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A novel diagnostic ultrasound apparatus has a plurality of
ultrasound probes 1, delay means pairs 4 and 7 arranged
respectively in the plurality of ultrasound probes to electroni-
cally delay the timings of transmissions or receptions of ultra-
sonic waves by the ultrasonic transducers, position/orienta-
tion detecting means 10 and delay control signal generating
means for generating a delay control signal to control signal
delays of the plurality of ultrasonic transducers of the plural-
ity of ultrasound probes, using information acquired from the
means 10. The delay control signal is input to the delay means
to control the timings of transmission of ultrasonic waves to a
target object of examination.
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1
DIAGNOSTIC ULTRASOUND APPARATUS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

This invention relates to a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus
and a diagnostic imaging apparatus for medical use designed
to prepare image data according to an ultrasonic echo signal.

2. Description of the Related Art

Diagnostic ultrasound apparatus for transmitting ultra-
sonic waves from a plurality of probes, acquiring ultrasonic
echo signals and synthesizing a cross-sectional image of liv-
ing tissue so as to collect many pieces of information more
easily than an apparatus using a single probe are known.

Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2005-137581
discloses a moving image photographing apparatus for
acquiring a cross-sectional image of living tissue that has a
plurality of ultrasound probes, anchors for rigidly securing
them, an acoustic coupling material, a probe switching sec-
tion, an image data measuring section, an image data synthe-
sizing section and a moving image displaying section.

Each of the plurality of probes transmits an ultrasonic wave
and receives an echo signal from living tissue. The probe
switching section sequentially switches the echo signals from
the plurality of probes and transmits the signals to the image
data measuring section and the image data measuring section
prepares cross-sectional images of a living body according to
the echo signals from the probes. As the probe switching
section sequentially switches the echo signals from the
probes, the image data measuring section can prepare cross-
sectional images, sequentially using image data obtained
from different angles. Additionally, the anchors for rigidly
securing the plurality of probes are equipped with respective
angle sensors for detecting the relative positions of the
probes. Thus, the image data synthesizing section can syn-
thetically combine the cross-sectional images sequentially
prepared by the image data measuring section by using the
relative position information.

In this way, a cross-sectional synthetic image is obtained
by shooting a living body from different angles as in the case
of sequentially moving a probe. As a cross-sectional synthetic
image is obtained by shooting a living body from different
angles, the living tissue from which an echo image can hardly
be obtained because it is hidden by bone tissue that reflects
ultrasonic waves to a large extent can be imaged to make it
easy to grasp the inter-tissue positional relationship and col-
lect pieces of information effective for diagnosis.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

However, with a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus described
in Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2005-137581,
information relating to the probe positions obtained from the
sensors attached to the respective probes is employed only
when synthetically combining the images obtained from the
probes substantially independently. The probes operate only
for focusing from the predetermined respective imaging
angles of view. In other words, the shooting operation of each
of the probes is substantially invariable regardless of the
positional relationship between the living tissue to be imaged
and the probe. Therefore, as disclosed in the patent document,
even if the plurality of probes are arranged flexibly to accom-
modate themselves to the profile of the body surface, they are
subjected to limitations in terms of directions and angles that
should be selected to obtain cross-sectional images that are
effective for diagnosing the desired living tissue.
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In view of the above-identified problem, it is therefore the
object of the present invention to provide a novel diagnostic
ultrasound apparatus that is subjected little to such limita-
tions.

According to the present invention, the above object is
achieved by providing a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus for
transmitting ultrasonic waves to a target object of examina-
tion, receiving ultrasonic waves reflected from the target
object of examination and preparing image data relating to the
target object of examination based on acquired echo signals,
the apparatus including: a plurality of ultrasound probes, each
being formed to include a plurality of ultrasonic transducers;
delay means arranged respectively in the plurality of ultra-
sound probes to electronically delay the timing of transmis-
sion or reception of ultrasonic waves by the ultrasonic trans-
ducers; position/orientation detecting means arranged
respectively in the plurality of ultrasound probes to detect
relative position information and relative angle information
of the ultrasound probes; and delay control signal generating
means for generating delay control signals for controlling
signal delays for the respective ultrasonic transducers, the
delay control signal generating means controlling signal
delays according to information acquired from the position/
orientation detecting means, the timing of transmission of
ultrasonic waves from the respective ultrasonic transducers
and that of reception of ultrasonic waves reflected from the
target object of examination being controlled by inputting a
delay control signal to the delay means.

Thus, according to the present invention, the amount of
delay of signal transmission/reception for each of the ultra-
sonic transducers of each of the plurality of ultrasound probes
is determined by using relative position information of the
plurality of probes. Therefore, the directions of transmission
of beams from the plurality of probes and the transmission
focusing positions and the reception focusing positions can
be appropriately defined. Additionally, an image can be pro-
duced by using an addition signal obtained by phasing the
signals received from the plurality of ultrasound probes.

Further features of the present invention will become
apparent from the following description of exemplary
embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an embodiment of
diagnostic ultrasound apparatus according to the present
invention.

FIG. 2 is a process flowchart illustrating the operation of
the embodiment of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is another process flowchart illustrating the opera-
tion of the embodiment of FIG. 1.

FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of diagnostic ultra-
sound apparatus employed in Example.

FIG. 5 is an exploded schematic perspective view of a
position sensor that is used in the apparatus of Example;

FIG. 6 is still another process flowchart illustrating the
operation of the embodiment of FIG. 1.

FIG. 7 is still another process flowchart illustrating the
operation of the embodiment of FIG. 1.

FIGS. 8A and 8B are schematic illustrations of the opera-
tion of the embodiment of FIG. 1.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

A diagnostic ultrasound apparatus according to the present
invention irradiates ultrasonic waves to a target object of
examination, receives ultrasonic waves reflected from the
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target object of examination by means of a plurality of ultra-
sound probes, each of which is formed to include a plurality
of ultrasonic transducers, and prepares image data relating to
the target object of examination according to the acquired
echo signals.

Thus, the diagnostic ultrasound apparatus according to the
present invention has a plurality of ultrasound probes and
delay means arranged in each of the plurality of ultrasound
probes to electronically delay the timing of transmission or
reception of ultrasonic waves by the corresponding one of the
ultrasonic transducers. The delay means as used herein refers
to a transmission delay generator 4 or a reception delay gen-
erator 7 illustrated in FIG. 1.

Additionally, the diagnostic ultrasound apparatus accord-
ing to the present invention has position/orientation detecting
means (position sensor) for detecting relative position infor-
mation and relative angle information of the plurality ofultra-
sound probes and delay control signal generating means for
generating a delay control signal to control the signal delay
for each of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the plurality
ofultrasound probes, using the information acquired from the
position/orientation detecting means.

The delay control signal generating means controls the
signal delay according to the information acquired from the
position/orientation detecting means. The information
acquired from the position/orientation detecting means is
typically relative position information and relative angle
information on the plurality of ultrasound probes. The delay
control signal generating means controls the signal delay for
the plurality of ultrasonic transducers according to the dis-
tance from each of the ultrasound probes to a predetermined
focusing position. Preferably, a common focusing position is
defined for the plurality of ultrasound probes.

The transmission timing of an ultrasonic wave to a target
object of examination by each of the ultrasonic transducers
and the reception timing of an ultrasonic wave reflected by the
target object of examination by each of the ultrasonic trans-
ducers can be controlled as a delay control signal is input to
the delay means.

(Beam Scanning)

An ultrasonic beam can be scanned so as to shift the direc-
tion of transmission of the ultrasonic beam transmitted from
each of the ultrasound probes. A delay amount computing
means can be utilized to determine the amount of delays for
each of the ultrasonic transducers according to the relative
position information and the relative angle information on the
plurality of ultrasound probes at the time of starting scanning
the beam or while the beam is being scanned.

An ultrasonic beam can be scanned so as to shift the direc-
tion of reception of the ultrasonic beam received by each of
the ultrasound probes. The delay amount computing means
can be utilized to determine the amount of delays for each of
the ultrasonic transducers according to the relative position
information and the relative angle information on the plural-
ity of ultrasound probes at the time of starting scanning the
beam or while the beam is being scanned.

(Beam Focusing)

The ultrasonic beam transmitted from each of the ultra-
sound probes can be subjected to transmission focusing by
the delay means. The delay amount computing means can be
utilized to determine the amount of delays for each of the
ultrasonic transducers according to the relative position infor-
mation and the relative angle information on the plurality of
ultrasound probes at the time of starting scanning the beam or
while the beam is being scanned.

The ultrasonic beam reflected from the target object of
examination can be subjected to reception focusing by the
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delay means. The delay amount computing means can be
utilized to determine the amount of delays for each of the
ultrasonic transducers according to the relative position infor-
mation and the relative angle information on the plurality of
ultrasound probes at the time of starting scanning the beam or
while the beam is being scanned.

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an embodiment of
diagnostic ultrasound apparatus according to the present
invention. Note, however, that FIG. 1 mainly shows the com-
ponents that characterize the present invention and some of
the components that are popularly known in the technical
field of diagnostic ultrasound imaging apparatus for medical
use are omitted.

FIG. 1 denotes a probe 1 (the first probe) that is one of the
plurality of probes for transmitting and receiving an ultra-
sonic wave. A number of (n in this instance) ultrasonic trans-
ducers 1-1 through 1-7 are arranged in array. The second and
all the subsequent probes are omitted for the purpose of
simplicity but they have a configuration same as the first
probe. Each of the probes includes components indicated by
reference symbols 2 through 7, which will be described in
greater detail hereinafter, and a sensor 10, which will also be
described hereinafter.

Each of the ultrasonic transducers (1-1 through 1-7) of the
first probe 1 is connected to a transmission amplifier 2, a
reception amplifier 5, a D/A converter 3, an A/D converter 6,
a transmission delay generator 4 and a reception delay gen-
erator 7. The transmission delay generator 4 is connected to a
separator 8, while the reception delay generator 7 is con-
nected to an adder 9.

While the transmission amplifier 2, the reception amplifier
5, the D/A converter 3, the A/D converter 6, the transmission
delay generator 4 and the reception delay generator 7 are
provided separately for reception and transmission in FIG. 1,
the entire apparatus can be simplified by adopting a sharing
arrangement for transmission and reception. Such an arrange-
ment provides an advantage of reducing the number of parts
to make the entire apparatus compact and reduce the cost.
However, the arrangement of FIG. 1 enables to select, for
example, an amplifier that can produce a high voltage for
transmission and an amplifier that can produce a low noise
level for reception. In this way, components having different
characteristics can be selectively operated depending on the
required function(s).

The transmission delay generator 4 and the reception delay
generator 7 are for producing a time delay to a digital time
series signal respectively according to a reception delay con-
trol signal and a transmission delay control signal. Each of
them can be formed by using a known digital delay circuit. Of
course, a delay can be produced by storing an input digital
time series signal in a memory and reading the signal out at a
timing that corresponds to the amount of delay to be pro-
duced. Additionally, a transmission delay control signal and a
reception delay control signal can be made to include signal
amplitude information. If such is the case, the transmission
delay generator 4 and the reception delay generator 7 may be
made to have an amplitude boosting function of digitally
multiplying an input signal in addition to a digital delay
circuit. Such an arrangement enables to execute an apodiza-
tion process, which will be described in greater detail here-
inafter. In the case of transmission, for instance, an apodiza-
tion process is a process of using different amplitudes for the
transmission signals of a plurality of oscillators contained in
a single probe. In the case of reception, an apodization pro-
cess 1s a process of using different amplitudes for the recep-
tion signals.

Each of the probes is annexed by a position sensor.
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While the first position sensor 10 that is annexed to the first
probe 1 is illustrated in FIG. 1, each of the remaining probes
(not illustrated) is also annexed by a similar position sensor.
The first position sensor 10 detects the position and the rela-
tive angle of the first probe 1 and the azimuth angle of the
ultrasonic transducer array. The position, the relative angle
and the azimuth angle can be detected by using a magnetic
sensot, an optical sensor and a rotary encoder in combination.
Particularly, they can be detected by a linear sensor and the
rotary encoder arranged at the holder holding a probe as will
be described hereinafter.

While the first position sensor 10 is a position/angle com-
posite sensor in this sense, it is simply referred to as position
sensor in this specification for the purpose of simplicity.

As described above, each of the remaining probes other
than the first probe is also provided with a similar position
sensor to be able to detect the position and relative angle of
each of the remaining probe, and the azimuth angle of the
ultrasonic transducer array. The expression of position as
used herein may refer to the relative positions of a plurality of
probes or the relative position of each probe relative to some
reference position. The expression of relative angle may refer
to the angle formed by the directions of two probes or the
angle that each probe forms with a reference direction. The
azimuth angle of an ultrasonic transducer array may be the
angle relative to the probe to which it belongs (the rotary
angle relative to the direction of a transmitted or received
beam that operates as axis).

The position, and the relative angle of the first probe 1, and
the azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer array detected
by the first position sensor 10 are input to a scanning control
means 11 and a delay control signal generating means 12.

The outputs from the second and subsequent position sen-
sors that are annexed respectively to the second and subse-
quent probes and detect the position, the relative angle and the
azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer array of the respec-
tive probes are also input to the scanning control means 11
and the delay control signal generating means 12.

While the scanning control means 11 and the delay control
signal generating means 12 can be formed by using electronic
circuits, the processing methods thereof may be programmed
in the CPU. While the scanning control means 11 and the
delay control signal generating means 12 are described above
as separate means, they may be realized by programming
separate processing methods for them in the CPU.

(Data Preparation Sequence)

Now, the living tissue cross-sectional video data prepara-
tion sequence of this embodiment will be described below.

Normally, cross-sectional video data are formed by a plu-
rality of time series data of cross-sectional images. These
cross-sectional images are referred to as frame images. In this
embodiment, image data of a cross-sectional image are pre-
pared also on a frame image by frame image basis to produce
cross-sectional video data that are time series data in order to
display a cross-sectional video. The process of preparing a
frame image data is referred to as a frame process.

In the frame process, firstly a cross section plane that
transversally crosses the target living tissue is selected and is
divided by a plurality of image scanning lines to prepare each
cross-sectional image data (frame image data).

Then, the direction of the ultrasonic beam transmitted from
each probe and the direction of the received ultrasonic beam
are scanned in order to obtain data on each image scanning
line (to be referred to respectively as “transmitted beam direc-
tion” and “received beam direction” hereinafter).

The transmitted ultrasonic beam is focused in order to
effectively irradiate a target. The transmission focusing is for
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converging the transmitted ultrasonic wave to one or more
than one points (transmission focusing point(s)) in the trans-
mitted beam direction. The transmitted ultrasonic wave is
converged by generating a delay to the ultrasonic pulse gen-
erated from each of the ultrasonic transducers of each probe.

At the time of receiving ultrasonic echoes, a delay is gen-
erated to the echo signal received by each of the ultrasonic
transducers of each probe so that the echo from each of the
points in the received beam direction is converged before
being received for the transmitted ultrasonic pulse propagat-
ing along the converged transmitted beam. Thus, the received
ultrasonic beam is subjected to reception focusing in this way.
A plurality of points for reception focusing (reception focus-
ing points) may be defined corresponding to the propagation
of ultrasonic wave at the time of reception.

An image scanning line data is prepared from the echo
signal received as a result of defining the transmitted beam
direction, the timing of transmitting a pulse and the received
beam direction.

For example, the direction of the image scanning line is
preferably made to agree with the transmitted beam direction
ofany of the plurality of ultrasound probes. In such a case, the
reception focusing points of the plurality of probes are moved
in the transmitted beam direction while the focusing points of
each probe are made to agree with each other according to the
timing of propagation of the ultrasonic pulse transmitted from
the probe. With this arrangement, ultrasonic echoes from the
living tissue of the transmitted ultrasonic pulse can be
received as time series signals simultaneously by the plurality
of probes.

In this way, the ultrasonic echo signals from the points on
the image scanning line are prepared in each of the probes as
time series signals. Then, a similar operation is conducted
sequentially for adjacent image scanning lines to obtain a
plurality of rows of time series signals that correspond to the
image scanning lines of the cross section plane. Thus, as a
result, a cross-sectional image is obtained from the ultrasonic
echoes. A synthetic beam formed by combining beams trans-
mitted from a plurality of probes can be used as transmitted
beam. Then, ultrasonic echoes can be received as time series
signals by the probes as the reception focusing points of each
probe are moved along the direction of the synthetic beam,
which is the direction of image scanning lines. With this
arrangement, the ultrasonic echo signals from various points
of living tissue get to the ultrasound probes substantially
simultaneously.

In a characteristic application of the present invention, the
positions and the orientation angles of the plurality of probes
and the azimuth angles of the ultrasonic transducer arrays are
detected and a delay is generated for the reception signal of
each of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes
according to the detected information. In this way, the echo
signals from a same point of living tissue are synchronized on
the echo time series signals from each of the ultrasonic trans-
ducers and time series echo signals are prepared by means of
phasing addition of the signals from each probe to produce a
single cross-sectional image. An effect of synthetically com-
bining the apertures of the ultrasonic transducer arrays of the
probes by means of phasing addition of the echo signals from
the plurality of ultrasound probes can be obtained. Generally,
the resolution is improved in the transversal direction as the
apertures of the ultrasonic transducer arrays increase. For
example, in the technical field of electric wave radar, the
resolution can be improved by means of phasing addition of
the outputs of a plurality of antenna elements having limited
apertures. Thus, a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus having a
plurality of probes can be made to operate for aperture syn-
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thesis to improve the resolution of the ultrasonic echo cross-
sectional image the apparatus produces.

The present invention is also applicable to preparation of a
2D or 3D image by preparing cross-sectional image data by
means of each of a plurality of probes and synthetically com-
bining the image data instead of preparing a single cross-
sectional image data by means of phasing addition of recep-
tion signals from a plurality of probes as described above. In
other words, alignment is conventionally important for reg-
istration of image data when forming a 2D or 3D image on the
basis of the cross-sectional image data prepared by each of the
probes. Then, the limit of accuracy of the alignment on the
basis of the image data is defined by the pixel unit of the image
data. However, when scanning and focusing are conducted at
the time of reception as described above for the embodiment
of the present invention, the time series signals from each of
the probes that correspond to the above-described image
scanning are not positionally significantly displaced on the
corresponding signals from the echo sources of living tissue
because the time series signals are synchronized with the
corresponding signals.

Additionally, the echo RF signals before the detection have
a carrier frequency that is an ultrasonic frequency. Therefore,
the relative displacements of signals among the echo time
series signals from different probes can be detected with a
level of accuracy lower than ultrasonic wavelengths by using
a known phase detection technique such as phase measure-
ment by quadrature detection or cross correlation detection.
Then, the image data among the probes can be synthetically
combined with a positional accuracy of about the operating
ultrasonic wavelength by means as a result of such detection.
Generally, the operating ultrasonic wavelength is smaller
than the pixel size of image data and hence the accuracy of
image data synthesis is improved.

A plurality of ultrasound probes may be divided into sev-
eral groups and an image data may be prepared by means of
phasing addition of the echo time series signals from each of
the different groups of ultrasound probes. Then, the image
data of the groups may be synthetically combined by align-
ment in a manner as described above for echo time series
signals.

The image scanning lines may be formed by the transmit-
ted beams from a plurality of probes.

Generally, a transmitted ultrasonic wave is attenuated
because it is absorbed and scattered by living tissue. Particu-
larly, it is believed that a high frequency ultrasonic wave with
a frequency not less than about 10 MHz that can be absorbed
to a large extent can obtain a cross-sectional image of only a
surface layer or a shallow part from the surface layer,
although such an ultrasonic wave provides a high resolution
in the thickness direction because of a short wavelength. On
the other hand, the transmitted beams from a plurality of
probes that are subjected to transmission focusing to a same
point in a deep part of living tissue give rise to interference of
ultrasonic waves when they are made to intersect the point to
form a transversally long high sound pressure region at and
near the point as a function of the crossing angles of the
beams.

The arrival timings of transmitted ultrasonic pulses and the
phases of transmitted pulse waveforms can be made to agree
with each other by detecting the position and the orientation
angle of each of the probes and the azimuth angle of the
ultrasonic transducer array and generating a delay to the
transmitted signal of each of the ultrasonic transducers of
each of the probes according to what are detected. Each of the
probes are made to transmit an ultrasonic pulse so as to be in
phase with other transmitted ultrasonic pulses in order to
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synthetically combine the ultrasonic waves from the probes
by interferences in the crossing region of the transmitted
beams. Then, as a result, a high sound pressure region can be
formed efficiently. It will be appreciated that transmission of
waves so as to make them in phase with each other at a
focusing point corresponds to synthetic combination of ultra-
sonic array apertures of probes to increase the effective aper-
ture. Itis well knownthat a fine beam can be focused when the
aperture is large at the time of transmission as in the case of
reception so that the high sound pressure region of the cross-
ing region of transmitted beams is narrowed to enable to
effectively raise the sound pressure.

Such transmission focusing of a diagnostic ultrasound
apparatus provides the following advantages. When high out-
put power ultrasonic transducers are employed to obtain a
biometric picture of a deep part of living tissue and ultrasonic
waves are transmitted from the body surface, ultrasonic
waves passes the body with a high intensity at and near the
surface layer of the body to consequently damage the tissue.
The ultrasonic transmission method according to the present
invention as described above provides an advantage of hardly
damaging tissues of the surface layer because the method
effectively exploits focusing at a deep part of the body by
means of an ultrasonic transducer array having a large effec-
tive aperture. Particularly, since the above-described ultra-
sonic transmission method synthetically combines apertures
of a plurality of probes for use, it is effective in a case, for
example, of heart that is partly covered by bone and for which
a sufficiently large aperture to the body surface cannot be
formed in a region where ultrasonic waves can reach. More
specifically, for example, transmitted ultrasonic waves can be
converged effectively and a high luminance image can be
obtained from a deep part of living tissue by arranging the
apertures of a plurality of probes at a part devoid of bone and
synthetically combining the apertures.

FIG. 2 is an exemplary process flowchart illustrating the
operation of the embodiment of the present invention.

What is characteristic here is that the results of computa-
tion of the delay amount computing means are written in a
delay amount table before starting a beam scanning operation
by the ultrasound probes and each of the plurality of ultra-
sonic transducers of each of the ultrasound probes is con-
trolled for signal delay according to the delay amount table
during the beam scanning operation. Now, the process flow
will be described below in detail.

In this instance, the position of each of the probes is mea-
sured by the position sensor 10 of the probe for each frame
process of preparing a frame image that is a time series
cross-sectional image. Then, the delay amount of each of the
transmission delay generators 4 and/or that of the correspond-
ing one of the reception delay generators 7 that are connected
to each of the ultrasonic transducer array of each of the probes
is computed by the delay amount computing means, using the
information obtained by the measurement. The delay amount
computing means is formed by an electric circuit in the scan-
ning control means 11 or the delay control signal generating
means 12 or as a program on the CPU. The delay control
signal generating means 12 transmits a delay control signal to
each of the transmission delay generators 4 and the corre-
sponding one of the reception delay generators 7 of each
probe according to the timing of transmission and reception
on the basis of the set of delay amounts of the transmission
delay generator 4 and/or the reception delay generator 7 com-
puted by the delay amount computing means. Transmitted
beams and received beams are formed in this way.

To execute these processes, firstly, the position sensor 10
detects probe position information including the position and
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the orientation angle of each of the ultrasound probes and the
azimuth angle of each of the ultrasonic transducer arrays
(S21).

The delay amount computing means computes the delay
amount for each of the transducers of each of the probes
according to the position information of the probes in
response to the scanning control signal applied to the scan-
ning control means 11 and prepares a delay amount table for
each of the transducers of each of the probes (S22).

The scanning control signal includes information on the
method of scanning the transmitted beam and the received
beam selected from the above-described various scanning
methods. More specifically, the scanning control signal
includes information on the cross section plane to be desit-
ably obtained, the direction of image scanning lines and the
transmission focusing point and the reception focusing point
on each image scanning line. A plurality of transmission
focusing points and a plurality of reception focusing points
may be selected depending on the scanning method and tim-
ing information for defining each focusing point may be
included in the signal.

The delay amount table may describe the delay amount for
each of the transducers for each of the scanning angles, of
each of the probes and, if there are a plurality of focusing
points, for the timing of selecting each of the focusing points.

The flowchart of FIG. 2 is characterized in that information
is collected from the position sensor 10 for each frame pro-
cess before scanning all the image scanning lines of the cross
section plane to be desirably obtained.

Accordingly, a delay amount table may be prepared for a
single scanning of the image scanning lines of the cross
section plane before the scanning. With such an arrangement,
the increase of the scanning processing time that arises
because of the arithmetic operations performed for the delay
amount table during the scanning can be avoided. Then, as a
result, the effective scanning time can be reduced to minimize
the distortion of the image produced when scanning the cross
section plane due to the movement of the body that is pro-
duced by heart beats or the like. Additionally, since the arith-
metic operations for computing the delay time are performed
only once before actually scanning the cross section plane,
the overall frame rate can be prevented from rising.

Position information of each of the probes is acquired for
each frame process and the delay amount is computed accord-
ing to the acquired information in this embodiment. There-
fore, if the relative position of a probe fluctuates between
frame processes, the delay amount of the transmission delay
generator 4 and/or the reception delay generator 7 can be
controlled to cope with the fluctuations.

Particularly, beam scanning operations and beam focusing
operations are conducted for transmission and reception by
using a computed delay time according to the present inven-
tion. Therefore, if compared with the prior art of synthetically
combining frame images independently by using each of the
probes, fluctuations of the probe position affect not only the
accuracy of synthesizing a cross-sectional image from frame
images but also the resolution of the beam for forming an
image and the accuracy of the direction of scanning lines.
Therefore, fluctuations of the probe position are desirably
reflected to the delay amount control with time intervals at
least less than the time intervals of forming frame images.

Inthis embodiment, the delay amountis updated at the time
of staring a frame process. Therefore, the delay amount con-
trol is made to accommodate any fluctuations of the probe
position at time intervals not smaller than the time intervals of
frame processes and the increase in the volume of the pro-
cessing operation is suppressed to avoid any significant
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increase of time interval between frame processes. Therefore,
this embodiment operates satisfactorily.

Now, the method of computing the delay amount ’cj(i) of
ultrasonic transducer j of probe 1 will be described below. The
delay amount ‘cj(i) of ultrasonic transducer j of probe i is
determined by the formula illustrated below:

(formula 1)

.
M IRy = (R +7;)] - [R; = Rol
S C

where 1 and j respectively represent the probe and the ultra-
sonic transducer in the probe and R-and R, are respectively
the three-dimensional position vector indicating the position
of each transmission or reception focusing point and the
three-dimensional position vector indicating the reference
position of probe 1, which may typically be the center position
of the ultrasonic transducer array of the probe while r, is the
three-dimensional position vector indicating the relative
position of the ultrasonic transducer j relative to the reference
position of the probe and R, is the three-dimensional position
vector indicating the position of the reference origin of the
coordinate system.

For the purpose of simplicity, R, may be made to be the
three-dimensional position vector indicating the reference
position of one of the plurality of probes. Note, however, that
the delay time amount can be a negative value depending on
the selection of R,. If such is the case, all the delay time can
be turned to become positive by adding a constant base delay
amount for all the ultrasonic oscillators to all the probes.

R, can be determined according to the probe position infor-
mation from the position sensor. The relative position of each
ultrasonic transducer in a probe is fixed in the ultrasonic
transducer array and r; can be computationally determined by
using the positions of all the ultrasonic transducers in the
probe and the relative orientation of the probe that can be
obtained from the information on the orientation angle of
each of the probes and the azimuth angle of the ultrasonic
transducer array of the probe. R is given as the desired trans-
mission and reception focusing positions within the scanning
control signal for the image scanning lines and the transmis-
sion and reception timings. Particularly, information for
dynamically modifying the transmission and reception focus-
ing while acquiring echo reception data of image scanning
lines can be given to the scanning control means 11 at the time
of starting a frame process by changing the value of R -accord-
ing to transmission and reception timings and collectively
giving the obtained values as a scanning control signal.

Now, the delay amount for each ultrasonic transducer of
probes will be described in greater detail by referring to FIGS.
8A and 8B. Take two probes 1a and 15 here to make the
description easy to understand. The center of the probe 1a is
selected as reference for the coordinates of each position.
Then, the reference position R, of the coordinate system is
indicated by a nil vector. The center of the probe 1a also
operates as reference for the coordinates of the position of a
focusing point.

FIG. 8A is a schematic illustration of the positional rela-
tionship of the two probes, the ultrasonic transducers on the
probes and the focusing point. FIG. 8B is a schematic illus-
tration of the relationship of the relative directions of the
ultrasonic transducer arrays on the two probes.

Firstly, probe position information (relative position infor-
mation and relative angle information) will be described by
referring to FIG. 8B. The relative position of each of the
ultrasonic transducers of each probe is determined by the
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position of the ultrasonic transducer in the ultrasonic trans-
ducer array. In FIG. 8B, 1014 denotes the ultrasonic trans-
ducer array in probe la and 1015 denotes the ultrasonic
transducer array in probe 15. In FIG. 8B, the ultrasonic trans-
ducers are illustrated as 2D array type.

The position of a transducer on an ultrasonic transducer
array of a probe can be expressed by a three-dimensional
vector, using a three-dimensional coordinate system fixed to
the probe. In FIG. 8B, x, y and z are employed for the three-
dimensional coordinate system fixed to the probe 1a and the
three-dimensional position vector of each of the ultrasonic
transducers relative to the reference position O of the probe
1a is expressed by pj"'®. Similarly, x', y' and 7' are employed
for the three-dimensional coordinate system fixed to the
probe 15 and the three-dimensional position vector of each of
the ultrasonic transducers relative to the reference position O'
of the probe 15 is expressed by pj?.

InFIG. 8B, the reference position O of the probe 1a and the
reference position O' of the probe 15 are laid one on the other
in order to show the relative direction of each of the ultrasonic
transducer arrays. Generally, a 2D array type ultrasonic trans-
ducer array is found substantially in a plane so that the planes
formed by the ultrasonic transducer arrays are expressed by
x-y and x'-y' and the 2D arrays are preferably but not neces-
sarily arranged in the planes defined by the respective com-
binations of the x-axis and the y-axis and x'-axis and the
y'-axis. Furthermore, position of each of the ultrasonic trans-
ducers on the ultrasonic transducer array of a probe may be
shifted in the thickness direction of the ultrasonic transducer
array as in the case of convex type ultrasonic transducers so
that pj*® and pj™* may be expressed by three-dimensional
vectors. In this embodiment, the z-direction and the z'-direc-
tion are respectively normal directions, or the directions ofthe
probes of the ultrasonic transducer arrays of the probes 1a and
15.

The relative direction of each of the ultrasonic transducer
arrays on the two probes can be specified by using the relative
orientationangle (., f) and the relative azimuth angle & of the
probe. The relative orientation angle (c, ) can be defined in
amanner as described below due to the rotational relationship
of the coordinate systems x-y-z and x'-y'-z'.

Firstly, the former coordinate system is rotated around the
z-axis (counterclockwise) by angle c.. As a result of the rota-
tion, the x-axis is turned to E-axis and the y-axis is turned to
-axis. Subsequently, it is rotated around the E-axis by angle
[} so that the z-axis is turned to the 7z'-axis and the n-axis is
turned to m'-axis. The relative orientation angle of the entire
probe 1a and the entire probe 15 is determined by the two
angles of o and [. Thereafter, the £-axis and the m'-axis
respectively lie on the x'-axis and the y'-axis when the £-axis
and the n'-axis are turned around the 7'-axis by the relative
azimuth angle @.

The method that can be used for measuring the relative
orientation angle (., ) and the relative azimuth angle & 1s not
limited to the above defined one so long it can determine the
difference between the relative orientations of the probes and
the direction of each of the ultrasonic transducers relative to
the related probe. However, the method to be used is prefer-
ably designed to measure the relative orientation angle of the
probes and the relative azimuth angle by synthesizing the
rotation relative to each probe. Further, the method to be used
is preferably designed to measure the relative orientation
angle (o, f) and the relative azimuth angle @ of the probe as
synthesis of the rotation of the probe relative to the probe
holding part by using the position sensor annexed to the
probe.
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The above-described method can measure the relative to
orientation angle (., ) and the relative azimuth angle o by
measuring angles relating to the z-axis, the 7'-axis and the
E-axis. Note that the z'-axis is an axis obtained by turning the
z-axis and the E-axis is obtained by turning the x-axis. There-
fore, it is only necessary to measure the angles of rotation of
the two axes at the probe holding part so that the design of the
rotation measuring part of the position sensor annexed to each
probe can be simplified. Since this method requires measur-
ing rotations in the order thereof, the relative orientation angle
(0, B) and the relative azimuth angle @ may be measured by an
ordinary method of measuring rotations around the three
axes. In the following description, the relative orientation
angle (o, [3) and the relative azimuth angle o measured by the
above-described method will be employed. However, the
present invention is by no means limited thereto and rotations
around the three axes may be measured by an ordinary
method for converting a coordinate system.

Now, the method of computing the delay amount will be
described by referring to FIG. 8A.

As a probe reference position is adopted in a manner as
described above, the delay amount can be determined for
each of the ultrasonic transducers in the probe 1a as in the
case of a single probe. More specifically, the delay amount of
the j-th ultrasonic transducer of the probe 1a can be computed
by means of the formula illustrated below, assuming nil vec-
tors for Ri and RO.

= ola)] 5o i la2
_ R IR (omela?)

T&la‘,\
¢

As clear from FIG. 8A, the delay amount is based on the
distance from the reference point O of the probe 1a to the
focus point F.

In the above formula, rj® is the three-dimensional posi-
tion vector that indicates the position of the j-th ultrasonic
transducer of the probe 1a. This can be computed as

L(la) (1) fi la3
7, Lo o 5, (formula 3)
L) (La)
7, :[0 1 0] 7,
(la) 001 (1a)
[rj ]z U5j ]z

using the three-dimensional position vector pj*® of the trans-
ducer in the coordinate system fixed to the probe 1a. In the
above formula, [ ]x, [ ]y and [ ]z are respectively the x-com-
ponent, the y-component and the z-component of the three-
dimensional vector.

On the other hand, the delay amount of an ultrasonic trans-
ducer in the probe 15 is computed by using the probe position
information including the position, the orientation angle and
the azimuth angle that are determined by the position sensor
(not illustrated) annexed to the probe 15. In FIG. 8A, the
center of the probe 14, the center of the probe 15 and the focus
point are indicated respectively by O, P and F. The relative
position OP of the probe 1a and the probe 15 is computed
from the probe position information of the position sensors
annexed to the respective probes. When the above-described
positional reference is selected, the relative position OP cor-
responds to the three-dimensional vector Ri of the formula 1.
Similarly, the relative orientation angle 6 of the two probes
and the relative azimuth angle @ can be computed from the
orientation angles of the probes and the azimuth angle
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obtained from the position sensors annexed to the respective
probes 1a and 1. In FIG. 8A, the relative orientation angle 0
and the relative azimuth angle o are collectively indicated by
Q because they should be illustrated on a plane. The relative
orientation angle 6 and the relative azimuth angle ¢ illustrate
the difference in the relative direction between the arrange-
ment of ultrasonic transducers of the probe la and the
arrangement of ultrasonic transducers of the probe 15. Thus,
the position vector fj*? of the j-th ultrasonic transducer on
the probe 15 can be computed by using the formula illustrated
below.

[;(y_lb) L (formula 4)
S(1b)
[r H ] )
S(1b)
[r i ]Z
cosacosd —sinacosfsing  —cosasing — sinwcosfsing  sinasinf
sinacosd + cosacosfsing —sinasing + cosacosfsing —cosasinf
sinfsing sinfcosg cosf
(15)
B
(1)
",
(15)
]

z

The three-dimensional position vector pj™? is a position
vector indicating the position of the transducer in terms of the
coordinate system fixed to the probe 15. In the above formula,
[ 1% [ ]y and [ ]z are respectively the x-component, the
y-component and the z-component of the three-dimensional
vector. Furthermore, the delay amount to be given to the j-th
ultrasonic transducer on the probe 156 is computed by the
formula illustrated below.

(16) |7é] - (7?: + ?(jlb))| - |ﬁf| (formula 5)
[ E—

As seen from FIG. 8A, the delay amount is also expressed
by using the distance from the reference point O of the probe
1a to the focus point F as reference. Thus, a delay amount
synchronized with the probe 1a can be computed for the
probe 15 that is different from the probe 1a.

While the above description is given by using position
vectors defined by referring to the center of the probe 1a,
three-dimensional position vectors R, and Rcan be defined
by observing the corresponding positions from a same refer-
ence point. Then, the reference of delay can be modified by
using a three-dimensional position vector R, defined by
observing a corresponding position from the same reference
point.

While the above description is given by using two probes,
the delay amount of each ultrasonic transducer can be com-
puted by means ofthe same method and the formula 1, if three
or more probes are used.

Thus, the delay amount of each of the ultrasonic transduc-
ers of each of the probes can be computed for a frame process
by acquiring probe position information including the posi-
tion and the orientation angle of each probe and the azimuth
angle of the ultrasonic transducer array thereof by means of
the position sensor 10 at the beginning of the frame process.
In this way, the delay amount to the transmission delay gen-
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erator 4 and/or the reception delay generator 7 for each of the
ultrasonic transducers of each probe for the transmission and
reception timings can be described in the delay table by
means of the delay amount computing means.

The initial transmission focus is defined according to the
scanning control signal (523). The delay control signal gen-
erating means 12 transmits a transmission delay control sig-
nal to the transmission delay generator 4 of each of the ultra-
sonic transducers according to the delay amount table and the
delay amount is defined for each of the ultrasonic transducers
in the transmission delay generator 4 (S24).

At the same time, the delay control signal generating
means 12 may transmit information on the delay amount for
reception at the first timing as reception delay control signal
to the reception delay generator 7 of each of the ultrasonic
transducers according to the delay amount table and the
reception delay generator 7 may define it as the initial recep-
tion delay. After defining the delay amount, the apparatus
moves to an operation of transmitting an ultrasonic pulse.

The transmission pulse signal generated by a transmission
signal generator (not illustrated) is broken down for the indi-
vidual ultrasonic transducers by the separator 8 and input to
the transmission delay generators 4 of the ultrasonic trans-
ducers. Each of the transmission delay generators 4 generates
a delay to the signal transmitted to the corresponding ultra-
sonic transducer according to the transmission delay control
signal from the delay control signal generating means 12.
Preferably, the delay control signal generating means 12 gen-
erates an amplitude control signal for controlling the signal
amplitude magnifying ratio of each of the transmission delay
generators 4 and transmits it to the corresponding ultrasonic
transducer. Each of the signal delay generators 4 has an
amplifying function and can control the signal amplitude of
the transmitted signal according to the amplitude control
signal transmitted to it. With such an arrangement, ampli-
tudes of the transmitted signals of each probe 1 show a dis-
tribution among the ultrasonic transducers to enable to
execute an apodization process, which is well known in the
technical field. As is well known, the side lobe that is pro-
duced in the ultrasonic beam transmitted from the probe 1 is
suppressed to enable to efficiently irradiate the transmitted
ultrasonic beam onto the target.

The transmitted pulse signal to which a predetermined time
delay is given by the transmission delay generator 4 is con-
verted into an analog signal by the D/A converter 3 and
amplified by the amplifier 2 before the correspond ultrasonic
transducer is driven to generate a ultrasonic wave. The ultra-
sonic waves generated by the ultrasonic transducers of the
probe 1 are multiplexed and an ultrasonic beam that is to be
converged to a predetermined transmission focusing point is
transmitted into the living tissue (S25).

The transmitted ultrasonic beam is reflected by different
parts of the living tissue to produce ultrasonic echoes. The
delay control signal generating means 12 prepares reception
delay control signals at predetermined timings by referring to
the delay table and transmits them to the reception delay
generators 7. Each of the reception delay generators 7 defines
a delay amount according to the reception delay control sig-
nal.

The ultrasonic echoes of different parts of the living tissue
are detected by the ultrasonic transducers, which by turn
generates ultrasonic echo time series signals (S26). The ultra-
sonic echo time series signal from each of the ultrasonic
transducers is amplified by the amplifier 5 thereof'to an inten-
sity level that is satisfactory relative to the noise of the appa-
ratus and then converted into a digital signal by the A/D
converter 6 before input to the reception delay generator 7.
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The reception delay generator 7 of the ultrasonic transducer
delays the ultrasonic echo time series signal by the delay
amount defined at a predetermined timing.

The ultrasonic echo time series signal output from the
reception delay generator 7 is delayed by the delay amount
defined for it, which delay amount may vary from ultrasonic
transducer to ultrasonic transducer in each probe and depend-
ing on the scanning method selected from various scanning
methods as described above. The arrangement of delay
amounts is determined as the scanning control means 11
prepares a delay table that describes the desired arrangement
of delays according to the scanning method selected from
various scanning methods. For this embodiment, an instance
where the reception focus point is moved along the transmit-
ted beam at a timing that corresponds to the propagation of the
ultrasonic wave and the received signals of the probes are
subjected to phasing addition by aperture synthesis will be
described as an example.

In this instance, the ultrasonic echo time series signals
output from the reception delay generators 7 are so delayed
that the echo time series signals from a same point of the
living tissue gets to a same time position. Therefore, the
received signals can be subjected to phasing addition by aper-
ture synthesis at the same timing. The ultrasonic echo time
series signals of each probe are added by the adder 9 (S27)
and subsequently all the ultrasonic echo time series signals of
all the probes are added by the adder 13 (S28). The signal
obtained after the phasing addition is detected by envelope
detection and subsequently the image data preparing means
15 prepares image data by way of a process that is well known
in the technical field. The process is summarily such that, the
signals are subjected to logarithmic amplification in order to
adjust the signal dynamic range to the luminance dynamic
range and subsequently subjected to ultrasonic reception
scanning by means a digital scan converter. Then, the signals
are output to an image display apparatus or recorded in a
recording means as image data.

The above-described series of processes are repeated for
the number of image scanning lines to prepare a cross-sec-
tional image of a frame or a frame image. While the trans-
mission focus is defined for each image scanning line in the
above description, a plurality of transmission focusing points
can be defined for a single image scanning line. If such is the
case, a set of transmission delay amounts may be prepared at
the timing of switching the transmission focusing point in the
delay table that is prepared by the scanning control means 11.
With this arrangement, a plurality of high sound pressure
points can be defined for acquiring data of a single image
scanning line. Then, the ultrasonic echoes from the living
tissue that correspond the image section line uniformly show
a high intensity to provide an advantage of being able to
prepare a highly luminance sharp image.

FIG. 6 is still another process flowchart illustrating the
operation of the embodiment of FIG. 1.

The process of FIG. 6 is characterized in that the position
and direction detecting means acquires information each time
a frame image is obtained and the delay amount computing
means computes the delay amounts for a plurality of ultra-
sonic transducers to generate a delay control signal. As will be
described hereinafter, it may be so arranged that the delay
amount computing means computes again the delay amounts
only when the fluctuations of the relative position and the
relative angle of each of the ultrasound probes exceed a pre-
determined reference value among the frame images to gen-
erate a delay control signal.

Now, the process flow will be described in detail by refer-
ring to FIG. 6. This flow includes a process where the scan-
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ning control means 11 compares the position information of
each of the probes acquired by the position sensor 10 with the
position information of the probe used in the last frame pro-
cess and it is determined if the delay table is to be updated/
prepared or not according to the outcome of the comparison.
Only different points from the flow of FIG. 2 will be described
below. The process of FIG. 6 utilizes a memory means for
storing the position information of each of the probes
acquired by the position sensor 10 for each frame process and
aprobe position information comparing means for comparing
the values of the acquired position information of each of the
probes among the frames.

The apparatus has a control means for determining if the
delay amounts of the transmission delay generators 4 and/or
the reception delay generators 7 are to be computed and the
delay table describing them is to be updated/prepared or not
according to the outcome of the comparison by the probe
position information comparing means. Note that FIG. 6 dif-
fers from FIG. 2 in that the apparatus of FIG. 6 has such a
control means.

The memory means, the probe position information com-
paring means and the control means can be implemented on a
processor such as a CPU by programming. The position infor-
mation of each of the probes may be numerical data, the
number of which may be up to 6, including the probe position
R, and the orientation angle of each of the probes and the
azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer array thereof.

Therefore, at the time of starting the frame process, the
probe position information comparing means compares the
position information of each of the probes acquired by the
positionsensor 10 with the position information of each of the
probes of the last frame process stored in the memory means.
The probe position information comparing means determines
the difference between the position of each of the probes and
the position of the probe at the last frame process and, if the
difference exceeds a predefined reference value, the probe
position information comparing means determines that the
probe position is shifted between the two successive frame
processes. Then, the apparatus proceeds to the process of
computing the delay amounts for the transmission delay gen-
erators 4 and/or the reception delay generators 7 of each ofthe
probes by means of the delay amount computing means
according to the newly acquired probe position information
of each of the probes and updating/preparing the delay table.
If, on the other hand, the difference between the position of
each of the probes according to the newly acquired position
information of the probe and the position of the probe at the
last frame process does not exceed the predefined reference
value, the probe position information comparing means nei-
ther compute the delay amounts nor update/prepare the delay
table but employs the delay table used for the last frame
process for the remaining part of the process.

The numerical values stored in the memory means are
replaced by the newly acquired position information of each
of the probes after the comparison. Subsequently, the delay
control signal generating means 12 transmits a transmission
delay control signal to the transmission delay generator 4 of
each of the ultrasonic transducers by referring to the delay
table and the delay amount is set in the transmission delay
generator 4 of the ultrasonic transducer. A process similar to
the one described above by referring to FIG. 2 comes there-
after.

In the flow illustrated in FIG. 6, the position information of
each of the probes acquired at the time of starting the frame
process is compared with the position information of the
probe used in the last frame process. Then, if the shift of the
probe in terms of position and direction does not exceed a
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predefined value, the operation of computing the delay
amounts and preparing a delay table for the frame process is
omitted. Therefore, any unnecessary increase in the volume
of the processing operation can be prevented from taking
place when the positional shift of the probe is small, although
the positional shift ofthe probe between two successive frame
processes is appropriately accommodated. Then, as a result,
the effective scanning time can be reduced to further improve
the effect of minimizing the distortion of the image produced
when scanning the cross section plane due to the movement of
the body that is produced by heart beats or the like.

FIG. 3 is a process flowchart illustrating the operation of
the embodiment of FIG. 1 that is different from the one
illustrated in FIG. 2.

According to FIG. 3, the delay amounts for the plurality of
ultrasonic transducers of each of the ultrasound probes are
computed according to the relative position information and
the relative angle information of the plurality of ultrasound
probes each time the ultrasound probes respectively transmit
ultrasonic beams in order to form a frame image.

The following process can be executed also for reception.
The delay amounts for the plurality of ultrasonic transducers
of each of the ultrasound probes are computed according to
the relative position information and the relative angle infor-
mation of the plurality of ultrasound probes each time the
ultrasound probes respectively receive ultrasonic beams in
order to form a frame image.

More specifically, information is collected from the posi-
tion sensor 10 for each image scanning line of a cross section
plane before each transmitting operation and each receiving
operation during the scanning in a frame process. Thus, if
compared with the process of FIG. 2, the time intervals of
collection of probe position information is reduced because
probe position information is collected from the position
sensor 10 for each image scanning line.

Particularly, the position and the orientation angle of each
of the probes and the azimuth angle of the ultrasonic trans-
ducer array thereof are detected immediately before each
transmitting operation and each receiving operation for beam
focusing. Then, the positional shift with time of each of
probes can be appropriately accommodated by determining
the delay amount for each of the ultrasonic transducers of
each of the probes according to the information on the detec-
tion.

This arrangement provides a high degree of design free-
dom of implementing a plurality of probes in order to allevi-
ate any strange feeling on the part of the target object of
examination particularly in a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus
and the apparatus can be formed so as to include an optical,
magnetic or some other remote position sensor. Any of the
probes put on the body surface can be temporally shifted with
time by the heart beats or some other move on the part of the
target object of examination. However, a beam scanning
operation can be conducted to accommodate such a temporal
shift of any of the probes by following the process flow of
FIG. 3.

Now, the process flow of FIG. 3 will be described below.
However, the processing steps similar to those of FIG. 2 that
are described above will not be described any further.

A plurality of transmission focusing positions are defined
by the scanning control means 11 according to the given
scanning control signal (S31). At the same time, a plurality of
reception focusing positions may be defined.

Then, the position and the orientation angle of each of the
probes and the azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer
array thereof are detected from the position sensor 10 by the
delay computing means in the scanning control means 11
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(S32) and the transmission delay amounts are computed
(533) and defined for the respective transducers (S34).

Additionally, delay amounts are computed and defined for
reception. A plurality of reception focuses can be defined at
the time of reception for a single transmission of an ultrasonic
wave. If such is the case, the timings of switching the recep-
tion focuses at the time of reception and the reception delay
amounts are listed in the delay amount table.

The information on the transmission delay amounts com-
puted by the delay control signal generating means 12 is
transmitted to the transmission delay generator 4 of each of
the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes as transmis-
sion delay control signal and the transmission delay amount is
set in the transmission delay generator 4 (S34). At this time,
the delay amount for the reception focusing position at the
beginning of reception may also be transmitted to the corre-
sponding reception delay generator 7 and set in the reception
delay generator 7 in advance.

Then, the process proceeds to a transmitting operation and
a focused ultrasonic beam is transmitted from each of the
probes in a manner as described above by referring to FIG. 2
(S35).

Thereafter, the process proceeds to a receiving operation
and a reception echo time series signal is generated from each
of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes as
described above by referring to FIG. 2 (S36) and a digitized
reception echo time series signal is input to the reception
delay generator 7 by way of the amplifier 5 and the A/D
converter 6. The delay control signal generating means 12
transmits a reception delay control signal to the reception
delay generator 7 according to the delay amount table pre-
pared in advance at the timing of switching the reception
focus. Then, it causes a delay to be produced to the echo time
series signal input to each of the ultrasonic transducers of
each of the probes at the timing.

Thereafter, the echo time series signals of each of the
probes are subjected to phasing addition as described above
by referring to FIG. 2 (S837) and all the echo time series
signals are added (S38) and transmitted to the image data
preparing means 15 by way of the detector 14.

The above-described series of processes are repeated for
the number of image scanning lines to prepare a cross-sec-
tional image at the image data preparing means 15.

The operation of computing the reception delay amounts
and that of preparing a reception delay table may be con-
ducted simultaneously with the operation of computing the
transmission delay amounts and before a transmitting opera-
tion or during a receiving operation by the scanning control
means 11 in this process. Such an arrangement provides an
advantage of reducing the overall processing time without
reducing the frame rate.

While delay amounts are defined for the operation of trans-
mission and that of reception according to the position infor-
mation of each of the probes from the position sensor 10 in the
above description, delay amounts can be defined only for the
operation of reception or transmission. If such is the case, a
fixed value that corresponds to the scanning control signal can
be used as the delay amount of each of the ultrasonic trans-
ducers of each of the probes in an operation of not using the
position information from the position sensor 10.

Those sets of fixed delay amounts are stored in the scan-
ning control means 11 or the delay control signal generating
means 12 as a fixed delay amount table. Then, at the time of
acorresponding transmitting or receiving operation, the delay
amount information is sent to the delay generator 4 and/or the
delay generator 7 of each of the ultrasonic transducers of each
of the probes so that it may be set in the transmission delay
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generator 4 and/or the reception delay generator 7. Then, the
operation of computing delay amounts by the scanning con-
trol means 11 can be omitted.

Still additionally, a memory means for storing the probe
position information from the position sensor 10 and a probe
position information comparing means may be provided so
that each acquired piece of probe position information may be
compared with the piece of probe position information used
at the last transmitting operation and/or at the last receiving
operation. Then, the delay amount computing means com-
putes the delay amounts only when the fluctuations of the
probe position information of each of the probe exceed a
predetermined reference value between two successive trans-
mitting operations and/or between two successive receiving
operations so that the delay amount computing operation may
be omitted when the fluctuations of the probe position is small
to prevent the amount of operation of the frame process from
increasing.

FIG. 7 is a flowchart of such an operation of frame process.

(In the Case of Transmission)

Relative position information and relative angle informa-
tion are acquired for the plurality of ultrasound probes each
time the ultrasound probes transmits respective ultrasonic
beams in order to form a frame image as in the flowchart of
FIG. 3. However, the acquired information is compared with
the information that is acquired last time and the delay
amount computing means computes the delay amounts for
the plurality of ultrasonic transducers only when the change
in the acquired information from the last information exceeds
a predetermined reference value.

(In the Case of Reception)

Relative position information and relative angle informa-
tion are acquired for the plurality of ultrasound probes each
time the ultrasound probes receives respective ultrasonic
beams in order to form a frame image as in the flowchart of
FIG. 3. However, the acquired information is compared with
the information that is acquired last time and the delay
amount computing means computes the delay amounts for
the plurality of ultrasonic transducers only when the change
in the acquired information from the last information exceeds
a predetermined reference value.

The process will be described more specifically below.

At the time of starting a transmitting operation and/or a
receiving operation, the probe position information compar-
ing means compares the probe position information of each of
the probes acquired by the position sensor 10 with the probe
position information of the last transmitting operation and/or
the last receiving operation stored in the memory means. If
the difference between the position of each of the probes and
the position of the probe at the last transmitting operation
and/or the last receiving operation exceeds a predetermined
reference value, the probe position information comparing
means determines that the probe position is shifted between
the two transmitting operations and/or between the two
receiving operations. Then, the delay amount computing
means computes the delay amount of the transmission delay
generator 4 and/or the reception delay generator 7 of each of
the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes as in FIG. 3.
On the other hand, if the difference between the position of
each of the probes and the position of the probe at the last
transmitting operation and/or the last receiving operation
does not exceed a predetermined reference value, the delay
amount computing means does not compute any delay
amount and executes the beam transmission process and the
following processes, using the delay amounts employed in
the last frame process. Thereafter, the operation follows the
flowchart of FIG. 3 but will not be described any further.
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With the above-described arrangement, the positional shift
ofany of the probes is treated within a time period shorter than
the one described above by referring to FIG. 6 and, when the
positional shift of any probe is small, the frame process can be
executed with a processing operation that is simpler than the
one described above by referring to FIG. 3.

While the delay computing means is arranged in the scan-
ning control means 11 in the above description, the delay
computing means may alternatively be arranged in the delay
control signal generating means 12. Particularly, when the
above arrangements are realized by a digital signal processor
such as a CPU, both the scanning control means 11 and the
delay control signal generating means 12 can be implemented
in the same processor by programming. Then, the delay com-
puting means can be realized as processing means also by
programming.

The plurality of ultrasound probes are preferably coupled
to each other by a support arm coupling means as will be
described in greater detail in the Example below.

EXAMPLE

Now, an example where the present invention is applied to
blood flow measurement of a diagnostic ultrasound apparatus
will be described below by referring to FIG. 4.

The arrangement of this example can be used for a mea-
surement operation of determining the moving speed of tissue
or the flowing speed of blood in a blood vessel at a specific
position that is selected as the moving part of a specific body
portion.

While an operation of measuring the blood flow rate is
described below as a typical example, the following descrip-
tion is generally applicable to any operation of measuring the
speed of a moving part of a body. The Doppler method or the
color Doppler method is employed in conventional diagnostic
ultrasound apparatus to measure the blood flow rate and
determine the blood flow volume by using the measured
blood flow rate. However, since the Doppler method and the
color Doppler method are methods of detecting the phase
difference of ultrasonic echo signals, they can only obtain the
velocity component in the moving direction of an ultrasonic
wave in principle. Conventionally, for this reason, the moving
direction of the ultrasonic wave is made to agree with the
flowing direction of blood, the velocity component in a direc-
tion other than the moving direction of the ultrasonic wave is
estimated or the argument of the transmitted/received beam is
utilized for the measurement. When the moving direction of
an ultrasonic wave is made to agree with the flowing direction
of blood, the measurement is subjected to restrictions. When
the velocity component in a direction other than the moving
direction of an ultrasonic wave is estimated, the estimation
inevitably involves error. No improvement of accuracy can be
expected for measurement utilizing the argument of a trans-
mitted/received beam because beam deflection is limited
when a single probe is used.

In this example, a position/direction detecting means for
detecting the relative position of a plurality of ultrasound
probes and the orientation of each of the ultrasound probes is
employed. Then, a delay control signal generating means that
generates a delay control signal for controlling the signal
delay to each of the plurality of ultrasonic transducers of each
of the plurality of ultrasound probes, using the information on
the relative position and the orientation of the ultrasound
probes obtained from the position/direction detecting means,
is utilized. Large crossing angles can be selected for the
beams transmitted from and received by the plurality of
probes to enable to realize a highly accurate three-dimen-
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sional velocity vector measurement by controlling the delay
means for delaying the transmission of each ultrasonic wave
to and the reception of each ultrasonic wave from an target
object of examination by means of the delay control signal.

While only one of a plurality of probes is illustrated in FIG.
4 as in FIG. 1 for the purpose of simplicity of description, all
the remaining probes have similar components. Additionally,
the components same as those of FIG. 1 denoted respectively
by the same reference symbols.

Transmission focusing positions are defined by the scan-
ning control means 11 for all the points selected for measur-
ing the speed in the body according to the given scanning
control signal. At the same time, reception focusing positions
are defined for all the same points. Then, the position infor-
mation of the position sensor 10 on the probes including the
position and the orientation angle of each of the probes and
the azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer array thereof'is
acquired by the scanning control means 11. Subsequently, the
transmission delay amount and the reception delay amount
that correspond respectively to the transmission focusing
position and the reception focusing position are computed for
each of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes.

The delay control signal generating means 12 transmits the
transmission delay amount and the reception delay amount of
each of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes
according to the transmission delay amount and the reception
delay amount of the ultrasonic transducer computed by the
scanning control means 11 and the transmission delay
amount and the reception delay amount are set in the respec-
tive delay generators 18 of the probe.

At the same time, the scanning control means 11 computes
the direction of the beam received from each of the probes
according to the information on the reception focusing posi-
tion and the orientation of the probe and then inputs the
information on the direction of the received beam to the
velocity synthesizing circuit 23.

While the amplifiers 16, the A/D-D/A converters 17 and the
delay generators 18 of this example can be operated for both
transmission and reception, separate ones may alternatively
be provided for transmission and reception as in the case of
FIG. 1. FIG. 4 denotes transmission/reception changeover
switches 19 for switching transmission and reception accord-
ing to the control signal from the scanning control means 11.

The quadrature detector 20, the autocorrelation circuit 21
and the velocity component computation circuit 22 are veloc-
ity detection circuits that are utilized for the color Doppler
method in the technical field of diagnostic ultrasound appa-
ratus.

The velocity synthesizing circuit 23 and the above circuits
may be provided as separate digital circuits or implemented in
a general purpose CPU as software just like the scanning
control means 11 and the delay control signal generating
means 12.

The transmission pulse signal generated by a transmission
signal generating means (not illustrated) is broken down for
the individual ultrasonic transducers by a separator (not illus-
trated) and input respectively to the delay generators 18 by
way of the changeover switches 19. A transmission delay
amount that corresponds to the transmission focusing posi-
tion is defined in each of the delay generator 18 by the trans-
mission delay control signal from the delay control signal
generating means 12 to produce a delay to each transmission
pulse signal. Subsequently, each transmission pulse signal is
converted into an analog signal by a /A converter 17 and
amplified by an amplifier 16 to drive the corresponding one of
the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes so that con-
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sequently the probe transmits a focused ultrasonic beam to a
predetermined transmission focusing point.

Thereafter, the changeover switch 19 is turned for recep-
tion at the time when a receiving operation starts and a recep-
tion delay control signal is input to each of the delay genera-
tors 18 from the delay control signal generating means 12 to
define a reception delay amount for the delay generator 18.

Each of the ultrasonic transducers of each of the probes
senses the ultrasonic echo from the target reception focusing
point and generates a reception echo signal. The reception
echo signal is amplified by the corresponding amplifier 16
and digitized by the corresponding A/D converter 17 before it
is subjected to a delay by the corresponding delay generator
18 that corresponds to the reception focus. Thereafter, the
signals of each of the probes pass through the respective
transmission/reception changeover switches 19 and added by
the adder 9. The addition is phasing addition because of the
reception echo signals from the ultrasonic transducers of the
probe agree with each other in terms of time relative to the
reception focusing point because the delays produced by the
delay generators 18. Then, the obtained signal is sequentially
input to the quadrature detector 20, the autocorrelation circuit
21 and the velocity component computation circuit 22 to
determine the velocity component of the probe in the direc-
tion of the received beam.

Generally, the plurality of probes are oriented in respective
directions and the directions of the beams focused at the target
object and received by different probes are different from
each other. Therefore, the velocity components obtained by
the velocity component computation circuits 22 are those of
different directions. Thus, the velocity components obtained
from ultrasonic echoes propagating in different directions
from a same target point are components oriented in different
directions from that point.

The velocity synthesizing circuit 23 computationally
determines a three-dimensional velocity vector that is synthe-
sized by using the information on the directions of the beams
received by the probes obtained from the scanning control
means 11 and the information on the velocity components
obtained from the velocity component computation circuit 22
of each of the probes.

FIG. 5 is an exploded schematic perspective view of a
position sensor 10 that is used in this example.

In this example, the devices respectively holding the plu-
rality of probes are equipped with respective position sensors.

Each of the probe holding devices includes a support arm
37 and a probe holding section 38. Each of the position
sensors includes a linear sensor 36 and a rotary encoder 35
arranged at the corresponding support arm 37 and four rotary
encoders 31, 32, 33 and 34 arranged at the corresponding
probe holding section 38. The support arm 37 can be freely
engaged in position and disengaged from the position and its
length can be made to change and measured by means of the
linear sensor 36. Any two support arms 37 can be connected
to each other by way of a probe holding section 38 and the
angle between the support arms can be changed and measured
by the rotary encoder 34. The angle of the holding arm 37 in
the axis direction can be measured by the rotary encoder 35.
The orientation of each probe can be shifted by means of the
probe holding section 38 and its elevation angle and azimuth
angle can be measured respectively by the rotary encoders 32
and 33. The azimuth angle of the ultrasonic transducer array
39 on the probe can be measured by the rotary encoder 31.

The relative position of the probe and another probe
coupled to the former probe can be detected by means of the
linear sensor 36 and the rotary encoders 34 and 35 and the
orientation of the probe can be detected by the rotary encoders
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32 and 33, while the relative azimuth angle of the ultrasonic
transducer array 39 can be detected by the rotary encoder 31.

The probe position information from the position sensor 10
can be computationally determined by means of the above-
described arrangement.

The diagnostic ultrasound apparatus of this example can be
formed so as to include support arms connected to the respec-
tive ultrasound probes and having a variable length and a
length detection means for detecting the length of each of the
support arms. The orientation angles of ultrasound probes
coupled by a support arm can be measured. Support arms can
be coupled directly or by way of a support arm coupling
means. All the ultrasound probes can be coupled to each other
and one or more than one angle detection means can be
provided so as to make it or each of them, whichever appro-
priate, detect the angle between two support arms or between
a support arm and a support arm coupling means. Then,
information relating to the relative positions and the relative
orientations of the plurality of ultrasound probes can be
obtained from the outputs of the length detection means and
the angle detection means.

A diagnostic ultrasound apparatus according to the present
invention can be arranged as a single unit relative to a target
object of examination by supporting a plurality of probes
collectively by means of a support device and arranging a
position sensor thereon and the position and the orientation of
each of the probes can be freely selected so that the plurality
of probes can be arranged in a simple manner for diagnosis.

While the present invention has been described with refer-
ence to exemplary embodiments, it is to be understood that
the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary
embodiments. The scope of the following claims is to be
accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass all
such modifications and equivalent structures and functions.

This application claims the benefit of Japanese Patent
Application Nos. 2008-138055 filed May 27, 2008 and 2009-
097225 filed Apr. 13, 2009, which are hereby incorporated by
reference herein in their entirety.

What is claimed is:

1. A diagnostic ultrasound apparatus for transmitting ultra-
sonic waves to a target object, receiving ultrasonic waves
reflected from the target object and generating image data
relating to the target object based on acquired echo signals,
said apparatus comprising:

a plurality of ultrasound probes, each being formed to

include a plurality of ultrasonic transducers;

delay circuitry deployed to electronically delay the timing

of transmission of ultrasonic waves from said ultrasonic
transducers; and

position-and-orientation sensors provided respectively in

said plurality of ultrasound probes to detect information
as to relative position and relative angle with respect to
each other of said plurality of ultrasound probes,
wherein said delay circuitry controls the timing of trans-
mission of ultrasonic waves from respective ones of said
ultrasonic transducers according to the information as to
relative position and relative angle with respect to each
other of said plurality of ultrasound probes that was
acquired from said position-and-orientation sensors so
that ultrasonic waves transmitted from said plurality of
ultrasound probes are in phase and combined with each
other in a crossing region of the transmitted waves.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein ultrasonic
beams transmitted from said ultrasound probes are subjected
to beam scanning so as to change the respective directions of
transmission thereof, and said apparatus further comprising:
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acentral processing unit and memory, said central process-
ing unit and memory cooperating to function as:

a delay amount computing unit for determining a delay
amount for each of said ultrasonic transducers according
to relative position information and relative angle infor-
mation of said plurality of ultrasound probes at the time
of starting the beam scanning or during the beam scan-
ning.

3. The apparatus according to claim 2, further comprising
a delay amount table, wherein results of computation by said
delay amount computing units are written to said delay
amount table before said ultrasound probes start the beam
scanning and said ultrasonic transducers are controlled for
signal delays during the beam scanning according to said
delay amount table.

4. The apparatus according to claim 2, wherein said posi-
tion-and-orientation sensors acquire relative position infor-
mation and relative angle information of said ultrasound
probes and said delay amount computing unit computes delay
amounts for said ultrasonic transducers and generates a delay
control signal each time said apparatus acquires a frame
image.

5. The apparatus according to claim 4, wherein said delay
amount computing unit computes the delay amounts for said
ultrasonic transducers again to generate a delay control signal
only when the difference in the relative position information
and the relative angle information of said ultrasound probes
among the acquired frame images exceeds a reference value.

6. The apparatus according to claim 2, wherein said delay
amount computing unit computes delay amounts for said
ultrasonic transducers according to relative position informa-
tion and relative angle information of said ultrasound probes
each time said ultrasound probes transmit ultrasonic beams in
order to form a frame image.

7. The apparatus according to claim 6, wherein said appa-
ratus acquires relative position information and relative angle
information of said ultrasound probes each time said ultra-
sound probes transmit respective ultrasonic beams to form a
frame image and compares the acquired information with the
last information and said delay amount computing unit com-
putes the delay amounts for said ultrasonic transducers again
only when the difference in the relative position information
and the relative angle information of said ultrasound probes
exceeds a reference value.

8. The apparatus according to claim 2, wherein ultrasonic
beams transmitted from said ultrasound probes are subjected
to focusing by said delay circuitry.

9. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein said plu-
rality of ultrasound probes are coupled to each other by a
support arm coupling unit.

10. A diagnostic ultrasound apparatus for transmitting
ultrasonic waves to a target object, receiving ultrasonic waves
reflected from the target object and generating image data
relating to the target object based on acquired echo signals,
said apparatus comprising:

a plurality of ultrasound probes, each being formed to
include a plurality of ultrasonic transducers;

delay circuitry deployed to electronically delay reception
signals from the plurality of ultrasound probes; and

position-and-orientation sensors arranged respectively in
said plurality of ultrasound probes to detect information
as to relative position and relative angle with respect to
each other of said plurality of ultrasound probes,
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wherein said delay circuitry controls electronically delay-
ing the reception signals according to the information as
to relative position and relative angle with respect to
each other of said plurality of ultrasound probes that was
acquired from said position-and-orientation sensors so
that reception signals, corresponding to ultrasonic
waves from a same point of the target object, from said
plurality of ultrasound probes are in phase with each
other.

11. The apparatus according to claim 10, wherein ultra-
sonic beams received by said ultrasound probes are subjected
to beam scanning so as to change the respective directions of
reception thereof, and said apparatus further comprising:

acentral processing unit and memory, said central process-
ing unit and memory cooperating to function as:

a delay amount computing unit for determining a delay
amount for each of said ultrasonic transducers according
to relative position information and relative angle infor-
mation of said plurality of ultrasound probes at the time
of starting the beam scanning or during the beam scan-
ning,
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12. The apparatus according to claim 11, wherein ultra-
sonic beams reflected from the target object of examination
are subjected to focusing by said delay circuitry.

13. The apparatus according to claim 11, wherein said
delay amount computing unit computes delay amounts for
said ultrasonic transducers according to relative position
information and relative angle information of said ultrasound
probes each time said ultrasound probes receive respective
ultrasonic beams to form a frame image.

14. The apparatus according to claim 13, wherein said
apparatus acquires relative position information and relative
angle information of said ultrasound probes each time said
ultrasound probes receive respective ultrasonic beams to
form a frame image and compares the acquired information
with the last information and said delay amount computing
unit computes the delay amounts for said ultrasonic transduc-
ers again only when the difference in the relative position
information and the relative angle information of said ultra-
sound probes exceeds a reference value.
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