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We introduce NMR-Onion, an open-source, computationally efficient algorithm based on Python 
and PyTorch, designed to facilitate the automatic deconvolution of 1D NMR spectra. NMR-Onion 
features two innovative time-domain models capable of handling asymmetric non-Lorentzian 
line shapes. Its core components for resolution-enhanced peak detection and digital filtering 
of user-specified key regions ensure precise peak prediction and efficient computation. The 
NMR-Onion framework includes three built-in statistical models, with automatic selection via 
the BIC criterion. Additionally, NMR-Onion assesses the repeatability of results by evaluating 
post-modeling uncertainty. Using the NMR-Onion algorithm helps to minimize excessive peak 
detection.

1. Introduction

Deconvolution of 1D spectra in NMR spectroscopy is a key step when elucidating complex 1D 1H NMR spectra. The spectra con-
tain extensive structural, quantitative, and dynamic information. This information, extractable even from 1D spectra, is vital in many 
fields of science studying complex mixtures, such as metabolomics [1] and in situ samples. Due to hundreds of overlapping signals 
from compounds in varying concentrations, traditional manual spectral analysis is inadequate. Automated extraction methodologies, 
combined with spectral database comparisons, can facilitate this process. The most common data extraction approaches involve de-
convolution [2][3] or binning of frequency buckets [4][5]. The latter, especially with intelligent bucketing [6], has been widely 
applied in metabolomics. This approach has been successfully applied in disease diagnostics [7][8], natural product identification 
[9][10], foodomics [11], and drug discovery [12]. Unlike binning, deconvolution focuses on resolving single peaks, potentially re-
vealing information from small peaks otherwise lost in the binning process. However, the increased information content also increases 
complexity in spectral interpretation, mathematical modeling, and computational demands. Over the past 30 years, significant ad-
vancements have addressed these complexities. Bretthorst’s pioneering work established a probabilistic framework for modeling the 
shape and number of NMR signals based on free induction decay (FID) data [2]. Building on Bretthorst’s mathematical framework, 
the Craft method [13] introduced probabilistic modeling with digital filtering, reducing computational complexity. These approaches 
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focus on time-domain data, where peaks are modeled as sums of exponentially damped sinusoids, corresponding to Lorentzian line 
shapes in the frequency domain [14]. Recent research combined Gaussian and Lorentzian line shapes into pseudo Voigt line shapes 
for a frequency domain model [15,16]. This model is implemented in the commercial MNOVA GSD software [17] and the R software 
package rNMRfit [18]. In rNMRfit, a baseline correction method that produces robust results was further implemented. Additionally, 
the frequency domain methods have been integrated into algorithms designed to match deconvoluted NMR signals with databases. 
This has resulted in the automatic detection of compounds, as demonstrated by popular frameworks such as NMRbatman [19], Bayesil 
[20], and the commercial program Chenomx [21].

Finally, the latest methods applied within 1D deconvolution are based on deep learning methodology. Specifically, the methods 
employed are based on transfer learning, training neural networks on larger simulated datasets. One transfer learning example is 
found within the DEEP picker network [22], in which signals are simulated from a classic Voigt FID model. A more complex example 
is found within the Vogit Fitter1D algorithm [23], which is combined with the Deep Picker1D algorithm [23]. The workflow of the 
two algorithms is almost identical to the deep picker algorithm, but the Voigt Fitter1D is capable of removing “odd” shapes such as 
shimming errors, broad peaks, and narrow peaks. Whilst deep learning holds a lot of promise for deconvolution, the weakness comes 
from training data, as currently most of the training data is based on simulated data rather than real data, potentially leading to large 
training bias and a loss of generalization.

Following 30 years of research, the field of deconvolution still faces challenges. These challenges include providing statistical 
evidence of model quality compared to other models (model selection), addressing parameter uncertainty, ensuring generalization, 
and establishing statistical evidence for the presence or absence of highly overlapping peaks. To address these issues, we propose 
a novel five-step process called NMR-Onion. This method evaluates model quality by selecting the optimal model for estimating 
frequencies, coupling constants (within a frequency distance matrix), amplitudes, and parameter uncertainty within a user-specified 
region of interest (ROI). Furthermore, as part of the evaluation of parameters uncertainty, confidence intervals are generated, enabling 
a statistically-based assessment of overlapping signals. The NMR-Onion framework is carried out as a hybrid approach between the 
frequency and time domain, in which the frequency domain is utilized for peak detection and the time domain is utilized for the 
actual modeling of individual signals (e.g. peaks). The motivation for choosing the hybrid approach is: (1) The frequency domain 
peak picking approach is very well established, fast, and reliable through the application of Savitzky Golay filtering derivatives [24]. 
In contrast, the time domain is highly convoluted, and while subspace methods exist for detecting frequencies, they scale poorly 
with number of points and number of frequencies [25,26]. (2) Time domain models are more robust at handling frequency domain 
artifacts such as baseline distortions, which affects the full frequency domain, while in the time domain, only the first few points are 
affected which can be removed or down-weighted [27,28]. Another benefit comes in the form of reduced parameter space, as phase 
and amplitudes are estimated from the time coupled parameters [29,13], whereas the frequency domain requires explicit estimation 
through optimization [18].

The five-step process that constitutes the NMR-Onion algorithm is outlined below and visually presented in Fig. 1.

• Step 1: The computational burden of the algorithm during the fitting process is reduced by applying a digital band-pass filter, 
which generates a user-specified region of interest (ROI).

• Step 2: Peaks within a ROI are identified by applying the first and second-order derivative Savitzky Golay filter [24] in tandem 
with resolution enhancement [14].

• Step 3: Multiple times domain models are applied to the ROI. To address the multimodality in frequency estimations, a peak 
detection algorithm is employed to generate initial parameter inputs.

• Step 4: The best model is selected using a likelihood-based information criterion [30]
• Step 5: Parameter uncertainty is evaluated applying the wild bootstrap algorithm [31].

2. Theory

2.1. Model formulation

The NMR-Onion algorithm aims to identify chemical shifts, intensities, distances within a given multiplet (for obtaining J - spin-
spin coupling constant information), and the number of underlying signals present in an NMR spectrum. Utilizing the time domain, 
the spectrum can be expressed mathematically as a sum of damped complex sinusoids:

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝐴𝑘 ⋅ 𝑒𝑥𝑝(2𝑗𝜋𝜈𝑘𝑡+ 𝑗𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ𝑛(𝝆𝒌). (1)

In equation (1) the term Ψ𝑛(𝝆𝒌) represents the n’th decay function, where 𝝆𝒌 denotes a vector which represents all parameters 
associated with the n-th decay. The decay function, is in its most simple form, expressed as a negative exponential function, Ψ1(𝝆𝒌) =
𝑒𝑥𝑝(−𝛼𝑘𝑡), as described by Keeler [14] and in equation (2).

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝐴𝑘 ⋅ 𝑒𝑥𝑝(2𝑗𝜋𝜈𝑘𝑡+ 𝑗𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ1(𝝆𝒌). (2)

The parameters in equation (2) are defined as follows: 𝜈 denotes the frequency (Hz), 𝐴 represents the amplitude, 𝜙 denotes the phase, 
2

and 𝛼 signifies decay rate for the k’th sinusoid. The validity of equation (2) holds under the assumption that no artifacts affect the 
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Fig. 1. Visual representation of the NMR-Onion algorithm outlined in the preceding five steps. The steps detailed below are labeled with numbers 1-5 in the figure.

experimental data. However, in practice, artifacts such as shimming, eddy currents, temperature fluctuations, receiver gain settings, 
sample conditions, etc., may impact the acquired spectrum in an unpredictable fashion [32]. To the best of our knowledge, no existing 
approach has successfully accounted for all distortions. Therefore, we aim to extend the damping term of Ψ(𝝆𝒌) to accommodate 
some of the aforementioned distortions by introducing a flexible decay model instead of a purely exponential decay. To achieve 
this flexibility, we propose two novel time domain models. The first model is a weighted sum of Gaussian and exponential decays, 
analogous to a pseudo-Voigt shape in the frequency domain, whereas the second model consists of an exponential power law model. 
The pseudo-Voigt (equation (3)) will result in a redefined decay term of equation (1):

Ψ2(𝝆𝒌) = (1 − 𝜂𝑘) ⋅ exp(−𝛼𝑘𝑡) + 𝜂𝑖 ⋅ exp(−𝛼𝑘𝑡2) (3)

resulting in the full model of the weighed sums being

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ2(𝝆𝒌) (4)

With 𝑓 (see equation (5)) being equal to the harmonic term of equation (1):

𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) =𝐴𝑘 ⋅ exp(2𝑗𝜋𝜈𝑘𝑡+ 𝑗𝜙𝑘). (5)

The addition of the 𝜂 term introduces a weighting between an exponential and Gaussian decay type. When 𝜂 = 0, a pure exponential 
decay is obtained, reducing equation (4) to equation (2). If 𝜂 = 1 a pure Gaussian decay is achieved since the exp(−𝛼𝑘𝑡) term becomes 
zero. A further generalization of (2) is achieved in the second model with an introduction of a power term Ψ3(𝝆𝒌) = exp(−𝛼𝑘𝑡𝛽𝑘 ) as 
3

the decay function, resulting in:
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𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ3(𝝆𝒌) (6)

The addition of the 𝛽 term introduces a stretched exponential decay when 𝛽 > 1 and a compressed exponential when 0 < 𝛽 < 1. 
Finally, equation (6) reduces to the classic exponential decay (equation (2)) when 𝛽 = 1.

The advantage of the power law decay model of equation (6) and exponential mixture model of equation (4) lies in their flexibility 
to describe non-Lorentzian peak shapes. To further enhance the flexibility of the models presented in equations (2), (4) and (6), 
asymmetric line shapes are incorporated inspired by the approach outlined in the works of Matviychuk [32], introducing a complex 
skewing term of 𝑒𝑥𝑝(𝑗𝛾𝑘) for each signal. Though NMR signals are in principle symmetric, this is not always the case, as slight 
shimming errors or eddy currents may affect the spectrum in a non-predictable fashion, introducing asymmetric lineshapes [32,33]. 
This results in equations (2), (4), and (6) being formulated with added terms to accommodate asymmetric line shapes as:

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ1(𝝆𝒌) ⋅ exp(exp(𝑗𝛾𝑘)𝑡) (7)

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ2(𝝆𝒌) ⋅ exp(exp(𝑗𝛾𝑘)𝑡) (8)

𝑦(𝑡) =
𝐾∑

𝑘=1
𝑓 (𝐴𝑘, 𝜈𝑘,𝜙𝑘) ⋅Ψ3(𝝆𝒌) ⋅ exp(exp(𝑗𝛾𝑘)𝑡) (9)

respectively. The 𝑒𝑥𝑝(𝑗𝛾𝑘) ⋅ 𝑡 causes the peak to skew leftward if 𝛾 > 0 and rightward if 𝛾 < 0, with 𝛾 constrained to [− 𝜋

2 ∶ 𝜋

2 ]. With 
the formulated models, a routine for parameter estimation can be developed by transforming equations (7), (8), and (9) into a non-
linear least squares optimization (NLS-opt) problem. The NLS-opt problem involves setting up a matrix formulation of all models, 
incorporating a residual term E as the following:

𝑌 =𝑍𝐴𝑇 +𝐸. (10)

Here, A is a 1 ×𝐾 where each element represents a complex amplitude 𝑎𝑘 =𝐴𝑘 ⋅ exp(2𝑗𝜋𝜙𝑘) and Z is a 𝑁 ×𝐾 matrix consisting of the 
time-dependent terms from equations (7), (8) and (9). Each column of the Z-matrix represents a single sinusoid with its own subset of 
parameters, while the rows correspond to the signal values at the n-th time point. Y is a 1 ×𝑁 vector where each element represents a 
measured time point in the FID. Finally, E is a 1 ×𝑁 residual vector assumed to be identically and independently distributed according 
to a Gaussian distribution 𝐸 i.i.d∼ 𝑁(0, 𝜎). The model of equation (10) is simplified by integrating out the none-time dependent terms, 
following the same method originally suggested by Bretthorst [2], the A matrix can be expressed as a function of the Z matrix (see 
equation (11)):

𝐴 = (Z𝑇 Z)−1YZ (11)

This enables for the model to be turned into an NLS-opt problem, by reformulating equation (10) as minimization of the sum of 
squared errors (SSE) loss function depending soley on the Z-matrix, as presented in equations (12) and (13).

𝐸 = 𝑌 −𝐴𝑍 = 𝑌 − ((Z𝑇 Z)−1YZ)𝑍 (12)

where

SSE =𝐸𝐻𝐸 (13)

and

𝜽̂ = argmin
𝜽
(SSE) (14)

Here, H denotes the complex conjugate transpose of the matrix, also referred to as the Hermitian transposed matrix, and 𝜽̂ represents 
a vector of estimated parameters. Ideally, the SSE formulation of equation (14) poses a standardized loss function for minimizing. 
However, owing to the model’s nature as a superposition of sinusoids, the likelihood of spurious signals arising is very high. Therefore, 
to minimize the variance of phases a penalty term is added into equation (14)

𝜽̂ = argmin
𝜽

𝑆𝑆𝐸 + 1
𝐾

𝐾∑

𝑘=1
(𝜙𝑘 − 𝜙̄)2 (15)

The penalty term of equation (15), where 𝜙̄ denotes the mean phase vector, ensures that the phases do not deviate excessively, 
thereby preventing large reversed-phase peaks from occurring. One should note that the magnitude of a phase is very small, ranging 
from [−𝜋 ∶ 𝜋], compared to the magnitude of the SSE in an NMR spectrum. Therefore, to ensure the penalty criterion has an effect, 
all FID data is normalized using the Frobenius norm [34]. Optimal estimation of the parameters from the loss function of equation 
4

(15) may appear as a straightforward optimization problem at first glance. However, achieving an estimation of a global minimum 
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Fig. 2. Visual representation of the digital filter workflow. The ellipses indicate user input, specifying the targeted ROI and noise region (in ppm). The output is a 
digitally filtered ROI containing only the signal within the target range, while the rest of the spectrum is filled with synthetic noise.

to obtain optimal parameters for (7), (8), and (9) is notoriously challenging. This is due to several factors: the model’s unknown 
number of components (𝐾), its non-linearity, multi-modality with respect to the frequencies (𝜈𝑘), and the computational expense 
of the optimization algorithms involved. Therefore, the following subsections provide insights into reducing computational burdens, 
estimating model order, and the handling of parameter multimodality. The numerical constraint details for each parameter can be 
found in the constraining parameters supplementary (section A).

2.2. Computational bottlenecks

When applying the NMR-Onion algorithm to analyze a metabolomic 1D 1H NMR spectrum, it is common to have more than 1000 
peaks. This poses a significant computational challenge due to the size of the Z-matrix described by equation (10), which becomes 
large with 𝐾 > 1000 and 32768 <𝑁 < 131072 time points, depending on the sample acquisition protocol. Fortunately, 1D 1H NMR 
data exhibits sparsity, with non-overlapping regions being independent. These spectra often contain large regions of redundant noise, 
and typically only specific regions of the spectrum are of interest. Hence, by focusing on smaller regions of interest (ROIs), the 
dimensions of the Z-matrix can be substantially reduced, resulting in fewer columns (K). This reduction is achieved through the 
application of a digital band-pass filter as outlined in step 2 of Fig. 1.

Various methods exist for implementing digital filters. For example, the CRAFT algorithm utilized a finite impulse response (FIR) 
filter in conjunction with a Blackman window function [13], while Djermoune employed wavelet packet-like filter banks in an 
adaptive subband filtering scheme [35]. In NMR-Onion, we have adapted the super-Gaussian band-pass digital filter proposed by 
Hulse and Foroozandeh [36], making modifications to accommodate baseline artifacts and improve noise estimation in the data. This 
approach was chosen because integrating prior knowledge about noise levels is advantageous for NMR deconvolution, facilitating 
easier separation of signals from noise.

The initial modification made to the filter involved integrating a baseline correction step prior to estimating the noise level within 
a noise region. For baseline correction, the algorithm of asymmetrically re-weighted penalized least squares smoothing (ARpls) [37]
was applied. In addition, the noise level was determined using a resampling approach designed to enhance the robustness of noise 
estimation. Assuming the noise follows an average Gaussian white noise pattern, 1000 samples were randomly drawn from a Gaussian 
distribution with a mean of 0 and variance obtained from the baseline-corrected noise region. The mean of these resampled values 
was then used to establish an artificial noise floor for the filter. The adjusted filtering process is illustrated in Fig. 2.

Another bottleneck, in addition to model dimensions, arises from the optimization technique, programming language, and 
the specification of loss function derivatives. To address these challenges, we employ the modern PyTorch framework to imple-
ment the loss function defined in equation (15). We employ the quasi-Newton optimizer based on the limited-memory Broyden–
Fletcher–Goldfarb–Shanno (LBFGS) algorithm [38], which demonstrated considerably faster convergence for the NMR-Onion algo-
rithm compared to the Scipy implementation [39]. Moreover, PyTorch’s autograd module provides automatic differentiation (AD), 
5

further enhancing the robustness and efficiency of the optimization process [40]. AD furnishes both gradient and Hessian information, 
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crucial for swiftly and effectively estimating model parameters without the manual effort of identifying and implementing first-order 
(gradient) and second-order (Hessian) derivatives. Finally, we have included the option of applying a GPU (currently only applicable 
for Linux) during the parameter estimation step which leads to an approximately 5-fold increase in speed compared to running on a 
CPU (see results section for more information).

2.3. Peak detection

In addition to computational challenges, managing the multi-modality of frequencies and accurately estimating the number of 
signals for modeling purposes presents considerable difficulty. Initially addressed by Bertthorst [2], this challenge involved employing 
a search pattern algorithm [41] in conjunction with maximum power spectral density to determine initial frequency values. Sequential 
fitting of peaks continued until the Bayesian generalized likelihood criterion identified the correct number of components. Rubtsov 
and Griffin proposed an alternative method using reversible Monte Carlo Markov Chain (MCMC) jumps for model order selection and 
parameter estimation [29]. Frequency-based peak detection methods the first and second-order derivative Savitzky-Golay (SG) filters 
[24] are popular choices, especially with high-field NMR data that provide high-resolution spectra [42]. The NMR-Onion algorithm 
enhances peak detection using third-order SG filter derivatives combined with resolution enhancements [14] and employs a clustering 
algorithm that merges potentially overlapping peaks. This approach draws from the rNMRfind algorithm [43], implemented in Python 
as the third building block detailed in Fig. 1. The detection algorithm requires user input to define the minimal peak width parameter. 
Generally, as demonstrated in the original rNMRfind work [43], increasing this parameter reduces the number of detected peaks, 
offering a more conservative detection approach. The default noise threshold is set at 2 times the standard deviation determined by 
the interquartile range (IQR) of the first principal component from SG-filtered first and second-order derivative spectra of the real 
and imaginary spectrum.

2.4. Model selection

Following model fitting, the model selection process described in the fourth building block of Fig. 1 is executed. Various approaches 
can be employed for selection criteria, but for the NMR-Onion algorithm, we opt for the user to perform the selection utilizing either 
the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) [44] or the Bayesian information criterion (BIC) [45] defined as

𝐴𝐼𝐶 = −2 ⋅(𝜃) + 2 ⋅ 𝑝 ⋅𝐾 (16)

𝐵𝐼𝐶 = −2 ⋅ (𝜃) + 2 ⋅ 𝑝 ⋅𝐾 log(𝑁) (17)

Here p represents the number of parameters per sinusoid, K denotes the total number of sinusoids, and (𝜃) denotes the log-likelihood 
of equation (4) which according to the works of Nadler [46] may be formulated as

(𝜃) = −𝑁
2

(1 + log(2𝜋)) − 𝑁

2
log[𝐸𝐻𝐸]. (18)

Equation (18) corresponds to a Gaussian log-likelihood computed by utilizing the maximum likelihood estimator (root mean squared 
error) for the variance. The final model is determined based on its ability to provide the most accurate description of the data 
utilizing the minimal number of components, as indicated by achieving the lowest value from either equation (16) (AIC) or (17)
(BIC). The primary distinction between using (16) and (17) lies in the stringency of the penalty imposed based on the number of 
model parameters. BIC imposes a stricter penalty on models with more parameters compared to AIC. Consequently, BIC tends to favor 
simpler models over AIC. The NMR-Onion algorithm considers both approaches as valid and allows for testing of both under different 
scenarios. Other criteria, such as the kmap criterion [47], have also been developed but are primarily applicable to non-decaying 
sinusoids and do not explicitly address the weighting of decay rate and flexibility constants.

2.5. Parameter uncertainties

An often overlooked aspect in deconvolution algorithms is the assessment of uncertainties, particularly regarding the repeatability 
of peaks and the procedure for estimating parameter uncertainties. Various approaches exist for uncertainty estimation, with a 
common method involving the application of the second order derivative of the model’s negative log-likelihood function to derive 
the Fisher information used in Wald approximation confidence intervals [48]. However, as demonstrated by Wilson [3], the profile 
likelihood of parameters, especially frequencies, are far from representing a second-order curvature. Therefore, to accurately quantify 
uncertainties, alternative methods are necessary. A robust approach involves employing various Monte Carlo Markov Chain (MCMC) 
schemes, as illustrated by Jie Hao [19], although this approach intensifies computational cost.

In the NMR-Onion algorithm, we choose to implement a frequency approach rather than a Bayesian model, utilizing the ad hoc 
method of wild bootstrapping [31] to estimate parameter uncertainties. This scheme is illustrated in Fig. 1 step five and detailed 
in Algorithm 1 above. The purpose of the bootstrap method shown in Algorithm 1 is to estimate the confidence interval (CI) for 
each parameter. This is especially important for frequencies, as overlapping CIs would suggest that highly overlapping peaks might 
not be consistently detected in replicates, as within a replicate, the resolved peak might merge into a single peak. We classify peaks 
with overlapping CIs as potential resolved peaks (PRPs). To assess the repeatability of the PRPs, independent experimental replicates 
6

should be produced to determine whether the overlapping peaks are consistent or a result of random sample variations.
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Algorithm 1 Wild bootstrap algorithm.
Compute residuals based on best model fit
𝜀𝑖 = 𝑦𝑖 − 𝑦𝑖
draw bootstrap samples
for 𝑏 = 1, 2, .., 𝐵 do

for 𝑖 = 1, 2..., 𝑁 do

𝜀̃𝑏
𝑖
∼𝑍𝑏

𝑖
⋅ 𝜀𝑖 , 𝑍𝑏

𝑖
∼𝑁(0, 1)

𝑦̃𝑏
𝑖
= 𝑦𝑖 + 𝜀̃𝑏

𝑖

𝜽𝒃 = argmin𝜽𝒃 𝑆𝑆𝐸(𝑦̃𝑏
𝑖
)

end for

end for

Generate 𝛼 level confidence interval for the k’th parameter
𝜽𝒌𝑪 𝑰

= [𝜽𝒌𝒃𝜶 ∕𝟐
, 𝜽𝒌𝒃𝟏−𝜶∕𝟐

]

Here 𝜽𝒌𝒃
is the k’th parameter CI of b’th estimation at the upper and lower CI value of 𝛼

Generate sample variance for the k’th parameter
𝜽𝒌 =

1
𝑏

∑𝐵

𝑏=1 𝜃𝑘𝑏
𝜽𝒌𝒗𝒂𝒓

= 1
𝑏

∑𝐵

𝑏=1(𝜽𝒌𝒃
− 𝜽𝒌)2

return 𝜽𝒃 , 𝜽𝒌𝑪 𝑰
, 𝜽𝒌𝒔𝒕𝒅

Table 1

Experiment 1: Phenol:isopropanol sample mixture com-
positions.

Sample No. Phenol (mM) Isopropanol (mM)

1 1 1
3 2 1
3 1 2
4 0.5 0.5
5 0.1 0.1

3. Data acquisition

For this study, spectral data were obtained using two different experimental setups. The first experiment consisted of sample 
mixtures between phenol and isopropanol dissolved in 90:10 𝐻2𝑂 ∶𝐷2𝑂 and 𝐷2𝑂. The mixture ratios of phenol: isopropanol were 
set according to Table 1, producing a total of 5 data sets. The second experimental setup involved a sample of the complex molecule 
phytosteroid Diosgenin dissolved in chloroform. Two samples with an identical final concentration (4 mM) were made. All spectral 
data were acquired on a Bruker AVANCE III HD 800 MHz spectrometer equipped with a 5 mm TCI cryoprobe. The 1H pulse programs 
depended on the solvent used, where spectra acquired with only 10% D2O in water a zgespg pulse sequence was used whereas for 
samples dissolved in CDCl3 a zg and zg30 pulse sequence scheme was used, for all spectra the baseopt rectangular filter setting was 
used to minimize baseline and first-order phase distortions. All spectra were acquired at 25 ◦C, with a relaxation delay of 2 s, 128 
scans, and 64 K data points. For the data analysis, the NMR-Onion program was run on a virtual-box Ubuntu (64-bit) Linux operating 
system with a Processor Intel(R) Core(TM) i9-9880H CPU @ 2.30 GHz, 2304 MHz, 8 Core(s), 16 Logical Processor(s). Furthermore, all 
experimental data were normalized applying the Frobenius norm before initiating any model fitting within the NMR-Onion algorithm. 
The modeling process in NMR-Onion utilized a learning rate (lr) of 0.1 over 20 epochs (iteration cycles), employing an exponential 
learning rate schedule that reduced the learning rate by 30% per epoch.

Post data acquisition, pre-processing was done in Bruker TopSpin version 4.0.7 [49]. This included apodization applying an 
exponential line broadening of 0.3 Hz from which a subsequent automatic phase and baseline correction was carried out. Finally, the 
transfer of preprocessed data from Topspin to a Python environment was carried out applying the NMR-Glue [50] package, enabling 
the importing of Bruker data along with experimental setup parameters (acquisition and pre-processing).

All acquired spectral experimental data (raw and processed) for this paper is available for download on our GitHub: https://
www .github .com /Mabso1 /NMR -onion.

4. Results

4.1. Simulation study

In order to test the fitting capabilities of the NMR-Onion algorithm, a simulation study was conducted. Specifically, detection and 
spectral reconstruction were evaluated for 500 datasets simulated at four signal-to-noise (SNR) levels being 30, 20, 10, and 1 dB 
(1000,100,10 and 1.3 in the definition of S/N) simulated as average Gaussian noise. Each dataset was generated such that the highest 
multiplicity was that of an octet, whilst mixing of closely spaced signals ensured that multiplets were also present in the simulated 
data. The setting of each parameter for the simulations can be found within the supplementary (section B). In addition, the noise 
7

threshold and peak width filtering were held constant throughout all experiments (see supplementary section B for details).

https://www.github.com/Mabso1/NMR-onion
https://www.github.com/Mabso1/NMR-onion


Heliyon 10 (2024) e36998M. Brinks Sørensen, M. Riis Andersen, M.-M. Siewertsen et al.

Fig. 3. Visual representation of the detection algorithm performance at different SNR levels. A 0 on the missed peaks axis indicates perfect detection, whilst a negative 
number indicates how many peaks have been missed within a dataset. Likewise, a positive number indicates how many falsely detected peaks have been added within 
a dataset. To get the exact numbers, the reader is referred to Table 2 (A) showcases the highest SNR setting of 30 dB. (B) showcases the second-highest setting of 20 
dB. (C) showcases the second lowest setting of 10 db. (D) showcases the lowest setting of 1 dB.

Table 2

Results of detection algorithm at different SNR levels. The 
table shows under-detection (under), over-detection (over) 
and perfect detection (perfect).

SNR level (dB) Total Over Under Perfect

30 500 85 206 207
20 500 65 174 259
10 500 48 306 144
1 500 26 376 96

To quantify the detection capabilities of the algorithm, the results were divided into three categories being over-detection, perfect 
detection, and under-detection. We defined over-detection to occur when the total number of detected signals within a simulated 
dataset is higher than the total number of actual signals. Likewise, we define under-detection to occur when the number of total 
detected signals within a simulated dataset is lower than total actual signals. Finally, perfect detection occurs when total number of 
detected signals within a dataset is equal to the actual number of signals.

The resulting signal detection at each SNR setting is summarized in Table 2 and Fig. 3A-D. The implications of the findings are 
analyzed within the discussion section, whilst examples of under, over, and perfect detection are shown within the supplementary 
(section B).

In addition to detection, spectral reconstruction was also evaluated for each SNR setting. As the noise is simulated from average 
Gaussian noise, a perfect fit would be identified by containing only Gaussian noise within the residuals. Hence we employ the 
Shapiro Wilk normality test at a 5% significance level, investigating each of the 500 simulations at different SNR levels. The results 
are summarized in Table 3. In addition, normality plots showcasing some of the residuals are found within the supplementary (section 
B).

The implication of the findings within Table 3 is further analyzed within the discussion section.

4.2. GPU vs CPU

The testing of GPU speed vs CPU speed was done on a Linux Debian laptop with a 1060 6 GB NVIDIA GTX GPU and a 7th 
8

generation i7 core processor. The speed was evaluated by generating multiple runs at one SNR setting of 40 dB, the level was chosen 
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Table 3

Spectral reconstruction evaluation based on residual 
normality analysis utilizing the Shapiro Wilk normal-
ity test (significance level 0.05). The table shows the 
number of p-values above 0.05 (fail to reject normal-
ity) and below 0.05 (rejects normality).

SNR level (dB) Total 𝑝 < 0.05 𝑝 > 0.05

30 500 477 33
20 500 459 41
10 500 409 91
1 500 384 116

Fig. 4. Visualization of the average GPU vs CPU run times results per epoch. (A) model 1 GPU vs CPU epoch run time. (B) model 2 GPU vs CPU epoch run time. (C) 
model 2 GPU vs CPU epoch run time.

Table 4

Experiment 1: Depiction of experimental coupling patterns and 
theoretical peak positions.

Compound 𝛿 (ppm) Coupling pattern J (Hz)

Phenol 6.84 broad doublet ∼8.9
Phenol 6.91 triplet of triplets 8.0, 0.95
Phenol 7.24 doublet of doublets 7.7, 8.6
Isopropanol 1.16 doublet 6.4
Isopropanol 4.01 septet 6.4

to ensure every peak was not consumed by the noise floor. It should be noted that the purpose was to evaluate the speed of detection, 
hence every peak position was given to the algorithm passing the detection step. For the series of experiments, the number of model 
parameters was set at 10, 50, 100, 200, 400, 800 for model 1 and 12, 60, 120, 240, 480, and 960 parameters for model 2 and model 3 
(2, 10, 20, 40, 80 and 160 peaks). In total, 100 samples were generated at each parameter setting for each model. The settings of the 
parameters can be found within the supplementary (section C). The resulting average run time per epoch for each model is outlined 
within Fig. 4.

From Fig. 4 A-C it is evident that the GPU settings are much faster than solely relying on the CPU when the number of components 
increases (at a low number of components the results are almost identical). The usage of a GPU led to an approximately 2-fold speed 
increase for model 1, while models 2 and 3 saw an increase of approximately 5-fold when the number of peaks exceeded 40.

4.3. Case study 1

In the initial experimental setup with real data, the objective is to validate the NMR-Onion algorithm using readily identifiable 
peak frequencies and coupling patterns covering a large area of the proton spectrum. The primary peaks of the phenol:isopropanol 
composition are summarized in Table 4

In addition to confirming peak validity, the dilution series (see Table 1) was designed to establish the lower limit of detection. 
Consequently, regions of interest (ROIs) were defined based on theoretical peak positions applying the filtering process detailed in 
9

Section 2.2, resulting in a total of four ROIs (see Table 5).
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Table 5

Experiment 1: Region of interest and noise region.

Region No. lower cutoff (ppm) higher cutoff (ppm)

1 0.9 1.2
2 3.8 4.1
3 6.6 7.0
4 7.1 7.5

Noise region -0.1 -0.2

Table 6

Summery of experiment 1 SNR values (both in dB and 
traditional NMR definition of S/N) for each of the targeted 
ROIs.

Region No. Sample No. SNR (dB) SNR

1 1 46.9 48978.0
2 1 35.0 3162.3
3 1 38.2 6606.9
4 1 38.2 6606.9

1 2 47.2 52481.0
2 2 34.7 2951.2
3 2 34.3 2691.2
4 2 34.0 2511.9

1 3 34.4 2754.2
2 3 30.7 1174.9
3 3 37.0 5011.9
4 3 36.9 4897.8

1 4 39.7 9332.5
2 4 27.7 588.8
3 4 30.4 1096.5
4 4 30.3 1071.5

1 5 34.2 2630.3
2 5 22.2 165.9
3 5 23.9 245.5
4 5 23.5 223.9

To provide a comprehensive assessment of detection capabilities, the SNR of each ROI was calculated across all concentration 
levels, as 𝑆𝑁𝑅 = 10 log10

𝑆

𝑁
and used to compare the performance of the algorithm (see Table 6). In addition to the dB measurements, 

we have also included the more traditional SNR definition of NMR being S/N.
Graphical results for the highest and lowest SNR samples are depicted in Figs. 5 and 6. The optimal model for each ROI was 

automatically selected utilizing BIC of equation (17), (AIC provided similar results).
From Fig. 5 A and Fig. 6 A, the targeted doublet is clearly identified, likewise the targeted septet is found within Fig. 5 B and 

Fig. 6 B. For figure C, for both the lowest and the highest SNR sample doublets of doublets were identified. The third ROI comprises 
two sub-ROIs that display second-order effects. Therefore, caution is advised when employing a first-order multiplicity analysis. The 
first sub-region (Fig. 5 D and 6 D), is observed to be a triplet of triplets as expected if applying a 1st order multiplicity analysis and 
disregarding J𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑎, whereas for sample 5 broader signals than for sample 1 are observed and the small J coupling constant is not 
resolved when visually expected but only after deconvolution. For the second sub-ROI of the third region, sample one (Fig. 5 E) is 
a doublet of multiples, whereas sample 5 (Fig. 6 E) shows different splits making a 1st order multiplicity analysis non-applicable. 
Regarding the residuals of each model, none satisfy the assumption of being white noise. This issue will be elaborated upon in 
sections 4.5 and 5.

In addition to conducting individual deconvolution analyses, the stability of models across five identical regions in different 
samples was investigated. The best models selected across all four regions from 6 are summarized in 7.

From Table 7, it is evident that Model 3, the power law model (equation (9)) is consistently selected as the superior model, 
indicating a higher level of generalization. Model 2, the mixture model (equation (8)) is less general but still frequently chosen. 
Interestingly, model 1, the traditional model of exponential decay (equation (7)) is selected only once. It should be noted that each 
model tested on the data includes a skew term, as outlined in equations (see equation (7), (8) and (9)). To get an overview of the 
skewness, the distribution of values for 𝛾 is visualized in Fig. 7, depicting skewness across each ROI for every sample.

From Fig. 7 it seems that ROI 1 has the least skewness variance compared to the other ROIs. Whereas the other ROIs emit higher 
variance, e.g. peaks are skewed in the left and right direction. This makes sense, as the patterns are more complicated the other ROIs 
10

and splits are occurring.
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Fig. 5. Visual model deconvolution of sample No. 1 (highest SNR sample - see Table 6 for SNR values). (A) Region 1: Targeted doublet zoom. (B) Region 2: Targeted 
septet zoom. (C) Region 4: Targeted doublet of doublet zoom. (D) Region 3: Targeted triplet of triplets subpart zoom. (E) Region 3: Targeted board doublet subpart 
zoom.

Fig. 6. Visual model deconvolution of sample No. 5 (lowest SNR sample- see Table 6 for SNR values). (A) Region 1: Targeted doublet zoom. (B) Region 2: Targeted 
septet zoom. (C) Region 4: Targeted doublet of doublet zoom. (D) Region 3: Targeted triplet of triplets subpart zoom. (E) Region 3: Targeted board doublet subpart 
zoom.

Table 7

Experiment 1 summary of best-selected models 
across all regions of interests (ROI) for 5 differ-
ent samples based on BIC.

ROI model 1 model 2 model 3

1 0 2 3
2 0 1 4
3 1 1 3
4 0 0 5

Total 1 4 15
11
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Fig. 7. The figure depicts the distribution of skewness values (𝛾) across the four regions of interest (ROI) for the 5 samples of case study 1. Values set at 0 (dashed 
line), would indicate perfect symmetry, while negative and positive values indicate a left and right skewness respectively. The maximum skewness is set at 𝜋∕2 and 
−𝜋∕2.

Table 8

Experiment 1, summary of potential false 
peaks (PRPs) found across all datasets.

ROI Total PRPs Targeted peaks

1 2 0
2 3 0
3 130 66
4 39 9

Table 9

Experiment 2 region of interest and noise region.

Region No. lower cutoff (ppm) higher cutoff (ppm)

1 3.35 3.60

Noise region -0.1 -0.2

A key feature of NMR-Onion lies in the ability to detect PRPs in highly overlapping signals. This feature was utilized to investigate 
how many of the total peaks detected in each region are less likely to appear in replicates, as they originate from highly overlapping 
peaks. The results are, for all 5 experiments, summarized in Table 8 including both targeted peaks (see Table 4) and peaks from 13C 
satellites:

From Table 8, it is observed that the majority of PRPs are found in the third and fourth regions, while the first and second regions 
contain very few. This observation aligns well with the visual results outlined in Figs. 5 and 6, as peaks are highly overlapping and 
exhibit second-order effects and the presence of small unresolved J coupling constants. However, it should be noted that many of 
the PRPs do not originate from the targeted peaks listed in Table 4, but rather from the smaller 13C satellites and some impurities 
which had CI overlaps in samples 1-3 where detection was possible. This was particularly evident in ROI 3, where second-order 
effects caused different multiplicity patterns within the signals. In ROI 4, it was revealed that the targeted peaks, where PRPs were 
identified, occurred only in sample 5 and sample 2 (see more in the discussion section).

Finally, it was noted that across each sample, the consistently detected peaks appeared within the CIs of the first sample (or any 
other sample’s CI), indicating the model’s consistent and accurate prediction of peak locations across varying concentrations.

The analysis of the PRPs in this case may not significantly enhance the study, as it would require replicates of the same con-
centrations to accurately identify specific PRPs arising from sample-to-sample variations. Furthermore, Experiment 1 exhibits highly 
distinguishable regions, which diminishes the impact of PRP detection. Therefore, to effectively demonstrate the value of the PRP 
feature, a second case study was designed utilizing a more complex molecule.

4.4. Case study 2

The second case study focuses on analyzing a sample containing the complex phytosteroid Diosgenin molecule. The objective of 
this experiment is to showcase how NMR-Onion accurately identifies peaks and detects PRPs across two in principle identical samples. 
12

We focused on a specific ROI and noise region outlined in Table 9.
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Fig. 8. Visual model deconvolution of two samples within case study 2, where black dots indicate potentially resolved peaks. (A) Sample 1: Sub-region 1 zoom. (B) 
Sample 1: Sub-region 2 Zoom. (C) Sample 1: Sub-region 3 zoom. (D) Sample 2: Sub-region 1 Zoom. (E) Sample 2: Sub-region 2 zoom. (F) Sample 2: Sub-region 3 zoom.

Fig. 9. The figure depicts the distribution of skewness values (𝛾) across the one region of interest (ROI) for the 2 samples of case study 2. Values set at 0 (dashed line), 
would indicate perfect symmetry, while negative and positive values indicate a left and right skewness respectively. The maximum skewness is set at 𝜋∕2 and −𝜋∕2.

The underlying model of the ROI described in Table 9 was chosen using the same approach outlined in Section 4.3, leading to both 
datasets being modeled by the exponential power law model (equation (9)). The graphical representation based on the exponential 
power law in each replicate is depicted in Fig. 8, highlighting three distinct sub-regions.

Two of the sub-regions shown Fig. 8 A, B and D, E, exhibited no obvious difference as the same peaks were detected in both 
samples. However, the third sub-ROI revealed a possible PRP in the first sample (Fig. 8 C), where the same peaks were absent in 
the corresponding region of the second sample (Fig. 8 F). This detected PRP suggests that replicates may have a low probability of 
resolving the same peaks consistently. It is noteworthy that the algorithm does not detect as many peaks in the second sample as in 
the first sample; however, residual analysis reveals that signals absent in the second sample correspond to signals found in the first 
sample (See more in the discussion section). Alongside assessing signal uncertainties, the skewness is visualized in Figure In addition 
to evaluating signal uncertainties, the skewness is also visualized in Fig. 9 for the two datasets of case study 2.

From Fig. 9, it is observed that the two cases have more or less identical skewness, and overall the median skewness is much 
smaller compared to that of case study 1.

4.5. Comparison with other software

To comprehensively evaluate the results of the NMR-Onion algorithm, we choose to compare it with MNOVA GSD, one of the 
most popular and widely utilized algorithms in the field. The experimental data from Case Study 1 and Case Study 2 were analyzed 
using the MNOVA GSD algorithm, and the results are illustrated in Fig. 10 A-E and Fig. 11 A-C. Unfortunately, a direct comparison 
13

of metrics such as root mean squared error or BIC/AIC between NMR-Onion and MNOVA GSD are not possible as the internal data 
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Fig. 10. Visual model deconvolution of sample 5 as detailed in Tables 1 and 6. The dark red lines represent the original spectrum, the purple lines depict the fitted 
spectrum, the blue line denotes the underlying signals, the orange lines indicate the residuals, and the black ticks mark the detected peaks. (A) Region 1: targeted 
doublet of zoom. (B) Region 2: Targeted septet zoom. (C) Region 4: Targeted doublet of doublet zoom. (D) Region 3: triplet of triplets zoom. (E) Region 3: Targeted 
doublet zoom.

Fig. 11. Visual model deconvolution of sample 1 as detailed in Table 9 and plotted in Fig. 8 A, B and C. The dark red lines represent the original spectrum, the purple 
lines depict the fitted spectrum, the blue line denotes the underlying signals, the orange lines indicate the residuals, and the black ticks mark the detected peaks. (A) 
Sub-region 1 zoom. (B) Sub-region 2 zoom. (C) Sub-region 3 zoom.

Table 10

Experiment 1, a comparison of numbers 
peaks detected by MNOVA and NMR-onion 
within sample 5.

Region No. MNOVA NMR-Onion

1(A) 5 4
2(B) 9 9
3(D) 14 9
3(E) 12 10
4(C) 10 14

Total: 50 46

normalization and loss function formulation of MNOVA GSD cannot be extracted. Therefore, only visual evaluations of residuals are 
considered here for comparison.

When comparing the MNOVA output shown in Fig. 10 with the results from NMR-Onion depicted in Fig. 6, it is apparent that 
the residuals produced by both programs do not exhibit a pattern indicative of normally distributed white noise (see more in the 
discussion section). The summarized results, including the count of detected peaks in each ROI, are presented in Table 10, note that 
letters A-C corresponding to the sub-plot numbering of Fig. 6 and 10), has been added to each region number.

Upon comparing the number of detected peaks (see Table 10), it is observed that NMR-Onion and MNOVA generally detect a 
similar number of peaks, though it seems MNOVA are detecting peaks with negative amplitudes as well, as exemplified from Fig. 10
14

A. Despite many similarities, there are notable differences between NMR-Onion and MNOVA. For instance, in the region around 
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7.24 ppm, NMR-Onion detects more resolved peaks compared to MNOVA. It is worth noting that these peaks are identified as PRP, 
suggesting that their detection may be affected by low repeatability due to sample-to-sample variations.

In the second experiment, the results from MNOVA are depicted in Fig. 11. Upon visual inspection, MNOVA and NMR-Onion 
generally exhibit consistency in their findings for sub-regions 1 and 2. However, a notable difference arises in the third sub-region 
(Fig. 8 C and 11 C) where NMR-Onion identifies a highly overlapping peak shoulder around 3.4 ppm that MNOVA does not detect. 
Moreover, the models produced by both MNOVA and NMR-Onion appear to align more closely with the assumptions of white noise 
compared to the results of the first experiment.

5. Discussion

5.1. Simulation study

From the simulation study, it was evident that the detection algorithm exhibited a minimal over-detection in relation to instances 
of under-detection and perfect detection across all SNR levels, as outlined in Table 2. Notably, as the SNR lowers, an increase in 
instances of under-detection occurs. This occurrence may be due to peaks becoming hidden within the noise floor, rendering them 
obscured from detection. An additional explanation may be that maintaining a constant noise threshold throughout all experimental 
iterations may lead to the oversight of peaks falling below the noise threshold. The manifestation of over-detection may be attributed 
to the algorithm operating under fixed noise threshold and peak width filtering, resulting in the erroneous inclusion of random noise 
spikes or baseline errors as detected peaks. It is imperative to underline that the algorithm is not designed for wholly hands-off 
operation. Rather, post-detection intervention by a human operator is needed, testing for spurious peaks which may be removed by 
increasing or decreasing peak width filtering and/or the noise threshold.

As for the spectral reconstruction, lower SNR seemed to correlate with the decrease in the proportion of normally distributed 
residuals. This pattern may have occurred as the signals are getting harder to distinguish from noise. This aligns with the results of 
the detection algorithm, which suggested an increase in the proportion of under-fittings as SNR decreased. A possible method for 
mitigating the need for tuning the parameters would be to incorporate a different type of detection algorithm possibly based on deep 
learning. Here one could use transfer learning of trained 1D convolutional neural networks for peak detection. However, in order to 
reduce bias and increase model generality, neural networks trained on real NMR data are required, as simulated data cannot capture 
every scenario encountered when working with real data.

5.2. Case study 1

From the results in Section 4.5, regarding the first experiment, it was generally observed that MNOVA and NMR-Onion detected 
nearly identical numbers of peaks across the range of SNRs set up in Table 6. However, in some cases, NMR-Onion detected more 
peaks than MNOVA, as exemplified in Fig. 6 C. Furthermore, Table 7, depicts that our novel models, given by equations equation (8)
and (9) generally outperformed the traditional pure exponential decay model, making them more suitable for fitting non-Lorentzian 
line shapes. Our decision not to present results in the time domain in this paper is primarily based on two reasons. Firstly, NMR 
spectroscopy is conventionally analyzed in the frequency domain, aligning our approach with standard practice in the field. Secondly, 
our reliance on visual comparisons between software outputs posed challenges in the time domain due to the more convoluted nature 
of fits. Still, detailed time domain outputs can be generated if required, and are provided in the NMR-Onion tutorial available on the 
GitHub site (see supporting information). As for the lineshape skewness, the study revealed that peaks are skewed both in the right 
and left direction. We saw that commonly, the skewness is highest in more convoluted regions compared to regions containing fewer 
signals.

Another noteworthy finding is presented in Table 8 where ROI 3 exhibited numerous instances of confidence interval overlaps 
suggesting that the peaks found around the targeted resonances may be potentially resolved peaks and therefore should be further 
investigated for consistency within independent replicates. However, as demonstrated in the results, while the targeted peaks were 
consistently present across all samples, they exhibited varying underlying multiplet structures. We believe the variability is attributed 
to the occurrence of second-order effects, particularly notable in ROI 3. Furthermore, ROI 4 also exhibited a notable abundance of 
PRPs, akin to the observation in ROI 3. Detailed identification and characterization of these PRPs were not extensively pursued in this 
study. However, this could be addressed through the addition of more replicates at identical concentrations. Such an approach would 
enable differentiation between peaks that consistently appear but are highly overlapping, and those that arise due to sample-to-sample 
variations.

Finally, it was noted that in the first case study the model residuals from both MNOVA and NMR-Onion are heavily deviating 
form the assumptions of exhibiting white Gaussian noise. We believe this is to be attributed to the imperfections in the data regarding 
model formulations, which manifest in both MNOVA and NMR-Onion due to non-flat baselines, alongside minimal preprocessing. 
The rationale behind these imperfections was to assess how our approach could manage complex data with only minimal corrections. 
Extensive corrections are heavily reliant on manual operator correction rather than automation, potentially introducing a bias in the 
analysis. Interestingly, the same minimal preprocessing scheme was applied in the second experiment, yet the residuals here align 
15

much more closely with the model assumptions, likely owing to a higher SNR.
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5.3. Case study 2

In the second experiment, as detailed in sections 4.5 and 4.4, a potential PRP was identified within the first sample (Fig. 8 C), 
whereas the overlap was absent in the replicate (Fig. 8 F). This suggests that this particular peak may have arisen due to sample 
variations. As for the skewness distribution, we noted that case study 2 had much less asymmetry compared to that of case study 1. 
However, we did note that the median skewness was not 0 and had cases that were far from perfect symmetry. Additionally, while 
the results from MNOVA and NMR-Onion were largely similar, there was a notable difference in the detection of peaks within the 
last sub-region (3.36-3.43 ppm). Specifically, NMR-Onion detected a peak shoulder around 3.4 ppm that MNOVA did not detect (see 
Fig. 11 C vs Fig. 8 C). However, we cannot state if NMR-Onion archives more accurate detection in general, as the comparisons are 
only based on a few spectra. Finally, it should be noticed that Fig. 8 F shows fewer detected peaks compared to Fig. 8 C, as evident 
from the residuals which indicate missing peaks in the former. Adjusting the peak width cutoff does enable the detection of the 
missing peaks, but we chose not to change this parameter to maintain consistency across experiments when comparing outputs.

The residuals in case study 2 are notably closer to meeting the model assumptions compared to case study 1. However, it’s 
important to note that neither MNOVA nor NMR-Onion achieves perfect white noise in this study. This observation is rational given 
the nature of real-world data, where it is impractical to construct a flawless model that accommodates every form of distortion without 
risking significant overfitting. However, it seems that the model produces some small systematic error in the residuals. The reason for 
imperfections might be that the loss function is non-convex and a better optimum might be identified should the algorithm run longer 
(see our GitHub and supplementary, where we ran the model for 40 epochs, reducing the residual error). It should be noted that the 
error is very small which is evident from the time domain residuals found in the supplementary. Nevertheless, we have developed 
a model and framework capable of accurately representing a spectrum, achieving minimal residual signals and avoiding significant 
instances of missed peaks. A potential improvement could involve incorporating a random effect into the model, thereby creating a 
non-linear mixed-effects model that could potentially capture random distortions. To the best of our knowledge, this approach has 
not been previously explored and could effectively account for stochastic variations among samples.

5.4. The NMR-Onion algorithm

An essential aspect of the NMR-Onion algorithm lies in its capability to identify potentially resolved peaks through overlapping 
confidence intervals, which are determined using the wild bootstrap method (see Algorithm 1). The drawback of this approach stems 
from the significant computational time required, given that the model needs to be refitted 1000 times (default value) or more. This 
challenge was addressed by decimating the time series signal [51], leveraging the fact that initial parameter values from the fit of 
the non-decimated ROI were estimated prior to executing the bootstrap. Alternative methods to the wild bootstrap algorithm (see 
Algorithm 1) do exist, such as those based on Bayesian approaches. However, as highlighted by Wilson [3] the sampling schemes in 
pure MCMC approaches are often considerably slower than almost any other optimization method. Therefore, one might consider a 
variational Bayesian (VB) inference sampling scheme [52] as a possible alternative to the wild bootstrap and model fitting, Still, a 
challenge with Bayesian formulations is the necessity to specify appropriate priors for the parameters to ensure effective sampling. 
The Zellner prior has demonstrated effectiveness in fitting sinusoids, as observed in the works of Rubtsov and Griffith [29]. Utilizing 
variational Bayesian (VB) inference with the Zellner prior could potentially enhance computational efficiency of a future version of 
NMR-Onion. Another novel aspect of the NMR-Onion algorithm involves implementing models and optimization routines using the 
modern framework of PyTorch. One of the primary advantages of using PyTorch is its automatic differentiation (AD) capabilities. 
When defining a loss function such as equation (15), PyTorch can automatically compute the gradient and Hessian, thereby optimizing 
the optimization process, making it faster and more robust. Therefore, automatic differentiation (AD) enables the development of 
robust models much more easily, as it eliminates the need for manual implementation of derivatives. We believe that in conjunction 
with the peak detection and digital filter modules, other models can be readily implemented and tested using the PyTorch core 
optimization framework of NMR-Onion. This makes the development of both time and frequency domain models more accessible 
for all developers. We experimented with other non-Quasi-Newton optimization approaches such as ADAM [53] and RSM-prop [54]
algorithms, but these proved less effective (results not included) compared to LBFGS implementations in both PyTorch [38] and Scipy 
[39].

In making the optimization routine using LBFGS, computationally feasible, other methods were also explored as alternatives to the 
digital band-pass filter. We attempted mini-batch stochastic optimization, which is a technique in deep learning capable of handling 
much larger data sets. However, these attempts did not yield promising results on either real or simulated data. We believe that the 
outcome can be attributed largely to the LBFGS algorithm in PyTorch not being capable of handling a mini-batch approach rather 
than the efficacy of the alternative method itself. Regarding the simulated data, the non-quasi-Newton approaches (Adam and RSM-
prop) performed well with mini-batches; however, they failed when applied to real data. Therefore, an attractive improvement to our 
algorithm is to implement mini batches when the LBFGS algorithm of Pytorch is further developed to include stochastic optimization, 
as this would render manual ROI selection obsolete, instead fitting the full spectrum all at once. We did improve the speed of the 
algorithm by utilizing the GPU framework made possible by the Pytorch backbone (see section 4.2), this can in part remove the need 
for the digital filter as suggested by the speed comparisons of CPU vs GPU runs. It is also possible to combine the digital filter and 
GPU for further speed increase should only a small area of signals be of interest. The downside of relying solely on the GPU is that 
this will create a barrier to entry for some users due to the cost of GPU’s. In the current state of NMR-Onion, multiplets must be 
manually assigned based on estimated amplitude ratios and coupling constants. This manual process can be challenging, particularly 
16

in untargeted studies. Therefore, for future developments of NMR-Onion, implementing automatic assignment of multiplets based 
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on amplitude ratios and coupling constants is a desired feature. This enhancement would make NMR-Onion suitable for expedited 
analysis in both targeted and untargeted studies.

6. Conclusion

From the results of this study, we conclude that the NMR-Onion framework offers a robust approach for analyzing 1D 1H NMR 
spectra. This framework effectively targets specific regions of interest (ROIs) within a spectrum, enabling targeted analysis across 
a wide range of signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) values. Additionally, we conclude that our novel time domain models are capable of 
fitting highly overlapping signals, outperforming the traditional exponential decay model formulation. We believe that, with the 
NMR-Onion framework being open-source, model improvements and further development can be rapidly integrated due to the AD 
library. The core modules of digital filtering ensure computational feasibility, and the peak detection algorithm effectively handles 
the multi-modality of the frequencies. Furthermore, we predict that the addition of detecting potentially resolved peaks generated 
from the NMR-Onion framework, in combination with replicates, will significantly reduce the risk of false conclusions. This would be 
particularly relevant for large metabolomics samples, where numerous signal overlaps are present, and sample-to-sample variations 
could potentially play a significant role. With the NMR-Onion algorithm, users are made aware of potential artifacts, minimizing the 
likelihood of drawing false conclusions based on peaks marked as potentially resolved peaks. With NMR-Onion, we have developed 
an algorithm capable of statistically evaluating uncertainties in the results, ensuring that users are alerted to potentially resolved 
peaks. When combined with replicates, this feature helps confirm that highly overlapping peaks are consistent across samples and 
not a result of sample-to-sample variations.
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