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Description
[Technical Field]
[0001] The present invention relates to beamforming methods and ultrasonic diagnostic apparatuses.
[Background Art]

[0002] Conventional ultrasonic diagnostic apparatuses employ, as an ultrasound beamforming method for receiving,
a method generally referred to as a delay and sum method (e.g., see Non Patent Literature (NPL) 1).

[Citation List]
[Non Patent Literature]

[0003] [NPL 1]
"Chouonpa shindan souchi (ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus)", Masayasu Ito, Takashi Motizuki, CORONA PUBLISHING
CO., LTD. August 26, 2002, pp. 42-45)

[Summary of Invention]
[Technical Problem]

[0004] However, when beamforming is performed using a delay and sum method as with conventional ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatuses, a beam which corresponds to a main lobe of a receiving beam cannot be sufficiently narrowed
(i.e., cannot increase directivity) in a region to be observed, which leads to a situation where resolution of the image
depicting receiving signals of ultrasound waves does not improve.

[0005] The present invention provides a beamforming method which makes it possible to enhance the resolution of
an ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[Solution to Problem]

[0006] In order to solve the above-described problem, a beamforming method according to an aspect of the present
invention is a beamforming method for generating a beam signal from echo signals generated by a plurality of receiving
elements receiving ultrasound signals reflected off a subject, the method including: generating a main beam signal by
performing a delay and sum operation on receiving echo signals obtained from the receiving elements, using, as a focal
point, a first region of the subject; generating, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which, compared to
the main beam signal, has a low sensitivity to ultrasound signals reflected off the first region; and generating a narrow
beam signal by (i) calculating a coefficient for narrowing an angle of the main beam signal, and (ii) multiplying the main
beam signal by the coefficient, the coefficient being determined based on the main beam signal and the sub beam signal,
wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated using a differential signal that is a
difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and sum operation on the
receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject which are different
from the first region and are different from each other.

[0007] It should be noted that these general and specific aspects may be implemented using a system, a method, an
integrated circuit, a computer program, a computer-readable recording medium such as a CD-ROM, or any combination
of systems, methods, integrated circuits, computer programs and recording media.

[Advantageous Effects of Invention]

[0008] A beamforming method according to the present invention makes it possible to enhance the resolution of an
ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[Brief Description of Drawings]
[0009]

[FIG. 1] FIG. 1 is a configuration diagram of an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus.



10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

EP 2 842 494 A1

[FIG. 2A] FIG. 2A is a diagram showing a first example of a beamforming method according to Embodiment 1.
[FIG. 2B] FIG. 2B is a flowchart of the beamforming method according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 3] FIG. 3 is a diagram showing a positional relationship between a receiving unit and a receiving element array
according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 4] FIG. 4 is a diagram showing a positional relationship between the receiving element and a target region
according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 5] FIG. 5 is a conceptual diagram showing a relationship between a sensitivity evaluation region and receiving
sensitivity of the sensitivity evaluation region.

[FIG. 6] FIG. 6 is diagram showing a first example of beam patterns of a main beam signal A(m, n) and signals B(m,
n) according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 7] FIG. 7 is a diagram showing beam patterns of a main beam output A(m, n) of a first delay and sum (DAS)
unit and a sub beam output C(m, n) of a first multiplication unit, according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 8] FIG. 8 is a diagram showing beam patterns of the main beam output A(m, n) of the first DAS unit and a
beamformer output D(m, n) of a second multiplication unit, according to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 9] FIG. 9 is a diagram showing a second example of a beamforming method according to Embodiment 1.
[FIG.10]FIG. 10is adiagram showing a second example of beam patterns of the signals A(m, n) to D(m, n) according
to Embodiment 1.

[FIG. 11] FIG. 11 is a diagram showing an example of a beamforming method according to Embodiment 2.

[FIG. 12] FIG. 12 shows diagrams for comparing beam patterns at different depths n.

[FIG. 13] FIG. 13 is a diagram showing an example of a beamforming method according to Embodiment 3.

[FIG. 14] FIG. 14 shows diagrams for comparing beam patterns with different transmission frequency f.

[FIG. 15] FIG. 15 is a diagram showing a beamforming method according to a relevant technique.

[Description of Embodiments]
(Underlying Knowledge Forming Basis of the Present Invention)

[0010] The inventors of the present invention have found that a beamforming method described in the "Background
Art" section has the following problem.

[0011] FIG. 15 schematically shows a delay and sum method employed by an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according
to a relevant technique of the present invention.

[0012] The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus which executes the delay and sum method shown in FIG. 15 includes:
receiving elements 2101 which are elements that receive ultrasound waves; a delay unit 2102 which is associated with
a corresponding one of the receiving elements and performs delay processing on a signal; and an addition unit 2103
which sums output signals of the delay units 2102.

[0013] According to the delay and sum method, on the signals received by the receiving element 2101, the delay unit
2102 performs the delay processing for each of the elements. After this, the addition unit 2103 sums the signals, which
have undergone the delay processing, and outputs the result. With this, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus receives
ultrasound waves emitted by an observation point S.

[0014] However, whenbeamformingis performed using a delay and sum method as with the above-described ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus, a beam which corresponds to a main lobe of a receiving beam cannot be sufficiently narrowed
(i.e., cannot increase directivity) in a region to be observed, which results in a situation where resolution of the image
depicting receiving signals of ultrasound does not improve. Furthermore, a noise signal from the region other than the
region to be observed (i.e., an echo signal that is not from the region to be observed) mixes into a beam which represents
a characteristic of the observation region, causing a decrease in S/N ratio resulting in a problem of degradation of the
quality of displayed image (a problem concerning a side lobe).

[0015] The present invention solves the above described problems, and has an object to provide a beamforming
method and the like which can realize a high-quality received image containing less noise, and enhance the resolution
of an ultrasound diagnostic image.

[0016] The beamforming method according to the present invention makes it possible to enhance the resolution of an
ultrasound diagnosticimage to be obtained. More specifically, the configuration according to the present invention makes
it possible to realize narrowing of beam (narrowing of angle) compared to the above-described ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus. The resolution and the quality of an image, which is generated using a signal that has been beamformed
using the beamforming method according to the present invention, improve.

[0017] In order to solve the above-described problem, a beamforming method according to an aspect of the present
invention is a beamforming method for generating a beam signal from echo signals generated by a plurality of receiving
elements receiving ultrasound signals reflected off a subject, the method including: generating a main beam signal by
performing a delay and sum operation on receiving echo signals obtained from the receiving elements, using, as a focal
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point, a first region of the subject; generating, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which, compared to
the main beam signal, has a low sensitivity to ultrasound signals reflected off the first region; and generating a narrow
beam signal by (i) calculating a coefficient for narrowing an angle of the main beam signal, and (ii) multiplying the main
beam signal by the coefficient, the coefficient being determined based on the main beam signal and the sub beam signal,
wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated using a differential signal that is a
difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and sum operation on the
receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject which are different
from the first region and are different from each other.

[0018] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow an angle of sensitivity charac-
teristic of the received beam signal. More specifically, with this beamforming method, an angle of the main beam signal
obtained from a region of interest of a specimen (subject) is narrowed, by using two sub beam signals obtained from
regions of the specimen which are different from the region of interest. Here, each of the two sub beam signals includes
a signal obtained from the region of interest. Thus, by using a differential signal of the two sub beam signals, an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus can generate a signal which has a blind spot of sensitivity in the region of interest of the main
signal. Then, the angle of the main beam signal is narrowed by operating on the generated signal and the main beam
signal. Thus, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can enhance the resolution of the
ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[0019] For example, in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal may be generated by multiplying
the main beam signal by the differential signal.

[0020] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow the angle of the blind spot of
sensitivity of a signal generated from the sub beam signals. The angle of the main beam signal can be further narrowed
by operating on the signal, which has the blind spot of sensitivity that has been narrowed, and the main beam signal.
Thus, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can further enhance the resolution of the
ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[0021] For example, in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal may be generated by multiplying
the differential signal by the main beam signal multiplied by a predetermined constant a.

[0022] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of narrowing of angle
of the blind spot of sensitivity of the signal which is generated from the sub beam signals. Thus, with this beamforming
method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of resolution enhancement of the ultrasound diagnostic
image to be obtained.

[0023] For example, it may be that the predetermined constant a is determined for each distance between the first
region and an element array which includes the receiving elements, and in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub
beam signal is generated by multiplying the differential signal by the main beam signal multiplied by the predetermined
constant a, using the predetermined constant a which is determined based on a distance between (i) the first region
used when the delay and sum operation is performed in the generating of a sub beam signal and (ii) the element array,
the distance being a distance when the receiving echo signals are received.

[0024] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust, based on the depth of the region
of interest of the specimen from the body surface of the specimen, the degree of narrowing of angle of the blind spot of
sensitivity.

[0025] For example, the beamforming method may further include receiving a user operation for changing the prede-
termined constant a.

[0026] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of narrowing of angle
of the blind spot of sensitivity, following an operation by a user. A propagation characteristic of ultrasound waves changes
due to various factors. Thus, with a fine adjustment of the predetermined constant by the user, the ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus can adjust the degree of narrowing of angle of the blind spot of sensitivity more appropriately.

[0027] For example, it may be that the beamforming method further includes: generating partial main beam signals
by dividing, based on a division frequency, the main beam signal into signals of respective frequency bands, the main
beam signal being generated in the generating of a main beam; and generating partial sub beam signals by dividing,
based on the division frequency, each of the two beam signals into signals of respective frequency bands, the two beams
being generated in the generating of a sub beam signal, wherein in the generating of a narrow beam signal, the narrow
beam signal is generated by (i) generating partial narrow beam signals that are the narrow beam signals of respective
frequency bands, and (ii) adding up the generated partial narrow beam signals, the partial narrow beam signals each
being generated by using a corresponding one of the partial main beam signals as the main beam signal, and using a
corresponding one of the partial sub beam signals as the sub beam signal.

[0028] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can divide the ultrasound waves received
from the specimen for respective frequencies of the ultrasound waves, and perform, on the divided signal, the narrowing
of angle in a similar manner as above. The receiving sensitivity is different for each frequency of ultrasound waves.
Thus, with the above, the narrowing of angle for each frequency corresponding to the receiving sensitivity can be
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performed.

[0029] For example, it may be that the predetermined constant a is determined for each of the frequency bands, in
the generating of a sub beam signal, the partial sub beam signal is generated by multiplying the differential signal by
the partial main beam signal multiplied by the predetermined constant a, using the predetermined constant a which is
determined based on the frequency band of each of the partial sub beam signals.

[0030] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can divide ultrasound waves received from
the specimen for the respective frequencies of the ultrasound waves, and perform, for each of the divided signals,
narrowing of angle similar to the above using a predetermined constant.

[0031] For example, it may be that in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated by using,
as the two regions, two regions each of which is equidistant from a center of an element array including the receiving
elements and from the first region.

[0032] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can generate a signal which has a blind
spot of sensitivity in the region of interest of the specimen. The signals obtained by performing the delay and sum
operation using, as a focal point, each of the two regions have an identical sensitivity at a position which corresponds
to the region of interest. Thus, the differential signal of these signals have, at a position corresponding to the region of
interest, a blind spot of sensitivity in which the sensitivity is 0. With this, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow
the angle of the main beam signal more accurately.

[0033] Forexample, it may be that the receiving echo signals include a first receiving echo signal, a second receiving
echo signal, and a third receiving echo signal which are received and generated by the receiving elements at a first time
point, a second time point, and a third time point, respectively, the first time point, the second time point, and the third
time point being three time points different from one another, in the generating of a main beam signal, the main beam
signal is generated using, as the receiving echo signals, the first receiving echo signal, and in the generating of a sub
beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated, using as the two beam signals, the second receiving echo signal and
the third receiving echo signal.

[0034] With this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can sequentially generate a main beam
signal and a sub beam signal, and using the generated signals, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow the angle
of the main beam signal.

[0035] Furthermore, an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to an aspect of the present invention is an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus that generates a beam signal from echo signals generated by a plurality of receiving elements
receiving ultrasound signals reflected off a subject, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus including: a main beam generation
unit configured to generate a main beam signal by performing a delay and sum operation on receiving echo signals
obtained from the receiving elements, using, as a focal point, a first region of the subject; a sub beam generation unit
configured to generate, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which, compared to the main beam signal,
has a low sensitivity to ultrasound signals reflected off the first region; and a narrow beam generation unit configured to
generate a narrow beam signal by (i) calculating a coefficient for narrowing an angle of the main beam signal, and (ii)
multiplying the main beam signal by the coefficient, the coefficient being determined based on the main beam signal
and the sub beam signal, wherein the sub beam generation unit is configured to generate the sub beam signal, using
a differential signal that is a difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and
sum operation on the receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject
which are different from the first region and are different from each other.

[0036] With this, the advantageous effect similar to the advantageous effect of the above beam forming method can
be produced.

[0037] Note that, these general and specific aspects may be implemented using a system, a method, an integrated
circuit, a computer program, or a computer-readable recording medium, such as a CD-ROM, or any combination of
systems, methods, integrated circuits, computer programs, or computer-readable recording media.

[0038] Hereinafter, embodiments are described with reference to the Drawings.

[0039] Each of the embodiments described below shows a general or specific example. The numerical values, shapes,
materials, structural elements, the arrangement and connection of the structural elements, steps, the processing order
of the steps etc. shown in the following embodiments are mere examples, and therefore do not limit the scope of the
presentinvention. Therefore, among the structural elements in the following embodiments, structural elements not recited
in any one of the independent claims defining the most generic part of the inventive concept are described as arbitrary
structural elements.

(Embodiment 1)
[0040] FIG. 1 shows anexample of a configuration of an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 which realizes a beamforming

method according to this embodiment.
[0041] The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 includes: a probe unit 501, a T/R switch unit 502, a pulser unit 503, an
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AFE unit 504, a beamforming unit 505, an imaging unit 506, a display unit 507, and an operation unit 508.

[0042] The probe unit501 transmits ultrasound waves to a specimen (also referred to as a subject which is, for example,
a body), and receives the ultrasound waves reflected off the specimen to generate receiving signals.

[0043] The T/R switch unit 502 electrically switches between a transmission signal to be transmitted to the probe unit
501 and a receiving signal to be received from the probe unit 501 in view of circuit protection.

[0044] The pulser unit 503 generates an electric signal which prompts the transmission of the ultrasound waves.
[0045] The AFE unit 504 receives the receiving signals generated by the probe unit 501 receiving reflected waves
which are ultrasound waves generated as a result of the ultrasound waves being transmitted by the probe unit 501 and
reflected off the specimen. Then, the AFE unit 504 performs processing including amplification of the receiving signals,
and converts the receiving signals into a sequence of digital signals by analogue-to-digital conversion. The AFE unit
504 corresponds to what is called an analogue front end.

[0046] The beamforming unit 505 performs beamforming by array signal processing on the digital signal sequence
generated by the AFE unit 504. The beamforming corresponds to focusing processing performed on a region to be
visualized.

[0047] The imaging unit 506 generates a display image (ultrasound diagnostic image) from the signals obtained by
the beamforming unit 505.

[0048] The display unit 507 displays the display image generated by the imaging unit 506.

[0049] The operation unit 508 performs control and operation of processing performed by each of the above-described
functional blocks. Furthermore, the operation unit 508 may receive operation made by a user and perform the control
and operation.

[0050] The presentinvention has, in particular, a feature in the beamforming unit 505 which generates a beam signal
used for generating an ultrasound diagnostic image through calculation of receiving signals of ultrasound waves. Note
that, as for the structural elements other than the features of the present invention, structural elements of a conventional
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can be used. Thus, in place of abeamforming unitaccording to the conventional ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus, the beamforming unit 505 according to the present invention may be introduced.

[0051] Note that, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 according to the presentinvention is not limited to the ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus having the configuration shown in FIG. 1. For example, the T/R switch unit 502 may be omitted in
the case where different elements are used as a transmission element and a reception element. Furthermore, the probe
unit 501 may include the pulser unit 503 or the probe unit 501 may include the pulser unit 503 and the AFE unit 504. In
addition, the probe unit 501 may include all the other functional blocks.

[0052] The following describes the beamforming unit 505 according to this embodiment.

[0053] The method described here is a method, which can be applied to an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus, for
sharpening the angle of the beam signal by using a main beam signal and a sub beam signal. The sub beam signal is
for creating a blind spot of sensitivity in a target region in which the main beam signal has high receiving sensitivity. Note
that, in the following, the beam signal, the main beam signal, and the sub beam signal are also referred to as a beam,
a main beam, and a sub beam, respectively.

[0054] First, a feature of a subtraction-type beamformer is described. Note that, a method of combining the sub beams
according to this embodiment can also be described that a subtraction-type beamformer, which is used as a beamformer
for a microphone or the like that handles an acoustic signal in an audible range, is applied to an ultrasound diagnostic
apparatus by improving shortcomings of the subtraction-type beamformer to suit the use by an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus.

[0055] For the microphone or the like which handles an acoustic signal in an audible range, a method is available in
which the angle of the beam is sharpen using a main beam and sub beams. The sub beam is for creating a blind spot
of sensitivity in a direction in which the main beam has highest sensitivity. In this case, for the sub beam, a subtraction-
type beamformer is used which can control the direction of the blind spot of sensitivity. The subtraction-type beamformer
refers to a method that creates, in an arbitrary direction, the blind spot of sensitivity by performing subtraction on signals,
which have undergone a phase adjustment, of two elements. This method is known to be sensitive to a phase accuracy
of signals of elements or closeness of sensitivity (variation in sensitivity) of elements, and has a problem of sensitivity
degradation in a sensitive region after beamforming. On the other hand, ultrasound waves have different speed of sound
among various tissues that are propagation mediums in a body. Furthermore, ultrasound waves have non-linear property
in propagating. Thus, signal correlation between elements of the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus becomes small, which
makes it difficult to create a blind spot of sensitivity in the target region with a simple subtraction-type beamformer.
Furthermore, a signal is significantly attenuated during propagation in a body, and thus an effect from a problem of
decreased sensitivity in the subtraction-type beamformer is significant. Thus, it is difficult to apply, to the ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus, the subtraction-type beamformer which directly performs subtraction on output from a microphone
element.

[0056] Thisembodimentdescribes a configuration forforming the sub beamfor reliably creating a blind spot of sensitivity
in the target region while maintaining high sensitivity to produce the advantageous effect of sharpening of angle of the
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main beam, even in the case of an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus.

[0057] FIG. 2A shows a configuration of the beamforming unit 505 according to this embodiment.

[0058] The beamforming unit 505 includes: a first DAS unit 21, a second DAS unit 22, a third DAS unit 23, a first
subtraction unit 30, a first multiplication unit 40, a first absolute value arithmetic unit 50, a first power arithmetic unit 60,
a first amplification factor calculation unit 100, and a second multiplication unit 200. Furthermore, the beamforming unit
505 receives a signal from a receiving unit 1000.

[0059] The receiving unit 1000 includes a plurality of receiving elements which receive ultrasound waves reflected off
a specimen. Each of the receiving elements receives ultrasound waves, and amplifies signals which correspond to the
received ultrasound waves, and convert (analog-to-digital (AD) conversion) the signals into digital signals, and thus
generates a receiving echo signal. In other words, the receiving unit 1000 corresponds to the probe unit 501, the T/R
switch unit 502, and the AFE unit 504 shown in FIG. 1.

[0060] Among the receiving elements included in the receiving unit 1000, a portion is assumed to be a first receiving
element array 11, a portion different from the first receiving element array 11 is assumed to be a second receiving
element array 12, and a portion different from both of the first receiving element array 11 and the second receiving
element array 12 is assumed to be a third receiving element array 13.

[0061] The first DAS unit 21 performs delay processing on an output signal of each of the elements included in the
first receiving element array 11, and performs a delay and sum operation using, as a target region (focal point), a position
on line m at depth n. Here, the depth n indicates, assuming that the center of the first receiving element array 11 is the
origin, a distance in a direction toward the specimen (i.e., a depth direction of the specimen) from the receiving unit
1000. Furthermore, the m is a value which indicates a distance in a direction along the first receiving element array 11
(arrangement direction of the receiving elements) assuming that the center of the first receiving element array 11 is the
origin. To express the distance, the interval between the receiving elements is used as a unit.

[0062] The second DAS unit 22 performs delay processing on an output signal of each of the elements included in
the second receiving element array 12, and performs a delay and sum operation using, as a target region, a position on
line (m - 1) at depth n.

[0063] The third DAS unit 23 performs delay processing of a signal output from each of the elements included in the
third receiving element array 13, and performs a delay and sum operation using, as a target region, a position on line
(m + 1) at depth n.

[0064] The first subtraction unit 30 performs subtraction processing of an output signal of the second DAS unit 22 and
an output signal of the third DAS unit 23.

[0065] The first multiplication unit 40 multiplies an output signal of the first DAS unit 21 by an output signal of the first
subtraction unit 30 multiplied by a constant a.

[0066] Thefirstabsolute value arithmetic unit 50 calculates an absolute value of an output signal of the first multiplication
unit 40.

[0067] The first power arithmetic unit 60 calculates the square of the absolute value of an output signal of the first DAS
unit 21.

[0068] The first amplification factor calculation unit 100 calculates an amplification factor G(m, n), using as inputs, an
output signal of the first absolute value arithmetic unit 50 and an output signal of the first power arithmetic unit 60,.
[0069] The second multiplication unit 200 multiplies an output signal A(m, n) of the first DAS unit 21 by the amplification
factor G(m, n) calculated by the first amplification factor calculation unit 100. An output signal D(m, n) of the second
multiplication unit 200 is an output of the beamforming unit 505.

[0070] Note that, the first DAS unit 21 corresponds to a main beam generation unit. The second DAS unit 22, the third
DAS unit 23, the first subtraction unit 30, and the first multiplication unit 40 correspond to a sub beam generation unit
1001. The first absolute value arithmetic unit 50, the first power arithmetic unit 60, the first amplification factor calculation
unit 100, and the second multiplication unit 200 corresponds to a narrow beam generation unit 1002.

[0071] Operations performed by the beamforming unit 505 having the above configuration shall be described.
[0072] FIG. 2B is a flowchart of a beamforming method according to this embodiment.

[0073] First, the main beam generation unit performs a delay and sum operation on receiving echo signals obtained
from the receiving elements, using, as a focal point, a first region of the specimen (a main beam generation step, Step S21).
[0074] Next, the sub beam generation unit generates, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which,
compared to the main beam signal, has a low sensitivity to an ultrasound signal reflected off the first region (a sub beam
generation step, Step S22). Here, the sub beam generation unit generates the sub beam signal using a differential signal
that is a difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and sum operation on
the receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject which are different
from the first region and are different from each other.

[0075] Next, the narrow beam generation unit calculates a coefficient which is determined based on the main beam
signal and the sub beam signal, and is for narrowing the angle of the main beam signal, and generates a narrow beam
signal by multiplying the main beam signal by the coefficient (a narrow beam generation step, Step S23).
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[0076] The following describes operations performed by the beamforming unit 505 in more detail.

[0077] Note that, n represents a longitudinal direction of an image observed by the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus
(i.e., a depth direction of an observation target) and m represents a line (a line which finally contributes toward forming
animage) in a lateral direction (arrangement direction of the receiving elements) of an image observed by the ultrasound
diagnostic apparatus.

[0078] FIG. 3 is a diagram showing a positional relationship between a receiving unit and the receiving element array,
according to Embodiment 1. More specifically, FIG. 3 shows relationships between (i) the receiving unit 1000 including
a plurality of receiving elements which receive signals and (ii) the first receiving element array 11, the second receiving
element array 12, and the third receiving element array 13 each of which is a set of elements (an example in which the
aperture size is 64) which is preset for digital signal sequences obtained from the receiving unit 1000.

(a) in FIG. 3 shows an example of the receiving unit 1000 in which a first receiving element u1 to a 256th receiving
element u256 are arranged. (b) in FIG. 3 shows that the second receiving element array 12 is made up of a set of
receiving elements which are the first receiving element u1 to a 64th receiving element u64. With the second receiving
element array 12, a delay-and-sum output A(m - 1, n) of line (m - 1) is obtained. (c) in FIG. 3 shows that the first
receiving element array 11 is made up of a set of receiving elements which are a second receiving element u2 to
a 65th receiving element u65. With the first receiving element array 11, a delay-and-sum output (main beam) A(m,
n) of a line mis obtained. (d) in FIG. 3 shows that the third receiving element array 13 is made up of a set of receiving
elements which are a third receiving element u3 to a 66th receiving element u66. With the third receiving element
array 13, a delay-and-sum output A(m + 1, n) of line (m + 1) is obtained. In this manner, itis indicated that the second
receiving elementarray 12 and the third receiving element array 13 use sets of elements obtained by shifting, relative
to the receiving element array 11, one element in either direction in which the elements are arranged. Furthermore,
the combination that includes (b) in FIG. 3 to (d) in FIG. 3 is for the case in which a beamformer result for the line
m is obtained. The transmission and reception are repeated by increasing m one by one, and data is accumulated
line by line. Thus, data for all the lines is obtained and an ultrasound diagnostic image is generated.

[0079] FIG. 4 indicates an example of positional relationship between each element of the receiving element array
andthe targetregion. The following describes (Expression 1) to (Expression 5) with reference to the positional relationship.
[0080] Here, a beam pattern (also called a beam profile) indicates a characteristic of a sensitivity level on line m at
depth n. A graph of a characteristic of the beam pattern in the following is considered based on the following delay-and-
sum output signal A(k, n). In the following description, a signal A(m, n) means a delay-and-sum output signal obtained
from a receiving element array which corresponds to the line m. Furthermore, A(k, n) represents a beam pattern of a
delay-and-sum output obtained from the receiving element array which corresponds to the line m, and thus indicates a
signal component for coordinates (k, n) assuming that the center of the receiving element array is the origin (0, 0).
[0081] FIG. 5is a conceptual diagram showing a relationship between a sensitivity evaluation region and a receiving
sensitivity of the sensitivity evaluation region. (a) in FIG. 5 shows the sensitivity evaluation region. (b) in FIG. 5 shows
the receiving element array. (c) in FIG. 5 shows a beam pattern.

[0082] Assuming that coordinates of a line k at depth nis (k, n), and coordinates of i-th receiving element is (um(i),
un(i)), a distance d(k, n, i) from the target region at depth n to each receiving element is represented by (Expression 1).
[0083] [Math. 1]

d(k,n,i)= Sqrt{(k —um(i)) + (n - un(i))2 } (Expression 1)

[0084] When the center of the receiving element array is set to the origin (0, 0) as shown in FIG. 4, the coordinates
of the target region are (0, n), and the coordinates of the i-th receiving element are (um(i), un(i)) = ((i - 32.5)-Ad, 0).
[0085] Here, Ad represents an element interval, and Ad = 0.3 mm.

[0086] The delay-and-sum operation is a computation in which phases of ultrasound waves propagated from the target
region (0, n) to the elements are matched, and addition is performed in a manner to intensify the ultrasound waves
propagated to the elements. The phases of the ultrasound waves are matched by making a correction to delay, by the
time corresponding to a distance d(k, n, i) to each receiving element, the ultrasound waves transmitted from the target
region at depth n. The time delay is represented by (Expression 2).

[0087] [Math. 2]
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z'(n, i) = 40 - d(O’ ki i) (Expression 2)

[0088] Here, dO denotes a reference distance. It is sufficient that dO be greater than the distance from the target region
to a receiving element (i = 1) or a receiving element (i = 64), which are located farthest from the target region, so that
the value of t(n, i) is not negative. In other words, d0 > d(0, n, 1) is satisfied. c denotes a speed of sound, and is assumed
to be 1530 m/sec which is an average speed of sound in a body.

[0089] The beam pattern A(k, n) of the delay-and-sum output is represented by (Expression 3) to (Expression 6) where
time necessary to travel a distance to the i-th receiving element from coordinates (k, n) is denoted by d(k, n, i)/c, time
delay processed by a subsequent-stage delay unit of each element is denoted by t(n, i), directivity of the receiving
element for an angle 6(k, n, i), which is an angle of an i-th receiving element with respect to coordinates (k, n), is denoted
by UD(6(k, n, i)), an amount of signal attenuation over the distance d(k, n, i) to the i-th receiving element from the
coordinates (k, n) is denote by ATT(d(k, n, i)), and a width of the receiving element is denote by du.

[0090] [Math. 3]

G4

Ak, n)= Z(exp(— J2afdlk,n,i)/c)-exp(~ j2afz(n,i))-UD(G(k,n, z'))-ATT(d(k,n,i)))

i=]

(Expression 3)

[0091] [Math. 4]

ATT(d(k, n, l)) = 10m0'05‘f'd(k’n’i)/20 (Expression 4)

[0092] [Math. 5]

um(i)

d(m, n,z’)

(Expression 5)

[0093] [Math. 6]

UD(6(k,n,i))= F/Q exp| — j2af du-x-sin(6(k, 1) x

-1/2 c

(Expression 6)

[0094] A main beam generation unit includes the first receiving element array 11, and the first DAS unit 21. Here, it is
assumed that the target region of the main beam signal A(m, n), which is a delay-and-sum output signal, is F(m, n)
shown in FIG. 2A that is a position on line m at depth n.
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[0095] Next, the sub beam generation unit 1001 is described. An ideal beam pattern of the sub beam at least, compared
to the main beam signal A(m, n), includes a blind spot of sensitivity (a state in which sensitivity is sufficiently low) to the
target region F(m, n), and it is preferable that the sub beam has high resemblance to the main beam in a region (a region
in which low sensitivity is preferred) which is away from the target region F(m, n).

[0096] Thefirst subtraction unit 30 obtains, as the sub beam, a signal B(m, n) which is obtained as a difference between
a delay-and-sum output signal A(m - 1, n) having a focal point at a position F(m - 1, n) and a delay-and-sum output
signal A(m + 1, n) having a focal point at a position F(m + 1, n). Here, the delay-and-sum output signal A(m - 1, n) is a
delay-and-sum signal obtained by the second receiving element array 12 and the second DAS unit 22. Furthermore,
the delay-and-sum output signal A(m + 1, n) is a delay-and-sum signal obtained by the third receiving element array 13
and the third DAS unit 23.

[0097] [Math. 7]

B(}"}’l,}’l)2 A(i’i’lml,l’!)" A(m+1,n) (Expression 7)

[0098] FIG. 6 is a diagram showing a first example of beam patterns of (i) the main beam signal A(m, n) calculated
according to (Expression 1) to (Expression 6) and (ii) the above-described signal B(m, n). In FIG. 6, the horizontal axis
represents a position (mm) in the arrangement direction of elements, and the center position of the main beam is assumed
to be 0 mm. The vertical axis represents a value of sensitivity of the beam. Note that, the calculations of the beam
patterns are performed under conditions of the depth n = 30 mm, the aperture size L = 64 elements, element intervals
Ad = 0.3 mm, and frequency f = 5 MHz.

[0099] The results of the delay and sum operations on line (m - 1) and line (m + 1), which are symmetrical with respect
to the line m of the main beam, are regarded as new signals, and the signal B(m, n) is obtained by performing a subtraction
on the new signals. The two signals having focal points at positions which are symmetrical relative to the target region
of the main beam are subtracted. Thus, levels and phases of the two signals match each other at the focal point of the
main beam, and the blind spot of sensitivity is created. Furthermore, the two signals are signals after the delay-and-sum
output, and thus has higher resistance to a variation, a change in a speed of sound, or the like, which makes it possible
to reliably produce a signal cancellation effect in the target region. Furthermore, since the subtraction is performed on
the beams which form focal points at two different positions, it is possible to produce the advantageous effect of reducing
reduction in sensitivity in a portion other than the blind spot of sensitivity. With this, it is possible to ensure robustness
and solve the problem of reduction in sensitivity when the subtraction-type beamformer is applied to the ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus.

[0100] However, as shown in FIG. 6, since the signal B(m, n) is obtained based on the results of the delay and sum
operation in which focal points are positioned in two different regions, which are the region of the line (m - 1) and the
region of the line (m + 1), the positions having greatest sensitivities in the beam patterns appear at positions of +0.3
mm that are the same as the pitch of elements (an interval between the lines). For the sub beam, the position having
the greatest sensitivity be closer to 0 mm is necessary to sharpen the angle of the beam.

[0101] In view of this, to narrow the width between the two positions, which indicate the highest sensitivity, of the
signals B(m, n), the following processing is further performed.

[0102] [Math. 8]

C(l’i’l, i’l) =:- A(m, }’l) . B(m, FZ) (Expression 8)

[0103] In other words, according to (Expression 8), the first multiplication unit 40 obtains an output signal C(m, n) by
multiplying the output signal B(m, n) of the first subtraction unit 30 by the output signal A(m, n) of the first DAS unit 21
multiplied by the constant a.

[0104] FIG. 7 shows beam patterns of the main beam signal A(m, n) and the output signal C(m, n) of the first multiplication
unit 40.

[0105] As shown in FIG. 7, by multiplying A(m, n) having the greatest sensitivity at the position of 0 mm by B(m, n)
having the greatest sensitivity at the positions of 0.3 mm, the greatest sensitivity position of the output signal C(m, n)
can be set to a position between A(m, n) and B(m, n). As aresult, the greatest sensitivity positions appear at approximately
+0.15 mm, and thus narrowing of the width between the two greatest sensitivity positions is achieved. Furthermore,
with the adjustment of a sensitivity level by constant a (a = 0.4 in FIG. 7), a beam pattern of a sub beam C(m, n) which
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is in high agreement with the beam pattern of the main beam signal A(m, n) is obtained.

[0106] The first absolute value arithmetic unit 50 calculates an absolute value of an output signal C(m, n) of the first
multiplication unit 40. Furthermore, the first power arithmetic unit 60 calculates and outputs the square of the output
signal A(m, n) of the first DAS unit 21. The signal C(m, n) is obtained by multiplying signal A(m, n) by signal B(m, n),
and thus the dimension of the signal C(m, n) is power. Thus, the first absolute value arithmetic unit 50 calculates the
absolute value of the signal C(m, n) and the first power arithmetic unit 60 calculates the power of signal A(m, n), and
thus the dimensions of the signals are matched with each other.

[0107] The firstamplification factor calculation unit 100 calculates the amplification factor G, using as inputs, the output
signal of the first absolute value arithmetic unit 50 and the output signal of the first power arithmetic unit 60. Here, an
example in which the amplification factor is calculated according to a method which reduces a noise component (unwanted
component) mixed in a main signal, by using a power spectrum of the main signal and a reference signal (sub signal)
as with the commonly known spectrum subtraction method or Wiener filter method. Furthermore, in the spectrum sub-
traction method or the like, which handles a broadband signal, for an acoustic signal in an audible range, it is general
that a power spectrum is obtained and subtracted for each frequency component. However, in the case of an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus, a signal to be handled is in a relatively narrow band, and thus processing in a single band is used
instead.

[0108] The first amplification factor calculation unit 100 can obtain, for example, as a multiplier, an amplification factor
G(m, n) which reduces a noise component by using a signal power, according to the following expression.

[0109] [Math. 9]

'A(m, nf - - }C(m, n}
’A(m,n}z

[0110] Notethat, G(m, n)=pBwhenG(m, n)<p.pisaconstantforlimitingan attenuation amount, and 0 < <1 is satisfied.
[0111] A numerator of (Expression 9) is a power of the resulting signal after subtracting the sub beam signal C(m, n)
from the main beam signal A(m, n). More specifically, with the operation of power subtraction, a broken line (C(m, n))
is subtracted from a solid line (A(m, n)) in FIG. 7, and thus it is possible to reduce the sensitivity outside the range of
+0.15 mm. As a result, the first amplification factor calculation unit 100 obtains a power of target signal which has a
narrower angle.

[0112] Furthermore, the right-hand side of (Expression 9) includes a power of input signal in the denominator and
includes the power of target signal in the numerator. The numerator represents a method of calculating gain for reduction
based on the Wiener filter method. Thus, the amplification factor G(m, n) is an attenuation amount for removing a
component of the sub beam signal C(m, n) from the main beam signal A(m, n). The second multiplication unit 200 outputs
an output signal D(m, n) of the beamforming unit 505 by multiplying the main beam signal A(m, n) by the amplification
factor G(m, n).

[0113] [Math. 10]

G(m,n)=

(Expression 9)

D(m,n) = A(m,n)- G(m,n) (Expression 10)

[0114] FIG. 8 is a diagram showing a main beam signal A(m, n) from a first DAS unit and a beam signal D(m, n) which
is obtained by narrowing the angle of the main beam signal.

[0115] In this manner, a narrower beam signal (having a narrower angle) compared to the main beam signal which is
obtained based on the conventional delay and sum method can be realized. As a result, it is possible to improve the
resolution and quality of an image by generating the image using a signal which has been beamformed using a beam-
forming method according to this embodiment.

[0116] Note that, in Embodiment 1, it has been described that the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 outputs a beam-
former output signal D(m, n) of the line m. Here, for the transmission signal which is transmitted to the line m, the first
DAS unit 21, the second DAS unit 22, and the third DAS unit 23, may be simultaneously operated in parallel or may be
operated by time-sharing of one DAS unit (i.e., a DAS unit may be shared). More specifically, processing of a subsequent-
stage of a DAS unit may be performed after using (i) a DAS unit output on the line m for a transmission signal transmitted
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to the line m at reception time t2 as the output signal of the first DAS unit 21, (ii) a DAS unit output on the line (m - 1)
for a transmission signal transmitted to the line (m - 1) at reception time t1 as the output signal of the second DAS unit
22, and (iii) a DAS unit output on the line (m + 1) for a transmission signal transmitted to the line (m + 1) at reception
time t3 as the output signal of the third DAS unit 23.

[0117] Note that, the relationship between (i) a target region F(m, n) set by the first DAS unit 21 and (ii) two beam
focal points F(m - 1, n) and F(m + 1, n) of the second DAS unit 22 and the third DAS unit 23 for generating the sub
beams may be a positional relationship with which a signal is cancelled (i.e., a blind spot of sensitivity is created) in the
target region F(m, n) when subtraction is performed on signals from the second DAS unit 22 and the third DAS unit 23.
More specifically, two beam focal points F(m - A, n) and F(m + A, n) of the second DAS unit 22 and the third DAS unit
23 for generating the sub beams, may be in relationship to be symmetric around the line which connects the target
region F(m, n) of a main beam and the center of the receiving element array. Stated differently, it is sufficient that the
two beam focal points F(m - A, n) and F(m + A, n) of the second DAS unit 22 and the third DAS unit 23 are at equal
distances from the target region F(m, n) of the main beam and from the center of the receiving element array. An example
in which A is 2 is shown in FIG. 9 and FIG. 10.

[0118] FIG. 9 is a diagram which shows a second example of a beamforming method according to this embodiment.
A second receiving element array 12A is a set of elements obtained by shifting two elements relative to the first receiving
element array 11. Furthermore, a third receiving element array 13A is a set of elements obtained by shifting, in a direction
opposite to the second receiving element array 12A, two elements relative to the first receiving element array 11.
[0119] In a sub beam generation unit 1001A, the second DAS unit 22 performs a delay and sum operation on a signal
from the second receiving element array 12A. Furthermore, the third DAS unit 23 performs a delay and sum operation
on a signal from the third receiving element array 13A.

[0120] FIG. 10 is a diagram showing a second example of beam patterns of signals A(m, n) to D(m, n) according to
this embodiment. Compared with the beam patterns shown in FIG. 6, the beam patterns shown in FIG. 10 are wider by
the number of the elements shifted. In this case as well, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 can obtain the signal D(m,
n) by narrowing the angle of the main beam signal A(m, n) in a similar manner as the above.

[0121] Furthermore, regarding the sub beams, even when there is a slight difference in depths n of the two focal points
of beams, such as (i) F(m -1, n + A) and F(m + 1, n + A) or (ii)) F(m - 1, n - A) and F(m + 1, n - A), for the delay and sum
operation for generating the sub beams, a blind spot of sensitivity is included in the target region F(m, n) and the
advantageous effect of sharpening the angle of the beam can be produced, as long as the above-described line symmetry
is maintained. However, A is a value smaller than a width of a main lobe beam of the main beam.

[0122] As described above, with the beamforming method according to this embodiment, the ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus can narrow the angle of the sensitivity characteristic of a received beam signal. More specifically, with this
beamforming method, the angle of the main beam signal obtained from a region of interest of a specimen is narrowed,
by using two sub beam signals obtained from regions of the specimen which are different from the region of interest.
Here, each of the two sub beam signals includes a signal obtained from the region of interest. Thus, by using a differential
signal of the two sub beam signals, an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can generate a signal having a blind spot of
sensitivity in the region of interest of the main beam signal. Then, the angle of the main beam signal is narrowed by
operating on the generated signal and the main beam signal. Thus, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diag-
nostic apparatus can enhance the resolution of an ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[0123] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow the angle of the
blind spot of sensitivity of the signal generated from the sub beam signals. The angle of the main beam signal can be
further narrowed by operating on the signal in which the angle of blind spot of sensitivity has been narrowed and the
main beam signal. Thus, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can further enhance the
resolution of the ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[0124] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of
narrowing of angle of the blind spot of sensitivity of the signal generated from the sub beam signals. Thus, with this
beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of resolution enhancement of the
ultrasound diagnostic image to be obtained.

[0125] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can generate a signal which
has a blind spot of sensitivity in a region of interest of a specimen. The signals obtained by performing delay and sum
operation using, as a focal point, each of the two regions have an identical sensitivity at a position corresponding to the
region of interest. Thus, the differential signal of these signals has, at a position corresponding to the region of interest,
a blind spot of sensitivity where sensitivity is 0. With this, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can narrow the angle of
the main beam signal more accurately.

[0126] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can sequentially generate the
main beam signal and the sub beam signal, and, narrow the angle of the main beam signal by using the generated signals.
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(Embodiment 2)

[0127] FIG. 11 is a block diagram of a beamforming unit 505A according to this embodiment.

[0128] In FIG. 11, structural elements which are the same as structural elements included in a beamforming unit 505
in FIG. 2A are assigned the same reference signs as those in FIG. 2A and their descriptions shall be omitted.

[0129] Different from the beamforming unit 505 in Embodiment 1, a beamforming unit 505B according to this embod-
iment shown in FIG. 11 includes, instead of a constant a which is one of the inputs of the first multiplication unit 40, a
sub beam generation unit 1001B additionally including a constant table 45 which corresponds to a depth n.

[0130] Operations performed by the beamforming unit 505B having the above configuration shall be described.
[0131] FIG. 12 is an example showing beam patterns of two cases in which depths n of focal points are different. (a)
in FIG. 12 is an example showing signal A(m, n) to signal D(m, n) of the case in which the depth n =30 mm with conditions
the same as the conditions for FIG. 6 to FIG. 8. (b) in FIG. 12 is a beam pattern of the case in which the depth n =10
mm. With respect to the main beam signal A(m, n) output from the first DAS unit 21, a signal B(m, n) output from the
first subtraction unit 30 barely overlaps in a portion having a high sensitivity, and a signal C(m, n) obtained by the
calculation performed by the first multiplication unit 40 becomes small. Stated differently, for the range in which the depth
n is approximately 10 mm, a beam which is sufficiently sharp to allow separation from the adjacent line can be obtained
by a delay and sum operation alone, indicating that further sharpening of angle is not particularly beneficial. In this
manner, depending on the depth n (a distance from the receiving element array), the beam pattern differs. More spe-
cifically, depending on the depth n, the optimal value of the constant a is different. In view of this, the beamforming unit
505B additionally includes the constant table 45 which corresponds to the depth n.

[0132] Generally, a focal point at the time of receiving in an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus is moved based on delay
control corresponding to the depth n by using a function called dynamic focusing, and the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus
performs the delay and sum operation while moving the focal point. As shown in FIG. 10, the beam pattern changes
corresponding to the depth n of the target region. Thus, it is preferable that the constant a be an optimal value corre-
sponding to the depth. Furthermore, sometimes, another control, such as controlling called a dynamic opening control,
which controls duration of opening corresponding to the depth n (the shallower, the shorter the opening duration is) of
the target region is used together. This also affects the beam pattern. Thus, the angle of the beam can be sharpened
more accurately by preparing beforehand, according to these conditions, a constant table a(n) which is appropriate for
a depth n, and controlling a degree of effects made by the sub beam.

[0133] Note that, a setting for a level adjustment through a user interface may be made possible to allow a user to
arbitrarily provide the constant table 45 for a constant a. For example, the constant a can be adjusted while observing
the state on the display unit 507, by allowing details of the constant table 45 to be provided with an operation unit 508
shown in FIG. 1.

[0134] Note that, although the above described an example in which the sub beam generation unit 1001B includes a
constant table for a, in the case of the method which can determine a in a similar manner as the above, the constant
table may be omitted.

[0135] As described above, with the beamforming method according to this embodiment, an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus can adjust the degree of narrowing of angle of a blind spot of sensitivity, based on the depth of the region of
interest of a specimen from the surface of the body of the specimen.

[0136] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of nar-
rowing of angle of the blind spot of sensitivity, following an operation by a user. A propagation characteristic of ultrasound
waves changes due to various factors. Thus, with a fine adjustment of the predetermined constant by a user, an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus can adjust the degree of narrowing of angle of the blind spot of sensitivity more appropriately.

(Embodiment 3)

[0137] FIG. 13 is a block diagram of a beamforming unit 505C according to this embodiment. In FIG. 13, structural
elements which are the same as structural elements included in a beamforming unit 505B in FIG. 11 are assigned the
same reference signs as those in FIG. 11 and their descriptions shall be omitted.

[0138] The beamforming unit 505C according to this embodiment shown in FIG. 13 is different from the beamforming
unit 505B in Embodiment 2 in two points. The first point is that, a first frequency division unit 71, a second frequency
division unit 72, and a third frequency division unit 73 are additionally provided for a first DAS unit 21, a second DAS
unit 22, and a third DAS unit 23, respectively in the subsequent stage. The second point is that, in a stage later than a
frequency division unit (the first frequency division unit 71, the second frequency division unit 72, and the third frequency
division unit 73), a processing similar to the processing performed by the beamforming unit 505B in FIG. 11 is performed
for each of the divided frequencies, and a first addition unit 300 is additionally provided in which the results D, (m, n) and
Dn(m, n) of the processing for respective frequency bands are summed. The beamforming unit 505C includes: a sub
beam generation unit 1001C including the two points described above; and a narrow beam generation unit 1002C.

13



10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

EP 2 842 494 A1

[0139] In a portion in which processing is performed for each of the frequencies, correspondence between FIG. 11
and FIG. 13 is as follows. Specifically, the first subtraction unit 30 corresponds to a first low-frequency subtraction unit
31 and a first high-frequency subtraction unit 32. The first multiplication unit 40 corresponds to a first low-frequency
multiplication unit 41 and a first high-frequency multiplication unit 42. The constant table 45 corresponds to a low-
frequency constant table 46 and a high-frequency constant table 47. The first absolute value arithmetic unit 50 corre-
sponds to a first low-frequency absolute value arithmetic unit 51 and a first high-frequency absolute value arithmetic unit
52. The first power arithmetic unit 60 corresponds to a first low-frequency power arithmetic unit 61 and a first high-
frequency power arithmetic unit 62. The first amplification factor calculation unit 100 corresponds to a first low-frequency
amplification factor calculation unit 101 and a first high-frequency amplification factor calculation unit 102. The second
multiplication unit 200 corresponds to a second low-frequency multiplication unit 201 and a second high-frequency
multiplication unit 202.

[0140] Operations performed by a beamforming unit having the above configuration shall be described.

[0141] FIG. 14 shows beam patterns of the cases in which targeted frequencies f are different.

(a) in FIG. 14 have similar conditions as the conditions for FIG. 6 to FIG. 8, and the frequency fis 5MHz. (b) in FIG.
14 shows a beam pattern of the case in which only a frequency fis changed to 10MHz, indicating that the beam
pattern varies depending on a frequency and the beam becomes sharp when the frequency is high. The ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus transmits or receives waves of a single frequency in an approximate range of a few MHz to
10MHz. However, in reality, pulsed waves are transmitted, a high frequency componentis also included, harmonics
are intentionally generated, and a harmonics distortion component is generated during propagation that is a char-
acteristic of ultrasound waves, or the like. Thus, it is believed that, as a receiving beam, higher performance can be
obtained when, rather than processing for a single frequency, processing corresponding to a wider bandwidth signal
is performed. The beam pattern is different depending on the frequency, as shown in FIG. 14. Thus, processing
appropriate for a broadband signal is possible by, using the additionally provided first frequency division unit 71, the
second frequency division unit 72, and the third frequency division unit 73, dividing the frequencies into a plurality
of frequency bands and executing, for each of the frequency bands, processing which corresponds to Embodiment
1 or Embodiment 2, and adding output signals of respective bands by using a first addition unit 300.

[0142] Note that, although this embodiment described that frequencies are divided into two bands, it is desirable that
the frequencies be divided into optimal number of bands by considering trade-off against processing amount. In other
words, the frequencies may be separated into three or more bands. Furthermore, the frequency division unit may perform
processing, such as a filter bank, or may adopt a unit used for frequency analysis, such as fast Fourier transform (FFT).
[0143] As described above, with the beamforming method according to this embodiment, an ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus can divide ultrasound waves for each frequency of the ultrasound waves which are received from the specimen,
and perform, on the divided signals, the narrowing of angle in a similar manner as above. In this manner, since the
receiving sensitivity is different for each frequency of ultrasound waves, the narrowing of angle for each frequency
corresponding to the receiving sensitivity can be performed.

[0144] Furthermore, with this beamforming method, an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus can divide ultrasound waves
for the respective frequencies of the ultrasound waves which are received from the specimen, and perform narrowing
of angle similar to the above using a constant predetermined for each of the divided signals.

[Industrial Applicability]

[0145] Areceiving method used by an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to the present invention can generate
a main beam and sub beams based on a plurality of delay-and-sum outputs, and provide a sub beam pattern which is
suitable for narrowing of angle of the main beam. With the narrowing of angle of the main beam, the receiving method
according to the present invention is useful for improving performance of a conventional ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus,
and is particularly useful for improving image quality. Furthermore, the present invention is applicable not only to ultra-
sound waves but also to a sensor or the like using a plurality of array elements.

[Reference Signs List]

[0146]

11 First receiving element array
12, 12A Second receiving element array
13, 13A Third receiving element array
21 First DAS unit

14



10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

22
23
30
31
32
40
41
42
45
46
47
50
51
52
60
61
62
71
72
73
100
101
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Claims

1. Abeamforming method for generating a beam signal from echo signals generated by a plurality of receiving elements

EP 2 842 494 A1

Second DAS unit

Third DAS unit

First subtraction unit

First low-frequency subtraction unit

First high-frequency subtraction unit

First multiplication unit

First low-frequency multiplication unit
First high-frequency multiplication unit
Constant table

Low-frequency constant table
High-frequency constant table

First absolute value arithmetic unit

First low-frequency absolute value arithmetic unit
First high-frequency absolute value arithmetic unit
First power arithmetic unit

First low-frequency power arithmetic unit
First high-frequency power arithmetic unit
First frequency division unit

Second frequency division unit

Third frequency division unit

First amplification factor calculation unit
First low-frequency amplification factor calculation unit
First high-frequency amplification factor calculation unit
Second multiplication unit

Second low-frequency multiplication unit
Second high-frequency multiplication unit
First addition unit

Probe unit

T/R switch unit

Pulser unit

AFE unit

Beamforming unit

Imaging unit

Display unit

Operation unit

Receiving unit

Sub beam generation unit

Narrow beam generation unit

Receiving element

Delay unit

Addition unit

receiving ultrasound signals reflected off a subject, the method comprising:

generating a main beam signal by performing a delay and sum operation on receiving echo signals obtained

from the receiving elements, using, as a focal point, a first region of the subject;

generating, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which, compared to the main beam signal, has

a low sensitivity to ultrasound signals reflected off the first region; and

generating a narrow beam signal by (i) calculating a coefficient for narrowing an angle of the main beam signal,
and (ii) multiplying the main beam signal by the coefficient, the coefficient being determined based on the main

beam signal and the sub beam signal,

wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated using a differential signal
that is a difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and sum
operation on the receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject
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EP 2 842 494 A1
which are different from the first region and are different from each other.

The beamforming method according to Claim 1,
wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated by multiplying the main beam
signal by the differential signal.

The beamforming method according to Claim 1 or 2,
wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated by multiplying the differential
signal by the main beam signal multiplied by a predetermined constant a.

The beamforming method according to Claim 3,

wherein the predetermined constant a is determined for each distance between the first region and an element array
which includes the receiving elements, and

in the generating of a sub beam signal,

the sub beam signal is generated by multiplying the differential signal by the main beam signal multiplied by the
predetermined constant a, using the predetermined constant a which is determined based on a distance between
(i) the first region used when the delay and sum operation is performed in the generating of a sub beam signal and
(ii) the element array, the distance being a distance when the receiving echo signals are received.

The beamforming method according to Claim 3 or 4, further comprising receiving a user operation for changing the
predetermined constant a.

The beamforming method according to any one of Claims 1 to 5, further comprising:

generating partial main beam signals by dividing, based on a division frequency, the main beam signal into
signals of respective frequency bands, the main beam signal being generated in the generating of a main beam;
and

generating partial sub beam signals by dividing, based on the division frequency, each of the two beam signals
into signals of respective frequency bands, the two beams being generated in the generating of a sub beam signal,
wherein in the generating of a narrow beam signal, the narrow beam signal is generated by (i) generating partial
narrow beam signals that are the narrow beam signals of respective frequency bands, and (ii) adding up the
generated partial narrow beam signals, the partial narrow beam signals each being generated by using a
corresponding one of the partial main beam signals as the main beam signal, and using a corresponding one
of the partial sub beam signals as the sub beam signal.

The beamforming method according to Claim 6,

wherein the predetermined constant a is determined for each of the frequency bands,

in the generating of a sub beam signal,

the partial sub beam signalis generated by multiplying the differential signal by the partial main beam signal multiplied
by the predetermined constant a, using the predetermined constant a which is determined based on the frequency
band of each of the partial sub beam signals.

The beamforming method according to any one of Claims 1 to 7,

wherein in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated by using, as the two regions, two
regions each of which is equidistant from a center of an element array including the receiving elements and from
the first region.

The beamforming method according to any one of Claims 1 to 8,

wherein the receiving echo signals include a first receiving echo signal, a second receiving echo signal, and a third
receiving echo signal which are received and generated by the receiving elements at a first time point, a second
time point, and a third time point, respectively, the first time point, the second time point, and the third time point
being three time points different from one another,

in the generating of a main beam signal, the main beam signal is generated using, as the receiving echo signals,
the first receiving echo signal, and

in the generating of a sub beam signal, the sub beam signal is generated, using as the two beam signals, the second
receiving echo signal and the third receiving echo signal.

10. An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus that generates a beam signal from echo signals generated by a plurality of
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receiving elements receiving ultrasound signals reflected off a subject, the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus compris-
ing:

amain beam generation unit configured to generate a main beam signal by performing a delay and sum operation
onreceiving echo signals obtained from the receiving elements, using, as afocal point, a first region of the subject;
a sub beam generation unit configured to generate, from the receiving echo signals, a sub beam signal which,
compared to the main beam signal, has a low sensitivity to ultrasound signals reflected off the first region; and
a narrow beam generation unit configured to generate a narrow beam signal by (i) calculating a coefficient for
narrowing an angle of the main beam signal, and (ii) multiplying the main beam signal by the coefficient, the
coefficient being determined based on the main beam signal and the sub beam signal,

wherein the sub beam generation unit is configured to generate the sub beam signal, using a differential signal
that is a difference between two beam signals each of which is generated by performing a delay and sum
operation on the receiving echo signals, using, as a focal point, a corresponding one of two regions of the subject
which are different from the first region and are different from each other.

11. A program for causing a computer to execute the beamforming method according to Claim 1.

17
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FIG. 2B
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Main beam generation step
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FIG. 12
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FIG. 14
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