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Abstract 

Background:  Improving abiotic stress tolerance in wheat requires large scale screening of yield components such as 
seed weight, seed number and single seed weight, all of which is very laborious, and a detailed analysis of seed mor-
phology is time-consuming and visually often impossible. Computed tomography offers the opportunity for much 
faster and more accurate assessment of yield components.

Results:  An X-ray computed tomographic analysis was carried out on 203 very diverse wheat accessions which have 
been exposed to either drought or combined drought and heat stress. Results demonstrated that our computed 
tomography pipeline was capable of evaluating grain set with an accuracy of 95–99%. Most accessions exposed to 
combined drought and heat stress developed smaller, shrivelled seeds with an increased seed surface. As expected, 
seed weight and seed number per ear as well as single seed size were significantly reduced under combined drought 
and heat compared to drought alone. Seed weight along the ear was significantly reduced at the top and bottom of 
the wheat spike.

Conclusions:  We were able to establish a pipeline with a higher throughput with scanning times of 7 min per ear 
and accuracy than previous pipelines predicting a set of agronomical important seed traits and to visualize even more 
complex traits such as seed deformations. The pipeline presented here could be scaled up to use for high throughput, 
high resolution phenotyping of tens of thousands of heads, greatly accelerating breeding efforts to improve abiotic 
stress tolerance.
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Background
Wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) is one of the most impor-
tant crops worldwide, accounting for 20% of the total 
calories and proteins in the human diet [1]. Its global 
production reaches 757.6 million tonnes per year with 
an annual consumption of 734 million tonnes [2]. 
Wheat yields are increasingly affected by global climate 
changes raising concerns regarding future food security. 
To increase wheat yields the understanding and genetic 

dissection of quantitative traits, especially those related 
to yield and stress tolerance, are required [3, 4].

Abiotic stresses such as heat, drought and frost nega-
tively affect grain yield by reducing grain number, grain 
size and single grain weight. However, how and which 
yield component a certain stress affects varies with its 
duration, intensity and timing [5–7]. For instance, the 
occurrence of a stress before and during anthesis reduces 
the number of grains per ear due to an increased seed 
abortion, whereas grain weight is hardly affected. In con-
trast, an abiotic stress occurring after anthesis does not 
influence grain number but reduces grain size and single 
grain weight by impeding grain filling [5, 7, 8]. Further 
differences in the stress symptoms arise from temporal 
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variation in flowering between and within ears of a single 
plant [9, 10]. In order to identify genomic regions respon-
sible for grain yield and stress tolerance, the precise anal-
ysis of the grain yield components per ear and along the 
ear is crucial.

Currently, yield data is obtained by machine threshing 
in the field [11] or hand threshing for pot experiments. 
In wheat, about 10% of the seeds are lost during machine 
threshing, of which 4 to 6% is due to broken seeds com-
pared with 1% seed breakage in samples threshed by 
hand [12, 13]. Hand threshing, on the other hand, is labo-
rious, costly, time-consuming, and particularly difficult 
for wild accessions and hulled landraces [14]. The evalu-
ation of yield-related traits such as seed weight, seed size 
and seed number require additional labour and restricts 
the number of samples which can be processed [15–17]. 
This is problematic for genetic experiments consisting in 
studying hundreds or thousands different genotypes of 
large populations, gene banks or mutant collections.

In order to improve the efficiency and accuracy of grain 
yield components measurements in large experiments, 
a number of automated approaches have been devel-
oped in the last few years. For instance, hyperspectral 
and RGB imaging have been used for the high-through-
put measurement of yield-correlated traits such as plant 
height, ground cover, above-ground biomass and growth 
dynamics [18–22]. However, these methods do not allow 
researchers to directly assess grain yield components. 
More recently, computed tomography, a well-established 
technique in medicine, has been successfully adapted to 
plant phenotyping, showing a greater potential compared 
to hyperspectral and RGB imaging. In fact, along with 
measuring visible traits such as tiller number [23], com-
puted tomography was employed to gain new insights 
into root growth plasticity within soil [24–26] and the 
internal and outer characteristics of seeds, such as size, 
porosity, infections and cracks [27–30]. Computed 
tomography has also been applied to predict yield com-
ponents in rice and wheat [15, 31, 32] but with technical 
limitations so far.

Given the potential of computed tomography in plant 
phenotyping, this study aimed to develop an automatic, 
non-destructive and accurate method to measure a 
wide range of wheat grain set characteristics under dif-
ferent abiotic stresses. Previously used X-ray scanners 
were limited by the size of the computed tomography 
instrument that enable to fit ears of a maximum length 
of 10  cm [31, 32]. Larger ears had therefore to be cut 
in half leading to potential losses of seeds, useful data 
regarding ear architecture and seed position and caus-
ing longer preparation time. Further, scanning times 
were prolonged with up to 40–80 min per wheat ear. To 
keep scanning times moderate, lower resolutions had to 

be used hindering the analysis of morphological varia-
tions such as germ deformations and estimation of the 
weight of smaller seeds (< 2.0  mm) which are impor-
tant to calculate stress tolerance traits. In contrast, the 
system we used in our study features a high-resolution 
flat-panel detector with a pixel pitch of only 49.5  µm 
and about 2304 pixel in the horizontal direction. Thus, 
scanning the ears close to the detector enables a large 
field of view while maintaining a voxel sampling of 
31.25 µm.

We used a computed tomography scanner with inte-
grated helix function that allowed us to analyse four 
intact ears with lengths up to 20  cm (including awns) 
at the same time with a two- to three-times higher res-
olution. As a result, we increased our throughput and 
were able to accurately assess total seed weight per ear, 
seed number per ear, seed weight along the ear and sin-
gle seed characteristics such as single seed weight, seed 
size, seed shape, seed surface area and physical den-
sity of seeds. Additionally, we were able to reconstruct 
morphological deformations which are symptomatic of 
wheat grown under drought and frost stress. We tested 
the method on material with a broad genetic diversity 
and under two abiotic stress regimes.

Results
Computed tomography measurements
Our aim was to develop a non-invasive method to auto-
mate grain set measurements of wheat ears exposed 
to different abiotic stresses. The measured parameters 
included total seed weight per ear, seed number per ear 
(> 2.0  mm), seed weight along the ear and single seed 
characteristics such as single seed weight, seed size 
(volume), seed shape (spherical ratio) and seed surface 
area. Total seed weight refers to the sum of the weight 
of all seeds per ear. The single seed weight is the weight 
of one individual seed. Seed weight along the ear was 
calculated as the sum of the measured weight of seeds 
at the particular position for all ears. Single seed char-
acteristics were measured for each seed individually 
and then averaged per ear.

Ears of plants subjected to either drought or com-
bined drought and heat stress were initially measured 
with a total of 8441 projections and a scanning time 
of ~ 70  min for four ears. To increase the throughput, 
a lower number of projections (3082 projections) was 
tested which produced images of similar quality and 
were still accurate enough for data acquisition and 
analysis. Scanning time decreased to ~ 25  min, result-
ing in a scanning time of 7 min per ear. These settings 
were used for routine scans.
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3D reconstruction and seed trait extraction
After the image acquisition of the raw 2D projections 
each stack of helical computed tomography scans is 
reconstructed using a Filtered-Back-Projection-Algo-
rithm developed within the Development of X-ray Center 
(Fraunhofer Institute of Integrated Circuits, Germany). 
This reconstruction algorithm is implemented follow-
ing the principle described in Buzug et  al. [33]. This 
algorithm normalize the output 3D volume via the auto-
matic detection of the unattenuated intensity on each 
projection. Thus, variations in the primary beam inten-
sity does not change the calculated absorption within 
a voxel. Additionally, the algorithm convert the same 
range of absorption values within the raw 3D volume 
to an unsigned 16-bit grey value volume. Doing so, the 
grey values within the resulting 3D dataset represent the 
physical absorption within the ears for the specific x-ray 
beam spectrum used during the measurement. With-
out this normalization approach in the Filtered-Back-
Projection, it is not possible to use the apparent grey 
values as a measure of the absorption. Within this pub-
lication all grey values mentioned are reconstructed as 
described above. If the physical absorption is mentioned, 
the derived float value of the reconstruction algorithm is 
meant.

After the segmentation, the four ears within the vol-
umes were manually divided into individual sub volumes. 
The EarS segmentation algorithm was used to segment 
the individual 3D volumes of an ear. An example of the 
visualization and segmentation is shown in Fig. 1. Addi-
tionally to the 3D visualization for two different ears 
(Fig. 1a), a 2D cross-section and the segmentation over-
view is shown (Fig.  1b). The algorithm is segmenting 
all seeds along the ear in 3D. Subsequently, each seed is 
stored in a small 3D volume for feature extraction. Addi-
tionally, a 2D cross section is created alongside the larg-
est diameter within the seed (Fig. 1b).

Using a subset of about 10% ears, the correction fac-
tor between the virtual seed weight and the measured 
seed weight was determined. This correction factor was 
later on used for the calibration of the virtual total seed 
weight. For all the individual seed volumes a set of volu-
metric features is calculated and stored in a comma sepa-
rated file.

Evaluation of the image analysis algorithm
The performance of the algorithm was evaluated by 
comparing estimated (virtual) versus manually meas-
ured (actual) traits including total seed weight and num-
ber of seeds of > 2.0  mm size from the 291 wheat ears. 
The 2  mm diameter was selected to virtually represent 
the sieve during the threshing process. Thus, all seeds 

featuring a diameter smaller than 2  mm in every direc-
tion are omitted virtually. Scatter plots of virtual versus 
actual measurements are shown in Fig. 2a for the weight 
and 2b for the number of seeds > 2.0  mm. Total seed 
weight per ear was reduced (p ≤ 0.001) under combined 
drought and heat (DH) stress in comparison to the single 
drought stress (D). Seed weight under DH ranged from 
0.03 to a maximum of 1.97 g per ear with an average of 
0.40 g, whereas values ranged from 0.06 to 3.22 g with an 
average of 1.57 g per ear under D. Both plants with very 
small seed weight and with big seed weight were repre-
sented well by the algorithm, capturing a wide range of 
seed weights. Coefficients of determination (r2) were high 
between virtual and actual seed weight per ear with an r2 
of 0.83 and 0.96 under D and DH, respectively.

Number of seeds > 2.0  mm of size were severely 
reduced (p ≤ 0.001) under DH in comparison to D. Under 
DH, only 25.7% of the plants contained seeds above 
2.0 mm, whereas under D 87.4% of the plants produced 
larger seeds. In addition, plants under DH produced a 
maximum of 49 seeds per ear, while plants under D pro-
duced up to 73 seeds per ear. By contrast, the amount of 
small seeds (< 2.0 mm) per ear was increased under DH 
in comparison to D. The coefficient of determination 
between virtual and actual seed numbers were highest 

Fig. 1  Reconstruction of wheat ears. a Virtual cross-section of the 
three-dimensional reconstruction of two wheat ears subjected to 
drought (left) and combined drought and heat (right) stress. b 2D 
representation of each seed at its maximum diameter of one ear
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Fig. 2  Predictions of seed weight and seed number per ear. Comparison of a virtual total seed weight per ear with actual total seed weight per ear 
and b comparison of virtual seed number per ear (seeds > 2.0 mm) with actual seed number of per ear. Under drought, 125 out of the 143 plants 
produced seeds above 2.0 mm, under combined drought and heat only 38 out of the 148 plants produced seeds of > 2.0 mm of size. r2, correlation 
coefficient



Page 5 of 12Schmidt et al. Plant Methods           (2020) 16:15 	

under D (r2 of 0.99). The coefficient of determination 
under DH were high (r2 of 0.70) but lower in comparison 
to D probably due to reduced number of plants contain-
ing big seeds.

Ears of the same accession but under different treat-
ments showed mostly an average to good performance 
(i.e., seed weight ≥ 1.50  g, seed number ≥ 36) under D, 
but a bad performance under DH (i.e., seed number of 
zero). Ten out of the 46 accessions with ears exposed to 
D and DH were susceptible to both treatments with most 
of them being Australian varieties. Eight accessions per-
formed relatively well under D and DH (i.e. seed weight 
ranging between 0.68 and 1.58 g with 17 to 45 seeds per 
ear) of which most were older varieties from Australia, 
Mexico, Asia and Canada. Even if some accessions per-
formed well under both treatments, their performance 
under DH was never higher than the one under D which 
is not surprising since two stresses have a more severe 
impact on seed weight and seed number than a single 
stress alone.

Virtual measurements of wheat grain set in response 
to drought and heat stress
The EarS algorithm was used to acquire seed set char-
acteristics and to estimate the performance of diverse 
wheat accessions under two stress regimes. Significant 
differences between D and DH treatments were observed 
for four of the six virtually measured seed set character-
istics (Fig.  3). Under DH, single seed weight as well as 
seed size (i.e. seed volume) were reduced in comparison 
to D. Seeds under D weight on average 0.03  g, whereas 
seed under DH were on average 0.02 g lighter, probably 
due to a reduced seed size. Seeds from plant under DH 
were also less round (i.e. reduced spherical ratio) but had 
an increased surface compared to seeds from plants sub-
jected to D. Mean attenuation value is representing the 
physical density and were similar under both treatments 
with an average value of 0.80.

Decrease in spherical ratio of seeds under DH in com-
parison to D correlated with a decreased seed size, mean-
ing that ears exposed to DH developed mostly seeds 
which were smaller and less round (Fig. 4). Ears of plants 
exposed to D contained mostly larger and rounder seeds 
with an average seed volume of 23.04 mm3 and a spheri-
cal ratio of 0.53 compared to an average seed volume of 
7.98 mm3 and a spherical ratio of 0.46 under DH. Larger 
seeds had a fully developed crease and germ. The major-
ity of the plants under DH showed severe seed deforma-
tions with large hollow cavities in the middle of the seeds 
(crease) and a not fully developed germ indicating an 
inhibition of grain filling or a late abortion. Those cavities 
lead to a larger surface area of seeds under DH compared 
to most seeds under D. The relative number of surface 

voxel is calculated as the ration of number of surface 
voxel divided by the volume of the seed. Which means 
that this value is close to zero for objects close to a sphere 
and close to one for a plane.

To represent variations in the impact of both stress 
regimes on seed weight along the ear, the average virtual 
seed weight was plotted against the normalised ear posi-
tion (Fig. 5). The central region of the ear contained more 
large seeds (seed size > 2.0  mm) than the top and bot-
tom of the ear for both D and DH treatments. However, 
clear differences in seed weight between D and DH were 
observed. Under DH, seed weight was in general low 
along the whole ear with a slight decrease at the top and 
bottom of the ear (average 0.01  g) and the highest seed 
weight at position 0.55 (centre of ear, average 0.02  g). 
Average seed weight under DH was always below the 
seed weight under D along the whole ear (Fig. 5). Under 
D, average seed weight was severely decreased at the top 
and base of the ear (average 0.03 g) in comparison to rest 
of the ear. Interestingly, the highest seed weight was not 
located directly in the centre (position 0.50) but rather 
shifted towards the top of the ear (around 0.65–0.70, 
average 0.036 g).

Discussion
Although the application of computed tomography to 
plants has been published before [23–32], our method 
enabled us to considerably increase speed and accuracy 
of grain measurement as well as to measure small genetic 
differences between wheats under stress conditions. Pre-
viously implemented computed tomography pipelines in 
wheat struggled with fusion problems between seeds due 
to the use of a low resolution. Further, due to long prepa-
ration and scanning times, only a small number of acces-
sions and ears could be measured [30–32]. Our aim was 
therefore to develop a non-destructive, faster and more 
accurate computed tomography pipeline to predict yield 
related traits for a wide range of wheat accessions under 
different abiotic stress regimes.

Scanning time for each ear was around seven minutes 
in comparison to 40- and 80-min scanning time per ear 
in Hughes et al. [31] and Strange et al. [30], respectively, 
while using a two- to three-times higher resolution. The 
higher resolution allowed us to get a more detailed view 
of seeds and to reduce fusion issues achieving a higher 
accuracy of 0.83–0.96 for seed weight and 0.70–0.99 for 
seed number. In order to establish a computed tomog-
raphy pipeline capable of predicting most accurately 
seed weight per ear and the derived seed traits, we cal-
culated a virtual seed weight instead of seed volume 
only [31, 32]. Current pipelines tested in wheat work for 
fully developed, well filled seeds but would struggle to 
identify underdeveloped, poorly filled seeds. This is of 
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Fig. 3  Virtually measured seed set characteristics under drought and combined drought and heat treatment. Mean attenuation mean value are 
representing the physical density of the seeds. Seed set characteristics were measured for each seed individually and subsequently averaged per 
ear. Drought: n = 143; drought and heat: n = 148. *, **, ***, ****Indicate p ≤ 0.05, 0.01, 0.001 and 0.0001, respectively. Ns not significant
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importance due to the increased occurrence of underde-
veloped seeds under abiotic stresses which feature a rela-
tive volume but are mainly hollow inside caused by the 
impediment in the development and grain filling of the 
seeds [34–36]. Poorly filled seeds affect negatively seed 

test weight and are diminished in their milling and bak-
ing qualities in comparison to well filled seeds. The differ-
entiation between poorly and well filled seeds is therefore 
crucial in order to estimate the actual grain production 
and quality outcome [37].

Fig. 4  Seed morphology analysis. a Virtual spherical ratio versus virtual seed volume of single seeds under drought and drought and heat stress. b 
3D reconstruction of a seed under drought stress with a length of 4.9 mm (left) and drought and heat stress with a length of 3.7 mm (right)
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Under D and DH, we detected small, underdeveloped 
seeds with a “shrivelled” appearance. This phenom-
enon has been previously observed visually in wheat by 
Cromey et  al. [35] and Gaines et  al. [37] under rainfed 
and frost conditions but has not been shown with any of 
the so far implemented computed tomography pipelines. 
Most shrivelled seeds occurred in plants exposed to DH 
indicating a synergistic effect of both abiotic stresses. 
Apart from the “shrivelled” appearance, we could also 
observe a stress induced deformation of the germ and 
an increased crease cavity explaining the increase in 
seed surface of smaller seeds (Fig. 4b). Future investiga-
tion of why and when these deformations occur might 
be possible using computed tomography scans gaining 
new insight into seed and ear morphology under differ-
ent abiotic stresses. In contrast, the mean attenuation 
value was similar under both treatments, indicating that 
the starch density was only slightly affected by the heat 
component of the DH treatment. Smaller seeds seem 
therefore to accumulate starch in the same density but 
in less amount than bigger seeds causing potentially the 
described cavities.

As in previous studies, we could demonstrate the syn-
ergistic effect of D and H on seed weight, single seed 
weight and number of seeds > 2.0 mm [38, 39]. All traits 
were similarly affected with a decrease between 64 and 
83%, the highest decrease being in seed number. Seed 
number explains up to 84% of the variation in yield and is 
therefore a crucial component for improving yield under 
abiotic stress [40–42]. Most studies report a decrease in 
seed number if the stress occurs during meiosis,however, 
recent papers showed also an effect on seed number 
under post-anthesis stress [38, 39, 43]. Average seed 
weight was decreased at the top and bottom of the ear 
under both treatments with a more severe effect of DH. 
The decrease of seed weight at the extremes of the ears is 
likely due to the spatial differences in the development of 
the ear with the middle flowering usually earlier than top 
and bottom parts [9, 10].

Using a genetically diverse material enabled us to cap-
ture a broad variation in seed weight and components for 
implementing our pipeline to identify germplasm with an 
increased drought and heat tolerance. In our study, eight 
accessions, predominantly from countries characterized 

Fig. 5  Virtual seed weight in relation to position in ear. 0 marks the first seed detected at the bottom of the ear including big (seed size > 2.0 mm) 
and small seeds (seed size < 2.0 mm) and 1 the last seed detected at the top of the ear. For illustration, a wheat ear subjected to drought (green 
background) and to drought and heat (orange background) are attached. Drought: n = 143; drought and heat: n = 148
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by dry and hot summers (i.e., Australia, Iraq, Tunisia, 
India and Mexico) showed relatively good performances 
under both treatments in regard to seed weight. Those 
accessions produced on average more seeds and seeds 
of increased weight, size and rounder shape. Screen-
ing genetic diversity for tolerant germplasms is essen-
tial for mining novel candidate genes underlying traits 
of agricultural importance such as abiotic stress toler-
ance. Novel genes and alleles can then be implemented 
in breeding programmes to breed high-yielding crops 
adapted to future climates [44].

Future perspectives
The combination of both molecular and high-throughput 
phenotyping technologies is important for the improve-
ment of crops under abiotic stresses [45]. The computed 
tomography pipeline we developed enables the analysis 
of thousands of ears in a relative short time, numbers 
that would allow to study precisely the genetic of grain 
set development in large genetic populations and mutant 
collections. The approach could also be used to screen 
large and diverse collections preserved in gene banks 
allowing to explore distant gene pools and possibly pre-
select material with high yield potential for breeding. 
The method could also be adapted to other crops such 
as barley. Single time point measurements could also be 
replaced by dynamic data such as kinetics of grain growth 
and potentially embryo development as well as develop-
mental alterations over time induced by abiotic stresses.

Conclusions
We developed a robust, fast and accurate computed 
tomography pipeline for wheat which can measure seed 
traits under various stress conditions and for a broader 
range of wheat accessions. We demonstrated that our 
method can detect small genetic differences between 
wheats, ears and even single seeds, which is essential to 
improve grain yield and produce resilient varieties. More 
importantly our method is amenable to automation ena-
bling us to phenotype, with high resolution, one hundred 
thousand wheat heads in 6 weeks only. This throughput is 
compatible with large scale genetic studies and breeding 
programmes where hundred thousand yield plots have to 
be assessed every year in the field. Additional morpholog-
ical traits such as seed shrivelling and germ deformation 
have been measured for the first time under combined 
drought and heat stress. Our computed tomography 
pipeline is therefore a quick method enabling the meas-
urements of common seed traits in combination with a 
detailed analysis of seed and ear morphology.

Methods
Plant material
A panel of 315 diverse bread wheat accessions was 
sown in 2017 (from May to November) on the Waite 
Campus of the University of Adelaide (Urrbrae, South 
Australia). Plants were grown in a polyurethane tun-
nel in pots filled with a substrate mix (clay-loam, sand 
and coco peat, 1:1:1) supplemented with a basal, slow-
release fertilizer. Pots were watered from underneath 
and kept under well-watered conditions until anthesis. 
Three days after anthesis of the primary tiller, plants 
were exposed individually to either drought or com-
bined drought and heat, mimicking growing conditions 
common in the southern Australian climate. Drought 
was imposed by stopping irrigation for 6 days. The heat 
treatment was applied on the 4th day of the drought 
treatment by moving the plants in a heat chamber to 
expose plants to 35/25  °C day/night for three days. 
Treatments were arranged in a randomized split-plot 
design with three replications. A subset of 291 ears 
of the primary tiller which varied regarding yield and 
yield-related traits (143 drought-treated and 148 com-
bined drought and heat-treated) were selected from 203 
of the 315 accessions with 46 accessions represented in 
both treatments. A list of accessions is given in Addi-
tional file 1.

Computed tomography measurements
X-ray computed tomography measurements were per-
formed at the Development Center X-Ray Technology 
(EZRT) of the Fraunhofer Institute of Integrated Circuits 
(Fürth, Germany) using the “CTportable160.90”. The 
scanner consisted of a cone beam X-ray source with volt-
age ranging from 20 to 90 kV, current up to 89 µA and a 
detector size of 2304 × 1278 pixels (49.5  μm pixel size). 
The system consists of a Thermo Scientific PXS5-928 
microfocus monoblock X-ray source, featuring a trans-
mission target with only 6 mm spot to window spacing. 
Additionally, the focal spot size of the source is depend-
ent on the actual power (4  µm @ 2  watts). The sam-
ple stage can be positioned between X-ray source and 
detector with a minimum focus object distance (FOD) 
of 10  mm and a maximum FOD of 285  mm. The focus 
detector distance (FDD) is fixed to 290  mm. Thus, the 
maximum nominal magnification is 29 for objects with 
diameters below 8  mm. However, limiting the maxi-
mum magnification to about 18 will result in an accept-
able edge blurring of 1.4 pixel due to the focal spot size 
of 4  µm. The resulting maximum resolution is 2.8  μm. 
The detector is a 14 bit CMOS sensor (Teledyne DALSA 
Shad-o-Box 3K HS) with a direct-contact Gd2O2S scintil-
lator (Kodak Min-R 2190) scintillation foil.
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Within this experiment, the system was operated at 
90  kV and 80  µA and a nominal spatial voxel sampling 
of 31.25 µm to cover the biggest field of view during the 
scan. To extend the vertical field of view a helical scan-
ning geometry was used to scan four ears simultaneously 
(i.e. vertical movement during several 360° rotations). 
Thus, ears were scanned in their full length and at the 
same time Feldkamp artefacts are avoided. A total of 
3082 projections within 4.24 times 360° rotations in a hel-
ical scan were taken with an exposure time of 500 ms in 
a FlyBy acquisition allowing the system to rotate the ear 
constantly during the image exposure. Each scan lasted 
about 27 min producing images with a spatial voxel sam-
pling of 31.25 μm pixel−1. The software Volex 6 (Fraun-
hofer Institute of Integrated Circuits, Germany) was used 
for controlling the system.

3D reconstruction and seed trait extraction
Images were 3D reconstructed with a filtered back pro-
jection (Fraunhofer Institute for Integrated Circuits, 
Germany, REL-2.1.1) and cropped using the software 
VolumePlayerPlus (Fraunhofer Institute for Integrated 
Circuits, Germany, 8.1.9). The algorithm EarS (Fraun-
hofer Institute for Integrated Circuits, Germany, Revi-
sion number 227116) determines a wide range of wheat 
ear and grain components. To evaluate the performance 
of the image analysis algorithm, ears were carefully 
threshed by hand and total seed weight and seed num-
ber (seeds > 2.0 mm of size) were measured. The obtained 
parameters were correlated with the data from the X-ray 
scans. The EarS algorithm first separates each individual 
grain from the ear itself. Each grain is automatically ori-
ented using a principal axis transformation in 3D. Thus, 
2D cross sections alongside the largest slice can be used 
for fast visual inspection of the performance of the algo-
rithm. Additionally, for each individual grain different 
features are analysed in 3D and stored in a csv file. With 
the current revision number 227116 of EarS, for each 
grain, following digital traits are calculated within the 
ear:

•	 Amount of voxel in the grain.
•	 Corresponding volume of the grain in mm3.
•	 Virtual weight in g.
•	 Centre of mass of the grain in the 3D volume in x, y, z 

coordinates.
•	 Mean attenuation value of the grain.
•	 Aspect ratio of the grain.
•	 Surface of the grain.
•	 Ratio between volume and surface of the grain.

The amount of voxel is gathered by automatically 
separating the grain from the surrounding biological 

material. Having the voxel sampling size calibrated 
within the system, the volume of the whole grain is 
derived multiplying the physical voxel size with the 
amount of voxel within a seed. Using the volume and 
the mean physical absorption, a virtual weight can 
be calculated and therefore the position of the centre 
of the mass of each grain [46]. The value of the mean 
physical absorption is directly generated from the nor-
malization of the FireFly Filtered-Back-Projection. 
The centre of mass is used to calculate the distances 
between individual grains alongside the ear. The sur-
face is approximated by counting the number of voxels 
connected to the binary background of the volume. Out 
of this, it is possible to calculate the surface to volume 
ratio for each grain. Another morphological trait is the 
aspect ratio calculated by comparing the radius of the 
minimum covering sphere with the radius of a sphere 
featuring the same volume as the grain. Values between 
0 and 1 are derived, where 0 would be an infinite long 
and thin rod, and 1, a perfect sphere. Whereas most of 
the calculations for the aspect ratio are in 2D [47], the 
EarS algorithm expands the aspect ratio calculation to 
3D.

Supplementary information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https​://doi.
org/10.1186/s1300​7-020-00565​-w.

Additional file 1. List of Triticum aestivum accessions.

Abbreviations
2D: Two-dimensional; 3D: Three-dimensional; D: Drought; DH: Combined 
drought and heat stress; r2: Correlation coefficient; RGB: Red–green–blue.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the Australian Grains Genebank for supplying 
seeds for the experiment at the University of Adelaide.

Authors’ contributions
JS conducted the experiment at the University of Adelaide and wrote the 
manuscript. JC, DF, TG, and SG edited the manuscript. JC created the figures 
and carried out the statistical analysis. JS, JC, SG and AE performed the X-ray 
scanning. NW developed the algorithm. DF designed and supervised the 
experiment at the University of Adelaide. SG supervised the X-ray scans and 
algorithm development. TG and SG conceived and designed the X-ray experi-
ment. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
The project was funded by the Australian Research Council Industrial Transfor-
mation Research Hub for Genetic Diversity and Molecular Breeding for Wheat 
in a Hot and Dry Climate (Project number IH130200027).

Availability of data and materials
Not applicable.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Not applicable.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13007-020-00565-w
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13007-020-00565-w


Page 11 of 12Schmidt et al. Plant Methods           (2020) 16:15 	

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details
1 School of Agriculture, Food and Wine, The University of Adelaide, Glen 
Osmond, SA, Australia. 2 Fraunhofer Development Center X-Ray Technology, 
Fürth, Germany. 3 Innolea, 6 chemin de Panedautes, 31700 Mondonville, 
France. 

Received: 16 October 2019   Accepted: 6 February 2020

References
	1.	 Shiferaw B, Smale M, Braun HJ, Duveiller E, Reynolds M, Muricho G. Crops 

that feed the world 10. Past successes and future challenges to the role 
played by wheat in global food security. Food Secur. 2013;5:291–317.

	2.	 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. World food 
situation. 2018. https​://www.fao.org/world​foods​ituat​ion/csdb/en/. 
Accessed 5 Oct 2018.

	3.	 Tester M, Langridge P. Breeding technologies to increase crop production 
in a changing world. Science. 2010;327:818–22.

	4.	 He Z, Joshi AK, Zhang W. Climate vulnerabilities and wheat production. 
In: Pielke RA, editor. Climate vulnerability: understanding and addressing 
threats to essential resources. Waltham: Academic Press; 2013. p. 57–67.

	5.	 Demotes-Mainard S, Doussinault S, Meynard JM. Effects of low radiation 
and low temperature at meiosis on pollen viability and grain set in wheat. 
Agronomie. 1995;15:357–65.

	6.	 Foulkes MJ, Sylvester-Bradley R. The ability of wheat cultivars to with-
stand drought in UK conditions: formation of grain yield. J Agric Sci. 
2002;138:153–69.

	7.	 Weldearegay DF, Yan F, Jiang D, Liu F. Independent and combined effects 
of soil warming and drought stress during anthesis on seed set and grain 
yield in two spring wheat varieties. J Agron Crop Sci. 2012;198:245–53.

	8.	 Blum A. Improving wheat grain filling under stress by stem reserve mobi-
lisation. Euphytica. 1998;100:77–83.

	9.	 Whaley JM, Kirby EJM, Spink JH, Foulkes MJ, Sparkes DL. Frost damage 
to winter wheat in the UK: the effect of plant population density. Eur J 
Agron. 2004;21:105–15.

	10.	 Lukac M, Gooding MJ, Griffiths S, Jones HE. Asynchronous flowering and 
within-plant flowering diversity in wheat and the implications for crop 
resilience to heat. Ann Bot. 2012;109:843–50.

	11.	 Macdonald S. The progress of the early threshing machine. Agric Hist Rev. 
1975;23:63–77.

	12.	 Tuff DW, Telford HS. Wheat fracturing as affecting infestation by Crypto-
lestes ferrugineus. J Econ Entomol. 1964;57:513–6.

	13.	 Basavaraja H, Mahajanashetti SB, Udagatti NC. Economic analysis of post-
harvest losses in food grains in India: a case study of Karnataka. Agric 
Econ Res Rev. 2007;20:117–26.

	14.	 Tzarfati R, Saranga Y, Barak V, Gopher A, Korol AB, Abbo S. Threshing 
efficiency as an incentive for rapid domestication of emmer wheat. Ann 
Bot. 2013;112:829–37.

	15.	 Duan L, Yang W, Huang C, Liu Q. A novel machine-vision-based facility 
for the automatic evaluation of yield-related traits in rice. Plant Methods. 
2011;7:44–57.

	16.	 Dencic S, Kastori R, Kobiljski B, Duggan B. Evaluation of grain yield and its 
components in wheat cultivars and landraces under near optimal and 
drought conditions. Euphytica. 2000;113:43–52.

	17.	 Nicol JM, Ortiz-Monasterio I. Effects of the root-lesion nematode Pratylen-
chus thornei on wheat yields in Mexico. Nematology. 2004;6:485–93.

	18.	 Shanahan JF, Schepers JS, Francis DD, Varvel GE, Wilhelm WW, Tringe JM, 
et al. Use of remote-sensing imagery to estimate corn grain yield. Agron J 
Abstr. 2001;93:583–9.

	19.	 Golzarian MR, Frick RA, Rajendran K, Berger B, Roy S, Tester M, et al. Accu-
rate inference of shoot biomass from high-throughput images of cereal 
plants. Plant Methods. 2011;7:2.

	20.	 Tisne S, Serrand Y, Bach L, Gilbault E, Ben Ameur R, Balasse H, et al. Phe-
noscope: an automated large-scale phenotyping platform offering high 
spatial homogeneity. Plant J. 2013;74:534–44.

	21.	 Muraya MM, Chu J, Zhao Y, Junker A, Klukas C, Reif JC, Altmann T. Genetic 
variation of growth dynamics in maize (Zea mays L.) revealed through 
automated non-invasive phenotyping. Plant J. 2017;89:366–80.

	22.	 Jimenez-Berni JA, Deery DM, Rozas-Larraondo P, Condon AG, Rebetzke 
GJ, James RA, et al. High throughput determination of plant height, 
ground cover, and above-ground biomass in wheat with LiDAR. Front 
Plant Sci. 2018;9:237.

	23.	 Yang W, Xu X, Duan L, Luo Q, Chen S, Zeng S, Liu Q. High-throughput 
measurement of rice tillers using a conveyor equipped with X-ray com-
puted tomography. Rev Sci Instrum. 2011;82:025102–9.

	24.	 Gregory PJ, Hutchison DJ, Read DB, Jenneson PM, Gilboy WB, Morton E. 
Non-invasive imaging of roots with high resolution X-ray micro-tomogra-
phy. Plant Soil. 2003;255:351–9.

	25.	 Pfeifer J, Kirchgessner N, Colombi T, Walter A. Rapid phenotyping of crop 
root systems in undisturbed field soils using X-ray computed tomogra-
phy. Plant Methods. 2015;11:1–8.

	26.	 Metzner R, Eggert A, van Dusschoten D, Pflugfelder D, Gerth S, Schurr U, 
Uhlmann N, Jahnke S. Direct comparison of MRI and X-ray CT technolo-
gies for 3D imaging of root systems in soil: potential and challenges for 
root trait quantification. Plant Methods. 2015;11:1–11.

	27.	 Moreira de Carvalho ML, van Aelst AC, van Eck JW, Hoekstra FA. Pre-
harvest stress cracks in maize (Zea mays L.) kernels as characterized 
by visual, X-ray and low temperature scanning electron microscopical 
analysis: effect on kernel quality. Seed Sci Res. 1999;9:227–236.

	28.	 Narvankar DS, Singh CB, Jayas DS, White NDG. Assessment of soft 
X-ray imaging for detection of fungal infection in wheat. Biosyst Eng. 
2009;103:49–56.

	29.	 Frisullo P, Laverse J, Barnaba M, Navarini L, Del Nobile MA. Coffee beans 
microstructural changes induced by cultivation processing: an X-ray 
microtomographic investigation. J Food Eng. 2012;109:175–81.

	30.	 Strange H, Zwiggelaar R, Sturrock C, Mooney SJ, Doonan JH. Non-
destructive, high-content analysis of wheat grain traits using X-ray micro 
computed tomography. Funct Plant Biol. 2015;42:452–9.

	31.	 Hughes N, Askew K, Scotson CP, Williams K, Sauze C, Corke F, et al. Non-
destructive, high-content analysis of wheat grain traits using X-ray micro 
computed tomography. Plant Methods. 2017;13:76.

	32.	 Hughes N, Oliveira HR, Fradgley N, Corke FMK, Cockram J, Doonan 
JH, et al. CT trait analysis reveals morphometric differences between 
domesticated temperate small grain cereals and their wild relatives. Plant 
J. 2019;99:98–111.

	33.	 Buzug TM. Computed tomography: from photon statistics to modern 
cone-beam CT. Berlin: Springer; 2008.

	34.	 Pena RJ, Nagarajan P, Bates LS. Grain shriveling in secondary hexaploid 
triticale. II. Morphology of mature and developing grains related to grain 
shriveling. Cereal Chem. 1982;59:459–68.

	35.	 Cromey M, Wright D, Boddington H. Effects of frost during grain filling on 
wheat yield and grain structure. N Z J Crop Hortic Sci. 1998;26:279–90.

	36.	 Zakaria S, Matsuda T, Tajima S, Nitta Y. Effect of high temperature at 
ripening stage on the reserve accumulation in seed in some rice cultivars. 
Plant Prod Sci. 2002;5:160–8.

	37.	 Gaines CS, Finney PF, Fleege LM, Andrews LC. Use of aspiration and 
the single-kernel characterization system to evaluate the puffed and 
shriveled condition of soft wheat grain. Cereal Chem. 1998;75:207–11.

	38.	 Prasad PVV, Pisipati SR, Momcilovic I, Ristic Z. Independent and combined 
effects of high temperature and drought stress during grain filling on 
plant yield and chloroplast EF-Tu expression in spring wheat. J Agron 
Crop Sci. 2011;197:430–41.

	39.	 Pradhan GP, Prasad PV, Fritz AK, Kirkham MB, Gill BS. Effects of drought 
and high temperature stress on synthetic hexaploid wheat. Funct Plant 
Biol. 2012;39:190–8.

	40.	 Frederick JR, Bauer PJ. Physiological and numerical components of wheat 
yield. In: Satorre EH, Slafer GA, editors. Wheat: ecology and physiology of 
yield determination. New York: Haworth Press; 1999. p. 45–65.

	41.	 Pinto RS, Reynolds MP, Mathews KL, McIntyre CL, Olivares-Villegas JJ, 
Chapman SC. Heat and drought adaptive QTL in a wheat population 
designed to minimize confounding agronomic effects. Theor Appl Genet. 
2010;121:1001–21.

	42.	 Dolferus R, Ji X, Richards RA. Abiotic stress and control of grain number in 
cereals. Plant Sci. 2011;181:331–41.

	43.	 Qaseem MF, Qureshi R, Muqaddasi QH, Shaheen H, Kousar R, Roder 
MS. Genome-wide association mapping in bread wheat subjected to 

https://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/csdb/en/


Page 12 of 12Schmidt et al. Plant Methods           (2020) 16:15 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your research ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

independent and combined high temperature and drought stress. PLoS 
ONE. 2018;13:6.

	44.	 Feuillet C, Langridge P, Waugh R. Cereal breeding takes a walk on the wild 
side. Trends Genet. 2008;24:24–322.

	45.	 Furbank RT, Tester M. Phenomics—technologies to relive the phenotyp-
ing bottleneck. Trends Plant Sci. 2011;16:1360–85.

	46.	 Ruina A, Pratap R. Center of mass and gravity. In: Introduction to statics 
and dynamics. Oxford University Press; 2015. p. 138–47 (Pre-print).

	47.	 Ahn SJ, Rauh W, Recknagel M. Circular coded landmark for optical 
3D-measurement and robot vision. In: Proceedings of the IEEE/RSJ 

international conference on intelligent robots and systems. Korea: Kyung-
hee Printing; 1999. p. 1128–33.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


	Drought and heat stress tolerance screening in wheat using computed tomography
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Results
	Computed tomography measurements
	3D reconstruction and seed trait extraction
	Evaluation of the image analysis algorithm
	Virtual measurements of wheat grain set in response to drought and heat stress

	Discussion
	Future perspectives

	Conclusions
	Methods
	Plant material
	Computed tomography measurements
	3D reconstruction and seed trait extraction

	Acknowledgements
	References




