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(54) DESIGN ASSISTANCE SYSTEM

(57) Provided is a design assistance system that en-
ables even a user having no expert knowledge to easily
design a network system, taking into consideration the
order in which slave devices are connected and the con-
nection-destination ports. The design assistance system
has a storage section configured to store slave informa-
tion data in which unique information of the slave device
is described; an acquisition section configured to acquire
information of a port of the slave device from the slave
information data; and a generation section configured to
generate a port component serving as a GUI component
representing the port of the slave device based on the
information of the port, generate a device component
serving as a GUI component representing the slave de-
vice based on the slave information data, and generate
a design assisting GUI containing a topology display
screen configured to display the topology of the network
system, under design, which includes the device com-
ponent and the port component.
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Description

TECHNICAL FIELD

[0001] The invention relates to a design assistance
system.

BACKGROUND ART

[0002] In factory automation, production facilities
placed in a factory are controlled by a field network over
which various types of slave devices which collect and
control data of the production facilities and a master de-
vice which conducts central control on these slave de-
vices are connected to each other via a communication
bus. Fig. 18 is a diagram showing an example of config-
uration of the field network. In Fig. 18, a field network 100
is built if a master device 200 (programmable logic con-
troller: PLC) and a plurality of slave devices 300 are con-
nected to each other directly or indirectly via a cable 400
or an I/O unit 500 that is included in the devices 300. The
slave devices 300 may each include a power supply unit,
a motor unit, a counter unit, an image unit, a communi-
cation unit, an I/O unit, etc. The communication bus may
take on various topologies such as a line, a daisy chain,
a tree, and a start, depending on the standard of the field
network. To the master device 200, a management de-
vice 600 may be connected which is used by a user to
set operations of the master device 200, display opera-
tion states of the field network 100, and design a network
system. The management device 600 is made up of a
personal  computer etc. in which setting tools are in-
stalled.
[0003] Patent Document 1 discloses a technology for
displaying an access path between a virtual volume of a
storage control device having external connection func-
tions and an external volume of an external storage sys-
tem.
[0004] Patten Document 2 discloses a bus communi-
cation system that includes a master device and a plu-
rality of slave devices connected to the master device in
a daisy chain via a communication bus and can contin-
uously use some of the slave devices rather than stop-
ping all of the slave devices if a switching section is
opened accidentally.
[0005] Patent Document 3 discloses displaying an im-
age in which an interface unit is attached to a program-
mable indicator such that if a unit portion is selected in
the attachment image, information of the interface unit
corresponding to the unit portion may be displayed.
[0006] Patent Document 4 discloses a technology of a
network device having a plurality of ports, the network
device including an indicator lamp that is turned on and
off and a display which displays contents about the ports
searched for in a database in which set information of
the network device is held.
[0007] Patent Document 5 discloses a technology for
providing hierarchical image display of inter-port connec-

tions of an intelligence switch of a network.

PRIOR ART DOCUMENT

PATENT DOCUMENTS

[0008]

Patent Document 1: JP 2006-285757 A
Patent Document 2: JP 2007-235349 A
Patent Document 3: JP 2008-97551 A
Patent Document 4: JP 2010-220161 A
Patent Document 5: JP 2001-320393A

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

PROBLEMS TO BE SOLVED BY THE INVENTION

[0009] In an industrial network system such as an
EtherCAT, order of slave devices which process frames
is important. However, in a case where the slave devices
are not connected to appropriate ones of a plurality of
connection ports of a branching slave device, the frames
are not processed in the intended order. In such a case,
inter-slave communication by which, for example, the
downstream side slave device utilizes information written
by the upstream side slave device will not function as
intended.
[0010] Therefore, in design of the industrial network
system, it is important to take into consideration the inter-
slave device connection order (parent-child relationship)
and distinguish between the ports of the branching slave
device. However, the conventional design assistance
system has found it difficult to grasp the connection order
and the port information. In a case where a user  having
no expert knowledge or experiences of SEs designs a
network system or builds a real machine, a problem oc-
curs in that such a design assistance system cannot eas-
ily design a network system that meets requirements of
the user.
[0011] In view of the problems, the invention has been
developed, and it is an object of the invention to provide
a design assistance system by which even a user having
no expert knowledge can easily design a network system,
taking into consideration the inter-slave device connec-
tion order and the connection-destination ports.

MEANS FOR SOLVING THE PROBLEM

[0012] The invention provides a design assistance sys-
tem for assisting design of a network system in which at
least one slave device joins to a communication bus
drawing a line, tree, or star topology from a master device
as a starting point , the network system being formed by
interconnecting ports of each of the master and slave
devices, the design assistance system including:

a display configured to display a design assistance
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GUI;
a control device configured to control the GUI which
is displayed on the display; and
an input device configured to permit a user to input
a command configured to operate the GUI, wherein
the control device includes:

a storage section configured to store slave in-
formation data in which unique information of
the slave device is described;
an acquisition section configured to acquire in-
formation of a port of the  slave device from the
slave information data; and
a generation section configured to generate a
port component serving as a GUI component
representing the port of the slave device, based
on the information of the port, generate a device
component as a GUI component representing
the slave device, based on the slave information
data, and generate a design assistance GUI
containing a topology display screen configured
to display a topology of the network system, un-
der design, which includes the device compo-
nent and the port component.

[0013] By the design assistance system, the port com-
ponents representing the ports of the slave devices com-
posing the network system under design are displayed
on the topology display screen, so that a user can design
the network system, taking into consideration the ports.
Therefore, by the design assistance system, the user can
easily design also a network system in which the ports
interconnecting the slave devices influence a path to dis-
tribute data and order in which the data is processed.
[0014] The invention can be identified also as a design
assistance system including at least some of the means
and as a program that causes a computer to function as
the design assistance system.
[0015] For example, a program according to the inven-
tion assists design of a network system in which at least
one slave device joins to a communication bus drawing
a line, tree, or star topology from a master device as a
starting point, the network system being formed by inter-
connecting ports of each of the master and  slave devices
and, if executed by a computer having a display config-
ured to display a design assistance GUI and an input
device configured to permit a user to input a command
configured to operate the GUI, causes the computer to
function as a storage section configured to store slave
information data in which unique information of the slave
device is described; an acquisition section configured to
acquire information of a port of the slave device from the
slave information data; and a generation section config-
ured to generate a port component serving as a GUI com-
ponent representing the port of the slave device, based
on the information of the port, generate a device compo-
nent serving as a GUI component representing the slave
device, based on the slave information data, and gener-

ate a design assistance GUI containing a topology dis-
play screen configured to display a topology of the net-
work system, under design, which includes the device
component and the port component.
[0016] A design assistance method according to the
invention assists design of a network system in which at
least one slave device joins to a communication bus
drawing a line, tree, or star topology from a master device
as a starting point, the network system being formed by
interconnecting ports of each of the master and slave
devices, the design assistance method causing a com-
puter having a display configured to display a design as-
sistance GUI and an input device configured to permit a
user to input a command configured to operate the GUI
to perform the steps of: storing slave information data in
which unique information of the slave device is described;
acquiring information of a port of the slave device from
the slave information data; and generating a port com-
ponent serving as a GUI component representing the
port of the slave device, based on the  information of the
port, generating a device component serving as a GUI
component representing the slave device, based on the
slave information data, and generating a design assist-
ance GUI containing a topology display screen config-
ured to display a topology of the network system, under
design, which includes the device component and the
port component.

EFFECT OF THE INVENTION

[0017] By the design assistance system of the inven-
tion, even the user having no expert knowledge can easily
design a network system, taking into consideration order
in which slave devices are connected and connection-
destination ports.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0018]

Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing an outlined con-
figuration of a design assistance system according
to an embodiment;
Fig. 2 is a block diagram showing an outlined func-
tional configuration of a PC according to the embod-
iment;
Fig. 3 is a view showing one example of a design
assistance GUI generated by the design assistance
system according to the embodiment;
Fig. 4 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where a device component is dropped
by a user from a device list screen to a topology
display screen in the design assistance system ac-
cording to the embodiment;
Fig. 5 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where the device component is
dropped by the user on a port component on the
topology  display screen in the design assistance
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system according to the embodiment;
Fig. 6 is a view showing a display example of the
topology display screen in which a drop-destination
port component is connected to a dropped compo-
nent generated in a case where a device component
is dropped by the user to a port component on the
topology display screen in the design assistance sys-
tem according to the embodiment;
Fig. 7 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where a device component is dropped
by the user to a device component on the topology
display screen in the design assistance system of
the embodiment;
Fig. 8 is a view showing a display example of the
topology display screen on which a drop-destination
device component is connected to a dropped device
component generated when the device component
is dropped by the user to the device component on
the topology display screen in the design assistance
system of the embodiment;
Fig. 9 is a view showing the GUI in a case where a
device component is dropped by the user to a device
component provided with a plurality of connectable
ports on the topology display screen in the design
assistance system of the embodiment;
Fig. 10 is a view showing a display example of port
list components representing a list of connectable
ports generated in a case where a device component
is dropped by the user to a device component pro-
vided with a plurality of connectable ports on the to-
pology display screen in the design assistance sys-
tem of the embodiment;
Fig. 11 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where one of item components enu-
merated as the port list components is selected by
the  user in the design assistance system of the em-
bodiment;
Fig. 12 is a view showing a display example of the
topology display screen on which a port component
selected from the port list and a dropped component
generated in a case where one of the item compo-
nents enumerated as the port list components is se-
lected by the user in the design assistance system
of the embodiment;
Fig. 13 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where a device component is dropped
by the user to a port component to which a device
component is already connected on the topology dis-
play screen in the design assistance system of the
embodiment;
Fig. 14 is a view showing a display example of the
topology display screen on which a dropped device
component generated in a case where a device com-
ponent is dropped by the user to a port component
to which a device component is already connected
on the topology display screen is connected in a
manner such that the dropped device component
may be sandwiched by a drop-destination compo-

nent and a device component initially connected to
this port component in the design assistance system
of the embodiment;
Fig. 15 is a view showing a display example of the
GUI in a case where a device component is dropped
by the user to a device component to which a device
component is already connected on the topology dis-
play screen in the design assistance system of the
embodiment;
Fig. 16 is a view showing a display example of the
topology display screen on which a dropped compo-
nent generated in a case where a device component
is dropped by the user to a device component to
which a device component is already connected on
the topology display screen is connected in a manner
such that the dropped device component may be
sandwiched by a drop-destination device compo-
nent and a device component initially connected to
this device component;
Fig. 17 is a flowchart showing processing which is
performed in a case where a device component is
dragged, by the user, from the device list display
screen and dropped to the topology display screen
in the design assistance system of the embodiment;
and
Fig. 18 is a diagram showing a configuration example
of a typical field network.

MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE INVENTION

[0019] Fig. 1 is a block diagram showing the outlined
configuration of a design assistance system according
to the present embodiment. The design assistance sys-
tem is configured to assist design of a network system
in which at least one slave device joins to a communica-
tion bus which draws a line, tree, or star topology from a
master device as a starting point. The network system is
an industrial field network formed by interconnecting
ports of each of the master and slave devices and can
be illustrated as, for example, an EtherCAT-standard net-
work system. The EtherCAT network system has two
types of connection interfaces provided to the slave de-
vice, namely an external bus (RJ45) and an internal bus
(E-Bus). The design assistance system of the present
embodiment is not limited in application to design of an
EtherCAT network system, and the port connection in-
terface may be of any types other than the external and
internal types.
[0020] A design assistance system 1 has a display 2
which displays a design assistance graphical user inter-
face (GUI), a personal computer (PC) 3 configured to
control the GUI displayed on the display 2, and an input
device 4 which is configured by a keyboard or mouse
with which a user provides the PC 3 with commands to
operate the GUI. The design assistance system 1 ena-
bles the user to design a network system off-line. The
design assistance system 1 may be configured in a man-
ner such that the user can input commands to a network
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system on-line by connecting to a real machine of this
network system, for example, a master device (PLC).
[0021] Fig. 2 is a block diagram showing an outlined
functional configuration of the PC 3. The PC 3 has a
storage section 31, an acquisition section 32, an input
section 33, a generation section 34, and an image output
section 35.
[0022] The storage section 31 stores slave information
data in which unique information of the slave device is
described. The slave information data describes a model
number of the slave device, identification information of
a vendor, and information of ports of the slave device in,
for example, an XML format.
[0023] The acquisition section 32 acquires the infor-
mation of the slave device ports from the slave informa-
tion data stored in the storage section 31. The information
of the ports contains, for example, the number of the ports
of the slave device, the type of a port connection interface
(internal bus or external bus), and the identification infor-
mation (name etc.) of the ports.
[0024] The input section 33 receives a signal incoming
from the input device 4 and provides the generation sec-
tion 34 with a command.
[0025] The generation section 34 generates a design
assistance GUI in response to a command input from the
input section 33. Further, the generation section 34 gen-
erates image data that can be displayed on the display
2 based on data of the generated GUI and outputs the
image data to the image output section 35. The GUI gen-
erated by the generation section 34 will be described
later.
[0026] The image output section 35 provides the dis-
play 2 with image data input from the generation section
34.
[0027] The PC 3 includes publicly known components
such as a CPU, a memory, a disk, various types of input/
output interfaces, and a bus connecting them, which are
not shown, so that the storage section 31 is made up of
an ROM, an RAM, or a hard disk drive (HDD) which is
connected to the CPU via the bus. The acquisition section
32 and the generation section 34 are realized when the
CPU reads a network system design assistance program
installed in the HDD etc. from a disk and executes the
program. The input section 33 and the image output sec-
tion 35 are each made up of a mouse connection terminal,
a keyboard connection terminal, or a display connection
terminal which is connected to the CPU via the bus.
[0028]   Fig. 3 is a view showing one example of a
design assistance GUI generated by the generation sec-
tion 34 in the PC 3. A design assistance GUI 5 of the
present embodiment roughly includes two panes, namely
a device list display screen 51 and a topology display
screen 52. The GUI 5 could include various screens not
shown in Fig. 3 such as a screen for setting the master
and slave devices, a screen for programming, and a
screen for displaying detailed specifications of the slave
device, which are omitted in the present embodiment for
simplification of explanation.

[0029] The device list display screen 51 is configured
to display a list of the slave devices that can join to a
network system under design. Item components 53 enu-
merated on the device list display screen 51 include a
text 532 and a device component 531 serving as a GUI
component that represents the slave device.
[0030] The device component 531 includes an icon
component 533 given as an illustration etc. which visu-
alizes a slave device type or a manufacturer name and
line components 534, 535, and 536 which represent ports
of the slave device.
[0031] Each of the line components represents each
of the ports, the number of the line components repre-
sents the number of the ports of the slave device, and
the color or the line type of the line component represents
the type of a connection interface for each of the ports.
In this case, it is assumed that a bold line represents a
connection interface for the external bus and a thin line
represents that for the internal bus. Further, the line com-
ponent represents an inport or an outport, depending on
where the line component is positioned. An  inport is used
to connect the slave device closer to the master device
than the local terminal in a topology, while an outport is
used to connect the slave device more distant from the
master device than the local device in the topology. In
this case, it is assumed that the line component 535 which
extends from the left side of the icon component 533 and
then upward represents an inport, while the line compo-
nent 536 which extends from the left side of the icon
component 533 and then downward represents an out-
port. Further, in the case of the device component rep-
resenting a branching slave device having a branching
port at which the communication bus branches off, the
branching port is represented by the line component po-
sitioned to the bottom of the icon component. The slave
device represented by the device component 531 is a
branching slave device having a branching port at which
an external bus branches off to an internal bus. As shown
in the Fig. 3, the line component 534 representing a
branching port for branching to internal bus is positioned
to the bottom of the icon component 533. The text 532
indicates the model number of the slave device or the
name of a vendor.
[0032] By the device component 531, the user can
know that this slave device is an external bus-connected
branching slave device having one branching port for the
internal bus and has a model number of "GX-BS1".
[0033] By the device list display screen 51, the user
can obtain information such as the vendor name and the
model number of the slave device that can be newly joint-
ed to a network system under design, the number of its
ports, and the type of a connection interface for the ports.
In particular, the user can easily know the  type of the
connection interface for the port of the slave device and
whether a branching port exists, so that by a GUI having
the device list display screen 51, it is possible to easily
assist selecting slave devices that can be newly jointed
to the network system under design and selecting con-
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nection-destination slave devices.
[0034] The method of displaying a list of the slave de-
vices on the device list display screen 51 is not limited
to that described above. For example, it may be consid-
ered to provide a display aspect to further enrich infor-
mation display for each slave device by increasing the
number of GUI components given as the item compo-
nents 53 or a display aspect to improve listing perform-
ance by decreasing the number of GUI components giv-
en as the item components 53. Further, another display
aspect may be possible to narrow down the item com-
ponents to be displayed by using keywords input by the
user such as a vendor name, or a category (analog I/O,
digital I/O, encoder, or sensor).
[0035] For example, in the display aspect to improve
listing performance, only the icon component 533 is em-
ployed as the device component 531 given as the item
component 53, omitting the line components 534, 535,
and 536. In this case, if operations (movements of a focus
frame through mouse clicking or cursor key operations)
are performed by the user to select the item component
53 on the device list display screen 51, texts indicating
detailed information of the rich device components 531
including the line components 534, 535, and 536 and the
selected slave device may be displayed in another win-
dow or display region.
[0036] The topology display screen 52 is used to dis-
play the topology of a network system under design. On
the topology display screen 52, one of the device com-
ponents representing the slave devices of the network
system under design and one of the port components
representing the ports of the slave devices of the network
system under design are each disposed in each row.
Each of the rows has two columns. If the component dis-
posed in each row is a device component representing
the slave device, the left side column 54 displays the
node address of this slave device. The right side column
55 displays texts that indicate identification information
(names, model numbers, etc.) of the device components,
port components, line components interconnecting them,
and slave devices.
[0037] On the topology display screen 52, with respect
to the device component representing a certain slave de-
vice, the device component representing the parent slave
device (slave device connected to an inport) of this slave
device is disposed in an upper row and the device com-
ponent representing the child slave device (slave device
connected to an outport or a branching port) of this slave
device is disposed in a lower row. In the highest row, the
device component representing the master device is dis-
played. On the topology display screen 52 generated by
the design assistance system of the present embodi-
ment, a parent-child relationship of the slave device is
indicated by a difference in row in which the device com-
ponent is disposed, so that the user can easily know the
parent-child relationship of the slave device in the net-
work system under design, namely connection order.
[0038] There has been described an example indicat-

ing the slave device’s parent-child relationship by dispos-
ing the device component representing the parent slave
device and the device component representing the child
slave device onto the vertical opposite sides in condition
where the device component representing the local de-
vice is sandwiched by these device components. How-
ever, as long as the device component representing the
parent slave device and the device component repre-
senting the child slave device are disposed on the oppo-
site sides with respect to the device component repre-
senting the local device, the direction, for example, right-
and-left direction is not limited in which the device com-
ponents representing the parent and child slave devices
are disposed with respect to the local device.
[0039] On the topology display screen 52, a group of
the device components representing a plurality of the
slave devices in a serial parent-child relationship forming
a line topology by interconnecting the inports and the
outports are disposed uniformly (in the same row) verti-
cally. Further, the row in which the device components
representing the branching devices and the device com-
ponents representing the slave devices connected to the
outports of these branching devices are disposed is dif-
ferent from the row in which the device components rep-
resenting the slave devices connected to the branching
ports of these branching slave devices are disposed.
[0040] For example, a slave device E001 is a branch-
ing slave device having one branching port for branching
from the external bus to the internal bus.
[0041] A device component representing the branch-
ing slave device E001, a device component representing
a slave device E009 which is connected to an outport
(external bus) of the branching slave device E001, and
device components representing slave devices E011
and E012 which are in a serial parent-child relationship
with the slave device E009 are disposed in the same
column (which is assumed to be the first column). Further,
a device component representing a slave device E002
which is connected to the branching slave device E001
and device components representing slave devices
E003, E004, and E008 which are in a serial parent-child
relationship with the slave device E002 are disposed in
the same column (which is assumed to be the second
column). The second column is disposed as shifted to
the right side of the first column. The column, referred to
here, corresponds to a "hierarchy" in the invention.
[0042] On the topology display screen 52 generated
by the design assistance system of the present embod-
iment, a group of the slave devices joining to a bus
branching in the branching slave device are represented
by a difference in column, so that the user can easily
know the branching of the bus in the network system
under design.
[0043] The topology display screen 52 displays the port
components, which are GUI components representing
the ports provided to the slave devices. On the topology
display screen 52 generated by the design assistance
system of the present embodiment, as the GUI compo-
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nents representing the ports, especially  only the port
components representing a plurality of branching ports
provided to the branching slave device are displayed.
[0044] For example, the slave device E004 is a branch-
ing slave device provided with two branching ports for
branching from the internal bus to the external bus, which
ports are represented by displayed port components 551
and 552. By the port components 551 and 552, the user
can recognize the two external bus-connected branching
ports provided to the slave device E004 on the topology
display screen 52. Although the port components repre-
senting the outports (connection for the internal bus) of
the slave device E004 are not displayed, the device com-
ponents representing the slave device E004 are, as de-
scribed above, arranged to include the line components
displayed in the different aspects in accordance with the
different types of the connection interfaces, so that the
user can recognize the outports provided to the slave
device E004 by line components 553 representing the
outports for internal bus connection. Further, the slave
device E009 is a branching slave device provided with
two branching ports for branching from the external bus
to the internal bus, the branching ports being represented
by displayed port components 561 and 562. Further, an
external-connection outport is represented by a line com-
ponent 560.
[0045] The topology display screen 52 displays GUI
components that indicate identification information of the
branching ports in addition to the port components. The
identification information may be, for example, names of
the ports. In the example of the slave device E009, in
addition to the port  component 561, a label component
563 is displayed that indicates "X1", which is the name
of a branching port represented by this port component.
Further, in addition to the port component 562, a label
component 564 is displayed that indicates "X2", which is
the name of a branching port represented by this port
component. Accordingly, the user can identify the two
branching ports of the slave device E009 by name on the
topology display screen 52.
[0046] In the case of the branching slave device not
provided with a plurality of the branching ports as in the
case of the slave device E001, no port components are
displayed which are used as independent GUI compo-
nents for the purpose of representing the branching ports.
However, as described above, the ports and the connec-
tion interfaces provided to the slave device are repre-
sented by line components included in the device com-
ponent, so that even if no port components are displayed,
the user can identify the inports, outports, and branching
ports on the topology display screen 52.
[0047] On the topology display screen 52 generated
by the design assistance system of the present embod-
iment, in addition to a device component representing a
branching slave device provided with a plurality of
branching ports, port components independent of the de-
vice component representing the branching ports are dis-
played, so that the user can clearly identify the ports to

which the slave device is to be connected, in design of
a network system.
[0048] For example, the design assistance system of
the present embodiment is well suited for design of an
EtherCAT network system; however, the EtherCAT
changes order in which frames transmitted from the mas-
ter device are processed, depending on which port of the
branching slave device the slave device is to be connect-
ed to. In a case where a network is designed to perform
inter-slave communication in a concept by which results
of processing by a slave device on the upstream side are
used by a slave device on the downstream side, the order
in which the slave devices process the frames is espe-
cially important. If a branching port of the real machine
of a branching slave device describes identification in-
formation equivalent to that which can be acquired from
slave information data, when assembling an actual net-
work, the user can connect the slave devices as intended
in design, avoiding making a mistake of selecting a wrong
connection-destination port.
[0049] Only if a branching slave device is provided with
a plurality of branching ports, the port components rep-
resenting those branching ports are to be displayed on
the topology display screen 52 of the present embodi-
ment. However, some or all of the inports, outports,
branching ports of each of the slave devices may be dis-
played.
[0050] On the topology display screen 52, the topology
of a network system under design is indicated by con-
necting the device components and the port components
by using line components representing interconnection
between the ports provided to the slave devices. The
color or the line type of the line components represents
the type of the port connection interface. As described
above, in the present embodiment, it is assumed that the
line component indicated by a bold line represents inter-
connection between the ports for  connection to the ex-
ternal bus and the line component indicated by a thin line
represents interconnection between the ports for con-
nection to the internal bus. The device component rep-
resenting a branching slave device and the port compo-
nent representing a branching port provided to this
branching device are also connected using a similar line
component. That is, on the topology display screen 52,
interconnection between the ports provided to the slave
device and connection to the branching port inside a
branching slave device are represented by the similar
line component.
[0051] By the topology display screen 52 configured
by connecting the device components and the port com-
ponents with the line components, the user can easily
know the topology of the network system. In particular,
it is possible to clearly identify which port of a branching
slave device causes bus branching, well suitably assist-
ing design of a network taking into consideration the order
in which the slave devices process data.
[0052] The design assistance GUI described above is
generated by the generation section 34 based on infor-
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mation of the slave devices which is acquired from the
acquisition section 32. The acquisition section 32 ac-
quires unique information of the slave devices (vendor
name, model number, the number of ports, port connec-
tion interface, port name, etc.) from the slave information
data stored in the storage section 31 and transmits the
unique information to the generation section 34. The
slave information data may contain image data that can
be used as the icon component 533 of the device com-
ponent 531. Based on the unique information of the slave
devices received  from the acquisition section 32, the
generation section 34 generates device components rep-
resenting the slave devices, line components for repre-
senting ports composing the device components, line
components representing interconnection between the
slave devices composing a network system, port com-
ponents representing branching ports provided to a
branching slave device, etc.
[0053] In a GUI generated by the design assistance
system of the present embodiment, the user can add a
slave device to or delete it from a network system under
design by performing drag-and-drop operations on the
device components in a direction from the device list dis-
play screen 51 to the topology display screen 52 or in
the opposite direction. In Fig. 4, a to-be-added device
component 57 represents a device component being
dragged by the user from the device list display screen
51 to the topology display screen 52. The to-be-added
device 57 being dragged is indicated by a following point-
er 58 that moves as the user operates the mouse.
[0054] The to-be-added device component 57 being
dragged is provided with line components which are
shown to represent ports, as shown in the Fig. 4. Accord-
ingly, the user can easily know the number of the ports
and the connection interfaces provided to the slave de-
vice (referred to as to-be-added slave device) which is
represented by the to-be-added device component 57
being dragged. The GUI well suitably assists the user
when the user drops the device component to an appro-
priate position (where a device component or a port com-
ponent is displayed which respectively represents a slave
device or a  port to which the to-be-added slave device
can be connected) on the topology display screen 52.
[0055] If operations to drag the to-be-added device
component 57 and drop it to a port component displayed
on the topology display screen 52 are performed by the
user, the design assistance system generates a topology
display screen 52 indicating that a port represented by
the drop-destination port component and an inport of the
to-be-added slave device are connected to each other.
For example, Fig. 5 shows a display example of the GUI
in a case where the to-be-added device component 57
is dropped by the user to the port component 562. In this
case, the design assistance system generates a topology
display screen 52 indicating that the second branching
port X2 of the slave device E009 represented by the port
component 562 is connected to the inport of the to-be-
added slave device by connecting the to-be-added de-

vice component 57 and the port component 562 to each
other with a line component 565 compatible with the port
connection interface, as shown in Fig. 6.
[0056] If operations to drag the to-be-added device
component 57 and drop it to a device component dis-
played on the topology display screen 52 are performed
by the user, the design assistance system decides
whether a slave device (referred to as connection-desti-
nation slave device) represented by the drop-destination
device component has a plurality of ports to which the
to-be-added slave device can be connected and, if hav-
ing decided that the slave device has one such port, gen-
erates a topology display screen 52 indicating that an
outport of the connection-destination slave device is con-
nected to an inport of the to-be-added  slave device. For
example, Fig. 7 shows a display example of the GUI in
a case where the to-be-added device component 57 is
dropped by the user to the device component E012. In
this example, the to-be-added slave device is provided
with an external bus-connection inport and the slave de-
vice E012 is provided with one outport for external bus
connection, so that it is decided that the connection-des-
tination slave device has one port to which the to-be-
added slave device can be connected. In this case, the
design assistance system generates a topology display
screen 52 indicating that the outport of the connection-
destination slave device E012 is connected to the inport
of the to-be-added slave device by connecting the device
component E012 and the to-be-added device component
57 to each other with a line component 571 compatible
with the connection interface, as shown in Fig. 8.
[0057] If it is decided that the connection-destination
slave device has a plurality of ports to which the to-be-
added slave device can be connected, the design assist-
ance system generates item components, each of which
is the GUI component indicating identification information
of each of those connection ports, and also generates a
port list component, which is a list of the item compo-
nents, and then provides pop-up display of them near
the drop-destination device component. For example,
Fig. 9 shows the GUI in a case where the device com-
ponent 57 is dropped by the user to the to-be-added de-
vice component E009. In this example, the to-be-added
slave device is provided with an external bus-connection
inport and the slave device E009 is provided with one
outport for external bus connection and two branching
ports for external bus connection, so that it is decided
that the connection-destination slave device has  three
ports to which the to-be-added slave device can be con-
nected. In this case, the design assistance system gen-
erates an item component 591 representing "OUT",
which is identification information of the outport provided
to the slave device E009, an item component 592 indi-
cating "X1", which is identification information of the first
branching port, and an item component 593 indicating
"X2", which is identification information of the second
branching port, and also generates a port list component
59, which is a list of the item components, and then pro-
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vides pop-up display of them near the drop-destination
device component E009, as shown in Fig. 10.
[0058] If operations to select any one of the item com-
ponents composing the port list component are per-
formed by the user, the design assistance system gen-
erates a topology display screen 52 indicating that the
inport of the to-be-added slave device is connected to a
port represented by the item component selected by the
user among the ports provided to a connection-destina-
tion slave device. For example, Fig. 11 shows a display
example of the GUI in a case where operations to select
the item component 593 of the port list component 59
are performed by the user. In this case, the design as-
sistance system generates a topology display screen 52
indicating that the branching port X2 of the connection-
destination slave device E009 is connected to the inport
of the to-be-added slave device by connecting the to-be-
added device component 57 and the port component 562
representing the branching port X2 represented by the
item component 593 with each other with a line compo-
nent 572 compatible with the connection interface, as
shown in Fig. 12.
[0059] If the to-be-added device component is dropped
by the user to the device component or port component
to which a slave device is already connected on the to-
pology display screen 52, the design assistance system
generates a topology display screen 52 indicating that
the to-be-added slave device represented by the dropped
device component is connected in a manner such that
the to-be-added slave device may be sandwiched by the
connection-destination slave device (connection-desti-
nation port) represented by the drop-destination device
component (or port component) and the slave device al-
ready connected to this connection-destination slave de-
vice (connection-destination port).
[0060] Fig. 13 shows a display example of the GUI in
a case where the to-be-added device component 57 is
dropped by the user to the port component 551. In this
example, since the device component E005 is already
connected to the port component 551, the design assist-
ance system disposes the port component 551 in a row
immediately below the port component 551 to intercon-
nect them with a line component 573 and also disposes
the device component E005 in a row immediately below
the to-be-added device component 57 to interconnect
the device component E005 and the to-be-added device
component 57 with a line component 574, as shown in
Fig. 14. In such a manner, the design assistance system
generates the topology display screen 52 indicating that
a first branching port X1 of the slave device E004 repre-
sented by the port component 551 is connected to the
inport of the added slave device and the outport of the
added slave device is connected to an inport of the slave
device E005.
[0061] Fig. 15 shows a display example of the GUI in
a case where the to-be-added device component 57 is
dropped by the user to the device component E005. In
this example, since the device component E006 is al-

ready connected to the device component E005, the de-
sign assistance system disposes the to-be-added com-
ponent 57 in a row immediately below the device com-
ponent E005 to interconnect the to-be-added device
component 57 and the device component E005 with a
line component 575 and also disposes the device com-
ponent E006 in a row immediately below the to-be-added
device component 57 to interconnect the device compo-
nent E006 and the to-be-added device component 57
with a line component 576, as shown in Fig. 16. In such
a manner, the design assistance system generates the
topology display screen 52 indicating that the outport of
the slave device E005 is connected to the inport of the
added slave device and the outport of the added slave
device is connected to the inport of the slave device E006.
[0062] Such control on the GUI in the case where the
user adds a slave device to a network system under de-
sign is conducted by the generation section 34 based on
a signal which is input by the input section 33 and indi-
cates user operations and information of the slave device
acquired from the acquisition section 32. In response to
a request from the generation section 34, the acquisition
section 32 acquires the information of a vendor name, a
model number, the number of ports, connection interfac-
es of the ports, and names of the ports of the slave device
from the slave information data stored in the storage sec-
tion 31 and transmits  the information to the generation
section 34. Based on the unique information of the slave
device received from the acquisition section 32, the gen-
eration section 34 generates the to-be-added device
component being dragged, the port list component, and
the line component interconnecting the post-drop con-
nection-destination device component and the to-be-
added device.
[0063] Fig. 17 is a flowchart showing processing which
is performed in a case where a device component is
dragged, by the user, from the device list display screen
51 and dropped to the topology display screen 52 in the
design assistance system of the present embodiment.
[0064] If information about operations performed by
the user in step S101 to drag and drop a device compo-
nent from the device list display screen 51 to the topology
display screen 52 is input from the input section 33, the
generation section 34 decides in step S102 whether a
drop-destination GUI is a device component, a port com-
ponent, or any other than them. If the drop destination is
neither a device component or a port component, the
generation section 34 ends the processing.
[0065] If the drop destination is a port component, the
generation section 34 advances to step S103 to decide
whether a slave device (to-be-added slave device) rep-
resented by the dragged device component can be con-
nected to a port (drop-destination port) represented by
the drop-destination port component. The decision is
made by the generation section 34, which acquires in-
formation of the type of the connection interface of a port
provided to the to-be-added slave  device and information
of the connection interface of the drop-destination port
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from the acquisition section 32 and compares these piec-
es of information. The acquisition section 32 acquires
slave information data of the to-be-added slave device
and slave information data of the slave device provided
with the drop-destination port from the storage section
31 and acquires the information of the types of the con-
nection interfaces of the ports provided to the respective
slave devices from the slave information data and then
transmits the acquired information to the generation sec-
tion 34.
[0066] If the drop-destination port is a port not capable
of connecting with the to-be-added slave device, the gen-
eration section 34 ends the processing. This is the case
where the drop-destination port is an internal bus-con-
nection port and the to-be-added slave device is an ex-
ternal bus-connection slave device or the case where the
drop-destination port is an external bus-connection port
and the to-be-added slave device is an internal bus-con-
nection slave device.
[0067] If the drop-destination port is a port capabe of
connecting with the to-be-added slave device, the gen-
eration section 34 advances to step S104 to determine
the drop-destination port as a port to which the to-be-
added slave device is to be connected. Then, the gen-
eration section 34 generates a topology display screen
on which the device component dragged from the device
list display screen 51 and the drop-destination port com-
ponent are connected to each other with a line compo-
nent and outputs the topology display screen to the image
output section 35.
[0068]   If it is decided in step S102 that the drop-des-
tination is a device component, the generation section
34 advances to step S105 to decide whether how many
ports to which the to-be-added slave device can be con-
nected are provided to a slave device (drop-destination
slave device) represented by the drop-destination device
component. The decision is made by the generation sec-
tion 34, which acquires information of the type of the con-
nection interface of a port provided to the to-be-added
slave device and information of the number of the ports
and the type of the connection interface provided to the
drop-destination port from the acquisition section 32 and
compares these pieces of information. The acquisition
section 32 acquires slave information data of the to-be-
added slave device and slave information data of the
drop-destination slave device from the storage section
31 and acquires the information of the number of the
ports and the types of the connection interfaces of the
ports provided to the respective slave devices from the
slave information data and then transmits the information
to the generation section 34.
[0069] If the drop-destination slave device is not pro-
vided with a port to which the to-be-added slave device
can be connected, the generation section 34 ends the
processing. This is the case where the internal bus-con-
nection slave device is dropped to an external bus-con-
nection slave device or the case where the external bus-
connection slave device is dropped to an internal bus-

connection slave device.
[0070] If the drop-destination slave device has one port
to which the to-be-added slave device can be connected,
the generation section 34 advances to step  S106 to de-
termine the one connection port as a connection-desti-
nation port of the to-be-added slave device. Then, the
generation section 34 generates a topology display
screen on which the device component dragged from the
device list display screen 51 and the drop-destination
device component are connected to each other with a
line component and outputs the topology display screen
to the image output section 35.
[0071] If the drop-destination slave device is provided
with at least two ports to which the to-be-added slave
device can be connected, the generation section 34 ad-
vances to step S107 to generate a port list indicating the
multiple connection ports. Then, in step S108, a port se-
lected by the user from among the port list components
is determined as a port to which the to-be-added slave
device is to be connected. Then, the generation section
34 generates a topology display screen on which the de-
vice component dragged from the device list display
screen 51 and the port component representing the port
determined as the connection-destination port are con-
nected to each other with a line component and outputs
the topology display screen to the image output section
35.
[0072] By the design assistance system of the present
embodiment, the GUI component representing a branch-
ing port of the branching slave device having a plurality
of branching ports and the GUI component for identifying
each of the branching ports are clearly expressed on the
topology display screen, so that the user drops a device
component to a GUI component representing the port,
to connect the port and the slave device to each other in
network design. Therefore, by the design assistance sys-
tem of the present embodiment, the user  can design a
network system, clearly taking into consideration the
ports. Thus, even the user having no expert knowledge
can easily design a network system such as an EtherCAT
in which ports to which the slave device is connected
have an influence on the formation of a frame circuit.
[0073] In such a manner, a design assistance system
of the invention for assisting design of a network system
in which at least one slave device joins to a communica-
tion bus drawing a line, tree, or star topology from a mas-
ter device as a starting point, the network system being
formed by interconnecting ports of each of the master
and slave devices, includes: a display which displays a
design assistance GUI; a control device configured to
control the GUI which is displayed on the display; and an
input device configured to permit a user to input a com-
mand configured to operate the GUI, in which the control
device includes: storage section configured to store slave
information data in which unique information of the slave
device is described; acquisition section configured to ac-
quire information of the port of the slave device from the
slave information data; and generation section config-
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ured to generate a port component serving as a GUI com-
ponent representing the port of the slave device, based
on the information of the port, generate a device compo-
nent serving as a GUI component representing the slave
device, based on the slave information data, and gener-
ate a design assistance GUI containing a topology dis-
play screen which displays a topology of the network sys-
tem, under design, which includes the device component
and the port component.
[0074] In the design assistance system of the inven-
tion, it may be acceptable that  the acquisition section
acquires information which identifies an inport serving as
a port to which a slave device serving as a parent on a
communication bus is connected, an outport serving as
a port to which a slave device serving as a child on the
communication bus is connected, and a branching port
serving as a port at which the communication bus branch-
es off; and
the generation section makes mutually different in a right-
and-left direction a hierarchy in which a device comnpo-
nent representing the child slave device is disposed be-
low a device component representing the parent slave
device and the device component representing a branch-
ing slave device, which is a slave device having a branch-
ing port, and the device component representing a slave
device which is connected to the outport of this branching
slave device are disposed and a hierarchy in which the
device component representing the slave device which
is connected to the branching port of the branching slave
device is disposed, on a topology display screen.
[0075] In this configuration, the user can easily know
the parent-child relationship, namely the connection or-
der of the slave devices on the topology display screen.
Moreover, the user can easily distinguish between the
communication bus and buses branching off from the
communication bus. Therefore, the user can easily de-
sign a network system having a complicated topology.
[0076] In the design assistance system of the inven-
tion, it may be acceptable that the generation section
generates a device list display screen displaying a list of
device components representing slave devices which
can be newly joined to a network system under design
and also generates a design assistance GUI  containing
a topology display screen and the device list display
screen, in which
if operations to drag any one of the device components
enumerated on the device list display screen and drop
the dragged component to any one of port components
composing the topology display screen are performed
by the user,
the generation section generates the topology display
screen indicating that a slave device represented by the
dragged device component is connected to a port repre-
sented by the drop-destination port component.
[0077] In the configuration, the user can design a net-
work system by performing simple and intuitive opera-
tions to drag and drop a device component from a device
list display screen to a topology display screen. In par-

ticular, since port components representing ports provid-
ed to slave devices are displayed on the topology display
screen in the design assistance system of the invention,
when performing operations to join a new slave device
to a network system under design, the user can design
the network system, taking into consideration to which
port the slave device should join in order to cause the
network system to perform desired operations. Moreo-
ver, by performing simple operations to drop the device
component at the port component representing a desired
port, it is possible to design a network system in which
the slave device is jointed to the desired port. Therefore,
the user can easily design the network system.
[0078] In the design assistance system of the inven-
tion, it may be acceptable that the generation section
generates a device list display screen displaying a list of
device components representing slave devices which
can be newly joined to a network system under design
and also generates a design assistance GUI  containing
a topology display screen and the device list display
screen, in which
if operations to drag any one of the device components
enumerated on the device list display screen and drop it
to any one of the device components composing the to-
pology display screen are performed by the user,
the generation section generates a port list component
representing a list of ports to which the slave device rep-
resented by the dragged device component can be con-
nected, the port list component being provided to the
slave device represented by the drop-destination device
component.
[0079] In the configuration, if the slave device repre-
sented by the drop-destination device component has a
plurality of ports, the user can list the ports to which the
dragged device component can be connected. By per-
forming simple operations to select a desired port from
among those listed in the port list component, the user
can determine to which one of the multiple ports the slave
device is to be connected.
[0080] The invention can be identified as a design as-
sistance system including at least some of those section
and also can be identified as a program to cause a com-
puter to function as the design assistance system or a
computer-readable recording medium in which the pro-
gram is recorded. Moreover, it can be identified also as
a design assistance method including at least some of
processing pieces performed by those sections. Those
processing pieces and sections can be combined arbi-
trarily as long as no technical conflicts occur.

DESCRIPTION OF SYMBOLS

[0081]

1: Design assistance system
2: Display
3: PC
4: Input device
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5: Design assistance GUI
31: Storage section
32: Acquisition section
34: Generation section
51: Device list display screen
52: Topology display screen

Claims

1. A design assistance system for assisting design of
a network system in which at least one slave device
joins to a communication bus drawing a line, tree, or
star topology from a master device as a starting point,
the network system being formed by interconnecting
ports of each of the master and slave devices, the
design assistance system comprising:

a display configured to display a design assist-
ance GUI;
a control device configured to control the GUI
which is displayed on the display; and
an input device configured to permit a user to
input a command configured to operate the GUI,
wherein the control device comprises:

a storage section configured to store slave
information data in which unique informa-
tion of the slave device is described;
an acquisition section configured to acquire
information of a port of the slave device from
the slave information data; and
a generation section configured to generate
a port component serving as a GUI compo-
nent representing the port of the slave de-
vice, based on the information of the port,
generate a device component serving as a
GUI component representing the slave de-
vice, based on the slave information data,
and generate a design assistance GUI con-
taining a topology display screen configured
to display the topology of the network sys-
tem, under design, which includes the de-
vice component and the port component.

2. The design assistance system according to claim 1,
wherein:

the acquisition section acquires information
which identifies an inport serving as a port to
which the slave device serving as a parent on a
communication bus is connected, an outport
serving as the port to which the slave device
serving as a child on the communication bus is
connected, and a branching port serving as a
port at which the communication bus branches
off; and
the generation section makes mutually different

in a right-and-left direction a hierarchy in which
the device component representing the child
slave device is disposed below the device com-
ponent representing the parent slave device and
the device component representing a branching
slave device, which is a slave device having a
branching port, and the device component rep-
resenting the slave device which is connected
to the outport of this branching slave device are
disposed and a hierarchy in which the device
component representing the slave device which
is connected to the branching port of the branch-
ing slave device is disposed, on a topology dis-
play screen.

3. The design assistance system according to claim 1
or 2, wherein:

the generation section generates a device list
display screen displaying a list of the device
components representing the slave devices
which can be newly joined to a network system
under design and also generates the design as-
sistance GUI containing the topology display
screen and the device list display screen; and
if operations to drag any one of the device com-
ponents enumerated on the device list display
screen and drop the dragged device component
to any one of  port components composing the
topology display screen are performed by the
user,
the generation section generates the topology
display screen indicating that the slave device
represented by the dragged device component
is connected to the port represented by the drop-
destination port component.

4. The design assistance system according to any one
of claims 1 to 3, wherein
the generation section generates the device list dis-
play screen displaying the list of the device compo-
nents representing the slave devices which can be
newly joined to the network system under design and
also generates the design assistance GUI containing
the topology display screen and the device list dis-
play screen; and
if operations to drag any one of the device compo-
nents enumerated on the device list display screen
and drop the dragged device component to any one
of the device components composing the topology
display screen are performed by the user,
the generation section generates the port list com-
ponent representing the list of the ports to which the
slave device represented by the dragged device
component can be connected, the port list compo-
nent being provided to the slave device represented
by the drop-destination device component.
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5. A program for assisting design of a network system
in which at least one slave device joins to a commu-
nication bus drawing a line, tree, or star topology
from a master device as a starting point, the network
system being formed by  interconnecting ports of
each of the master and slave devices and, if execut-
ed by a computer having a display configured to dis-
play a design assistance GUI and an input device
configured to permit a user to input a command con-
figured to operate the GUI, the program causing the
computer to function as:

a storage section configured to store slave in-
formation data in which unique information of
the slave device is described;
an acquisition section configured to acquire in-
formation of a port of the slave device from the
slave information data; and
a generation section configured to generate a
port component serving as a GUI component
representing the port of the slave device, based
on the information of the port, generate a device
component serving as a GUI component repre-
senting the slave device, based on the slave in-
formation data, and generate a design assist-
ance GUI containing a topology display screen
configured to display the topology of the network
system, under design, which includes the device
component and the port component.

6. A computer-readable recording medium in which the
program according to claim 5 is recorded.

7. A design assistance method for assisting design of
a network system in which at least one slave device
joins to a communication bus drawing a line, tree, or
star topology from a master device as a starting point,
the network system being formed by interconnecting
ports of each of the master and slave devices, and
the design assistance method causing a computer
having a display configured to display a design as-
sistance GUI and an input device configured to  per-
mit a user to input a command configured to operate
the GUI to perform the steps of:

storing slave information data in which unique
information of the slave device is described;
acquiring information of a port of the slave de-
vice from the slave information data; and
generating a port component serving as a GUI
component representing the port of the slave
device, based on the information of the port,
generating a device component serving as a
GUI component representing the slave device,
based on the slave information data, and gen-
erating a design assistance GUI containing the
topology display screen configured to display a
topology of the network system, under design,

which includes the device component and the
port component.
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