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(54) SUBJECT INFORMATION PROCESSING APPARATUS AND IMAGE DISPLAY METHOD

(57) There are provided a subject information
processing apparatus suitable for acquiring a moving im-
age by consecutively receiving acoustic waves from an
observation target subject region and an image display
method. First combined image data is generated by com-
bining at least two of i-th image data to (i + m)-th image
data (i + m < N, where i and m are natural numbers) out
of N pieces of image data based on electrical signals

acquired when a probe detects the acoustic waves re-
spectively at N positions (N is 3 or a larger integer) at
different relative positions to the subject. Second com-
bined image data is generated by combining at least two
of an (i + n)-th to an (i + n + m)-th image data (n is a
natural number). An image based on the first combined
image data is updated to an image based on the second
combined image data.
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Description

BACKGROUND

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to a subject information processing apparatus and an image display method.

Description of the Related Art

[0002] There is known a subject information processing apparatus that acquires intra-subject characteristic information
by detecting photoacoustic waves generated when a subject is irradiated with light. Japanese Patent Application Laid-
Open No. 2016-47102 discusses a photoacoustic imaging apparatus that irradiates a subject with light and acquires
photoacoustic wave detection signals at sampling cycles shorter than image refresh cycles. The apparatus discussed
in Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2016-47102 displays a moving image by generating images by averaging
the detection signals.

SUMMARY

[0003] An apparatus discussed in Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2016-47102 is considered to acquire
a moving image in a state where the relative position of a probe for acquiring a photoacoustic wave to a subject remains
unchanged. If photoacoustic waves are repetitively acquired in a state where the relative position of the probe to the
subject remains unchanged, random noise contained in the detection signals can be reduced by averaging the detection
signals. However, artifacts occurring during reconstruction are not reduced.
[0004] In view of an above-described problem, the present invention is directed to a subject information processing
apparatus for acquiring a moving image by consecutively receiving acoustic waves from an observation target subject
region, and an image display method.
[0005] According to a first aspect of the present invention, there is provided a subject information processing apparatus
as specified in claims 1 to 13. According to a second aspect of the present invention, there is provided an image display
method as specified in claims 14 to 18. According to a third aspect of the present invention, there is provided a subject
information processing apparatus as specified in claim 19.
[0006] Further features of the present invention will become apparent from the following description of exemplary
embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0007]

Fig. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a configuration of a subject information processing apparatus according to an
exemplary embodiment of the present invention.
Fig. 2 is a diagram illustrating a movement of a probe according to a first exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 3 is a timing chart illustrating operation timings according to the first exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 4 is a timing chart illustrating operation timings according to a second exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 5 is a timing chart illustrating operation timings according to a third exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 6 is a timing chart illustrating operation timings according to a fourth exemplary embodiment.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

[0008] Exemplary embodiments of the present invention will be described in detail below with reference to the accom-
panying drawings. Basically, identical elements are assigned the same reference numerals and redundant descriptions
thereof will be omitted. Note that, detailed calculation formulas and calculation procedures described below are not
limited thereto, and should be modified as required depending on the configuration of an apparatus to which the present
invention is applied and other various conditions. The scope of the present invention is not limited to the following
descriptions.
[0009] A subject information processing apparatus according to an exemplary embodiment of the present invention
includes an apparatus utilizing a photoacoustic effect. More specifically, the apparatus irradiates a subject (for example,
breast, face, or palm) with light (electromagnetic wave) such as near-infrared ray, receives an acoustic wave generated
in the subject, and acquires subject information as image data.
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[0010] In a case of an apparatus utilizing a photoacoustic effect, the acquired subject information indicates a generation
source distribution of acoustic waves generated by light irradiation, an intra-subject initial sound pressure distribution or
an optical energy absorption density distribution or an absorption coefficient distribution derived from the initial sound
pressure distribution, and a tissue constituent concentration distribution. The constituent concentration distribution is,
for example, an oxygen saturation distribution, a total hemoglobin concentration distribution, or an oxidization/reduction
hemoglobin concentration distribution.
[0011] The characteristic information constituting the subject information at a plurality of positions may be acquired
as a two-dimensional or three-dimensional characteristic distribution. A characteristic distribution may be generated as
image data indicating intra-subject characteristic information. An acoustic wave according to the present invention typ-
ically refers to an ultrasonic wave, and includes an elastic wave called a sound wave or an ultrasonic wave. The acoustic
wave generated by the photoacoustic effect is referred to as a photoacoustic wave or a photoacoustic ultrasonic wave.
An acoustic wave detector (for example, a probe) receives an acoustic wave generated in the subject.
[0012] Fig. 1 is a block diagram illustrating a subject information processing apparatus according to a first exemplary
embodiment of the present invention. The subject information processing apparatus according to the first exemplary
embodiment includes a supporting member 002 having a plurality of acoustic wave detection elements 001, an irradiation
optical system 003, a transmission system 004, a light source 005, a reception circuit system 006, a sensor array moving
mechanism 007, an image generation unit 008, an image processing unit 009, an image display unit 010, a system
control unit 011, and a subject supporting member 012.
[0013] The probe includes the supporting member 002 and a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements 001
arranged on the supporting member 002. Each of the acoustic wave detection elements 001 detects a photoacoustic
wave propagated from a subject 013 and converts the photoacoustic wave into an electrical signal (hereinafter also
referred to as a photoacoustic signal). The acoustic wave detection elements 001 may be implemented by using an
arbitrary element based on a piezoelectrical effect, an optical resonance, or a capacitance variation. The arbitrary element
is not limited thereto, and any type of element is applicable as long as an acoustic wave can be received. According to
the present exemplary embodiment, the supporting member 002 has a hemispherical inner surface shape along which
acoustic wave detection surfaces of a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements 001 are arranged. With this
arrangement, highest receiving sensitivity directions, i.e., directional axes, are concentrated around the center of the
hemisphere. The region where high receiving sensitivity directions of a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements
001 are concentrated makes it possible to acquire more accurate subject information than other regions. The shape of
the supporting member 002 is not limited to a hemisphere, and may be a shape of an arbitrary cross section of an ellipse,
a polyhedron, or other configurations in which high receiving sensitivity directions of a plurality of the acoustic wave
detection elements 001 are concentrated in a predetermined region. Further, the supporting member 002 may one-
dimensionally or two-dimensionally support a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements 001. Using a probe having
a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements 001 arranged multidimensionally enables simultaneously receiving
acoustic waves at a plurality of positions, thus shortening the measurement time.
[0014] A high resolution region refers to a region where it is possible to acquire a receiving sensitivity of at least a half
of the receiving sensitivity at the position with the highest receiving sensitivity determined by the arrangement of the
acoustic wave detection elements 001. In the configuration according to the present exemplary embodiment, the center
of the hemispherical supporting member 002 is the position with the highest receiving sensitivity, and the high resolution
region refers to a spherical region isotopically extending from the center of the hemisphere.
[0015] The light source 005 emits light based on a control signal from the system control unit 011. The light emitted
from the light source 005, with the shape of the light deformed by the irradiation optical system 003, irradiates the subject
013. The light generated by the light source 005 may be pulsed light having a pulse width of approximately 10 to 100
ns. This configuration makes it possible to efficiently generate a photoacoustic wave. The light source 005 can be a high
power laser capable of transmitting light deep inside the subject 013. However, the light source 005 is not limited thereto
and may be a light emitting diode or a flash lamp instead of a laser. Lasers applicable to the light source 005 include a
solid-state laser, a gas laser, a dye laser, a semiconductor laser, and other various types of lasers. The wavelength of
the light generated by the light source 005 is desirably a wavelength with which the light is propagated deep inside the
subject 013. For example, if the subject 013 is a living body, the wavelength may be 500 nm or more and 1200 nm or
less. The laser used for the light source 005 may be other laser having high power and a continuously variable wavelength,
such as an Nd:YAG excitation Ti:sa laser and an alexandrite laser. The light source 005 may include a plurality of single-
wavelength lasers of different wavelengths.
[0016] The light emitted from the light source 005 is transmitted to the irradiation optical system 003 serving as a light
irradiation unit via the transmission system 004. An optical absorber (a new blood vessel, cancer, etc. if the subject 013
is a living body) in the subject 013 generates a photoacoustic wave by absorbing the energy of the light irradiating the
subject 013 as described above. The transmission system 004 may include, for example, a plurality of hollow wave
guide tubes connected with each other by joints including a mirror. The transmission system 004 may use a multi-joint
arm configured to enable light propagation in these wave guide tubes, or a light guide configured to enable light propa-
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gation through space by using optical elements such as mirrors and lenses. In addition, the transmission system 004
may include a bundle fiber.
[0017] The reception circuit system 006 performs sampling processing and amplification processing on received signals
output from a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements 001, converts the signals into digital signals, and transmits
the digital signals to the image generation unit 008. The reception circuit system 006 includes, for example, a signal
amplifier such as an operational amplifier, and an analog/digital converter (ADC).
[0018] The image generation unit 008 performs image reconstruction processing by using the digital signals transmitted
from the reception circuit system 006. The image reconstruction processing is carried out to calculate, for example, the
initial sound pressure distribution p (r) of photoacoustic waves in the subject 13 by using filtered back projection (FBP).
The FBP is an image reconstruction method, for example, based on the following formula (1). 

where dS0 represents the size of the detector, S0 represents the opening size used for the reconstruction, pd(r,t)
represents a signal received by each acoustic wave detection element, t represents a reception time, and r0 represents
the position of each acoustic wave detection element.
[0019] An image generation unit 008 transmits reconstruction data generated by performing the above-described
image reconstruction processing to the image processing unit 009. The image generation unit 008 may include, for
example, a central processing unit (CPU) including a multi-core CPU, a Field Programmable Gate Array (FPGA), a
workstation, or hardware.
[0020] The image processing unit 009 performs, for example, gain correction processing and noise component sup-
pression (through a Gaussian filter or a median filter) on the reconstruction data generated by the image generation unit
008. Then, the image processing unit 009 generates a maximum intensity projection (MIP) image from a specific direction,
generates a projection image with the coloring, saturation, and brightness changed depending on the position in a specific
direction and the distance from a specific position or plane, and outputs the generated image as image data. The image
processing unit 009 also performs various types of image processing such as emphasis processing on a region specified
by an operator, and transmits image display data to the image display unit 010. The image processing unit 009 also
functions as a display control unit together with the system control unit 011.
[0021] The image display unit 010 having a role of a user interface displays image display data input thereto as a
visually recognizable image. The image display unit 010 includes a display unit for displaying an image. The image
display unit 010 may be provided with a touch panel to also function as an input unit for receiving an instruction from a
user. Alternatively, the image display unit 010 may include the display unit and the input unit as different hardware
components.
[0022] The above-described components may be implemented by common hardware. For example, the image gen-
eration unit 008 and the image processing unit 009 may be integrally configured as a signal processing unit having the
functions thereof.
[0023] The sensor array moving mechanism 007 as a moving unit moves the probe including the supporting member
002 and the acoustic wave detection elements 001 relatively to the subject 013. The effects of the present invention are
obtained if the relative position of the probe to the subject 013 changes. Accordingly, the subject 013 may be moved
with the probe position fixed, or both the probe and the subject 013 may be moved to change the relative position of the
probe to the subject 013. The sensor array moving mechanism 007 includes a movable stage for moving the supporting
member 002 relatively to the subject 013. The sensor array moving mechanism 007 can perform two-dimensional relative
movement of the supporting member 002 in the x-y plane and also three-dimensional relative movement thereof in a
space including the z direction illustrated in Fig. 1.
[0024] Fig. 2 schematically illustrates the movement of the supporting member 002 according to the present exemplary
embodiment. When the sensor array moving mechanism 007 moves the probe in the x-y plane, the center of the high
resolution region of the probe draws a track 201. Referring to Fig. 2, positions Pos1, Pos2, and Pos3 indicate positions
of the center of the high resolution region at timings Te1, Te2, and Te3, respectively, when the light irradiation is performed
on the subject 013. The circles drawn by dotted lines centering on the positions Pos1, Pos2, and Pos3 schematically
illustrate spreading of the high resolution region at respective positions.
[0025] In this way, the system control unit 011 performs the light irradiation at a plurality of positions where the high
resolution regions overlap, and performs the image reconstruction by using acquired photoacoustic signals. In the high
resolution region, since high directivity regions of a number of the acoustic wave detection elements 001 overlap,
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photoacoustic signals generated from the regions can be acquired with a high signal-to-noise (S/N) ratio. Artifacts on
an image acquired through image reconstruction can be reduced by performing the image reconstruction by using
photoacoustic signals acquired at different relative positions of the supporting member 002 to the subject 013.
[0026] Operations of the image generation unit 008 and the image processing unit 009 will be described below. The
image generation unit 008 performs the image reconstruction by using photoacoustic signals output from the reception
circuit system 006, and outputs the signals as volume data. The image generation unit 008 separately performs the
image reconstruction on the acquired photoacoustic signals for each light irradiation. The image processing unit 009
combines a plurality of photoacoustic volumes to calculate combined volume data with reduced artifacts. Hereinafter,
volume data and combined volume data are also referred to as image data and combined image data, respectively.
Referring to the example illustrated in Fig. 2, the system control unit 011 performs the light irradiation at a timing when
the center of the high resolution region is at the position Pos1. Then, the image generation unit 008 performs the image
reconstruction for a space including the high resolution region indicated by a dotted line centering on the position Pos1
by using an acquired photoacoustic signal through the light irradiation, and acquires volume data 1. Then, the system
control unit 011 performs the light irradiation at a timing when the center of the high resolution region is at the position
Pos2. The image generation unit 008 then performs the image reconstruction for a space including the high resolution
region drawn with a dotted line centering on the position Pos2 by using an acquired photoacoustic signal through the
light irradiation, and acquires volume data 2. When the center of the high resolution region is at the position Pos3, the
image generation unit 008 acquires volume data 3 in a similar way.
[0027] The image processing unit 009 combines the above-described three different volume data while maintaining
the relative positional relations to calculate combined volume data 1. This makes it possible to acquire photoacoustic
images with reduced artifacts in overlapping regions of each piece of volume data. Assume that the high resolution
region is a schematically spatially arranged spherical or cylindrical region having a radius R, and that at least two of the
positions of the center of the high resolution region at the time of light irradiation have a distance L. It is desirable that
a relation L < R is satisfied to obtain the above-described effects.
[0028] If the probe movement is controlled so that the high resolution regions overlap regardless of the position of the
supporting member 002 on the track 201, it is possible to perform the image reconstruction by using a larger number of
photoacoustic signals and further acquire photoacoustic images with reduced artifacts. For example, assuming that the
circular track 201 has a radius Rrot, this effect can be obtained by controlling the probe movement based on a relation
Rrot < R. Further, if the probe movement is controlled based on a relation Rrot < R/2, the high resolution regions overlap
in all regions within 201, making it possible to acquire photoacoustic images with reduced artifacts in a wider range.
[0029] Fig. 3 illustrates light irradiation timings and time relations between processing performed by the image gen-
eration unit 008 and processing performed by the image processing unit 009. The light irradiation illustrated in Fig. 3
indicates the timings Te1, Te2, Te3, and ... TeN at which the light irradiation is performed on the subject 013 and the
acquisition time of photoacoustic signals acquired in response to respective light irradiations. When photoacoustic signals
are acquired by the reception circuit system 006 at respective timings, the image generation unit 008 generates volume
data V1, V2, ..., VN through the image reconstruction based on the acquired photoacoustic signals. The image processing
unit 009 further calculates a combined photoacoustic volume V’1 by using three pieces of volume data V1 to V3. According
to the present exemplary embodiment, a combined volume data V’n is generated by combining volume data Vn to V(n + 2).
[0030] Sequentially displaying images corresponding to the thus-acquired combined volume data on the image display
unit 010 enables presenting a photoacoustic image updated in real time. The volume data to be combined is volume
data which is generated by receiving photoacoustic waves at positions where the high resolution regions mutually overlap.
Therefore, images with reduced artifacts can be generated particularly at the positions where overlapping occurs.
[0031] This means that combined volume data combines photoacoustic signals acquired during a time period for three
light irradiations. If the subject 013 is a living body, the imaging target may move because of a body motion such as
breathing. If combined volume data is generated by using photoacoustic signals acquired before and after a body motion,
a blur occurs in an image. For this reason, the number of photoacoustic volumes to be used for the combination by the
image processing unit 009 can be limited to such an extent that a blur does not largely affect the image. For example,
if the cycle of a body motion by breathing is about 0.3 Hz (a cycle of about 3.33 seconds), images with reduced effects
of the body motion can be acquired by using photoacoustic signals acquired in a time period shorter than this cycle. If
the light irradiation cycle is 10 Hz, limiting the number of volume data to be used for combination to sixteen or less
enables acquiring photoacoustic signals to be used for combination within 1.6 seconds, making it possible to perform
the combination within a half or less of the body motion cycle. In addition, limiting the number of volume data to be used
for combination to eight or less enables acquiring photoacoustic signals to be used for combination within 0.8 seconds,
making it possible to acquire combined volume data by using photoacoustic signals acquired at a cycle which is about
a quarter of the body motion cycle. The smaller the number of volume data to be used for generation of combined volume
data is, images having a higher time resolution can be acquired. Conversely, the larger the number of volume data to
be used for generation of combined volume data is, images having a higher S/N ratio can be obtained. The number of
volume data may be arbitrarily set via an input unit (not illustrated) by an operator. The convenience for the operator
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can be improved by displaying the number of volume data to be used for combination. In addition, displaying the acquisition
time width of photoacoustic signals used for combination and a cycle (Hz) which can be calculated from the acquisition
time width allows the operator to recognize the time resolution of the image to be acquired. This makes it easier for the
operator to specify the number of volume data to be used for combination and specify the time resolution.
[0032] According to the above-described operations, received data acquired at the position Pos2 is included in images
Im1 and Im2 but not included in an image Im3, and a photoacoustic signal acquired at the position Pos3 is included in
the images Im1, Im2, and Im3 but not included in an image Im4. This means that the contribution of a photoacoustic
signal acquired at a certain position, i.e., volume data using the photoacoustic signal, to the image displayed on the
image display unit 010 will decrease with time. As a result, it is possible to reduce artifacts through the combination of
volume data and update an image while reducing the contribution of temporally old photoacoustic data to the image.
[0033] The above-described operations will be described below in a generalized way. According to the present ex-
emplary embodiment, photoacoustic signals are acquired respectively at N positions at different positions relative to the
subject (N is 3 or a larger integer), thus acquiring N pieces of volume data. First combined volume data is generated by
combining at least two of the i-th to the (i + m)-th volume data (i + m < N, where i and m are natural numbers). Second
combined volume data is generated by combining at least two of the (i + n)-th to the (i + n + m)-th volume data (n is a
natural number). Subsequently, the image based on the first combined volume data is updated to the image based on
the second combined volume data, and then the first and the second combined image are sequentially displayed.
[0034] As illustrated in Fig. 2, photoacoustic signals are received by repetitively moving the probe around a predeter-
mined region (the center of the track 201 in this example), and images acquired by combining a plurality of volume data
are sequentially displayed. Then, the operator can view a moving image in a predetermined region. This moving image
may be recorded in the image processing unit 009 or a storage device (not illustrated).
[0035] When generating combined volume data based on volume data, the combination ratio may be weighted. For
example, when generating combined volume data by using volume data V(i) to V(i + m), the ratios of the volume data
are set to α(i) to α(i + m), respectively, so that the following condition is satisfied. 

[0036] This setting makes it possible to further reduce the contribution of old received data to the combined volume data.
[0037] The image display unit 010 may display the time width which has been taken to acquire volume data used for
generating the combined image data (for example, the time period since the timing when a photoacoustic signal is
acquired at the position Pos1 until the timing when a received signal is acquired at the position Pos3). This allows the
operator to grasp the time resolution of the combined image data currently being displayed.
[0038] In addition, the image display unit 010 may display the values of the ratios α(i) to α(i+m) of respective volume
data at the time of combined volume data generation, and the values can be changed by the operator. This allows the
operator to perform adjustment according to the desired time resolution and artifact reduction level.
[0039] In an image displayed on the image display unit 010, the image processing unit 009 may emphasize the region
corresponding to the high resolution region with respect to other regions.
[0040] The present exemplary embodiment is also applicable to a case where a plurality of light sources capable of
emitting light with different wavelengths is provided and to a case where a single light source with variable wavelengths
is used as the light source 005. For example, when changing the wavelength of the light for irradiating the subject 013
for each pulsed light irradiation, the system control unit 011 may perform the image reconstruction by using photoacoustic
signals acquired through the irradiation of light having different wavelengths or by using photoacoustic signals acquired
through the irradiations of light with a same single wavelength. In either case, it is desirable that at least two of the high
resolution regions at a plurality of timings of photoacoustic signal acquisition overlap. Using only photoacoustic signals
acquired through the irradiation of light with the same single wavelength enables acquiring photoacoustic images specific
to the wavelength with reduced artifacts. Also when using photoacoustic signals with the same single wavelength of
light irradiation, using photoacoustic signals acquired at close timings enables providing photoacoustic images with a
high time resolution.
[0041] Although, in the present exemplary embodiment, combined volume data is generated based on a plurality of
temporally consecutive volume data, it is not always necessary to use all of consecutive volume data. For example,
when using a light source capable of emitting light with a high repetition frequency, such as a light emitting diode, using
all of a plurality of consecutive volume data will result in a large amount of data. However, the capacity of the storage
device and the load on the image processing unit 009 can be reduced by thinning out some volume data when generating
combined volume data.
[0042] The number of volume data to be used for generation of combined volume data, and the ratio of each volume
data when generating combined volume data may be stored as preset values, for example, in the storage device included
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in the system control unit 011. Further, the system control unit 011 may set suitable values from the preset values, for
example, according to information such as a department and an observation target portion. The user may refer to patient
information such as the input patient identifier (ID). When capturing an image of the same patient again, the user may
display a similar setting to the last setting as a candidate, or the system control unit 011 may automatically select a setting.
[0043] A second exemplary embodiment of the present invention will be described below with reference to Fig. 4,
centering on differences from the first exemplary embodiment. Fig. 4 illustrates light irradiation timings and time relations
between processing performed by the image generation unit 008 and processing performed by the image processing
unit 009.
[0044] The present exemplary embodiment differs from the first exemplary embodiment in that the image generation
unit 008 generates a plurality of combined volume data based on combinations of the same volume data.
[0045] As illustrated in Fig. 4, the image generation unit 008 combines three pieces of volume data to generate
combined volume data, according to the present exemplary embodiment as well. According to the present exemplary
embodiment, the image generation unit 008 generates combined volume data V’1_1and V’1_2 based on the volume
data V1 to V3 by using different weights at the time of volume data combination. More specifically, the weight of the
volume data V1 with respect to the volume data V3 in the combined volume data V’1_1 is larger than the weight of the
volume data V1 with respect to the volume data V3 in the combined volume data V’1_2. More specifically, an image
Im1_1based on the volume data V’1_1 more strongly reflects information of the volume data V1 which is temporally old
volume data than an image Im1_2 based on the volume data V’1_2. Conversely, the image Im1_2 based on the volume
data V’1_2 more strongly reflects information of the volume data V3 which is temporally new volume data than the image
Im1_1based on the volume data V’1_1.
[0046] According to the present exemplary embodiment, it is possible not only to provide a moving image with reduced
artifacts but also to generate combined volume data at a higher frequency than the repetition frequency for acquiring
photoacoustic signals, thus enabling the image to be updated at high frame rates.
[0047] A third exemplary embodiment of the present invention will be described below with reference to Fig. 5. The
present exemplary embodiment will be described below centering on differences from the first exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 5 illustrates light irradiation timings and time relations between processing performed by the image generation unit
008 and processing performed by the image processing unit 009.
[0048] The present exemplary embodiment differs from the first exemplary embodiment in that a plurality of combined
volume data is combined to generate combined image data.
[0049] In operations illustrated in Fig. 5, the images Im1_1 and Im1_2 are generated based on the combined volume
data V’1 and V’2. In this case, the contribution of the combined volume data V’1 to the image Im1_1 is larger than the
contribution of the combined volume data V’2 to the image Im1_2.
[0050] According to the present exemplary embodiment, it is possible not only to provide a moving image with reduced
artifacts but also to output combined image data at a higher frequency than the frequency for generating combined
volume data, thus enabling the image to be updated at high frame rates.
[0051] A fourth exemplary embodiment of the present invention will be described below with reference to Fig. 6. The
present exemplary embodiment will be described below centering on differences from the first exemplary embodiment.
Fig. 6 illustrates light irradiation timings and time relations between processing performed by the image generation unit
008 and processing performed by the image processing unit 009.
[0052] The present exemplary embodiment differs from the first exemplary embodiment in that combined volume data
is generated based on photoacoustic signal groups acquired through a plurality of light irradiations without individually
generating volume data based on a photoacoustic signal acquired through each light irradiation.
[0053] In the example illustrated in Fig. 6, the image generation unit 008 generates one piece of combined volume
data based on photoacoustic signals acquired through three light irradiations. The image generation unit 008 reads
photoacoustic signals acquired at the timings Te1, Te2, and Te3 from the storage device and generates the combined
volume data V’1. Subsequently, the image processing unit 009 performs predetermined image processing on the com-
bined volume data V’1, and the system control unit 011 controls the image display unit 010 to display the image Im1.
[0054] According to the present exemplary embodiment, it is possible to provide a moving image with reduced artifacts.
[0055] Although, in the present exemplary embodiment, the image generation unit 008 generates combined volume
data based on a plurality of temporally consecutive photoacoustic signals, it is not always necessary to use all of
consecutive photoacoustic signals. For example, when using a light source capable of emitting light with a high repetition
frequency, such as a light emitting diode, using all of a plurality of consecutive photoacoustic signals will results in a
large amount of data. Therefore, the capacity of the storage device and the load on the image processing unit 009 can
be reduced by thinning out some photoacoustic signals at the time of combined volume data generation.
[0056] The above-described exemplary embodiments are to be considered as illustrative, and can be suitably modified
or combined without departing from the technical idea of the present invention.
[0057] According to the present invention, it is possible to acquire a moving image by consecutively receiving acoustic
waves from an observation target subject region.
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Other Embodiments

[0058] Embodiment(s) of the present invention can also be realized by a computer of a system or apparatus that reads
out and executes computer executable instructions (e.g., one or more programs) recorded on a storage medium (which
may also be referred to more fully as a ’non-transitory computer-readable storage medium’) to perform the functions of
one or more of the above-described embodiment(s) and/or that includes one or more circuits (e.g., application specific
integrated circuit (ASIC)) for performing the functions of one or more of the above-described embodiment(s), and by a
method performed by the computer of the system or apparatus by, for example, reading out and executing the computer
executable instructions from the storage medium to perform the functions of one or more of the above-described em-
bodiment(s) and/or controlling the one or more circuits to perform the functions of one or more of the above-described
embodiment(s). The computer may comprise one or more processors (e.g., central processing unit (CPU), micro process-
ing unit (MPU)) and may include a network of separate computers or separate processors to read out and execute the
computer executable instructions. The computer executable instructions may be provided to the computer, for example,
from a network or the storage medium. The storage medium may include, for example, one or more of a hard disk, a
random-access memory (RAM), a read only memory (ROM), a storage of distributed computing systems, an optical disk
(such as a compact disc (CD), digital versatile disc (DVD), or Blu-ray Disc (BD)™), a flash memory device, a memory
card, and the like.
[0059] While the present invention has been described with reference to exemplary embodiments, it is to be understood
that the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary embodiments.

Claims

1. A subject information processing apparatus comprising:

signal processing means for generating image data of a subject based on electrical signals output from a probe
detecting acoustic waves propagated from the subject; and
display control means for controlling display means to display an image based on the image data,
wherein the signal processing means combines at least two of i-th image data to (i + m)-th image data (i + m <
N, where i and m are natural numbers) out of N pieces of image data based on electrical signals acquired when
a probe detects the acoustic waves respectively at N positions (N is 3 or a larger integer) at different relative
positions to the subject to generate first combined image data,
wherein the signal processing means combines at least two of (i + n)-th image data to (i + n + m)-th image data
(n is a natural number) to generate second combined image data, and
wherein the display control means controls the display means to display an image based on the first combined
image data, and further updates the image displayed on the display means to an image based on the second
combined image data.

2. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 1, wherein the signal processing means sets a
contribution of p-th image data (p < m, where p is a natural number) to the second combined image data to be lower
than a contribution of the p-th image data to the first combined image data.

3. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 2, wherein the signal processing means sets the
contribution of the p-th image data to the second combined image data to zero.

4. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 3, wherein, when displaying the
image based on the first combined image data, the display control means controls the display means to further
display information about the number of image data used for generation of the first combined image data.

5. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 4, wherein the display control
means controls the display means to further display information about a time resolution when updating the image
based on the first combined image data to the image based on the second combined image data.

6. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 5, further comprising:

the probe; and
moving means for changing the relative position of the probe to the subject.
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7. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 6,
wherein the probe includes

a plurality of acoustic wave detection elements configured to respectively output the electrical signals in response
to detection of the acoustic waves; and
a supporting member for supporting a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements so that directional axes
of the plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements are concentrated.

8. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 7, wherein, for two consecutive light irradiations,
the control means moves the probe so that high resolution regions overlap, the high resolution region being defined
by concentrated directional axes of a plurality of the acoustic wave detection elements.

9. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 8, wherein, a region corresponding to the high
resolution region in an image to be displayed on the display means is emphasized with respect to a region corre-
sponding to a region other than the high resolution region.

10. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 8, wherein the display control means controls the
display means to display an image corresponding only to the region corresponding to the high resolution region.

11. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 10, further comprising storage
means for storing the electrical signals and information about positions of the probe when acoustic waves as a basis
of the electrical signals are received.

12. The subject information processing apparatus according to any one of claims 1 to 11, further comprising light
irradiation means for irradiating the subject with light,
wherein the acoustic waves are photoacoustic waves generated when the subject is irradiated with the light.

13. The subject information processing apparatus according to claim 12, wherein the light irradiation means irradiates
the subject with the light at relative positions of the N positions of the probe to the subject, and the light irradiated
at the relative positions of the N positions irradiates mutually overlapped regions.

14. An image display method for displaying an image of a subject based on acoustic waves propagated from the subject,
the method comprising:

combining at least two of i-th image data to (i + m)-th image data (i + m < N, where i and m are natural numbers)
out of N pieces of image data based on electrical signals acquired when a probe detects the acoustic waves
respectively at N positions (N is 3 or a larger integer) at different relative positions to the subject to generate
first combined image data;
combining at least two of (i + n)-th image data to (i + n + m)-th image data (n is a natural number) to generate
second combined image data;
displaying an image based on the first combined image data; and
updating the image displayed on the display means to an image based on the second combined image data.

15. The image display method according to claim 14, wherein a contribution of p-th image data (p < m, where p is natural
number) to the second combined image data is lower than a contribution of the p-th image data to the first combined
image data.

16. The image display method according to claim 15, wherein the contribution of the p-th image data to the second
combined image data is zero.

17. The image display method according to any one of claims 14 to 16, wherein, when displaying the image based on
the first combined image data, the display means further displays information about the number of image data used
for generation of the first combined image data.

18. The image display method according to any one of claims 14 to 17, wherein the display means further displays
information about a time resolution when updating the image based on the first combined image data to the image
based on the second combined image data.
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19. A subject information processing apparatus comprising:

signal processing means for generating image data of a subject based on electrical signals output from a probe
detecting acoustic waves propagated from the subject; and
display control means for controlling display means to display an image based on the image data,
wherein the signal processing means uses at least two of an i-th to an (i + m)-th electrical signal (i + m < N,
where i and m are natural numbers) out of N electrical signal groups acquired when a probe detects the acoustic
waves respectively at N positions (N is 3 or a larger integer) at different relative positions to the subject to
generate first combined image data,
wherein the signal processing means uses at least two of an (i + n)-th to an (i + n + m)-th electrical signal (n is
a natural number) to generate second combined image data, and
wherein the display control means controls the display means to display an image based on the first combined
image data, and further updates the image displayed on the display means to an image based on the second
combined image data.
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