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ULTRASONIC DIAGNOSTIC APPARATUS,
IMAGE PROCESSING APPARATUS AND
IMAGE PROCESSING METHOD

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is based upon and claims the benefit of
priority from Japanese Patent Application No. 2009-134310,
filed Jun. 3, 2009; the entire contents of which are incorpo-
rated herein by reference.

FIELD

Embodiments described herein relate generally to an ultra-
sonic diagnostic apparatus, an image processing apparatus
and an image processing method.

BACKGROUND

There is known an ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus which
three-dimensionally scans an ultrasonic wave applied to an
object and displays a three-dimensional image in real time.
The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus acquires three-dimen-
sional ultrasonic images of an object by three-dimensionally
scanning an ultrasonic beam and images the object. This
apparatus can also reconstruct a slice image from an arbitrary
imaging region (view) of a target anatomical region based on
acquired three-dimensional image data by arithmetic pro-
cessing.

The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus is used to non-inva-
sively examine an anatomical region in an object. The ultra-
sonic diagnostic apparatus can be suitably used for stress
echo examination for cardiac function examination, in patr-
ticular. In stress echo examination, first of all, this apparatus
acquires ultrasonic images of a plurality of views of the heart
under a predetermined protocol in a normal state of an object,
i.e., a state before the application of stress (which will be
referred to as a rest phase hereinafter). The apparatus then
acquires ultrasonic images of a plurality of views of the heart
again under the predetermined protocol in a state in which
exercise stress or pharmacological stress is applied to the
heart of the object to increase the heart rate, i.e., a state in
which stress is applied to the heart (which will be referred to
as a post phase hereinafter). Comparatively observing the
images acquired in the different phases allows to evaluate the
presence/absence of an ischemic region and a deterioration in
cardiac function.

Stress echo examination, however, requires images from a
plurality of views for the observation of the heart, and needs
to quickly acquire data. In addition, since stress is applied to
the heart of the object during examination, quick examination
is required to minimize the load on the object.

According to existing techniques, first of all, an examiner
(operator) acquires images of a plurality of views in a rest
phase. The examiner then produces a state of a post phase by
applying stress on the heart of the object, and acquires, in the
post phase, images of the same views as those in the rest
phase.

In such a procedure, however, the apparatus needs to
acquire images of the same views as those in a rest phase
before the heart rate decreases, with the heart rate being kept
high. It is therefore not easy for the examiner to expertly
display desired views. Such operation demands skill. That is,
an unskilled examiner takes time and effort to perform such
examination, resulting in a deterioration in operating effi-
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ciency. This leads to a great decrease in the number of exami-
nations that can be performed per day.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram showing a three-
dimensional ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to the
first embodiment;

FIG. 2 is a flowchart for explaining the operation of the first
embodiment;

FIGS. 3A, 3B, 3C, 3D, 3E, and 3F are views each showing
an example of an image of each of views detected in different
phases according to the first embodiment;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart for explaining the operation of the
third embodiment;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart for explaining the operation of the
fourth embodiment; and

FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C, 6D, 6E, 6F, 6G, and 6H are views for
explaining the fifth embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In general, according to one embodiment, a plurality of
embodiments will be described below. Stress echo examina-
tion on the heart, which is an example of an anatomical region
in an object, will be described below.

(First Embodiment)

FIG. 1 is a functional block diagram showing a three-
dimensional ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus according to the
first embodiment. Referring to FIG. 1, reference numeral 1
denotes a two-dimensional array probe. The two-dimensional
array probe 1 includes ultrasonic transducers arranged in a
matrix form. The two-dimensional array probe 1 three-di-
mensionally scans and transmits an ultrasonic wave, and
receives three-dimensional data as an echo signal.

The two-dimensional array probe 1 is connected to a trans-
mission/reception unit 2. The transmission/reception unit 2
includes a transmission unit 21 and a reception unit 22. The
transmission unit 21 supplies an electrical signal to the two-
dimensional array probe 1 to make it generate an ultrasonic
wave. The reception unit 22 receives an echo signal from the
two-dimensional array probe 1. That is, the transmission/
reception unit 2 repeatedly scans a three-dimensional region
including a region of interest of an anatomical region in an
object with an ultrasonic wave via the two-dimensional array
probe 1.

The transmission unit 21 includes, for example, a clock
generating circuit, transmission delay circuit, and pulser cir-
cuit (none of which are shown). The clock generating circuit
decides the transmission timing of an ultrasonic signal and a
transmission frequency. The transmission delay circuit
executes transmission focus by delaying ultrasonic waves to
be transmitted. The pulser circuit incorporates pulsers equal
in number to individual channels corresponding to the respec-
tive ultrasonic transducers. The pulser circuit generates driv-
ing pulses at delayed transmission timings. The driving
pulses are supplied to the respective ultrasonic transducers of
the two-dimensional array probe 1.

The reception unit 22 includes a preamplifier circuit, A/D
conversion circuit, and reception delay/addition circuit. The
preamplifier circuit amplifies an echo signal output from each
ultrasonic transducer of the two-dimensional array probe 1
for each reception channel. The A/D conversion circuit A/D-
converts each amplified echo signal. The reception delay/
addition circuit gives the A/D-converted echo signals delay
times required to decide reception directivity and adds the
delayed echo signals.
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The transmission/reception unit 2 is connected to a signal
processing unit 3. The signal processing unit 3 visualizes the
amplitude information of an echo to generate B-mode ultra-
sonic raster data from the echo signal, The signal processing
unit 3 includes a filter unit 31 and a raster data generating unit
32. The filter unit 31 performs bandpass filter processing for
a signal transmitted from the transmission/reception unit 2.
The raster data generating unit 32 generates B-mode ultra-
sonic raster data based on a signal output from the filter unit
31.

The signal processing unit 3 is connected to an image
processing unit 4. The image processing unit 4 generates
voxel data based on data after signal processing (B-mode
ultrasonic raster data) which is output from the signal pro-
cessing unit 3. The image processing unit 4 generates three-
dimensional image data by performing volume rendering for
this voxel data. The image processing unit 4 reconstructs an
MPR (Multi Plane Reconstruction) image of an arbitrary slice
of the object from the three-dimensional image data.

That is, the signal processing unit 3 and the image process-
ing unit 4 repeatedly generate three-dimensional image data
based on an output (B-mode ultrasonic raster data) from the
signal processing unit 3 for each scanning period in which the
transmission/reception unit 2 repeatedly three-dimensionally
scans an ultrasonic wave.

The image processing unit 4 is connected to a display unit
5. The display unit 5 is, for example, a CRT (Cathode Ray
Tube) or liquid crystal display, and displays three-dimen-
sional image data, MPR image, or the like output from the
image processing unit 4.

That is, the two-dimensional array probe 1, the transmis-
sion/reception unit 2, the signal processing unit 3, and the
image processing unit 4 generate three-dimensional image
data associated with the heart in the object. In stress echo
examination, this embodiment generates three-dimensional
image data in both a rest phase and a post phase.

Referring to FIG. 1, reference numeral 6 denotes a control
unit. The control unit 6 includes a storage unit 61 and an
image reconstruction unit 62. The storage unit 61 is a storage
device such as a ROM (Read Only Memory) or RAM (Ran-
dom Access Memory). The storage unit 61 stores various
kinds of control programs and the like. The CPU (not shown)
incorporated in the control unit 6 controls the transmission/
reception unit 2, the signal processing unit 3, the image pro-
cessing unit 4, and the like by processing the instructions
written in control programs. The storage unit 61 stores the
image data acquired in different phases in stress echo exami-
nation. The storage unit 61 further stores, as a reference image
(sample image). an image, of the images (MPR images) of the
views acquired in stress echo examination, which corre-
sponds to a reference view. The first embodiment uses an
image pattern of a four-chamber view, which is a four-cham-
ber view image, as a reference.

The image reconstruction unit 62 reconstructs a slice
image (MPR image) associated with a slice crossing a cardiac
region from three-dimensional image data for each scanning
period in which the transmission/reception unit 2 repeatedly
three-dimensionally scans an ultrasonic wave. The image
reconstruction unit 62 also reconstructs a slice image (MPR
image) associated with a slice crossing a cardiac region from
three-dimensional image data for each cardiac cycle. A car-
diac cycle can be obtained by an ECG (Electro Cardio Gram).

The image reconstruction unit 62 reconstructs an MPR
image of a slice set in, for example, an examination protocol
from three-dimensional image data for each scanning period
or each cardiac cycle. The image reconstruction unit 62 also
reconstructs an MPR image of another slice from the recon-
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structed MPR image or simultaneously reconstructs a plural-
ity of MPR images. This function will be described in detail
later.

The control unit 6 is connected to an operation unit 7. The
operation unit 7 is used to input various kinds of setting
information. Pieces of information or instructions input by
the operation unit 7 are supplied to the control unit 6. The
control unit 6 executes processing based on these pieces of
input information or instructions.

The control unit 6 controls the two-dimensional array
probe 1, the transmission/reception unit 2, the signal process-
ing unit 3, the image processing unit 4, and the image recon-
struction unit 62 in a rest phase and a post phase each in a
stress echo work flow. In this embodiment, the control unit 6
specifies a plurality of slice images crossing the cardiac
region. When specifying a specific slice of the heart from
three-dimensional image data in a rest phase, the control unit
6 repeats, in a post phase afterward, three-dimensional scan-
ning of ultrasonic waves, generation of three-dimensional
image data, and generation of three-dimensional image data
of a slice image associated with the slice specified in the rest
phase.

Alternatively, when specifying a slice image as a reference
from three-dimensional image data in a rest phase, the control
unit 6 repeats, in a post phase afterward, three-dimensional
scanning of ultrasonic waves, generation of three-dimen-
sional image data, generation of a plurality of slice images
from the three-dimensional image data, and selection of an
image from the plurality of slice images based on the slice
image specified in the rest phase.

FIG. 2 is a flowchart showing an example of a stress echo
work flow. Referring to FIG. 2, when starting stress echo
examination in step 200, the control unit 6 starts detection
processing for an image in a rest phase in step 201. In this step,
the control unit 6 acquires an image without any stress on the
heart of the object.

In step 201, the control unit 6 starts a procedure in a rest
phase. In this step, the examiner brings the two-dimensional
array probe 1 into contact with the object, and positions the
two-dimensional array probe 1 to set the entire region of
interest (the left ventricle) of the heart in the scanning area.
With the operation of the examiner, the transmission unit 21
of the transmission/reception unit 2 supplies an electrical
signal to the two-dimensional array probe 1 to generate an
ultrasonic wave and apply it to the object. The two-dimen-
sional array probe 1 captures an echo signal reflected by the
object. The reception unit 22 receives the signal. The trans-
mission/reception unit 2 supplies the obtained reception sig-
nal to the signal processing unit 3. The filter unit 31 then
performs bandpass filter processing for the signal. The result-
ant output is supplied to the raster data generating unit 32. The
raster data generating unit 32 generates B-mode ultrasonic
raster data.

The image processing unit 4 generates a volume rendering
image as a three-dimensional image or an MPR image based
on the B-mode ultrasonic rater data output from the signal
processing unit 3. In this manner, the control unit 6 acquires
three-dimensional image data about the region of interest (the
left ventricle) of the heart.

The control unit 6 acquires three-dimensional image data
over one or more cardiac cycles of the heart. The image
processing unit 4 reconstructs an MPR image of a necessary
view from three-dimensional image data for each ultrasonic
scanning period. The display unit 5 displays the reconstructed
MPR image.

In step 202, the control unit 6 detects a reference MPR
image, i.e., the slice image of a reference view, from the
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acquired three-dimensional image data. The first embodi-
ment uses a four-chamber view image as a reference MPR
image. This processing is also called automatic detection. An
example of automatic detection processing will be described
below.

The control unit 6 extracts a left ventricular wall annulus
portion or mitral annulus portion, which is relatively easy to
recognize, from a plurality of MPR images. The control unit
6 then positions a remote point remotest from the annulus
portion in the left ventricular chamber, and sets a straight line
connecting the remote point and the central portion of the
mitral annulus as a left ventricular center axis.

The control unit 6 then rotates a view about this left ven-
tricular center axis to generate a plurality of MPR images of
different slices. The control unit 6 performs pattern matching
processing by comparing the plurality of MPR images
obtained in this process with the reference image (four-cham-
ber view image) stored in the storage unit 61. The control unit
6 then extracts an MPR image most similar to the four-
chamber view of the reference image as a reference image of
the four-chamber view.

The control unit 6 then further rotates the MPR image
about the left ventricular center axis with the extracted four-
chamber view being a starting point to decide MPR images at
60° and 270° from the four-chamber view as a two-chamber
view (two-chamber image) and a three-chamber view (three-
chamber image), respectively. The control unit 6 further
extracts a short-axis image (SAX) perpendicular to the left
ventricular center axis by dividing the portion between a
cardiac apex portion and an annulus portion into three equal
parts. That is, the control unit 6 decides slices of Apical
(apical portion), Mid (middle portion), and Base (base por-
tion) as short-axis images located in the centers of the respec-
tive divided parts. FIGS. 3A, 3B, and 3C respectively show
the images of the four-chamber view, two-chamber view, and
three-chamber view obtained in this manner. FIGS. 3D, 3E,
ad 3F show the slice images of Apical, Mid, and Base, respec-
tively. Obviously, it is possible to search for each slice and
display it separately.

A stress echo protocol sometimes uses views other than
those shown in FIGS. 3A to 3C. However, since it is possible
to extract other views in the same manner as described above,
the first embodiment will exemplify the views shown in
FIGS.3A 10 3C.

The control unit 6 repeatedly executes the automatic detec-
tion process for images in step 202 for each ultrasonic scan-
ning interval. That is, the control unit 6 repeatedly executes
the extraction of an MPR image as a reference and the extrac-
tion of MPR images of other views based on the reference
image in real time for each scanning interval. The control unit
6 then displays each view image reconstructed in step 203 on
the display unit 5 in real time.

The heart moves in cardiac cycles, and exhibits different
shapes at the respective time phases in a cardiac cycle. For this
reason, an MPR image may be extracted (detected) for each
cardiac cycle. In this case, an MPR image is updated for each
frame, but the MPR positionis updated for each cardiac cycle.
Note that which time phase in a cardiac cycle is selected will
be described later.

In step 204, the control unit 6 starts detection processing
for an image in a post phase. Note that the storage unit 61
stores the three-dimensional image data acquired in the rest
phase, the reconstructed MPR image data, and the like before
the process advances to step 204.

In step 204, the control unit 6 acquires images while the
heartbeat of the object is raised by applying exercise or phar-
macological stress on the heart. In step 204, as in step 201, the
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examiner brings the two-dimensional array probe 1 into con-
tact with the object and positions the two-dimensional array
probe1 to set the entire region of interest (the left ventricle) of
the heart in the scanning area. With the operation of the
examiner, the two-dimensional array probe 1 generates an
ultrasonic wave. The two-dimensional array probe 1 receives
an echo from the object. The control unit 6 generates three-
dimensional image data based on the received echo signal.

Instep 205, the control unit 6 reconstructs a reference MPR
image, i.e., a slice image of a reference view, from the
acquired three-dimensional image data. In the first embodi-
ment, the control unit 6 detects an image of a four-channel
view. In step 205, as in step 202, the control unit 6 extracts, as
a reference image, an MPR image most similar to the refer-
ence image (four-chamber view image) stored in the storage
unit 61 by pattern matching with the reference image. The
control unit 6 decides an MPR image at an angle of 60° from
this reference image as a two-chamber view. The control unit
6 also decides an MPR image at an angle of 270° from this
reference image as a three-chamber view. The control unit 6
further decides slices of Apical (apical portion), Mid (middle
portion), and Base (base portion) as short-axis images (SAX)
perpendicular to the left ventricular center axis.

With the above process, the control unit 6 reconstructs
four-chamber view images (four-, two-, and three-channel
view images) like those shown in FIGS. 3A, 3B, and 3C and
slice images of Apical, Mid, and Base like those shown in
FIGS. 3D, 3E, and 3F. The control unit 6 displays the recon-
structed images of the respective views on the display unit 5
in real time in step 206. The control unit 6 causes the storage
unit 61 to store the three-dimensional image data acquired in
the post phase, the reconstructed MPR image data, and the
like.

In step 207, the control unit 6 displays the respective
images in the rest and post phases stored in the storage unit 61
on the display unit 5 side by side. In step 208, the control unit
6 compares these images and evaluates the degrees of match-
ing between them.

The first embodiment provides the ultrasonic diagnostic
apparatus with the function of detecting a four-chamber view
as a reference from MPR images obtained from three-dimen-
sional image data. That is, this function extracts, as a refer-
ence fourth-chamber view image, an MPR image most simi-
lar to a reference image stored in advance by pattern
matching. This apparatus is configured to automatically
decide a two-chamber view image, a three-chamber view
image, and the like as other necessary views in addition to
four-chamber image data as a reference.

With this arrangement, according to the first embodiment,
itis possible to automatically acquire notonly a four-chamber
view as a reference but also other view images such as a
two-chamber view image and a three-chamber view image by
one acquisition (one or more heartbeat) of three-dimensional
image data.

An existing technique needs to perform image acquisition
a plurality of number of times by, for example, acquiring a
plurality of views in a rest phase by moving the probe position
and acquiring identical views in a post phase. In addition, it is
necessary to adjust the probe position for each image acqui-
sition. In addition, when acquiring views in a post phase, it is
necessary to adjust each slice to a corresponding view in the
rest phase while seeing the image in the rest phase. This
operation is complicated and difficult in terms of manipula-
tion and operation.

In contrast to this, the first embodiment can greatly shorten
the image acquisition time necessary for stress echo exami-
nation and dramatically improve the operating efficiency of
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stress echo examination. In addition, before image evalua-
tion, the examiner (operator) needs only to concentrate his/
her attention on setting of the image acquisition position of
the probe. This can therefore lower the level of skill required
for image acquisition.

In addition, the first embodiment reconstructs an MPR
image of each view necessary for stress echo examination for
each ultrasonic scanning interval and displays each recon-
structed image on the display unit 5 in real time. This can
further improve the convenience for the examiner.

Note that the first embodiment is configured to detect a
four-chamber view as a reference by pattern matching. How-
ever, it is possible to decide a widest view in a heart chamber
area as a four-chamber view.

(Second Embodiment)

The first embodiment has disclosed the case of detecting a
four-chamber view image as a reference image. In order to
extract each view image from three-dimensional image data
in actual stress echo examination, a very important point is to
extract which view image is used as a reference image. Accu-
rately extracting a reference image makes it possible to rela-
tively easily extract other view images based on the relative
positional relationship between them and the reference
image.

Calculating the characteristic shape of the heart from an
overall image pattern including portions (the right ventricle
and the left atrium or the left ventricle) in addition to the left
ventricle can extract a desired view image more accurately. If,
however, a four-chamber view or two-chamber view is set as
a reference image, it is sometime impossible to clearly rec-
ognize the surrounding shape of the heart. In such a case, it is
difficult to specify a four-chamber (two-chamber) view
image from only the left ventricular shape, resulting in a
deterioration in extraction accuracy.

In contrast to this, a three-chamber view image, which is a
three-chamber view of the left ventricle, is an image including
the left ventricle and aorta, and the shape of the left ventricle
itself 1s also characteristic. In addition, the spatial area from
which a three-chamber view is obtained is limited. According
to the second embodiment, therefore, a three-chamber view
image is used as a reference image, and an image pattern of
such a three-chamber view is stored as a reference image in a
storage unit 61.

In the same procedure as that described in the first embodi-
ment, three-chamber views as references are detected in rest
and post phases. MPR images at angles of 60° and 270° from
the detected three-chamber view as a reference point are
respectively decided as a four-chamber view and a two-cham-
ber view. In addition, slices of Apical (apical portion), Mid
(middle portion), and Base (base portion) are decided as
short-axis images (SAX) perpendicular to the three-chamber
View.

Using a three-chamber view as a reference image in this
manner can further improve the detection accuracy of other
view images (two-chamber view and four-chamber view)
from the characteristics of the three-chamber view.

(Third Embodiment)

The first and second embodiments prepare a reference
image (MPR image) in advance and make the storage unit 61
store the image pattern as a reference image. There are many
variations of the examination protocol for stress echo exami-
nation. The protocol includes many elements such as selec-
tion of the number of times of examination after the applica-
tion of pharmacological stress and of an examination slice.
Therefore, a detected MPR image is not always an MPR
image desired by the examiner.
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The third embodiment is therefore configured to allow to
set an MPR image of a view (view image) desired by the
examiner and a desired detection time phase (cardiac time
phase) when performing protocol setting for stress echo
examination. Thatis, this embodiment allows to detect a view
and an MPR image at a time phase corresponding to the
examination protocol set in the apparatus. That is, the
embodiment makes a storage unit 61 store image data corre-
sponding to the view and time phase set in the examination
protocol as a reference image in advance.

As shown in FIG. 4, in the third embodiment, a stress echo
protocol is set in step 400. In this step, the examiner sets a
desired MPR image (view image) and a corresponding detec-
tion time phase (cardiac time phase) together with a protocol.
From step 401, the process shifts to the processing for detect-
ing images in a rest phase and the processing for detecting
images in a post phase. The processing in steps 401 to 409
corresponds to the processing in steps 200 to 208 in the first
embodiment described with reference to FIG. 2.

A control unit 6 detects the MPR images (or the cardiac
time phases of the MPR images) set in the stress echo protocol
from three-dimensional image data in a rest phase and a post
phase. The control unit 6 detects other MPR images based on
the detected MPR images. Alternatively, the control unit 6
may select and switch predetermined MPR images or cardiac
time phases after the acquisition of data.

According to the third embodiment, in stress echo protocol
setting, this apparatus is provided with a function of setting a
desired MPR image (view image), and hence MPR images
are detected in the order set in the protocol. A display unit 5
then displays the detected MPR images. This makes it pos-
sible to display desired MPR images from three-dimensional
image data. It is therefore possible to sequentially display
views necessary for stress echo examination.

When executing stress echo examination using a three-
chamber view or four-chamber view, the examiner sets these
views in the stress echo protocol in advance. With this opera-
tion, images of views desired by the examiner are automati-
cally detected. According to the third embodiment, it is pos-
sible to greatly shorten the detection time for images of views
necessary for stress echo examination and the examination
time.

In addition, in stress protocol setting, setting time phases
(cardiac time phases) at which MPR images are to be detected
can quickly acquire MPR images at desired time phases. This
can complete the processing in a shorter time than when
detecting images at all the time phases. According to the third
embodiment, setting optimal time phases for each examiner
can further make improvements in terms of detection accu-
racy and detection time.

(Fourth Embodiment)

According to the first and second embodiments, in a post
phase, the same operation as that performed in a rest phase to
detect MPR images (view images) is performed. Since the
position of the probe pressed against the object hardly
changes in the respective phases in many cases, the position
of an MPR image relative to three-dimensional image data
does not greatly change in many cases.

For this reason, the fourth embodiment is provided with a
function of storing the positional information of MPR images
relative to three-dimensional image data, which are extracted
in a rest phase, in advance and detecting MPR images corre-
sponding to the positional information of the MPR images in
the rest phase in initial display operation in a post phase.

As shown in FIG. 5, in step 500, the examiner sets a stress
echo protocol by using a protocol editor and the like. The
examiner sets both desired MPR images (view images) and
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corresponding detection time phases (cardiac time phases) in
addition to protocol setting. The process then advances to the
image detection procedure in a rest phase (step 501 and sub-
sequent steps). The operation in steps 501 to 503 corresponds
to the operation in steps 200 to 202 in the first embodiment
described with reference to FIG. 2.

In steps 501 to 503, a control unit 6 detects a predetermined
MPR image (or the cardiac time phase of an MPR image) set
from three-dimensional image data in advance by the stress
echo protocol in a rest phase. The control unit 6 also detects
other necessary MPR images based on this detected MPR
image.

When the process advances to step 504, a storage unit 61
stores the positional information of each MPR image relative
to three-dimensional image data which has been detected in
the rest phase. In this case, the position of an MPR image may
be finely adjusted by the processing performed by the control
unit 6 or scanning performed by the examiner. In such a case,
the control unit 6 causes the storage unit 61 to store the
position of the MPR image after the adjustment. In step 505,
the control unit 6 causes the storage unit 61 to also store the
data of the detected three-dimensional image data.

The process then advances to step 506 to start detecting
MPR images in a post phase. The control unit 6 performs
MPR image detection in the post phase based on the posi-
tional information of the MPR images in the rest phase stored
in step 504. In step 507, the control unit 6 displays the MPR
images detected based on the positional information as MPR
images in the post phase. If the position of the MPR images in
the rest phase have been adjusted, the control unit 6 displays
the MPR images after the positional adjustment.

In step 508, the control unit 6 causes the storage unit 61 to
store these image data. In step 509, the control unit 6 causes
adisplay unit 5 to display the images in the rest phase and the
images in the post phase, which are stored in the storage unit
61, side by side. In step 510, the examiner evaluates the
cardiac function by comparing the images in the rest and post
phases.

The fourth embodiment is configured to store, in advance,
the positional information of MPR images detected in a rest
phase and use the positional information of the MPR images
in the rest phase for MPR image detection in post phase. This
can shorten the detection time and improve the detection
accuracy. This can also make MPR images (view images) in
different phases become more similar to each other. Evenifan
offset has occurred between initial display slices, providing
the embodiment with a function of finely adjusting the offset
or performing detection again can display corrected MPR
images.

There is also available a technique of further improving the
accuracy of the positions of MPR images. That is, the exam-
iner manually detects an MPR image in arest phase and stores
its position in the storage unit 61. In a post phase, the control
unit 6 detects an MPR image based on the positional infor-
mation in the rest phase. This can detect a desired MPR image
with higher accuracy.

(Modification of Fourth Embodiment)

It is conceivable to use the following procedure instead of
the above procedure. For example, the control unit 6 causes
the storageunit 61 to store the image pattern ofan MPR image
detected in rest phase. In a post phase, the control unit 6
detects an MPR image by referring to the stored image pat-
tern. This makes it possible to extract the MPR images of
identical views before and after the application of stress on
the heart within a short period of time.
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10
(Fifth Embodiment)

FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C, 6D, 6E, 6F, 6G, and 6H are views for
explaining the fifth embodiment. FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C, and 6D
each are an example of a schematic view used to express the
systolic/diastolic function of the heart. Each schematic view
displays the indexes obtained by segmenting a region of intet-
est of the heart into a plurality of regions (segments) and
grading the function of the cardiac wall for each segment.
Such a schematic view is often used to evaluate the cardiac
function by stress echo examination. There are various kinds
of techniques available to segment a region of interest into a
plurality of segments. For example, the technique recom-
mended by ASE (American Society of Echocardiography)
can be used.

It is possible to detect an MPR image of an arbitrary view
from three-dimensional image data. Consider, for example,
MPR images of a four-chamber view, two-chamber view,
three-chamber view, and SAX view. The images of the four-
chamber view, two-chamber view, and three-chamber view
obtained by a protocol based on scanning from a cardiac apex
portion of the heart are almost the same as the images
obtained by two-dimensional scanning. However, an image
of a SAX view obtained by scanning from the cardiac apex
portion is an image from a probe position different from that
in normal two-dimensional scanning operation. Therefore,
without any processing, the SAX image is displayed in a
direction different from that in a normally used schematic
view.

The fifth embodiment is, therefore, provided with a means
for changing the display directions of MPR images detected
in different phases to the same directions as those in sche-
matic views with a score notation used for stress echo exami-
nation. More specifically, the control unit 6 changes the views
of the MPR images in FIGS. 6E, 6F, 6G, and 6H, which are
MPR images of a four-chamber view, two-chamber view,
three-chamber view, and SAX view, in accordance with the
schematic views of FIGS. 6A, 6B, 6C, and 6D. FIG. 6A
corresponds to the schematic view of the four-chamber view.
FIG. 6B corresponds to the schematic view of the two-cham-
ber view. FIG. 6C corresponds to the schematic view of the
three-chamber view. FIG. 6D corresponds to the schematic
view of the SAX view.

In the fifth embodiment, the control unit 6 displays marks
representing slices associated with the MPR images of the
four-chamber view, two-chamber view, three-chamber view,
and SAX view in accordance with the directions of the sche-
matic views with the score notation of the respective slice
images.

According to the fifth embodiment, it is possible to display
the MPR images of the four-chamber view, two-chamber
view, three-chamber view, and SAX view with their display
directions matching the display directions in schematic views
with a score notation. This allows the examiner to understand
the contents of an examination result more easily when evalu-
ating theresult, and hence can implement accurate stress echo
examination. In addition, superimposing and displaying seg-
ments al to dl constituting the score notation (FIGS. 6A, 6B,
6C, and 6D) on the respective MPR images (FIGS. 6E, 6F,
6G, and 6H) can further facilitate the comprehension of
image positions for comparison.

According to each embodiment described above, it is pos-
sible to quickly and easily detect MPR images necessary for
observation in stress echo examination for each phase. This
can therefore shorten the detection time for MPR images and
improve the examination efficiency.

In addition, according to each embodiment described
above, it is possible to quickly detect an optimal MPR image
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necessary for stress echo examination by setting an MPR
image or cardiac time phase in a protocol setting function for
stress echo examination.

While certain embodiments have been described, these
embodiments have been presented by way of example only,
and are not intended to limit the scope of the inventions.
Indeed, the novel methods and systems described herein may
be embodied in a variety of other forms; furthermore, various
omissions, substitutions and changes in the form of the meth-
ods and systems described herein may be made without
departing from the spirit of the inventions. The accompanying
claims and their equivalents are intended to cover such forms
or modifications as would fall within the scope and spirit of
the inventions.

What is claimed is:

1. An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus, comprising:

an ultrasonic probe;

a scanning unit configured to repeat three-dimensional
scanning on a three-dimensional region in an object with
an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe;

an image data generating unit configured to repeatedly
generate three-dimensional image data based on an out-
put from the scanning unit;

aslice specifying unit configured to specify a slice from the
three-dimensional image data concurrently with the
three-dimensional scanning, wherein the slice specify-
ing unit is configured to perform pattern matching
between a sample image and MPR images obtained by
rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis to
obtain a reference MPR image;

an image generating unit configured to generate at least one
slice image associated with the specified slice from the
three-dimensional image data; and

a display configured to display the generated slice image.

2. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies a plurality of slices crossing a car-
diac region.

3. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies a slice corresponding to a three-
chamber portion of a left ventricle of the heart.

4. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the image
generating unit generates a slice image at a time phase set in
a protocol for stress echo examination.

5. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies the slice from three-dimensional
image data generated in a rest phase before application of
stress in stress echo examination, and

the image generating unit generates a slice image associ-
ated with the slice specified in the rest phase, from
three-dimensional image data generated in a post phase
after application of stress in the stress echo examination.

6. The apparatus according to claim 5, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies the slice from three-dimensional
image data generated at a specific cardiac time phase in the
rest phase.

7. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects a slice image exhibiting a highest
correlation coefficient relative to a reference slice image pro-
vided in advance, from a plurality of slice images generated
from three-dimensional image data generated in a rest phase
before application of stress in stress echo examination, and

the image generating unit generates a slice image associ-
ated with a slice corresponding to the slice image
selected in the rest phase, from three-dimensional image
data generated in a post phase after application of stress
in the stress echo examination.
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8. The apparatus according to claim 7, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects the slice image from a plurality of slice
images generated from three-dimensional image data gener-
ated at a specific cardiac time phase in the rest phase.

9. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects, as a second reference slice image, a
slice image approximate to a first reference slice image pro-
vided in advance from a plurality of slice images generated
from three-dimensional image data generated in a rest phase
before application of stress in stress echo examination, and

the image generating unit generates a plurality of slice
images associated with a slice corresponding to the sec-
ond reference slice image selected in the rest phase, from
three-dimensional image data generated in a post phase
after application of stress in the stress echo examination,
and selects a slice image approximate to the second
reference slice image from the plurality of slice images.

10. The apparatus according to claim 9, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects the second slice image from a plurality
of slice images generated from three-dimensional image data
generated at a specific cardiac time phase in the rest phase.

11. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein in accor-
dance with a direction of a schematic view of the slice image
with a score notation, the display displays a mark represent-
ing a slice associated with a slice image generated by the
image generating unit.

12. An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus, comprising:

an ultrasonic probe;

a scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional
region in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultra-
sonic probe;

an image data generating unit configured to generate three-
dimensional image data based on an output from the
scanning unit;

aslice specifying unit configured to specify a slice from the
three-dimensional image data, wherein the slice speci-
fying unit is configured to perform pattern matching
between a sample image and MPR images obtained by
rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis to
obtain a reference MPR image;

an image generating unit configured to generate a slice
image associated with the specified slice, from the three-
dimensional image data;

a display configured to display the generated slice image;
and

a control unit configured to control the scanning unit, the
image data generating unit, the slice specifying unit, the
image generating unit, and the display so as to specify
the slice from the three-dimensional image dataina first
phase, repeatedly generate the three-dimensional image
data by repeating the three-dimensional scanning in a
second phase after the first phase, and generate and
display a slice image associated with a slice specified in
the first phase, from the three-dimensional image data.

13. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies a plurality of slices crossing a car-
diac region, and

the control unit controls the image generating unit to gen-
erate a plurality of slice images of different imaging
regions.

14. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the slice
specifying unit specifies a slice corresponding to a three-
chamber portion of a left ventricle of the heart.

15. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the con-
trol unit controls the image generating unit to generate a slice
image at a time phase set in a protocol for stress echo exami-
nation.
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16. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects a slice image exhibiting a highest
correlation coefficient relative to a reference slice image pro-
vided in advance, from a plurality of slice images generated
from three-dimensional image data generated in a rest phase
before application of stress in stress echo examination, and

the image generating unit generates a slice image associ-
ated with a slice corresponding to the slice image
selected in a rest phase, from three-dimensional image
data generated in a post phase after application of stress
in the stress echo examination.

17. The apparatus according to claim 16, wherein the slice
specifying unit selects the slice image from a plurality of slice
images generated from three-dimensional image data genet-
ated at a specific cardiac time phase in the rest phase.

18. The apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the con-
trol unit controls the display to display, in accordance with a
direction of a schematic view of the slice image with a score
notation, a mark representing a slice associated with a slice
image generated by the image generating unit.

19. An ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus, comprising:

an ultrasonic probe;

a scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional
region in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultra-
sonic probe;

an image data generating unit configured to generate three-
dimensional image data based on an output from the
scanning unit;

an image generating unit configured to generate a slice
image from the three-dimensional image data;

a display configured to display the generated slice image;
and

a control unit configured to control the scanning unit, the
image data generating unit, the image generating unit,
and the display so as to select a reference slice image
from a plurality of slice images generated from the
three-dimensional image data in a first phase, repeatedly
generate the three-dimensional image data by repeating
the three-dimensional scanning in a second phase after
the first phase, and select and display, using pattern
matching, a slice image exhibiting a highest correlation
coefficient relative to the reference slice image selected
in the first phase from a plurality of slice images gener-
ated from the three-dimensional image data by rotating
a slice angle around a calculated center axis.

20. The apparatus according to claim 19, wherein the ref-
erence slice image is selected from the plurality of slice
images, which are generated from three-dimensional image
data generated at a specific cardiac time phase in the first
phase.

21. The apparatus according to claim 20, wherein the slice
image is selected from the plurality of slice images, which are
generated from three-dimensional image data generated at
the specific cardiac time phase in the second phase.

22. The apparatus according to claim 19, wherein the plu-
rality of slice images correspond to a plurality of predeter-
mined slices crossing a cardiac region.

23. The apparatus according to claim 19, wherein the plu-
rality of slices are slices in which anyone of a four-chamber
portion, a three-chamber portion, and a two-chamber portion
of a heart exists.

24. An image processing apparatus used for an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to repeat three-dimensional scan-
ning on a three-dimensional region in an object with an ultra-
sonic wave via the ultrasonic probe, the apparatus compris-
ing:
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an image data generating unit configured to repeatedly
generate three-dimensional image data based on an out-
put from the scanning unit;
aslice specifying unit configured to specify a slice from the
three-dimensional image data concurrently with the
three-dimensional scanning, wherein the slice specify-
ing unit is configured to perform pattern matching
between a sample image and MPR images obtained by
rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis to
obtain a reference MPR image;
an image generating unit configured to generate a slice
image associated with the specified slice from the three-
dimensional image data; and
a display configured to display the generated slice image.
25. An image processing apparatus used for an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional region
in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe,
the apparatus comprising:
an image data generating unit configured to generate three-
dimensional image data based on an output from the
scanning unit;
aslice specifying unit configured to specify a slice from the
three-dimensional image data, wherein the slice speci-
fying unit is configured to perform pattern matching
between a sample image and MPR images obtained by
rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis to
obtain a reference MPR image;
an image generating unit configured to generate a slice
image associated with the specified slice, from the three-
dimensional image data;
a display configured to display the generated slice image;
and
a control unit configured to control the scanning unit, the
image data generating unit, the slice specifying unit, the
image generating unit, and the display so as to specify
the slice from the three-dimensional image dataina first
phase, repeatedly generate the three-dimensional image
data by repeating the three-dimensional scanning in a
second phase after the first phase, and generate and
display a slice image associated with a slice specified in
the first phase, from the three-dimensional image data.
26. An image processing apparatus used for an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional region
in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe,
the apparatus comprising:
an image data generating unit configured to generate three-
dimensional image data based on an output from the
scanning unit;
an image generating unit configured to generate a slice
image from the three-dimensional image data;
a display configured to display the generated slice image;
and
a control unit configured to control the scanning unit, the
image data generating unit, the image generating unit,
and the display so as to select a reference slice image
from a plurality of slice images generated from the
three-dimensional image data in a first phase, repeatedly
generate the three-dimensional image data by repeating
the three-dimensional scanning in a second phase after
the first phase, and select and display, using pattern
matching, a slice image exhibiting a highest correlation
coefficient relative to the reference slice image selected
in the first phase, from a plurality of slice images gen-
erated from the three-dimensional image data by rotat-
ing a slice angle around a calculated center axis.
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27. An image processing method used in an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional region
in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe,
the method comprising:

repeatedly generating three-dimensional image data based

on an output from the scanning unit;

specifying a slice from the three-dimensional image data

concurrently with the three-dimensional scanning, the
specifying step including performing pattern matching
between a sample image and MPR images obtained by
rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis to
obtain a reference MPR image;

generating at least one slice image associated with the

specified slice from the three-dimensional image data;
and

displaying the generated slice image.

28. An image processing method used in an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional region
in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe,
the method comprising:

generating three-dimensional image data based on an out-

put from the scanning unit;

specifying a slice from the three-dimensional image data,

the specifying step including performing pattern match-
ing between a sample image and MPR images obtained
by rotating a slice angle around a calculated center axis
to obtain a reference MPR image;

generating a slice image associated with the specified slice

from the three-dimensional image data;

displaying the generated slice image;

executing a first phase in which the slice is specified from

the three-dimensional image data; and

executing a second phase in which the three-dimensional

image data is repeatedly generated by repeating the
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three-dimensional scanning after the first phase, and a
slice image associated with a slice specified in the first
phase is generated and displayed from the three-dimen-
sional image data.

29. An image processing method used in an ultrasonic
diagnostic apparatus comprising an ultrasonic probe and a
scanning unit configured to scan a three-dimensional region
in an object with an ultrasonic wave via the ultrasonic probe,
the method comprising:

generating three-dimensional image data based on an out-

put from the scanning unit;

generating a slice image from the three-dimensional image

data;

displaying the generated slice image;

executing a first phase in which a reference slice image is

selected from a plurality of slice images generated from
the three-dimensional image data; and

executing a second phase in which the three-dimensional

image data is repeatedly generated by repeating the
three-dimensional scanning after the first phase, and a
slice image exhibiting a highest correlation coefficient
relative to the reference slice image selected in the first
phase is selected and displayed using pattern matching
from a plurality of slice images generated from the
three-dimensional image data by rotating a slice angle
around a calculated center axis.

30. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the image
generating unit is configured to automatically detect an MPR
image of a time phase or view set in a protocol for stress echo
examination, the detected MPR image varying depending on
the protocol.

31. The apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the slice
specifying unit is configured to extract an MPR image by
referring to an image pattern detected before application of a
stress.
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