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(57) Periodic displacement occurs in body tissue due
to heartbeat. A peak level D of the movement distance
of the body tissue is detected (Step 21), and a heartbeat
cycle T is calculated from a frequency spectrum (Steps
22 and 23). By dividing twice the peak level D by the
heartbeat cycle T, the moving velocity of the body tissue
in a unit heartbeat cycle is calculated (Step 24). By di-
viding the moving velocity by a frame rate r, an average
movement distance of the body tissue between frames
is calculated (Step 25). In a case where the average
movement distance is smaller than a predetermined
threshold value, a time interval between the frames used
for the calculation of the movement distance is extended
(being Step 26 NO, Step 27).
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Description

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

[0001] The present invention relates to a diagnostic
apparatus using, acoustic waves, for example, ultrasonic
waves, and a control method thereof.

2. Description of the Related Art

[0002] Various diagnostic apparatuses using living
body information for medical diagnosis have been devel-
oped (JP2014-36778A, JP3268396B, JP2010-22418A,
JP2012-75950A, JP2008-167838A, JP2006-181058A,
JP2003-284718A, and JP2003-250767A). In recent
years, information (strain) on the hardness or softness
of body tissue has been measured using ultrasonic
waves, and elastography using this information for med-
ical diagnosis has also been known. JP2014-36778A de-
scribes generating an elastic image representing the
hardness (strain) of body tissue, using the movement of
the body tissue resulting from heartbeat. As described in
JP3268396B, in general, the movement of the body tis-
sue is measured with the movement distance or displace-
ment between respective points on two time-series tom-
ograms. JP2010-22418A describes adjusting a frame
rate with reference to a correspondence table according
to the number of heartbeats per minute.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0003] The rate or magnitude of the heartbeat varies
depending on subjects (patients). For example, in the
case of a subject with extremely slow heartbeat, the
movement distance or displacement between the two
time-series tomograms becomes small. As a result, ac-
curate strain cannot be measured under the influence of
flickering (noise) of signals. In this case, an elastic image
representing the finally obtained strain also becomes in-
accurate. Even in a case where the time interval between
the two tomograms is excessively narrow (the frame rate
is extremely high) with respect to the rate of the heartbeat,
the movement distance or displacement between the two
time-series tomograms becomes small. As a result, this
case is also affected by the flickering (noise) of the sig-
nals.
[0004] An object of the invention is to maintain a high-
accuracy elastic image with little noise or with no noise
irrespective of the rate of the heartbeat of each of the
subjects.
[0005] An acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus accord-
ing to the invention comprises acquisition means for ac-
quiring acoustic wave frame data at a predetermined
frame rate, using an acoustic wave echo signal repre-
senting an acoustic wave echo reflected from body tissue
of a subject; movement distance calculating means for

calculating a movement distance of the body tissue, us-
ing a pair of acoustic wave frame data items; elastic im-
age generating means for generating an elastic image
representing strain calculated from the movement dis-
tance of the body tissue calculated by the movement dis-
tance calculating means; heartbeat cycle calculating
means for calculating a heartbeat cycle of the subject;
average movement distance calculating means for cal-
culating an average movement distance of the body tis-
sue between the acoustic wave frame data items in the
heartbeat cycle of the subject, using the movement dis-
tance of the body tissue calculated from each of a plurality
of pairs of acoustic wave frame data items by the move-
ment distance calculating means and the heartbeat cycle
of the subject calculated by the heartbeat cycle calculat-
ing means; and adjusting means for extending a time
interval between the acoustic wave frame data items
used for the calculation of the movement distance of the
body tissue and the generation of the elastic image in a
case where the average movement distance calculated
by the average movement distance calculating means is
smaller than a predetermined threshold value.
[0006] The invention also provides a control method
suitable for the acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus. That
is, this method comprises acquiring acoustic wave frame
data at a predetermined frame rate by acquisition means
on the basis of an acoustic wave echo signal representing
an acoustic wave echo reflected from body tissue of a
subject; calculating a movement distance of the body tis-
sue by movement distance calculating means, using a
pair of acoustic wave frame data items; generating, by
elastic image generating means, an elastic image repre-
senting strain calculated from the movement distance of
the body tissue calculated by the movement distance cal-
culating means; calculating a heartbeat cycle of the sub-
ject by heartbeat cycle calculating means; calculating an
average movement distance of the body tissue between
the acoustic wave frame data items in the heartbeat cycle
of the subject by average movement distance calculating
means, using the movement distance of the body tissue
calculated from each of a plurality of pairs of acoustic
wave frame data items by the movement distance calcu-
lating means and the heartbeat cycle of the subject cal-
culated by the heartbeat cycle calculating means; and
extending a time interval between the acoustic wave
frame data items used for the calculation of the move-
ment distance of the body tissue and the generation of
the elastic image by adjusting means in a case where
the average movement distance calculated by the aver-
age movement distance calculating means is smaller
than a predetermined threshold value.
[0007] As the time interval between the acoustic wave
frame data items used for the calculation of the move-
ment distance of the body tissue and the generation of
the elastic image is extended, the average movement
distance of the body tissue calculated by the average
movement distance calculating means becomes large.
In one embodiment, the time interval between the acous-

1 2 



EP 3 357 429 A1

3

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

tic wave frame data items can be extended such that the
average movement distance coincides with the threshold
value (may not coincide perfectly and may coincide ap-
proximately).
[0008] Preferably, the acoustic wave diagnostic appa-
ratus further comprises region-of-interest setting means
for setting a portion of an acoustic wave image repre-
sented on the basis of the acoustic wave echo signal as
a region of interest. The movement distance calculating
means calculates the movement distance of the body
tissue included in the region of interest set by the region-
of-interest setting means.
[0009] In one aspect, the average movement distance
calculating means obtains a heartbeat average velocity
of the subject, using the movement distance of the body
tissue calculated from each of the plurality of pairs of
acoustic wave frame data items and the heartbeat cycle
of the subject calculated by the heartbeat cycle calculat-
ing means, and calculates the average movement dis-
tance of the body tissue by dividing the heartbeat average
velocity by the frame rate.
[0010] In another aspect, the plurality of pairs of acous-
tic wave frame data items are obtained over one heart-
beat cycle of the subject, and the average movement
distance calculating means calculates the average
movement distance of the body tissue by taking an av-
erage of movement distances of the body tissue calcu-
lated from the plurality of pairs of acoustic wave frame
data items, respectively.
[0011] Preferably, a movement distance immediately
after the start of heartbeat and immediately before the
end of the heartbeat among the movement distances of
the body tissue calculated from the plurality of pairs of
acoustic wave frame data items, respectively, over the
one heartbeat cycle is excluded from the calculation of
the average movement distance.
[0012] In one aspect, the adjusting means extends the
time interval by lowering the frame rate of the acquisition
means.
[0013] In another aspect, the adjusting means extends
the time interval by thinning out and using the acoustic
wave frame data used for the calculation of the movement
distance of the body tissue from the acoustic wave frame
data acquired by the acquisition means.

[Advantage of the Invention]

[0014] According to this invention, in a case where the
average movement distance of the body tissue is smaller
than the predetermined threshold value, the time interval
between the acoustic wave frame data items used for
the calculation of the movement distance of the body
tissue and the generation of an elastic image is extended.
Thus, the movement distance of the body tissue between
the acoustic wave frame data items can be increased.
As the movement distance of the body tissue between
the acoustic wave frame data items is increased, it is
possible to prevent or reduce the appearance of noise in

the elastic image, and it is possible to maintain a high-
accuracy elastic image.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0015]

Fig. 1 schematically illustrates the inside of a living
body where diseased tissue is present.
Fig. 2 illustrates the positions of peripheral tissue
and the diseased tissue before being pressed, the
positions of the peripheral tissue and the diseased
tissue after being pressed in a case where move-
ment distance is large, and the positions of the pe-
ripheral tissue and the diseased tissue after being
pressed in a case where the movement distance is
small.
Fig. 3 is a graph illustrating the displacement of the
peripheral tissue and the diseased tissue before and
after being pressed.
Fig. 4 is a graph illustrating the strain of the peripheral
tissue and the diseased tissue before and after being
pressed.
Fig. 5 schematically illustrates an elastic image re-
garding a subject with fast heartbeat.
Fig. 6 schematically illustrates an elastic image re-
garding a subject with slow heartbeat.
Fig. 7 is a block diagram illustrating an overall con-
figuration of the ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus.
Fig. 8 is a flowchart illustrating a flow of processing
for generating an elastic image.
Fig. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a flow of the process-
ing for generating the elastic image.
Fig. 10 is a graph illustrating the time variations of
cumulative values of reference movement distanc-
es.
Fig. 11 illustrates frequency spectra corresponding
to heartbeats.
Fig. 12 illustrates an aspect in which the frame rate
of the ultrasonic frame data is lowered.
Fig. 13 illustrates an aspect in which the ultrasonic
frame data is thinned out.
Fig. 14 illustrates movement distance Δd calculated
for a pair of ultrasonic frame data items in a plurality
of ultrasonic frame data items acquired within a
heartbeat cycle T.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODI-
MENTS

[0016] First, elastic images will be schematically de-
scribed with reference to Fig. 1 to Fig. 6. Fig. 1 schemat-
ically illustrates the inside of a living body where hard
diseased tissue exists so as to be surrounded by soft
peripheral tissue (normal body tissue). Reference sign
31 of Fig. 2 schematically represents the peripheral tis-
sue and the diseased tissue before being pressed (at the
time of relaxation) caused by heartbeat in a cross-sec-
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tional position along line II-II of Fig. 1, that is, passing
through the diseased tissue. Reference signs 32 and 33
of Fig. 2 designate the peripheral tissue and the diseased
tissue after being pressed (at the time of compression),
reference sign 32 schematically designates a state where
the peripheral tissue and the diseased tissue are greatly
displaced due to heartbeat, and reference sign 33 sche-
matically designates a state where the peripheral tissue
and the diseased tissue are slightly displaced (a state in
the middle of being displaced) due to heartbeat. In order
to make this easily understood, Fig. 2 illustrates that a
left end of the peripheral tissue is fixed (no displacement).
[0017] Fig. 3 is a graph graphically illustrating the dis-
placement of the peripheral tissue and the diseased tis-
sue before and after being pressed, which are respec-
tively designated by reference signs 31 and 32 and ref-
erence signs 31 and 33 of Fig. 2. Fig. 4 is obtained by
differentiating the displacement illustrated in Fig. 3. In
Figs. 3 and 4, graphs (relationships between reference
signs 31 and 32 of Fig. 2) regarding a subject with rela-
tively fast heartbeat (the movement distance of the body
tissue is relatively large) are illustrated by thick solid lines,
and graphs (relationships between reference signs 31
and 33 of Fig. 2) regarding a subject with relatively slow
heartbeat (the movement distance of the body tissue is
relatively small) are illustrated by thin solid lines.
[0018] Fig. 5 schematically illustrates an elastic image
41 regarding the subject with fast heartbeat, and Fig. 6
schematically illustrates an elastic image 42 regarding
the subject with slow heartbeat. The elastic images rep-
resent the hardness (the magnitude of strain) of the body
tissue. As an example of the methods of displaying the
elastic images, the hardness of the body tissue can be
represented by hues according to the degree of the hard-
ness. In the elastic images, hard body tissue, that is, body
tissue with small strain, is expressed in blue. Soft body
tissue, that is, body tissue with great strain, is expressed
in red. Body tissue with intermediate hardness is ex-
pressed in green. In Figs. 5 and 6, a body tissue range
displayed in blue is indicated by "B", a body tissue range
displayed in red is indicated by "R", and a body tissue
range displayed in green is indicated by "G". Here, as-
signment of the hues according to the hardness as an
example of the methods for displaying the elastic images
is not limited to the above, and can be arbitrarily set.
Additionally, as another example of the methods for dis-
playing the elastic images, the elastic images (the hard-
ness of the body tissue) may be expressed by brightness,
instead of the hues (color differences). That is, using spe-
cific hues, such as red, blue, and grayscales, for example,
the hard body tissue, that is, the body tissue with small
strain can be darkly expressed, and the soft body tissue,
that is, the body tissue with great strain can be brightly
expressed.
[0019] The elastic images are obtained by visibly ex-
pressing the strain representing the hardness of the body
tissue calculated as described above. The strain is cal-
culated by differentiating the movement distance (dis-

placement) of the body tissue resulting from heartbeat
(relationships between Fig. 3 and Fig. 4).
[0020] The tissue movement distance is calculated us-
ing a pair of ultrasonic frame data items at different ac-
quisition times, which are obtained by ultrasonic meas-
urement. The time interval between the pair of ultrasonic
frame data items used for the calculation of the tissue
movement distance is assumed to be constant. Regard-
ing the subject with fast heartbeat, a substantially total
range of tissue movement is acquired in the pair of ultra-
sonic frame data items at different acquisition times (the
relationship between reference signs 31 and 32 of Fig.
2). That is, regarding the subject with fast heartbeat, a
large movement distance is calculated using the pair of
ultrasonic frame data items having a predetermined time
interval, which are used for calculating the movement
distance.
[0021] Next, a subject with extremely slow heartbeat
will be considered. In a case where a pair of ultrasonic
frame data items having the same time interval as the
predetermined time interval at which the large movement
distance can be calculated regarding the subject with fast
heartbeat is used, a partial movement distance of tissue
movement may not be acquired in the total range of the
tissue movement regarding a subject with extremely slow
heartbeat (the relationship between reference signs 31
and 33 of Fig. 2). In this case, a small movement distance
is calculated.
[0022] Regarding the subject with fast heartbeat (the
subject in which the large tissue movement distance is
calculated between the pair of ultrasonic frame data
items), referring to the graph of the thick solid lines of
Fig. 3, a large difference is caused between the displace-
ment of the soft peripheral tissue and the displacement
of the hard diseased tissue (the inclination of the graph
is completely different). Referring to the graph of the thick
solid lines of Fig. 4, regarding the subject with fast heart-
beat, the strain calculated by differentiating the displace-
ment can be calculated to have a large value for the soft
peripheral tissue and can be calculated to have a small
value for the hard diseased tissue. Referring to Fig. 5,
the blue B representing that the diseased tissue is hard
(strain is small) is illustrated in the elastic image regarding
the subject with fast heartbeat. A color (here, green G)
showing that the peripheral tissue is softer than the dis-
eased tissue is illustrated. The existence of the hard body
tissue (diseased tissue) can be visually recognized.
[0023] In contrast, regarding the subject with extremely
slow heartbeat (the subject in which the small tissue
movement distance is calculated between the pair of ul-
trasonic frame data items), referring to the graph of the
thin lines of Fig. 3, a difference is not recognized between
the displacement of the peripheral tissue and the dis-
placement of the diseased tissue and a noise signal may
appear. In a case where this is differentiated, referring
to the graph of the thin lines of Fig. 4, a value (noise) that
does not originate from the difference between the hard-
ness of diseased tissue, and the hardness of peripheral
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tissue will be calculated as the great strain.
[0024] Referring to Fig. 6, regarding the subject with
slow heartbeat, a hue (here, red (R): color representing
softness) affected by noise will appear in the elastic im-
age. That is, the hardness of the body tissue cannot be
accurately represented on the elastic image.
[0025] As illustrated in detail below, the ultrasonic di-
agnostic apparatus of this example keeps the movement
distance of the body tissue between ultrasonic frame data
items equal to or larger than a certain value and thereby
prevents noise (Fig. 6) from appearing in the elastic im-
age or makes noise less likely to appear in the elastic
image, by calculating the average movement distance
(an average value of the tissue movement distance be-
tween ultrasonic frame data items generated by the pe-
riodically repeated heartbeat) of the body tissue due to
heartbeat and extending the time interval between the
ultrasonic frame data items used to calculate the move-
ment distance and used to generate an elastic image, in
a case where the average movement distance of the body
tissue caused by heartbeat is smaller than a predeter-
mined threshold value (prescribed value).
[0026] In this example, the ultrasonic diagnostic appa-
ratus using ultrasonic waves will be described. The
present invention is not limited to the ultrasonic waves,
and acoustic waves of audible frequencies may be used
as long as a suitable frequency is selected in accordance
with objects to be detected, measurement conditions, or
the like.
[0027] Fig. 7 illustrates a block diagram illustrating an
overall configuration of an ultrasonic diagnostic appara-
tus 1. The ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1 includes an
ultrasonic probe 2, a transmission/reception beam
former 3, an echo data processing device 4, an image
control device 5, a display device 6, an operating device
7, a control device 8, and a storage device 9.
[0028] The operation of ultrasonic diagnostic appara-
tus 1 is entirely controlled by the control device 8. A con-
trol program, a hue conversion look-up table, frame data,
and the like for controlling the various devices (to be de-
scribed in detail below) that constitute the ultrasonic di-
agnostic apparatus 1 are stored in the storage device 9
connected to the control device 8. An operator’s instruc-
tion, a value to be set or adjusted, and the like are input
from the operating device 7.
[0029] The ultrasonic probe 2 is pressed against the
body surface of the subject (patient). The ultrasonic
probe 2 transmits an ultrasonic beam toward the subject,
receives an ultrasonic echo reflected from the body tissue
within the subject, and outputs an ultrasonic echo signal
representing the ultrasonic echo. The ultrasonic probe 2
having an arbitrary shape, such as a convex type, a sec-
tor type, or a linear type, can be used.
[0030] The transmission/reception beam former 3
drives the ultrasonic probe 2 under predetermined scan-
ning conditions, and performs scanning with an ultrasonic
beam. An arbitrary scanning method, such as sector
scanning, offset sector scanning, or linear scanning, can

be adopted. Additionally, the transmission/reception
beam former 3 performs predetermined signal process-
ing, such as phasing addition processing, on the ultra-
sonic echo signal from the ultrasonic probe 2, and gen-
erates ultrasonic frame data (tomographic echo data)
corresponding to one scanning surface (one tomogram)
of the body tissue. The generated ultrasonic frame data
is sequentially stored in the storage device 9. The ultra-
sonic frame data is generated over time depending on a
predetermined frame rate (the number of ultrasonic
frame data items generated per unit time). The frame
rate of the ultrasonic frame data can be changed by
changing the transmission rate of the ultrasonic beam
transmitted by the ultrasonic probe 2.
[0031] Next, the ultrasonic frame data is input to the
echo data processing device 4. The echo data process-
ing device 4 includes a B-mode data generating unit 4A,
a movement distance measuring unit 4B, and a strain
calculating unit 4C.
[0032] The B-mode data generating unit 4A performs
logarithmic compression processing, envelope detection
processing, or the like on the ultrasonic frame data to
generate B-mode data.
[0033] The movement distance measuring unit 4B cal-
culates the following movement distance, using the ul-
trasonic frame data. That is, the movement distance of
each unit region (each pixel) is calculated on the basis
of a pair of ultrasonic frame data items among a plurality
of ultrasonic frame data items at different acquisition
times, which are sequentially stored in the storage device
9, and the movement distance frame data is generated.
Thereafter, a reference movement distance that is a rep-
resentative value of the movement distance is calculated
from the movement distance of each unit region. As the
reference movement distance to be calculated, for ex-
ample, an average value of movement distances for re-
spective unit regions in a region of interest (ROI) set in
a portion of an ultrasound image can be used. However,
the movement distance of a specific unit region, such as
the center of a frame, may be used as the reference
movement distance, or a plurality of unit regions may be
specified and an average value of the movement dis-
tance of the plurality of specified unit regions may be
used. Moreover, a plurality of ROIs may be set, an aver-
age value of movement distances for respective unit re-
gions in each ROI may be calculated regarding each of
the set ROIs, the average of the average values calcu-
lated regarding the plurality of ROIs, respectively, may
be further calculated. In addition, even in a case where
the ROI is within a predetermined range, the ROI may
be within a range specified using the operating device 7
by a user. Processing using the reference movement dis-
tance (representative value) will be described below.
[0034] The strain calculating unit 4C obtains the strain
of each unit region on the basis of the movement distance
frame data generated by the above-described movement
distance measuring unit 4B, and generates strain frame
data. The strain frame data is generated (calculated) by
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differentiating the movement distance frame data.
[0035] The B-mode data output from the B-mode data
generating unit 4A of the echo data processing device 4
and the strain frame data output from the strain calculat-
ing unit 4C are input to the image control device 5. The
image control device 5 includes a B-mode image data
generating unit 5A, an elastic image data generating unit
5B, and an image display control unit 5C.
[0036] The B-mode image data generating unit 5A per-
forms scanning conversion, using a scan converter on
the B-mode data, and generates two-dimensional tomo-
gram data (B-mode image data) suitable for the display
in the display device 6. In the B-mode image data, signal
intensity is represented by luminance. The B-mode im-
age data has, for example, information representing the
luminance of 256 gradations for each pixel.
[0037] The elastic image data generating unit 5B exe-
cutes the processing of generating elastic image data in
color representing the strain of each unit region in the
strain frame data by a hue (a color difference) according
to the magnitude of the strain, that is, making the strain
into a hue. In the elastic image represented by the elastic
image data, the magnitude of strain is represented by
differences in hue. A correspondence relationship be-
tween the magnitude of strain and the hues is based on
the hue conversion look-up table (not illustrated) stored
in advance in the storage device 9.
[0038] The image display control unit 5C synthesizes
the B-mode image data and the elastic image data, and
generates synthesized image data. By the synthesized
image data being transmitted to the display device 6, a
synthesized ultrasound image in which a B-mode image
and the elastic image are synthesized is displayed on a
display screen of the display device 6. Indeed, the B-
mode image and the elastic image may be displayed on
the display screen without being synthesized.
[0039] Figs. 8 and 9 are flowcharts illustrating the
processing of generating the elastic image data in the
ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus 1.
[0040] Regarding a subject having a body tissue phys-
ically displaced due to heartbeat, ultrasonic frame data
corresponding to one scanning surface (one tomogram)
is continuously acquired (measurement of ultrasonic
waves) (Step 11). The ultrasonic frame data is acquired
at a predetermined frame rate, and is sequentially re-
corded in the storage device 9.
[0041] A pair of ultrasonic frame data items in the ul-
trasonic frame data sequentially recorded in the storage
device 9 is used to calculate the movement distance of
each unit region in the echo data processing device 4
and to generate movement distance frame data. More-
over, the above-described reference movement distance
(representative value) is calculated (Step 12).
[0042] Data representing the reference movement dis-
tance for a certain time is stored in the storage device 9.
Fig. 10 is a graph illustrating the time variations of cumu-
lative values of reference movement distances for 5 sec-
onds.

[0043] The time variation (dashed line A) of a cumula-
tive value of the reference movement distance for 5 sec-
onds in a subject A having a heartbeat of 60 times/min
and the time variation (solid line B) of a cumulative value
of the reference movement distance for 5 seconds in a
subject B having a heartbeat of 48 times/min are illus-
trated in Fig. 10. The dashed line A of Fig. 10 records
about five heartbeats (5 cycles). The solid line B records
four heartbeats (4 cycles).
[0044] The data representing the cumulative values of
the reference movement distances illustrated in Fig. 10
is used to calculate an average movement distance d of
the body tissue between the pair of frame data items in
the heartbeat equivalent to 1 cycle (hereinafter referred
to as a heartbeat average movement distance d) and to
perform the processing of adjusting the time interval of
the frame data on the basis of the calculated heartbeat
average movement distance d (Step 13). The calculation
of the heartbeat average movement distance d and the
adjustment of the time interval of the frame data are per-
formed by the control device 8 along the following flow
(Fig. 9).
[0045] First, the peak levels (peak movement distanc-
es) D (mm) of the cumulative values of the reference
movement distances are detected (refer to Fig. 10) (Step
21). Here, in order to make this easily understood, the
peak movement distances D of the subject A and the
subject B are assumed to be the same.
[0046] Next, the data representing the cumulative val-
ues of the reference movement distances is subjected
to fast Fourier transform (FFT), and frequency spectra
are obtained (Step 22). Fig. 11 illustrates a frequency
spectrum (dashed line) corresponding to the heartbeat
of the subject A illustrated in Fig. 10, and a frequency
spectrum (solid line) corresponding to the heartbeat of
the subject B. For example, in a case where the frame
rate of the ultrasonic frame data is assumed to be 30
[fps], the number of data items for 5 seconds is 30 x 5 =
150. Since it is desirable to have data items in the power
of 2 in the FFT calculation, frequency spectra can be
obtained using the most recent 128 data items.
[0047] Moreover, the peak levels of the frequency
spectra are searched for, frequencies corresponding to
the peak levels are determined as heartbeat frequencies,
and heartbeat cycles (s) are obtained by calculating the
inverses of the heartbeat frequencies [Hz] (Step 23). For
example, in a case where the heartbeat frequency of the
subject A is fA = 1.0 [Hz], the heartbeat cycle TA of the
subject A is obtained as TA = 1.0 [s]. For example, in a
case where the heartbeat frequency of the subject B is
fB = 0.8 [Hz], the heartbeat cycle TB of the subject B is
obtained as TB = 1.25 [s].
[0048] The body tissue repeats compression and re-
laxation due to heartbeat. It is possible that twice of the
peak movement distance D is the total movement dis-
tance of the body tissue in the heartbeat equivalent to 1
cycle. Hence, the average velocity v [mm/s] of the heart-
beat can be obtained by dividing the total movement dis-
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tance 2D by the heartbeat cycle (2D/T) (Step 24). For
example, regarding the above-described subject A of the
heartbeat cycle TA = 1.0 [s], in a case where the peak
movement distance is D = 10 [mm], the heartbeat aver-
age velocity vA of 2D/TA = 20/1 = 20 [mm/s] is calculated.
Regarding the subject B of the heartbeat cycle TB = 1.25
[s], the heartbeat average velocity vB of 2D/TB = 20/1.25
= 16 [mm/s] is calculated.
[0049] The frame rate of ultrasonic diagnostic appara-
tus 1 is defined as r [fps]. 1/r is equivalent to a time interval
[s] between successive frames. The heartbeat average
movement distance d is calculated by dividing the heart-
beat average velocity by the frame rate r (multiplying the
time interval 1/r between frames) (Step 25). In a case
where the frame rate is set to 30 [fps], the heartbeat av-
erage movement distance dA of vA/r = 20/30 = 0.67 [mm]
is calculated regarding the subject A. The heartbeat av-
erage movement distance dB of 16/30 = 0.53 [mm] is
calculated regarding the subject B.
[0050] Special processing is not performed in a case
where the heartbeat average movement distance d ob-
tained as described above is equal to or greater than the
predetermined threshold value (prescribed value) (YES
in Step 26). On the other hand, in a case where the heart-
beat average movement distance d is smaller than the
threshold value, it is determined that the heartbeat is slow
(or the frame rate is too high with respect to the rate of
the heartbeat), and the processing of extending the time
interval between the ultrasonic frame data items used for
the calculation (Step 12) of the movement distance is
performed (NO in Step 26, Step 27). The heartbeat av-
erage movement distance d can be increased by extend-
ing the time interval between the ultrasonic frame data
items.
[0051] In a case where the heartbeat average move-
ment distance d becomes smaller than the threshold val-
ue, noise appearing in an elastic image poses a problem.
The maximum value of the heartbeat average movement
distance d at which noise (refer to Fig. 6) appearing in
an elastic image poses a problem is investigated, and
the value is stored in the storage device 9 as the threshold
value. Since the threshold value changes depending on
the properties of an ultrasonic probe to be used, the
threshold value may be stored in advance in association
with an individual ultrasonic probe. However, the ultra-
sonic diagnostic apparatus 1 may enable its user to input
the threshold value using the operating device 7 or to
adjust the threshold value, using a slider bar between a
predetermined maximum value and a predetermined
minimum value.
[0052] As illustrated in Fig. 12, the time interval be-
tween the ultrasonic frame data used for the calculation
of the movement distance can be extended by lowering
the frame rate of the ultrasonic frame data. The frame
rate of the ultrasonic frame data can be lowered by feed-
back-controlling the ultrasonic probe 2 and the transmis-
sion/reception beam former 3 by the control device 8 and
changing the transmission rate of the ultrasonic beam.

[0053] The above time interval is adjusted such that
the heartbeat average movement distance d has the
threshold value. For example, in a case where the thresh-
old value is 0.53 [mm], the calculated heartbeat average
movement distance d is 0.47 [mm] (the heartbeat aver-
age velocity is 14 [mm/s] and the frame rate is 30 [fps]),
the frame rate may be lowered such that the frame rate
of the ultrasonic frame data has 14/0.53 = 26.42 [fps].
The heartbeat average movement distance d (14/26.42)
can be made to substantially coincide with the threshold
value.
[0054] As illustrated in Fig. 13, the time interval be-
tween the ultrasonic frame data items used for the cal-
culation of the movement distance may be extended not
by changing the frame rate of the ultrasonic frame data
but by, for example, alternately skipping (thinning out)
the ultrasonic frame data items used for the calculation
of the movement distance. This thinning-out processing
is executed by feedback-controlling the echo data
processing device 4 by the control device 8. Referring to
Fig. 13, supposing the tissue movement distance is cal-
culated using frame data T-1 and frame data T, and the
frame data T and frame data T+1, which are continuously
acquired before the adjustment of the time interval, the
tissue movement distance is calculated from the frame
data T-1 and the frame data T+1 after the adjustment of
the time interval by the frame data T being thinned out.
As a result, for example, in a case where the threshold
value is 0.67 [mm] (20 [mm/s] in a case where the thresh-
old value is expressed by heartbeat average velocity),
and the calculated heartbeat average movement dis-
tance d is 0.33 [mm] (10 [mm/s] in a case where the
threshold value is expressed by the heartbeat average
velocity), the heartbeat average movement distance d
can be made to coincide with the threshold value without
lowering the frame rate of the ultrasonic frame data by
keeping the frame rate of the ultrasonic frame data at 30
[fps] without being changed and alternately skipping the
ultrasonic frame data used for the calculation of the
movement distance as described above. Additionally, as
described above, since the ultrasonic frame data is also
used for the generation of the B-mode image, it is not
necessary to lower the frame rate in the B-mode image.
[0055] In a case where the adjustment of the time in-
terval of the ultrasonic frame data is performed as de-
scribed above, the ultrasonic frame data acquired de-
pending on the time interval after the adjustment is used,
and the movement distance frame data is generated.
[0056] Referring back to Fig. 8, the strain of each unit
region (each pixel) is calculated by differentiating the
movement distance frame data in the echo data process-
ing device 4, and the strain frame data is generated (Step
14). Next, in the image control device 5, strain frame data
is converted into hues, using the hue conversion look-up
table stored in advance in the storage device 9, and the
elastic image data is generated by the hue conversion
(Step 15). An elastic image in which the magnitude of
strain is expressed by differences in hue is displayed on
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the display device 6 under the control of the image control
device 5 (Step 16).
[0057] In this way, by adjusting the time interval be-
tween the ultrasonic frame data items that are used for
the calculation of the movement distance and for the gen-
eration of the elastic image data such that the heartbeat
average movement distance d reaches the predeter-
mined threshold value, the movement of the body tissue
exceeding the threshold value is detected. As a result,
an elastic image affected slightly by noise (Fig. 5) or not
affected by noise can be displayed.
[0058] In the above-described example, an example
in which the average velocity v of the heartbeat is calcu-
lated and the heartbeat average movement distance d
is calculated by dividing the average velocity by the frame
rate r has been described. However, as illustrated in Fig.
14, the heartbeat average movement distance d can also
be calculated by obtaining all movement distances Δd
calculated for each pair of ultrasonic frame data items in
a plurality of ultrasonic frame data items of the frame rate
r acquired within the heartbeat cycle T after the heartbeat
cycle T [s] is obtained and by taking the average of the
movement distances (the average of integrated values).
The heartbeat average movement distance d can be cal-
culated by the following Formula.

[0059] Instead of using all the movement distances Δd
included in the heartbeat cycle T for the calculation of
the heartbeat average movement distance d, the heart-
beat average movement distance d may be calculated
by excluding one or more movement distances Δd im-
mediately after the start of the heartbeat and immediately
before the end of the heartbeat among all the movement
distances Δd included in the heartbeat cycle T, from cal-
culation of the heartbeat average movement distance d.
A situation in which the heartbeat average movement
distance d may fluctuate vigorously due to extreme noise
can be avoided. In that case, it is preferable to calculate
the heartbeat average movement distance d by excluding
movement distances Δd that belong to top N% and bot-
tom N% (N is a real number of 10 or less) among all the
movement distances Δd.

Explanation of References

[0060]

1: ultrasonic diagnostic apparatus (acoustic wave di-
agnostic apparatus)
2: ultrasonic probe (acquisition means)

3: transmission/reception beam former (acquisition
means)
4: echo data processing device (movement distance
calculating means)
5: image control device (elastic image generating
means)
6: display device
7: operating device (region-of-interest setting
means)
8: control device (heartbeat cycle calculating means,
average movement distance calculating means, ad-
justing means)
9: storage device

Claims

1. An acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus comprising:

acquisition means for acquiring acoustic wave
frame data at a predetermined frame rate, using
an acoustic wave echo signal representing an
acoustic wave echo reflected from body tissue
of a subject;
movement distance calculating means for cal-
culating a movement distance of the body tissue,
using a pair of acoustic wave frame data items;
elastic image generating means for generating
an elastic image representing strain calculated
from the movement distance of the body tissue
calculated by the movement distance calculat-
ing means;
heartbeat cycle calculating means for calculat-
ing a heartbeat cycle of the subject;
average movement distance calculating means
for calculating an average movement distance
of the body tissue between the acoustic wave
frame data items in the heartbeat cycle of the
subject, using the movement distance of the
body tissue calculated from each of a plurality
of pairs of acoustic wave frame data items by
the movement distance calculating means and
the heartbeat cycle of the subject calculated by
the heartbeat cycle calculating means; and
adjusting means for extending a time interval
between the acoustic wave frame data items
used for the calculation of the movement dis-
tance of the body tissue and the generation of
the elastic image in a case where the average
movement distance calculated by the average
movement distance calculating means is small-
er than a predetermined threshold value.

2. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 1, further comprising:

region-of-interest setting means for setting a
portion of an acoustic wave image represented

13 14 



EP 3 357 429 A1

9

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

on the basis of the acoustic wave echo signal
as a region of interest,
wherein the movement distance calculating
means calculates the movement distance of the
body tissue included in the region of interest set
by the region-of-interest setting means.

3. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 1,
wherein the average movement distance calculating
means obtains a heartbeat average velocity of the
subject, using the movement distance of the body
tissue calculated from each of the plurality of pairs
of acoustic wave frame data items and the heartbeat
cycle of the subject calculated by the heartbeat cycle
calculating means, and calculates the average
movement distance of the body tissue by dividing
the heartbeat average velocity by the frame rate.

4. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 1,

wherein the plurality of pairs of acoustic wave
frame data items are obtained over one heart-
beat cycle of the subject, and
wherein the average movement distance calcu-
lating means calculates the average movement
distance of the body tissue by taking an average
of movement distances of the body tissue cal-
culated from the plurality of pairs of acoustic
wave frame data items, respectively.

5. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 4,
wherein a movement distance immediately after the
start of heartbeat and immediately before the end of
the heartbeat among the movement distances of the
body tissue calculated from the plurality of pairs of
acoustic wave frame data items, respectively, over
the one heartbeat cycle is excluded from the calcu-
lation of the average movement distance.

6. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 1,
wherein the adjusting means extends the time inter-
val by lowering the frame rate of the acquisition
means.

7. The acoustic wave diagnostic apparatus according
to claim 1,
wherein the adjusting means extends the time inter-
val by thinning out and using the acoustic wave frame
data used for the calculation of the movement dis-
tance of the body tissue from the acoustic wave
frame data acquired by the acquisition means.

8. A method of controlling acoustic wave diagnostic ap-
paratus comprising:

acquiring acoustic wave frame data at a prede-
termined frame rate by acquisition means on the
basis of an acoustic wave signal reflected from
body tissue of a subject;
calculating a movement distance of the body tis-
sue by movement distance calculating means,
using a pair of acoustic wave frame data items;
generating, by elastic image generating means,
an elastic image representing strain calculated
from the movement distance of the body tissue
calculated by the movement distance calculat-
ing means;
calculating a heartbeat cycle of the subject by
heartbeat cycle calculating means;
calculating an average movement distance of
the body tissue between the acoustic wave
frame data items in the heartbeat cycle of the
subject by average movement distance calcu-
lating means, using the movement distance of
the body tissue calculated from each of a plu-
rality of pairs of acoustic wave frame data items
by the movement distance calculating means
and the heartbeat cycle of the subject calculated
by the heartbeat cycle calculating means; and
extending a time interval between the acoustic
wave frame data items used for the calculation
of the movement distance of the body tissue and
the generation of the elastic image by adjusting
means in a case where the average movement
distance calculated by the average movement
distance calculating means is smaller than a pre-
determined threshold value.
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