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ULTRASOUND SYSTEM FOR CONTINUOUS
IMAGING AND DELIVERY OF AN
ENCAPSULATED AGENT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This patent application is a continuation-in-part of a
co-pending provisional application entitled METHODS
AND APPARATUS FOR DISPLAYING INFORMATION
RELATING TO DELIVERY AND ACTIVATION OF A
THERAPEUTIC AGENT USING ULTRASOUND
ENERGY, Ser. No. 60/150,045, filed Aug. 20, 1999, incor-
porated herein by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to ultrasound systems and,
more particularly, to an ultrasound system for continuous
imaging of an organ inside a patient’s body and for con-
trolling release of an encapsulated agent from a carrier.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Ultrasound technology is widely used for imaging various
organs in a patient’s body and for diagnosis of tissue
pathology. Commonly, ultrasound examinations are per-
formed by placing a probe containing an ultrasound trans-
ducer on the surface of the patient’s body. This is done to
make a specific diagnosis and not for prolonged monitoring
of the patient.

U.S. Pat. No. 5,598,845 to Chandraratna et al. (hereinafter
“the "845 patent”), entitled Ultrasound Transducer Device
For Continuous Imaging Of The Heart And Other Body
Parts, which is incorporated herein by reference, describes
an ultrasound transducer device that can be used for con-
tinuous imaging of a patient’s heart or other body organs for
diagnosis or monitoring. An ultrasound transducer is
mounted in an enclosure that is secured to a holding pad, and
the holding pad is attached to a surface of a patient’s body.
The significant features of two embodiments of such a
device are illustrated in FIGS. 1 through 6, below.

FIG. 1 shows a view of an ultrasound transducer device
1 for continuous imaging as envisioned in the 845 patent.
Transducer device 1 is adhered to the chest wall, between the
ribs 23 of a patient. A conductor 2 is shown coming out of
the top cover 10 of transducer device 1. Conductor 2 couples
an ultrasound-activating signal from an ultrasound processor
50 to a transducer that is located within device 1 and
positioned adjacent to the patient’s body. Conductor 2 also
couples, to ultrasound processor 50, an ultrasound echo
signal reflected from tissue within the patient’s body. The
ultrasound echo signal is processed by ultrasound processor
50 to produce an image on display 60.

FIGS. 2 and 3 are, respectively, a perspective view of one
embodiment of transducer device 1 and a partial, cross-
section view of transducer device 1 mounted on a patient’s
body, taken along line 3—3 of FIG. 2. Transducer device 1
comprises a hollow enclosure 6 with an ultrasound trans-
ducer 16 mounted inside the bottom of enclosure 6. Con-
ductor 2 is connected to transducer 16 and exits the assembly
through a hole in the top cover 10. A holding pad 4 has a hole
(not shown) in its center, a collar 8 attached to its top side
around the hole and an adhesive layer 5 affixed to its
underside. Enclosure 6 is held within collar 8. The top cover
10 includes a projecting stub 12, which is used for manually
adjusting and rotating the transducer assembly in relation to
holding pad 4. In use, transducer device 1 is adhered to the
skin surface 21 of a patient.
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FIG. 4 shows an embodiment of a transducer device la
that permits remote orientation adjustment. FIGS. § and 6
show partial cross sectional views taken along line 5—S5 of
FIG. 4. Transducer device la is identical to transducer
device 1 except for the addition of an adjusting assembly. All
other parts of transducer device la are the same as those
described for transducer device 1 and are identified in FIGS.
4,5 and 6 with the same numerals as are used in FIGS. 2 and
3.

The adjusting assembly comprises an actuator support
structure 22 and three actuating pins 24. FIG. 6 shows the
result of an operator pushing down on one or two of the
actuating pins 24. This action causes the enclosure 6 to
swivel with one side downwards, placing the face of the
transducer 16 at an angle to the patient’s skin surface 21 and
thereby adjusting the area scanned by transducer 16. Actua-
tor pins 24 can be moved either manually or by a small
remotely controlled mechanism (not shown) mounted on top
of support structure 22. Such a remote controlled mecha-
nism facilitates remote adjustment of the scanning area.

For many applications in medical ultrasound, especially
vascular and cardiac applications, it is often desirable to
selectively image tissues or blood. Contrast agents such as
encapsulated air bubbles have been shown in the prior art to
improve the visibility of these selected tissues. Additionally,
such contrast agents have proven useful in the localized
delivery of drugs.

U.S. Pat. No. 5,190,766 to Ishihara, entitled Method Of
Controlling Drug Release By Resonant Sound wave, which
is incorporated herein by reference, describes a method of
using ultrasound for controlling the release of a drug from a
drug carrier. The drug carrier is typically a suspension
containing microcapsules. The fundamental principle behind
this method is that when the drug carrier is insonified with
a sound wave having a frequency corresponding to the
resonance frequency of the drug carrier, the sound energy is
absorbed and ruptures the microcapsules, allowing release
of the drug. The drug can thus be selectively administered to
a local region of a patient’s body. Such isonification is
performed using a standard transducer on a dosage by
dosage basis. In other words, for each dose of the drug a
separate ultrasound session has to be scheduled.

The present Inventor has recognized a need for an ultra-
sound system that provides continuous imaging of a patient
in conjunction with the release of an agent from a carrier.
Furthermore, such a system should measure a physiological
parameter of the patient and automatically dispense the
carrier into the patient’s body on a continuous basis.
Additionally, some form of monitoring should be performed
to evaluate the effectiveness of the system.

The present Inventor has discovered that the ultrasound
unit, described in the ’845 patent, can be advantageously
used in a system which continuously controls the release of
a drug from a drug carrier that has been introduced into the
patient’s body. Further, such a system can continuously and
automatically provide a localized delivery of agent, thereby
substantially enhancing the usefulness of the system
described in the 766 patent.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention is an ultrasound system and method
that enables release of an encapsulated agent from a carrier.
The encapsulated agent can be a therapeutic agent, i.e., a
drug, or it can be a contrast agent for improving the quality
of an ultrasound image.

An ultrasound transducer is adhered to a patient’s body
over an organ of interest, and then adjusted for optimal
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ultrasound imaging. Once the transducer has been adjusted,
it is locked into place so as to fix the imaging plane. An
imaging technician is thus not required to maintain the
desired plane. An ultrasound exposure can then continue
unabated according to a predefined schedule. The ultrasound
system can be programmed to produce emissions based on
varying parameters such as drug type, carrier type, organ of
interest, disease state, and patient state and condition.

In the preferred embodiment, the ultrasound system mea-
sures a physiological parameter of the patient to evaluate the
patient’s response to an agent. Thereafter, the system deter-
mines whether the dosage of the agent should be increased
or decreased, and if so, it adjusts the quantity of the agent
delivered by an injection, intravenous carrier, or other trans-
port means.

The present invention offers several improvements over
the prior art. The present invention allows for continuous
drug delivery and response monitoring of a patient over a
period of time without requiring the presence of a dedicated
ultrasound technician. Advantageously, the invention can
store sequential images over a period of time for subsequent
review and trend analysis. It also enables medical personnel
to visualize a region of interest in a patient, pre-drug,
peri-drug, and post-drug release. In addition, it tracks the
amounts of encapsulated agent and carrier delivered to the
patient over time.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a view showing an ultrasound transducer device
affixed on a patient’s chest, particularly on his left side
between the ribs for monitoring the heart according to the
prior art;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of a prior art ultrasound
transducer device for continuous imaging;

FIG. 3 is a partial cross-section view of a prior art
ultrasound transducer device for continuous imaging taken
alone line 3—3 of FIG. 2, particularly showing the device
adhered to a patient’s body and in place for projecting an
ultrasound scanning beam;

FIG. 4 is a perspective view of a second prior art
ultrasound transducer device for continuous imaging;

FIG. § is a partial cross-section view of the second prior
art ultrasound transducer device taken along line 5—S5 of
FIG. 4, showing the device adhered to a patient’s body;

FIG. 6 is a partial cross-section view of the second prior
art ultrasound transducer device taken along line 5—S5 of
FIG. 4, showing the device adhered to a patient’s body, and
useful in explaining the action of top actuating pins in tilting
the ultrasound transducer to adjust the angle of the ultra-
sound beam;

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of an ultrasound system
according to the present invention; and

FIG. 8 is a flow chart of a process for controlling the
release of an encapsulated agent from a carrier according to
the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of an ultrasound system
according to the present invention. The system includes a
transducer 715 connected to a front end 720. A system
processor 765 interfaces with front end 720, a scan converter
725, an image memory 730, a display 745, a system memory
740 and a dispenser controller 755. System memory 740
includes system software 750. The system also includes a
dispenser 760, which interfaces with dispenser controller
755.
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Transducer 715 is mounted within a housing 710 that is
secured by a means, such as an adhesive pad 705, to a patient
700. Transducer 715 is movable within housing 710 to allow
for adjustment of the orientation of transducer 715 to obtain
an optimal ultrasound-imaging plane. The adjustment can be
made manually by a technician, or by a remotely controlled
mechanism (not shown). After this adjustment, the techni-
cian need not continuously monitor the ultrasound system.
This mounting arrangement permits continuous imaging of
a region, i.e., a plane or volume, within patient 700.

Transducer 715 represents an ultrasonic transducer for
transmitting and receiving an ultrasonic signal for generat-
ing an image of a scanned tissue in the body of patient 700.
It also represents an ultrasonic transducer for transmitting an
ultrasonic signal that causes the release of an agent from a
carrier that has been introduced into the patient’s body.
Transducer 715 can be constructed as either a single trans-
ducer providing both functions, or as two independent
transducers.

Transducer 715 uses piezoelectric elements typically
arranged 1n an array, e.g., a one-dimensional phased array, a
two-dimensional phased array, an annular array, a mechani-
cal scanned element or a variation of such arrays. These
piezoelectric arrays are well known in the industry. Oper-
ating frequencies will typically be in the range of 1.5 to 10
MHz. In the case of a two-dimensional phased array
transducer, the imaging plane can be steered and focused
electronically in both the lateral and elevational directions.

Front end 720 transmits ultrasonic signals to, and receives
ultrasonic echo signals from, transducer 715. In a transmit
mode it creates an ultrasonic beam scanning line using a
waveform generator. It also generates an ultrasonic signal
with sufficient magnitude to insonify the carrier and to cause
the release of the agent from therein. The scanning and
release functions may be provided by a single beam, or by
two individual beams. Front end 720 controls signal param-
eters such as beam direction, magnitude, frequency,
duration, and time of transmission.

In a receive mode, front end 720 receives and processes
ultrasonic echo signals to produce a video signal represent-
ing tissue or another substance in the region being scanned
in patient 700. The video signal is sent to scan converter 725.

Scan converter 725 correlates the video signal with the
scanning line to produce an image signal that represents the
region being scanned in patient 700. This image signal is
sent to image memory 730.

Image memory 730 stores the image signal received from
scan converter 725. As described below, the image signal
will be used to create an image that will be presented on
display 745. Also, the image signal can be further processed
to distinguish features detected in the scanned region of
patient 700. For example, multiple video frames can be
displayed or evaluated to show a trend over a period of time.

Display 745 is a monitor for displaying the image repre-
sented by the image signal from image memory 730. Display
745 can be any conventional analog or digital display means
including a cathode ray tube or a plasma panel display. In
addition to displaying the image of the scanned region,
display 745 displays supplementary data 748. Supplemen-
tary data 748 can summarize a physiological parameter of
patient 700, or provide information regarding the carrier that
has been dispensed or the agent that has been released.

Dispenser 760 represents a means for introducing the
carrier into the body of patient 700, preferably an intrave-
nous delivery system. However, the carrier can also be
introduced by injection, absorption through the skin, inges-
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tion or inhalation. Dispenser controller 755 controls the
operation of dispenser 760. More particularly, it designates
the quantity of, and the time at which, the carrier will be
dispensed.

System processor 765 coordinates and controls the opera-
tion of the ultrasound system. The system can be pro-
grammed to produce ultrasound signals based on varying
parameters such as drug type, carrier type, organ of interest,
disease state, and patient state and condition. Additionally,
system processor 765 processes video image data and other
physiological data, such as EKG and respiration data that
has been received from other equipment, to extract features
of interest for further analysis. For example, linear and
non-linear echoes can be distinguished for two-dimensional
imaging and doppler imaging. Backscatter from a region of
interest can also be evaluated to measure contrast agent
concentration over a period of time (e.g., acoustic densito-
metry and acoustic quantification). This allows for the
further evaluation of features such as local perfusion,
regional perfusion, vessel diameter, tissue backscattered
energy and blood velocity.

System processor 765 evaluates the image data to mea-
sure a physiological parameter of patient 700, e.g., heart
rate, ejection fraction, cardiac output, left ventricular (LV)
volume, and blood pressure feedback from a catheter or cuff.
In response to this measurement, system processor 765
directs controller 755, to further control dispenser 760, for
dispensing a quantity of the carrier at a particular time.

System processor 765 also calculates the quantity of the
carrier and the agent released into the patient’s body. Instan-
taneous and cumulative quantities can be calculated. The
results of these calculations are indicated on display 745 as
supplementary data 748.

System memory 740 contains programs and data, and in
particular, system software 750, for execution by system
processor 765. While the procedures required to execute the
invention hereof are indicated as already loaded into system
memory 740, they may be configured on a storage media,
such as disk 735 for subsequent loading into system memory
740.

FIG. 8 is a flowchart of a process for controlling release
of an encapsulated agent from a carrier according to the
present invention. The process can be used with an ultra-
sound system capable of continuous imaging of a region,
i.e., a plane or volume, inside a patient’s body and control-
ling release of an agent from a carrier, such as the ultrasound
system of the present invention, described above. The
encapsulated agent can be a therapeutic agent, such as a
drug, or it can be a contrast agent for improving the quality
of an ultrasound image.

Generally, the process according to the present invention
measures a physiological parameter of a patient and, based
on that measurement, dispenses the carrier and subsequently
controls the release of the agent from the carrier. The process
begins with step 805.

In step 805, image data is examined and a physiological
parameter is extracted. For example, the image data can be
a series of images taken over a period of time and showing
blood flow through the patient’s heart. The process then
advances to step 810.

In step 810, the physiological parameter is measured and
evaluated. For example, the volume of blood flowing
through the patient’s heart can be quantified, and a rate of
blood flow, that is, blood volume per unit of time, can be
calculated. The process then advances to step 815.

In step 815, a physiological threshold value is obtained.
The threshold value can be predetermined and read from a
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table, it can be set by the user, or it can be a dynamic value
based on another measured or calculated parameter. As an
example, the threshold value may indicate a specific rate of
blood flowing through the heart. The process then advances
to step 820.

In step 820, the measured physiological parameter is
compared to the threshold value. The relational operator of
the comparison, e.g., less than, equal to, or greater than,
depends on the implementation and the nature of the physi-
ological parameter that is being considered. For example, in
one case, the comparison may determine whether the mea-
sured blood flow is greater than the threshold value, whereas
in a second case the comparison may determine whether the
measured blood flow is less than the threshold value.
Generally, the comparison determines whether the measured
physiological parameter is within a tolerable range of a
target value. For the current illustration, if the measured
physiological parameter does not exceed the threshold
value, then the process loops back to step 805. If the
measured physiological parameter does exceed the threshold
value, then the process advances to step 825.

In step 825, the process determines a desired level of the
agent based on the measured physiological parameter. For
example, given a particular rate of blood flow, the process
determines a desired level of the agent that should be
administered to the patient. The process then advances to
step 830.

In step 830, the process determines whether more of the
agent should be administered to the patient. More
particularly, the process determines whether the desired
level, indicated from step 825, has been released into the
patient. If the administered level of the agent does not need
to be increased, then the process loops back to step 805. If
the administered level of the agent does need to be
increased, then the process advances to step 835.

In step 8335, a quantity of the carrier is dispensed into the
patients’ body. The process then advances to step 840.

In step 840, an operating parameter of the ultrasound
signal is adjusted based on the measured physiological
parameter from step 810. The operating parameter can
include beam direction, magnitude, frequency, duration, and
time of transmission. Thereafter, the ultrasound signal
insonifies a volume of the patient’s body and thereby causes
the release of the encapsulated agent from the carrier into the
volume. The process then loops back to step 805.

The present invention offers several novel applications.
First, it permits continuous or periodic release of an agent
over a flexible configurable schedule, without requiring a
dedicated ultrasound technician. Second, the system can be
used therapeutically and delivery of the agent can be local-
ized to a target site. For example, in chemotherapy a drug
can be applied to a malignant tumor, potentially avoiding
global side effects. Third, an organ’s response to a drug can
be evaluated by diagnostic imaging or monitoring subse-
quent to drug delivery. This can be particularly helpful
where the invention is used to store sequential images over
a period of time for subsequent review and trend analysis.
Fourth, the invention can be configured to dispense and
control the release of both a drug and a contrast agent in a
consolidated program of drug treatment and response moni-
toring.

It should be understood that the foregoing description is
only illustrative of the invention. Various alternatives and
modifications can be devised by those skilled in the art
without departing from the invention. Accordingly, the
present invention is intended to embrace all such
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alternatives, modifications and variances that fall within the
scope of the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. An ultrasound system for imaging of a region inside a
patient’s body and for controlling release therein of an
encapsulated agent from a carrier, said system comprising:

a housing secured to said patient’s body;

a transducer mounted within said housing to enable
continuous imaging of said region to measure a physi-
ological parameter of the patient,

means to evaluate the physiological parameter;

means for controlling said transducer to insonify said
region with an ultrasonic signal and to thereby cause
release of said encapsulated agent from said carrier into
said region in response to the evaluation of said physi-
ological parameter; and

means for processing an ultrasonic echo signal to produce

an image of said region.

2. The ultrasound system recited in claim 1, further
comprising further means for processing said ultrasonic
echo signal to measure a physiological parameter of said
patient.

3. The ultrasound system recited in claim 2, further
comprising dispensing means for introducing said carrier
into said patient’s body, and wherein said further means
controls operation of said dispensing means in accord with
said measure of said physiological parameter.

4. The ultrasound system recited in claim 3, further
comprising means for indicating to a user at least one of: a
quantity of said carrier dispensed, a quantity of said encap-
sulated agent released into said patient’s body, and said
measured physiological parameter.

5. The ultrasound system recited in claim 2, wherein said
means for controlling said transducer controls an operating
parameter of said ultrasonic signal in dependence upon said
measured physiological parameter.

6. The ultrasound system recited in claim 1, further
comprising a means for moving said transducer within said
housing.

7. The ultrasound system recited in claim 1, wherein said
encapsulated agent is selected from the group consisting of:
a drug, and a contrast agent.

8. A method for controlling release of an encapsulated
agent from a carrier into a patient’s body comprising the
steps of:

measuring a physiological parameter of a patient based on
an ultrasonic echo signal; comparing said measured
physiological parameter to a threshold; and

transmitting an ultrasonic signal to insonify a region of
said patient’s body and thereby cause release of said
encapsulated agent from said carrier into said region in
accord with said measured physiological parameter.

9. The method recited in claim 8, further comprising
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10. The method recited in claim 8, further comprising:
dispensing said carrier into said patient’s body in accord
with said measured physiological parameter.
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11. The method recited in claim 10, further comprising
indicating to a user at least one of: a quantity of said carrier
dispensed, a quantity of said encapsulated agent released
into said patient’s body, and said measured physiological
parameter.

12. The method recited in claim 8, further comprising
setting an operating parameter of said ultrasonic signal in
dependence upon said measured physiological parameter.

13. The method recited in claim 8, wherein said encap-
sulated agent is selected from the group consisting of: a
drug, and a contrast agent.

14. A memory media that stores a program for controlling
a processor for controlling release of an encapsulated agent
from a carrier into a patient’s body comprising:

means for controlling said processor to measure a physi-
ological parameter of a patient based on an ultrasonic
echo signal;

means for controlling said processor to compare said
measured physiological parameter to a threshold; and

means for controlling said processor to transmit an ultra-
sonic signal to insonify a region of said patient’s body
and thereby cause release of said encapsulated agent
from said carrier into said region in accord with said
measured physiological parameter.

15. The memory media recited in claim 14, further
comprising means for controlling said processor to dispense
said carrier into said patient’s body in accord with said
measured physiological parameter.

16. The memory media recited in claim 15, further
comprising means for controlling said processor to indicate
to a user at least one of: a quantity of said carrier dispensed,
a quantity of said encapsulated agent released into said
patient’s body, and said measured physiological parameter.

17. The memory media recited in claim 14, further
comprising means for controlling said processor to set an
operating parameter of said ultrasonic signal in dependence
upon said measured physiological parameter.

18. The memory media recited in claim 14, wherein said
encapsulated agent is selected from the group consisting of:
a drug, and a contrast agent.

19. An ultrasound system comprising:

a transducer secured to a patient’s body so as to enable
continuous imaging of said region;

a dispenser capable of introducing a carrier, encapsulating
an agent, into the patient;

a monitor outputting values indicative of a physiological
parameter of the patient; and
a control circuit responsive to the monitor that causes the
dispenser to introduce the carrier into the patient and to
adjust the transducer to cause the release of the agent.
20. An ultrasound system, as set forth in claim 19,
wherein the monitor comprises software, executed by the
control circuit, that evaluates images produced by the trans-
ducer to measure the physiological parameter.

* * * * #*
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