
Citation: Hasan, M.E.; Wagler, A.

New Convolutional Neural Network

and Graph Convolutional

Network-Based Architecture for AI

Applications in Alzheimer’s Disease

and Dementia-Stage Classification. AI

2024, 5, 342–363. https://doi.org/

10.3390/ai5010017

Academic Editor: Tim Hulsen and

Arslan Munir

Received: 29 October 2023

Revised: 29 January 2024

Accepted: 29 January 2024

Published: 1 February 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Article

New Convolutional Neural Network and Graph Convolutional
Network-Based Architecture for AI Applications in Alzheimer’s
Disease and Dementia-Stage Classification
Md Easin Hasan 1,* and Amy Wagler 2

1 Department of Mathematical Sciences, The University of Texas at El Paso, 500 W. University Ave.,
El Paso, TX 79968, USA

2 Department of Public Health, The University of Texas at El Paso, 500 W. University Ave.,
El Paso, TX 79968, USA; awagler2@utep.edu

* Correspondence: mhasan8@miners.utep.edu; Tel.: +1-(915)-201-8521

Abstract: Neuroimaging experts in biotech industries can benefit from using cutting-edge artificial
intelligence techniques for Alzheimer’s disease (AD)- and dementia-stage prediction, even though it
is difficult to anticipate the precise stage of dementia and AD. Therefore, we propose a cutting-edge,
computer-assisted method based on an advanced deep learning algorithm to differentiate between
people with varying degrees of dementia, including healthy, very mild dementia, mild dementia,
and moderate dementia classes. In this paper, four separate models were developed for classifying
different dementia stages: convolutional neural networks (CNNs) built from scratch, pre-trained
VGG16 with additional convolutional layers, graph convolutional networks (GCNs), and CNN-GCN
models. The CNNs were implemented, and then the flattened layer output was fed to the GCN
classifier, resulting in the proposed CNN-GCN architecture. A total of 6400 whole-brain magnetic
resonance imaging scans were obtained from the Alzheimer’s Disease Neuroimaging Initiative
database to train and evaluate the proposed methods. We applied the 5-fold cross-validation (CV)
technique for all the models. We presented the results from the best fold out of the five folds in
assessing the performance of the models developed in this study. Hence, for the best fold of the
5-fold CV, the above-mentioned models achieved an overall accuracy of 43.83%, 71.17%, 99.06%,
and 100%, respectively. The CNN-GCN model, in particular, demonstrates excellent performance
in classifying different stages of dementia. Understanding the stages of dementia can assist biotech
industry researchers in uncovering molecular markers and pathways connected with each stage.

Keywords: Alzheimer’s disease; image classification; transfer learning; convolutional neural
networks; graph convolutional networks

1. Introduction

Dementia is a complex and debilitating condition that is not a single disease but a
common term encompassing a range of specified medical conditions, characterized by
abnormal brain changes. The cognitive abilities of a person experiencing dementia decline
significantly, which is substantial enough to impair a person’s daily life and ability to
perform self-sustaining tasks. In addition to affecting cognitive abilities, dementia can
significantly impact a person’s behavior, feelings, and relationships. It can cause changes in
a person’s personality and emotional state and impact their ability to form and maintain
social connections. The loss of cognitive functioning that is associated with dementia
can manifest in a variety of ways, including difficulties with memory, language, problem-
solving, and attention. As the condition progresses, these difficulties can become more
pronounced and interfere with a person’s ability to perform daily activities. Some people
with dementia may also experience changes in their behavior, such as increased agitation
or aggression, and struggle to control their emotions [1].
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Dementia refers to numerous cognitive problems that all involve a loss in cognitive
function. The levels of dementia vary and can include a healthy brain (no dementia), mild
dementia, and severe dementia [2]. Because dementia is a progressive condition and its
severity can range from very mild to severe, it is imperative to have models that can classify
disease status and automate the process for classification for both treatment purposes and
drug development. Early on in the condition’s development, a person may only experience
minor difficulties with cognitive functioning and may still be able to carry out many of
their daily activities independently. However, as the condition progresses, these difficulties
become more pronounced, and a person may require more assistance with tasks such as
dressing, bathing, and feeding themselves. When dementia has advanced to later stages,
people may become completely dependent on others for their basic needs and require
round-the-clock care to maintain their health and well-being. Clinical medical professionals
are not easily able to identify disease progression based on behavior and other outward
manifestations of the disease. Hence, a tool for disease classification can advance early
diagnoses and assist in drug development.

One pathway for developing models for assisting in dementia classification is to use
image analysis of brain cells. This is a reasonable approach since dementia manifests
due to harm caused to brain cells, leading to disruption in communication between them.
As a result, this disruption can negatively impact an individual’s behavior, emotions,
and thought processes. Dementia is a prevalent condition that primarily affects older
individuals, with a higher incidence rate among those over the age of 85 [3]. However, it is
not considered a natural aspect of the aging process since many people can live well into
their 90s without experiencing dementia symptoms. Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is the most
frequent type of dementia, though there are many other types [4].

A medical disorder, mild cognitive impairment (MCI) manifests as mild impairments
in cognitive functioning such as memory or thinking. Although the symptoms are more
severe than those typically expected for a healthy individual of the same age, they are
not severe enough to impede daily life and, thus, are not classified as dementia. MCI is
estimated to affect between 5% and 20% of individuals over the age of 65 [5]. While it is
not a form of dementia, it may increase the likelihood of developing dementia in the future.
MCI is a term for a condition that affects the brain. It does not have as severe symptoms
as AD or dementia, and individuals with MCI can still perform their everyday tasks. It is
considered to be in between regular age-related changes and dementia.

Symptoms of MCI include forgetfulness, trouble remembering appointments or events,
difficulty finding words, and, in some cases, problems with movement and sense of smell.
These symptoms do not significantly interfere with daily life but may indicate an increased
risk of developing dementia. MCI does not have a singular cause, and the likelihood of
developing it rises with age. Certain conditions like depression, diabetes, and stroke may
also raise the risk of developing MCI [6].

A neurological disorder, AD progressively impairs memory and cognitive abilities,
ultimately hindering an individual’s ability to perform even basic tasks. Most people with
Alzheimer’s are diagnosed with the late-onset type, which typically manifests in their
mid-60s. Beginning-onset AD, which is much less common, occurs between the ages of 30
and the mid-60s. Among older adults, the most common kind of dementia is caused by AD.
Dr. Alois Alzheimer, for whom the illness is named, discovered changes in the brain tissue
of a patient who died in 1906 from an uncommon mental ailment. She exhibited symptoms
such as language problems, memory loss, and unpredictable behavior. After she passed
away, Dr. Alzheimer investigated her brain and discovered numerous unusual clumps,
now known as amyloid plaques, and tangled bundles of fibers known as tau tangles, which
are still considered among the main features of AD [7].

Some of the main signs of AD that are still known today are the buildup of amyloid
plaque and neurofibrillary tangles in the brain. Along with this, the disease also involves a
decrease in the connections between neurons, which are responsible for sending signals
between different parts of the brain and between the brain and other parts of the body.
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Additionally, it is believed that various other intricate changes in the brain also contribute
to the development and progression of Alzheimer’s. Damage to certain kinds of brain cells
in particular regions of the brain is linked to AD. Abnormally high levels of certain proteins
inside and outside brain cells hinder the health of brain cells and disrupt communication
between them. Memory loss is one of the early signs of AD because the hippocampus,
which is responsible for learning and memory, is frequently the first area of the brain to
experience damage. In the United States, AD is presently the seventh primary cause of
death and the leading cause of dementia in elderly people [7].

Convolutional filters identify the image characteristics of a complex AD image. These
characteristics are the edges, corners, or textures of an image. Each filter detects a feature
and learns its values during training. CNNs detect numerous features concurrently using
multiple convolutional filters. Each filter focuses on a unique element, helping the network
learn hierarchical features from basic edges to complex patterns. Adding pooling layers
after convolutional layers reduces the size of activation maps in space while keeping
important data. After numerous layers, convolutional filters might identify attributes of the
images for the classification of dementia stages [8]. Since convolution and pooling layers
can learn the feature maps accurately, we will use a CNN for feature selection from the
different types of dementia magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans.

The initial symptoms of AD differ among individuals. Scientists are investigating
biomarkers, such as biological indicators of disease found in brain scans, cerebrospinal fluid,
and blood, to identify changes in the brain at an earlier stage in those who suffer from MCI
and those without cognitive impairment who may be at increased risk for AD. This study
contributes to providing a mechanism for detecting changes in the brain consistent with
dementia as a diagnostic and clinical tool. With this objective in mind, we developed CNNs,
pre-trained VGG16 with additional convolutional layers, GCNs, and a fusion network
of CNNs with GCNs for classifying different stages of dementia and AD. Knowing the
stages of dementia helps healthcare professionals deliver the best treatments and medicines,
since each stage of the disease has unique symptoms and patterns of progression. Hence,
this paper introduces a CNN-GCN technique, which is a deep learning methodology, to
predict various stages of dementia. The method combines a CNN for feature mapping and
GCN layers for the final classification tasks. The deep learning approach we present may
effectively integrate resilient feature selection and achieve accurate classification of various
stages of dementia. The performance of the model is evaluated using a variety of criteria,
including accuracy, precision, recall, and F1 score, on the test set when training is complete.
With these measures, we can determine how well the CNN- and GCN-based methods
can classify the distinct stages of dementia. We hope that by bringing CNN-GCN to the
problem of dementia-stage classification, we will help improve the medical community’s
ability to diagnose the condition early and help practitioners provide better care for those
who suffer from it.

2. Literature Review

Lim et al. [9] presented a prediction model based on deep learning to predict the
progressive MCI to AD using structural MRI scans. The methodology of the paper involved
training a 3D CNN model on MRI scans of patients with MCI, which aimed to predict
whether a patient will progress to AD within a certain period. The authors evaluated the
proposed model on a dataset of 352 patients with MCI and compared its performance
with several baseline models. The results showed that the proposed deep learning model
achieved a high accuracy of 89.5% in predicting the conversion from MCI to AD, outper-
forming several baseline models. However, one of the main drawbacks of the paper is
the limited sample size of the dataset used for evaluation. Additionally, the study was
conducted retrospectively, and the model was not validated on an external dataset, which
could limit the generalizability of the results. Therefore, further studies with larger and
more diverse datasets are needed to validate the effectiveness of their proposed model.
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A deep-learning-based model was proposed by Basaia et al. for the automated clas-
sification of AD and MCI from a single MRI dataset [10]. The methodology of the paper
involved training a deep neural network model on a dataset of MRI scans from patients
with AD, MCI, and healthy controls. However, one of the main drawbacks of the paper is
that the dataset used for evaluation was relatively small and homogeneous, which could
limit the generalizability of the results to other populations. Additionally, the authors did
not explore the interpretability of the model, which could be an important consideration
for clinical applications. Therefore, further studies are needed to validate the effectiveness
and interpretability of a deep learning model on larger and more diverse datasets.

Jiang et al. [11] presented a deep-learning-based approach for the diagnosis of MCI
using structural MRI images. The methodology of the paper involved training a CNN
model on a dataset of MRI scans from patients with MCI and healthy controls. The authors
evaluated the proposed model on a separate dataset and compared its performance with
several state-of-the-art methods for MCI diagnosis. Overall, 120 participants were tested
using the publicly accessible Alzheimer’s Disease Neuroimaging Initiative (ADNI) dataset.
Using a relatively small dataset for model training and validation, they classified MCI
versus healthy controls with 89.4% accuracy. Hence, there is a possibility to obtain higher
accuracy by utilizing a comparatively larger dataset on an advanced graph-based deep
learning model.

Aderghal et al. [12] presented a deep-learning-based approach for the categorization
of different stages of AD using different MRI modalities. The methodology of the paper
involved using transfer learning and fine-tuning a pre-trained CNN model on a dataset
of MRI scans from patients with AD at different stages. The authors evaluated the pro-
posed model on a dataset and compared its performance with several state-of-the-art deep
learning methods for AD stage categorization.

In a related study, Basheera et al. [13] proposed a deep-learning-based approach for
the classification of AD using a hybrid enhanced independent component analysis (ICA) on
the segmented gray matter of MRI. The methodology of the paper involved using a CNN
model trained on a dataset of MRI scans from patients with AD and healthy controls. The
authors preprocessed the MRI images using a hybrid enhanced ICA method to segment
the gray matter regions of interest.

Acharya et al. proposed a system that uses automated techniques to detect AD through
brain MRI images [14]. The study emphasized the importance of the early detection of AD
to improve treatment and patient care. Features were extracted from test images, and the
dominant features were identified using the Student’s t-test (ST). A KNN classifier was used
to classify the test images based on their features. The ST + KNN technique provided better
classification performance measures and outperformed the SVM (polynomial), RF, and
Adaboost classifier methods. Hence, feature extraction plays a vital role in obtaining higher
accuracy for classifying AD stages. So, we applied several feature selection techniques to
our dataset before applying the proposed models.

Nagarathna et al. [15] proposed a method known as a multilayer feedforward neural
network (MFNN) to categorize the stages of AD. The study used a dataset of MRI images
obtained from the ADNI database. The images were preprocessed to remove noise and
artifacts, and features were extracted. The extracted features were used to train and test
the MFNN classifier. The feature extraction model consisted of five sets of convolutional
blocks, and the classifier model used a multilayer feedforward network with three layers,
including a hidden layer and an output layer. The results showed that the proposed model
performed well on this dataset, even though the study had some limitations, such as a
small dataset size and a lack of comparison with other classification techniques. In our
study, we developed the CNN model for feature extraction, consisting of five blocks of
convolutional layers.

Using medical imaging data, Kapadnis et al. [16] proposed an approach that explored
the use of deep learning techniques for the detection of AD. The authors used CNNs for
feature extraction and a support vector machine (SVM) for classification. The study first
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preprocessed the images and then extracted features using CNNs. The SVM was trained
on these features to classify the images as either healthy or AD. The study highlights the
potential of deep learning techniques for detecting AD, which can aid in early diagnosis and
treatment. AI systems’ capacity to learn intricate details through nonlinear transformations
could produce promising results for the identification of AD. The study concludes by
emphasizing the need for further research to improve the accuracy and efficiency of AD
detection using AI techniques.

To distinguish between patients with MCI and AD by incorporating information about
the thickness and geometry of the cortex, Wee et al. [17] proposed a method in which a
neural network called a spectral graph CNN can be used. The suggested method used a
spectral graph CNN framework to find the difference between AD and MCI and predict
when MCI will turn into AD. The spectral graph CNN outperformed voxel-based CNN
models and achieved balanced prediction for imbalanced sample sizes. The framework was
also effective in predicting MCI-to-AD conversion. The authors suggested that the model
could be applied to other brain imaging data and be integrated with other classification
approaches on multi-modal brain image data for further improvement.

Guo et al. [18] described a way to use hierarchical GCNs on positron emission tomog-
raphy (PET) imaging data to predict AD. They called it PETNet and used PET images from
the ADNI 2 dataset for validation and evaluation. The ResNet-50 network was used for
training the model with pre-trained weights. PETNet achieved similar performance to the
pre-trained ResNet-50 for binary classification (MCI/NC) but outperformed ResNet-50
for MCI staging (EMCI/LMCI/NC). The limitations, including graph construction and
inference, are still inconclusive issues in the fields of neuroimaging and medical image
analysis. Additionally, there are difficulties in choosing the appropriate metrics and weight
among different graph inference methods and in applying manifold learning.

Park et al. [19] used PET scans to create CNN-LSTM and 3D CNN models that can
predict the difference between people with MCI and AD and those who do not have
cognitive impairment (CU). The features were extracted using CNN layers, and then the
flattened layer was passed as input into the LSTM. The area under the curve (AUC) for
the classification of AD from the CU method was 0.964 using the CNN-LSTM. Since their
proposed CNN-LSTM performed very well, we propose the CNN-GCN architecture to
obtain higher accuracy for classifying different dementia stages.

Tajammal et al. [20] constructed a deep-learning-based ensembling technique that
aimed to effectively extract features from input data and attain optimal performance. The
experimental findings indicated that their method achieved an overall average accuracy
of 98.8% for the classification task, including AD, MCI, and CN. They applied binary
classification techniques for different classes. In our study, we performed multi-class
classification for different dementia stages.

Liu et al. [21] came up with a new way to use a 3D deep CNN to predict the difference
between people with mild Alzheimer’s dementia, MCI, and CN by analyzing structural
MRIs. The deep learning model demonstrated a high level of accuracy, achieving an AUC
of 85.12 when differentiating between CN people and patients with either MCI or mild
Alzheimer’s dementia. Even though much research has been developed based on the CNN
model for predicting AD dementia, there is active research ongoing to develop a more
accurate prediction model by improving the CNN model. So, in our study, we developed
an advanced CNN-GCN model for accurate dementia-stage prediction.

Building off the aforementioned work, our proposed method contributes to the lit-
erature in the following ways. First, Adeghal et al. [12] and Basheeraa et al. [13] used
CNN-based approaches for their studies, but each study’s purposes and methods differed.
Adeghal et al. aimed to improve the categorization of AD stages through transfer learn-
ing using MRI data, while Basheeraa et al. focused on classifying AD using a hybrid
enhanced ICA segmentation of gray matter in MRI images. In contrast, our study uses
cutting-edge preprocessing methods and presents the pre-trained VGG16 model based on
transfer learning with additional convolution layers to better identify the different stages of
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dementia. Moreover, we implement this advanced deep learning method on a more diverse
multi-class dataset than in these previous studies. In a manner similar to [16,19], we utilize
a CNN model for feature selection and GCNs for classifying the different AD stages, but
anticipate that our proposed (CNN-GCN) method has higher accuracy in detecting AD
compared to the CNNs-only model. Additionally, we work with a multi-class imbalanced
dataset, as in [17], so GCNs could be a better classification technique for predicting different
dementia stages. Finally, building upon [18], we use a highly accurate GCN model with
appropriate graph construction techniques, metrics, and weights in this study to improve
their proposed GCN model for dementia-stage classification.

3. Methodology
3.1. CNNs

CNNs are popular for image classification tasks due to their ability to automatically
learn and extract features from images. CNNs have attained state-of-the-art performance
in image classification tasks, often outperforming traditional machine learning algorithms.
This is because CNNs can learn to identify complex features in images, such as edges,
corners, and textures, without the need for explicit feature engineering. CNNs are designed
to mimic the visual cortex of the brain and consist of several layers, including convolutional
layers, pooling layers, and fully connected layers. Generally, convolutional layers apply
a set of filters to the input image, which results in feature maps highlighting different
aspects of the image. Pooling layers reduce the spatial dimensionality of the feature maps
by selecting the most important features. Finally, the fully connected layers use the features
to classify the image into different categories.

We applied a 5-fold cross-validation technique (a grid search on the validation set)
to find the optimal layer size and network hyperparameters (learning rate, regulariza-
tion, etc.). The original training set was divided into a new training set and a validation
set with proportions of 80% and 20%, respectively. We used cross-validation to tune the
hyperparameters and layer sizes on the following grid: 1 × 10−k for k = 1, . . . , 5 and 2i

for i = 4, . . . , 10, respectively. Additionally, we tried different hyperparameters using the
KerasTuner. This eliminates the difficulties associated with the hyperparameter search with
its user-friendly and extensible optimization framework [22]. We utilized various search
methods to discover the optimal values for our model’s hyperparameters after configuring
the search space using a define-by-run syntax.

The proposed CNN architecture consists of five convolutional layers, followed by
ReLU activation, batch normalization (BN), and max pooling. The first two convolutional
layers have 32 and 64 filters of size 4 × 4, respectively. The third convolutional layer has
128 filters of size 1 × 1. The fourth convolutional layer has 256 filters of size 1 × 1. The fifth
convolutional layer has four filters of size 1 × 1, corresponding to the dataset’s number of
classes. The output of the fifth convolutional layer is flattened and passed to the final layer,
which is a softmax layer that outputs the class probabilities. The L2 regularization loss of
the weights is used to prevent overfitting.

3.2. VGG16 with Additional Convolutional Layers

A pre-trained neural network architecture for image classification is utilized in our
work to develop a more advanced CNN model. The network architecture is made by
following VGGNet, a popular neural network architecture for image classification.

VGGNet [23] is a CNN architecture that was introduced in 2014. VGGNet is known for
its straightforward architecture, which consists of 16–19 convolutional layers and three fully
connected layers. The convolutional layers are designed to extract features from the input
image, while the fully connected layers are responsible for the classification task. VGGNet
has been used in various computer vision applications, such as image classification, object
detection, and semantic segmentation. One of the main benefits of VGGNet is its simplicity,
which makes it easy to understand and implement. The uniform architecture of VGGNet
also allows for easy experimentation with different layer configurations, which can be
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useful for fine-tuning the performance of the network. Additionally, VGGNet has achieved
state-of-the-art results on several image classification benchmarks, such as the ImageNet
Large Scale Visual Recognition Challenge. However, VGGNet’s simplicity can also be a
disadvantage in some cases. The large number of parameters in the network can make it
difficult to train, especially with limited computational resources. VGGNet is also relatively
slow compared to some other convolutional neural network architectures due to its large
number of parameters and layers.

To further improve the performance of the pre-trained VGG16 architecture, we added
five additional convolutional layers, a max pooling layer, a BN layer, and a ReLU activation
layer. The number of layers, the sizes of the layers, and several other hyperparameters
were modified in accordance with the cross-validation methods described earlier.

3.3. GCNs

In this part, we provide a comprehensive analysis of GCNs from distinct viewpoints.
Additionally, we designed an upgrade to the current system by integrating CNNs with
GCNs. This modification makes existing GCNs more suitable for the dementia and AD
image classification problem.

At first, we cover some fundamentals of GCNs, such as the definitions and notation,
as well as the formation of graphs. One-to-many relationships in non-Euclidean spaces
can be explained through the use of graphs, which are highly nonlinear data structures.
Here, an undirected graph is represented by G = (V, E), where V and E stand for the sets
of vertices and edges. The AD images serve as the vertex set, while the similarities between
any pair of vertices (Vi and Vj) constitute the edge set. The connections between vertices are
specified by the adjacency matrix, A. In our case, when two images are from the same class,
we use the label 1, otherwise, we use the label 0 to generate the adjacency matrix. After
obtaining A, the appropriate graph Laplacian matrix L is computed using the following
equation: L = D − A and the degrees of A are represented by the diagonal matrix D, where
Di,i = ∑j Ai,j.

The symmetric normalized Laplacian matrix (Lsym) can be utilized to improve the
graph’s generalization, capitalizing on the decomposition Lsym = D−1/2LD−1/2. For
example, the propagation rule for GCNs is

Hl+1 = h(D−1/2LD−1/2HlW l + bl)

The output of the lth layer is denoted by H(l), and the activation function ReLU is
denoted by h(•), where W(l) and b(l) are the weights and biases of the layers that must
be learned.

GCNs Architecture

The GCNs architecture is used to classify data represented as graphs, with each node
representing a feature and each edge representing a relationship between nodes. The
input layer receives the feature matrix of the graph as input. GCN layers use the graph’s
Laplacian matrix and learnable weights to perform a graph convolution operation on the
input. Finally, the output layer produces the final classification output.

The GCNs architecture defines several helper functions for creating placeholders,
initializing parameters, performing GCN operations, and optimizing the network. It
also defines a function for training the network and returning it’s accuracy. The training
function takes in training and validation data, as well as the Laplacian matrix of the graph.
It initializes the network’s parameters, creates the placeholders for the input data, and
defines the loss and optimization functions. We utilized the Xavier uniform initializer, then
trained the network and returned the accuracy on the test set. We utilized the Proximal
Adagrad Optimizer as an optimization function, although we tried other optimizers to
determine the best performer. With K = 5, we used a KNN-based graph to calculate
the adjacency matrix A. Before providing the features into the softmax layer, the GCNs
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implement a 128-unit graph convolutional hidden layer, similar to the CNN architecture
described above.

3.4. CNN-GCN Architecture

Hong et al. [24] proposed the FuNet architectures that use a range of models and/or
features to make it easier to predict the difference between features by training CNNs
and GCNs at the same time to classify hyperspectral images. Additive (A), elementwise
multiplicative (M), and concatenation (C) were the three fusion procedures by combining
miniGCNs with the CNN model that were taken into consideration for their study. In
this study, we proposed a novel fusion network by integrating CNNs with GCNs and
considering the resulting features from CNNs before the final classifications of all the classes
by GCNs. The proposed fusion network architecture (CNN-GCN) is an implementation
of our previously mentioned CNN model for feature extraction and the GCN model to
classify the graph nodes. So, in short, the features extracted from the CNN model are fed
into the GCN classifier model to obtain the four nodes representing the class probabilities.

In Figure 1, the first convolution block to the fourth block consist of the convolution
layer, BN layer, 2D max pooling layer, and the ReLU layer. We utilize three-dimensional
input images with a height of 224 and a width of 224, and the number of channels is 3.
Furthermore, it is worth noting that the receptive fields throughout the spatial and spec-
tral domains for every single convolutional layer are expressed as follows: 4 × 4 × 32,
4 × 4 × 64, 1 × 1 × 128, and 1 × 1 × 256, respectively. We kept the number of filters in the
early levels relatively low, and then, progressively increased the number as we moved
deeper into the layers. The final block consists only of the convolution before flattening the
features. Hence, we obtained the future maps by utilizing these five convolution blocks.
After obtaining the feature maps by training the CNNs, we determined the adjacency
matrix, training, validation, and test data to classify the four dementia stages. In GCNs,
V represents vertexes, W indicates hidden features in the GCN layer, R denotes hidden
features through the ReLU layer, Z represents hidden features in the softmax layer, and Y
represents outcomes, respectively. The model has a single hidden layer with 128 nodes, and
the output layer has 4 nodes representing the class probabilities. The input data consists
of two parts: a feature vector and an adjacency matrix representing the graph structure.
The feature vector is passed through a GCN layer to produce the hidden representation.
The hidden layer is concatenated with a convolutional layer to process the feature vector
representation of the graph and pass it through graph convolutional layers before being
flattened to a vector. The final output is obtained by passing the flattened vector through a
fully connected layer with four nodes. We trained the CNN-GCN model twice since, at
first, the CNNs layers were trained to obtain robust feature maps and GCN layers were
trained to classify the dementia stages.

Figure 1. The architecture of the proposed CNN-GCN model.

Gradient-weighted class activation mapping (Grad-CAM) [25] is a technique used
to precisely determine the specific features of input images that a model must capture.
It achieves this by analyzing the gradients of a target concept which flow into the final
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convolutional layer. Grad-CAM then generates a coarse localization map that highlights
the significant regions in the image that are crucial for improving the prediction accuracy.
In Figure 2, we visualized how the Grad-CAM method makes the CNN-GCN model’s
outputs clearer for the input images so that the proposed CNN-GCN model can predict the
stages of dementia perfectly. Hence, Grad-CAM uses targeted processing and captures the
key image features to maintain the CNN-GCN model’s accuracy and robustness.

(a) Original image (b) Grad-CAM image

Figure 2. Moderate dementia image: (a) original and (b) Grad-CAM image.

4. Results

There are several performance indicators that we assess, such as overall accuracy, F1
score, recall, and precision, for determining the model’s performance in classifying different
dementia stages. The F1 score is a metric that calculates the weighted average of recall and
precision, whereas accuracy measures the proportion of properly classified individuals.
Following the development of the models, several metrics were utilized in order to adjust
parameters. The 5-fold cross-validation method is utilized to determine the performance
of each model. Performance assessments are conducted using a multi-class approach and
are represented by the confusion matrix. In the results section, we display the figures of
loss, accuracy, confusion matrix, and the table of classification scores based on the best
fold outputs from the 5-fold cross-validation for all models. Instead of displaying the
loss, accuracy, and confusion matrix obtained from all folds of the 5-fold cross-validation,
displaying the best fold outputs is better since it is not messy for following the outputs of
this study. Moreover, AD- and dementia-stage prediction is crucial, since having knowledge
about the stage enables physicians to have a more comprehensive understanding of the
impact of the disease on the patient.

4.1. Data Description

The ADNI dataset is the most widely used structural and functional brain imaging
scan in AD research to accelerate understanding and treatment development. We collected
6400 raw images from the ADNI database. There are four different categories, including
healthy people, very mild, mild, and moderate dementia patients.

In Figure 3, we can see that we have 3200 healthy cases, 2240 very mild cases, 896 mild
cases, and 64 moderate cases for training and testing the models.
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Figure 3. Total number of images by each category.

4.2. Preprocessing

The dataset used for dementia and AD analysis primarily consisted of MRI image data;
however, the available data were imbalanced. So, there is an overwhelming dominance of
samples from a single class over those from any other class. Data preprocessing techniques
were employed to augment the dataset to address this issue. Two distinct augmentation
methods, namely, Gaussian noise addition and rotation, were applied. The purpose of
data augmentation was to increase the quantity of data in the dataset, thereby preventing
overfitting of the model. The Gaussian noise addition process involves adding noise to a set
of input images to augment the dataset by introducing variations to the images. Gaussian
noise, with a specified standard deviation, is generated randomly and added to each image.
This process creates noisy versions of the original images, allowing for a larger and more
diverse dataset and, ultimately, more accurate predictions. By increasing the amount of data
and introducing randomness, the model trained on this augmented dataset is less likely to
overfit the available data, leading to potentially improved performance and generalization.
Rotation is another way image augmentation is performed by applying random rotations
to the image dataset. A random rotation angle within the specified range is generated, and
the image is rotated accordingly. Random rotation of each image creates variations in their
orientation. This process ensures that the augmented images are saved in a structured
manner, replicating the directory structure of the original dataset. The implementation
applies image augmentation to a collection of images. This process enhances the dataset by
generating diverse versions of the images, which can be beneficial for subsequent analysis
or training purposes.

4.3. Network Implementation

The TensorFlow platform is utilized to build the CNN and GCN networks, and the
Adagrad optimizer [26] is employed to optimize the networks. The “exponential” learning
rate strategy allows for the dynamic updating of the current learning rate by multiplying a
base learning rate (such as 0.001) by every epoch. The maximum number of epochs allowed
during network training is 100. The 0.8 momenta are used with BN [27], and the training
phase’s batch size is 32. Additionally, the weights are subject to a 2-norm regularization
with a 0.001 setting to stabilize network training and minimize overfitting.
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4.4. Evaluation Metrics

For each class of the dataset that was provided per model, we calculated the F1
score (4), precision (2), recall (3), and accuracy (1) to evaluate the performance of the
proposed techniques. True positive (TP) is the number of images that are correctly classified
as being in a particular class. False positive (FP) is the number of images that should belong
to another class but are mistakenly assigned to that class. False negative (FN) is the number
of images that are part of a class but are mistakenly assigned to another class. The number
of images that are accurately classified as belonging to a different class are considered to be
true negatives (TNs).

accuracy =
TP + TN

TP + FP + FN + TN
× 100 (1)

precision =
TP

TP + FP
(2)

recall =
TP

TP + FN
(3)

F1-score = 2 × precision × recall
precision + recall

(4)

In Figure 4, the value of the loss function is plotted against the number of completed
iterations. Both the training and testing losses decreased for the first fifty iterations, even
though the testing losses became stable. So, there is a deviation between the training and
testing phases after approximately 50 iterations because of the complexity of the model.
The CNN model has a high capacity to fit enough parameters of the training data that
obstructs the model’s capacity to generalize on testing data.

Figure 4. Epoch versus cost for the CNN model.

The accuracy vs. iterations curve provides us with the information we need to validate
the performance of the CNN model. In Figure 5, we can see that both the training and
testing accuracy are increasing. This indicates that the learning progress of this model is
rising to the point of 100 iterations, beyond which point it stays constant when we run it for
a greater number of iterations. So, in the case of accuracy, there was not a huge deviation
between the training and testing phases.
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Figure 5. Epoch versus accuracy for the CNN model.

The confusion matrix that was produced for the CNN model is shown in Figure 6 for
the classification of the healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate classes. Even though there is
no correct prediction of the moderate class, the number of correctly predicted healthy class
cases is 445; the number of correctly predicted very mild class cases is 100; and the number
of correctly predicted mild class cases is 16. Due to the fact that there are only 64 images of
the moderate class, it is difficult to make a precise prediction of the moderate class.

Figure 6. Confusion matrix for the CNN model.

The F1 score, precision, and recall of each of the classes that comprise the CNN model
are detailed in Table 1. The overall accuracy of this model is calculated to be 43.83%. The
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F1 score for the healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate classes are 0.59, 0.30, 0.10, and 0.
The CNN algorithm properly predicted 561 out of 1280 test images. According to Table 1,
the category that was predicted with the greatest degree of precision was healthy, while the
category that was predicted with the least degree of precision was moderate dementia.

Table 1. Classification scores for the CNN model.

Class n (Classified) n (Truth) F1 Score Recall Precision
Healthy 853 645 0.59 0.69 0.52

Very Mild 223 452 0.30 0.22 0.45

Mild 152 173 0.10 0.09 0.11
Moderate 52 10 0 0 0

In Figure 7, the value of the loss function is plotted against the number of completed
iterations. Initially, the loss was high due to random parameters, but it started decreasing
when the number of iterations increased. After iteration 40, both the training and testing
losses were stable for the VGG16 with additional convolution layers.

Figure 7. Epoch vs. cost for the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers model.

We can verify the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers model’s performance
from the accuracy versus iteration curve. In Figure 8, we can see that the training and
testing accuracy is around 80% which shows that the learning progress of this model is
increasing until 40 iterations and remains fixed after that.

In Figure 9, the confusion matrix for the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers
model for the classes healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate is shown. The number of
correctly predicted healthy classes is 505, the very mild class is 383, and the mild class is 23,
even though there is no correct prediction of the moderate class out of 13 moderate class
test images. Since there are only 64 moderate class images, there is very little chance for a
correct prediction of the moderate class.



AI 2024, 5 355

Figure 8. Epoch vs. accuracy for the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers model.

Figure 9. Confusion matrix for the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers model.

Table 2 describes the F1 score, precision, and recall of all the classes for the VGG16
with additional convolutional layers. The overall accuracy is 71.17% for this model. The
F1 scores for the healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate classes are 0.83, 0.68, 0.23, and 0.
Out of 1280 test images, our model correctly predicts 911. Table 2 shows that the class
most accurately predicted is healthy, while the class least accurately predicted is moderate
dementia. Since there are a very small number of moderate class images, the model
performance for this class is very low.
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Table 2. Classification scores for the VGG16 with additional convolutional layers model.

Class n (Classified) n (Truth) F1 Score Recall Precision
Healthy 553 667 0.83 0.76 0.91

Very Mild 701 429 0.68 0.87 0.55

Mild 26 171 0.23 0.13 0.88
Moderate 0 13 0 0 0

The loss function’s value versus the number of iterations is shown in Figure 10. The
GCN model’s loss decreased for the training and testing images, even though the loss was
very high initially. After iteration 18, the cost was fixed at around zero for both the training
and testing images.

Figure 10. Epoch versus cost for the GCN model.

The accuracy versus iteration curve gives us the evidence we need to verify the GCN
model’s efficacy. Figure 11 shows a rise in accuracy throughout both training and testing
until it becomes fixed close to 1. This shows that the model’s learning rate increases up to
about 20 iterations, after which it levels off and remains constant.

For the categorization of healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate, the GCN model’s
resulting confusion matrices are shown in Figure 12. The total number of correctly predicted
healthy cases is 640; for very mild cases, this is 448; and for mild class cases, this is 180,
although no moderate cases were identified in any of the 12 test images. Even though the
GCN model was able to predict all of the other category images accurately, it was unable to
predict the moderate dementia cases.

Table 3 shows the F1 score, precision, and recall of the GCN model for each class. This
model is estimated to have a global accuracy of 99.06 percent. The F1 scores for the healthy,
very mild, mild, and moderate classes are 1, 0.99, 1, and 0. Out of a total of 1280 test images,
the GCN algorithm successfully predicted 1268. The most accurate prediction was made
for the healthy and mild categories, while the least accurate prediction was made for the
moderate dementia category.
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Figure 11. Epoch versus accuracy for the GCN model.

Figure 12. Confusion matrix for the GCN model.

Table 3. Classification scores for the GCN model.

Class n (Classified) n (Truth) F1 Score Recall Precision
Healthy 640 640 1 1 1

Very Mild 460 448 0.99 1 0.97

Mild 180 180 1 1 1
Moderate 0 12 0 0 0
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Figure 13 depicts the loss function’s value versus the number of iterations. Even
though the loss was initially quite high for the test images, the CNN-GCN model’s loss
decreased abruptly for the test images. After the first couple of iterations, the cost for both
training and testing images became fixed at approximately zero.

Figure 13. Epoch versus cost for the CNN-GCN model.

The accuracy versus iteration curve provides the evidence necessary to confirm the
efficacy of the CNN-GCN model. Figure 14 depicts a rise in accuracy during both training
and testing until it approaches 1 and stabilizes. This demonstrates that the model’s learning
rate increases after a couple of iterations before leveling off and remaining constant.

Figure 14. Epoch versus accuracy for the CNN-GCN model.
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Figure 15 displays the confusion matrices produced by the CNN-GCN model for
the categorization of the healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate classes. The number of
correctly predicted healthy cases is 641, the number of very mild cases is 448, the number
of mild cases is 179, and the number of moderate cases is 12. All category images are
predicted correctly using the CNN-GCN model.

Figure 15. Confusion matrix for the CNN-GCN model.

Table 4 shows the F1 score, precision, and recall of the CNN-GCN model for each
class. We obtained an overall accuracy of 100% from the CNN-GCN model. The F1 scores
for the healthy, very mild, mild, and moderate classes are 1, 1, 1, and 1, respectively. The
CNN-GCN algorithm successfully predicts all of the 1280 images.

Table 4. Classification scores for the CNN-GCN model.

Class n (Classified) n (Truth) F1 Score Precision Recall
Healthy 641 641 1 1 1

Very Mild 448 448 1 1 1

Mild 179 179 1 1 1
Moderate 12 12 1 1 1

Our proposed CNN-GCN model achieves 100% accuracy on both the training and test
data and may overfit the training data by capturing even irrelevant and abnormal patterns,
such as noise and outliers. Consequently, the model may exhibit sub-par performance
when presented with novel, unfamiliar data. The high accuracy may indicate a lack of
generalizability of the model to novel contexts or datasets. This is particularly crucial when
dealing with health-related data since it might exhibit significant variability. Hence, it is
important to verify the accuracy of the CNN-GCN model by using distinct test datasets
and ensuring its efficacy in real-world scenarios rather than just relying on controlled
experimental settings. So, we collected a separate dataset for implementing our proposed
CNN-GCN model. Neeraj [28] provided a dataset to Kaggle, which consists of 2D images
collected from the ADNI baseline dataset that were originally Nifti images. The dataset
has three distinct classes: AD, MCI, and CN. After implementing our proposed CNN-GCN



AI 2024, 5 360

model, we presented the confusion matrix in Figure 16 to categorize the AD, MCI, and CN
classes. There are 8 accurately predicted instances of AD, 21 cases of MCI, and 15 cases of
CN. The CNN-GCN model accurately predicted all of the category images. This illustrates
the potential for its use with novel and unfamiliar data.

Figure 16. Confusion matrix for the CNN-GCN model for classifying AD, MCI, and CN.

5. Discussion

Dementia includes the very mild, mild, and moderate cognitive impairment phases
that may or may not evolve into AD. The most common kind of dementia is AD. AD and
other cognitive impairments fall under the general category of dementia. Because the
cognitive impairment stages are the time during which AD may or may not develop, it
is of the utmost importance to appropriately identify individuals during this stage [29].
Identifying and diagnosing the illness at its various phases helps doctors come up with
more effective therapy and management solutions.

So, in this study, we developed a CNN model, a transfer-learning-based CNN model,
a GCN model, and the proposed fusion network model (CNN-GCN) for identifying AD
and dementia stages.

In Table 5, HC, CN, MCI, EMCI, and AD represent healthy control, normal control,
mild cognitive impairment, early mild cognitive impairment, and Alzheimer’s disease,
respectively. We can see that the above works are based on different datasets and different
methods. Some authors considered multi-class classification, and others considered binary
classification. Since our approach, CNN-GCN, is a new approach for classifying the healthy,
very mild dementia, mild dementia, and moderate dementia classes, no one has utilized
this technique for classification tasks. We present each method’s accuracy, which is defined
as the percentage of accurate predictions on the test set.

In Table 6, we presented the GPU times in seconds for the four methods. We can
see that the CNN, pre-trained VGG16 with additional convolutional layers, GCN, and
CNN-GCN models took 411, 2364, 64, and 95 seconds, respectively, by using the NVIDIA
T4 Tensor Core GPU for completing 100 epochs. The CNN-based methods are more
computationally expensive compared to the GCN model. Our proposed CNN-GCN model
is less computationally expensive and provides better accuracy.
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Table 5. Review of selected existing works for the classification of AD and MCI.

Paper No. of Classes CNNs Pre-Trained
VGG

GCNs CNN-GCN ResNet-50 VGG16-SVM

Our work Multi-class (4 way) 43.83% 71.17% 99.06% 100% 59.69%

Lim et al. [9] Multi-class (3 way: CN vs. MCI
vs. AD)

72.70% 78.57% 75.71%

Jiang et al. [11] Binary (EMCI vs. NC) 89.4%

Payan et al. [30] Binary (AD vs. HC, MCI vs. HC,
AD vs. MCI)

95.39%, 92.13%,
86.84%

Khvostikov et al. [31] Binary (AD vs. HC, MCI vs. HC,
AD vs. MCI)

93.3%, 73.3%,
86.7%

Valliani et al. [32] Multi-class (3 way: AD vs. MCI
vs. CN)

49.2% 50.8%

Helaly et al. [33] Multi-class (4 way: AD vs. EMCI
vs. LMCI vs. NC)

93%

Table 6. Numerical comparison of the GPU times for all the models.

Model CNNs VGG16 with Additional Convolutional Layers GCNs CNN-GCN
GPU time (s) 411 2364 64 95

The performance of the models differed significantly. The performance of the CNN
model was very poor compared to other models. By performing hyperparameter tuning,
we found Adagrad to be the best optimizer. Additionally, we tried several optimizers,
like gradient descent, Adam, RMSprop, and the proximal Adagrad optimizer. Since the
AD MRI dataset is imbalanced, the performance of the CNN model was not sufficiently
accurate in all cases.

We incorporated the VGG16 transfer learning model with the five additional convolu-
tional layers to improve the performance of the CNN model. By utilizing the VGG16 model
with additional convolutional layers, we obtained better accuracy compared to our devel-
oped CNN model. To determine the best transfer learning model, we also implemented the
DenseNet, MobileNet, InceptionNet, and ResNet transfer learning models and received an
overall accuracy of 70.70%, 70.37%, 65%, and 59.69%, respectively. We found that VGG16 is
the best transfer learning model in our case. Although the VGG16 with additional convolu-
tional layers model’s performance seems to be behind that of competing approaches, our
findings are on par with other CNN models developed so far for biomedical imaging.

Even though CNN-based models are very popular for analyzing image datasets, we
developed the GCN model for AD- and dementia-stage prediction. This is due to the
fact that GCNs give a strong and flexible representation of the connections between the
many components in a complex AD image. Often, the AD MRI images include complicated
structures, patterns, and interactions, all of which are amenable to being comprehended and
examined to a greater degree by using graph-based methods. The graph-based methods
were helpful in the prediction since they take into account the global context and linkages,
which assists in mitigating the impacts of class imbalance. For the GCN and CNN-GCN
models, we applied hyperparameter tuning and the above-mentioned optimizers. We
received almost perfect accuracy in each case. The GCN model’s overall accuracy was
99.06% and correctly predicted healthy, very mild, and mild dementia classes, but could
not correctly predict any of the moderate dementia class test images. We then utilized
our proposed CNN-GCN fusion network to classify the AD and dementia stages. We
developed the same GCN model but utilized the features from the CNN model as input
data for the CNN-GCN model. So, we obtained an overall accuracy of 100% by using the
CNN-GCN model, which is supplied with features that have been extracted from CNNs.
Only the CNN-GCN model was able to predict the moderate class test images accurately,
whereas all the other previously mentioned models could not predict them correctly. This
study provides evidence that a CNN-GCN modeling approach can work well and obtain
high accuracy for applications involving imbalanced data.



AI 2024, 5 362

6. Conclusions

To sum up, we created four models for identifying healthy, very mild, mild, and
moderate dementia patients by utilizing both CNN- and GCN-based algorithms. When
compared to the CNN model, the performance of the pre-trained VGG16 with additional
convolutional layers model is superior. Moreover, when measured against different works
in the literature, its performance is regarded as satisfactory. Even though we achieved an
overall accuracy of 99.06% by utilizing the GCN model, it could not accurately predict
any of the 12 test images from the moderate stage of dementia. The CNN-GCN model
demonstrated the highest F1 score, precision, and recall, as well as an overall accuracy
of 100%, out of all the algorithms that we examined. The CNN-GCN model was able to
predict all the classes accurately, including the 12 test images from the moderate class. The
major limitation of this project is the imbalanced dataset. Although it is common to have
low accuracy for an imbalanced dataset in the field of biomedical imaging, our proposed
GCNs and CNN-GCN models worked excellently with the imbalanced dataset. This
model’s performance may not be helpful for clinical diagnosis, but it marks a significant
development in the classification of AD and different stages of dementia.
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