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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR GUIDING AN ULTRASOUND PROBE

An ultrasound guidance method and system for

an ultrasound imaging system in which user-defined start
and end locations define a volume to be imaged. Guid-
ance instructions for an ultrasound process performed
on the defined volume may thereby be generated, to help

guide the movement of an ultrasound probe during the
ultrasound imaging process. The movement of the ultra-
sound probe is monitored using an ultrasound probe
tracker to ensure that the user is adhering to the guidance
instructions.
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Description
FIELD OF THE INVENTION
[0001] Thisinventionrelatestothe field of ultrasound probes, and in particular to the field of guiding an ultrasound probe.
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] Ultrasound imaging is increasingly being employed in a variety of different applications. It is important that the
image produced by the ultrasound imaging system is as clear and accurate as possible so as to give the user a realistic
interpretation of the subject being scanned. Thisis especially the case when the subjectin questionis a patient undergoing
a medical ultrasound scan. In this situation, the ability of a clinician to make an accurate diagnosis is dependent on the
quality of the image produced by the ultrasound imaging system.

[0003] Some ultrasound imaging systems comprise an ultrasound probe and an ultrasound probe tracker, adapted to
track a location of the ultrasound probe.

[0004] Ultrasound probes may comprise a CMUT transducer array for transmitting ultrasound waves and receiving
echo information. The transducer array may alternatively comprise piezoelectric transducers formed of materials such
as PZT or PVDF. The transducer array may comprise a two-dimensional array of transducers capable of scanning in a
2D plane or in three dimensions for 3D imaging. In another example, the transducer array may be a 1D array.

[0005] Known ultrasound probe trackers include electro-magnetic or optical tracking systems and transducer-based
tracking systems.

[0006] Methodswhichgenerate athree-dimensional (3D)ultrasound image have been proposed. 3D ultrasound images
have been shown to significantly improve a clinician’s understanding of an imaged volume.

[0007] To capture a 3D ultrasound image, the ultrasound probe captures a series of ultrasound images and the
ultrasound probe tracker identifies a location (of the probe) at which each image is captured. The captured images are
stacked, based on their respective locations of capture, to form a 3D image of the imaged volume.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0008] The invention is defined by the claims.

[0009] According to examples in accordance with an aspect of the invention, there is provided a method of guiding a
user of an ultrasound imaging system during an ultrasound imaging process of a volume, wherein the ultrasound imaging
system comprises an ultrasound probe and an ultrasound probe tracker adapted to obtain a location of the ultrasound
probe. The method comprises: obtaining a user-defined start location for the ultrasound probe; obtaining a user-defined
end location for the ultrasound probe, a volume between the start location and the end location thereby defining a volume
to be imaged; determining guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the
volume to be imaged; and during a subsequent ultrasound imaging process of the volume, monitoring, using the ultra-
sound probe tracker, a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume to determine whether the user is
adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0010] It has been recognized that the quality of the ultrasound reconstruction enabled by the ultrasound imaging
process (e.g. a 3D ultrasound volume, or a 2D stitch, obtained from the arrangement of a series of 2D ultrasound images)
depends heavily upon the experience or training of a user performing the ultrasound imaging process. In particular, poor
quality ultrasound images often result from: an ultrasound probe moving at an inappropriate speed and/or over an
inappropriate path or failing to provide sufficient ultrasound probe movement to image an entire volume.

[0011] There is therefore proposed a method which determines whether a user is following guidance instructions for
performing an ultrasound imaging process between a first (start) location and a second (end) location. The first and
second locations are defined by the user, such that the user defines a volume or region of interest in which ultrasound
imaging is to be performed.

[0012] The start location and the end locations are defined before an ultrasound imaging process is performed. Thus,
the start and the end locations define a volume or area in which ultrasound imaging is performed. There is therefore
presented an a priori methodology for optimizing an ultrasound imaging process based on a known volume or area in
which ultrasound imaging is to be performed.

[0013] The ultrasound imaging process, through which a user is guided, may be a method of capturing ultrasound
images and generating a ultrasound output of the volume defined by the start and end locations. The ultrasound output
may be a 3D ultrasound image. The guidance instructions may therefore be designed so that the user (following the
guidance instructions) generates an optimal 3D reconstruction of the volume imaged during the ultrasound imaging
process.

[0014] The proposed invention advantageously allows an optimal path, speed, angular speed, change in orientation
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or angle, and/or pattern of movement of the ultrasound probe to be generated before an ultrasound imaging process is
performed. In particular, a characteristic of an optimal movement (such as a desired speed or angular speed) is calculated
based on a user-defined volume to be imaged. This enables rapid calculation and accurate monitoring of an appropriate
movement for the ultrasound probe, without disruption to the ultrasound imaging process.

[0015] The invention also ensures an improved success rate of ultrasound imaging, providing higher quality recon-
struction of the imaged volume.

[0016] The ultrasound probe is, for example, a hand-held portable probe which is manually moved over an area of
interest. Other ultrasound probes are known to the skilled person.

[0017] The method may be adapted where the step of obtaining a user-defined start location comprises obtaining the
user-defined start location using the ultrasound probe tracker; and the step of obtaining a user-defined end location
comprises obtaining the user-defined end location using the ultrasound probe tracker.

[0018] Thus, the user may be able to mark the start location and the end location using the (handheld) ultrasound
probe to indicate a desired area, region or volume for imaging. The ultrasound probe tracker may detect when the
ultrasound probe has been positioned in the start/end location (e.g. held in a particular position for a predetermined
period of time, or indicated via a user input such as a button press).

[0019] This provides a simple and intuitive mechanism for a user to indicate the start and end locations. Using existing
apparatus elements, such as the ultrasound probe tracker, to obtain the user-defined start and end locations reduces
a potential complexity to a user and/or an ultrasound imaging system.

[0020] The step of determining guidance instructions may comprise: determining a maximum allowable duration of
the ultrasound imaging process; determining a distance of a path for the ultrasound probe between the user-defined
start location and the user-defined end location; and determining a minimum speed of movement for the ultrasound
probe during the ultrasound imaging process based on the maximum allowable duration and the distance.

[0021] The guidance instructions may thereby indicate a minimum speed for movement of the ultrasound probe. The
minimum speed is calculated based on a distance between the start and the end locations, such as a length of a path
for moving the ultrasound probe from the start to the end location, and a maximum allowable duration for an ultrasound
imaging process.

[0022] The path between the start and end location may be a direct path, a path calculated to optimize a three-
dimensional ultrasound image of the volume defined by the user or a sweeping path (i.e. a path repeatedly moving
between the start and end locations). In some embodiments, the path represents a change in angle of the ultrasound
probe, so that the distance is an angular distance between an angle of the probe at the start location and an angle of
the probe at the end location. The path and distance may therefore by linear, non-linear or angular.

[0023] Providing a minimum speed as guidance instructions provides an intuitive guidance system for a user which
can be easily and readily tracked by the ultrasound probe tracker and by steps according to a method.

[0024] The step of monitoring a movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process may com-
prise: determining a current location of the ultrasound probe relative to one or more of the user-defined start location
and the user-defined end location; determining a current time elapsed during the ultrasound imaging process; determining
the average speed of movement during the ultrasound imaging process based on the current location of the ultrasound
probe and the current time elapsed; and determining whether the average speed of movement is greater than or equal
to the minimum speed of movement to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0025] Thus, the method may comprise monitoring whether an average speed of the ultrasound probe matches,
exceeds or is below the minimum speed of movement for the ultrasound probe. This may provide an indication to a user
as to whether they are correctly adhering to the guidance instructions. In particular, the user may be informed as to
whether they are to complete the ultrasound imaging process within the maximum allowable time.

[0026] This helps prevent an incomplete ultrasound imaging process from being performed, by enabling a user to be
prompted to speed up their movement.

[0027] In some embodiments, the average speed is instead or further compared to a desired average speed of move-
ment or a historic average speed of movement, such as a speed of movement during a previous ultrasound imaging
process. The desired average speed of movement may be determined based on characteristics of the ultrasound imaging
process, for example, a 3D ultrasound imaging process may prefer a certain average speed of movement. Maintaining
the average speed within a proximity of a desired average speed of movement (or within a desired maximum deviance)
may prevent, for example, uneven spatial sampling of the volume.

[0028] The maximum allowable duration may be based on one or more of: a user-defined maximum duration; a subject-
defined maximum duration; a maximum duration time of an ultrasound imaging process by the ultrasound imaging
system; and a frame rate of the ultrasound imaging system and a number of ultrasound images that can be stored by
the ultrasound imaging system.

[0029] Thus, any one or more characteristics of a subject (upon which an ultrasound imaging process is performed),
the user (performing the ultrasound imaging process) and/or the ultrasound imaging system may be used to determine
the maximum allowable duration for the ultrasound imaging process.
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[0030] Basing a maximum allowable duration using a user-defined maximum duration allows a user to control the
speed indicated by the guidance instructions. The user-defined maximum duration may change based on, for example,
a capability, experience or position of a user.

[0031] The maximum allowable duration may be limited, for example, due to a subject condition (such as a maximum
breath-hold time). This allows the ultrasound imaging process to be optimized to suit a subject condition, and prevent
unhealthy or dangerous practices by a user for a subject.

[0032] Some embodiments use characteristics of the ultrasound imaging system to determine the maximum allowable
duration. For example an ultrasound imaging system may be able to store a certain number of ultrasound images or
frames. Given a known frame rate, being a rate at which the ultrasound imaging system takes an ultrasound image, a
maximum allowable time can be readily calculated. Embodiments may thereby avoid accidental overwriting or incorrect
operation of an ultrasound imaging system.

[0033] The method may further comprise a step of determining a progress of the ultrasound imaging process based
on the monitored movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process, the user-defined start
location and the user-defined end location.

[0034] Thus, a progress of the ultrasound imaging process may be determined. This enables an assessment to be
made as to whether a user is correctly or optimally using the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process.
[0035] The method may further comprise a step of displaying the progress of the ultrasound imaging process to a user.
[0036] Thus a user may be informed, advised or notified as to their progress with respect to the ultrasound imaging
process. In some embodiments, a progress of the ultrasound imaging process is displayed alongside a desired (i.e.
optimized) progress of the ultrasound imaging process (e.g. by a certain location or at a certain time), to advise the user
whether they are adhering to the optimized progress of the ultrasound imaging process at any given time.

[0037] In some embodiments, the step of determining guidance instructions comprises determining an optimized path
of movement of the ultrasound probe.

[0038] Thus, the method may comprise recommending a path or trajectory for the ultrasound probe to take when
moving from the start location to the end location. This may allow for an optimized imaging of the volume, by avoiding
potentially unnecessary imaging of areas that are not of interest.

[0039] The step of monitoringa movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process may comprise
determining a current location of the ultrasound probe; and determining whether the current location is on the optimized
path of movement so as to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0040] In this way, the method may check whether a user is following the optimized path in order to check whether
they are adhering or complying with the guidance instructions. In some examples, capturing of images is paused when
the user deviates from the optimized path so as to avoid unnecessary capture of redundant images, thereby saving
memory space and providing a more efficient system.

[0041] According to another aspect of the invention, there is provided an ultrasound imaging method comprising: a
method of guiding a user of an ultrasound imaging system as previously described; and an ultrasound imaging process
comprising capturing ultrasound images as the ultrasound probe is moved from the start location to the end location.
[0042] The ultrasound imaging process may also comprise recording a location of the ultrasound probe (using the
ultrasound probe tracker) when each ultrasound image is captured.

[0043] The ultrasound imaging method may further comprise: determining when the ultrasound probe is located at
the user-defined start location and both the user-defined start and end locations have been obtained; and in response
to determining that the ultrasound probe is at the user-defined start location and the user-defined start and end locations
have been obtained, performing the ultrasound imaging process.

[0044] Thus, the method may only start performing an ultrasound imaging process when the ultrasound probe is
positioned at the start location. This avoids unnecessary image capture beyond the bounds of the desired volume for
imaging (which is defined by the user). This improves a quality and efficiency of an ultrasound image or series of
ultrasound images, as unnecessary images are omitted.

[0045] The ultrasound imaging method may further comprise generating a three-dimensional ultrasound image of the
volume defined by the start location and the end location based on the captured ultrasound images.

[0046] Proposed methods are particularly advantageous when used to generate a three-dimensional ultrasound image,
as the quality of a three-dimensional ultrasound image is heavily dependent upon a movement of the ultrasound probe
between the start and end locations.

[0047] There may be provided a computer program comprising code means for implementing any method previously
described when said program is run on a computer.

[0048] Accordingto anaspectofthe invention, there is provided an ultrasound probe guidance system for an ultrasound
imaging system having an ultrasound probe and an ultrasound probe tracker adapted to obtain a location of the ultrasound
probe. The ultrasound probe guidance system comprises: a volume defining unit adapted to: obtain a user-defined start
location for the ultrasound probe; obtain a user-defined end location for the ultrasound probe, a volume between the
startlocation and the end location to thereby define a volume in which ultrasound imaging is to be performed; a determining
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unit adapted to determine guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the
volume in which ultrasound imaging is to be performed; and a monitoring unit adapted to, during a subsequent ultrasound
imaging process, monitor, using the ultrasound probe tracker, a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the
volume to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0049] The volume defining unit may be adapted to obtain the user-defined start location using the ultrasound probe
tracker; and obtain the user-defined end location using the ultrasound probe tracker.

[0050] The determining unit may be adapted to: determine a maximum allowable duration of the ultrasound imaging
process; determine a distance of a path between the user-defined start location and the user-defined end location; and
determine a minimum speed of movement for the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process based on the
maximum allowable duration and the distance.

[0051] There is also proposed an ultrasound imaging system comprising: an ultrasound probe; an ultrasound probe
tracker; and an ultrasound probe guidance system as previously described.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
[0052] Examples of the invention will now be described in detail with reference to the accompanying drawings, in which:

Figure 1 shows a first subject undergoing an ultrasound imaging process;

Figure 2 is a flow chart of a method according to an embodiment;

Figure 3 shows a second subject undergoing an ultrasound imaging process;

Figure 4 conceptually illustrates start and end locations defining a volume of a subject;
Figure 5 illustrates a third subject undergoing an ultrasound imaging process;

Figure 6 conceptually illustrates start and end locations defining a volume of a subject;
Figure 7 illustrates a fourth subject undergoing an ultrasound imaging process;

Figure 8 is a flow-chart of an ultrasound imaging method according to an embodiment; and
Figure 9 illustrates an ultrasound imaging system according to an embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

[0053] Theinvention provides an ultrasound guidance method for an ultrasound imaging system in which user-defined
start and end locations define a volume to be imaged. Guidance instructions for an ultrasound process performed on
the defined volume may thereby be generated, to help guide the movement of an ultrasound probe during the imaging
process. The movement of the ultrasound probe is monitored using an ultrasound probe tracker to ensure that the user
is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0054] Embodiments are at least partly based on the realization that a volume to undergo an ultrasound imaging
process may be defined before an ultrasound imaging process is performed. In particular, a volume can be defined by
obtaining start and end locations for an ultrasound imaging process. Guidance instructions for obtaining an optimal
image within this predefined volume may thereby be generated to instruct a user as to how the ultrasound imaging
process should be optimally carried out.

[0055] lllustrative embodiments may, for example, be employed in a clinical ultrasound environment. Embodiments
are particularly useful when employed in a 3D ultrasound imaging process, where the quality of an image is highly
dependent upon capturing characteristics (e.g. speed, number of 2D images, distribution of 2D images and so on) of
the ultrasound imaging process.

[0056] The invention relates to a guidance system to assist users performing an ultrasound acquisition process using
a tracked ultrasound probe. One aim is to help optimize an acquisition speed, pace or directionality in order to reconstruct
a good quality (3D) ultrasound image based on an ultrasound imaging of a volume. The guidance system may integrate
user and system-based constraints and provide real-time feedback to the user.

[0057] Figure 1 illustrates a first subject 1 undergoing an ultrasound imaging process performed by an ultrasound
imaging system 2.

[0058] The ultrasound imaging system 2 comprises an ultrasound probe 5 and an ultrasound probe tracker 6. The
ultrasound probe 5 comprises a handheld portable probe which is manually movable by a user over an area of interest.
The ultrasound probe tracker 6 comprises any known ultrasound probe tracker, such as an electro-magnetic tracked
probe.

[0059] The ultrasound imaging process, performed by the ultrasound imaging system 2, comprises obtaining, via the
ultrasound probe 5, at least one ultrasound image of a volume 3 of the first subject 1. The ultrasound imaging process
may further comprise obtaining an ultrasound output of the imaged volume 3, such as a three-dimensional ultrasound
image. As will be explained later, the volume 3 is defined by the user of the ultrasound probe 5.

[0060] In particular, the ultrasound imaging system captures a plurality of ultrasound images (e.g. two-dimensional
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ultrasound images) as the ultrasound probe 5 is moved over the subject 1 with respect to the volume 2. These plurality
of images may be stacked (based on a positional relationship captured by the ultrasound probe tracker) to generate a
three-dimensional image, presented as a series of images or stitched/composited together to generate a larger two-
dimensional image.

[0061] The present invention recognizes that the quality of a three-dimensional image, or of a stitched 2D image,
(re-)constructed from a series of two-dimensional ultrasound images produced by an ultrasound imaging process is
affected by characteristics of a movement of the ultrasound probe 5 during the ultrasound imaging process. In particular,
the speed, path or pattern of movement affects the quality of an image or series of images.

[0062] By way of example, if an ultrasound probe is moved too quickly whilst capturing a plurality of ultrasound images
to prepare a three-dimensional ultrasound image, the captured ultrasound images will be too distantly spaced from one
another to stack effectively. In particular, an ultrasound imaging process may be unable to accurately interpolate or
predict a structure of a volume between two such distantly spaced images. Thus, a generated three-dimensional image
may be inaccurate, imprecise or comprise missing information or structural features.

[0063] In medical environments, the user of the ultrasound imaging system 2 is typically a clinician performing an
ultrasound imaging process on an subject or object, such as a (human or animal) patient. Embodiments are particularly
advantageous in a medical context, due to the increased importance of accurate and complete imaging of a volume.
The concept of predetermining a volume also enables areas of interest to be predetermined. However, other environments
which use ultrasound imaging processes, such as nondestructive testing, are also considered.

[0064] The presentinvention proposes methods of guiding a movement of the ultrasound probe so as to avoid incorrect
or non-optimal movement of the ultrasound probe during an ultrasound imaging process. Thus, a quality of an output of
the ultrasound imaging process may be significantly increased. The ultrasound probe may be moved by a user who
performs the imaging, such that guiding the user of an ultrasound imaging system comprises guiding the movement of
the ultrasound probe and vice versa.

[0065] A method of guiding a user of the ultrasound imaging system 2 is described with reference to both Figure 1
and Figure 2. Figure 2 is a flow chart of a method 10 according to an embodiment.

[0066] The method 10 comprises a step 11 of obtaining a user-defined start location 7 for the ultrasound probe 5.
Preferably, the step 11 comprises determining a location 7 at which the ultrasound probe 5 has been positioned. Thus
the user may mark, using the ultrasound probe 5, a position of the start location 7.

[0067] The method 10 also comprises a step 12 of obtaining a user-defined end location 8 for the ultrasound probe
5. Similarly, the step 12 may comprise determining a location 8 at which the ultrasound probe 5 has been positioned as
the end location. Thus, the user may mark, using the ultrasound probe 5, a position of the end location 8.

[0068] The startlocation 7 and the end location 8 thereby together define a volume 3 to be imaged during an ultrasound
imaging process. The volume 3 may span between the start location 7 and the end location 8.

[0069] The method 10 further comprises a step 13 of determining guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of
the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume to be imaged. By way of example, the guidance instructions may indicate
an optimized, preferred or recommended speed, duration, path 9 and/or pattern of movement of the ultrasound probe
during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0070] The step 13 may determine the optimized movement of the ultrasound probe based on, for example, charac-
teristics of the start/end locations 7, 8, characteristics of the volume 3, characteristics of the ultrasound imaging process
and/or characteristics of the ultrasound imaging system 2. Examples will be explained in detail below.

[0071] The step 13 of generating guidance instructions may thereby comprise generating guidance instructions based
on at least characteristics of the volume, defined by at least the start and end locations, and characteristics or constraints
of the ultrasound imaging system.

[0072] The optimization may, for example, be any one of the following: maximizing a volume imaged during the
ultrasound imaging process (e.g. with respect to a known maximum duration and/or movement restrictions of the ultra-
sound imaging process); minimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process; min-
imizing a time of the ultrasound imaging process; minimizing a number of images taken during the ultrasound image
process (e.g. whilst maintaining accurate imaging); maximizing a number of images taken during the ultrasound image
process (e.g. whilst ensuring that the volume is imaged within a known period of time) and minimizing a movement
during or a time of the ultrasound imaging process whilst ensuring that more than predetermined portion of the volume
is imaged.

[0073] The guidance instructions may be displayed, provided or otherwise indicated to the user (e.g. using a display
screen, a visual prompt, a printout, an audio indication, audio instructions, haptic feedback and so on). The guidance
instructions may be provided prior to and/or during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0074] The method 10 further comprises a step 14 of monitoring the movement of the ultrasound probe 5 during the
ultrasound imaging process using the ultrasound probe tracker. The method may thereby determine whether the user
is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0075] By way of example, if the guidance instructions indicate a preferred speed of movement, the speed of the
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ultrasound probe may be monitored to determine whether it matches or falls within a predetermined margin or range
around the preferred speed of movement. This helps ensure a regular speed of movement, and prevents uneven spatial
sampling of the imaged volume. Further examples will be explained in context below.

[0076] Preferably, the step 14 of monitoring a movement of the ultrasound probe comprises determining a progress
of the ultrasound imaging process, and a progress of the movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound
imaging process in particular. This determination may be based on at least the start location, the end location and a
current location (or monitored movement) of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0077] The progress represents how far through the ultrasound probe is with respect to the movement of the ultrasound
probe in the ultrasound imaging process. This may, for example, indicate a predicted distance (of ultrasound probe
movement) or time required to complete the movement of the ultrasound probe in the ultrasound imaging process. The
progress may be indicated to a user of the ultrasound imaging system using, for example, one or more visual, audio or
tactile outputs.

[0078] The step 14 preferably comprises determining whether the progress of the ultrasound imaging process matches
or is within a predetermined margin around a predicted progress of the ultrasound imaging process. The predetermined
range may, for example, be =1% or +5% of the predicted progress.

[0079] The predicted progress is calculated based on the guidance instructions. In particular, the predicted progress
may represent a predicted time/distance remaining to complete the movement of the ultrasound probe in the ultrasound
imaging process if the user had adhered to the guidance instructions.

[0080] By way of example, if the guidance instructions comprises an optimized speed, it can be readily predicted how
far and ultrasound probe should have moved (if adhering to the optimized speed) from the start location or towards the
end location at a particular point in time. The predicted distance thereby may represent the predicted progress of the
ultrasound probe movement. The predicted distance may be compared to a measured distance of movement, e.g.
calculated by determining a distance between a current location and the start location, to determine whether the user
is meeting or adhering to the expected or predicted progress of the ultrasound probe.

[0081] The adherence of the ultrasound probe to the predicted progress or the guidance instructions may be indicated
to a user of the ultrasound imaging system using, for example, one or more visual, audio or tactile outputs, such as a
visual alert indicating when a progress has fallen behind a desired or predicted progress or the user fails to adhere to
the guidance instructions.

[0082] In some embodiments, both a predicted progress of the user (according to the guidance instructions) and an
actual progress of the user may be visually displayed to a user, e.g. using respective progress bars. This may allow a
user to readily and intuitively understand whether they are adhering to the guidance instructions, as determined by the
system, and how they may adjust the movement of the ultrasound probe so as to adhere to the guidance instructions,
e.g. speed up movement.

[0083] The proposed invention therefore provides a concept of determining guidance instructions for a user-defined
volume of a subject, to allow for optimal imaging of the user-defined volume. Use of a user-defined volume allows
guidance instructions to be calculated with a high degree of accuracy, as the boundaries of the imaging process may
be predetermined (e.g. the size, shape or composition of the volume to be imaged).

[0084] The steps 11, 12 of obtaining the start and end locations preferably comprise obtaining the start and/or end
locations based on a user action.

[0085] Forexample, the user may mark the start and/or end position by positioning the ultrasound probe 5 in a particular
location for a predetermined period of time, or by positioning the ultrasound probe in a location and providing a user
input (e.g. pressing a button) to mark said position. Thus, the user may identify start and end locations for the volume.
Using a user input provides a greater certainty that a start/end location has been explicitly identified by a user, and may
be more intuitive to operate. Using a predetermined period of time increases a simplicity of the ultrasound imaging
system, requiring fewer user inputs.

[0086] The steps 11, 12 may comprise outputting an audio, visual or tactile output when the start and/or end location
has been obtained (e.g. when a user marks the start/end location). For example, the ultrasound probe (held by the user)
may emit a beep or a vibration when a start/end location has been successfully marked, recorded or obtained.

[0087] Other methods of obtaining the start and/or locations will be apparent to the skilled person, such as marking
(e.g. via a user interface) the locations on a simulation of the subject, obtainable from a patient body scan such as a CT
or MRI scan, or obtaining historical or default start/end locations (e.g. from previous ultrasound imaging processes).
[0088] In a hereafter described first scenario, the determined guidance instructions comprise an optimized speed for
movement of the ultrasound probe during an ultrasound imaging process (also called a sweep speed).

[0089] One constraint of interest is a maximum time permitted to perform the imaging process. This may be a maximum
allowable duration of the ultrasound imaging process. The maximum time or maximum allowable duration may be due
to, for example, storage constraints, processing capabilities, procedural efficiencies, recommended procedures or per-
mitted time for imaging (e.g. due to subject limitations, such as limited appointment time).

[0090] In particular, the maximum time or maximum allowable duration for performing an ultrasound imaging process
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may be defined based on (e.g. the lowest value of): a user-defined maximum duration; a subject-defined maximum
duration; a maximum duration time of an ultrasound imaging process by the ultrasound imaging system; and a frame
rate of the ultrasound imaging system and a number of ultrasound images that can be stored by the ultrasound imaging
system.

[0091] In one example, if both the image capture rate of the ultrasound imaging system and a storage capacity (i.e.
a maximum number of images that can be stored) is known, the maximum time for performing the ultrasound imaging
process is readily determinable, by dividing the number of images that can be stored by the image capture rate. The
maximum time or duration may vary depending upon a selected image capture rate or an image quality, as high quality
images occupy more storage space.

[0092] In another example, where the subject is a patient, the maximum allowable duration may be a length of time
during which the patient is able to hold their breath or is able to be safely imaged. In this way, the maximum allowable
duration may be defined by the subject or user.

[0093] The volume may define a distance over which the ultrasound probe is to be moved during an ultrasound imaging
process. This distance may be a distance of a predicted path of the ultrasound probe, such as a straight line or natural
curved line, a distance of an optimized path 9 (as embodied below) and/or an angular distance. In a simple example,
the distance may be defined as a distance of a path 9 directly connecting the start location 7 and the end location 8.
[0094] An optimized speed (v,) for the movement of the ultrasound probe may be determined by dividing the distance
(d,) defined by the volume 3 by the maximum time (t,,,) permitted to perform the ultrasound imaging process, such as
follows:

v, = — (1)

[0095] Thus, the optimized speed v, may represent a minimum speed with which the ultrasound probe can be moved
whilst ensuring that the volume is imaged from the start location to the end location. This provides an improved imaging
of a volume, and thereby improved accuracy of the ultrasound output.

[0096] Inanother example, the optimized speed v, may be determined based on animage capture rate of the ultrasound
imaging system. In some examples, the faster the image capture rate, the faster the ultrasound probe can be moved
during an image.

[0097] By way of explanation, it is noted that for an ultrasound probe moving at a consistent speed, captured images
are more proximate to one another for an ultrasound imaging system having a higher capture rate than a lower capture
rate. Thus, ultrasound probes of systems having different capture rates may be moved at different speeds and still
capture the same images.

[0098] Thus, determining the optimized speed based on the image capture rate provides a more efficient speed for
the ultrasound probe, and reduces capture of redundant images. Thus, a time taken to perform the ultrasound imaging
process may also be reduced.

[0099] The needed separation or distance between different ultrasound images may be determined according to known
principles, such as a 3D ultrasound image reconstruction method, desired image resolution, clinician guidelines or user
input. The optimized speed v, (in m/s) may thereby be determined based on a needed separation dq (in meters) between
different ultrasound images and an image capture rate i, (images per second) of the ultrasound imaging system, for
example, as follows:

v, = dg. I (2)

[0100] The optimized speed v, may depend upon the desired spatial resolution of the imaged volume. The greater
the desired spatial resolution, the lower the optimized speed. Such an embodiment is particularly advantageous for a
3D ultrasound imaging process, as the spatial resolution of a 3D ultrasound image of a volume depends upon the number
of 2D images captured within a volume. Thus, the lower the speed of the ultrasound probe, the more images of the
volume are captured and the greater the spatial resolution of the generated 3D ultrasound image. There may, for example,
be a mapping between a desired spatial resolution and an optimized speed for that resolution, which may vary dependent
upon the ultrasound imaging system device. Such an embodiment allows for a more accurate ultrasound imaging process.
[0101] In yet another embodiment, the optimized speed v, may depend upon characteristics of the user or subject. In
embodiments, the ultrasound image system and/or ultrasound imaging process may operate according to a gated
acquisition method. The optimized speed may be determined based on a gating rate of a gated acquisition process.

[0102] The gating rate represents periodic movement of the subject, such as a heartbeat (e.g. cardiac cycle rate), a
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respiratory movement or a muscle movement. By way of example, the gating rate may indicate a frequency at which a
captured image or frame will be disrupted by a periodic movement of a subject. A gating period may represent a number
of frames which can be captured or a time period between periodic movements of the subject.

[0103] It will be appreciated that captured images for generating the ultrasound output may be selected based on a
gating rate, to thereby mitigate against a subject’s (involuntary) periodic movements from affecting the ultrasound output.
[0104] In afirst scenario, selection of the images based on the gating rate is performed as images are being captured.
Images may be captured for only a portion of the gating period, for example, to overlap or avoid a periodic movement
of the subject. Thus, images may not be continually captured at an image capture rate, but may rather be captured for
only a predetermined period of time or number of frames each gating period.

[0105] In a second scenario, selection of the images based on the gating rate is performed as images are selected
for generating the output. Images may therefore be continually captured during the ultrasound imaging process, but only
images which are captured during a predetermined period of time or number of frames each gating period are selected
for generating the ultrasound output.

[0106] In either event, the optimized speed v, may be dependent upon the gating rate or gating period. For example,
if it is desired for selected or captured images to overlap the periodic movement, the higher the gating rate, the greater
the optimized speed v, as images can be selected at a higher frequency or a smaller distance apart. If it is desired for
selected or captured images to avoid the periodic movement, the lower the gating rate, the greater the optimized speed
vy, as a greater number of relevant images can be captured between different periodic movements.

[0107] Such embodiments improve an accuracy of determining the optimized speed, and improve an accuracy of the
ultrasound output of the ultrasound imaging process.

[0108] Selecting the optimized speed may use two or more above-described methods, with selection of the lowest
(forimproved accuracy), highest (forimproved efficiency) or average (as a best compromise) of the determined optimized
speeds.

[0109] The step 14 of monitoring whether the movement of the ultrasound probe adheres to the guidance instructions
may determine whether the movement of the ultrasound probe matches or lies within an allowable margin of the deter-
mined optimized movement of the ultrasound probe.

[0110] By way of example, the ultrasound probe tracker 6 may track a speed of the ultrasound probe 5 to determine
whether the actual speed v, of movement matches or corresponds to the optimized speed v,,.

[0111] The ultrasound probe tracker 6 may determine whether the current, actual speed, average speed or moving
average speed of the ultrasound probe, during an ultrasound imaging process, is within a predetermined range of the
optimized speed. The predetermined range may, for example, be =1% or 5% of the optimized speed v,,. Itis preferable
to maintain a consistent speed during the ultrasound imaging process, in order to ensure images are captured at regular
distances apart. This reduces error in the ultrasound output.

[0112] The average speed of the ultrasound probe may be calculated by measuring a length of time since beginning
the ultrasound imaging process (from the start location) and a distance between the start location and the current location
of the ultrasound probe (using the ultrasound probe tracker). The distance may be divided by the length of time to
determine the speed. Other methods of calculating a speed will be readily apparent to the skilled person (e.g. by measuring
an amount of movement in a predetermined period of time).

[0113] The method 10 may further comprise a step of providing an indication of the adherence of the ultrasound probe
to the guidance instruction. This may, for example, be in the form of an audio, visual or tactile output to a user.

[0114] For example, ared light may indicate that an (average) speed of the ultrasound probe is too low, a green light
may indicate that an (average) speed of the ultrasound probe is within an allowable range and a blue light may indicate
that an (average) speed of the ultrasound probe is too high. Other embodiments of providing an indication to the user
will be readily apparent to the skilled person.

[0115] By prompting a user to move the ultrasound probe at the optimized speed, and alerting the user to a failure to
meet the optimized speed, an uneven spatial sampling of the volume can be avoided. This significantly improves an
image quality and provides an even spatial separation of the ultrasound images.

[0116] In other examples, the image capture process may be paused whilst the ultrasound probe does not adhere to
the guidance instructions so as to prevent unnecessary or non-useful ultrasound images from being captured, thereby
providing a more efficient system.

[0117] In a hereafter described second scenario, which will be described with reference to Figure 3, the determined
guidance instructions comprise an optimized path of movement of the ultrasound probe 5 during an ultrasound image
process.

[0118] Figure 3 illustrates a plan view of second subject 21 undergoing an ultrasound imaging process performed by
an ultrasound imaging system 22. The ultrasound imaging system comprises an ultrasound probe 25 and an ultrasound
probe tracker 26, which may be embodied as previously described.

[0119] There is defined a volume 23 to be imaged between a start location 27 and an end location 28. Each location
may be associated with a respective plane and/or direction. That is, each location may indicate a face or boundary of
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the volume 23 to be imaged during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0120] The direction associated with the start/end locations may be defined, for example, by a user twisting the ultra-
sound probe to a particular direction when the start/end locations are obtained.

[0121] The start location 27 may indicate a plane in which a first ultrasound image of the ultrasound process is to be
captured, and the end location 28 may indicate a plane in which a final ultrasound image of the ultrasound process is
to be captured.

[0122] The start location 27 and end location 28 may each be associated with a length, width, height and/or depth.
That is, a plane associated with the start/end location may be finite and have particular boundaries. The characteristics
of the start/end locations may be defined by the characteristics of the ultrasound imaging system. For example, a length
Ls of a plane associated with the start location may represent a surface of the subject 21 which can be captured in an
ultrasound image. A depth and/or shape of that plane (into the subject) may be defined by the imaging capturing capa-
bilities of the ultrasound imaging system.

[0123] The volume may comprise the space or matter lying between a plane associated with the start location 27 and
a plane associated with the end location 28, for example, comprising all matter lying there between. The volume 23 may
be regular/cuboidal or irregular/ non-cuboidal.

[0124] Thus, the volume 23 may be defined by a location, orientation, angle, size, shape, extent and/or position of a
start plane and an end plane. The start plane and the end plane respectively represent a start location and an end
location for the ultrasound probe. One or more characteristics of each of the start plane and the end plane are definable
by a user.

[0125] The step 13 of generating guidance instructions may comprise generating or determining an optimized path
29 for the ultrasound probe, during an ultrasound imaging process.

[0126] The optimized path 29 represents a preferred route or planned trajectory to be taken by the ultrasound probe
25 from the start location 27 to the end location 28 during an ultrasound imaging process. One aim of the optimized path
may be to provide an efficient, complete or accurate ultrasound imaging of the volume (e.g. with respect to image quality,
volume size, overall ultrasound image output size and so on).

[0127] The optimized path 29 may thereby represent a route along the surface of the subject to be taken by the
ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process. Ultrasound images taken by the ultrasound imaging system
as the probe is moved along the surface of the subject to image the volume 23.

[0128] In one example, the optimized path 29 may be selected so that a maximal possible amount of volume 23 can
be imaged during an ultrasound imaging process. This may take into account an optimized, average or historic speed
of movement of the ultrasound probe and/or a maximum time over which images can be captured. In some examples,
the optimized path is selected so that the maximal possible amount of the volume can be imaged within a single,
movement or sweep of the ultrasound probe 25. In other examples, the optimized path is selected to provide a minimal
movement of the ultrasound probe whilst still imaging more than a predetermined portion (e.g. 80%) of the volume
[0129] The optimized path may be restricted to have a maximum angle of translational movement (e.g. so that the
ultrasound probe makes no sharp or sudden turns during an ultrasound imaging process if following the optimized path).
This maximum angle of movement may be around 90° or around 45°. The optimized path may be a route that images
the maximum amount of the volume 23 whilst adhering to this restriction.

[0130] The optimized path 29 may be non-linear or otherwise recommend a change in angle of the ultrasound probe,
for example, if the planes associated with the start/end locations 27, 28 are non-parallel. The optimized path may also
take into account an amount of rotation or a difference in orientation between the plane at the start location 27 and the
plane at the end location 29.

[0131] The optimized path 29 may, in some embodiments, zigzag, meander, turn back on itself, or pass between the
start and end locations more than once. This may allow a greater area of the volume to be imaged with a high degree
of accuracy.

[0132] Other methods of determining an optimized path or planned trajectory for the ultrasound probe between a start
location (or plane) and an end location (or plane) will be apparent to the skilled person.

[0133] In some embodiments, a visual display of the planned trajectory is provided to a user, to provide an indication
of the recommended path. Optionally, the visual display provides a visual overlay of where the probe is expected to be
at a certain or current time during image acquisition and/or a current location of the probe, to indicate a progress of the
ultrasound imaging process. In addition, the guidance instructions could be used to provide a directional audio/visual
guidance to user to guide the user to (return to) the planned trajectory or optimized path. This could, for example,
comprise advising the user to go more left, to go more right, to adjust the angle of the ultrasound probe and so on.
[0134] Thus, the location of the ultrasound probe may be identified and used to determine whether the user is adhering
to the guidance instructions. In particular, a determination may be made as to whether the user is following the optimized
path 29.

[0135] A more thorough understanding of the concept of a start location 27 and an end location 28 being associable
with a particular plane may be understood with reference to Figure 4.
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[0136] Figure 4 conceptually illustrates a subject 31, in which a start location 37A and end location 38B are defined
by a user.

[0137] The start location 37A is associated with a start plane 37B. The start plane 37B represents a plane in which a
first ultrasound image of the ultrasound imaging process is to be captured. Similarly, the end location 38A is associated
with an end plane 38B, which represents a plane in which a last or final ultrasound image of the ultrasound imaging
process is to be captured.

[0138] If the start/end locations 37A, 37B were obtained using the ultrasound probe, the orientation of the start plane
37B and/or end plane 38B may depend upon an orientation of the ultrasound probe 25 when the start/end planes were
obtained. The ultrasound probe tracker 26 may thereby be adapted to determine an orientation of the ultrasound probe.
[0139] The start plane 37B and the end plane 38B may be rotated or differently oriented with respect to one another.
Thus, the volume (not shown) located between the two planes may be irregular or otherwise non-cuboidal, for example,
a portion of a cylinder.

[0140] The optimal path 39 for movement of the ultrasound probe may thereby be non-linear. In particular, the optimal
path may cause the ultrasound probe to, during a movementin the ultrasound imaging process, rotate from an orientation
of the start plane 37B to an orientation of the end plane 38B.

[0141] Generally speaking, the optimal path 39 is a recommended or preferred route for the ultrasound probe, which
when taken moves an imaging area of the ultrasound probe (i.e. the current plane in which an image is taken by the
ultrasound imaging system) from a plane defined by the start location to a plane defined by the end location.

[0142] In some embodiments, the guidance instructions comprises information on both an optimized speed and an
optimized path for the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process. The optimal speed of movement may
depend upon (e.g. a distance along) the optimal path 29, 39. The optimized speed may thereby vary along the path, for
example, at an earlier point in the path the optimal speed may be a first value, and at a later point in the path, the optimal
speed may be a second, different value.

[0143] This allows for greater configurability of the guidance instructions and may allow for more accurate imaging of,
for example, a particular area of interest in the volume to be imaged.

[0144] In one embodiment, the optimal speed toward a center of the optimized path may be less than the optimal
speed towards an end or start of the optimized path. This may allow for more accurate imaging towards a center portion
of the volume (which may represent an area of greater interest). The area of interest may otherwise be defined by the
user, for example, indicating or marking a particular region of interest with the ultrasound probe prior to performing the
ultrasound imaging process.

[0145] As previously identified, the step of monitoring the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process
may comprise determining a progress of the ultrasound probe along the optimal path 29, 39.

[0146] In one example, monitoring the ultrasound probe may determine how far the ultrasound probe is along the
optimal path (e.g. a relative distance from the start/end location with respect to the optimal path). This distance may
represent the current progress of the ultrasound probe.

[0147] In a second example, monitoring the ultrasound probe comprises determining a predicted time remaining for
completing the ultrasound imaging process. This may be calculated by determining a distance remaining along the
optimized path and multiplying by an average speed of the ultrasound probe.

[0148] This progress may be displayed or indicated to a user, for example, using any known visual, audio or tactile
output (such as a display, speaker or vibration arrangement).

[0149] The progress along the optimal path 29 may be compared to a predicted progress of the ultrasound probe. The
predicted progress indicates a time/distance remaining to complete the ultrasound imaging process if the user had
adhered to the guidance instructions.

[0150] In one example, the predicted progress may be calculated by determining how far along the optimized path 29
an ultrasound probe, moving at an optimized speed, should be from the start location 27.

[0151] Inasecond example, the predicted progress is calculated by determining how long an ultrasound probe moving
along the predicted path at an optimized speed should have remaining to complete the ultrasound imaging process.
[0152] The predicted progress along the optimal path 29 and the (actual) progress along the optimal path may be
displayed or indicated to the user using any method previously described.

[0153] The predicted progress and the (actual) progress of the ultrasound image process may be compared, to de-
termine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions. If the predicted progress is below the (actual) progress
an alert may be generated. This may be indicated to the user in the form of a visual, audio or tactile output. In particular,
the user may be advised as to how they may meet the guidance instructions (e.g. speed up movement).

[0154] In simple embodiments, such as that described with reference to Figure 1, the optimized path may be replaced
by a direct or shortest path from the start location to the second location. Thus, the optimized path may, in some
embodiments, be a straight line.

[0155] This simplifies a calculation of a progress of the ultrasound probe during the monitoring step 14. In particular,
a relative distance from the start location or a relative nearness to an end location may represent a progress of the
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ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0156] Insome embodiments, the volume is defined by more than two locations defined by the user, as will be described
with reference to Figure 5, which illustrates a third subject 41 undergoing an ultrasound imaging process performed by
an ultrasound imaging system 42.

[0157] There is provided a start location 47, and end location 48 and at least one intermediate location 49. The start
47, end 48 and intermediate 49 locations together define the volume to be imaged. For example, the volume may
comprise a volume between the start location 47 and the intermediate location 49, together with a volume between the
intermediate location 49 and the end location 48.

[0158] The location of the intermediate location may thereby define a point on an optimal path between the start
location and the end location.

[0159] The method may comprise obtaining the intermediate location according to a same concept as described for
the start/end locations (e.g. using a user input and/or the ultrasound probe). Thus, the user may mark one or more
intermediate locations for the volume.

[0160] Such an embodiment may provide a user with a greater amount of control and precision over identifying the
volume to be imaged. This advantageously provides a more useful, (clinically) relevant and controllable volume to be
imaged.

[0161] Insomeexamples,the user may define an entire path of movementfor the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound
imaging process before the ultrasound imaging process is performed. Put another way, a user may indicate an intended
path of movement, for example, by moving the ultrasound probe. This allows a user to rehearse or indicate how they
wish the probe to be used prior to an ultrasound imaging process. In some embodiments, determining the guidance
instructions may not comprise determining an optimized path, as a desired/intended path has already been defined by
the user.

[0162] Methods may comprise determining optimized characteristics for the ultrasound probe when moving along the
intended path (e.g. speed or orientation of the ultrasound probe), using any method previously described.

[0163] In some embodiments, generating the guidance instructions comprises generating an optimized or recom-
mended pattern of movement of the ultrasound probe. The pattern may be a temporal (e.g. variable speeds of movement)
pattern and/or a spatial pattern (e.g. a particular path of movement). The pattern may thereby representhow the ultrasound
probe should be moved spatially and/or temporally (e.g. different speeds at different time points) during the ultrasound
imaging process.

[0164] Figures 6 and 7 illustrate a modified embodiment of the invention, in which the start location 57A and the end
location 58A are again associated with a start plane 57B and an end plane 58B respectively. Figure 6 conceptually
illustrates a subject 51 in accordance with the embodiment, and Figure 7 illustrates the same embodiment in the context
of a fourth subject 61 undergoing an ultrasound imaging process.

[0165] The start plane 57B and the end plane 58B are angled or inclined with respect to one another. The angle of
the start plane 57B and the end plane 58B may be defined by the orientation or inclination of the ultrasound probe (if
used to define the start 57A and end 58A locations).

[0166] The start and end locations 57A, 58A of the ultrasound probe may be positioned at substantially the same
surface location 65 of the subject 61. In such an embodiment, the differing angles of the start and end planes 57B, 58B
define the volume 63 to be imaged therebetween.

[0167] The guidance instructions comprise instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe between
the start 57B and end planes 58B. In particular, the guidance instructions may comprise an optimized angular speed of
movement between the start and the end planes. The determined guidance instructions may therefore comprise angular
guidance instructions.

[0168] As the surface location 65 of the start and end locations 57A, 58A may be the same, the guidance instructions
may indicate that the translational movement of the ultrasound probe across the surface of the subject 61 remains the
same during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0169] The guidance instructions may comprise, detail or define an optimal path 69 for the movement of the ultrasound
probe 5. The optimal path 69 may therefore indicate an optimal or recommended change in orientation of the ultrasound
probe 5, during the ultrasound imaging process, so as to image the volume 63 defined by the first and second angled
planes 57B, 58B. Thus, the path 69 may define a recommended change in angle of the ultrasound probe during the
ultrasound imaging process.

[0170] In one scenario, the ultrasound imaging system may obtain a first angle associated with the first location 57A
or first plane 57B and a second angle associated with the second location 58A or second plane 58B. The ultrasound
imaging system may determine, e.g. based on previously described characteristics of the ultrasound imaging system,
an optimized angular speed for the ultrasound imaging probe 5 during the ultrasound imaging process. The angular
speed may be selected, for example, so as to maximize a number of ultrasound images taken between the start and
end location, taking into account a maximum memory size of the ultrasound imaging system. Of course, other previously
described methods for calculating a speed of movement of the ultrasound probe may be adapted to calculate an appro-
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priate angular speed of movement.

[0171] Of course, the concept of angular guidance may also be incorporated in any previously described guidance
methodology, such that the guidance instructions may instruct a change in the surface location, position, orientation,
angle and so on of the ultrasound probe during the imaging process. In one scenario, both a surface location and angle
of the start and end locations differ.

[0172] The guidance instructions may thereby be used to advise a user (e.g. using an audio, visual or tactile output)
as to how at least an angular speed or angle of the ultrasound probe, with respect to the subject, should be altered to
adhere to a recommended angular speed or angle during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0173] Figure 8 illustrates an ultrasound imaging method 80 according to an embodiment. The ultrasound imaging
method 80 comprises a method of guiding a user of an ultrasound imaging system, as previously described, and an
ultrasound imaging process.

[0174] The guidance method comprises steps of obtaining 11 the user-defined start location, obtaining 12 the user-
defined end location, determining 13 guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe with
respect to the volume to be imaged and monitoring 14 a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume
to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0175] The ultrasound imaging method further comprises an ultrasound imaging process 81, 82.

[0176] The ultrasound imaging process comprises a step 81 of starting or beginning a capture process of ultrasound
images and a step 82 of ending a capture process of ultrasound images. Between the steps 81 and 82, comprising the
capture process, the ultrasound imaging method comprises capturing, obtaining or acquiring ultrasound images of the
subject, using the ultrasound probe. Images are captured at an image capture rate of the ultrasound imaging system
that performs the capturing of ultrasound images. During capture of an image, a location of that image (as tracked by
the ultrasound probe tracker) may also be stored.

[0177] The ultrasound imaging method may also comprises a step 83 of generating an ultrasound image output.
[0178] Preferably, the step 83 comprises reconstructing a 3D ultrasound image based on ultrasound images captured
between steps 81 and 82 of the ultrasound imaging process. Thus, ultrasound images captured during a capture process
may be used to reconstruct a 3D ultrasound image of the volume of the subject imaged during the capture process. As
previously described, this may be performed by stacking the captured ultrasound images based on the location captured
by the ultrasound probe tracker, and optionally interpolating between captured images. Other methods of reconstructing
a 3D ultrasound image will be readily apparent to the person skilled in the art.

[0179] Generation of a 3D ultrasound image significantly increases a clinical relevance of an imaged volume (in a
medical context), but also generally increases an ease and intuitiveness with which a reviewer of the ultrasound output
may understand the imaged volume. Described embodiments are particularly advantageous when employed in a 3D
ultrasound imaging method, as such imaging methods are particularly susceptible to uneven spatial sampling, incomplete
volume coverage and poor spatial resolution. These disadvantages are mitigated by any herein described method.
[0180] The step 83 may instead comprise outputting a sequence of 2D ultrasound images or a stitched or composite
2D ultrasound image. Methods of preparing such outputs will be apparent to the skilled person.

[0181] The ultrasound imaging method 80 may comprise a step 84 of determining whether the ultrasound probe is at
the user-defined start location (e.g. as tracked by the ultrasound probe tracker). The step 84 is performed after the user-
defined start location and end location have been obtained.

[0182] Inresponse to determining that the ultrasound probe is at the user-defined start location, the method 80 moves
to the step 81 of starting a capture process of ultrasound images. In response to determining that the ultrasound probe
is not at the user-defined start location, the method performs no action, and repeats the determination of whether the
ultrasound probe is at the user-defined start location.

[0183] Thus, the ultrasound imaging method 80 may only perform the image capture process when the ultrasound
probe is at the user-defined start location. This avoids unnecessary image capture beyond the bounds of the desired
volume for imaging (which is defined by the user). This improves a quality of an ultrasound image or series of ultrasound
images, as unnecessary images are omitted. Such an embodiment also reduces the capture of redundant images (i.e.
outside of the user-defined volume) and thereby provides a more efficient capture system.

[0184] In other embodiments, the capture process begins in response to a user input.

[0185] The ultrasound imaging method 80 may further comprise a corresponding step 85 of determining whether the
ultrasound probe is at the user-defined end location, e.g. as tracked by the ultrasound probe tracker. The step 85 is
performed after the step 81 of starting a capture process has been performed.

[0186] In response to determining that the ultrasound probe has reached the user-defined end location, the method
80 stops the capture process and performs the step 83 of generating an ultrasound output. In response to determining
that the ultrasound probe is not at the user-defined end location, the method performs no action, and continues the
image capture process and the determining whether the ultrasound probe is at the user-defined end location.

[0187] Thus, the ultrasound imaging method 80 may stop the image capture process when the ultrasound probe has
reached the end location. This further prevents images outside of the user-defined volume from being captured, thereby
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reducing a redundancy and improving an efficiency of the ultrasound imaging process.

[0188] In other embodiments, the capture process is ended in response to a user input, or in response to a memory
of the ultrasound imaging system filling.

[0189] In some embodiments, the method 80 comprises a step 86 of determining whether the user has deviated from
the guidance instructions. This may be performed according to any previously described method. In response to deter-
mining that the user has deviated from the guidance instructions, the method may comprise a step 87 of alerting the
user (e.g. using a visual, audio and/or tactile output) of their deviance. Otherwise, the user is not alerted. The step 87
may otherwise or additionally comprise pausing the image capture process (which may then be resumed when the user
or probe re-adheres to the guidance instructions).

[0190] There is proposed a processing arrangement or ultrasound guidance system adapted to perform any method
previously described. The processing arrangement can be implemented in numerous ways, with software and/or hard-
ware, to perform the various functions required. A processor is one example of a processing arrangement which employs
one or more microprocessors that may be programmed using software (e.g., microcode) to perform the required functions.
A processing arrangement may however be implemented with or without employing a processor, and also may be
implemented as a combination of dedicated hardware to perform some functions and a processor (e.g., one or more
programmed microprocessors and associated circuitry) to perform other functions.

[0191] Examples of processing arrangement components that may be employed in various embodiments of the present
disclosure include, but are not limited to, conventional microprocessors, application specific integrated circuits (ASICs),
and field-programmable gate arrays (FPGAS).

[0192] In various implementations, a processing arrangement may be associated with one or more storage media
such as volatile and non-volatile computer memory such as RAM, PROM, EPROM, and EEPROM. The storage media
may be encoded with one or more programs that, when executed on a processing arrangement, perform the required
functions. Various storage media may be fixed within a processing arrangement or may be transportable, such that the
one or more programs stored thereon can be loaded into a processing arrangement.

[0193] Figure 9 illustrates an ultrasound probe guidance system 110 according to an embodiment in the context of an
ultrasound imaging system 100. The overall ultrasound imaging system 100 comprises a (handheld) ultrasound probe
104, an ultrasound probe tracker 105 and the ultrasound probe guidance system 110.

[0194] The ultrasound probe guidance system 110 comprises a volume defining unit 111 adapted to obtain a user-
defined start location for the ultrasound probe and obtain a user-defined end location for the ultrasound probe, a volume
between the startlocation and the end location thereby defining a volume in which ultrasound imaging is to be performed.
[0195] The ultrasound probe guidance system also comprises a determining unit 112 adapted to determine guidance
instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume in which ultrasound imaging
is to be performed.

[0196] The ultrasound probe guidance system also comprises a monitoring unit 113 adapted to, during a subsequent
ultrasound imaging process, monitor, using the ultrasound probe tracker, a movement of the ultrasound probe with
respect to the volume to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

[0197] The units 111, 112, 113 of the ultrasound probe guidance system 110 may communicate with one another over
a bus, as illustrated, or according to any standard communication protocol. Thus, each unit may be represented by a
separate processor. Alternatively, each unit may comprise a functionality of a processor arrangement, such as a specified
function or act.

[0198] The ultrasound probe guidance system may be adapted to communicate with a user interface 120. The user
interface 120 comprises a visual, audio or tactile output. Such outputs may provide any of the previously described
outputs. The user interface comprises, for example, a display, a speaker or vibrating means. The ultrasound probe
guidance system may be adapted to indicate to a user the guidance information, the progress of the ultrasound probe
during the ultrasound imaging process and so on. The user interface 120 may comprise or form the user interface of
the overall ultrasound imaging system 100. The user interface may be provided on at least the ultrasound probe (e.g.
a vibration means).

[0199] The user interface 120 may further comprise a user input, such as one or more buttons or keys. This may allow
a user to communicate with the units of the ultrasound probe guidance system. The user input preferably comprises a
portion located on the ultrasound probe, for each of access by the user during the ultrasound imaging process.

[0200] Whilst embodiments have primarily focused upon determining an optimized speed or path of the ultrasound
probe, it will be appreciated that the guidance instructions may indicate other preferred characteristics of the ultrasound
probe during the ultrasound imaging process. By way of example, guidance instructions may propose changes to an
orientation or angle of the ultrasound probe during an imaging process so as to maximize a volume imaged or to more
efficiently image the volume.

[0201] Other variations to the disclosed embodiments can be understood and effected by those skilled in the art in
practicing the claimed invention, from a study of the drawings, the disclosure, and the appended claims. In the claims,
the word "comprising" does not exclude other elements or steps, and the indefinite article "a" or "an" does not exclude
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a plurality. The mere fact that certain measures are recited in mutually different dependent claims does not indicate that
acombination of these measures cannot be used to advantage. Any reference signs in the claims should not be construed
as limiting the scope.

Claims

1. A method (10) of guiding a user of an ultrasound imaging system (2) during an ultrasound imaging process of a
volume (3), wherein the ultrasound imaging system comprises an ultrasound probe (4) and an ultrasound probe
tracker (5) adapted to obtain a location of the ultrasound probe, the method comprising:

obtaining (11) a user-defined start location (7) for the ultrasound probe;

obtaining (12) a user-defined end location (8) for the ultrasound probe, a volume between the start location and
the end location thereby defining the volume to be imaged;

determining (13) guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the
volume to be imaged; and

during a subsequent ultrasound imaging process of the volume, monitoring, using the ultrasound probe tracker,
a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume to determine whether the user is adhering to
the guidance instructions.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein:

the step of obtaining a user-defined start location comprises obtaining the user-defined start location using the
ultrasound probe tracker; and

the step of obtaining a user-defined end location comprises obtaining the user-defined end location using the
ultrasound probe tracker.

3. The method of any preceding claim, wherein the step of determining guidance instructions comprises:

determining a maximum allowable duration of the ultrasound imaging process;

determining a distance of a path for the ultrasound probe between the user-defined start location and the user-
defined end location; and

determining a minimum speed of movement for the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process
based on the maximum allowable duration and the distance.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the step of monitoring a movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound
imaging process comprises:

determining a current location of the ultrasound probe relative to one or more of the user-defined start location
and the user-defined end location;

determining a current time elapsed during the ultrasound imaging process;

determining the average speed of movement during the ultrasound imaging process based on the current
location of the ultrasound probe and the current time elapsed; and

determining whether the average speed of movementis greater than or equal to the minimum speed of movement
to determine whether the user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

5. The method of any of claims 3 or 4, wherein the maximum allowable duration is based on one or more of:

a user-defined maximum duration;

a subject-defined maximum duration;

a maximum duration time of an ultrasound imaging process by the ultrasound imaging system; and

a frame rate of the ultrasound imaging system and a number of ultrasound images that can be stored by the
ultrasound imaging system.

6. The method of any preceding claim, further comprising a step of determining a progress of the ultrasound imaging
process based on the monitored movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process, the
user-defined start location and the user-defined end location, optionally wherein the method further comprises a
step of displaying the progress of the ultrasound imaging process to a user.
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The method of any preceding claim, wherein the step of determining guidance instructions comprises determining
an optimized path of movement of the ultrasound probe.

The method of claim 7, wherein the step of monitoring a movement of the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound
imaging process comprises:

determining a current location of the ultrasound probe; and
determining whether the current location is on the optimized path of movement so as to determine whether the
user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

An ultrasound imaging method (80) comprising:

a method of guiding a user of an ultrasound imaging system according to any preceding claim; and
an ultrasound imaging process (81, 82) comprising capturing ultrasound images as the ultrasound probe is
moved from the start location to the end location.

The ultrasound imaging method of claim 9, further comprising:

determining (84) when the ultrasound probe is located at the user-defined start location and both the user-
defined start and end locations have been obtained; and

in response to determining that the ultrasound probe is at the user-defined start location and the user-defined
start and end locations have been obtained, performing (81) the ultrasound imaging process.

A computer program comprising code means for implementing the method of any one of any preceding claim when
said program is run on a computer.

An ultrasound probe guidance system (110) for an ultrasound imaging system (100) having an ultrasound probe
(104) and an ultrasound probe tracker (105) adapted to obtain a location of the ultrasound probe, the ultrasound
probe guidance system comprising:

a volume defining unit (111) adapted to:

obtain a user-defined start location for the ultrasound probe;
obtain a user-defined end location for the ultrasound probe, a volume between the start location and the
end location to thereby define a volume in which ultrasound imaging is to be performed;

adetermining unit (112) adapted to determine guidance instructions for optimizing a movement of the ultrasound
probe with respect to the volume in which ultrasound imaging is to be performed; and

a monitoring unit (113) adapted to, during a subsequent ultrasound imaging process, monitor, using the ultra-
sound probe tracker, a movement of the ultrasound probe with respect to the volume to determine whether the
user is adhering to the guidance instructions.

The ultrasound probe guidance system of claim 12, wherein the volume defining unit is adapted to obtain the user-
defined startlocation using the ultrasound probe tracker; and obtain the user-defined end location using the ultrasound
probe tracker

The ultrasound probe guidance system of any of claims 12 or 13, wherein the determining unit is adapted to:
determine a maximum allowable duration of the ultrasound imaging process;
determine a distance of a path between the user-defined start location and the user-defined end location; and
determine a minimum speed of movement for the ultrasound probe during the ultrasound imaging process
based on the maximum allowable duration and the distance.

An ultrasound imaging system (100) comprising:
an ultrasound probe (104);

an ultrasound probe tracker (105);
an ultrasound probe guidance system (110) according to any of claims 12 to 14.
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