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(54) A METHOD FOR CHARACTERISING A MECHANICAL PROPERTY OF A MATERIAL

(57) The present disclosure provides a method for
characterising a mechanical property of a material. The
method comprises the steps of providing the material
having a deformable portion and providing a device hav-
ing an optical element that is arranged to detect electro-
magnetic radiation. The device comprises an insertion
portion and is arranged for insertion into the deformable
portion of the material and the electromagnetic radiation
is detectable by the optical element at a location within
the deformable portion. The method further comprises
moving the insertion portion of the device within the de-
formable portion of the material in a manner such that

the deformable portion is deformed and emitting electro-
magnetic radiation into the material such that propaga-
tion of the electromagnetic radiation through the material
is influenced by the mechanical property of the material
associated with a deformation of the deformable portion.
The method also comprises detecting the electromag-
netic radiation in response to the emitted electromagnetic
radiation using the optical element at the location within
the deformable portion. Further, the method comprises
analysing the detected electromagnetic radiation to char-
acterise the mechanical property of the material.
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Description

Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention broadly relates to a meth-
od for characterising a mechanical property of a material,
and relates particularly, not exclusively though, to a meth-
od for characterising an elasticity of biological tissue to
characterise and/or locate cancerous tissue.

Background of the Invention

[0002] The treatment of cancer often requires surgical
removal of cancerous tissue and it is important that the
cancerous tissue is completely removed. Therefore it is
important to have relatively precise information about lo-
cation and size of a tumour for a successful treatment of
cancer.
[0003] Cancerous tissue is usually "stiffer" than sur-
rounding soft tissue and it is common practice that med-
ical practitioners manually palpate the soft tissue of a
patient by applying pressure with their fingers to identify
such tumours.
[0004] It is common practice for a surgeon to use such
manual palpation of tissue to delineate the extent of a
tumour during surgical tumour resection. For example,
remaining cancerous tissue of a patient who undergoes
treatment of cancer can be identified. An additional mar-
gin of healthy tissue around a tumour is typically removed
to minimise residual malignancy and therefore minimise
local recurrence of the cancer. However, accurate iden-
tification of the extent of the tumour is difficult during sur-
gery. In the example of breast cancer, it has been report-
ed that up to 34 % of patients undergoing breast-con-
serving surgery will have involved margins or inadequate
clearance. These patients may face an increased risk of
recurrence of the tumour that often results in additional
surgery or aggressive chemotherapy.

Summary of the Invention

[0005] The present invention provides in a first aspect
a method for characterising a mechanical property of a
material, the method comprising the steps of:

providing the material having a deformable portion;
providing a device having an optical element that is
arranged to detect electromagnetic radiation, the de-
vice further comprising an insertion portion that is
arranged for insertion into the deformable portion of
the material and the device being arranged such that
the electromagnetic radiation is detectable by the
optical element at a location within the deformable
portion;
moving the insertion portion of the device within the
deformable portion of the material in a manner such
that the deformable portion is deformed;
emitting electromagnetic radiation into the material

such that propagation of the electromagnetic radia-
tion through the material is influenced by the me-
chanical property of the material associated with a
deformation of the deformable portion;
detecting the electromagnetic radiation in response
to the emitted electromagnetic radiation using the
optical element at the location within the deformable
portion; and
analysing the detected electromagnetic radiation to
characterise the mechanical property of the material.

[0006] The term "material" as used herein is intended
to encompass any matter that has a mechanical property
such as an elasticity, a viscosity or a viscoelasticity, in-
cluding, for example, non-biological material such as sil-
icone and biological material such as biological tissue.
[0007] The step of emitting the electromagnetic radia-
tion into the material may be conducted when the de-
formable material is being deformed. Alternatively, the
step of emitting the electromagnetic radiation into the ma-
terial may be conducted before and/or after the deform-
able portion has been deformed.
[0008] In one particular embodiment, the method com-
prises further the steps of:

detecting electromagnetic radiation in response to
the emitted electromagnetic radiation during and af-
ter deforming using the optical element at the loca-
tion within the deformable portion of the material; and
comparing a quantity indicative of the electromag-
netic radiation detected during the deformation with
a quantity indicative of the electromagnetic radiation
detected after the deformation;
wherein a result of comparing the quantities is indic-
ative of the mechanical property of the material.

[0009] Based on the characterised mechanical prop-
erty of the material, a location of an interface between
two different types of material portions may be identified.
[0010] In one embodiment the optical element is also
arranged to emit electromagnetic radiation and the step
of emitting the electromagnetic radiation comprises emit-
ting the electromagnetic radiation into the material using
the optical element.
[0011] In a specific embodiment, the mechanical prop-
erty is an elasticity, a viscosity or a viscoelasticity.
[0012] In a specific embodiment, the material is bio-
logical tissue, such as soft tissue of a human or an animal.
The soft tissue may be accompanied by, or may comprise
diseased tissue such as cancerous tissue. Specific ex-
amples for soft tissue may be fat and muscle.
[0013] For ease of understanding, the term "diseased"
is used throughout the patent specification as a synonym
for an abnormality in the tissue including a lesion or a
tumour that may be benign, pre-malignant or malignant.
[0014] Alternatively, the material may be non-biologi-
cal material such as silicone or any other suitable mate-
rial.
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[0015] In regard to biological tissue, it is known that
cancerous tissue usually has a lower elasticity than
healthy tissue. As mentioned above, medical practition-
ers use this knowledge to locate cancerous tissue by
applying pressure on a tissue and manually palpating the
tissue for abnormal stiff lumps. Abnormal stiff lumps may
subsequently be identified as cancerous tissue.
[0016] The device typically is a medical device and
may comprise a medical needle or an endoscope. In one
specific embodiment the insertion portion of the device
comprises a needle portion such as a tip of a needle. The
needle portion may be part of a medical needle such as
a hypodermic needle. The optical element may be ar-
ranged in or in proximity to the tip of the needle and may
consequently be relatively narrow, which facilitates in-
sertion of the insertion portion into the biological tissue
to a location within the tissue that may not be accessible
with manual palpation.
[0017] Embodiments of the present invention have sig-
nificant advantages. Based on the characterised me-
chanical property of the biological tissue, the biological
tissue may be characterised as, for example, healthy tis-
sue or diseased tissue. The diseased tissue may be in
the form of a benign or malignant tumour and may relate
to any type of cancer such as breast cancer, head and
neck cancer, and prostate cancer. Such a characterisa-
tion may be used to identify a location and/or an extent
of cancerous tissue such as a breast tumour and/or a
degree of severity of a disease. In this particular appli-
cation, the mechanical property of the biological tissue
may be characterised in vivo. In particular, a boundary
of a tumour may be identified which may be used as
guidance for excising the tumour. Furthermore, by char-
acterising the mechanical property of the biological tis-
sue, a location of an interface between two different types
of tissue portions may be identified. Further, the tissue
portion of interest of the biological tissue may be char-
acterised before the tissue is excised during surgery.
[0018] The method in accordance with an embodiment
of the present invention may be conducted in substan-
tially real time.
[0019] As mentioned above, one exemplary advanta-
geous application of the method is the characterisation
of biological tissue of a patient to locate cancerous tissue.
However, a person skilled in the art will appreciate that
the method may be used for any other suitable application
in the field of medicine or other fields of technology.
[0020] The device may comprise an optical fibre posi-
tioned at least partially within the needle portion and ar-
ranged for transmitting electromagnetic radiation from
the optical element. Additionally, the optical fibre may be
arranged for transmission of electromagnetic radiation
to the optical element. The optical fibre may connect the
optical element to an optical processing system and/or
to a light source.
[0021] The deformable portion of the material may be
deformed as a result of force applied by the insertion
portion on the deformable portion of the material. The

force applied by the insertion portion typically includes a
component that results from friction between the insertion
portion and the deformable portion of the material.
[0022] In one particular embodiment, the step of insert-
ing the insertion portion into the deformable portion of
the material is conducted in a manner such that the de-
formable portion is deformed by movement of the needle
portion. For example, the movement may include ad-
vancing and/or retracting and/or rotating the insertion
portion in one or more direction(s) within the deformable
portion of the material. The movement may be a periodic
movement such as a vibration.
[0023] In a specific embodiment, a surface of the in-
sertion portion comprises a coating that is arranged to
influence friction between the insertion portion and the
deformable portion of the material. The coating may in-
crease or decrease the friction between the insertion por-
tion and the deformable portion compared with the friction
between the insertion portion and the deformable portion
without the coating.
[0024] In one particular embodiment, the device may
comprise an endoscope and the step of inserting the in-
sertion portion into the deformable portion of the material
may be conducted in a manner such that the deformable
portion is deformed by movement of the endoscope por-
tion.
[0025] Some or all steps of the method may also be
performed repeatedly, for example, to assess a change
in the tissue in response to a medical treatment, such as
radiation therapy or chemotherapy.
[0026] The method may be conducted using any suit-
able imaging technique to characterise a mechanical
property of the material. For example, the method may
be conducted using optical coherence tomography or
confocal fluorescence microscopy.
[0027] In one particular example the emitted electro-
magnetic radiation may be infrared light such as near-
infrared light.
[0028] The optical element may be arranged to emit
the electromagnetic radiation in any suitable direction. In
one specific embodiment the optical element is arranged
to emit the electromagnetic radiation in a direction that
is either substantially parallel or substantially perpendic-
ular to a central axis of the insertion portion.
[0029] In accordance with embodiments of the present
invention, the method comprises a further step of
processing the detected electromagnetic radiation. For
example, the detected electromagnetic radiation may be
converted into digital data that can be analysed further.
The method may further comprise a step of comparing
the detected electromagnetic radiation to a database to
characterise the mechanical property of the material.
[0030] In a further embodiment, the method comprises
the step of providing an acoustic or visual indication of a
presence of diseased tissue such as cancerous tissue in
the proximity of the location within the deformable portion
and based on the characterisation of the mechanical
property.

3 4 



EP 3 632 300 A1

4

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

[0031] In one embodiment, the method is conducted
during surgery of a patient. The method may be conduct-
ed such that a location and/or an extent of diseased tis-
sue, such as a tumour that may be cancerous, can be
identified.
[0032] The present invention provides in a third aspect
a medical device for characterising a mechanical prop-
erty of biological tissue, a portion of the biological tissue
being deformable, the medical device comprising:

an insertion portion for insertion into the deformable
portion of the biological tissue in a manner such that
the deformable portion of the biological tissue is de-
formed;
an optical element positioned on or in the insertion
portion and arranged to receive electromagnetic ra-
diation in response to electromagnetic radiation
emitted into the biological tissue; and
an optical fibre positioned at least partially within the
insertion portion and arranged for transmission of
electromagnetic radiation from the optical element.

[0033] The insertion portion may be a needle portion.
Alternatively, the insertion portion may be an endoscopic
portion or an intravascular portion.
[0034] The optical fibre may further be arranged for
transmission of the electromagnetic radiation to the op-
tical element.
[0035] In one specific embodiment, a surface portion
of the insertion portion comprises a coating that is ar-
ranged to influence friction between the insertion portion
and the deformable portion of the biological tissue. For
example, friction may be increased or decreased com-
pared with friction between the deformable portion of the
biological tissue and the insertion portion without the
coating.
[0036] The coating may comprise a plurality of coating
portions and may be arranged such that friction between
the insertion portion and the biological tissue is depend-
ent on a location on the surface of the insertion portion.
[0037] The medical device may be one of a plurality of
medical devices.
[0038] In a fourth aspect of the present invention, there
is provided a method for characterising a mechanical
property of a material, the method comprising the steps
of:

providing the material having a deformable portion;
providing a device having an optical element that is
arranged to detect electromagnetic radiation, the de-
vice further comprising an insertion portion that is
arranged for insertion into the deformable portion of
the material and the device being arranged such that
the electromagnetic radiation is detectable by the
optical element at a location within the deformable
portion;
deforming the deformable portion of the material;
emitting electromagnetic radiation into the material

such that propagation of the electromagnetic radia-
tion through the material is influenced by the me-
chanical property of the material associated with a
deformation of the deformable portion;
detecting the electromagnetic radiation in response
to the emitted electromagnetic radiation using the
optical element at the location within the deformable
portion; and
analysing the detected electromagnetic radiation to
characterise the mechanical property of the material.

[0039] The material may be deformed in response to
a force that is applied directly or indirectly to the deform-
able material portion. For example, if the material is bio-
logical tissue, the force may be a result of cardiac or
respiratory motion.
[0040] The invention will be more fully understood from
the following description of specific embodiments of the
invention. The description is provided with reference to
the accompanying drawings.

Brief Description of the Drawings

[0041]

Figure 1 is a schematic representation of a system
for performing a method for characterising a me-
chanical property of a material in accordance with
an embodiment of the present invention;

Figure 2 is a schematic cross-sectional view of a tip
of a needle comprising an optical element in accord-
ance with an embodiment of the present invention;

Figure 3 is a schematic view of an optical processing
system in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

Figure 4 shows data taken using a method in accord-
ance with an embodiment of the present invention;

Figures 5 to 11 show data taken using a method in
accordance with embodiments of the present inven-
tion; and

Figure 12 is a flow chart of a method in accordance
with an embodiment of the present invention.

Detailed Description of Specific Embodiments

[0042] Embodiments of the present invention relate to
a method for characterising a mechanical property of a
material. Based on the characterised mechanical prop-
erty, the a portion of the material may subsequently be
characterised. For example, a location of an interface
between two different material portions may be identified
based on the characterised mechanical property. The
material may be biological tissue and the method may
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be conducted such that a portion of the biological tissue
is characterised as healthy or diseased tissue, which is
usually stiffer than healthy tissue. Thus, boundaries of a
structure, such as a tumour, may be identified. The meth-
od may be conducted during surgical treatment of cancer
to identify a boundary of a tumour. However, a person
skilled in the art will appreciate that the present invention
has many different applications.
[0043] For example, the method may also be used to
characterise or identify atherosclerotic plaques; dis-
eased lung tissue; muscular dystrophy; damaged tissue
in the heart due to ischemia; or for an assessment of
oedema such as lymph oedema. A person skilled in the
art will appreciate that the material may alternatively be
non-biological material and the method has applications
in various other fields.
[0044] Referring now to Figure 1, there is shown a sys-
tem 100 arranged for characterising a mechanical prop-
erty of biological tissue 102, such as breast tissue.
[0045] Biological tissue comprises a plurality of por-
tions of tissue and each portion may have a different me-
chanical property.
[0046] As mentioned above, one particular application
of an embodiment of the present invention relates to lo-
cating diseased tissue such as cancerous tissue. It is
known that, for example, cancerous breast tissue is typ-
ically stiffer than surrounding healthy tissue. Further-
more, it is common practice for medical practitioners to
apply manual pressure to breast tissue to identify stiff
lesions that may subsequently be identified as cancerous
tissue. For example, it has been reported that the Young’s
modulus of breast tumours may vary by up to a factor of
90 in comparison to healthy tissue.
[0047] Mechanical properties of a material define how
the material behaves in response to an applied force. By
characterising a mechanical property of a material at a
location such as by calculating a local displacement, it is
possible to derive information about a structure, a portion
or a classification of the material at the location. Such a
mechanical property may, for example, be an elasticity
of a material, a viscosity or a viscoelasticity.
[0048] The method in accordance with embodiments
of the present invention combines elastography with an
imaging technique and an optical element for the imaging
technique provided in or on an insertion portion of a de-
vice such as a tip of a medical needle arranged for inser-
tion into a deformable portion of tissue material. The in-
sertion portion is inserted into the deformable portion of
the material in a manner such that the deformable portion
of the material is deformed. In other words, the force for
deforming the material is applied by virtue of the insertion
portion of the device.
[0049] Referring back to Figure 1, an optical element
104 is positioned in a tip of a medical needle 106. The
tip of the needle 106 can be inserted into a deformable
portion of the tissue 102. A more detailed view of the tip
of the needle 106 is shown in Figure 2. The needle 106
in this particular embodiment is a hypodermic needle that

comprises the optical element 104 in the tip of the needle
106.
[0050] In this embodiment, the optical element 104 is
arranged to emit electromagnetic radiation 108 into the
tissue 102 at a location within the deformable portion
when the needle tip 106 is inserted into the deformable
portion of the tissue 102. In this particular embodiment,
the electromagnetic radiation 108 is near-infrared light.
However, a person skilled in the art will appreciate that
the electromagnetic radiation can be any suitable light
such as infrared light, visible light or ultraviolet light. Fur-
thermore, a person skilled in the art will appreciate that
the electromagnetic radiation 108 may alternatively be
emitted by any suitable source outside the needle tip 106.
[0051] The near-infrared light 108 is emitted in a direc-
tion that is parallel to a central axis of the tip of the needle
106, for example, through an optical window 110. A per-
son skilled in the art will appreciate that alternatively the
optical element 104 may emit the light 108 in any suitable
direction into the deformable portion of the tissue 102.
For example, the tip of the needle 106 may comprise an
optical window 110 at a side of the needle such that the
light 108 is emitted in a direction perpendicular to the
central axis of the needle tip 106.
[0052] The optical element 104 may also be moveable
in or on the tip of the needle 106 such that a position of
the optical element 104 within the needle or a direction
of the emitted light 108 can be changed. For example,
the tip of the needle 106 may comprise an optical window
110 at a side of the needle that is larger than the width
of the light beam 108. By moving (translating and/or ro-
tating) the optical element 104, the emitted light 108 may
be emitted through different portions of the optical win-
dow 110. Thus, measurements of a plurality of portions
of the deformable portion of the tissue 102 may be facil-
itated without moving the needle 106.
[0053] Near-infrared light 108 emitted from the optical
element 104 propagates into the deformable portion of
the tissue 102 and a portion of the light 108 is back-scat-
tered by the tissue 102. For near-infrared light, the max-
imum distance into biological tissue, from which back-
scattered light can be detected to form an image, is ap-
proximately 2-3 mm. This maximum distance for the de-
tection of the backscattered light determines the imaging
field-of-view.
[0054] In this embodiment, the optical element 104 is
arranged to detect electromagnetic radiation that is back-
scattered by the tissue 102 in response to the emitted
near-infrared light 108 at the location within the deform-
able portion of the tissue 102.
[0055] In this particular example, the method is con-
ducted such that a signal is detected at the optical ele-
ment 104 which is indicative of the optical backscattering
as a function of distance from the optical element 104.
[0056] The optical element 104 is connected to an op-
tical fibre 112 as shown in Figures 1 and 3. The optical
fibre 112 establishes communication with an optical
processing system 114. In this particular example, the
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optical fibre 112 is a length of single mode fibre and the
optical element 104 comprises a length of no-core optical
fibre and a length of graded-index (GRIN) optical fibre
spliced to a length of single-mode optical fibre (SMF).
The combination of no-core and GRIN fibres acts as a
lens shaping the near-infrared light 108 that is emitted
from the optical element 104.
[0057] In the embodiment illustrated in Figure 3, the
optical processing system 114 is constructed in a manner
that is similar to a Michelson interferometer. The optical
processing system 114 comprises a broad band light
source 116 for generating light and an optical beam split-
ter 118. In this particular embodiment, the optical beam
splitter 118 splits the light into two arms. Reference light
is directed to a reference system and light is also directed
into the deformable portion of the tissue 102. The optical
beam splitter 118 may be a semi-transmissive mirror.
Light of both arms propagate substantially the same
length. A combination of the detected light at the optical
element 104 and the reference light generate an inter-
ference pattern. A person skilled in the art will appreciate
that different configurations are envisaged, such as a
common-path configuration or single-arm configuration.
The optical processing system 114 further comprises a
CMOS detector 124 that converts the light of the inter-
ference pattern into digital data that can be further proc-
essed by a computer 126.
[0058] Referring now back to Figure 1, the system 100
is arranged to characterise a mechanical property within
the tissue 102 when the tip of the needle 106 with the
optical element 104 is inserted into the deformable por-
tion of the tissue 102. In this example, the method for
characterising the mechanical property is conducted dur-
ing deformation of the deformable portion of the tissue
102. However, a person skilled in the art will appreciate
that the method may be conducted when the material is
maintained in a deformed state or when the step of ap-
plying a force to deform the material is completed. In
some embodiments, an additional measurement may be
conducted before deformation of the material such that
a difference of the detected electromagnetic radiation is
indicative of the mechanical property.
[0059] When the tip of the needle 106 is advanced into,
retracted from or rotated within the deformable portion
of the tissue 102, the tip of the needle 106 applies a force
to the tissue 102 and consequently deforms the portion
of the tissue 102. The force may, for example, be friction
between the tip of the needle 106 and the deformable
portion of the tissue 102. A surface portion of the tip of
the needle 106 may be modified to influence the friction
between the tip of the needle 106 and the deformable
portion of the tissue 102. For example, a coating may be
applied to the surface portion of the needle so as to in-
crease or decrease the friction between the tip of the
needle 106 and the deformable portion of the tissue 102.
The surface of the needle may be coated with a plurality
of coatings such that the friction between the tip of the
needle 106 and the deformable portion of the tissue 102

is a function of location on the surface of the tip of the
needle 106.
[0060] A person skilled in the art will appreciate that
deformation of the deformable portion of the material may
be achieved by any suitable force, for example, by rotat-
ing the needle and/or periodically moving/rotating the
needle tip.
[0061] A frequency of the periodic movements may be
adjusted such that a characteristic deformation response
and/or a resonant frequency for which a response of the
deformation is relatively large can be acquired.
[0062] During deformation of the tissue 102 a mechan-
ical property of the tissue 102 at the approximate location
of the optical element 104 within the tip of the needle 106
can be characterised. In this particular example, the ap-
proximate location is a one-dimensional ray extending
from the tip of the tip of the needle 106 to approximately
2 mm beyond the tip.
[0063] In another embodiment, the needle is rotated
to deform tissue 102 surrounding the tip of the needle
106. The optical element 104 may, for example, emit the
light 108 into the tissue 102 in a direction perpendicular
to a central axis of the needle tip 106. This configuration
enables characterising mechanical properties over a
two-dimensional surface and therefore acquiring two-di-
mensional data.
[0064] A person skilled in the art will appreciate that
the tissue 102 may be deformed by any suitable force.
For example, the tissue 102 may be deformed by an in-
ternal force of a patient, such as cardiac motion or res-
piratory motion. Additionally or alternatively, a force may
be applied to the tissue 102 by focused ultrasound
beams, an external actuator, laser-induced shock waves
or needle vibration.
[0065] The method in accordance with the embodi-
ment shown in Figures 1 to 3 is conducted using optical
coherence tomography. In an alternative embodiment,
the method may be conducted using confocal fluores-
cence microscopy. Other imaging techniques may also
be used, such as multi-photon microscopy, diffuse optical
tomography, total internal reflection fluorescence micro-
scopy, phase contrast microscopy, stimulated emission
depletion microscopy, near-field scanning optical micro-
scopy, differential interference contrast microscopy, and
second harmonic imaging microscopy.
[0066] Detection of electromagnetic radiation may also
be repeated at a particular location within the deformable
material, for example, to indicate a response of the tissue
to a particular medical treatment such as radiation ther-
apy or chemotherapy.
[0067] In a further example, detection of electromag-
netic radiation may be conducted at different locations
when the tip of the needle 106 is inserted into the de-
formable portion of the tissue.
[0068] Figures 4 to 6 show an illustration of data that
was acquired using the system 100 as shown and de-
scribed with reference to Figures 1 to 3. The material 102
is silicone forming a medical "phantom". The phantom
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contains soft silicone having a known and distinct stiff-
ness in which a portion of hard silicone with known and
distinct stiffness was embedded ("inclusion").
[0069] In this particular embodiment, the system 100
is used for characterising an elasticity of the two portions
of silicone material. As described above, the optical ele-
ment 104 is arranged to emit and detect electromagnetic
radiation in a direction that is parallel to the central axis
of the tip of the needle 106. In other words, the imaging
field of view is orientated parallel to the direction of the
movement of the needle when the tip of the needle 106
is advanced into the silicone material 102. In this way,
the optical element 104 measures movement in the sili-
cone material 102 immediately beyond the needle tip 106
as it is inserted into the soft silicone material 102.
[0070] Electromagnetic radiation is detected at the op-
tical element 104 when the tip of the needle 106 is ad-
vanced until the tip of the needle 106 reaches the inter-
face of the two silicone materials. As the tip of the needle
106 is inserted, the tip of the needle simultaneously ex-
erts a force on the silicone material in a manner such that
a portion of the silicone material beyond the tip of the
needle 106 is deformed.
[0071] As such, by analysing the detected electromag-
netic radiation which in this embodiment is near infrared
light, displacement of the silicone material 102 relative
to the position of the tip of the needle 106 can be char-
acterised. Local displacements of the silicone material
are indicative of both Young’s modulus and toughness
of the material. Specifically, materials with high stiffness
will undergo little deformation, while material with low
stiffness will deform more easily.
[0072] By analysing the detected near-infrared light,
the displacement of the silicone material of up to 1mm in
front of the tip of the needle 106 can be identified as the
tip of the needle 106 is inserted. By further analysing the
measured data, a location of the interface between the
two silicone materials can be identified.
[0073] Figure 4a) shows a motion-mode image that is
associated with a sequence of measurements acquired
when the tip of the needle 106 was inserted into the de-
formable portion of the tissue 102 over a period of time
of 6 seconds. A motion-mode image may also be referred
to as an M-mode image. Each horizontal row relates to
light detected at different positions. In this particular em-
bodiment, the emitted light is near-infrared light. Bright
pixels indicate a relatively high degree of measured back-
scattered light. Dark pixels indicate a relatively low de-
gree of measured backscattered light. Figure 4a) illus-
trates a change in the texture of the backscattered light
that is associated with the interface of the two silicone
layers of the phantom (marked by a star 408).
[0074] The first measurement at a point in time indi-
cated as 0 seconds indicates that the interface of the two
silicone layers is approximately 330 mm in front of the tip
of the needle 106. After 6 seconds the needle 106 has
almost reached the interface of the two silicone layers.
This interface may, for example, be associated with a

boundary of a tumour.
[0075] Figure 4b) shows a single backscatter profile
that corresponds to an average of a plurality of backscat-
ter profiles located between dashed lines 404 and 406
in Figure 4a). The interface of the two silicone layers is
marked by a star 408.
[0076] It can be seen in Figures 4a) and b) that the
backscattering of the emitted light decreases with in-
creasing optical path length.
[0077] Figure 4c) shows a displacement profile. A dis-
placement profile may, for example, be generated by
speckle tracking or by measuring phase differences. An
amount of displacement of the deformable portion of the
tissue 102 decreases with increasing optical path length
because the force applied by the tip of the needle 106
attenuates with increasing distance from the tip of the
needle 106.
[0078] Local displacements of the tissue are indicative
of both the Young’s modulus and the toughness of the
material. The rate at which the displacement decreases
is determined by these properties. The displacement mo-
notonically decreases in the soft silicone immediately ad-
jacent to the tip of the needle 106. In contrast, the dis-
placement remains substantially uniform in the rigid, hard
layer of silicone. The interface between the two layers of
silicone is marked with a star 408.
[0079] Figure 5 shows data for three different positions
1 to 3 of the tip of the needle 106 within the deformable
portion of the silicone material 102 while the tip of the
needle 106 is advanced towards the hard portion of the
silicone material. Schematic representations of the posi-
tions of the tip of the needle 106 relative to the hard sil-
icone material are shown in the top row of Figure 5. Single
backscatter profiles similar to Figure 4b) are illustrated
for the respective three positions in the centre row of
Figure 5. The shown plots illustrate the optical signal ver-
sus the distance from the needle tip 106 at each position
1 to 3.
[0080] The plots in the bottom row of Figure 5 illustrate
the measured displacement versus the distance from the
needle tip 106 at each position 1 to 3. The slope of the
displacement data is indicative of the strain, and its mag-
nitude depends on the stiffness of the sample (e.g. ma-
terials with a low stiffness undergo large deformation,
which is quantified as high strain and appears as a large
slope). Abrupt changes in strain are used to identify the
interface between the soft and hard silicone material in
each position. As such, at each needle position, the lo-
cation of the interface between the two different silicone
materials can be identified. The interface between the
soft and hard silicone material is denoted by a dash-dot-
dash line in each plot in Figure 5.
[0081] As mentioned above, high strain (large defor-
mation, indicated by a large slope on the displacement
graph) corresponds to low stiffness, while low strain
(small deformation, low slope) corresponds to high stiff-
ness. The plot shown in Figure 6 illustrates the strain in
the soft and hard silicone material 102 measured at each
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position 1 to 3 of Figure 5. Because the strain also de-
pends on the thickness of the sample, the strain in the
soft silicone increases as the tip of the needle 106 moves
closer to the hard silicone, essentially reducing the thick-
ness of the soft silicone ahead of the needle tip 106.
[0082] Figures 7 and 8 illustrate data acquired using
the system 100 in a different material. In this particular
embodiment, the material is human breast tissue com-
prising adipose (fat) and tumour tissue. The sample of
breast tissue contains both healthy tissue and a stiff, can-
cerous tumour.
[0083] The tip of the needle 106 is inserted into healthy
adipose (fat) breast tissue and advanced towards the
tumour.
[0084] The detected optical signal and the sample dis-
placement were measured ahead of the tip of the needle
106 at two locations within the breast tissue relative to
the interface between the healthy tissue and the tumour.
Figure 7 shows schematics of each needle tip location
within the breast tissue (top row), plots of the optical sig-
nal versus distance from the needle tip 106 at each lo-
cation (middle row) and plots of the displacement versus
distance from the needle tip 106 at each location (bottom
row) .
[0085] In the plot showing the optical signal (middle
row), the change in tissue type corresponds to a change
in the measured optical signal. There is great variation
in the measured optical signal within the adipose (fat)
healthy breast tissue, with each "high" signal correspond-
ing to the outer walls of an adipose cell and the interven-
ing lower signal corresponding to the body of the adipose
cell. The optical signal varies much less in the tumour
region.
[0086] In the displacement measurements (bottom
row), abrupt changes in strain (indicated by the slope of
displacement graph) are used to identify the interface
between the adipose healthy breast tissue and the tu-
mour in each needle tip position. As the tip of the needle
106 advances by 80 mm from location 1 to location 2, the
identified interface between the healthy adipose tissue
and the tumour which is denoted by a dash-dot-dash line
in Figure 7 draws closer to the needle by approximately
80 mm.
[0087] Figure 8 illustrates the strain (slope) in the
healthy adipose breast tissue and the tumour measured
at each location of Figure 7. The adipose breast tissue
is characterized by high strain (low stiffness, large defor-
mation), and the tumour by low strain (high stiffness, little
deformation).
[0088] Figures 9 and 10 illustrate data acquired using
the system 100 in an alternative material. In this particular
example, the material is a sample of porcine (pig) tracheal
wall tissue comprising three tissue layers, namely muco-
sa, submucosa and smooth muscle.
[0089] The tip of the needle 106 is inserted into the
mucosa and indents the mucosa, submucosa and the
smooth muscle tissue layers. In this example, measure-
ments are acquired at a single position of the tip of the

needle 106 relative to the interfaces between the different
tissue layers. The method is conducted such that a loca-
tion of the three tissue layers can be identified.
[0090] Similarly to the previous embodiments, the op-
tical signal and the sample displacement were measured
versus the distance beyond the tip of the needle 106.
Figure 9 shows a schematic representation of the posi-
tion of the tip of the needle 106 within the tracheal wall
tissue 102.
[0091] Figure 9 further shows a plot of the optical signal
(top right) and a plot of the sample displacement (bottom
right) versus the distance from the needle tip 106 at the
position of the tip of the needle 106 within the tissue 102.
The interfaces between the three layers of tissue can be
identified by changes in strain (i.e. changes in slope in
the displacement plot). Figure 9 shows that changes in
the optical signal (top right) correspond well to changes
in the slope of the displacement graph (bottom right).
[0092] The interfaces between mucosa, submucosa,
and smooth muscle are denoted by a dash-dot-dash line
in each plot.
[0093] Figure 10 illustrates the strain (slope) in the mu-
cosa, submucosa, and muscle tissue measured using
this embodiment of the invention at the position shown
in the schematic representation in Figure 9. The mucosa
and submucosa tissue layers are both characterized by
high strain (low stiffness), and the muscle tissue layer by
low strain (high stiffness).
[0094] Figure 11 illustrates data acquired using the
system 100 for performing the method in accordance of
an alternative embodiment of the invention. In this par-
ticular embodiment, the method is conducted to charac-
terise a viscoelasticity of a material. The material in this
example is silicone forming a medical "phantom". The
phantom contains two layers of silicone material. The
first layer of silicone material has a higher viscosity than
the second layer.
[0095] A person skilled in the art will be aware that
viscosity refers to a mechanical property of a material
which describes how the material will continue to deform
following application of a load. For example, a highly vis-
cous material will continue to deform with time (also de-
noted as material creep or relaxation) and a material hav-
ing a low viscosity will change relatively little following an
applied force to deform the material.
[0096] The tip of the needle 106 is inserted into the
layer of highly viscous silicone, then advanced over a
short distance towards the less viscous layer of silicone
material, and then held at a fixed location.
[0097] In this particular embodiment, the optical ele-
ment 104 measures displacement of the material beyond
the tip of the needle 106 for one second after movement
of the tip of the needle 106 within the silicone material is
terminated.
[0098] The measured displacement is attributed to a
mixture of the elastic response of the silicone material
(instantaneous displacement with an applied force), and
viscous response of the material (time-dependent dis-
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placement after movement of the needle is terminated).
Thus, the total measured displacement is indicative of
the viscoelastic properties of the material.
[0099] Figure 11 shows a schematic representation of
the needle tip position within the silicone material wherein
the first layer of silicone is denoted as "more viscous"
and the second layer of silicone which has a lower vis-
cosity than the first layer is denoted as "less viscous".
[0100] Figure 11 further illustrates a plot showing the
detected optical signal versus the distance from the nee-
dle tip (top right) and a plot showing the displacement
versus the axial distance from the needle tip (bottom
right) measured at the position shown in the schematic
representation.
[0101] The optical signal and displacement are meas-
ured for one second after movement of the tip of the nee-
dle 106 was terminated. Within this time, the first silicone
layer having the higher viscosity continued to change its
displacement (seen as a negative, or backward displace-
ment toward the needle tip), and the silicone layer having
a lower viscosity remained stationary. This change in the
trend of the displacement can be used to identify the in-
terface between the more viscous and less viscous sili-
cone layers.
[0102] The rate of relaxation of the material provides
quantification of the viscosity of the material. A material
with no viscosity (a purely elastic material) will instanta-
neously converge to its final stable position when ex-
posed to a mechanical force to deform the material. A
material with low viscosity will continue to undergo dis-
placement for a relatively short period of time following
application of the deforming force. A highly viscous ma-
terial will continue to displace for a relatively large amount
of time following application of the force.
[0103] By using the displacement graph in Figure 11
(bottom right) to quantify the amount of displacement
over a fixed period of time following application of the
deforming force, it can be quantified that the silicone layer
that is closer to the tip of the needle 106 has a relatively
high viscosity compared to the adjacent layer of silicone
material which has a relatively low viscosity.
[0104] By combining measurements of the elasticity of
the material (by quantifying the rate of change of dis-
placement with distance from the needle, as shown in
the previous embodiments) with measurements of vis-
cosity (amount of displacement over a fixed period of
time once the movement of the tip of the needle has
stopped), the viscoelastic properties of the materials can
be characterised.
[0105] The interface between the two layers of silicone
material is denoted by a dash-dot-dash line in each plot.
[0106] Figure 12 shows a flow diagram of a method
500 in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention. In a first step 502, the tip of the needle 106
comprising the optical element 104 is inserted into the
deformable portion of the tissue 102. By inserting the tip
of the needle 106 into the deformable portion of the tissue
102, the tip of the needle 106 applies a mechanical force

to the deformable portion of the tissue 102 such that the
portion of the tissue 102 is deformed.
[0107] In a second step 504 near-infrared light 108 is
emitted into the deformed portion of the tissue 102 from
the optical element 104 in a direction that is parallel to a
central axis of the tip of the needle 106. A portion of the
emitted light 108 interacts with the portion of the tissue
102 within a particular distance from the tip of the needle
106 and is being back-scattered to the optical element
104. In a third step 506, the tip of the needle 106 is ad-
vanced into the deformable portion of the tissue over
time. The optical element 104 detects the backscattered
light in step 508. The detected signal corresponds to a
plurality of locations within the tissue because the back-
scattered light is detected while the tip of the needle 106
is advanced into the tissue. In step 510 the detected light
is transmitted to an optical processing system where the
detected light is combined with light from a reference
system. In step 512 the combined light is converted into
digital data and an elastogram is generated, wherein dis-
placement at locations in the material is illustrated by
brightness of pixels.
[0108] The elastogram may be further analysed to
characterise the tissue in front of the tip of the needle
and/or to identify a boundary between healthy and dis-
eased tissue.
[0109] Although the invention has been described with
reference to particular examples, it will be appreciated
by those skilled in the art that the invention may be em-
bodied in many other forms.
[0110] In the claims which follow and in the preceding
description of the invention, except where the context
requires otherwise due to express language or necessary
implication, the word "comprise" or variations such as
"comprises" or "comprising" is used in an inclusive sense,
i.e. to specify the presence of the stated features but not
to preclude the presence or addition of further features
in various embodiments of the invention.

Claims

1. A method for characterising a mechanical property
of a material, the method comprising the steps of:

providing the material having a deformable por-
tion;
providing a device having an optical element that
is arranged to detect electromagnetic radiation,
the device further comprising an insertion por-
tion that is arranged for insertion into the deform-
able portion of the material and the device being
arranged such that the electromagnetic radia-
tion is detectable by the optical element at a lo-
cation within the deformable portion;
moving the insertion portion of the device within
the deformable portion of the material in a man-
ner such that the deformable portion is de-
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formed;
emitting electromagnetic radiation into the ma-
terial such that propagation of the electromag-
netic radiation through the material is influenced
by the mechanical property of the material as-
sociated with a deformation of the deformable
portion;
detecting the electromagnetic radiation in re-
sponse to the emitted electromagnetic radiation
using the optical element at the location within
the deformable portion; and
analysing the detected electromagnetic radia-
tion to characterise the mechanical property of
the material.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the method compris-
es the further steps of:

detecting electromagnetic radiation in response
to the emitted electromagnetic radiation during
and after the deformation using the optical ele-
ment at the location within the deformable por-
tion of the material; and
comparing a quantity indicative of the electro-
magnetic radiation detected during the deforma-
tion with a quantity indicative of the electromag-
netic radiation detected after the deformation;
wherein a result of comparing the quantities is
indicative of the mechanical property of the ma-
terial.

3. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the optical element is also arranged to emit
electromagnetic radiation and the step of emitting
the electromagnetic radiation comprises emitting
electromagnetic radiation into the material using the
optical element.

4. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the mechanical property is one of an elas-
ticity, a viscosity and a viscoelasticity.

5. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the material is biological tissue.

6. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the insertion portion comprises a needle
portion.

7. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the step of moving the insertion portion with-
in the deformable portion of the material comprises
advancing and/or retracting and/or rotating the nee-
dle portion in one or more direction(s) within the de-
formable portion of the material.

8. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein a surface of the insertion portion comprises

a coating that is arranged to influence a friction be-
tween the insertion portion and the deformable por-
tion of the material.

9. The method of any one of the preceding claims
wherein the deformable material portion comprises
biological tissue and wherein the method comprises
characterising the biological tissue as healthy or dis-
eased tissue based on the characterised mechanical
property of the tissue.

10. The method of claim 9 wherein the method is con-
ducted during surgery of a patient.

11. The method of claim 9 or 10 comprising locating the
diseased tissue.

12. A device for characterising a mechanical property of
a deformable material, the device comprising:

an insertion portion for insertion into a deform-
able portion of the deformable material in a man-
ner such that the deformable portion is de-
formed;
an optical element positioned on or in the inser-
tion portion and arranged to receive electromag-
netic radiation in response to electromagnetic
radiation emitted into the biological tissue; and
an optical fibre positioned at least partially within
the insertion portion and arranged for transmis-
sion of electromagnetic radiation from the opti-
cal element.

13. The device of claim 12 wherein the insertion portion
is one of: a needle portion, an endoscopic portion
and an intravascuar portion.

14. The medical device of claim 12 or 13 wherein a sur-
face portion of the insertion portion comprises a coat-
ing that is arranged to influence a friction between
the needle portion and the biological tissue.

15. The medical device of claim 14 wherein the coating
comprises a plurality of coating portions and is ar-
ranged such that friction between the needle portion
and the biological tissue is dependent on a location
on the surface of the needle portion.
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