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Description

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus to be used for the purpose of per-
forming appropriate tone correction when generating an
image from a signal obtained by ultrasonic scanning us-
ing an ultrasonic probe and displaying the image.

Background Art

[0002] An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus is designed
to apply ultrasonic pulses generated from vibration ele-
ments provided on an ultrasonic probe into an object and
acquire biological information by receiving reflected ul-
trasonic waves caused by acoustic impedance differenc-
es in the tissue of the object through the vibration ele-
ments. This apparatus can display image data in real
time by simple operation of bringing the ultrasonic probe
into contact with the body surface. The apparatus allows
to observe a moving object such as a heart and is there-
fore widely used for morphological diagnosis and func-
tional diagnosis of the circulatory region and various
kinds of organs. To improve the viewability of an ultra-
sonic image acquired by such an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus, it is necessary to appropriately set and adjust
the intensity (tone) of brightness and the like in accord-
ance with the object.
[0003] EP 0 220 631 discloses a gain control system
for use in an ultrasound imaging system including a his-
togram analyzer for identifying image pixel populations
attributable to fluid, soft tissue, specular reflectors and
artifacts. The histogram analyzer establishes mean peak
values. Nulls between image populations are identified
for setting gain versus depth break points. A comparator
uses a threshold level to compare image information cor-
responding to soft tissue. A TGC generator responds to
a preselected slope, a brightness level, and the tissue
identification to generate a time gain control signal.
[0004] US 4,868,651 discloses a process for enhanc-
ing a still video image that can correct digital fluoroscopy
images which are under- or overexposed and have their
image brightness values concentrated to one end of the
gray scale. A pixel histogram is formed, but is clipped at
a low value. Then, a cumulative histogram is formed from
the clipped histogram. The cumulative histogram, which
has a generally linear slope, is normalized and is used
for mapping the brightness of luminance values of the
original image. The new values form an optimal video
image with the gray scale values spread over the entire
range. The image shows details not only in the middle
gray areas, but in the light and dark areas as well.
[0005] US2003144592 discloses a method of quanti-
tatively assessing fat content in a target organ from an
ultrasound visual image is provided. This method in-
cludes obtaining an ultrasound visual image of the target
organ, setting a target region in the obtained image,

measuring a quantified representative gray level of the
target region from a gray level distribution of pixels of the
target region, and assessing fat content corresponding
to the quantified representative gray level of the target
region.
[0006] EP0544328 discloses an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus comprises an ultrasonic transducer for trans-
mitting and receiving ultrasonic waves to and from a body
to be examined and a control section for automatically
determining the optimum image conditions on the basis
of the echo signals obtained by the ultrasonic transducer.
The control section comprises circuits for controlling the
amplification factor of the echo signals, the amplification
factors of the echo signals for the respective visual field
depths and the adjustment of image contrast, on the basis
of the echo signals obtained by the ultrasonic transducer.
These control circuits comprises a histogram forming cir-
cuit for forming histogram information on the basis of the
echo signals obtained by ultrasonic transducer, which
represents a histogram in which the brightness values of
the image to be displayed as gradations and the numbers
of pixels of the respective corresponding brightness val-
ues as frequencies; a compared value detecting circuit
for detecting a median value or a peak value of the formed
histogram on the basis of the histogram information; and
an amplification factor determining circuit for comparing
the compared value with a predetermined reference val-
ue and for determining the amplification factor of the echo
signals or the adjustment level of the image contrast so
as to eliminate the difference between the compared val-
ue and the reference value. The ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus can automatically determine the optimum im-
age conditions at all times, irrespective of the thickness
of the layer of fat or the state of the anatomy of the body
to be examined.
[0007] EP2031873 discloses a tone correcting appa-
ratus that includes: a first determination unit that deter-
mines which one of first brightness levels that are previ-
ously defined a focused region corresponds to, the fo-
cused region being selected from among a plurality of
block regions that are set to cover an entire area of the
image; a second determination unit that determines
which one of second brightness levels that are previously
defined an adjacent block region corresponds to, the ad-
jacent block region being at least one of the block regions
that is adjacent to the focused region; and a correction
unit that corrects a brightness of pixels included in the
focused region based on a combination of the first bright-
ness level determined by the first determination unit and
the second brightness level determined by the second
determination unit.

Summary of Invention

Technical Problem

[0008] The amount of noise and the like unwanted for
diagnosis increases depending on a structure or a region
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(organ) in a living body. This may make it difficult to do
adjustment to optimize the contrast of an ultrasonic im-
age or perform appropriate adjustment within the range
adjustable by the user himself/herself. However, the con-
ventional ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus has poor oper-
ability and, for example, in the above-described cases,
cannot appropriately assist in setting/adjusting the tone
of an image.
[0009] The present invention has been made in con-
sideration of the above-described situations, and has as
its object to provide an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus,
an ultrasonic image processing apparatus, a medical im-
age diagnostic apparatus, and a medical image process-
ing apparatus that can appropriately set/adjust the tone
of an image as compared to the conventional ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus.

Solution to Problem

[0010] According to the invention there is provided an
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus as claimed in Claim 1.
[0011] In an embodiment, the ultrasonic diagnostic ap-
paratus comprises: an image data acquisition unit con-
figured to transmit an ultrasonic wave into a predeter-
mined region including a diagnosis target of an object,
receive a reflected wave from the predetermined region,
and acquire ultrasonic image data based on the reflected
wave; and a correction unit configured to execute tone
correction of the ultrasonic image data, wherein in the
tone correction, the correction unit calculates a histogram
associated with brightness of the image data, and calcu-
lates a brightness distribution range corresponding to the
diagnosis target and a tone correction function using the
histogram.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

[0012] According to embodiments of the present inven-
tion, it is possible to implement an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus, an ultrasonic image processing apparatus, a
medical image diagnostic apparatus, and a medical im-
age processing apparatus that can appropriately set/ad-
just the tone of an image as compared to the conventional
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus.

Brief Description of Drawings

[0013]

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing the arrangement
of an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 according to
an embodiment.
FIG. 2 is a flowchart showing the procedure of each
processing executed in processing according to the
tone optimization function.
FIG. 3 is a flowchart showing the procedure of each
processing executed in processing according to the
tone optimization function.

FIG. 4 is a graph showing an example of a histogram
and the cumulative sum of histograms acquired in
tone optimization processing.
FIG. 5 is a graph showing an example of the differ-
ential of the histogram acquired in tone optimization
processing.
FIG. 6 is a graph showing an example of the second
order differential of the histogram acquired in tone
optimization processing.
FIG. 7 illustrates graphs for explaining brightness
distribution range setting processing using feature
points.
FIG. 8 is a view showing an example of an ultrasonic
image that has not undergone tone optimization
processing.
FIG. 9 is a view showing an example of an ultrasonic
image obtained by performing tone optimization
processing for the image in FIG. 8.
FIG. 10 illustrates graphs showing a modification that
adopts the slope of A2 calculated by normalizing the
slope of the smoothed cumulative value at a second
zero point P2.
FIG. 11 illustrates graphs for explaining the second
modification of the embodiment.
FIG. 12 is a graph for explaining the third modification
of the embodiment.
FIG. 13 is a graph for explaining the third modification
of the embodiment.
FIG. 14 illustrates graphs for explaining the third
modification of the embodiment.
FIG. 15 is a flowchart showing the procedure when
the tone optimization processing is applied to moving
image display (the case of the fifth modification).
FIG. 16 is a graph showing an example of a histo-
gram associated with the brightness value of a pre-
determined ultrasonic image before gain adjust-
ment.
FIG. 17 is a graph showing the first order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 16.
FIG. 18 is a graph showing the second order differ-
ential equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 16.
FIG. 19 is a graph showing the third order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 16.
FIG. 20 is a graph showing an example of a histo-
gram associated with the brightness value of the ul-
trasonic image after gain raising.
FIG. 21 is a graph showing the first order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 20.
FIG. 22 is a graph showing the second order differ-
ential equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 20.
FIG. 23 is a graph showing the third order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 20.
FIG. 24 is a graph showing an example of a histo-
gram associated with the brightness value of the ul-
trasonic image after gain lowering.
FIG. 25 is a graph showing the first order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 24.
FIG. 26 is a graph showing the second order differ-
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ential equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 24.
FIG. 27 is a graph showing the third order differential
equation of the histogram shown in FIG. 24.

Description of Embodiments

[0014] The embodiments will now be described with
reference to the accompanying drawings. Note that the
same reference numerals in the following description de-
note constituent elements having almost the same func-
tions and arrangements, and a repetitive description will
be made only when required.

(First Embodiment)

[0015] FIG. 1 is block diagram showing the arrange-
ment of an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 according
to this embodiment. As shown in FIG. 1, the ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus 1 includes an ultrasonic probe 12,
an input device 13, a monitor 14, an ultrasonic transmis-
sion unit 21, an ultrasonic reception unit 22, a B-mode
processing unit 23, a blood flow detection unit 24, a RAW
data memory 25, an image processing unit 26, a display
processing unit 28 including a tone optimization unit 280,
a control processor (CPU) 29, a storage unit 30, and an
interface unit 31. The function of each constituent ele-
ment will be described below.
[0016] The ultrasonic probe 12 is a device (probe)
which transmits ultrasonic waves to an object and re-
ceives reflected waves from the object based on the
transmitted ultrasonic waves. The ultrasonic probe 12
has, on its distal end, an array of a plurality of piezoelectric
transducers, a matching layer, a backing member, and
the like. In the ultrasonic probe 12, each of the piezoe-
lectric transducers transmits an ultrasonic wave in a de-
sired direction in a scan region based on a driving signal
from the ultrasonic transmission unit 21 and converts a
reflected wave from the object into an electrical signal.
The matching layer is an intermediate layer which is pro-
vided for the piezoelectric transducers to make ultrasonic
energy efficiently propagate. The backing member pre-
vents ultrasonic waves from propagating backward from
the piezoelectric transducers. When the ultrasonic probe
12 transmits an ultrasonic wave to an object P, the trans-
mitted ultrasonic wave is sequentially reflected by a dis-
continuity surface of acoustic impedance of internal body
tissue, and is received as an echo signal by the ultrasonic
probe 12. The amplitude of this echo signal depends on
an acoustic impedance difference on the discontinuity
surface by which the echo signal is reflected. The echo
produced when a transmitted ultrasonic pulse is reflected
by the surface of a moving blood flow is subjected to a
frequency shift depending on the velocity component of
the moving body in the ultrasonic transmission/reception
direction due to the Doppler effect.
[0017] Note that to acquire volume data, for example,
a two-dimensional array probe (a probe having a plurality
of ultrasonic transducers arrayed in a two-dimensional

matrix) or a mechanical 4D probe (a probe which can
execute ultrasonic scanning while mechanically swinging
a piezoelectric transducer array in a direction perpendic-
ular to the array direction) may be adopted as the ultra-
sonic probe 12. However, the ultrasonic probe to be used
is not limited to these examples. For example, it is pos-
sible to use a one-dimensional array probe as the ultra-
sonic probe 12 and acquire volume data by performing
ultrasonic scanning while manually swinging the probe.
[0018] The input device 13 is connected to an appara-
tus body 11 and includes various types of switches, but-
tons, a trackball, a mouse, and a keyboard which are
used to input, to the apparatus body 11, various types of
instructions, conditions, an instruction to set a region of
interest (ROI), various types of image quality condition
setting instructions, and the like from an operator. The
input device 13 also has a start instruction, an instruction
to select a target ultrasonic image, and the like for the
tone optimization function (to be described later).
[0019] The monitor 14 displays morphological informa-
tion and blood flow information in a living body as images
based on video signals from the image processing unit
28.
[0020] The ultrasonic transmission unit 21 includes a
trigger generation circuit, a delay circuit, and a pulser
circuit (none of which are shown). The trigger generation
circuit repetitively generates trigger pulses for the forma-
tion of transmission ultrasonic waves at a predetermined
rate frequency fr Hz (period: 1/fr sec). The delay circuit
gives each trigger pulse a delay time necessary to focus
an ultrasonic wave into a beam and determine transmis-
sion directivity for each channel. The pulser circuit ap-
plies a driving pulse to the probe 12 at the timing based
on this trigger pulse.
[0021] The ultrasonic transmission unit 21 has a func-
tion of instantly changing a transmission frequency, a
transmission driving voltage, or the like to execute a pre-
determined scan sequence in accordance with an in-
struction from the control processor 28. In particular, the
function of changing a transmission driving voltage is im-
plemented by a linear amplifier type transmission circuit
capable of instantly switching its value or a mechanism
of electrically switching a plurality of power supply units.
[0022] The ultrasonic reception unit 22 includes an am-
plifier circuit, an AID converter, and an adder (none of
which are shown). The amplifier circuit amplifies an echo
signal received via the probe 12 for each channel. The
A/D converter gives each amplified echo signal the delay
time required to determine reception directivity and per-
form reception dynamic focusing. The adder then per-
forms addition processing. This addition processing will
enhance a reflection component from a direction corre-
sponding to the reception directivity of the echo signal to
form a composite beam for ultrasonic transmission/re-
ception in accordance with the reception directivity and
transmission directivity.
[0023] The B-mode processing unit 23 receives an
echo signal from the ultrasonic reception unit 22, and
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performs logarithmic amplification, envelope detection
processing, and the like for the signal to generate data
whose signal intensity is expressed by a brightness level.
[0024] The blood flow detection unit 24 extracts a blood
flow signal from the echo signal received from the recep-
tion unit 22, and generates blood flow data. In general,
CFM (Color Flow Mapping) is used for blood flow extrac-
tion. In this case, the blood flow detection unit 24 analyzes
a blood flow signal to obtain an average velocity, vari-
ance, power, and the like as blood flow data at multiple
points.
[0025] The RAW data memory 25 generates B-mode
RAW data and blood flow RAW data for each frame using
B-mode data received from the B-mode processing unit
23 and blood flow data received from the blood flow de-
tection unit 24, respectively. The RAW data memory 25
also generates volume data from the RAW data by exe-
cuting RAW/voxel conversion, as needed.
[0026] The image processing unit 28 executes scan
conversion processing for the RAW data received from
the RAW data memory 25. The image processing unit
28 also performs predetermined image processing such
as volume rendering, multi planar reconstruction (MPR),
and maximum intensity projection (MIP) for the volume
data received from the RAW data memory 25. Note that
for the purpose of reducing noise and improving image
concatenation, it is possible to perform spatial smoothing
by inserting a two-dimensional filter after the image
processing unit 28.
[0027] The display processing unit 28 executes vari-
ous kinds of processes associated with a dynamic range,
brightness, contrast, γ curve correction, RGB conversion,
and the like for various kinds of image data generat-
ed/processed by the image processing unit 28. The tone
optimization unit 280 included in the display processing
unit 28 executes processing corresponding to the tone
optimization function (to be described later) under the
control of the control processor 29.
[0028] The control processor 29 has a function as an
information processing apparatus (computer), and con-
trols the operation of this ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus.
The control processor 29 reads out a dedicated program
for implementing the tone optimization function (to be
described later) from the storage unit 30, expands the
program on the memory of its own, and executes com-
putation/control and the like associated with various
kinds of processes.
[0029] The storage unit 30 stores a dedicated program
for implementing the tone optimization function (to be
described later), diagnosis information (patient ID, find-
ings by doctors, and the like), a diagnostic protocol, trans-
mission/reception conditions, a program for implement-
ing a speckle removal function, a body mark generation
program, and other data. The storage unit is also used
to store images in the RAW data memory, as needed. It
is possible to transfer data in the storage unit 30 to an
external peripheral device via the interface unit 31.
[0030] The interface unit 31 is an interface associated

with the input device 13, a network, and a new external
storage device (not shown). The interface unit 31 can
transfer data such as ultrasonic images, analysis results,
and the like obtained by this apparatus to another appa-
ratus via a network.

(Tone Optimization Function)

[0031] The tone optimization function of the ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus 1 will be described next. This func-
tion calculates feature points from a histogram generated
using individual acquired ultrasonic image data and the
first and second deviates of the histogram, and sets a
brightness distribution range corresponding to a diagno-
sis target. The function also sets control conditions using
the calculated feature points, and calculates a tone cor-
rection function for each image using the set control con-
ditions.
[0032] FIGS. 2 and 3 are flowcharts showing the pro-
cedure of each processing executed in processing (tone
optimization processing) according to the tone optimiza-
tion function. The contents of processing in each step
will be described below.
[0033] Note that for the sake of a concrete description,
tone optimization processing is assumed to be executed
for an ultrasonic image acquired by ultrasonic scanning
of a two-dimensional region including a cardiac muscle
in the B mode. When the ultrasonic image processing
apparatus implements the tone optimization processing,
for example, ultrasonic image data generated in step S2
is stored in advance, and processing from step S3 is ex-
ecuted. In this case, the ultrasonic image processing ap-
paratus comprises the arrangement indicated by the bro-
ken line in FIG. 1.

[Patient Information: Reception of Transmission/Recep-
tion Conditions as Inputs: Step S1]

[0034] The operator inputs patient information and se-
lects transmission/reception conditions (the size of a re-
gion to be scanned, a focal position, a transmission volt-
age, and the like), an imaging mode for ultrasonic scan-
ning on a predetermined region of an object, a scan se-
quence, and the like via the input device 13 (step S1).
The apparatus automatically stores the input and select-
ed various kinds of information and conditions in the stor-
age unit 30.

[Ultrasonic Scanning: Generation of Ultrasonic Image: 
Steps S2 and S3]

[0035] The ultrasonic probe 12 is brought into contact
with a desired position on an object surface. Ultrasonic
scanning in the B mode is executed for a two-dimensional
region including a diagnosis region (the heart, in this
case) set as a region to be scanned (step S2). Echo sig-
nals acquired by the ultrasonic scanning in the B mode
are sequentially sent to the B-mode processing unit 23
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via the ultrasonic reception unit 22. The B-mode process-
ing unit 23 executes logarithmic amplification, envelope
detection processing, and the like to generate a plurality
of B-mode data. The RAW data memory 25 generates
B-mode RAW data using the plurality of B-mode data
received from the B-mode processing unit 23. The image
processing unit 26 executes scan conversion for the gen-
erated B-mode RAW data, thereby generating an ultra-
sonic image for each frame (step S3).

[Tone Optimization Processing: Step S4]

[0036] Next, the tone optimization unit 280 executes
tone optimization processing as shown in FIG. 3 for each
ultrasonic image generated by the image processing unit
26. That is, the tone optimization unit 280 first generates
a histogram associated with the brightness of the ultra-
sonic image received from the image processing unit 26,
and executes smoothing processing for the obtained his-
togram (step S41). After that, the tone optimization unit
280 calculates the cumulative sum of histograms, as
shown in FIG. 4, and executes smoothing processing
(step S42).
[0037] The tone optimization unit 280 calculates the
differential (or difference) of the histogram and then ex-
ecutes smoothing processing, thereby obtaining a result
as shown in FIG. 5 (step S43). The tone optimization unit
280 also calculates the second order differential (or sec-
ond order difference) of the histogram and then executes
smoothing processing, thereby obtaining a result as
shown in FIG. 6 (step S44).
[0038] Next, the tone optimization unit 280 calculates
the feature points of the histogram using the calculated
second order differential of the histogram (step S45). In
this embodiment, as examples of the feature points of
the histogram, four points are employed, that is, the neg-
ative minimum (maximal) value of the second order dif-
ferential of the histogram (corresponding to the positive
peak position (maximum value or maximal value) of the
histogram), the second zero point of the second order
differential of the histogram (the inflection point in the tail
region of the histogram: corresponding to the negative
peak position of the differential of the histogram), the in-
flection point in the tail region of the histogram, and the
third zero point of the second order differential of the his-
togram (for example, corresponding to the branch point
between the signal from the cardiac muscle region and
the signal from another region).
[0039] The tone optimization unit 280 sets a brightness
distribution range using the calculated feature points
(step S46). For example, the tone optimization unit 280
sets a brightness distribution range L by setting a nega-
tive minimum value (maximal value) P1 of the second
order differential of the histogram as the lower limit and
a third zero point P4 of the second order differential of
the histogram as the upper limit, as shown in FIG. 7.
[0040] The tone optimization unit 280 calculates a tone
characteristic function using the calculated feature

points, set control conditions, and the brightness distri-
bution range L (step S47). For example, the tone optimi-
zation unit 280 calculates the tone characteristic function
by following control conditions (1) to (5).

(1) The slope of the smoothed cumulative value at
the negative minimum value (maximal value) P1 of
the second order differential of the histogram is nor-
malized to obtain the slope of the tone characteristic
function.
(2) The input minimum value is associated with the
output minimum value (a point B1 in the lower graph
of FIG. 7).
(3) The upper limit of the noise level is set at the
inflection point (the second zero point of the second
order differential) and associated with a desired out-
put value (a point B2 in the lower graph of FIG. 7).
(4) The object region (the cardiac muscle region, in
this case) is set to the third zero point from the noise
level condition (inflection point), and the output value
at the third zero point is associated with a value ob-
tained by a desired slope (a point B3 in the lower
graph of FIG. 7).
(5) The input maximum value is associated with the
output maximum value (a point B4 in the lower graph
of FIG. 7).

[0041] The tone optimization unit 280 calculates, for
example, a tone correction function C1 in the lower graph
of FIG. 7 by interpolating (for example, spline interpola-
tion) the tone characteristic function obtained in step S47
(step S48). Tone optimization processing is executed for
the ultrasonic image using the calculated tone correction
function C1 (step S49).

[Display of Ultrasonic Image: Step S5]

[0042] Next, the monitor 14 displays, in a desired for-
mat, the ultrasonic image that has undergone the tone
optimization processing (step S5).
[0043] FIG. 8 is a view showing an example of an ul-
trasonic image that has not undergone the tone optimi-
zation processing. FIG. 9 is a view showing an example
of an ultrasonic image obtained by performing the tone
optimization processing for the image in FIG. 8. As is
apparent from comparison between FIGS. 8 and 9, the
ultrasonic image whose tone has been adjusted by the
tone optimization processing has a clearer contrast and
is easy to see.
[0044] Note that the contents of the tone optimization
processing are not limited to those described above.
Modifications of the tone optimization processing will be
explained below.

(First Modification)

[0045] For example, as shown in FIG. 10, a tone cor-
rection function C2 can be calculated by adopting the
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slope of A2 calculated by normalizing the slope of the
smoothed cumulative value at a second zero point P2.
A slope calculated by averaging the slopes within the
range (for example, the brightness distribution range P2-
P3) corresponding to the object region may be adopted.

(Second Modification)

[0046] The tone characteristic function may be calcu-
lated by adding another control condition to the above-
described conditions (1) to (5). For example, it is possible
to add the following condition aiming at suppressing the
slope of the high brightness region.
(6) An input value that exists from the third zero point to
the input maximum value (for example, a tone of 256) is
selected and associated with a desired output value (for
example, a point B5 in the lower graph of FIG. 11).
[0047] Note that the control condition (6) may parallelly
be added to the control conditions (1) to (5) when calcu-
lating the tone characteristic function. The tone charac-
teristic function may newly be calculated by adding the
control condition (6) as needed in consideration of the
result of the tone characteristic function calculated using
the control conditions (1) to (5). If the tone characteristic
at the position corresponding to the added control con-
dition is less than, for example, 255, correction is prefer-
ably done to make the tone characteristic function mo-
notonically increase so as to suppress the fluctuations in
the characteristic.

(Third Modification)

[0048] Tone expansion processing may be performed
as needed. Whether to do tone expansion processing is
determined in, for example, the following way. If the cu-
mulative sum of histograms of the input image reaches
a predetermined amount before the end processing re-
gion of smoothing, it is determined that the dynamic range
(DR) or tone characteristic at the time of image acquisi-
tion is not appropriate. Hence, the tone characteristic is
expanded, as shown in FIGS. 12 and 13, in, for example,
calculation of step S47.

(Fourth Modification)

[0049] The brightness distribution range can arbitrarily
be changed. For example, the above-described bright-
ness distribution range L (lower limit: the negative mini-
mum value of the second order differential of the histo-
gram, upper limit: third zero point) in FIG. 7 can be
changed to a brightness distribution range L1 (lower limit:
second zero point, upper limit: third zero point) shown in
FIG. 14 at an arbitrary timing. This may enable to more
suitably extract the object.

(Fifth Modification)

[0050] The tone optimization processing is also appli-

cable to a case in which a moving image is acquired and
displayed.
[0051] FIG. 15 is an example of a flowchart when the
tone optimization processing is applied to moving image
display. As compared to the flowchart shown in FIG. 3,
"histogram analysis image selection processing" of step
S40 is added.
[0052] In the histogram analysis image selection
processing (step S40), one of a plurality of acquired ul-
trasonic images (for example, ultrasonic images of a
heart for one or a plurality of heartbeats) is selected, and
the tone optimization processing from step S41 is then
executed. As the histogram analysis image, for example,
an image corresponding to a preset phase or timing, an
image corresponding to the start, middle, or end phase
of a predetermined period, an image having a maximum
average brightness, an image whose average brightness
is average in a plurality of images, or the like can be
selected. Which image is to be selected as the histogram
analysis image can freely be set. If the diagnosis target
is the heart, selecting a totally dark image or an image
that has not appropriately visualized the object should
be prohibited because the cumulative sum of histograms
periodically varies in accordance with the dilatation/con-
traction.

(Sixth Modification)

[0053] The tone optimization processing can be exe-
cuted, for example, every time ultrasonic image data is
acquired. If the processing need not always be executed
for all images, it may be executed at an arbitrary timing
in response to, for example, an instruction input by the
user via the input device 13.

(Application Example)

[0054] In the above-described embodiment, an exam-
ple has been explained in which the first extreme value,
the second and third zero points, and the like of the sec-
ond order differential equation of the histogram associ-
ated with the brightness value of an ultrasonic image are
calculated as feature points. However, the tone optimi-
zation function is not limited to this example. For example,
the ith extreme value and the jth zero point of the nth
order differential equation (n, i, and j are arbitrary natural
numbers) may be calculated as feature points, and the
brightness distribution range and the tone correction
curve may be calculated using the obtained feature
points.
[0055] According to the above-described arrange-
ment, the following effects can be obtained.
[0056] According to the ultrasonic diagnostic appara-
tus, feature points are calculated from a histogram gen-
erated using acquired ultrasonic image data and the first
order differential, the second order differential, and the
like of the histogram, and the brightness distribution
range corresponding to the diagnosis target is set. Con-
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trol conditions are set using the calculated feature points,
and the tone correction function is calculated using the
set control conditions. This allows to define appropriate
brightness distribution range and tone correction function
corresponding to the tone characteristic of an individual
image. It is consequently possible to quickly and easily
optimize tone correction in accordance with the diagnosis
target, individual differences, and imaging situation.

(Second Embodiment)

[0057] An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according
to the second embodiment will be described next. When
gain adjustment is performed for an ultrasonic image that
is the target of tone optimization processing, the shape
of the histogram associated with the brightness value
after the gain adjustment changes. As a result, the cu-
mulative sum of histograms and the shape of the nth
order differential equation (n is a natural number) also
change. In this embodiment, tone optimization process-
ing when the histogram shape has changed due to gain
adjustment will be described.
[0058] Assume that a predetermined ultrasonic image
is acquired, and a histogram associated with the bright-
ness value of the image before gain adjustment is ob-
tained as shown in FIG. 16. In this case, the first order
differential equation, the second order differential equa-
tion, and the third order differential equation of the histo-
gram are obtained as shown in FIGS. 17, 18, and 19,
respectively.
[0059] When processing of raising the gain is per-
formed for the current ultrasonic image (the ultrasonic
image corresponding to the histogram in FIG. 16), the
histogram associated with the brightness value and the
first order differential equation, the second order differ-
ential equation, and the third order differential equation
of the histogram after gain raising are obtained as shown
in FIGS. 20, 21, 22, and 23, respectively. For example,
comparing FIG. 16 with FIG. 20 reveals that the peak
position of the histogram has moved (shifted to right) up-
on gain raising. Comparing FIG. 17 with FIG. 21, FIG. 18
with FIG. 22, and FIG. 19 with FIG. 23 reveals that the
position of each extreme value and that of each zero
point have also moved (shifted to right) in each order
differential equation upon gain raising. Especially, refer-
ring to FIGS. 19 and 23, the polarity of the extreme value
that appears for the first time in FIG. 19 is negative,
whereas the polarity of the extreme value that appears
for the first time in FIG. 23 is positive. Hence, for example,
the condition "the first and second extreme values of the
third order differential equation shown in FIG. 19 are
adopted as feature points" corresponds to the condition
"the second and third extreme values of the third order
differential equation before gain adjustment shown in
FIG. 23 are adopted as feature points".
[0060] When processing of lowering the gain is per-
formed for the current ultrasonic image, the histogram
associated with the brightness value and the first order

differential equation, the second order differential equa-
tion, and the third order differential equation of the histo-
gram after gain lowering are obtained as shown in FIGS.
24, 25, 26, and 27, respectively. For example, comparing
FIG. 16 with FIG. 24 reveals that the peak position of the
histogram has shifted to left upon gain lowering. Com-
paring FIG. 17 with FIG. 25, FIG. 18 with FIG. 26, and
FIG. 19 with FIG. 27 reveals that the position of each
extreme value and that of each zero point have also shift-
ed to left in each order differential equation upon gain
lowering. Especially, comparing the first order differential
equation, the second order differential equation, and the
third order differential equation before gain raising with
those after gain raising reveals that the polarity of the
extreme value of the same order is inverted (for example,
the polarity of the first extreme value of the first order
differential equation before gain raising is positive,
whereas the polarity of the first extreme value after gain
raising is negative). Hence, for example, the condition
"the second and third zero points of the second order
differential equation shown in FIG. 18 are adopted as
feature points" corresponds to the condition "the first and
second extreme values of the second order differential
equation before gain adjustment shown in FIG. 26 are
adopted as feature points".
[0061] That is, the peak position of a histogram, and
the polarity of each extreme value and the position of
each zero point in the nth order differential equation of
the histogram change upon gain adjustment. Hence, the
ith extreme value and the jth zero point (i and j are natural
numbers) to be used to calculate feature points in tone
optimization processing are preferably appropriately se-
lected individually in accordance with the positions and
shapes of the histogram and the nth order differential
equation after gain correction.
[0062] Note that the present invention is not limited to
each embodiment described above, and constituent el-
ements can be modified and embodied in the execution
stage within the scope of the claims. The followings are
concrete modifications.

(1) Each function associated with each embodiment
can also be implemented by installing programs for
executing the corresponding processing in a com-
puter such as a workstation and expanding them on
a memory. In this case, the programs which can
cause the computer to execute the corresponding
techniques can be distributed by being stored in re-
cording media such as magnetic disks ((floppy®)
disks, hard disks, and the like), optical disks (CD-
ROMs, DVDs, and the like), and semiconductor
memories.
(2) In the above embodiments, an example has been
described in which tone optimization processing is
performed for an ultrasonic image acquired by ultra-
sonic scanning of a two-dimensional region including
a cardiac muscle in the B mode. However, the tone
optimization function is not limited to this example.
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The function is also applicable to, for example, a case
in which a part other than the heart is the diagnosis
target, a case in which imaging is performed not in
the B mode but in a blood flow detection mode (CFM
mode or the like), a case in which ultrasonic scanning
of a three-dimensional region is performed, and the
like. Especially in ultrasonic scanning of a three-di-
mensional region, suitable ultrasonic images can be
acquired by applying the tone optimization process-
ing to the two-dimensional images and MPR images
included in volume data.
(3) The above embodiments have exemplified the
case in which the tone optimization processing is
executed for ultrasonic image data acquired by the
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus. However, the tone
optimization processing is applicable not only to ul-
trasonic image data but also to a medical image ac-
quired by a medical image diagnostic apparatus
such as an X-ray diagnostic apparatus, an X-ray
computed tomography apparatus, or a magnetic res-
onance imaging apparatus. The tone optimization
processing may be performed ex post facto using a
medical image processing apparatus for images ac-
quired by various kinds of medical image diagnostic
apparatuses.

[0063] Various inventions can be formed by proper
combinations of a plurality of constituent elements dis-
closed in the above embodiments and within the scope
of the claims. For example, several constituent elements
may be omitted from all the constituent elements in each
embodiment. In addition, constituent elements of the dif-
ferent embodiments may be combined as needed.

Reference Signs List

[0064]

10... ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus
12... ultrasonic probe
13... input device
14... monitor
21... ultrasonic transmission unit
22... ultrasonic reception unit
23... B-mode processing unit
24... blood flow detection unit
25... RAW data memory
26... volume data generation unit
27... near-lumen blood flow extraction unit
28... image processing unit
29... control processor
30... display processing unit
31... storage unit
32... interface unit

Claims

1. An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus comprising:

an image data acquisition unit (12) configured
to transmit an ultrasonic wave into a predeter-
mined region including a diagnosis target of an
object, receive a reflected wave from the prede-
termined region, and acquire ultrasonic image
data based on the reflected wave; and
a correction unit (280) configured to execute
tone correction of the ultrasonic image data,
wherein, in the tone correction, the correction
unit (280) is configured to:

calculate a histogram associated with
brightness of the ultrasonic image data, and
calculate a brightness distribution range
corresponding to the diagnosis target and
a tone correction function using the histo-
gram;
characterised in that:
the correction unit (280) is configured to cal-
culate the brightness distribution range and
the tone correction function using feature
points, which are obtained from an nth order
differential of the histogram, wherein n is a
natural number.

2. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the correction unit (280) is config-
ured to:

calculate a cumulative sum of the histograms of
each image data acquired, and
calculate a slope of the tone correction function
using a slope of the cumulative sum within the
brightness distribution range.

3. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the correction unit (280) is config-
ured to calculate the brightness distribution range
and the tone correction function using an inflection
point of the histogram as one of the feature points.

4. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the nth order differential of the his-
togram is a 2nd order differential and wherein the
correction unit (280) is configured to calculate the
tone correction function using at least one of a min-
imum value, a maximum value, a second zero point,
and a third zero point of the second order differential
of the histogram as one of the feature points.

5. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the correction unit (280) is config-
ured to calculate the tone correction function using
an arbitrary point designated via an input device as
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one of the feature points.

6. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the correction unit (280) is config-
ured to calculate the tone correction function using
at least one of an ith extreme value and a jth zero
point of the nth order differential (n, i, and j are natural
numbers) of the histogram as one of the feature
points.

7. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein when gain adjustment is performed,
the correction unit (280) is configured to calculate
the histogram associated with the brightness of the
ultrasonic image data after the gain adjustment.

8. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the diagnosis target is a heart, and
the correction unit (280) is configured to determine
a region of the histogram corresponding to a cardiac
muscle as the brightness distribution range.

9. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, further comprising an input unit (13) config-
ured to input a start instruction of the tone correction,
wherein the correction unit (280) is configured to ex-
ecute the tone correction in response to the start
instruction input via the input unit (13).

10. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to
claim 1, wherein the correction unit (280) is config-
ured to execute the tone correction every time the
image data acquisition unit acquires the ultrasonic
image data.

Patentansprüche

1. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung, umfassend:

eine Bilddaten-Erfassungseinheit (12), konfigu-
riert zum Übertragen einer Ultraschallwelle in ei-
ne im Voraus bestimmte Region, die ein Diag-
noseziel eines Objekts enthält, Empfangen ei-
ner reflektierten Welle von der im Voraus be-
stimmten Region und Erfassen von Ultraschall-
bilddaten basierend auf der reflektierten Welle;
und
eine Korrektureinheit (280), konfiguriert zum
Ausführen von Tonkorrektur der Ultraschallbild-
daten,
wobei, bei der Tonkorrektur, die Korrekturein-
heit (280) konfiguriert ist zum:

Berechnen eines mit einer Helligkeit der Ul-
traschallbilddaten assoziierten Histo-
gramms und
Berechnen eines Helligkeitsverteilungsbe-

reichs korrespondierend mit dem Diagno-
seziel und einer Tonkorrekturfunktion unter
Verwendung des Histogramms;

dadurch gekennzeichnet, dass:
die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist zum
Berechnen des Helligkeitsverteilungsbereichs
und der Tonkorrekturfunktion unter Verwen-
dung von Merkmalspunkten, die von einem Dif-
ferenzial n-ter Ordnung des Histogramms er-
langt werden, wobei n eine natürliche Zahl ist.

2. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist zum:

Berechnen einer kumulativen Summe der His-
togramme aller erfassten Bilddaten und
Berechnen eines Anstiegs der Tonkorrektur-
funktion unter Verwendung eines Anstiegs der
kumulativen Summe in dem Helligkeitsvertei-
lungsbereich.

3. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist zum
Berechnen des Helligkeitsverteilungsbereichs und
der Tonkorrekturfunktion unter Verwendung eines
Wendepunkts des Histogramms als einen der Merk-
malspunkte.

4. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei das Differenzial n-ter Ordnung des Histo-
gramms ein Differenzial 2. Ordnung ist und wobei
die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, die Ton-
korrekturfunktion unter Verwendung mindestens ei-
nes eines Minimalwerts, eines Maximalwerts, eines
zweiten Nullpunkts und eines dritten Nullpunkts des
Differenzials zweiter Ordnung des Histogramms als
einen der Merkmalspunkte zu berechnen.

5. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, die
Tonkorrekturfunktion unter Verwendung eines belie-
bigen Punkts, festgelegt über eine Eingabevorrich-
tung, als einen der Merkmalspunkte zu berechnen.

6. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, die
Tonkorrekturfunktion unter Verwendung mindes-
tens eines eines i-ten Extremwerts und eines j-ten
Nullpunkts des Differenzials n-ter Ordnung (n, i und
j sind natürliche Zahlen) des Histogramms als einen
der Merkmalspunkte zu berechnen.

7. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei, wenn Verstärkungsanpassung durchgeführt
wird, die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, das
mit der Helligkeit der Ultraschallbilddaten assoziierte
Histogramm nach der Verstärkungsanpassung zu
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berechnen.

8. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei das Diagnoseziel ein Herz ist und die Korrek-
tureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, eine Region des His-
togramms korrespondierend mit einem Herzmuskel
als den Helligkeitsverteilungsbereich zu bestimmen.

9. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
ferner umfassend eine Eingabeeinheit (13), konfigu-
riert zum Eingeben einer Startanweisung der Ton-
korrektur,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist zum
Ausführen der Tonkorrektur als Reaktion auf die
über die Eingabeeinheit (13) eingegebene Startan-
weisung.

10. Ultraschalldiagnosevorrichtung nach Anspruch 1,
wobei die Korrektureinheit (280) konfiguriert ist, die
Tonkorrektur jedes Mal, wenn die Bilddaten-Erfas-
sungseinheit die Ultraschallbilddaten erfasst, auszu-
führen.

Revendications

1. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons comprenant :

une unité d’acquisition de données d’image (12)
qui est configurée de manière à ce qu’elle émet-
te une onde ultrasonore à l’intérieur d’une région
prédéterminée qui inclut une cible de diagnostic
d’un objet, de manière à ce qu’elle reçoive une
onde réfléchie en provenance de la région pré-
déterminée et de manière à ce qu’elle acquière
des données d’image ultrasonores sur la base
de l’onde réfléchie ; et
une unité de correction (280) qui est configurée
de manière à ce qu’elle exécute une correction
de teinte des données d’image ultrasonores ;
dans lequel lors de la correction de teinte, l’unité
de correction (280) est configurée de manière à:

calculer un histogramme qui est associé à
une luminosité des données d’image
ultrasonores ; et
calculer une plage de distribution de lumi-
nosité qui correspond à la cible de diagnos-
tic et à une fonction de correction de teinte
qui utilise l’histogramme,

caractérisé en ce que :
l’unité de correction (280) est configurée de ma-
nière à ce qu’elle calcule la plage de distribution
de luminosité et la fonction de correction de tein-
te en utilisant des points de caractéristique, les-
quels sont obtenus à partir d’une différentielle
d’ordre n de l’histogramme, dans lequel n est un

nombre naturel.

2. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est
configurée de manière à
calculer une somme cumulative des histogrammes
de chaque donnée d’image qui est acquise ; et
calculer une pente de la fonction de correction de
teinte en utilisant une pente de la somme cumulative
à l’intérieur de la plage de distribution de luminosité.

3. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est
configurée de manière à ce qu’elle calcule la plage
de distribution de luminosité et la fonction de correc-
tion de teinte en utilisant un point d’inflexion de l’his-
togramme en tant que l’un des points de caractéris-
tique.

4. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel la différentielle d’ordre n de
l’histogramme est une différentielle d’ordre 2 et dans
lequel l’unité de correction (280) est configurée de
manière à ce qu’elle calcule la fonction de correction
de teinte en utilisant au moins un point pris parmi
une valeur minimum, une valeur maximum, un
deuxième point à zéro et un troisième point à zéro
de la différentielle d’ordre 2 de l’histogramme en tant
que l’un des points de caractéristique.

5. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est
configurée de manière à ce qu’elle calcule la fonction
de correction de teinte en utilisant un point arbitraire
qui est désigné via un dispositif d’entrée en tant que
l’un des points de caractéristique.

6. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est
configurée de manière à ce qu’elle calcule la fonction
de correction de teinte en utilisant au moins un point
pris parmi une i-ème valeur extrême et un j-ième
point à zéro de la différentielle d’ordre n (n, i et j sont
des nombres naturels) de l’histogramme en tant que
l’un des points de caractéristique.

7. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel, lorsqu’un réglage de gain est
réalisé, l’unité de correction (280) est configurée de
manière à ce qu’elle calcule l’histogramme qui est
associé à la luminosité des données d’image ultra-
sonores après le réglage de gain.

8. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel la cible de diagnostic est un
cœur et l’unité de correction (280) est configurée de
manière à ce qu’elle détermine une région de l’his-
togramme qui correspond à un muscle cardiaque en
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tant que plage de distribution de luminosité.

9. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, comprenant en outre une unité d’entrée
(13) qui est configurée de manière à ce qu’elle entre
une instruction de démarrage de la correction de
teinte, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est con-
figurée de manière à ce qu’elle exécute la correction
de teinte en réponse à l’instruction de démarrage qui
est entrée via l’unité d’entrée (13).

10. Appareil de diagnostic par ultrasons selon la reven-
dication 1, dans lequel l’unité de correction (280) est
configurée de manière à ce qu’elle exécute la cor-
rection de teinte chaque fois que l’unité d’acquisition
de données d’image acquiert les données d’image
ultrasonores.
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