the
micro-scale, individual muscle cells (myocytes) are elongated fibers
that are tightly packed together. Muscle fibers are surrounded by,
and connected to, a collagenous extracellular matrix (ECM), which
plays an important role in force transmission [32]. Understanding
changes in this microstructure is a necessary first step towards
developing diagnostic tools, interventional techniques and rehabili-
tation methods to improve muscle function.

A better measurement of muscle structure will improve our
understanding of how muscle functions, especially in instances
when autonomous movement is impaired, making measures of
functional ability difficult. Such conditions are found during fetal
development and for bed-ridden, comatose, or injured individuals.
Better measurements will also provide insight into the physiologi-
cal changes of muscle during aging [13] and muscular dystrophy
[41]. Measuring the muscle’s microstructure allows combining of
functional measures of muscle ability, such as force measurements,
with structural measurements, enabling increased understanding
of the different phenomena affecting muscle function. Functional
measurements of muscle convolve many different effects with the
effects of muscle structure [41], such as the motivation of the sub-
ject [25], neural-muscular coordinations [16, 37], lipid infiltration
[4], metabolic changes [5], and protein expression [20].

By independently measuring muscle’s microstructure, functional
measures can be normalized by these measurements, enabling
deeper understanding of the influence that both microstructure and
physiology have on muscle’s functional ability. Currently, biopsy
and histology are the best methods available to investigate this mi-
crostructure, but these ex-vivomethods are invasive, labor-intensive,
and only examine a small region of the muscle. A promising alterna-
tive to these techniques, however, is diffusion-weighted magnetic
resonance imaging (dMRI). In contrast to biopsy and histology,
dMRI provides quantitative measures of muscle microstructure in a
non-invasive and in-vivo way. It can also measure microstructure
throughout the entire muscle as opposed to biopsy’s inherently
local nature. These advantages enable the possibility of measuring
muscle microstructure in situations that heretofore have not been
considered feasible.
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Diffusion-weighted MRI measures the cumulative effect of wa-
ter molecule movement due to diffusion. Microstructural barriers
within and surrounding individual muscle fibers restrict the free-
diffusion of water, leading to anisotropic diffusion in the tissue.
Water diffuses faster in the axial direction of the muscle fiber than
in the transverse direction where barriers, such as cell membranes,
restrict the water molecules movement. The root-mean-squared
displacement of the water molecule in each voxel is used to calcu-
late an apparent diffusion tensor, which reflects the average effect
of these microstructural restrictions on the self-diffusion of water.
Although the resolution limit of clinical dMRI is often ∼ 1 − 2 mm,
the diffusion distance of the water molecules during the measured
diffusion time is ∼ 10 µm. As such, the effects of diffusion barriers
measured by the dMRI signal are only related to structures at this
ten micron length scale, thus allowing the signal in each voxel to
be related to the muscle cell microstructure.

Although the measured dMRI signal is reflective of the underly-
ing microstructure, the relationship with morphological parameters
of muscle is not straightforward. Many analytical models that have
been successful in explaining diffusion in the brain are not appro-
priate to use in muscle due to the dense packing and larger sizes of
muscle cells compared with axons [26, 27]. The models that do exist
ignore the effects of the ECM [7], however, due to the ECM’s effect
on force transmission, models capable of estimating ECM’s proper-
ties are desired. This leaves numerical models of dMRI as the best
candidates. Numerical models have been developed using an array
of methods such as finite difference [15, 34, 43], finite elements
[3, 31, 40], Monte Carlo [10], and lattice Boltzmann [29]. Compared
with analytical models, numerical models are orders of magnitude
more expensive to evaluate, and with five to nine independent
parameters, there is limited ability to sample all possible parame-
ter combinations. These constraints motivate the development of
methods that maximize the usefulness of every model evaluation
in order to allow efficient use of computational resources.

In this paper we present techniques to leverage precomputed
datasets andHPC resources, such asmulti-core processing andGPU-
acceleration, to both gain insight into how muscle microstructure
impacts dMRI signal and also to infer microstructural parameters
of the muscle from dMRI measurements. These techniques allow
efficient utilization of computational resources, while enabling the
use of fitting techniques to infer microstructural parameters from
numerical model’s of dMRI signal that had only been possible with
analytical models before. In section 2 we present a numerical model
of dMRI in skeletal musclemicrostructure. In section 3we show how
the model can be efficiently approximated with a polynomial meta-
model, and how this meta-model allows investigations that were
computationally prohibitive with the previous model. In section
4 we show how our simplified numerical model compares with
more complex and realistic simulations of skeletal muscle. Finally
in section 5 we present an inversion scheme to infer microstructural
parameters of skeletal muscle from dMRI measurements.

2 DESCRIPTION OF MUSCLE dMRI MODEL
Skeletal muscle has a relatively uniform cross-section geometry
(Figure 1). Our model is premised on abstracting this uniform struc-
ture as a periodic unit cell, or representative elementary volume

Figure 1: Left panel: Example of skeletal muscle cross-
section taken from chicken leg (by permission of E. Per-
reault lab). Right panel: representative elementary volume
(REV) used as the periodic muscle fiber model showing the
simplified representation of the extracellular domain (blue),
the individual muscle cells (green), and the semi-permeable
sarcolemma membrane surrounding them (red).

(REV), with periodic boundary conditions, thus allowing a parsi-
monious parameterization of the muscle microstructure. The REV
consists of hexagonal cylinders packed together and surrounded by
a semi-permeable membrane (sarcolemma). The hexagonal cylin-
ders are assumed to be infinitely long, thus reducing the problem
to 2-D [29]. Parameterizing the REV yields seven microstructural
parameters that can be independently varied. They are the two
geometrical parameters of cell diameter and cell volume fraction,
as well as the five tissue parameters of membrane permeability, in-
tracellular and extracellular diffusion coefficients, and intracellular
and extracellular spin-spin relaxation (T2) time.

With this parameterized REV, we use the lattice Boltzmann
method (LBM) to solve the the Bloch-Torrey equation over the
REV, which is the governing partial differential equation of diffu-
sion MRI [29]. Our model is written in Fortran 90 with two versions
developed. One was written with Message Passing Interface (MPI)
to utilize multiple CPUs. This MPI-enabled model has been shown
to scale efficiently up to at least 168 cores [29]. A second version of
the model was written using the same Fortran code but adding Ope-
nACC directives to allow GPU-acceleration. This GPU-accelerated
version of the model was found to be approximately 8x faster than
a single core (Xeon E5-2600v4 2.20 GHz) implementation of the
code when run on Nividia Pascal Titan X GPUs.

To simulate the dMRI signal, we use the pulsed-gradient spin
echo (PGSE) pulse, which consists of two equal and opposite pulses
separated by a diffusion time. The PGSE pulse is a traditional
diffusion-weighting pulse [38] that can be parameterized by gra-
dient strength (g), diffusion time (∆) and gradient duration, which
was held constant at 5 ms for all simulations. dMRI measures the
diffusion of water in the direction of the applied gradient. Multiple
gradient directions are used to measure the effect of microstructure
on the diffusion of water in each direction. These measurements
are used to calculate an anisotropic apparent diffusion tensor us-
ing algorithms from the fanDTasia Matlab toolbox [1] rewritten in
Python 3. This apparent diffusion tensor represents the cumulative
impact of microstructural restrictions on the free diffusion of water;
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Figure 2: Relative error of meta-model compared to under-
lying LBM model for different order polynomials.

its deviation from water’s free-diffusion coefficient in a particular
direction is indicative of the microstructural restrictions in that
direction [2, 11]. From this tensor, six dMRI metrics are calculated,
which describe the principle directions of the tensor (λ1, λ2, λ3),
the mean diffusivity (MD = (λ1 + λ2 + λ3)/3 ), the radial diffusivity
(RD = (λ2 + λ3)/2) and the fractional anisotropy (FA), which is a
measure of the total anisotropy of the tensor.

3 POLYNOMIAL META-MODEL
3.1 Meta-Model Creation and Accuracy
A previous parameter sensitivity study of the computational model
generated a dataset of 100,000 model evaluations. The study exam-
ined seven microstructural parameters and two pulse parameters.
These nine parameters were sampled using a Sobol low-discrepancy
sampling method [12] and the apparent diffusion tensor was cal-
culated from the dMRI signal. Six different tensor invariants were
calculated from the apparent diffusion tensor (FA, MD, RD, λ1, λ2
and λ3). The simulations were performed on SDSC’s Comet cluster
[39]. 40 nodes were used to run three simulations simultaneously
on each node, with each simulation using eight cores. The entire
study took approximately 7000 core hours with a median wall time
of 10 seconds per simulation; however, the longest simulation took
6.4 hours. This discrepancy in simulation times is due to the reso-
lution requirements for different cell volume fractions in the REV.
The LBM model involves space discretization with a Cartesian grid.
As the volume fraction increases, the extracellular space decreases.
It was found that to reach a minimum accuracy threshold, there
needed to be at least four nodes across the extracellular domain re-
gardless of size. For small cell diameters and large volume fractions
this condition requires smaller spatial discretizations leading to a
larger number of nodes and longer solution times. Additionally, in
the LBM model, the space and time discretization is coupled via
dx2 ∼ dt . This relationships means that for a 2-D domain, halving
the spatial discretization leads to a 16x increase in run time.

These long simulation times motivate the pursuit of more effi-
cient solution techniques, such as a meta-model. A meta-model, or
surrogatemodel, is amodel of amodel. To construct themeta-model,
the relationship between the inputs and outputs of the model is
examined with no regard for the underlying physics. The advantage

Table 1: Run time of models in CPU seconds. LBM-REV
model was run in parallel with 8 CPUs leading to a median
wall time of 10.13 seconds.

Model Median Run Time

3rd order meta-model 0.046 CPU seconds
4th order meta-model 0.091 CPU seconds
5th order meta-model 0.233 CPU seconds
6th order meta-model 0.587 CPU seconds
7th order meta-model 1.343 CPU seconds
LBM-REV model 81.03 CPU seconds

of meta-models is that they are often much faster to evaluate, thus
allowing fast approximate solutions. The dataset from the previous
sensitivity study was used to fit a polynomial meta-model to relate
the input microstructural and pulse parameters with the calculated
diffusion metrics using the open-source ChaosPy Python package
[6]. Because the input parameters were sampled from a uniform
distribution, the relationship between the inputs and outputs can be
modeled with a basis set of Legendre polynomials [42]. This basis
set used to interpolate the data using a least-squares method to form
a 9-dimensional, nth order polynomial for each of the six diffusion
metrics. To investigate the effect of different degree polynomials, n
was varied from 3 to 7. 75% of the dataset was used to fit the poly-
nomial, with 25% reserved to test the accuracy of the fit. Because
the dataset was generated via a Sobol sampling method, which is a
low discrepancy sampling method, the samples used to construct
the model are evenly distributed across the input space. Addition-
ally, the testing dataset is extracted from the same sequence as the
fitting dataset, so it is not only uniformly distributed, it also has
low discrepancy with the training dataset. This means the testing
dataset will be sampled at points far away from the training dataset,
allowing good confidence that these results are an upper limit of
error.

Before using the meta-model, it is important to determine its
accuracy. The meta-model was compared with the 25,000 LBM
evaluations that were not used to create it for four dMRI metrics
(FA, MD, RD, and λ1). The LBM-REV model produces transversely
isotropic diffusion leading to minimal difference between RD, λ2
and λ3, so only RD was considered. The relative error between the
meta-model and the underlying LBM model is shown in Figure 2.
For increasing polynomial order, the accuracy of the meta-model
improves, though the accuracy does not substantially increase be-
yond 4th order. The relative error is normalized by the average
value of the LBM dataset to avoid over-emphasizing differences
between small values. These results suggest that, as a whole, the
meta-model is an accurate representation of the underlying LBM
model and relationships derived from it should also be true to the
underlying LBM model. The meta-model is substantially faster to
evaluate, with a median evaluation time between 0.04 and 1.3 CPU
seconds, depending on the polynomial order, compared to 81 CPU
seconds for the LBM model (Table 1). The majority of the cost of
evaluating the meta-model is caused by the overhead of accessing
the polynomial. If multiple parameter sets are passed to the meta-
model at once, the average evaluation time decreases by a factor of
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Figure 3: Selection of pulse parameters. Green boxes repre-
sent the subset of pulse profiles that were selected for by
each dMRI metric. Blue boxes represent pulse profiles that
were selected by at least one, but not all, dMRI metrics. Red
boxes represent the five final pulse profile parameters. Only
pulse parameter combinations that were within the allowed
b-range are shown.

200. Additionally, the analytical nature of the meta-model allows
computing derivatives, which may aid in local sensitivity analysis
and model fitting using gradient descent methods. As the polyno-
mial order increases, the accuracy of the meta-model increases,
but so too does the evaluation time. For the rest of this paper, we
consider the 6th order polynomial meta-model, as it has a good
combination of accuracy and short evaluation time.

3.2 PGSE Pulse Selection
Because the meta-model can be evaluated much more efficiently
than the underlying LBM model, questions that would have been
computationally prohibitive to answer using the original LBM
model can now be addressed. One such question is which PGSE
pulse profiles can encode themost information about themicrostruc-
ture? When measuring the apparent diffusion tensor, the shape of
the diffusion-weighted pulse is important [9]. For the PGSE pulse
in particular, two key parameters are the gradient strength and
diffusion time. Both enable the dMRI signal to encode different as-
pects of the microstructure. For example, long diffusion times allow
water molecules to travel further distances, thus sensitizing them
to structures at larger length scales [7]. By utilizing multiple pulse
combinations, it is possible to increase the amount of microstruc-
tural information that can be extracted from the combined dMRI
signals. While it is broadly known how different pulse profiles affect
the signal [9], it is not known which combinations of pulses encode
the most structural information about the tissue. Because the use
of additional pulses increases imaging time, encoding the most
possible information into the fewest possible pulses is a priority.
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Figure 4: Example simulations of histology image and corre-
sponding periodic REV with same microstructural values.

In the meta-model, there are nine independent inputs. Seven
inputs are related to the microstructure and are intrinsic to the
tissue. The other two are related to the PGSE pulse profile (gradient
and diffusion time) and can be controlled by the MRI operator. To
determine how different pulse profiles affect the signal, an NxN
array consisting of combinations of the two pulse parameters was
defined and the meta-model was sampled at each pulse profile for
multiple combinations of microstructural parameters. For a uniform
sampling (M) of each of the seven microstructural parameters,M7

model evaluations are required at each point on the NxN array lead-
ing toM7N 2 evaluations. These evaluations were used to determine
which combinations of pulse profiles give the most information
about themicrostructure using twomeasures: the variance of values
within each vector and the covariance between the vectors.

If a pulse profile has a low variance, it will yield similar signal
values for any microstructural combination, making it difficult to
extract unique information about underlying microstructure. If two
vectors have a high covariance, they do not contain independent
information, leading to redundant measurements. After sampling
the meta-model, the results were filtered to only examine pulse
profileswith a b-value between 200 and 1500 s/mm2. The b-value is a
measure of the cumulative magnetization of the pulse and is a useful
predictor of how much signal attenuation is expected. This b-range
is typical of what is feasible in clinical imaging experiments. For
each dMRI metric, the vector with the largest variance was selected,
and the 25 vectors with the lowest average correlation to already
selected vectors were iteratively added. This resulted in 31 pulse
profiles, 19 of whichwere selected for by all four dMRImetrics. From
these 19, the five pulse profiles with the lowest average correlation
coefficient were selected. The pulse profiles selected and the relative
variance of all pulse profiles is shown in Figure 3.

It is here that the value of the meta-model, compared to the orig-
inal LBM model, becomes apparent. The meta-model was evaluated
on a 20x20 array of pulse profiles with 12 uniform samples for each
of the seven microstructural parameters. This created a set of 202
vectors each with 127 elements requiring 14*109 model evaluations.
For a median LBM model run-time of 81 CPU seconds, such an
investigation would be prohibitively expensive (36,800 CPU years).

4 HISTOLOGY-BASED SIMULATIONS
The LBM model’s REV geometry is a necessary abstraction of mus-
cle’s complex topology in order to allow parameterization of the ge-
ometry. To test how well it represents actual muscle structure, three
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simulations of histological informed geometries using.

histological images of skeletal muscle were procured [14, 17, 24]
and manually segmented into intra- and extracellular domains. Dif-
ferent diffusion coefficients and permeability values were used to
calculate a range of possible scenarios, while the diameter was
measured from the histology image with the Feret diameter plu-
gin in ImageJ [36] and the volume fraction was determined from
the segmented image. These histologically informed domains were
used with the LBM model to solve for the dMRI signal using 21
gradient directions for each of the five pulse profiles identified
with the meta-model. For each pulse, the apparent diffusion tensor
was calculated and the dMRI metrics were calculated. Simulations
over an REV with the same microstructural parameters were also
performed.

There exist preferential directions in terms of cell shape and orga-
nization in the histology images. This lead to transverse anisotropy
of the apparent diffusion tensor (λ2 > λ3), something that the cur-
rent periodic REV does not reproduce due to its symmetries. dMRI
of muscle does contain transverse anisotropy [8], and some authors
have hypothesized that it is related to elliptical cross-sections of
muscle cells [18]; however, this has not been proven conclusively
and other evidence suggests that the anisotropy may originate from
effects at larger length scales [30]. Because the REV was unable to
represent this anisotropy, an attempt was made to minimize local
geometric effects of the histology images by simulating the do-
main in its original orientation as well as rotated 90o . The resulting
signals were averaged using only the middle half of the domain’s
signal in each direction to avoid edge effects where the geometry
does not match across the periodic boundary.

Figure 4 compares the domain maps of a histologically informed
geometry with a simplified REV geometry with the same parame-
ters. The extracellular space of the histology is much more tortuous
and uneven than the consistent thickness of the REV’s extracellular
space. The error of the REV in representing the dMRI signal of
the histological images is shown in Figure 5. λ1 is most accurately
reproduced by the current REV, while the other five metrics are
substantially less accurate. Because λ1 represents diffusion in the
axial direction, where there are fewer restrictions to free diffusion,
it is closely related with the volumetric average of the two diffusion

Table 2: Range of input parameters used in meta-model and
inversion scheme. Parameters used in the meta-model but
not during the inversion scheme are marked by *.

Parameter Range

Muscle Cell Diameter 10 - 80 µm
Volume Fraction 0.70 - 0.95
Membrane Permeability 10 - 100 µm/s
Intracellular Diffusion 0.5 - 2.5 µm2/ms
Extracellular Diffusion 0.5 - 2.5 µm2/ms
*Intracellular T2 20 - 40 ms
*Extracellular T2 80 - 140 ms
*Gradient Strength 10 - 80 mT/m
*Diffusion Time 10 - 750 ms

coefficients, which the REV is capable of reproducing. In contrast,
the other dMRI metrics are additionally influenced by diffusion in
the transverse plane, where differences in the cell geometry be-
tween the histological image and the REV affect the signal. Most
of the disagreement between the histology images and the REV
comes from dMRI pulses with a long diffusion time. In these cases,
differences in the extracellular topology lead to large dMRI signal
differences.

More work is needed to improve the ability of the REV (or some
similarly reduced order, parameterized model) to match the ex-
pected signal from more complex muscle tissue. Additionally, the
employed histology images have a small field of view (∼ 200 µm
a side). Using images with a field of view on the order of a dMRI
voxel (∼ 1 − 2 mm) may eliminate some of the local geometrical
artifacts; however, solving over such a large domain while still
maintaining spatial resolution to resolve muscle structure (dx ∼ 1
µm) will require increased HPC resources.

5 INVERSION SCHEME
Up until this point we have examined the forward problem, which
consists of solving for the dMRI signal starting from a known mi-
crostructural parameter set. However, one does not typically have
this microstructural information. Rather, the dMRI signal is mea-
sured with the goal of determining the microstructure that gener-
ated it. This inversion of the forward problem is challenging because
there is no direct way to model this inverse relationship. Instead, a
search algorithm is implemented to try and find a microstructural
parameter set that corresponds to the measured dMRI signal.

In a previous sensitivity study [28], the effect of two of the seven
microstructural parameters was found to be negligible (intra- and
extracellular T2 time) and are not considered here, leaving five
microstructural parameters to be the unknowns for the inverse
problem. Using the five pulse profiles previously selected, a candi-
date solution vector of the six calculated dMRI metrics from each
pulse was constructed. This candidate solution vector was com-
pared with the reference vector of dMRI data, from which we wish
to infer microstructural parameters. An objective function consist-
ing of the normalized L2 error between the reference vector and the
candidate solution vector was defined. For each candidate solution,
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Table 3: Average L2 error of objective function for inversion attempts of three different test cases.

Muscle Cell Volume Membrane Intracellular Extracellular
Diameter Fraction Permeability Diffusion Diffusion

REV with no noise 2.46% 11.3% 3.73% 3.40% 9.97%
REV with SNR = 50 10.6% 11.6% 12.6% 10.73% 13.3%
Histology-based images 14.1% 44.4% 27.5% 7.14% 15.56%

all five pulse parameters were simulated for an REV constructed
from microstructural parameters of the candidate solution.

The objective function was minimized using a fitting procedure
based on the method developed by Knysh and Korkolis [21], which
consists of a global search followed by a local search. During the
global search, 50 model evaluations are performed using a Latin
hypercube to examine the entire input space. The algorithm was
modified to save the results of every model evaluation during this
global search. At the beginning of each new case, previously saved
iterations were loaded to allow them to be reused for the global
search. This allowed an initial set of solutions to be available with-
out needing to be recomputed. As more global searches are per-
formed, this list of previous solutions grows, allowing for fewer
simulations to be required during the global search portion of the
algorithm. The local search used radial basis functions to construct
a response surface from a modified CORS algorithm [33]. 100 model
evaluations were performed during this local search method. At
the end of the local search, the best candidate solution was re-
turned. Microstructural parameters were restricted to the range of
values given in Table 2. The global and local searches each allow for
multiple simultaneous function evaluations enabling parallel com-
putation. LBM simulations were performed using GPU-accelerated
code on a local server with 8 Nvidia TITAN X GPUs and on two
of SDSU’s Comet GPU nodes with 4 Nvidia Pascal P100 GPUs [39].
Five simulations were performed on each GPU in parallel allowing
for 40 or 20 concurrent simulations at a time, respectively.

Three different cases were examined. The first consisted of sim-
ulations of a periodic REV with no noise, the second was a periodic
REV with noise added at SNR=50, and the third case was noise-free
simulations of histology images. For the REV, four different mi-
crostructural cases were generated. For each of the three histology
cases, four microstructural cases were generated with different per-
meability and diffusion coefficients (diameter and volume fraction
are fixed by the image). Parameters for these cases are given in Ta-
ble A1. As shown in section 4, comparing the periodic REV results
with the histology simulations for the forward problem indicates
that the former is not a realistic representation of the histology
images. By examining how well the model can fit simulations for
the REV and the REV with noise, we can gain an understanding of
how well the dMRI signal can be inverted without the issues of the
mismatch between the REV and actual muscle tissue. This leaves
the problem to that of improving the REV’s ability to represent
the muscle signal. If an appropriate reduced-order computational
model of muscle can be developed, it should be possible to invert
the signal in order to infer microstructural parameters.

Results of the fitting procedure are shown in Table 3. The most
accurate results are for the periodic REV geometry with no added

noise while the REV geometry with added noise had approximately
twice the relative error. The accuracy of the results from the histo-
logically informed geometries is comparable to that of the periodic
REV geometry with noise except for volume fraction and perme-
ability. These parameters were substantially less accurately fit, a
result likely due to the inability of the REV to perfectly represent
the dMRI signal from the histology images as discussed above. The
poor results for the volume fraction are partially due to the method
of normalizing results. Results are normalized by the allowable pa-
rameter range, which is relatively small for volume fraction (0.25)
compared to its absolute value (0.70 - 0.95); such a relationship does
not exist for the other microstructural parameters. The success
in fitting the REV, even when there is noise, shows that the in-
verse problem can be solved if the model represents the underlying
physics. Improving the ability of the REV to represent the dMRI
signal of muscle through better morphological parameterization
will improve this ability further.

We focused on developing a scheme to fit the model using paral-
lel computations run on GPUs. A similar method could have been
performed using multiple CPUs, or both could be combined al-
lowing for full utilization of available computing resources. The
results presented here are generally concerned with inferring mi-
crostructural parameters from a single voxel, however, future work
will focus on the scalability of the method in terms of extracting
parameters for every voxel of a dMRI image. The fitting method
took approximately 45 minutes per case. Much of this time was
computing in domains that had small diameters and high volume
fractions. Although the extracellular domains of these cases require
the increased spatial discretization, the accuracy of the intracellular
domain does increase substantially. This leads to wasted resources
as the increased resolution in the intracellular space (up to 90%
of the domain) is not necessary. Implementation of multi-domain
mesh refinement [22] could substantially reduce these simulation
times by only refining the mesh over the extracellular domain
where the increased resolution is necessary. Additionally, future
improvements of the algorithm could use the meta-model for the
global search to establish regions of potential candidate solutions
before the more expensive, but accurate, LBM model is used for
a local search. These improvements would yield faster evaluation
times, enabling either more model evaluations during the fitting
procedure or higher throughput of individual cases, something
necessary if an entire dMRI image is to be examined.

Future work will also examine how machine learning, in partic-
ular deep learning, can aid in increasing accuracy and speed of the
inversion process. Implementing machine learning is, in some ways,
essentially just expanding the meta-model to be a more compli-
cated response surface that does not have an analytical expression.
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Machine learning methods were initially considered in place of the
fitting procedure presented. However, because there are several
issues that are extrinsic to the inversion algorithm (in particular
how well the REV matches actual muscle tissue), an explicit model
fitting method was chosen in order to allow better understanding
of the methodological error before adding on potential additional
error from a machine learning algorithm.

6 CONCLUSION
The aim of this work is to present techniques used to leverage
forward problem simulations to improve the inverse problem con-
sisting of extracting muscle cell microstructure from dMRI signal.
These techniques allow for efficient model evaluation, enabling
investigations that are too computationally expensive with the
underlying models. We showed how it is possible to construct a
meta-model of dMRI in muscle, allowing for fast model evalua-
tion, and how such a model can be used to determine dMRI pulse
parameters to increase sensitivity to the muscle microstructure.
Additionally, we showed that it is possible to solve the inverse
problem and recover the microstructural parameters of the muscle
from the dMRI signal using a simple REV model. We found that
the REV model performs poorly when compared to simulations
based on histology images of muscle, suggesting future work is
required to improve this REV abstraction approach. The methods
presented here alleviate the computational burden of evaluations
of a numerical model for dMRI, allowing the interpretation of the
dMRI signal of muscle that had previously only been performed
with analytical methods.
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A MICROSTRUCTURAL PARAMETERS FOR
INVERSION RESULTS

Table A1 provides the parameters for the simulations that were used
with the inversion scheme for both the periodic REV and histology
simulations.

Table A1: Microstructural Parameters for fitting cases.

REV Geometry Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5
Diameter (µm) 15 30 50 75 50
Volume Fraction 0.80 0.85 0.72 0.80 0.90
Permeability ( µms ) 15 50 80 50 25
Intracellular Diff. ( µm

2

ms ) 1.0 1.5 2.0 1.2 1.0
Extracellular Diff. ( µm

2

ms ) 2.0 2.2 1.5 2.0 1.8

Histology Geometry Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4
Permeability ( µms ) 10 10 85 50
Intracellular Diff. ( µm

2

ms ) 1.0 1.0 2.0 1.0
Extracellular Diff. ( µm

2

ms ) 2.0 2.0 2.0 1.0
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