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(57) ABSTRACT

A variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity between mul-
tiple vibrational elements or transducers included in an ultra-
sonic probe is corrected. An ultrasonic probe in accordance
with the present invention has multiple transducers, each of
which includes multiple vibrational elements that each trans-
mit or receive ultrasonic waves by converting ultrasonic
waves and an electric signal into each other with a bias volt-
age applied thereto, set inarray. The ultrasonic prove includes
a transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means that
independently adjusts the bias voltage to be applied to at least
two vibrational elements among the multiple vibrational ele-
ments so as to correct a variance in transmitting/receiving
sensitivity between the at least two vibrational elements.
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ULTRASONIC PROBE AND ULTRASONIC
DIAGNOSIS APPARATUS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to an ultrasonic probe having
multiple transducers, each of which transmits or receives
ultrasonic waves to or from a subject, set in array.

BACKGROUND ART

Ultrasonic probes have multiple transducers, each of which
converts an electric signal fed from an ultrasonic diagnosis
apparatus into ultrasonic waves and transmits the ultrasonic
waves to a subject, or receives reflected echoes generated
from the subject and converts the echoes into a received
signal, set in array. As the transducer, what employs a vibra-
tional element whose ultrasound transmitting/receiving sen-
sitivity varies depending on an applied bias voltage is known.

Herein, by controlling the bias voltage to be applied to
electrodes of the vibrational element, the ultrasound trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity can be controlled (refer to, for
example, patent document 1).

Patent document 1: JP-A-2004-274756

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION
Problems that the Invention is to Solve

However, in the above conventional technology, even when
the same bias voltage is applied, a variance in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity occurs between multiple vibrational ele-
ments or transducers due to a variance derived from manu-
facture of the vibrational elements or a residual stress or the
like. Consequently, image unevenness, deterioration of image
quality, or an artifact phenomenon takes place in an ultrasonic
image.

The patent document 1 implies that a variance in transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity of each vibrational element derived
from a residual stress or the like can be corrected by adjusting
a bias voltage to be applied to an ultrasonic transducer (ca-
pacitive micromachined ultrasonic transducer (cMUT)) that
is produced through micromachining for constructing a
vibrational element or a transducer. However, a concrete
means or adjustment method for adjusting the bias voltage is
not described therein. In the patent document 1, a proposal is
made of a high-voltage switching circuit in which: multiple
compact electronic switches are connected in series with an
ultrasonic driver; ultrasonic transducers are connected
between the electronic switches; and the electronic switch
groups are controlled in order to selectively drive the ultra-
sonic transducers. However, the switching circuit is a circuit
for selecting an ultrasonic transducer to be driven but does not
correct avariance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each
ultrasonic transducer.

An object of the present invention is to provide a concrete
means and method for correcting a variance in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity between multiple vibrational elements,
vibrational element groups, or transducers which are
included in an ultrasonic probe.

Means for Solving the Problems

Anultrasonic probe of the present invention for solving the
foregoing problem has multiple transducers, each of which
includes multiple vibrational elements that each transmit or
receive ultrasonic waves by converting ultrasonic waves and
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2

an electric signal into each other with a bias voltage applied
thereto, set in array, and includes a transmitting/receiving
sensitivity correction means that independently adjusts a bias
voltage to be applied to at least two vibrational elements
among the multiple vibrational elements, and corrects a vari-
ance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity between the at least
two vibrational elements.

Moreover, an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus of the present
invention for solving the foregoing problem includes: an
ultrasonic probe that has multiple transducers, each of which
includes at least one vibrational element that transmits or
receives ultrasonic waves by converting ultrasonic waves and
an electric signal into each other with a bias voltage applied
thereto, set in array; a bias means that generates a DC voltage
for use in feeding a bias voltage; and a transmission/reception
control means that transmits or receives an electric signal to
or from multiple vibrational elements. Between the bias
means and the at least two vibrational elements among the
multiple vibrational elements, a transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity correction means that independently adjusts the bias
voltage to be applied to the at least two vibrational elements
s0 as to correct a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity
between the at least two vibrational elements is interposed.

Moreover, a transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction
method of the present invention for solving the foregoing
problem is implemented in an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus
including: an ultrasonic probe that has multiple transducers,
each of which includes multiple vibrational elements that
each transmit or receive ultrasonic waves by converting ultra-
sonic waves and an electric signal into each other with a bias
voltage applied thereto, set in array; a bias means that gener-
ates a DC voltage for use in feeding the bias voltage; and a
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means that cor-
rects a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity between
at least two vibrational elements among the multiple vibra-
tional elements, and includes: a step of measuring the capaci-
ties of at least two vibrational elements; a step of selecting a
reference vibrational element from the at least two vibrational
elements; a step of obtaining a correction coefficient, which is
needed to correct a variance in transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity between the at least two vibrational elements, on the
basis of the capacity of the other vibrational element with
respect to the capacity of the reference vibrational element; a
step of calculating control data, which is needed to adjust the
bias voltage, on the basis of the correction coefficients for the
at least two vibrational elements, and storing the control data;
and a step of transmitting or receiving ultrasonic waves by
applying the adjusted bias voltage to each of the at least two
vibrational elements on the basis of the control data.

Moreover, a preferred embodiment of a transmitting/re-
ceiving sensitivity correction method further includes: a step
of detecting a received signal, which is based on transmission
or reception of ultrasonic waves to or from each of at least two
vibrational elements, with the same bias voltage applied to
each of the at least two vibrational elements; a step of obtain-
ing a magnitude of a change in a transmitting/receiving sen-
sitivity of each of the at least two vibrational elements on the
basis of the received signal of each of the at least two vibra-
tional elements; a step of updating control data so as to correct
the magnitude of the change of each of the at least two
vibrational elements and storing the resultant control data;
and a step of transmitting or receiving ultrasonic waves by
applying the adjusted bias voltage to each of the at least two
vibrational elements on the basis of the updated control data
for each of the at least two vibrational elements.



US 7,872,399 B2

3

In the above description, even when the vibrational ele-
ment is replaced with a vibrational element group, a trans-
ducer, or a transducer group, the same applies thereto.

ADVANTAGE OF THE INVENTION

According to the present invention, a variance in transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity between multiple vibrational ele-
ments, vibrational element groups, or transducers that are
included in an ultrasonic probe can be readily and highly
precisely corrected. As a result, a high-quality ultrasonic
image can be acquired.

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE
INVENTION

Referring to the drawings, embodiments of ultrasonic
probes to which the present invention is applied will be
described below.

First Embodiment

FIG. 1 shows an ultrasonic probe and an ultrasonic diag-
nosis apparatus to which the first embodiment of the present
invention is applied.

As shown in FIG. 1, an ultrasonic probe includes a vibra-
tional element 1 whose ultrasound transmitting/receiving
sensitivity varies depending on an applied bias voltage, and
an upper electrode 1-a and a lower electrode 1-b disposed
with the vibrational element 1 between them.

Herein, the ultrasonic probe of the present embodiment has
a transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7, which
corrects a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of the
vibrational element 1, interposed between the vibrational ele-
ment 1 and a bias means 2. Incidentally, the vibrational ele-
ment 1 is generally called a cell. The number of vibrational
elements 1 is not limited 1o one but may be increased if
necessary.

The thus configured ultrasonic probe is connected to a
transmission means 4 that is included in an ultrasonic diag-
nosis apparatus and feeds an electric signal, a reception
means 5 that processes a received signal outputted from the
ultrasonic probe, and the bias means 2 that includes a bias
power supply (DC power supply) for applying a bias voltage
to the ultrasonic probe. The transmission means 4 and recep-
tion means 5 transmit or receive a signal to or from the
ultrasonic probe via a transmission/reception separation
means 6. For example, a signal line and a signal return line are
AC-coupled between the transmission/reception separation
means 6 and vibrational element 1.

Herein, the vibrational element 1 in the present embodi-
ment is an ultrasonic transducer whose electromechanical
coupling coefficient varies depending on an applied bias volt-
age. For example, FIG. 1 shows an example in whicha cMUT
is adopted as the vibrational element 1.

The ¢cMUT has a so-called capacitor structure having a
drum-like vibrational film formed on a semiconductor sub-
strate and having the semiconductor substrate and vibrational
film sandwiched between the upper electrode 1-a¢ and the
lower electrode 1-b. When a bias voltage is applied from the
bias means 2 to the ¢cMUT, an electric field is generated
between the upper electrode 1-a and the lower electrode 1-b.
This brings the vibrational film to a tensed state.

In this state, when an electric signal transmitted from the
transmission means 4 is applied to across the upper electrode
1-a and the lower electrode 1-b, the vibrational film vibrates.

15

20

25

30

40

50

55

60

65

4

Ultrasonic waves derived from the vibrations of the vibra-
tional film are transmitted to a subject. When reflected echoes
generated from the subject are inputted to the ¢cMUT, the
vibrational film vibrates to vary an internal space. Therefore,
a change in the capacitance of the cMUT can be converted
into as an electric signal.

Moreover, since the tension of the vibrational film varies
depending on a bias voltage applied to the cMUT, when the
intensity of ultrasonic waves transmitted from the cMUT to
the subject is weighted by controlling the bias voltage,
whether the ultrasonic waves are intense or feeble can be
controlled. Likewise, a receiving sensitivity at which the
c¢MUT receives ultrasonic waves reflected from the subject
can be controlled by controlling the bias voltage. Qualita-
tively, the bias voltage and the transmitted wave intensity or
receiving sensitivity have a substantially proportional rela-
tionship. In other words, as the bias voltage is raised, the
transmitted wave intensity or receiving sensitivity increases.
As the bias voltage is lowered, the transmitted wave intensity
or receiving sensitivity decreases.

Although a description has been made by taking the cMUT
for instance, the present invention is not limited to the
example. The present invention can be applied to an element
formed using an electrostrictive material characteristic of
having the electromechanical coupling coefficient varied
depending on a bias voltage.

The vibrational element 1 has the upper electrode 1-a
formed on the apex thereof and has the lower electrode 1-b
formed on the bottom thereof. The upper electrode 1-a is
connected to the positive electrode side of the bias means 2
through a terminal 2-a. The lower electrode 1-5 is connected
to the negative electrode side of the bias means 2 through a
terminal 2-b. The transmitting/receiving sensitivity control
circuit 7 serving as a transmitting/receiving sensitivity cor-
rection means is interposed between the vibrational element 1
and the bias means 2 on a conductor over which a bias voltage
is applied to the vibrational element 1 on the basis of a DC
voltage fed from the bias means 2. Preferably, the transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 is disposed on the
side of the bias means 2 beyond a connected position, at
which the transmission means 4 or reception means and the
transmission/reception separation means 6 are connected to
the vibrational element 1, on the conductor.

An equivalent circuit of the vibrational element 1 is, as
shown in FIG. 1, expressed with a model having a capacitor
Ccell and a resistor Reell connected in parallel with each
other. The capacitance Ccap of the capacitor Ccell is
expressed by an equation (1) below on the assumption that a
dielectric constant is €, an electrode area is S, and an inter-
electrode distance is d.

Coap=€-5/d [0y

A charge Q stored in the capacitor Ccell has a relationship
of Q=Ccap-Vdc established with the capacitance Ccap of the
vibrational element 1 and a voltage Vdc fed from the bias

means 2. An equation (2) below is drawn out using the equa-
tion (1).

Q=Ceap-Vde=E-(S/d) Ve 2

Herein, assuming that the equation (2) expresses the prop-
erty of a reference vibrational element, a vibrational element
whose inter-electrode distance or electrode area is slightly
different from that of the reference vibrational element may
be produced due to an effect of a residual stress or the like
occurring at a step of sputtering or the like in the process of
manufacturing the cMUT cell. Assuming that the capacitive
component is C'cap, a charge Q' present in the vibrational
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element whose inter-electrode distance or electrode area is
slightly different from that of the reference vibrational ele-
ment is expressed by an equation (3) below.

O'=C'cap Vde (3)

Specifically, since the capacitance of each vibrational ele-
ment is slightly different from another, a charge stored therein
is slightly different. In order to eliminate the effect of a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity, the charge Q'
has to be controlled and approached to the charge Q serving as
areference. When a certain coefficient k is used to express the
relationship between Q and Q', an equation (4) below is
deduced. Herein, k denotes a correction coefficient between
vibrational elements.

o=kg' )

Next, the equation (2) is deformed using the equations (3)
and (4), whereby an equation (5) below is obtained.

Q = Ceap-Vdc Q)]
k-
=k-(C cap-Vdc)

=C"cap-(k-Vdc)

According to the equation (5), it is understood that a variance
in transmitting/receiving sensitivity between vibrational ele-
ments or even between the reference vibrational element and
avibrational element whose capacitance is different from that
of the reference vibrational element can be suppressed by
controlling a bias voltage, which is applied to the vibrational
element, so that the bias voltage will be a product of kVdc.
From the equation (5), k 1s generally expressed as follows:

k=Ccap/C'cap (6)
Consequently, k is determined with the ratio between the
capacitance of the reference vibrational element and the
capacitance of another vibrational element.

FIG. 1 shows the first embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present invention.
The present embodiment corrects a variance in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity of a vibrational element by disposing a
resistive element between the vibrational element and bias
means and adjusting a bias voltage to be applied to the vibra-
tional element.

To be more specific, as shown in FIG. 1, a resistor 9 whose
resistance valueis Rs is disposed in series between the vibra-
tional element 1 and the positive electrode of the bias means
2. In this case, assuming that a bias voltage is Vdc, an intet-
electrode voltage of the vibrational element 1 is V, and the
resistance value of the vibrational element 1 is Reell, V is
expressed by an equation (7) below.

V=Rcell-Vdc/(Rs+Rcell) @]
Specifically, due to voltage division by the series resistor Rs
and the resistor Reell of the vibrational element, the voltage V
lower than Vdc is applied to the vibrational element (that is, a
bias voltage to be applied to the vibrational element is con-
trolled with a voltage drop caused by the series resistor Rs).
Consequently, by adjusting the resistance value of the resistor
Rs, the bias voltage V to be applied to the vibrational element
1 can be controlled. Eventually, a variance in a charge to be
stored in each vibrational element is corrected, and the charge
becomes equal to a charge stored in the reference vibrational
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6

element. A variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity
between multiple vibrational elements can be suppressed. As
a result, a high-quality ultrasonic image can be acquired.
Adjustment of the resistance value of the resistor Rs will be
described later.

Incidentally, k is expressed by an equation (8) below on the
basis of the equations (5) and (7).

k=Rcell/(Rs+Rcell) 8)
Specifically, when a bias voltage is, like in the present
embodiment, corrected by inserting the resistor Rs in series,
k=1 is established, and Ccap=C'cap is deduced from the
equation (6). In the present embodiment, a vibrational ele-
ment whose capacitance Ceell is minimum is selected as the
reference vibrational element. Namely, other vibrational ele-
ments are adapted to the vibrational element whose capaci-
tance is minimum.

The vibrational element 1 in FIG. 1 has been described so
far. The same applies to a vibrational element group 3 includ-
ing, as shown in FIG. 2, multiple vibrational elements with
electrodes used in common, or a transducer 8 formed, as
shown in FIG. 3, by gathering multiple vibrational element
groups 3. Namely. since the vibrational element group 3 is a
set of multiple vibrational elements 1 and the transducer is a
set of multiple vibrational element groups 3. the vibrational
element group or transducer can be regarded as one large
vibrational element as a whole. The transmitting/receiving
sensitivity control circuit 7 is interposed between the elec-
trodes of the vibrational element group 3 or the electrodes of
the transducer 8 and the bias means 2. The transmitting/
receiving sensitivity of the vibrational element group 3 or
transducer 8 can be controlled by controlling a bias voltage to
be applied to the vibrational element group or transducer.

The transducer can be adapted to a 1D- (where D stands for
dimension), 1.5D-, or 2D-array probe transducer by modify-
ing a connection pattern for the vibrational element group 3.
Herein, a 1D array refers to a structure having an ultrasonic
transducer arrayed on a one-dimensional line (straight line or
a curve). A 1.5D refers to a structure having an ultrasonic
transducer arrayed on a two-dimensional plane (flat plane or
curved plane) defined with in a one-dimensional array direc-
tion (long-axis direction) and a direction (short-axis direc-
tion) orthogonal to the one-dimensional array direction, hav-
ing ultrasonic scan and focus control performed in the long-
axis direction (one-dimensional array direction), and having
focus control performed in the short-axis direction (direction
orthogonal to the long-axis direction).

Moreover, a 2D refers to a structure having an ultrasonic
transducer arrayed on a two-dimensional plane (flat plane or
curved plane), and having ultrasonic scan and focus control
performed in an arbitrary direction. Namely, when all the
vibrational element groups 3 of a transducer are connected to
one another, the 1D-array transducer is formed. When the
vibrational element groups 3 are independently handled, the
1.5D-array transducer is formed. By separating the vibra-
tional element groups into finer vibrational element groups,
the 2D-array probe transducer can be formed. What type of
transducer is produced is determined in the process of manu-
facturing a transducer by modifying a connection pattern for
vibrational element groups constituting the transducer. Inci-
dentally, aluminum wires or the like are used to interconnect
the vibrational element groups constituting the transducer.

FIG. 4 shows as another example of arrangement a case
where the transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7
is connected to each of multiple transducers. F1G. 5 shows a
case where one transmitting/receiving sensitivity control cir-
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cuit 7 is connected to a transducer group 24 including mul-
tiple transducers. As mentioned above, the transmitting/re-
ceiving sensitivity of the transducer group 24 can be
controlled by controlling a bias voltage to be applied to the
transducer group 24.

Otherwise, the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each
vibrational element, each vibrational element group, or each
transducer may be independently controlled in order to con-
trol a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity. FIG. 6
shows this example. FIG. 6 shows a case where a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity is corrected by indepen-
dently controlling the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of
each vibrational element. The illustration of the transmission
means 4, reception means 5, and transmission/reception sepa-
ration means 6 is omitted. In this arrangement, a resistor Rsx
(where x denotes an index for each vibrational element) is
added in association with each vibrational element in order to
control the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each vibra-
tional element. Naturally, an arrangement in which the resis-
tor Rsx is added in association with each vibrational element
group or each transducer instead of each vibrational element
in order to correct a variance in transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity of each vibrational element group or each transducer
will do. Incidentally, adjustment of the resistance value of the
resistor Rsx will be described later.

Now, a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of
each transducer will be described below. A transducer is
formed by connecting multiple vibrational element groups,
which are fabricated and arranged in a strip-shaped semicon-
ductor wafer, to one another. Therefore, in the transducer 8
formed in the wafer, a variance in transmitting/receiving sen-
sitivity occurs depending on a formed place in the wafer.
Namely, a variance occurs within each transducer 8. After the
transducer 8 is formed in the wafer, or at a step of assembling
or mounting the completed transducer 8 in a probe, the
capacitance characteristic of each of the vibrational element
groups 3 constituting the transducer 8 with respect to a bias
voltage is measured. FIG. 7A and FIG. 7B show examples of
the results of the measurement. FIG. 7A is a graph indicating
a change in a capacitance of each of the vibrational element
groups d to g with respect to a bias voltage. FIG. 7B is a graph
indicating a bias voltage maximizing the capacitance of each
of the vibrational element groups. Based on the results of the
measurement, a vibrational element group whose capacitance
is maximized with a minimum bias voltage is selected. In this
case, the vibrational element group g related to the minimum
bias voltage Vg is selected.

Thereafter, a voltage value (hereinafter, a use permissible
voltage value) designated to be slightly lower than the mini-
mum bias voltage Vg is recorded in a memory included
together with the transducer in the probe. The same measure-
ment is performed on other transducers, and use permissible
voltage values are recorded in memories included in respec-
tive probes. Thus, the use permissible voltage value inherent
to the transducer of each probe is recognized. Moreover, by
grasping the voltage values, a distribution of permissible use
voltages of transducers fabricated using the same wafer can
be grasped.

FIG. 7C shows an example. FIG. 7C is a graph indicating a
distribution of use permissible voltage values of transducers
within a wafer. The distribution characteristic of use permis-
sible voltage values is used to control a variance in sensitivity
between transducers. Specifically, a transducer relevant to the
lowest permissible use voltage value is selected, and the per-
missible use voltage values of the other transducers are con-
trolled to be equal to the permissible use voltage value of the
selected transducer. In other words, an upper limit value of a
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bias voltage to be controlled for each transducer in order to
correct avariance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each
transducer is set to the permissible use voltage value for the
transducer relevant to the lowest permissible use voltage
value. In the example shown in FIG. 7C, since the permissible
use voltage value relevant to the transducer G is minimum, the
transducer G is selected and the permissible use voltage value
is regarded as the upper limit of the bias voltage. Conse-
quently, a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity
between transducers within the same wafer can be suppressed
with safe. The control can be attained by attaching the afore-
said transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit to a
transducer for which a use permissible voltage should be
adjusted, and controlling a bias voltage to be applied to the
transducer. Adjustment of a resistance value in the control
circuit will be described later.

In the above description, correction of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity of each transducer has been introduced.
The transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer may
be corrected so that it will be equal to the transmitting/receiv-
ing sensitivity of a standard probe. What is referred to as the
standard probe will be described below. In the same wafer,
multiple transducer groups each of which can be mounted in
a probe (hereinafter, probe transducer groups) are formed. A
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each probe
transducer group is measured, and a mean value of variances
is then worked out. A probe transducer whose variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity is closest to the mean value
of variances is regarded as the standard probe.

Hereinafter, a vibrational element, a vibrational element
group, a transducer, and a transducer group will be repre-
sented by the transducer. Noted is that even if the transducer
is replaced with the vibrational element, vibrational element
group, or transducer group, the same thing would be said.

Second Embodiment

FIG. 8 shows the second embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present invention.
As illustrated, the present embodiment adopts as the trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 a constant volt-
age circuit realized with an emitter follower including a tran-
sistor 10 and variable resistors R, (11) and R,(12), and has the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 interposed
between the bias means 2 and transducer 8. In this circuit, a
bias voltage V to be applied to the transducer 8 can be con-
trolled by adjusting the ratio between the resistance values of
the variable resistors R, (11) and R,(12), and a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity between multiple transduc-
ers can be suppressed. Adjustment of the resistance values of
the variable resistors R,(11) and R,(12) will be described
later.

Even in the present embodiment, since the bias voltage V to
be applied to the transducer 8 drops to be lower than the bias
voltage of the bias means 2, a transducer whose capacitance is
minimum is selected as a reference transducer. The selection
of the transducer, of which capacitance is minimum, as the
reference transducer will be equally applied to the other
embodiments to be described later.

Third Embodiment

FIG. 9 shows the third embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present invention.
As illustrated, the present embodiment adopts as the trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 a constant volt-
age circuit including an operational amplifier 13 and variable
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resistors R,(14) and R,(15), and has the transmitting/receiv-
ing sensitivity control circuit 7 interposed between the bias
means 2 and transducer 8. Even in the present embodiment,
similarly to the first and second embodiments, the bias volt-
age V to be applied to the transducer 8 can be controlled by
adjusting the resistance values of the variable resistors R;(14)
and R,(15), and a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitiv-
ity between multiple transducers can be suppressed. The
adjustment of the resistance values of the variable resistors
R;(14) and R,(15) will be described later.

Fourth Embodiment

FIG. 10 shows the fourth embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present invention.
As illustrated, the present embodiment adopts as the trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 a voltage limit
circuit including a variable resistor R;(16) and a Zener diode
17, and has the transmitting/receiving sensitivity control cir-
cuit 7 interposed between the bias means 2 and transducer 8.
The voltage limit circuit uses a Zener voltage characteristic of
the Zener diode to control the bias voltage to be applied to the
transducer 8. In other words, the resistance value of the vari-
able resistor R4(16) is adjusted in order to adjust a current
value, which flows into the Zener diode 17, so as to control the
Zener voltage Vz. A variance in transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity between multiple transducers can therefore be sup-
pressed. The adjustment of the resistance value of the variable
resistor R5(16) will be described later.

As a variant of the embodiment 4, as shown in FIG. 11, the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 may be
formed with a resistor 18, a Zener diode 17, and a constant
current source 19. In this case, a current that flows into the
Zener diode 17 corresponds to the sum of a current which
flows from a bias power supply for the bias means 2 and a
current which flows from the constant current source 19 for
which a quantity of a current can be adjusted. Consequently,
the Zener voltage Vz can be controlled by adjusting the quan-
tity of a current flowing from the constant current source 19.
The adjustment of the current value of the constant current
source 19 will be described later.

Fifth Embodiment

FIG. 12 shows the fifth embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present invention.
As illustrated, the present embodiment has the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 formed with a resistor
18, a constant current source 19, and a variable resistor
R4(20), and has the transmitting/receiving sensitivity control
circuit 7 interposed between the bias means 2 and transducer
8. In this circuit, similarly to the circuit of the variant of the
embodiment 4, by adjusting a quantity of a current flowing
from the constant current source 19, a current that flows into
the variable resistor R4(20) is adjusted or the resistance value
of the variable resistor 20 is adjusted. Consequently, the bias
voltage V to be applied to the transducer 8 can be controlled,
and a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity between
multiple transducers can be suppressed. The adjustment of
the resistance value of the variable resistor R (20) will be
described later.

Next, a adjustment means and method for the resistance
value of a variable resistor employed in the first to fifth
embodiments will be described below. The same applies to
adjustment of the current value of the constant current source
19 in the fourth embodiment. The adjustment means includes
a variable resistor serving as a variation means that adjusts a
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bias voltage and a memory in which the transmitting/receiv-
ing sensitivity characteristics of vibrational elements are
stored, adjusts the variation means according to information
read from the memory, and determines a value with which a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity can be cor-
rected. The variation means of the adjustment means is not
limited to the variable resistor. Any other means can be
adopted in the same manner as long as the means can adjust
the bias voltage.

A predetermined bias voltage is applied to a transducer at
the time of manufacture, an impedance meter 21 is used to
measure a reactance offered at a predetermined frequency.
The reactance component is equivalent to the parallel capaci-
tance between the inter-electrode capacitance of a vibrational
element or a transducer and a parasitic capacitance. At this
time, the capacitance is expressed by an equation (9) below.

C=11/0X] ®

where w denotes an angular frequency.

According to the equation (9), the capacitance of a trans-
ducer is obtained based on the result of measurement of the
reactance component of the transducer. The obtained capaci-
tance and the capacitance of a transducer serving as a refer-
ence are compared with each other according to the equation
(6), whereby a correction coefficient k is determined. Based
on the correction coefficient k, a bias voltage to be applied to
the transducer and a resistance value for obtaining the bias
voltage are determined. As shown in FIG. 13, a resistor pat-
tern produced in advance in the same wafer as the transducer
is produced is subjected to trimming processing using a laser
generator 22 or the like described in the publication JP-A-
2004-273679 or the like. Thus, a desired resistance value is
obtained.

Moreover, a variable resistive element, for example, a tem-
perature-coefficient thermistor may be formed in awafer. The
resistance value of the thermistor itself may be adjusted by
controlling the temperature of the thermistor or a current that
flows into the thermistor. This utilizes the characteristic of the
thermistor that the resistance value thereof varies depending
on a change in temperature, and can be realized by forming a
positive (or negative) temperature-coefficient thermistor and
a heater in a semiconductor wafer. As an example of the
heater, one employing a Peltier element and a constant current
circuit is cited. The Peltier element is an element whose
heating or cooling can be controlled based in the direction of
a current and can have the degree thereof controlled with a
quantity ofa current. The combination of the constant current
circuit and Peltier element provides a heater of a desired
temperature and can adjust the resistance value of the ther-
mistor. Incidentally, the present embodiment has cited the
thermistor as an example of a variable resistor. Alternatively,
the value of a switch-on resistor may be adjusted by control-
ling a gate-source voltage Vgs of a FET or the like using a
DAC or the like, or a resistance value may be adjusted by
controlling a current that flows into a diode.

Next, FIG. 14 shows the first control example of the trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the present
invention. The transmitting/receiving sensitivity control cir-
cuit 7 includes a control means 25, a memory 23, a digital-
to-analog converter (hereinafter, DAC) 26, and a variable
resistor 27 realized with a thermistor or the like. The memory
23 stores control data and is connected to the control means
25 over a data bus (hereinafter, bus). Moreover, the data
output of the memory 23 is inputted to the DAC 26. The DAC
26 converts digital data read from the memory 23 into an
analog signal, outputs the analog signal, and is connected to
the variable resistor 27 formed with a thermistor or the like.
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Since the other components are identical to those shown in
FIG. 3, the description of the components will be omitted.

Now, concrete actions in the first control example will be
described based on the flowchart of FIG. 16. The example of
actions includes a transducer manufacture process, a probe
assembly process, and an operation process. Programs asso-
ciated with steps described below are stored in advance.
When the programs associated with respective steps are read
and run, the steps are automatically or semi-automatically
implemented.

To begin with, the transducer manufacture process 601 to
605 will be described below. In the transducer manufacture
process, control of a variance in transmitting/receiving sen-
sitivity of each vibrational element is corrected.

At step 601, a reactance of each vibrational element at a
predetermined frequency is measured in a wafer production
process, and a capacitance of each vibrational element is
acquired from the result of measurement.

At step 602, a reference vibrational element for use in
correcting a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of
each vibrational element is selected. For example, a vibra-
tional element whose capacitance is minimum is selected as
the reference vibrational element.

At step 603, a correction coefficient k for use in correcting
a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each vibra-
tional element is obtained. Namely, the correction coefficient
k for each vibrational element is obtained from the ratio
between the capacitance of the selected reference vibrational
element and the capacitance of another vibrational element.

Atstep 604, for each vibrational element, a resistance value
(Rs) of a resistive element for use in correcting a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity is obtained based on the
correction coefficient k. The resistance value (Rs) may be
obtained using the correction coefficient k and the resistance
value (Rcell) of the vibrational element according to the
equation (8§).

Rs={(1-k)/k}Reell (10)

At step 605, for each vibrational element, the resistive
element exhibiting the resistance value (Rs) obtained at step
604 is mounted in the same wafer. The mounting method is, as
mentioned above, a method in which the laser generator 22 or
the like described in the publication JP-A-2004-273679 is
used to perform trimming processing in order to obtain a
desired resistance value.

At step 606, a probe transducer group is cut and extracted
from the wafer.

Next, the probe assembly process 607 to 612 will be
described below. In the probe assembly process, control of a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer is corrected.

At step 607, a probe transducer group cut and extracted at
step 606 is incorporated into a probe.

At step 608, a reactance of each transducer at a predeter-
mined frequency is measured, and a capacitance of each
transducer is acquired from the result of the measurement.

At step 609, a reference transducer for use in correcting a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer is selected. As the reference transducer, for example, a
transducer whose capacitance is minimum is selected.

At step 610, a correction coefficient k for use in correcting
a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer is obtained. Namely, the correction coefficient k for
each vibrational element is obtained from the ratio between
the capacitance of the selected reference transducer and the
capacitance of another transducer.
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At step 611, based on the correction coefficient k for each
transducer, control data of a bias voltage to be applied to each
transducer is calculated, and stored in the memory over the
bus. Moreover, control data for each transducer and the date
of production of the control data are recorded in a log file in
the memory 23. Specifically, from the correction coefficient
k, control data such as a current value, a voltage value, or an
amount of heat (in a case where a Peltier element is adopted
as aheat source, a current value thatis a control factor) foruse
in controlling a control factor such as a resistance value is
calculated for a control device such as the variable resistor 27
(for example, a thermistor) of the transmitting/receiving sen-
sitivity control circuit 7. The control data is then stored in the
memory 23 over the bus. The control data is also used to
correct a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity after
delivery of a product.

At step 612, based on the control data, the bias voltage
adjusted for each transducer is applied in order to transmit or
receive ultrasonic waves. When ultrasonic waves are trans-
mitted or received, the control means 25 reads the control data
stored in the memory 23, and outputs it to the DAC 26. The
DAC 26 controls a current value or the like according to the
value of the inputted control data so as to control the resis-
tance value of the variable resistor 27. Specifically, when the
variable resistor 27 includes a negative-temperature coeffi-
cient thermistor and a Peltier element, a current controlled by
the DAC 26 is caused to flow into the Peltier element. Thus,
the resistance value can be indirectly controlled through
direct temperature control of the negative-temperature coef-
ficient thermistor.

Now, a voltage applied to across the transducer 8 is a
fraction of a voltage value, which is fed from the bias means
2, produced based on the resistance value Rs of the variable
resistor 27 and the resistance value R of the transducer 8.
Namely, a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity for
ultrasonic waves is corrected by adjusting an electromechani-
cal coupling coefficient dependent on an electric-field inten-
sity. Thus, control is extended so that transducers will exhibit
the same transmitting/receiving sensitivity. When transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity correction is performed, a display
signifying that sensitivity correction is under way may appear
on the screen of the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus.

Finally, the operation process 613 to 618 will be described
below. In the operation process, a deviation in control of a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer derived from a time-sequential change in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity of the transducer is corrected.

At step 613, the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each
transducer is measured. After delivery of a product, since it is
technically hard to directly measure the capacitance of a
transducer incorporated in an ultrasonic probe, the transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity of the transducer is indirectly mea-
sured. As an example, with the ultrasonic probe abutted
against a predetermined phantom, the control means 25
detects the voltage of a response signal for a bias voltage
inputted to each transducer. Thus, the control means 25 can
measure the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer.

At step 614, whether a variance in transmitting/receiving
sensitivity of each transducer has to be corrected is decided.
For example, whether the transmitting/receiving sensitivity
of each transducer falls within a range of threshold values (for
example, £1 dB of a mean of transmitting/receiving sensitivi-
ties of transducers obtained at step 613) is determined. If the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer falls out-
side the range, a decision is made that variance correction is
needed, and processing proceeds to step 615. If the transmit-
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ting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer falls within the
range of threshold values, a decision is made that variance
correction is not needed, and processing proceeds to step 618.

At step 615, a reference transducer is selected for use in
correcting a deviation in correction of a variance in transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer. As the reference
transducer, for example, a transducer whose transmitting/
receiving sensitivity is minimum is selected.

Atstep 616, a correction coefficientk is obtained foruse in
correcting a deviation in cotrrection of a variance in transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer. In other words,
the correction coefficient k for each vibrational element is
obtained from the ratio between the transmitting/receiving
sensitivity of the selected reference transducer and the trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity of another transducer.

At step 617, based on the correction coefficient k for each
transducer, control data for a bias voltage to be applied to each
transducer is updated and stored in the memory 23 over the
bus. Specifically, for a transducer whose sensitivity is
degraded, control data is modified so that the bias voltage to
be applied to the transducer will be increased. On the other
hand, for a transducer whose sensitivity is upgraded, control
data is updated so that the bias voltage to be applied to the
transducer will be decreased. The control means 25 updates,
as mentioned above, the control data stored in the memory 23
in advance, and can thus highly precisely correct a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity all the time. After the con-
trol data is updated, processing returns to step 613, and the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer is mea-
sured again.

At the time of updating control data, control data for each
transducer and a date of update are recorded in a log file, and
the data is recorded in the memory 23. Due to a time-sequen-
tial change in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer, control data for use in controlling a control device is
updated properly. The frequency or cycle of update is calcu-
lated in the control means 25 on the basis of the log file
produced at the time of update. The results of the calculation
can be displayed on the screen of the apparatus by depressing
a button disposed on an operating console of the ultrasonic
diagnosis apparatus.

Otherwise, at the time of updating control data, relative
values of the transmitting/receiving sensitivities of other
transducers with respect to the transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity of the reference transducer may be displayed on the
screen, and the control data may be updated through the
screen. FIG. 17 shows an example. FIG. 17 shows an example
in which a data list 701 of a time-sequential change in a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer, and two control buttons 702 and 703 are displayed on
the screen. The data list 701 lists an ID number of each
transducer, a time-sequential change of a relative value of
transmitting/receiving sensitivity thereof with respect to the
reference transducer from one to another, and a magnitude of
calibration (%) of control data. The time-sequential change of
the relative value of the transmitting/receiving sensitivity
from one to another refers to time-sequential display of an
initial value at the time of manufacture or assembly and
relative values of transmitting/receiving sensitivities mea-
sured thereafter. If the measurement button 702 is depressed
in this state, the steps 613 to 616 are executed. The relative
value of the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer is measured, and a magnitude of calibration (%) of
control data for bringing the relative value to 1 is calculated
and displayed. After measurement of the relative values of
transmitting/receiving sensitivities of all transducers and cal-
culation of magnitudes of calibration of control data items are
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completed, if the application button 703 is depressed, the
calculated magnitudes of calibration are reflected on the
respective control data items. Moreover, the measured rela-
tive values of transmitting/receiving sensitivities are stored
together with date-of-measurement data items in the memory
means, and displayed on the screen at the next time of updat-
ing control data.

At step 618, based on updated control data, a adjusted bias
voltage is applied to each transducer in order to transmit or
receive ultrasonic waves.

At step 619, if correction of a deviation in control of a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer derived from a time-sequential change in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity of the transducer is repeated at regular or
irregular intervals, processing returns to step 613. The steps
613 to 618 are then repeated.

As mentioned above, updated control data is used to con-
trol the transmitting/receiving sensitivity in order to transmit
or receive ultrasonic waves. Consequently, with a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity corrected highly precisely,
a high-quality ultrasonic image can be acquired all the time.
In the description of the probe manufacture process and
operation process, an example in which the reference trans-
ducer is selected and a variance in transmitting/receiving
sensitivity of each transducer is corrected has been cited.
However, the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of a standard
probe may be regarded as a reference, and a variance in
transmitting/receiving sensitivity between probes may be
corrected.

The concrete action flow of the first control example has
been described so far.

In this example, the negative-temperature coefficient ther-
mistor is employed. Alternatively, a positive-temperature
coefficient thermistor may be employed. Moreover, in the
present example, the temperature-coefficient thermistor and
Peltier element are used to control a resistance value. Alter-
natively, a current may be caused to directly flow into a
self-current control thermistor. If correction of a time-se-
quential change at the steps 613 to 617 is not performed,
control data is needed only in a wafer production process or in
the probe assembly process succeeding chip formation.
Therefore, the memory 23 can have the function thereof lim-
ited to reading from a nonvolatile memory element such as a
ROM. A circuit scale can be reduced.

According to the first control example, correction of a
variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each trans-
ducer can be performed continuously and most optimally all
the time. Moreover, since a control device includes a ther-
mistor and a Peltier element, a temperature characteristic can
be readily adjusted based on a kind of dopant (an impurity to
be mixed, forexample, boron (dope), SiC (thin film), Ge (thin
film), or Ni (metal)) employed in a semiconductor process, a
quantity thereof, or a thin film.

Next, FIG. 15 shows the second control example of the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit 7 of the
present invention. Differences from the first control example
lie in that a data latch circuit 28 is substituted for the DAC 26
and that an analog switch switching type variable resistor
which switches multiple analog switches realized with MOS
switches or mechanical relays so as to control a resistance
value is adopted as a type of variable resistor instead of the
thermistor. The variable resistor can be realized with, for
example, a micro-relay based on a MEMS technology or a
ladder resistor. Since the other components are identical to
those of the first control example, the illustration of the trans-
ducer 8 and bias means 2 will be omitted.
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Now, concrete actions in the second control example will
be described. An action flow in the second control example is
identical to that in the first control example except the con-
tents of control data at step 611 and the contents of step 612.
Only the different parts will be described below.

At step 611, an action that the control means 25 stores
control data in the memory 23 is identical to that in the first
control example. However, the control data stored in the
memory 23 is control data for switching switches of an analog
switch switching type variable resistor.

At step 612, when ultrasonic waves are transmitted or
received, the control means 25 reads control data stored in the
memory 23 and outputs it to the data latch circuit 28. The data
latch circuit 28 holds multiple values of control data items
inputted at the timing of a latch clock, alternates the openings
and closings of the analog switches according to the multiple
values of control data items, and thus controls the resistance
value of the variable resistor.

Even in the second control example, similarly to the first
control method, if the transmitted/received signal intensity of
each transducer is measured after the assembly process, cor-
rection of a variance can be performed according to a time-
sequential change in each element.

Owing to the second control example, a variance in trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity of each transducer can be cor-
rected without being affected by an external factor such as
ambient temperature.

Incidentally, the first and second control examples can be
achieved either online or offline.

As another example of correction of a variance in transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity after delivery of a product, verifica-
tion of the situation of a variance in transmitting/receiving
sensitivity of a probe and correction processing of the vari-
ance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity may be performed
remotely. For this purpose, the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus
includes a communication means capable of communicating
with an external control means, which is installed outside the
apparatus (for example, a host computer at a remote center),
over a network. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus is con-
nected to a host computer, which holds correction informa-
tion on the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each probe,
over the network in order to perform verification of the situ-
ation of the transmitting/receiving sensitivity dependent on a
time-sequential change in each probe, update of control data
inherent to the probe, and correction processing of a variance
in transmitting/receiving sensitivity.

Finally, in the description of the present invention, a vari-
ance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity of each vibrational
element, each vibrational element group, or each transducer
is corrected. Alternatively, the transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity of each vibrational element, each vibrational element
group, or each transducer may be corrected so that it will be
equal to the sensitivity of a standard probe.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows the first embodiment of an ultrasonic probe,
an ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus, and a transmitting/receiv-
ing sensitivity control circuit to which the present invention is
applied,;

FIG. 2 shows a vibrational element shown in FIG. 1 as a
vibrational element group;

FIG. 3 shows the vibrational element shown in FIG. 1 as a
transducer;

FIG. 4 shows a case where a transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity control circuit 7 is connected to each of multiple trans-
ducers;
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FIG. 5 shows the vibrational element shown in FIG. 1 as a
transducer group;

FIG. 6 shows a case where a control resistor Rx is con-
nected to each of multiple vibrational elements;

FIG. 7A shows the results of voltage-vs.-capacitance mea-
surement performed on a vibrational element group;

FIG. 7B shows a maximum applied voltage value for each
of vibrational element groups;

FIG. 7C shows a permissible use voltage value for each of
transducers;

FIG. 8 shows the second embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit;

FIG. 9 shows the third embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit;

FIG. 10 shows the fourth embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit;

FIG. 11 shows a variant of the fourth embodiment of the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity control circuit;

FIG. 12 shows the fifth embodiment of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit;

FIG. 13 shows a scene where a laser generator is used to
perform trimming processing on a resistor formed on the
same wafer as a vibrational element is;

FIG. 14 shows the first control example of the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity control circuit of the present invention;

FIG. 15 shows the second control example of the transmit-
ting/receiving sensitivity control circuit of the present inven-
tion;

FIG. 16 is a flowchart presenting concrete actions in the
first control example of the transmitting/receiving sensitivity
control circuit shown in FIG. 14; and

FIG. 17 shows a list of relative values of transmitting/
receiving sensitivities of transducers other than a reference
transducer with respect to the transmitting/receiving sensitiv-
ity of the reference transducer.

DESCRIPTION OF REFERENCE NUMERALS
AND SIGNS

1 Vibrational Element

1-a Upper Electrode

1-b Lower Electrode

2 Bias Means

4 Transmission Means

5 Reception Means

6 Transmission/Reception separation Means

7 Transmitting/Receiving Sensitivity Control Circuit

The invention claimed is:

1. An ultrasonic probe having a plurality of transducers,
each of which includes a plurality of vibrational elements
formed on a substrate that each transmits or receives ultra-
sonic waves by converting ultrasonic waves and an electric
signal into each other with a bias voltage applied thereto, set
in array, comprising:

a transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means that
independently adjusts the bias voltage to be applied to at
least two vibrational elements among the plurality of
vibrational elements, and corrects a variance in trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity between the at least two
vibrational elements,

wherein based on the capacitance of a reference vibrational
element selected from the at least two vibrational ele-
ments, the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction
means corrects the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of
the other vibrational elements, and
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wherein at least a part of the transmitting/receiving sensi-
tivity correction means is disposed outside of the sub-
strate.

2. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 1, wherein
according to the transmitting/receiving sensitivities of the at
least two vibrational elements, the transmitting/receiving
sensitivity correction means converts a DC voltage, which is
fed from an externally installed bias means, into a bias voltage
of a voltage different from the DC voltage, and applies the
converted bias voltage to each of the at least two vibrational
elements.

3. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 2, wherein
based on the capacitance of the reference vibrational element
selected from the at least two vibrational elements and the
capacitance of the other vibrational element, the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity correction means converts the DC volt-
age into a bias voltage to be applied to the other vibrational
element.

4. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 2, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means includes
at least one resistive element, and adjusts the resistance value
of at least one resistive element out of the at least one resistive
element so as to adjust the voltage of the bias voltage into
which the DC voltage is converted.

5. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means uses the
atleast one resistive element to be adjusted to perform voltage
division on the DC voltage and convert itinto the bias voltage.

6. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means uses an
emitter follower circuit, which includes at least one resistive
element to be adjusted and a transistor, to convert the DC
voltage into the bias voltage.

7. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means uses a
constant voltage circuit, which includes at least one resistive
element to be adjusted and an operational amplifier, to convert
the DC voltage into the bias voltage.

8. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means uses a
voltage limit circuit, which includes at least one resistive
element to be adjusted and a Zener diode, to convert the DC
voltage into the bias voltage.

9. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means uses at
least one resistive element to be adjusted and a constant
current source to convert the DC voltage into the bias voltage.

10. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein:

the at least one resistive element to be adjusted includes a

variable resistive element; and

the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means

includes a resistance value control means that controls
the resistance value of the variable resistive element, and
controls the resistance value of the variable resistive
element so as to adjust the voltage of the bias voltage into
which the DC voltage is converted.

11. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 10, wherein:

the variable resistive element includes a thermistor whose

resistance value varies depending on temperature; and
the resistance value control means includes a means for
controlling the temperature of the thermistor.

12. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 10, wherein the
resistive element is formed in the same wafer as the vibra-
tional element is, and exhibits a resistance value adjusted in
advance.
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13. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 4, wherein:
the resistive element includes a plurality of analog
switches; and
the resistance value control means controls the resistance
value of the resistive element by switching the switches.
14. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 2, wherein the
transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means includes
at least one resistive element, a Zener diode, and a constant
current source, and controls the constant current source so as
to convert the DC voltage into the bias voltage.
15. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 1, wherein:
the plurality of vibrational elements each includes elec-
trodes;
at least one vibrational element group in which the elec-
trodes of at least one vibrational element among the
plurality of vibrational elements are connected in com-
mon is formed; and
the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means is
included in the at least one vibrational element group,
and applies the bias voltage to each of the common
electrodes of'the at least one vibrational element group.
16. The ultrasonic probe according to claim 1, wherein:
the plurality of vibrational elements each includes elec-
trodes;
the electrodes of a plurality of vibrational elements consti-
tuting a transducer are connected in common; and
the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means is
included in at least one transducer among the plurality of
transducers, and applies the bias voltage to each of the
common electrodes of the at least one transducer.
17. An ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus comprising:
an ultrasonic probe having a plurality of transducers, each
of which includes at least one vibrational element that
formed on a substrate transmits or receives ultrasonic
waves by converting ultrasonic waves and an electric
signal into each other with a bias voltage applied thereto,
set in array;
a bias means that generates a DC voltage for use in feeding
the bias voltage; and
a transmission/reception control means that transmits or
receives the electric signal to or from the plurality of
vibrational elements,
wherein inside of the probe and between the bias means
and the substrate, at least a part of a transmitting/receiv-
ing sensitivity correction means that independently
adjusts the bias voltage to be applied to the at least two
vibrational elements so as to correct a variance in trans-
mitting/receiving sensitivity between the at least two
vibrational elements is interposed, and
wherein the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction
means corrects the transmitting/receiving sensitivity of
the other vibrational elements based on the capacitance
of a reference vibrational element selected from the at
least two vibrational elements.

18. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
17, wherein according to the transmitting/receiving sensitivi-
ties of the at least two vibrational elements, the transmitting/
receiving sensitivity correction means converts a DC voltage,
which is fed from the bias means, into a bias voltage of a
voltage different from the DC voltage, and applies the con-
verted bias voltage to each of the at least two vibrational
elements.

19. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
17, wherein the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction
means includes a variation means that adjusts the bias voltage
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and a memory in which the transmitting/receiving sensitivity
characteristics of the vibrational elements are stored, and
adjusts the variation means according to information read
from the memory so as to correct a variance in transmitting/
receiving sensitivity.

20. The ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus according to claim
17, comprising a communication means that communicates
with an external control apparatus installed in a place differ-
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ent from a place in which the ultrasonic diagnosis apparatus is
installed, wherein:
based on information from the external control apparatus,
the transmitting/receiving sensitivity correction means
corrects a variance in transmitting/receiving sensitivity
between the at least two vibrational elements.
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