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To image objects that are present in a random medium, one needs to know how sensitive measurements are to
different kinds of objects and to the position of those objects. Within the diffusion theory we generalize expressions that describe the sensitivity to extra scattering and extra absorption. The sensitivity is influenced
by the geometry and by the boundaries of the medium. We describe how sources and detectors at different
boundaries have to be handled theoretically. We then compare an unbounded medium, a medium having a
black boundary, and a medium having a mirror as a boundary and study the differences in sensitivity. Our
results are confirmed by experiments. © 1998 Optical Society of America [S0740-3232(98)00307-X]
OCIS codes: 000.6800, 100.6950, 110.4850, 120.5820, 170.3660, 290.1990.

1. INTRODUCTION
For imaging the interior of a turbid medium, several
methods have been developed in the recent past. The imaging consists of two parts. First, one has to define a geometry and a measurement. Next, one has to reconstruct the interior of the medium with the data. For
detection one has at one’s disposal, apart from
continuous-wave measurements, the time-resolved measurements and the photon-density-wave approach. For
reconstruction one uses, among others, backprojection
and algebraic reconstruction techniques. Both detection
and reconstruction depend on the geometry of the medium, the positions of sources and detectors, and the character of the objects that one wants to image.
Two factors are of experimental importance in detecting the object. The first is the accuracy of the measurements. In practice, this depends on the strength of the
signal: the larger the signal, the less the relative noise
and therefore the larger the accuracy. The second is the
sensitivity to inhomogeneities. This depends on the measurement method as well as on the position of the object
with respect to the source and the detector. For a given
accuracy one can ask the question, what kind of objects
can still be detected and possibly reconstructed? Which
measurement method is the best? Furthermore, since
the boundaries are of influence on the measured signal,
one can ask, which kind of boundary is best for imaging?
To address these questions, we will start with the calculation of the influence of an object on the measured signal. We are mainly interested in the order of magnitude
of the effect, so that we can give a reasonable estimate of
the accuracy needed to detect an object. We will generalize the methods given by den Outer et al.1 and Zhu
et al.2 to be able to split the effect of an object on a measurement into a geometry-dependent part—including
0740-3232/98/071797-16$15.00

boundaries, sources, and detectors—and a pure-objectdependent part. Both parts depend furthermore on the
optical parameters of the medium and possibly on the frequency of the amplitude modulation of the source. Timedependent sources are related to the latter by a Fourier
transform.
The treatment will lead to general formulas to estimate
the effect of objects on measurements for general geometries. We can then include the influence of the boundaries of the medium and compare these with measurements in an infinite medium. We will basically consider
two kinds of boundaries. The first are those that reflect
the major part of the light. This reflection can be due, for
instance, to a mirror. The second boundary to be considered is that consisting of a transparent medium surrounding the turbid medium, with possible refractiveindex mismatch. When this mismatch vanishes, none of
the light leaving the turbid medium will be reflected back
and the boundary is equivalent to a completely black
boundary.
To discuss the effects of boundaries, we will consider
the two basic classes of measurements, those in reflection
and those in transmission. In the first case we will consider a semi-infinite medium; in the second, a slab geometry. In both cases the source and the detector are located at the surface. We argue that our results are
qualitatively the same for other, possibly more complex
geometries.
The outline of this study is as follows. In Section 2 we
will calculate the influence of an object on a measurement. We will find a general formula that can be used in
any geometry. The object-dependent parameters are calculated for objects that have slightly different optical parameters compared with those of the background, as well
as for a completely black object. We will calculate the
© 1998 Optical Society of America
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sensitivity to both absorption and scattering. In Section
3 we will address the question of optimal boundaries. To
do this, we need to describe the effects of boundaries and
sources on the propagation of light. Subsequently, we
can estimate the difference in sensitivities between the
different kinds of boundaries. The theoretical results are
compared with experiments. Finally, in Section 4 we
present our conclusions.

2¹ 2 G ~ r, r8 ! 1 k 2 G ~ r, r8 ! 5 d ~ r 2 r8 ! ,

2. PERTURBATION THEORY FOR
GENERAL OBJECTS
Before we consider the influence of different boundaries,
we first need to consider the sensitivity of a measurement
for a given perturbation of the absorption and scattering
parameters. Hence we need to determine what the difference in a measurement is between a homogeneous medium and a medium with some perturbation. The precise quantity that one measures depends on a lot of
factors concerning the detector, among them its shape,
surface area, and acceptance angle. In general, however,
the measurement itself is proportional to the photon density at the detector position.3 The photon density F(r, t)
at position r and at time t is described by the diffusion
equation4

]
F ~ r, t ! 2 “ • D ~ r! “F ~ r, t ! 1 v m a ~ r! F ~ r, t !
]t
5 S ~ r, t ! .

(1)

(2)

The source term S(r, t) describes the density of photons
generated per second. The diffusion equation (1) has to
be supplemented with boundary conditions, which we will
consider below.
Since the diffusion theory can handle only photon densities, then, without being able to distinguish different directions of propagation, we must take the source S to be
isotropic. For simplicity we will consider only point
sources. A short discussion on nonisotropic light sources
will be given in Section 3, following Haskell et al.3 When
the source is amplitude modulated, the photon density
will be time dependent, although always nonnegative. If
we take only one Fourier component with frequency v
into account, a source at position rs is then given by
S ~ r, t ! 5 S v exp~ 2i v t ! d ~ r 2 rs ! .

(4)

with the same boundary conditions as those for F. Here
k 5 @ ( m a v 2 i v )/D # 1/2 is the inverse decay length of the
background medium. For use below we also define k 0
5 k ( v 5 0) 5 A3 m a m s , which is real. We suppose that
the solution to Eq. (4) is known. The photon density for
the homogeneous medium is then given by
F 0 ~ r! 5 ~ S v /D ! G ~ r, rs ! .

(5)

The Green function obeys the symmetry of reciprocity,10
G ~ r, r8 ! 5 G ~ r8 , r! ,

(6)

which can be useful in calculations.
An important Green function in our calculations is that
of the infinite medium, given by
G ` ~ r 2 rs ! 5 ~ 1/4p r ! exp~ 2k r ! ,

The absorption coefficient m a and the transport scattering
coefficient m s can depend on the position in the medium.
(We disregard the prime sometimes used to distinguish
the transport scattering coefficient from the scattering coefficient itself.) The diffusion constant D 5 31 v/ m s (v is
the velocity of the light) then also depends on position.
We do not take any absorption dependence of the diffusion constant into account, as many other authors do,2–6
since corrections to D are of the same order as that of corrections to the diffusion equation itself.7–9 For the diffusion equation to be valid, one needs4,5

ma ! ms .

We will formulate the theory in terms of Green functions. A Green function describes the propagation of
light in a homogeneous medium (no objects present), having only one source at an arbitrary position r8 (not necessarily the position rs of the physical source). From now
on we will use m a and m s to characterize the homogeneous
background medium and use extra subscripts to denote
inhomogeneities. The Green function obeys the diffusion
equation

(3)

Unless v 5 0, the corresponding photon density will be
complex and have the same harmonic time dependence.

(7)

where r 5 u r 2 rs u is the distance to the source. When r
and r8 are close together and far from boundaries, all
Green functions tend to G ` . We will use this when we
consider the influence of small objects.
A. Born Series
For any source term S(r), the solution to the homogeneous diffusion equation can be found as
F ~ r! 5 D 21

E

dr8 G ~ r, r8 ! S ~ r8 ! .

(8)

Consider now the diffusion equation (1) at frequency v.
Rewrite it such that the left-hand side corresponds to the
homogeneous medium, and all terms that are due to perturbations of the optical parameters, as well as the physical source, are on the right-hand side:
2¹ 2 F ~ r! 1 k 2 F ~ r! 5

Sv
DD ~ r! 2
¹ F ~ r!
d ~ r 2 rs ! 1
D
D
1 D 21 @ “D obj~ r!# • @ “F ~ r!#
2 3 m s D m a ~ r! F ~ r! .

(9)

Here we introduced the perturbation in the absorption
constant and in the diffusion constant:
D m a ~ r! 5 m a,obj~ r! 2 m a ,
DD ~ r! 5 D obj~ r! 2 D,

(10a)
(10b)

where the subscript obj is used to distinguish the parameters from the background. For the scattering parameter
D m s , a similar relation holds. The complete right-hand
side of Eq. (9) then acts as a source in Eq. (8). In general,
one can therefore write the solution of the diffusion equation (after partial integration) as11,12
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DF ~ r! [ F ~ r! 2 F 0 ~ r!
5 23 m s
2

E

E

dr8 G ~ r, r8 ! D m a ~ r8 ! F ~ r8 !

dr8 @ “ r8 G ~ r, r8 !#

DD ~ r8 !
“ r 8 F ~ r8 ! .
D

(11)

By substituting the expression for F itself into the
right-hand side and repeating this for every new expression, one generates a series. Each term in this Born series contains only F 0 and G (which are proportional) or
derivatives thereof, but no longer the complete photon
density F. This (infinite) Born series is a solution of the
diffusion equation for any spatial variation of the optical
parameters.
For systems where the perturbation of m s and m a is
small, one can use the first-order Born approximation,
which implies that one replaces F on the right-hand side
of Eq. (11) by the most important contribution, F 0 . This
is the basis of the forward calculation in many reconstruction techniques,11,13–17 since it assumes that the measurements depend linearly on the perturbations.
B. Small Objects
Let us now consider a single small object. For an object
at position ro to be small, its characteristic size a must
obey
a ! u ro 2 rs u , u ro 2 ru , u k u 21 .

F ~ r! 5 F 0 ~ r! 2 3 m s G ~ r, ro !

E

V

dr8 D m a ~ r8 ! F ~ r8 ! ,
(13)

where V denotes the volume of the object. This still leads
to a Born series. Every term of this series contains in the
integral the photon density F 0 (r8 ) 5 S v D 21 G(r8 , rs ).
Again, this Green function varies only little over the volume of the object. Therefore the photon density can be
written as
F ~ r! 5 F 0 ~ r!@ 1 1 qQ ~ ro ; r, rs !# ,
2,18,19

where Q is the sensitivity for absorption
Q ~ ro ; r, rs ! 5

(14)
defined by

4 p G ~ r, ro ! G ~ ro , rs !
.
k0
G ~ r, rs !

(15)
20

The dependence of Q on r has a banana shape.
The
(real) factor 4 p / k 0 is conventional and has been chosen to
make Q unitless and void of factors 4p for the infinite medium. The rest of the Born series gives the strength q of
the object:
q 5 2k 0

F

3ms
4p

3 12

E

V

dr8 D m a ~ r8 !

3ms
4p

E

V

dr 9

The usefulness of Eq. (14) [and similarly of Eq. (17) and
relation (21) below] lies in the fact that the sensitivity for
absorption Q depends not on the object but only on its position, and that the strength of the object, q, does not depend on geometrical factors of the surrounding medium.
The strength does depend on the spatial distribution of
the perturbation of the absorption coefficient, i.e., on the
shape of the object and its absorption contrast with respect to the background. Since any measurement depends only on the position of the object and its strength,
the shape of the object and the precise distribution of the
absorption inside the object are therefore not important
for the measurement. This means, for instance, that a
very small and completely black object can give the same
result as that for a larger object with only moderate absorption, as long as both fulfill condition (12). This has
consequences for reconstruction, in the sense that not all
characteristics of objects can be reconstructed. We will
give the strength q of several objects in Subsection 2C.
We can give the same analysis for an object that has no
extra absorption (D m a 5 0) but that has a different diffusion constant from that of the background. The description of scattering objects introduces the gradient of the
Green functions [cf. Eq. (11)]. Since we have two of
them, one for light going from source to object and one for
light going from object to detector, we need a matrix p ij
with two indices to describe the object. In the same way
as that above, we find that

F

(12)

Outside the object the perturbations of the optical parameters vanish (D m a 5 DD 5 0). Let us first consider only
a perturbation in m a , i.e., DD 5 0. Since the object is
small, the Green function G(r, r8 ) in the integral of Eq.
(11) is nearly constant and we find that

G

D m a~ r 9 !
~ 1 2 ¯ ! . (16)
u r8 2 r 9 u
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F ~ r! 5 F 0 ~ r! 1 1

(p

ij P ij ~ ro ;

G

r, rs ! .

i, j

(17)

Here P ij is the sensitivity for scattering:
4 p “ r o ,i G ~ r8 , ro ! “ r o , j G ~ ro , rs !
P i j ~ ro ; r, rs ! 5 2 3
.
k0
G ~ r, rs !
(18)
Again, the factor 24 p / k 0 3 is conventional. The object is
characterized by the symmetric matrix
p ij 5

k 03
4pD

E

V

F

dr8 DD ~ r8 ! d ij 2

1
4pD

(
k

G

E

V

dr 9 DD ~ r 9 !

1
3 “ r8 ,i “ r 9 ,k
~ d kj 2 ¯ ! .
u r8 2 r 9 u

(19)

For spherical symmetric objects the dipole term is a scalar: p ij 5 p d ij . In that case one needs not all elements
of P ij but only the trace:
P ~ r0 ; r, rs ! 5

(P

ii ~ r0 ;

r, rs !

i

4 p “ r o G ~ r8 , r o ! • “ r o G ~ ro , r s !
52 3
,
k0
G ~ r, rs !

(20)

which is the vector product of the gradients of two Green
functions.2 For objects with less symmetry, all components of p ij can, in principle, be nonzero. But the deviation from the contribution p d ij is generally small. Hence,
in all the examples, we will use the simplified form (20).
A difference between absorbing objects described by Eq.
(14) and scattering objects described by Eq. (17) is that
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the former actually take light away, whereas the latter
mainly redistribute the light, such that the total amount
of light detected does not necessarily change. The description of objects that includes both scattering and absorption is somewhat more complex than that above. We
will not address this problem here. We only note that
strengths describing the combination of absorption and
scattering are negligible when the object is also small
with respect to the absorption and scattering lengths of
the object itself, since such a combination is always a
higher-order effect.
The next question to be asked is, what is the result for
multiple objects? In first order all the different objects
contribute linearly to the measurement. That is, for
multiple objects, we can write

F

F ~ r! . F 0 ~ r! 1 1
1

( q Q~ r ; r , r !
o

o

o

s

G

( p P~ r ; r , r ! ,
o

o

o

s

d

(21)

k 0 3 VDD
,
4pD

q 5 0.

(22)

(23)

For spherical objects of radius a, one can find the results in Refs. 1 and 2 for general values of the optical parameters of the background and the object. For the specific case of D m a 5 0, DD 5 D obj 2 D is constant inside
the spherical object, and for k a ! 1, these reduce to
p sphere 5 ~ k 0 a ! 3

D obj 2 D
.
D obj 1 2D

3 k 03
4p

E

dro

E

dro D m a ~ ro ! Q ~ ro ; r, rs !

G

D obj~ ro ! 2 D
P ~ ro ; r, r2 ! .
D obj~ ro ! 1 2D

For the case of DD 5 0 and a large but constant D m a in
the object ( k obj a * 1), one finds1,2 that
q sphere 5 2k 0 a @ 1 2 tanh~ k obj a ! / k obja # ,

and for an object with only a small constant perturbation
in scattering, DD, we find that
p5

1

3 m sk 0
4p

(25)

C. Strength of Specific Objects
Now we will give the explicit form of the strengths q and
p for different objects. Not many of them can be calculated analytically, however. For small objects and perturbations that are not too large, we again need only to
take into account the first term of the series in Eqs. (16)
and (19). For an object with volume V and only a small
constant perturbation in absorption, D m a , we find that
p 5 0,

F

F ~ r! 5 F 0 ~ r! 1 2

d

where the index o identifies the objects. Equations (14)
and (17) and relation (21) generalize the expressions
given in Refs. 1, 2, and 21. We will see that the firstorder approximation (21) is good, even when the difference between F and F 0 is of the order of tens of percent.
Note that relation (21) is basically the first-order Born approximation discussed in Subsection 2.A, but now with a
more realistic description of single objects.

k 0 3 VD m a
,
q52
4pma

flected, almost at the point of entering. If this is so, the
absolute amount of scattering given by the value of D obj is
no longer important. Also, the opposite case of a very
transparent object, with large D obj , leads to a saturation
value of p 5 ( k 0 a) 3 . We see that as long as D obj and D
differ enough, their precise values are not important for
the determination of p.
We observe that for weak objects the strengths p and q
scale with the volume of the object. One can use this to
rewrite relation (21) into its integral equivalent12:

(24)

One can show that the series in Eq. (19) gives the same
result. Consequently, even for small radius a, one needs
to take the full series into account when DD itself is not
small. When the scattering in the object increases, D obj
decreases, until p reaches a maximum value of 2 21 ( k 0 a) 3 .
That p has a maximum is due to the fact that large scattering of the object implies that all the light will be re-

p 5 0.

(26)

In the limit of large absorption ( k obja @ 1), this leads to
the strength of a black sphere:
q black 5 2k 0 a.

(27)

Note again that in the limit of large perturbations the
precise value of the optical parameters of the object is no
longer important. The strength (27) can also be found by
solving the diffusion equation directly for a spherical
object,20 assuming that the photon density vanishes on
the boundary of the object:
F ~ u r 2 ro u 5 a ! 5 0.

(28)

That this boundary condition is not exact is well known.3,4
This is due to the approximate nature of the diffusion
equation, which requires that m a ! m s [cf. relation (2)].
This is not the case inside a strongly absorbing object.
Equation (28) works rather well, however, when corrections to length scales of the order of the scattering length
m s 21 are negligible. For a small absorbing sphere, this is
no longer the case, since a can be of the same order as
m s 21 . Therefore Eq. (27) no longer holds. In the neighborhood of an absorbing boundary, the photon density
does not vanish. Instead, it has an offset. A boundary
condition that incorporates this effect4 and hence generally gives more accurate results3 is (see also Section 3)
F 1 j ext n̂ • “F u at

the surface

5 0.

(29)

Here n̂ is a unit vector perpendicular to the surface of the
scattering medium and pointing outward. The extrapolation length j ext is of the order of m s 21 . Its precise value
depends on the ratio of refractive indices4,22–24 [cf. Eq.
(40) below] and on the geometry. Solving the diffusion
equation (1) with a spherical object but using the boundary condition (29) instead of Eq. (28), one finds that

k 0a 2
q black 5 2
.
a 1 j ext

(30)

The length j ext itself depends only weakly on a. For
large a it takes the value of the semi-infinite medium4
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j ext 5 2/3m s . In the limit of vanishing a, its value is j a
and will be calculated in the following.
Consider a virtual sphere of radius a ! m s 21 . We
know that for a given source strength S v (in photons per
second) the photon density at the position ro of this
sphere is given by F 0 (ro ). Within the diffusion approximation the photon flux is given by4 I(r, ŝ) 5 (v/4p )(F 0
2 m s 21 ŝ • “F 0 ). The number of photons entering the
sphere per unit of time, S o , is given by this flux I times
the cross section of the sphere, p a 2 , integrated over all
angles ŝ, which results in S o 5 p a 2 vF 0 . If the sphere is
completely black, S o denotes the number of photons absorbed by the sphere per unit of time. Hence the sphere
acts as a negative source with strength S o . The photon
density can now be written as
F ~ r! 5 F 0 ~ r! 2 ~ S o /D ! G ~ r ; ro ! .

(31)

Combining this with Eq. (14), we get q black
5 23 m s k 0 a 2 /4 and consequently j a 5 4/3m s , which is
two times as large as j ext for large a.
We see from Eq. (30) that a crossover exists in the dependence of q black on the radius a, between small black
spheres (a m s , 1) and larger spheres (a m s . 1). It is
fair to ask if such a crossover exists for spheres that have
only a small extra absorption compared with the background (D m a a ! 1). We know that for spheres that obey
the diffusion equation (and therefore have relatively
small m a ) Eqs. (22) hold and hence q ; a 3 . For a very
small sphere, we can use the same arguments as those
above.
The number of photons present is again
4 p F 0 (ra )a 3 /3. The frequency at which these photons
get absorbed in the sphere more than in the background
is D m a v.
Using again Eq. (31), we find that
q 5 2a 3 D m a m s k 0 conforms to the first of Eqs. (22). We
see that no crossover exists.
We can explain the cubic dependence on the radius a
qualitatively as follows. For any a the number of photons entering the object is proportional to the number of
photons absorbed if the object is perfectly black, i.e.,
} q black from Eq. (30). When a is small, this number
scales with a 2 . The average path length is linear in a.
Consequently, the extra absorption that determines q is
cubic in a. When a gets larger, the number of photons
entering the sphere scales with a. The average length
that a photon travels inside the sphere is then no longer
linear in a: the photon will have a diffusive motion inside the sphere. Its average time in the sphere will be
;a 2 /D, and hence the average path length in the sphere
will be ;a 2 m s . Again, we find that q is cubic in a.
D. Example
Let us consider a simple situation to obtain some insight
into the formulas, deriving the main dependencies on the
parameters, as well as getting some feeling for the sensitivity to scattering and absorption. We take both the
source and the detector at a distance r from the object, all
three of them on a line. The sensitivities are then given
by
Q5

2
,
k 0r

(32a)

P5

2
~ k 0r !3

~ 1 1 k r !2.

1801

(32b)

(Note the difference between the real k 0 , acting as a
length scale, and the complex and frequency-dependent
k.) In many cases of practical interest for medical imaging, the distance r between source and object is of the
same order as u k u 21 . This means that both sensitivities
are of equal order. For large r and zero frequency, they
are even identical in this geometry. When taking a realistic spherical object, where q and p are given by Eqs. (22)
and (24), we find the following for the perturbation in
photon densities:
DF q
2
Dma
,
52
~ k 0a !3
F0
3ma
k 0r
DF p

DD

2

~ 1 1 k r ! 2 , (33b)
F0
3D 1 DD
k 03r 3
where the index q ( p) denotes a perturbation in absorption (scattering). We see that, in general, the perturbation that is due to scattering can be as large as that which
is due to absorption. In many cases of practical interest,
however, the wavelength is chosen such that the mean
absorption of normal tissue is at a minimum.25 This
means that any change in the tissue will result in a
(large) increase in absorption, whereas the change in
scattering will average out. This is used, for instance, in
tissue oximetry.26 Hence we expect that, in practice,
D m a / m a @ DD/D, so that for medical imaging purposes
absorption is more important than scattering.

5

~ k 0a !3

(33a)

E. Amplitude-Modulated Sources
All formulas given above can be applied as well as to the
case of an amplitude-modulated source. We will, as in
the experiments, use the amplitude A and the phase w,
i.e.,
F 5 A exp~ i w ! ,

(34)

and write F 0 5 A 0 exp(iw0) for the homogeneous background medium. (For zero frequency F itself is real, and
hence w 5 0.) Consider a perturbation in the photon
density, which we can write as
DF 5 u DF u exp~ i q ! .

(35)

From this perturbation one needs to calculate the perturbation in A and w. For small perturbations we can write

S D
S D

DA
DF
5 u DF u cos~ q 2 w 0 ! /A 0 5 Re
,
A0
F0

(36a)

DF
.
F0

(36b)

D w 5 u DF u sin~ q 2 w 0 ! /A 0 5 Im

We give explicit formulas for the same example as that
above, where the object is exactly in the middle between
source and detector, both distances being equal to r. We
get

S DF

DA
2 a
5
A0
3 r

Dw 5

SD

2 a
3 r

G

Dma
DD
Re~ 1 1 k r ! 2 ,
~ k 0r !2 1
ma
3D 1 DD

3

2

(37a)
3

DD
Im~ 1 1 k r ! 2 .
3D 1 DD

(37b)
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In general, we see that the amplitude difference D A/A 0 is
sensitive mostly to absorption inside the object, whereas
the phase Dw is sensitive mostly to the extra scattering of
the object. When the object is not on the line between
source and detector, the sensitivity has an extra exponential factor. Because of this factor both amplitude and
phase can vary for a single object, even if it is purely absorbing or purely scattering with respect to the background.
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When we model a physical detector, the same argument as that above holds. The physical detector also consists of a fiber. We assume that it has a small aperture,
too. Because of the symmetry with respect to the source
fiber, the intensity detected in this way will be proportional to the photon density a length j in away from this
detector. This symmetry between source and detector is
a result of reciprocity 10 [cf. Eq. (6)]. There is another
way of looking at this. The approximation that one
makes in deriving the diffusion equation from the theory
of radiative transfer is to write the photon flux I(r, ŝ) at
position r in the direction ŝ as4

3. OPTIMAL BOUNDARIES
A. Sources and Boundaries
The purpose of our research is to image an object inside
some medium. This medium will, in general, be a finite
one. It is well known that the boundary of the medium
affects the measurements. One boundary of interest is
the open boundary, where only air or a transparent fluid
is surrounding the medium. For the description of the
scattering of light inside the medium, this is almost
equivalent to a complete black boundary, since no light
that leaves the turbid medium will reenter it. An open
boundary can also be accompanied by a mismatch in the
refractive index between the turbid medium and the medium outside. An opposite kind of boundary is also possible, i.e., a boundary with as much reflection as possible,
so that only a little amount of light gets lost. This can be
done by surrounding the medium with mirrors. Surrounding the medium by another diffusive medium gives
a similar result, since a diffusive medium also reflects
much of the light entering it. The question arises, which
of these two possibilities is better for imaging objects? In
answering this question, we have to take into account
both the sensitivity to the object, as discussed in Section
2, and the possible accuracy of the measurement, which
benefits from large photon densities having less noise.
Both change with boundary conditions. Also, the algorithm of reconstruction can favor a choice of boundaries.
To study this problem, we will start with describing the
boundaries and the way that we will treat them. Then
we will look at both sensitivity and accuracy.
Typically, the source may consist of a fiber placed in the
middle of a large medium or at the edge of the medium.
Therefore the incoming light will be a directed beam of
light with some aperture. The diffusion theory assumes
point sources. It is possible to model a directed beam by
a point source.3 One has to determine where the model
point source is located, given the physical source. Because of symmetry reasons this point source will be at
some distance from the end of the fiber but on its axis n̂.
This distance, which we will call j in , will depend on the
aperture. It has been shown27 that for a collimated beam
having a small aperture, j in 5 m s 21 is a reasonable
choice. We will take this value in the following. Larger
apertures will have smaller j in . It is known that the diffusion theory gives inaccurate results close to boundaries.
To use the diffusion theory, it is therefore advantageous
to have a (model) source as deep into the medium as possible. This means that when the system is to be described by a diffusion equation, a small aperture of a
source at the boundary would be best.

I ~ r, ŝ! 5

v
v
F ~ r 2 m s 21 ŝ! .
@ F ~ r! 2 m s 21 ŝ • “F # .
4p
4p
(38)

The flux at the detector position and pointing into the fiber is then
I ~ rd , 2n̂! .

v
F ~ rd 1 j inn̂! ,
4p

(39)

which is proportional to the photon density a length j in
5 m s 21 in front of the physical detector.
Apart from the sources, we need to model boundaries
as well. This can be done by the boundary condition
(29).3,4,22,28 This boundary condition can be derived by
using conservation of light flux at the boundary in combination with the requirement that no light enter the medium. (Note that sources at physical boundaries are
modeled as point sources in the medium and therefore do
not interfere with these boundary conditions.) The value
of j ext is given by5,22

j ext 5

2
3ms

113

E
E

p /2

du R ~ u ! sin u cos2 u

0

112

p /2

,

(40)

du R ~ u ! sin u cos u

0

where R( u ) is the reflectivity of the boundary for light incident at an angle u. However, the boundary condition
(29) is not always easy to handle. For small j ext one can
expand F around its value at the boundary rb . With use
of the boundary condition (29), this results in F(r) . (r
2 rb 2 j extn̂) • “F(rb ). Hence the photon density
vanishes for r 5 rb 1 j ext n̂, i.e., at a distance j ext outside
the medium. This is basically the requirement of the socalled extrapolated boundary4,23,24: the density is extrapolated by a distance j ext beyond the boundaries, at
which point the photon density vanishes, i.e.,
F @~ r 2 rb ! • n̂ 5 j ext# 5 0.

(41)

This simplification of the boundary condition can be done
only when the photon density is approximately linear
over a distant j ext ; consequently, the extrapolatedboundary condition can be used only for k j ext ! 1. This
puts a restriction on the use of Eq. (41). It is, however,
much simpler to handle than Eq. (29) in calculating the
photon density, and it therefore has been used extensively
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in the literature. Haskell et al.3 showed that the difference between both boundary conditions is indeed small
for reasonable optical parameters. We prefer to use the
latter boundary condition [Eq. (41)] whenever possible.
The extrapolation length j ext used in Eqs. (29) and (41)
depends on the refractive-index mismatch between the
scattering medium and its surroundings.22 It is of the order of a mean free path. It has a minimum of 2/3m s for
the semi-infinite geometry4 (its value when considering
the theory of radiative transfer 29 is 0.71m s 21 ). It increases with refractive-index mismatch and can become
several mean free paths long.23,24 Hence we can model
the amount of Fresnel reflection at the boundary, which is
due to this mismatch, by the value of j ext .
The introduction of j ext enlarges the system effectively
with a distance of the order of the mean free path. One
would therefore expect only a small correction to the results, of the order of j ext /L, where L is a measure of the
system size. This is, however, not true in the case where
either source or detector is close to a boundary. The less
deep the source is located, the larger the losses at the
boundary will be, and consequently the smaller the transmission will be, for example. As we will see, for small j ext
the photon density scales with the distance between the
(model) source and the boundary of the effective medium:
j [ jext 1 jin. When the absolute value of the photon
density is calculated, the value of j ext is important. The
source strength S v is of equal importance. Fresnel reflection at the boundary has its influence both on the
source term and on the value of j ext . Since it is, in practice, difficult to determine the source term, we will seek
quantities that depend only on relative measurements.
For these cases the exact value of j ext is not very important as long as k j ext is small. For reflecting boundaries,
however, k j ext can be large, in which case the value of j ext
is important.
We want to study the influence of the boundary extrapolation. Two limits are evident. The first is the
limit j ext → `. In this limit the two boundary conditions
(29) and (41) give different results. The former corresponds to having perfect mirrors at the boundaries, reflecting all the light. The latter corresponds to an infinite medium. Both are similar but not equivalent. The
second limit is that of small j ext . This is almost equivalent to completely absorbing boundaries, or a (large) surrounding medium that does not scatter the light and that
has (almost) matching refractive index. Both will be considered. When considering good reflecting mirrors, we
assume that measurements are made by using small fibers, which penetrate the mirrors, instead of measuring
the small amount of light that is transmitted through the
mirrors.
B. Green Functions
To determine the sensitivities Q and P and their dependence on the boundary, we first need to calculate the
Green functions.30 We will start with a semi-infinite medium, since this is the simplest case and it already gives
some insight. The medium occupies the half-space
z . 0. The source is, as above, located at rs . The difference in the x – y plane between the position and the
source is given by the vector r 5 r 2 rs . The system is
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cylindrically symmetric, so that the Green function and
other resulting quantities depend only on r 5 u r u and not
on the direction of r. We find it useful to perform a Fourier transform in the x – y plane, writing

G s ~ r, z, z s ! 5
5

E
E

d2q
~ 2p !2
`

k

da

exp~ iq • r! G s ~ q, z, z s !

J 0 ~ r Aa 2 2 k 2 ! a G s ~ a ; z, z s ! .

2p

(42)
The subscript s stands for semi-infinite, and J 0 is a
Bessel function. The change to the variable a 2 5 k 2
1 q2 is introduced for later convenience. For amplitudemodulated sources, k and therefore a will be complex.
However, for notational simplicity we will write the integral over a as being from k to `. To find the Green function, we need to solve Eq. (4). After Fourier transformation we get

S

D

]2
2 2 1 a 2 G s ~ a ; z, z s ! 5 d ~ z 2 z s ! .
]z

(43)

Since we do not want to restrict the value of j ext yet, we
will use the boundary condition (29). The solution for the
Green function at fixed a is then given by
G s ~ a ; z, z s ! 5

F

1
1 2 a j ext
exp~ a z min! 2
2a
1 1 a j ext

G

3 exp~ 2a z min! exp~ 2a z max! ,

(44)

as can be checked by substitution. We defined z min
5 min(z, zs) and z max 5 max(z, zs). The Green function
in real space is then given by
G s ~ r , z, z s ! 5

E

da

`

k

F

4p

J 0 ~ r Aa 2 2 k 2 !

3 exp~ a z min! 2

G

1 2 a j ext
1 1 a j ext

3 exp~ 2a z min! exp~ 2a z max! .

(45)

Equation (7) for the Green function G ` in the infinite
medium can be found from Eq. (45) by considering a
source and a final position far into the medium ( k z min
@ 1). Then the boundary will not have any influence,
and we find that
G ` ~ r , z, z s ! 5

E

`

k

da
4p

J 0 ~ r Aa 2 2 k 2 !

3 exp@ 2a ~ z max 2 z min!#
5

1
4p

exp~ 2k r ! ,

(46)
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where r 2 5 r 2 1 (z 2 z s ) 2 . Using this equality, one can
rewrite the Green function (45) for the semi-infinite medium as3
G s ~ r , z, z s ! 5

1
1
exp~ 2k r ! 1
exp~ 2k r 1!
4pr
4pr1
2

2
j ext

E

2z s

2`

dz 8

1
exp~ 2k r 8 !
4pr8

3 exp@~ z 8 1 z s ! / j ext# ,

(47)

where r 1 5 r 1 (z 1 z s ) and r 8 5 r 1 (z 2 z 8 ) 2 .
This expression can be interpreted as follows. The first
term is the result from the original source, when no
boundaries are present. The second term describes the
propagation of light from a source just on the other side of
the physical boundary at z 5 0, which we call the mirror
source. The last term describes the propagation of light
from a distribution of sources on the z axis between z 8
5 2` and z 8 5 2z s . The density of this distribution is
21
exp@(z8 1 zs)/jext# and has a toa Poisson distribution j ext
tal strength of 22.
We can now model the different boundaries by taking
the limiting values of j ext . For perfectly reflecting
boundaries ( j ext → `), the distribution of sources at z 8
has a vanishing contribution for any position. Hence the
Green function has only two terms, that of the original
source and that of the mirror source.
If we take the other limit, j ext → 0, the distribution
term is limited to the one point z 8 5 2z s . The Green
function then consists of a term describing the propagation from the original source and a term describing the
propagation from the mirror source, but with total
strength 21. For j ext 5 0 the Green function itself vanishes at the boundary, whereas for j ext → ` its derivative
with respect to z vanishes. This can also be seen directly
from the boundary condition (29). Note that for a realistic absorbing boundary the value of j ext does not vanish
completely. For small values we can write Eq. (44) as
2

2

2

2

G L ~ a ; z, z s ! 5
F5

G s ~ a ; z, z s ! 5

2

2 G ` (A~ z 2 z s 2 2 j ext! 2 1 r 2 ),
z . zs .

G L ~ 0, z s ! 5 j ext] z G ~ z, z s ! u z50 ,

(50a)

G L ~ L, z s ! 5 2j ext] z G ~ z, z s ! u z5L

(50b)

for the slab geometry considered here. We find that

2 a @ exp~ a L ! 2 F 2 exp~ 2a L !#

,

1 2 a j ext
.
1 1 a j ext

k j ext ! 1.

(49)

For large but finite j ext , it is not possible to find an expression such that the Green function or its derivative
vanishes at the same position for every a. Therefore no
extrapolated boundary in any sense can be used for good
but not perfect mirrors. Qualitatively, a mirror that is
not perfectly reflecting can be described by using a mirror
source of a somewhat smaller strength. For quantitative
calculations, however, one needs to use the full expression
(47).
The next geometry that we consider is that of the slab.
The slab geometry consists of a medium of infinite extent
in both the x and y directions, but limited between two
boundaries in the z direction: 0 , z , L. In a slab geometry two qualitatively different measurements are possible. The first is a reflection measurement, which is
similar to a reflection measurement for a semi-infinite
medium. The second is a transmission measurement,
where source and detector are on two opposite boundaries. Also, for other (finite) geometries that have
smooth and convex boundaries (such that without scattering every detector can see all possible sources), any measurement is either like a reflection measurement or like a
transmission measurement. For our discussion it suffices to consider these two possibilities as general prototypes.
As we did for the semi-infinite medium, we take the
physical source at z 5 0, pointing into the medium. We
then need to solve Eq. (44) to find the Green function.
The boundary condition (29) takes the explicit form

@ exp~ a z min! 2 F exp~ 2a z min!# $ exp@ a ~ L 2 z max!# 2 F exp@ 2a ~ L 2 z max!# %

(51a)

(51b)

1
$ exp~ a z min! 2 exp@ 2a ~ z min 1 2 j ext!# %
2a
3 exp~ 2a z max! ,

G s ~ r , z, z s ! 5 G ` (A~ z 2 z s ! 2 1 r 2 )

(48)

The Green function in real space is then given by

G L ~ r , z, z s ! 5

E

`

k

da
4p

J 0 ~ Aa 2 2 k 2 r ! 2 a G L ~ a ; z, z s ! .
(52)

This expression and the resulting Green function
G( r , z, z s ) again describe two sources, one at the original
source position and one (with strength 21) at 2z s
2 2 j ext . The Green function then indeed vanishes at
the extrapolated boundary z 5 2j ext , according to the
boundary condition (41). In real space the resulting
Green function is given by31

Expression (52) can be simplified when we can make
use of the boundary condition (41) instead of the boundary condition (29). This results again in the use of mirror
sources.32 In the slab geometry the system consists of
two extrapolated boundaries, where the photon density
has to vanish. To find the Green function, one needs a
mirror source for each of these two boundaries. Each
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mirror source also needs its own image in both boundary
planes, which in turn need their own images. This leads
to an infinite number of mirror sources, all regularly
spaced. The formula for the Green function G L of the
slab then reads as33
`

G L ~ r, rs ! 5

(

m52`

@ G ` (r, rs 1 2m ~ L 1 2 j ext! ẑ)

2 G ` (r, s z rs 2 2 j extẑ 1 2m ~ L 1 2 j ext! ẑ! ].
(53)
Here s z is a mirror operation in the x – y plane:
5 s z (x, y, z) [ (x, y, 2z).

s zr

C. Reflecting Boundaries
We now consider the differences between an infinite medium and a medium bounded by mirrors. As mentioned
in Subsection 3.B, the Green function consists of only two
terms, that of the original source and that of the mirror
source. Suppose that the source is at a boundary, which
we model with z s 5 j in 5 m s 21 . Then the source and its
mirror image are separated by a distance of 2 m s 21 . For
positions not too close to the source, the mirror source will
appear as strong as the original source (the difference being a factor of the order of k / m s , or 1/m s r smaller).
Hence
G s ~ r , z, j in! . 2G ` ~ r , z, j in! ,

j → `.

(54)

This enhancement appears for every position r, and
therefore the Green function from source to detector at
the same boundary is enhanced by a factor of 2. The
Green function from source to object, well away from a
boundary, is also enhanced. For symmetry reasons the
Green function from object to detector is enhanced by the
same factor. Bearing in mind the definition (15) of the
sensitivity for absorption, we see that this sensitivity itself also gets enhanced by a factor of 2 for the measurement in reflection described here:
Q mirror . 2Q `

~ reflection experiment! .

(55)

Next we consider a transmission experiment. The
Green functions from source to object and from object to
detector get enhanced by a factor of 2 with respect to the
Green function of the infinite medium, as above. The
Green function from source to detector gets an enhancement factor of 2, which is due to the mirror close to the
source. The mirror at the detector, however, is not the
same mirror. Hence, for symmetry reasons alone, at the
detector we also get an enhancement of 2. The total enhancement for the Green function from source to detector
is then 4. For the sensitivity to absorption Q, we then
find that
Q mirror . Q `

~ transmission experiment! .

(56)

Another way of looking at this is by using a mirror object instead of mirror sources and detectors. One can
then easily see that in reflection one actually measures
two objects, one on each side of the boundary, one of them
a mirror object. In transmission the mirror objects will
be too far from either source or detector to be measured.
Corrections to this simple picture have to be made when
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the system size L is such that exp(2kL) . 1 or when the
object is close to a boundary. In the former case one
needs the full expression for the Green function in a slab
geometry [Eq. (52)]. When the object is close to a boundary but far from both source and detector, the ratio between Q mirror and Q ` is again 2.
A mirror that is almost perfectly reflecting can be described qualitatively by a mirror source of a somewhat
smaller strength than 1. The enhancement factors discussed above become smaller than 2 but are still present.
For mirrors reflecting only a part of the light, the value of
j ext decreases even more. In those cases there is even
less difference between an infinite medium and a bounded
medium. The Green function in the infinite medium is
such that F . k 21 u “F u . Therefore the boundary condition (29) is almost fulfilled by G ` when k j ext . 1. For
boundaries that are even less reflecting—we will show experimental examples of this in Subsection 3.D—the sensitivity is somewhere between that of an infinite medium
and that of a medium with absorbing boundaries. These
different boundaries will be compared in specific geometries below. We can conclude that the influence of mirrors on the Green function is a factor only of the order of
1 with respect to the infinite system.
The arguments presented above also hold for the sensitivity to scattering P. Since the difference between an
infinite system and a system with good mirrors is a factor
only between 1 and 2, we can conclude that a boundary
with good mirrors is qualitatively equivalent to an infinite
system:
Q mirror . Q ` ,

P mirror . P ` ,

(57)

the difference being a factor only of the order of 1.
For black boundaries the situation is entirely different.
For small j ext the source and its mirror have different
signs. Hence the difference between these two sources
determines the Green function. Instead of G ` itself, its
derivative becomes important. In this case there will
also be differences between the sensitivities for absorption and for scattering. It is difficult to compare the sensitivities for absorbing boundaries with those of an infinite medium by using only general principles, as above.
For the case of absorbing boundaries, we will do some explicit calculations in Subsection 3.E. Before we do this,
however, we first describe the experimental results.
D. Experimental Results
The experimental setup to measure the influence of various kinds of boundaries on the detectability of objects is
as follows: As a turbid medium a fish tank filled with 1%
INTRALIPID is used. INTRALIPID is an emulsion of
soybean oil in water, commercially available in concentrations of 10% and 20%. We diluted the 10% solution ten
times to obtain a transport scattering coefficient of m s
5 0.85 mm21 and an absorption coefficient of m a 5 7
3 1024 mm21, resulting in k 0 5 0.042 mm21. The light
from a temperature-stabilized semiconductor laser operating at 670 nm is administered by a multimode fiber
with a diameter of 1 mm. The light intensity at the fiber
end in the fish tank is approximately 1.2 mW. The detector position is determined by one end of a second multimode fiber, which is connected at the other end to a
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Fig. 1. Schematic view of the geometry used for experiments
and theory. (a) For measurements in reflection, the source–
detector distance in the x – y plane is denoted by r d . The position of the object is given by its lateral coordinate r o and its
depth d. The dashed line shows the position of the physical
boundary when present. The object is moved along the horizontal dotted line for the measurements of Figs. 2 and 4 below and
along the vertical dotted line for the measurements of Figs. 3 and
5. The scale of the object corresponds to the black cylinder. (b)
For measurements in transmission, L is the thickness of the slab
in the z direction. The position of the object is given by r o and
d. The dashed lines show the position of the physical boundaries when present. The object is moved along the vertical dotted line for the measurements of Figs. 6 and 7.

Hamamatsu H5783-01 photomultiplier, having a maximum sensitivity of 3 3 103 A / W at 670 nm. An electrometer measures directly the current output of the photomultiplier, and after analog-to-digital conversion the
data are archived in a computer. The source and detector fibers are positioned in the fish tank, either with small
white Delrin holders to resemble an infinite medium, in
the 1-mm holes of black Perspex plates, or in the holes of
polished aluminum plates acting as reflecting boundaries.
Both absorbing as well as scattering objects are studied. The absorbing object is a 5-mm-diameter cylinder
made of black Delrin with a height of 5 mm. A computercontrolled stepper motor holding a 2-mm-diameter white
Delrin rod attached to the cylinder makes it possible to
move the object freely through the fish tank. The rod has
a negligible influence in comparison with that of the black
cylinder. The scattering object is a hollow white Delrin
cylinder with an internal diameter of 8.4 mm (wall thickness 0.5 mm) and an effective height of 55 mm, filled with
20% INTRALIPID. To correct for any absorbing effects
of this container, each measurement is followed by a second one in which the container is filled with the same concentration as that of the surrounding medium, i.e., 1%
INTRALIPID. Only the differences between two such
scans are displayed in the figures.
In Fig. 1(a) we show the geometry for the measurements in reflection (we discuss the experiments in transmission below). We performed two measurements. For
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both we have taken a fixed source–detector distance r d
5 30 mm. The object is then scanned either parallel to
the source–detector line, with constant d, or over the
symmetry line r o 5 r d /2, with varying d. For all situations we have measured the signal with and without an
object. The difference is then normalized by the measured signal without the object, which equals the ratio of
photon densities, DF/F 0 .
To compare the experimental results with theory, we
used Eqs. (15) and (20) to calculate the sensitivities Q and
P. The Green functions that we used are Eq. (7) for the
infinite medium, Eq. (49) for the semi-infinite medium
with absorbing boundaries, Eq. (47) for the semi-infinite
medium with reflecting boundaries, and Eq. (52) for the
slab. For the absorbing cylinder we took the value of Q
at the center point of the object and multiplied it by q to
find DF q /F 0 . Since the scattering object is large, we
cannot use the value of P at only one point. Instead, we
use Eq. (25) to find DF p , with D/D obj 5 20. For comparison below we calculate the strength as if it were a
small object and find that p 5 20.025.
To determine q, we use Eq. (30) for q black , with an effective radius a. We determine a by assuming that it is
such that the surface of the effective sphere, 4 p a 2 , equals
the surface of the cylinder, p d(h 1 d/2). The reason for
taking the surface is that q scales approximately with a 2 .
We find that a 5 3.06 mm. Since this is already larger
than a mean free path, we choose for j ext its value for
large a, which is 0.67m s 21 5 0.79 mm. We find that
q 5 20.10.
The different boundaries are characterized by the value
of the extrapolation length j ext , as defined in Eq. (40).
For the black boundaries we find that m s j ext 5 0.67. For
the aluminum plates, having a refractive index of
1.4 2 6.28 i (reflection for normal incidence of 88%), we
use m s j ext,Al 5 7.34. For a theoretical comparison we
also calculated the results for a gold-coated mirror, with a
refractive index of 0.134 2 3.65 i (reflection for normal incidence of 96%), and hence m s j ext,Au 5 28.0.
In Fig. 2 we show the results for the sensitivity to the

Fig. 2. Sensitivity to absorption DF q /F 0 5 qQ in a reflection
measurement as a function of the lateral position r o . The
source–detector distance r d is 30 mm. The depth d of the object
is 10 mm. Squares, an infinite medium; crosses, a semi-infinite
medium with reflecting aluminum boundaries; dots, a semiinfinite medium with absorbing boundaries. The solid curves
are the corresponding theoretical curves; the dashed curve is the
theoretical curve for a reflecting gold mirror.
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Fig. 3. Sensitivity to absorption DF q /F 0 5 qQ in a reflection
measurement. The parameters are the same as those in Fig. 2,
but now the lateral distance r o is fixed at r d /2 5 15 mm and the
depth d is varied.

absorbing object. The scan is parallel to the line joining
the source and the detector. The three sets of data show
the measurements for an infinite medium and for a semiinfinite medium with either absorbing or reflecting (aluminum) boundary. The corresponding theoretical results
are shown with solid curves. The two maxima are at positions r o such that the object is in front of either source
or detector. The correspondence between experiment
and theory is good, even though up to 45% of the light is
already absorbed by the object. Remember that the
theory is based on the assumption of small objects. This
does not mean, however, that only small DF/F 0 can be
described; larger values can be considered, as long as the
strength q is calculated from the full expression in Eq.
(16). No adjustable parameters have been used. The
dashed theoretical curve is for a semi-infinite reflecting
(gold) boundary, which has a higher reflectivity than that
of the aluminum boundary. For the same source–
detector distance, we also scanned the object over the
symmetry line r o 5 r d /2. The results are plotted in Fig.
3. Again, the correspondence is quite good.
We note that the sensitivity Q is proportional to the
data in the figures. One can see in Figs. 2 and 3 that, in
general, the sensitivity for the semi-infinite medium with
absorbing boundaries will be larger than that for the
semi-infinite medium with reflecting boundaries or than
that of the infinite medium. This is not true for objects
close to absorbing boundaries, where the amount of light
is small. The sensitivity Q of the semi-infinite medium
with reflecting boundaries seems to be between that of
the two other cases. As mentioned above, this results
from the fact that the aluminum mirrors reflect an
amount of light that is between that of the absorbing
boundary and of that part of the infinite medium that is
on the other side of the dashed curve in Fig. 1. The
dashed curve shows a sensitivity that is proportional to
the sensitivity in the infinite medium, as described by relation (55). For d * 10 mm the difference between a
good mirror (dashed curve) and a not-so-good mirror
(crosses, solid curve) is minimal. (The exact curves depend on the values of j ext .) Although the Green function,
in general, increases when the reflection of the boundary
increases, the sensitivity, involving three Green functions, has a behavior that is different. When the object is
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close to the boundary, the sensitivity for an aluminum
mirror drops, since the amount of light near the boundary
is low. For the gold mirror the sensitivity keeps rising
and will be maximal at the boundary itself. Therefore
the difference between a good mirror and a not-so-good
mirror is visible mainly close to boundaries, at least for
reflection experiments.
We also measured the sensitivity for scattering P.
The results are shown in Figs. 4 and 5 for the same geometries as those in Figs. 2 and 3, respectively. The data
points are for an infinite medium and a medium with absorbing boundaries. The theoretical curves again correspond to the data points. Systematic errors include the
determination of the position of the scattering object and
the drift of the detector during the measurement. As a
result of the subtraction of two measurements, these
small errors lead to larger errors in the determination of
DF p . The final error is equivalent to an error of the order of 1 mm, which is already large enough to explain the
discrepancies between theory and experiment. Note that
the shape of the curves agrees quite well with that from
theory.

Fig. 4. Sensitivity to scattering DF p /F 0 in a reflection measurement as a function of the lateral position r o , with
r d 5 30 mm, as in Fig. 2. Squares, infinite medium (d
5 15 mm); dots, semi-infinite medium with absorbing boundaries (d 5 17 mm). The solid curves are the corresponding theoretical curves; the dotted–dashed curve is the theoretical curve
for the aluminum mirror; the dashed curve is the theoretical
curve for a gold mirror (d 5 15 mm for both).

Fig. 5. Sensitivity to scattering DF p /F 0 in a reflection measurement as a function of the depth d, with r o 5 r d /2
5 15 mm, as in Fig. 3. The solid theoretical curves correspond
to the data points. The dotted–dashed curve is for an aluminum
mirror; the dashed curve is for a gold mirror.
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Fig. 6. Sensitivity to absorption DF q /F 0 5 qQ in a transmission measurement as a function of the depth d, with r o
5 15 mm. The solid curves are the theoretical values; the
dashed curve is the theoretical curve for a gold mirror. The
thickness of the slab is L 5 50 mm.

Fig. 7. Sensitivity to scattering DF p /F 0 in a transmission measurement as a function of the depth d. The thickness of the slab
is L 5 50 mm, as in Fig. 6. For the infinite medium (squares),
r o 5 19 mm; for the semi-infinite medium (dots), r o 5 15 mm.
Note that the domain of d for the infinite medium is larger than
in Fig. 6. The solid theoretical curves correspond to the data
points. The dotted–dashed curve is the theoretical curve for an
aluminum mirror; the dashed curve is that for a gold mirror
( r o 5 15 mm for both).

We also calculated the theoretical curves for an aluminum boundary, which is shown in Figs. 4 and 5; the
dotted–dashed curves signify that no experimental results were available, and the dotted curves are for a gold
mirror. We observe again that the semi-infinite medium
with reflecting boundaries is similar to the infinite medium.
The expression (20) for P may take on negative values.
This happens when the scattering of a photon density
wave from the object is effectively backward. Such a
negative sensitivity means that the detected signal will
increase when the object scatters more strongly. For absorbing objects a change of sign is not possible. For Fig.
4 we observe this effect when r o is large enough. This
implies a faster decrease in P than that which we observed for Q. In the geometry of Fig. 5, the sensitivity to
scattering P becomes negative either when d is large or
when d is small and the boundary is absorbing. In the
latter case the photon density wave will travel from the
source into the medium and turn back to the object, which
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is close to the boundary. There it will reflect effectively
backward and propagate to the detector, again avoiding
the absorbing boundary. This effectively backward reflection implies a negative sensitivity P.
To give a full comparison between infinite systems and
finite systems with different kinds of boundaries, it is not
enough to consider only reflection measurements. As we
discussed in Subsection 3.B, for a finite medium all measurements are either like reflection measurements or
like transmission measurements. The geometry that
we chose for transmission experiments is one where
the source and the detector are opposite to each other
(head on), as in Fig. 1(b). The thickness of the slab is
L 5 50 mm. The object is scanned along a line parallel
to the source–detector line, at a distance r o . The depth
of the object, d, is again varied. Results are shown in
Figs. 6 and 7 for the absorbing and the scattering object,
respectively. We have also theoretically investigated a
geometry that is finite in two directions instead of one
and found no qualitative difference from the slab.
As is shown in relation (56), the sensitivity in a transmission experiment when the object is not close to a
boundary is the same as those for an infinite medium and
for a medium with mirrors. The amount of reflection is
not very important in this case, as can be observed in Fig.
6. When the object is closer to the boundary, one can
again observe differences between good and not-so-good
mirrors.
The results shown in Fig. 7 are noisy because of the
smallness of DF p /F 0 . A systematic shift can be observed between the data points of the absorbing medium
and the theory. Again, this is due either to a drift in the
detector or to a small error in determining the position of
the object, which results in larger errors after the subtraction of two measurements. Qualitatively, there is
only a slight difference between the different boundaries
in this case.
E. Absorbing Boundaries
Using the experimental results, we could already qualitatively compare the absorbing boundary with the infinite
medium. Here we will give some quantitative results to
compare the infinite medium with media having absorbing boundaries. To find simple expressions in the case of
absorbing boundaries, we will take j 5 jin 1 j ext to be
small. This results in approximate expressions that can
be used for qualitative discussions. Since the model
point source is very close to the boundary, we can take the
terms in Eq. (53) pairwise together:
G ` ~ r, rs ! 2 G ` ~ r, rs 2 2 j ẑ!
. 2 j ẑ • “ rs G ` ~ rd , rs 2 j ẑ! .

(58)

We note that the argument rs 2 j ẑ [ r̃s is a point at the
(extrapolated) boundary. Using relation (58), we can
write the following for the total Green function for the
slab:
G L ~ r, rs ! 5 2 j ẑ • “ r̃s

(G
m

` ~ r,

r̃s 1 2mLẑ! .

(59)

Since the Green function for the infinite medium depends
only on the difference between the two points r and r8 ,
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i.e., G ` (r, r8 ) 5 G ` (r 2 r8 ), we can write the Green
function for light going to the detector at position rd as
G L ~ rd , r! 5 62 j ẑ • “ r̃d

(G
m

` ~ r̃d

1 2mLẑ, r! .

(60)

Here r̃d 5 rd 7 j ẑ is also a point at the (extrapolated)
boundary. The upper signs belong to a reflection measurement, where the detected light propagates in the
negative z direction. The lower signs correspond to a
transmission measurement. There can, however, be no
doubt about which sign to take, since the Green function
is always positive.
For calculating G L (rd , rs ), we can use Eq. (59) and
evaluate it at rd 5 r̃d 6 j ẑ. We again use the derivative
with respect to r̃d to find that G L (rd , rs ) 5 6j ẑ
• “ r̃d G L (r̃d , rs ). The photon density can now be easily
found. When only one absorbing object is present with
strength q, we find that
F L ~ rd ! 5

F

Sv
4pq
G L ~ rd , rs ! 1
G L ~ rd , ro ! G L ~ ro , rs !
D
k0

G

Sv
~ ẑ • “ r̃s !~ ẑ • “ r̃d !
D

5 62 j 2

F

3

(

3

(8 G

m

m

G ` ~ r̃d , r̃s 1 2mLẑ! 1 2
` ~ r̃d

4pq
k0

1 2m 8 Lẑ, ro !

G

(61)

In general, the sums over m and m 8 will have only a few
terms that are important, which is due to the exponential
decay of G ` .
Let us first consider the semi-infinite medium. Since
L → `, we have only to take m 5 m 8 5 0 in the sums.
Furthermore, only measurements in reflection are possible. We find from Eq. (61) that
F s ~ rd ! 5

F

2 j 2S v
~ ẑ • “ r̃s !~ ẑ • “ r̃d ! G ` ~ r̃d , r̃s !
D
1

F

]
.
~ ẑ • “ r̃s,d ! → 2
] d s,d

G

8pq
G ` ~ r̃d , ro ! G ` ~ ro , r̃s ! .
k0

(62)

G

Sv
4pq
G ` ~ rd , r s ! 1
G ` ~ rd ; ro ! G ` ~ ro ; rs ! .
D
k0

(63)
So, basically, the photon density at the detector for the
semi-infinite medium is given by that for the infinite medium, differentiated to both source and detector position.
Furthermore, we see that an extra factor of 2 appeared in
front of q. This enhancement is similar to that of relation (55).
The sensitivity to absorption Q 5 (F
2 F 0 )/qF 0 can be found rather easily from the expressions above.

(64)

Three distances are needed: r 1 from source to object, r 2
from object to detector, and r 12 from source to detector.
They are given by
r1 5
r 12 5

Ar o 2 1 d s 2 ,

r2 5

A~ r o 2 r d ! 2 1 d d 2 ,

Ar d 2 1 ~ d d 2 d s ! 2 .

(65)

We calculate the photon density F ` for the infinite geometry and F s for the semi-infinite geometry, both at the detector position rd . The results are
F 0,` 5

Sv 1
exp~ 2k r 12! ,
4 p D r 12

DF ` 5

Sv
4pD

DF s 5

Sv
4pD
Sv
4pD

H

J

q
exp@ 2k ~ r 1 1 r 2 !# ,
k 0r 1r 2

2j 2

H

(66a)

1 1 k r 12
r 123

4q j 2 d 2

exp~ 2k r 12! ,

(66b)

(66c)

~ 1 1 k r 1 !~ 1 1 k r 2 !

k 0r 13r 23

J

3 exp@ 2k ~ r 1 1 r 2 !# .

(66d)

From these results we calculate the sensitivities
Q` 5

r 12
exp@ 2k 0 ~ r 1 1 r 2 2 r 12!# ,
k r 1r 2

Qs 5 2

We can compare this with the equation that we would
have found in the infinite medium:
F ` ~ rd ! 5

As an example let us consider the case where source,
object, and detector are all in the same plane (see Fig. 1).
Only the depth d of the object into the medium and the
lateral distances r d and r 0 are of importance. Define
d s 5 z o 2 z s and d d 5 z o 2 z d . Of course, d d and d s
have the same value d, but the functional dependence of
F on both differs. Hence we have to consider them separately when taking derivatives. The two differential operators become

F 0,s 5

3 G ` ~ ro , r̃s 1 2mLẑ! .
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~ 1 1 k r 1 !~ 1 1 k r 2 ! d 2 r 122

1 1 k r 12

r 12r 22

Q` .

(67a)

(67b)

We note that these no longer depend on the value of j.
The expressions for the sensitivity for scattering can be
calculated readily, but they are rather lengthy and will
not be presented here.
In many practical cases the ratio dr 12 /r 1 r 2 will be of
the order of 1. Only when the source–detector distance
remains fixed and the objects are far from both does this
ratio decrease. But then the influence of the object on
the measurement is negligible, as a result of the exponential decay of Q. Hence, in practice, Q s /Q ` is of the same
order as 1 1 k r 12 (which means of the order of 1 when
k r 12 ! 1 and of the order of k r 12 when k r 12 @ 1). The
black boundary can therefore increase sensitivity. A
price has to be paid, however. The total intensity detected in the semi-infinite system will be largely decreased with respect to the infinite medium. This can be
seen from the ratio
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~ in reflection! ,

(68)

which is always small ( j . m s 21 ). (We always assume
source–detector distances to be larger than a few scattering lengths.) The decrease in intensity that is due to the
finiteness of the medium is due mainly to a loss of intensity at the boundary close to the source and at the boundary close to the detector.
For the quantitative discussion in the slab geometry,
we consider only the situation where source, detector, and
object are on the same line ( r o 5 r d 5 0). Furthermore,
we assume that the object is not too close to the boundary.
Then the result [taking only the most important terms in
the sum of Eq. (61)] is
Q` 5

Q slab 5

P` 5

P slab 5

L
,
k 0r 1r 2

(69a)

L 2 ~ 1 1 k r 1 !~ 1 1 k r 2 !
r 1r 2

2 1 2 k L 1 k 2L 2

~ 1 1 k r 1 !~ 1 1 k r 2 ! L

k 03r 12r 22

Q` ,

,

(69b)

(69c)

~ 2 1 2 k r 1 1 k 2 r 1 2 !~ 2 1 2 k r 2 1 k 2 r 2 2 ! L 3
~ 2 1 2 k L 1 k 2L 2 !k 03r 13r 23

.

(69d)
Note that r 1 1 r 2 5 L. From this we find that for large
k there is no difference in the sensitivities between the
slab and the infinite system. This is basically due to the
fact that for large absorption a boundary has only a local
effect. At the position of the object or the detector, the
difference between a source at a boundary and a source in
an infinite medium is no longer visible, apart from an
overall prefactor. The same holds for the boundary at
the position of the detector. Therefore the sensitivity is
the same in both cases. This is not true in a reflection
measurement, where the influence of the boundary on the
propagation from source to detector is no longer local but
can be felt everywhere between source and detector.
Therefore, for large k and in reflection, the sensitivities
for an infinite medium and for a bounded medium will be
different. For small k the sensitivity Q slab will be a factor
of L 2 /2r 1 r 2 . 2 larger than Q ` , and P slab will be a factor
of 2L 2 /r 1 r 2 . 8 larger than P ` . From the expressions
we also see that the sensitivities can be large for small r 1
or r 2 , increasing the sensitivity when the object is close
to source or detector, even more so when the boundaries
are absorbing. The expressions (69) are, however, are no
longer correct close to the boundary.
Again, we note that the enhancement is relatively
small compared with the loss in detected signal. The ratio between the detected signals in this geometry is given
by

SD

F slab
j
5
F`
L

2

~ 2 1 2 k L 1 k 2L 2 !

~ in transmission! .

(70)

As was the case in the semi-infinite geometry, this ratio is
small, mainly because of the j 2 term, which is a result of
the boundary. Hence, again, a large price has to be paid
to increase sensitivity.
In comparing the infinite medium with the semiinfinite medium with absorbing boundaries, we comment
on some other features. Consider again Fig. 3. All
curves show a maximum at some depth d and a decrease
in the sensitivity for larger depths. The difference between the different boundaries seems to be only in the position of this maximum, giving the position of the maximum sensitivity.
The sensitivities for an infinite
medium are centered on the line between source and detector. One can say that the photon density wave propagates along this line, although, of course, single light
paths can be much more complex. For absorbing boundaries the Green functions and therefore the sensitivities
(almost) vanish at the boundaries. This implies that
when the line between source and detector lies close to a
boundary, the centerline of the sensitivity—the line
where for different r o the maximum value of Q can be
found—will curve away from this boundary. Consequently, the propagation direction will be curved (see Fig.
8). The maximum shown in Fig. 3 lies away from the
boundary, at larger depths than that of the infinite medium (or the medium with reflecting boundaries). This
means that the semi-infinite medium is not really more
sensitive to absorbing objects; rather, the spatial location
of this sensitivity is changed.
As a next point we note that the strength p of the scattering object [calculated by using the first of Eqs. (23)] is
approximately four times smaller than the strength q of
the absorbing object that we used. Furthermore, the
scattering object is large, and therefore it has some parts
in regions with low sensitivity for scattering. Nonetheless, the measured effects are almost as big as those of absorbing objects, at least in reflection measurements. Apparently, the sensitivity for scattering P is generally
larger than the sensitivity for absorption Q. The difference of approximately a factor of 5 appears mainly close
to the boundary, and for absorbing boundaries almost everywhere. The latter is due to two reasons. First, scattering objects have an influence that scales with the gradient of the Green function rather than with the Green

Fig. 8. Schematic view of the propagation of the photon density
in a reflection measurement, as shown schematically in Fig. 1.
The arrows show the average direction of the photon density
flow. The two solid arrows show the propagation of light in and
just outside the source and detector fiber. The dotted arrows
are for an infinite medium, where propagation is direct. The
dashed arrows are for a semi-infinite medium with absorbing
boundaries, where the propagation avoids the boundary.
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function itself. Since the decrease of G is larger for an
absorbing boundary, the sensitivity will increase. Second, consider the position at r o 5 15 mm and d 5 10
mm, which can be found in both Figs. 2 and 3. For the
infinite medium an extra term cos u appears in the sensitivity, where u is the angle between the source–object and
object–detector lines. This term enters as a result of the
inner product. In the semi-infinite medium, however,
the angle u, which is the angle between the two gradients
of the Green function, will be smaller. This reflects a
photon density wave that does not propagate straight
from source to object. As discussed above and shown
schematically in Fig. 8, the propagation will rather be
curved on account of the absorbing boundary. Upon arriving at the object, it will propagate more parallel to the
boundary than in the infinite medium. Also, the propagation from object to detector will be such that its direction at the object is almost parallel to the boundary. The
effective cos u will therefore be larger than in the infinite
medium.
The difference between the sensitivities for absorption
and scattering implies that u DF/F 0 u is larger for an object
with a given DD/D than for an object with the same
D m a / m a . In practice, however, the variation in absorption can be 1 order of magnitude larger than the variation
in scattering. Therefore measurements will, in general,
be more sensitive to absorption than to scattering.

4. CONCLUSIONS
We have studied the influence of different boundaries on
the detection of objects. To do this, we started with a
derivation of the expressions that give the values of the
photon density—which is proportional to measured
data—when the optical parameters are not constant but
rather vary in space. We have shown a clear distinction
between geometrical factors, given by the sensitivities Q
and P, and the strengths q and p of (small) objects.
These can be calculated independently. We have shown
how to calculate the strengths even when the scattering
or the absorption in the object is not small and have improved the expressions from the literature for a completely black spherical object.
The experiments that we performed are done with a cylindrical object, whereas the theoretical value of q was derived only for a spherical object. From this we note two
things. First, experimentally it is nearly impossible to
see the difference between different shapes of objects, in
our case a sphere and a cylinder. As mentioned above,
this means that, for small objects, only the value q (or p)
can be measured and that nearly nothing about the precise shape can be found. Second, even though we did not
calculate the exact value of q for a cylindrical object, we
are able to give a rather good estimate by using the theory
for a sphere.
Next, we have compared the different boundaries. For
a boundary of a good mirror, such as gold, the sensitivity
is merely a constant times the sensitivity of an infinite
medium. This constant is nearly 2 for a measurement in
reflection and approximately 1 for a measurement in
transmission. For a medium with absorbing boundaries,
the sensitivity in reflection can become rather large, when
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the decay constant k is large, compared with the inverse
source–detector distance. For moderate k, however, the
difference with an infinite medium lies mainly in the spatial position of the sensitivity rather than in the values
themselves. Close to absorbing boundaries the sensitivity vanishes. For a system bounded by a not-so-good mirror, such as the aluminum mirror that we used in the experiments, the sensitivity is between that of an infinite
medium and that of a medium with absorbing boundaries.
Considering the effects of sensitivity to the object and
total intensity detected, we see that there is a trade-off
between the two. Since the effect of loss of intensity
when black boundaries are used is much larger than the
gain in sensitivity, we argue that for detecting objects an
infinite system, or one with good mirrors, is better than a
finite one, or one with not-so-good mirrors. Furthermore,
the infinite medium has another advantage: formulas,
such as those for the photon density and the sensitivities,
will be simpler. This simplifies the reconstruction of inhomogeneities inside the turbid medium. Since, in practice, an infinite medium is difficult to achieve in the circumstances needed for medical imaging, a finite system
with a rather good reflecting boundary resembles the infinite medium enough to be useful for both forward calculations and reconstruction techniques.
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