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ULTRASOUND INSPECTION DEVICE,
ULTRASOUND IMAGE DATA GENERATION
METHOD, AND RECORDING MEDIUM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a Continuation of PCT International
Application No. PCT/JP2013/075906 filed on Sep. 25,2013,
which claims priority under 35 U.S.C. § 119(a) to Japanese
Application No. 2012-214409 filed on Sep. 27, 2012. Each
of the above application(s) is hereby expressly incorporated
by reference, in its entirety, into the present application.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to an ultrasound inspection
device, an ultrasound image data generation method, and a
recording medium in which is stored a program, which
capture an image of an object to be inspected, such as an
organ within the body or the like by transmitting and
receiving an ultrasonic beam, to generate an ultrasound
image used for examining and diagnosing the object to be
inspected.

Conventionally, ultrasound inspection devices such as
ultrasound imaging and diagnostic devices using ultrasound
images are used in the medical field. Normally this type of
ultrasound inspection device includes an ultrasound probe
that contains a plurality of elements (ultrasound transduc-
ers), and a device body connected to the ultrasound probe,
the plurality of elements of the ultrasound probe transmits an
ultrasonic beam towards the object to be inspected (inspec-
tion object), and receives the echoes of the ultrasonic wave
from the inspection object at the ultrasound probe, and by
electrically processing the received ultrasonic echo signals
in the device body, an ultrasound image is generated.

In an ultrasound inspection device, when generating an
ultrasound image, the ultrasonic beam is transmitted with
the focal points of the plurality of elements of the probe
focused on the area to be examined in the inspection object,
for example, an organ within the body or a lesion within that
organ or the like, and the ultrasonic echoes from reflectors
in the inspection object, for example the surface or boundary
of the organ or lesion or the like, are received by the plurality
of elements, but the ultrasonic echoes reflected from the
same reflector are received by the plurality of elements, so
the ultrasonic echo signals reflected by a reflector located at
the focal position of the ultrasonic beam transmitted from
the transmitting element and received by an element that is
different from the transmitting element may be delayed with
respect to the ultrasonic echo signal received by the trans-
mitting element, so after the ultrasonic echo signals received
by the plurality of elements are subject to analog to digital
(A/D) conversion to beconie element data, receiving focus
processing is carried out on the element data, in other words
sonic signals are generated by correcting delays and phase
addition is carried out to align the phases, and the ultrasound
image is generated based on these obtained sonic signals.

In this ultrasound inspection technology, in order to
improve the image quality of the ultrasound images, the
signal quality is improved compared with the conventional
technology by adding signals transmitted with a plurality of
different focal points.

For example, in JP 2009-240700 A, a virtual point sound
source is formed by focusing a transmitted ultrasonic wave
emitted from a plurality of vibration elements that compose
a transmission vibration element group onto a transmission
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focal point, then, the received ultrasonic waves reflected
from a plurality of continuous measurement points as a
result of the transmission ultrasonic wave emitted from this
point sound source are received by a plurality of vibration
elements that compose a receiving vibration element group,
and phase addition is carried out on the reception signals for
the channels obtained to form the receiving focusing point of
the measurement point. In addition, an ultrasound diagnostic
device is disclosed that carries out transmission phase addi-
tion in which the same phase addition is carried out on
reception signals obtained using each transmission element
group that has been successively shifted in the direction of
the array of the vibration elements of the transmission
vibration element group, and corrects the transmission delay
time caused by the difference in each propagation distance
from the transmission focal point to the measurement point
for the reception signals after this receiving phase addition.

In JP 2009-240700 A, it is possible to forma transmission
beam and receiving beam having a virtually uniform fine
beam width in the depth direction of the inspection object
with high accuracy and high sensitivity, by carrying out the
receiving phase addition and the transmission phase addition
on the reception signals obtained from the plurality of
vibration elements. Therefore, JP 2009-240700 A discloses
how to generate and display image data with excellent
spatial resolution, contrast resolution, and S/N ratio (signal-
noise ratio).

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

However, in the technology disclosed in JP 2009-240700
A, an image can be obtained with higher image quality than
with conventional technology, but to produce one line of
data it is necessary to generate a plurality of transmission
beams while changing the transmission position, so the
number of transmissions is increased and the frame rate is
reduced compared with conventional technology, which has
the problem that its properties in real time are poor. Also, in
IP 2009-240700 A, the focal point is regarded as a virtual
point sound source, and a plurality of reception signals is
synthesized, but in reality the focal point is not focused
enough to be considered to be a point sound source, and it
has a finite width, so the closer the image region is to the
focal point, the lower the accuracy of the data when syn-
thesizing the reception signals, which has the problem that
the SN ratio and the resolution are reduced.

It is an object of the present invention to provide an
ultrasound inspection device, an ultrasound image data
generation method, and a recording medium in which is
stored a program capable of solving the above problems
with the conventional technology, that increases the SN ratio
and the resolution of the whole image, including the region
near the focal point, and, enables a sharp ultrasound image
to be obtained having high resolution and ideal spatial
resolution, with a frame rate that is unchanged from that of
the conventional technology.

In order to achieve the aforementioned object, the present
invention provides an ultrasound inspection device for
inspecting an object to be inspected using an ultrasonic
beam, comprising:

a focal point setting unit for setting a plurality of trans-
mission focal points within the object to be inspected;

a probe including a plurality of elements, the plurality of
elements generating each of the components of the ultra-
sonic beam and receiving ultrasonic echoes reflected by the
object to be inspected and outputting received analog ele-
ment signals;
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a transmitter for causing the probe to generate the ultra-
sonic beam towards each of the transmission focal points set
by the focal point setting unit, using the plurality of ele-
ments;

a receiver for receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to
transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams towards each of
the transmission focal points, and performing predetermined
processing;

an A/D converter for carrying out A/D conversion on
analog element signals processed by the receiver, to produce
first element data being digital element signals;

a calculation point setting unit for setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected;

a calculation point positional determination unit for deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set by the
calculation point setting unit whether or not the distance to
the transmission focal point is equal to or less than a
predetermined threshold; and

an element data processing unit for superimposing the
first element data obtained from the transmission of the
plurality of ultrasonic beams, and generating second element
data corresponding to the data calculation points; wherein

the element data processing unit includes a first mode that
carries out superimposition of the plurality of first element
data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave,
and, a second mode that carries out superimposition of the
plurality of first element data assuming the ultrasonic beam
to be a planar wave, and when the distance from the data
calculation point to the transmission focal point is greater
than the predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first element data is carried out in the first mode,
and when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the prede-
termined threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of
first element data is carried out in the second mode.

In the ultrasound inspection device, it is preferable that
the calculation point setting unit sets the data calculation
point on a transmission line of the ultrasonic beam, and the
calculation point positional determination unit determines
based on the distance to the transmission focal point on the
transmission line corresponding to the data calculation
point.

It is also preferable that the transmitter causes the probe
to transmit the ultrasonic beam using the plurality of ele-
ments in accordance with each of the transmission focal
points by changing an element in the center.

It is also preferable that the receiver changes an element
in the center of the plurality of elements, the plurality of
elements receiving the ultrasonic echoes corresponding to
the transmission of the ultrasonic beam by the transmitter.

It is also preferable that the receiver causes the same
elements as the plurality of elements used for transmitting
the ultrasonic beam by the transmitter to receive the ultra-
sonic echoes.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
superimposes the plurality of first element data in accor-
dance with the time the elements received the ultrasonic
echoes and the positions of the elements, to generate the
second element data corresponding to the data calculation
points.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
includes a delay time calculation unit calculating a delay
time for the two or more first element data, and a superim-
position processing unit carrying out superimposition of the
two or more first element data based on the delay times
calculated and the positions of the receiving elements of the
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probe, to generate the second element data, and the delay
time calculation unit calculates the delay time assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave in the case of the
first mode, and calculates the delay time assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave in the case of the second
mode.

Tt is also preferable that the delay time calculation unit
calculates the delay time in the first mode when the distance
from the data calculation point to the transmission focal
point is equal to or greater than a predetermined first
threshold, calculates the delay time in the second mode
when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or smaller than a second
threshold, the second threshold being smaller than the first
threshold, and when the distance from the data calculation
point to the transmission focal point is between the first
threshold and the second threshold, the delay time is calcu-
lated from an average weighted in accordance with the
distance to the transmission focal point of the delay time
calculated assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent
wave and the delay time calculated assuming the ultrasonic
beam to be a planar wave.

It is also preferable that the delay time calculation unit
calculates the delay time of the two or more first element
data based on at least one of information obtained in advance
regarding the probe, a velocity of sound in the object to be
inspected, a position of the transmission focal point of the
ultrasonic beam, a transmission aperture of the probe of the
transmitter, and a receiving aperture of the probe of the
receiver, and the superimposition processing unit generates
the second element data by superimposing the two or more
first element data based on a number of first element data to
be superimposed from among the two or more first element
data and a superimposition processing method, the number
of the first element data and the method being set in advance.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
uses the first element data obtained from transmission of the
plurality of ultrasonic beams with different elements in the
center.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
generates the second element data using the first element
data obtained from transmission of the plurality of ultrasonic
beams with overlapping transmission regions of the ultra-
sonic beams.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
superimposes the plurality of first element data obtained
from transmission of ultrasonic beams with each element
being continuous in a direction of an array of the elements
as the element in the center, to generate the second element
data.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
superimposes the plurality of first element data obtained
from transmission of ultrasonic beams with the same num-
ber of elements on either side of an element in the center as
a respective element in the center when transmitting the
ultrasonic beam corresponding to the data calculation point,
to generate the second element data corresponding to the
data calculation point.

It is also preferable that the element data processing unit
superimposes the two or more first element data after
applying a weighting coeflicient to each of the first element
data.

It is also preferable for the ultrasound inspection device to
further include an element data storage unit storing all the
first element data output by the receiver.

In order to achieve the aforementioned object, the present
invention further provides an ultrasound image data genera-
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tion method for generating an ultrasonic beam, inspecting an
object to be inspected, and generating ultrasound image data
with a probe, the probe including a plurality of elements, the
plurality of elements generating each components of the
ultrasonic beam, receiving ultrasonic echoes reflected by the
object to be inspected, and outputting the received analog
signals, the method comprising:

a focal point setting step of setting a plurality of trans-
mission focal points within the object to be inspected;

a transmission step of causing the probe to generate the
ultrasonic beam towards each of the transmission focal
points set in the focal point setting step, using the plurality
of elements;

a receiving step of receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to the
transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams towards each of
the transmission focal points to perform predetermined
processing;

an A/D conversion step of carrying out A/D conversion on
the analog element signals processed in the receiving step,
to produce first element data being digital element signals;

a calculation point setting step of setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected;

a calculation point positional determination step of deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set in the
calculation point setting step whether or not a distance to the
transmission focal point is within a predetermined range;
and

an element data processing step of superimposing the first
element data obtained from the transmission of the plurality
of ultrasonic beams, to generate second element data cor-
responding to the data calculation point; wherein

the element data processing step includes a first mode
carrying out superimposition of the plurality of first element
data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave,
and, a second mode carrying out superimposition of the
plurality of first element data assuming the ultrasonic beam
to be a planar wave, and when the distance from the data
calculation point to the transmission focal point is greater
than a predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first element data is carried out in the first mode,
and when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the prede-
termined threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of
first elements data is carried out in the second mode.

In order to achieve the aforementioned object, the present
invention further provides a computer-readable recording
medium in which is stored an ultrasound image data gen-
eration program for causing a computer to execute: gener-
ating an ultrasonic beam, inspecting an object to be
inspected, and generating ultrasound image data with a
probe including a plurality of elements; the plurality of
elements generating each components of the ultrasonic
beam, receiving ultrasonic echoes reflected by the object to
be inspected, and outputting the received analog signals, the
program comprising:

a focal point setting step of setting a plurality of trans-
mission focal points within the object to be inspected;

a transmission stop of causing the probe to generate the
ultrasonic beam towards each of the transmission focal
points set in the focal point setting step, using the plurality
of elements;

a receiving step of receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to the
transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams towards each of
the transmission focal points to perform predetermined
processing;
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an A/D conversion step of carrying out A/D conversion on
the analog element signals processed in the receiving step,
to produce first element data being digital element signals;

a calculation point setting step of setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected;

a calculation point positional determination step of deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set in the
calculation point setting step whether or not a distance to the
transmission focal point is within a predetermined range;
and

an element data processing step of superimposing the first
element data obtained from the transmission of the plurality
of ultrasonic beams, to generate second element data cor-
responding to the data calculation point; wherein

the element data processing step includes a first mode
carrying out superimposition of the plurality of first element
data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave,
and, a second mode carrying out superimposition of the
plurality of first element data assuming the ultrasonic beam
to be a planar wave, and when the distance from the data
calculation point to the transmission focal point is greater
than a predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first element data is carried out in the first mode,
and when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the prede-
termined threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of
first elements data is carried out in the second mode.

According to the present invention, the modes when
superimposing the element data include a mode that assumes
the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave, and a mode
that assumes the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, and
the mode is switched in accordance with the position of the
focal point, so it is possible to increase the SN ratio and the
resolution of the image as a whole, without a reduction in the
accuracy of the element data in regions where the accuracy
of the data is reduced by superimposition of the element data
as a convergent wave, such as near the focal point, and, it is
possible to obtain sharp ultrasound images having high
resolution and ideal spatial resolution, with a frame rate that
is no different from that of conventional technology.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram schematically showing an
example of the configuration of an ultrasound inspection
device according to the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a schematic explanatory view of the focal point
positions and data calculation points.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram schematically showing an
example of the configuration of an element data processing
unit of the ultrasound inspection device of FIG. 1.

FIGS. 4A and 4C are explanatory views of cases where
ideal ultrasonic beams are transmitted from an element
directly above the reflection point of the inspection object
and from an element not directly above respectively, and
FIGS. 4B and 4D are the element data obtained respectively.

FIGS. 5A and 5C are explanatory views of cases where
actual ultrasonic beams are transmitted from an element
directly above the reflection point of the inspection object
and from an element not directly above respectively, and
FIGS. 5B and 5D are the element data obtained respectively.

FIGS. 6A and 6B are explanatory views for describing the
ultrasonic beam transmission path and receiving path dis-
tances for the genuine reflected ultrasonic echo and ghost
reflected signal respectively, and FIGS. 6C and 6D are
explanatory views showing the element data obtained for the
plurality of elements and their delay times respectively.
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FIG. 7 is an explanatory view describing the planar wave
mode.

FIGS. 8A, 8B, and 8C, and FIGS. 8D, 8E, and 8F are
explanatory views showing the element data obtained by the
plurality of elements, their delay times, and the status of
superposition of the element data for the genuine signal and
the ghosts respectively, and FIGS. 8G and 8H are explana-
tory views showing the status of superposition of the ele-
ment data corresponding to the plurality of elements and
their results respectively.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart describing the operation of the
ultrasound inspection device shown in FIG. 1.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The following is a detailed description of the ultrasound
inspection device, the ultrasound image data generation
method, and the computer-readable recording medium in
which is stored the program according to the present inven-
tion based on the preferred embodiments shown on the
accompanying drawings.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram schematically showing an
embodiment of the configuration of an ultrasound inspection
device according to the present invention.

As shown in FIG. 1, an ultrasound inspection device 10
includes an ultrasound probe 12, a transmitter 14 and
receiver 16 connected to the ultrasound probe 12, an A/D
converter 18, an element data storage unit 20, an element
data processing unit 22, an image generating unit 74, a
display control unit 26, a display unit 28, a control unit 30,
an operation unit 32, a storage unit 34, a calculation point
setting unit 92, a calculation point positional determination
unit 94, and a focal point setting unit 96.

The ultrasound probe 12 includes a transducer array 36 as
used in a normal ultrasound inspection device.

The transducer array 36 includes a plurality of elements,
namely ultrasound transducers, arranged in a one-dimen-
sional or two-dimensional array. When capturing an ultra-
sound image of an object to be inspected (hereafter referred
to as inspection object), the ultrasound transducers transmit
an ultrasonic beam to the inspection object in accordance
with a drive signal received from the transmitter 14, and
receive ultrasonic echoes from the inspection object and
output a reception signal (analog element signal). In the
present embodiment, each of a predetermined number of
ultrasound transducers forming one group within the plu-
rality of ultrasound transducers of the transducer array 36
generates each of the components of a single ultrasonic
beam, and a set of a predetermined number of ultrasound
transducers generates a single ultrasonic beam that is trans-
mitted to the inspection object.

Each ultrasound transducer comprises an element, namely
a transducer, with an electrode formed at both ends of a
piezoelectric material such as, for example, a piezoelectric
ceramic as represented by lead zirconate titanate (PZT), a
polymer piezoelectric element as represented by polyvi-
nylidene fluoride (PVDF), and a piezoelectric single crystal
as represented by lead magnesium niobate-lead titanate
(PMN-PT).

When a voltage in pulse form or in the form of a
continuous wave is applied to the electrodes of this type of
transducer, the piezoelectric material is constricted, and an
ultrasonic wave in pulse form or continuous wave form is
generated from each transducer, and an ultrasonic beam is
formed by the synthesis of these ultrasonic waves. Also,
each of the transducers is constricted by receiving the
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transmitted ultrasonic waves and generates an electrical
signal, and the electrical signals are output as ultrasound
reception signals (analog element signals).

The focal point setting unit 96 sets a plurality of trans-
mission lines, and, the focal point position on each trans-
mission line, in accordance with transmission focal point
information (information on the position of the focal point)
input from the operation unit 32, when the transducer array
36 transmits the ultrasonic beam.

Specifically, the focal point setting unit 96 sets a plurality
of transmission lines for transmitting ultrasonic beams, in
accordance with settings such as the display region (exami-
nation region) and depth input from the operation unit 32,
and information regarding the arrangement spacing of the
transducers of the transducer array 36, and the like, and
automatically sets the positions that will become the focal
points of the ultrasonic beams on each transmission line, in
the same way as for a conventional ultrasound inspection
device.

Note that the focal point setting unit 96 may set the focal
point positions from information on the position of the focal
points directly input by an operator from the operation unit
32.

FIG. 2 shows an example of set focal point positions.

In the example shown in FIG. 2, a single transmission line
is set corresponding to each element (ultrasound transducer)
of the transducer array 36, and collinear with each element.
Also, a single focal point position is set on each transmission
line at the same depth.

The information on the set focal point positions is sup-
plied to the transmitter 14, the calculation point positional
determination unit 94, and the control unit 30.

The transmitter 14 includes, for example, a plurality of
pulsers, that forms a single ultrasonic beam from the ultra-
sonic beam components transmitted from the group of the
predetermined number of ultrasound transducers (hereafter
referred to as ultrasound elements) of the transducer array
36, based on a selected transmission delay pattern in accor-
dance with a control signal from the control unit 30 and the
information on the position of the focal point from the focal
point setting unit 96, and adjusts the amount of delay of each
drive signal so as to form the focal point at the set focal point
position, and supplies them to the plurality of ultrasound
elements that form the group.

Specifically, the transmitter 14 supplies drive signals so
that an ultrasonic beam forming a focal point at the set focal
point position is transmitted with an ultrasound element
collinear with the set transmission line as the central ele-
ment, and a plurality of ultrasound elements that includes the
central element and a plurality of ultrasound elements on
both sides thereof as the group of transmission elements
(transmission aperture).

The ultrasonic echoes generated by interaction between
the inspection object and the ultrasonic beam transmitted
from the transducer array 36 in accordance with control
signals from the control unit 30 are received by the trans-
ducer array 36 and output to the receiver 16 which amplifies
and outputs the reception signals, in other words the analog
element signal for each ultrasound element.

Specifically, as a group of receiving elements (receiving
aperture) that includes the central element when the corre-
sponding ultrasonic beam was transmitted, and a plurality of
ultrasound elements on both sides of the central element, the
receiver 16 receives echoes reflected within the inspection
object.

Here the receiver 16 outputs as single analog element data
(first element data) the plurality of analog element signals
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received by the plurality of ultrasound elements correspond-
ing to a single transmission of a ultrasonic beam, including
information on the receiving ultrasound elements and infor-
mation on the time received. In other words, the element
data (first element data) is data that represents the strength
of the reception signal with respect to the element position
and time received (see FIG. 4B).

Also, the receiver 16 receives ultrasonic echoes and
outputs analog element data for each ultrasonic beam trans-
mitted by the transmitter 14. Therefore, when the transmitter
14 transmits a plurality of ultrasonic beams in accordance
with the set transmission lines and focal point positions, a
plurality of analog element data is output corresponding to
each transmission.

The receiver 16 supplies the analog element data to the
A/D converter 18.

The A/D converter 18 is connected to the receiver 16, and
converts the analog element data supplied from the receiver
16 into digital element data (first element data). The A/D
converter 18 supplies the A/D converted digital element data
to the element data storage unit 20.

The element data storage unit 20 stores the digital element
data output from the A/D converter 18 in sequence. Also, the
element data storage unit 20 stores information regarding the
frame rate input from the control unit 30 (for example,
parameters indicating the depth of the ultrasonic wave
reflection position, density of the scan lines, width of the
field of view) in association with the above digital element
data (hereafter simply referred to as element data). Here, the
element data storage unit 20 stores and retains two or more
element data obtained by transmitting and receiving ultra-
sonic waves on mutually different transmission lines, based
on control by the control unit 30.

The calculation point setting unit 92 sets the positions of
a plurality of data calculation points for processing element
data by the element data processing unit 22 which is
described later, based on image capturing conditions input
from the operation unit 32.

Specifically, the calculation point setting unit 92 sets a
plurality of data calculation points (sampling points) for
processing of element data on each transmission line, based
on settings such as the display region (scan region) input
from the operation unit 32, the depth, and the image quality,
and, information on the transmission lines and focal point
positions set by the focal point setting unit 96, and infor-
mation regarding the arrangement spacing of the transducers
of the transducer array 36, and the like.

FIG. 2 shows an example of the set sampling points.

In the example shown in FIG. 2, a transmission line is set
on each element of the transducer array 36, and on each
transmission line a plurality of sampling points is arranged
at equal intervals. Note that sampling points are also set at
the focal point positions.

In the example on the drawing the sampling points are
arranged at equal spacing, but this is not a limitation, and the
spacing of the sampling points may be varied in accordance
with the depth. For example, the spacing of the sampling
points may be reduced in the depth region of interest.

The set sampling point positional information is supplied
to the calculation point positional determination unit 94.

The calculation point positional determination unit 94 is
a unit that determines whether or not the focal point and
distance of each of the sampling points (data calculation
points) set by the calculation point setting unit 92 are within
predetermined ranges.

Specifically, the calculation point positional determina-
tion unit 94 calculates the distance to the focal point on the
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same transmission line for each of the sampling points set by
the calculation point setting unit 92, and determines whether
or not the calculated distance is within a predetermined
threshold, in other words whether or not the sampling point
is close to the focal point.

There is no particular limitation to the value of the
threshold for determining the distance to the focal point, but
it may be set in accordance with transmission conditions
such as the number of the apertures and the F-value which
change the convergence of the focal point, and for example
is in the range 5 to 30 mm. In addition, if the F-value is small
and the convergence of the focal point is large, it may be
narrowed down and set within the range of about 5 mm, and
conversely if the F-value is large and the convergence is low,
it may be set wider within the range of about 30 mm. Also,
the thresholds may be changed from the operation unit 32.

Also, in the example in the drawings, a single focal point
is configured to be set on a single transmission line, but this
is not a limitation, and a plurality of focal points may be set
on a single transmission line, and if a plurality of focal points
is set on a single transmission line, it may be determined
whether or not the distance to the closest focal point is
within the predetermined threshold.

Also, in the example shown in the drawings, the depth of
the set focal points is the same on all transmission lines, but
this is not a limitation, and the focal points may be set to
different depths on each transmission line. Also, in this case,
there is no limitation to it being a configuration in which it
is determined whether or not the distance to the focal point
on the same transmission line is within the threshold, and it
may be determined whether or not the distance to the closest
focal point including different transmission lines is within
the threshold.

The calculation point positional determination unit 94
supplies the determination results to the element data pro-
cessing unit 22.

Based on the control of the control unit 30, the element
data processing unit 22 reads from the element data storage
unit 20 the element data obtained by transmitting the ultra-
sonic beam to the transmission line on which the focal point
exists (hereafter referred to as unprocessed element data)
and the element data corresponding to a transmission line
that is different from this element data (unprocessed element
data), and based on the information on time received and
information on the geometric arrangement of the ultrasound
elements, the times and positions are corrected and super-
imposed, to generate element data after superimposition
processing (second element data, hereafter referred to as
processed element data), thereby producing element data
corresponding to this sampling point. In other words, the
element data processing unit 22 carries out processing to
superimpose the unprocessed element data, and reconstructs
the element data corresponding to this sampling point.

Here, the element data processing unit 22 has a first mode
that assumes the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave
and calculates the deviation in the time received between
superimposed unprocessed element data (time delay), and a
second mode that assumes the ultrasonic beam to be a planar
wave and calculates the time delay between superimposed
unprocessed element data, and in accordance with the deter-
mination result of the calculation point positional determi-
nation unit 94, when the sampling point is far from the focal
point, the delay time is calculated in the first mode, and
when the sampling point is near the focal point, the delay
time is calculated in the second mode, and the unprocessed
element data is superimposed to generate the processed
element data.
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The element data processing unit 22 supplies the pro-
cessed element data for each sampling point to the image
generating unit 24 (phase addition unit 38).

As stated above, in order to obtain high-quality images, if
a plurality of transmission beams is generated while chang-
ing the transmission position in order to produce data for one
line, the number of transmissions is increased so the frame
rate is reduced, which has the problem that the real-time
properties become poorer. Also, if a plurality of reception
signals is synthesized by considering the focal point to be a
virtual point sound source, in reality the focal point is not
converged sufficiently that it can be considered to be a point
sound source, and it has a finite spread, so at the regions near
the focal point, the data accuracy is reduced when synthe-
sizing the reception signal, which has the problem that the
SN ratio or the resolution is reduced.

In contrast, the present invention is switched between the
first mode that superimposes the element data assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a convergent beam, and the second
mode that superimposes the element data assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, depending on whether
the distance between the data calculation point and the focal
point is within the predetermined range or not, and the first
element data is superimposed to generate the second element
data.

In this way, it is possible to superimpose the element data
with good accuracy, for positions both far from and near to
the focal point, so it is possible to increase the SN ratio and
increase the resolution over the whole image, and, it is
possible to obtain sharp ultrasound images having the ideal
spatial resolution and high resolution, with frame rate the
same as for conventional technology.

The element data processing unit 22 is described in detail
later.

Under the control of the control unit 30, the image
generating unit 24 generates sonic ray signals (received
data) from the element data supplied from the element data
processing unit 22, and generates the ultrasound image from
the sonic ray signals.

The image generating unit 24 includes the phase addition
unit 38, a detected wave processing unit 40, a DSC 42, an
image producing unit 44, and an image memory 46.

The phase addition unit 38 selects one receiving delay
pattern from among a plurality of receiving delay patterns
that are stored in advance, in accordance with a receiving
direction set in the control unit 30, and based on the selected
receiving delay pattern, applies and adds a delay to each of
the signals for each element of the elements data, to carry out
receiving focus processing. As a result of this receiving
focus processing, received data (sonic ray signals) are gen-
erated in which the focal points of the ultrasonic echoes are
restricted.

The phase addition unit 38 supplies the received data to
the detected wave processing unit 40.

The detected wave processing unit 40 carries out a
correction for attenuation with distance on the received data
generated by the phase addition unit 38, in accordance with
the depth of the reflection position of the ultrasonic wave,
and generates B mode image data, which is layered image
information, for the organs within the inspection object, by
carrying out envelope detected wave processing.

The DSC (digital scan converter) 48 converts the B mode
image data generated by the detected wave processing umit
40 into image data in accordance with the normal television
signal scanning format (raster conversion).

The image producing unit 44 carries out various required
types of image processing such as gradation processing on
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the B mode image data input from the DSC 42, to produce
B mode image data for inspection and display, then outputs
the generated B mode image data for inspection or display
to the display control unit 26 for display, or stores to the
image memory 46 for storage.

The image memory 46 temporarily stores the B mode
image data for inspection produced by the image producing
unit 44. When necessary, the B mode image data for
inspection stored in the image memory 46 is read out by the
display control unit 26 for display on the display unit 28.

The display control unit 26 displays the ultrasound image
on the display unit 28 based on the B mode image signals for
inspection on which image processing was carried out by the
image producing unit 44.

The display unit 28 includes, for example, a display
device such as an LCD (Liquid Crystal Display), and
displays ultrasound images under the control of the display
control unit 26.

The control unit 30 controls each unit of the ultrasound
inspection device 10 based on commands input by an
operator from the operation unit 32.

Here, when necessary, the control unit 30 supplies to each
of the units such as the transmitter 14, the receiver 16, the
element data storage unit 20, the element data processing
unit 22, the image generating unit 24, the display control unit
26, and the focal point setting unit 96, various types of
information from the operator via the operation unit 32, in
particular when information necessary for setting the trans-
mission focal points by the focal point setting unit 96, and,
information necessary for processing the element data by the
element data processing unit 22 is input, the above various
information is input from the operation unit 32.

The operator carries out input operations using the opera-
tion unit 32, which can be formed from a keyboard, a mouse,
a trackball, a touch panel or the like.

Also, the operation unit 32 includes an input device for
the operation of inputting various kinds of information by
the operator as necessary, in particular information regard-
ing the display region (inspection range), depth, transducer
array 36, transmission focal point position, and the like that
is used for setting the transmission focal point as described
above; information regarding the velocity of sound in the
regions of the inspection objects being inspected, the trans-
mission aperture and receiving aperture of the transducer
array 36, and the like that is used for processing element
data; as well as information regarding element data process-
ing such as the number of element data superimposed and
the method of superimposition processing.

The storage unit 34 stores various types of information
input from the operation unit 32, in particular information
regarding the display unit as described above, the depth, the
probe 12 (transducer array 36), the velocity of sound, the
position of the transmission focal point, the transmission
aperture and the receiving aperture, and the like, information
regarding element data processing such as the number of
element data superimposed and the superimposition pro-
cessing method, information necessary for processing and
operation of each unit controlled by the control unit 30, such
as the transmitter 14, the receiver 16, the element data
storage unit 20, the element data processing unit 22, the
image generating unit 24, and the display control unit 26, as
well as, stores operation programs and processing programs
and the like for executing processing and operations in each
unit, and can use a storage medium such as a hard disk, a
flexible disk, an MO (Magneto-Optical disk), an MT (Mag-
netic Tape), a RAM (Random Access Memory), a CD-ROM
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(Compact Disc Read Only Memory), and a DVD-ROM
(Digital Versatile Disk Read Only Memory).

Note that the element data processing unit 22, the phase
addition unit 38, the detected wave processing unit 40, the
DSC 42, the image producing unit 44, the focal point setting
unit 96, a focal point resetting unit 98, and the display
control unit 26 comprise a CPU (Central Processing Unit)
and operation programs that cause the CPU to execute
various processing, but they may also comprise digital
circuits.

Here, the element data processing unit 22 is described in
detail based on FIG. 3.

As shown in this drawing, the element data processing
unit 22 includes a delay time calculation unit 48, a mode
switching unit 49, and a superimposition processing unit 50.

The mode switching unit 49 switches the mode in accor-
dance with the determination result of the calculation point
positional determination unit 94 when the delay time cal-
culation unit 48 calculates the delay time.

Specifically, the mode switching unit 49 switches the
mode of the delay time calculation unit 48 in accordance
with the determination result of the calculation point posi-
tional determination unit 94 so that the delay time is calcu-
lated in the first mode as described later for sampling points
in which the distance to the focal point is greater than the
predetermined threshold, and the delay time is calculated in
the second mode as described later for sampling points in
which the distance to the focal point is less than the
predetermined threshold.

The delay time calculation unit 48 calculates the delay
time of the element data received by each ultrasound ele-
ment of the receiving aperture based on information regard-
ing the plurality of ultrasound elements of the transducer
array 36 of the probe 12, the velocity of sound of the region
of the inspection object being inspected, the transmission
aperture and the receiving aperture of the transducer array
36, and the like, input from the operation unit 32, or input
from the operation unit 32 and the stored in the storage unit
34, and, information acquired in advance regarding the
transmission focal point set by the focal point setting unit 96,
and the geometric arrangement of the ultrasound elements
(transmission elements) of the transmission aperture that
form and transmit the ultrasonic beam, and the ultrasound
elements (receiving elements) of the receiving aperture that
receives the ultrasonic echoes of the ultrasonic beam from
the inspection object.

The delay time calculation unit 48 includes the first mode
(convergent wave mode) that obtains the delay time from the
transmission path of the ultrasonic beam when the ultrasonic
beam is modeled as convergent wave, and the second mode
(planar wave mode) that obtains the delay time from the
transmission path of the ultrasonic beam when the ultrasonic
beam is modeled as a planar wave, and calculates the delay
time after switching the mode for each sampling point by the
mode switching unit 49.

The convergent wave mode and the planar wave mode are
described in detail later.

For each sampling point, the superimposition processing
unit 50 reads out two or more element data obtained by
transmitting ultrasonic beams to different transmission lines
stored in the element data storage unit 20, based on infor-
mation regarding the element data processing such as the
number of superimposed data and the method of superim-
position processing, input from the operation unit 32 or input
from the operation unit 32 and stored in the storage unit 34,
and generates superimposition processed data in which two
or more unprocessed element data are aligned in terms of
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receiving time, in other words their times are aligned, and,
the absolute positions of the elements of the receiving probe
are aligned, based on their respective delay times calculated
by the delay time calculation unit 48, focusing on predeter-
mined points (sampling points) of the line of interest where
the superimposition is to be carried out.

Next, the element data processing carried out by the
element data processing unit 22 is described in detail.

First, the relationship between the transmission beam
from the transmission elements and the element data
obtained from the receiving elements is described, when the
ultrasonic beam (hereafter referred to as the transmission
beam) from the ultrasound elements (hereafter referred to
simply as transmission elements) that constitute the trans-
mission aperture of the transducer array 36 of the ultrasound
probe 12 is transmitted to the inspection object, and when
the ultrasonic echoes generated by interaction with the
inspection object are received as element data (unprocessed
element data) by the ultrasound elements (hereafter simply
referred to as receiving elements) that constitute the receiv-
ing aperture of the transducer array 36.

FIGS. 4A and 4C schematically show, as examples, the
positions of each ultrasound element, ultrasonic beam, focal
point, and the ultrasonic echoes in the case where transmis-
sion lines are set corresponding to each ultrasound element
in the direction normal to the direction of an array of
ultrasound elements, and a single focal point position is set
on each transmission line.

As shown in FIGS. 4A and 4C, when ultrasonic echoes are
received and element data is obtained using respectively the
three ultrasound elements 52¢ to 52e and 52d to 52f as
transmission elements, and seven ultrasound elements (here-
after simply referred to as elements) 52a to 52¢ and 525 to
52h as receiving elements respectively, when the transmis-
sion beam 56 that is transmitted to a inspection region that
includes a reflection point 54 is ideally focused to the
spacing of the elements or less, the transmission beam 56 is
transmitted on the transmission line corresponding to the
element 524 directly above the reflection point 54 within the
inspection object using the elements 52¢ to 52e as transmis-
sion elements with the element 524 at the center of elements
52a to 52g as the central element, as shown in FIG. 4A, and
when element data is obtained by receiving the ultrasonic
echoes at the receiving elements 52a to 52g, a focal point 58
of the transmission beam 56 is on the straight line connect-
ing the element 524 and the reflection point 54, and the
transmission beam 56 is transmitted to the reflection point
54, so transmission echoes reflected from the reflection point
54 are generated. The ultrasonic echoes from the reflection
point 54 pass through a receiving path 60 spreading at a
predetermined angle and are received by the receiving
elements 52a to 52¢g, so element data 62 as shown in FIG.
4B is obtained by the receiving elements 52a to 52g.

In contrast, when the center of the transmission elements
is shifted in the direction of the elements (the right side in
the drawing) by one element with respect to the reflection
point 54, as shown in FIG. 4C, in other words, when the
transmission beam 56 is transmitted on the transmission line
corresponding to the element 52¢ with the elements 524 to
52f as transmission elements and the element 52e that is
adjacent to the element 52d as the central element directly
above the reflection point 54 and the ultrasonic echoes are
received by the receiving elements 525 to 52/, the reflection
point 54 is not in the transmission beam 56 transmission
direction, in other words, is not on the straight line (on the
transmission line) connecting the transmission element 52¢
and the focal point 58, so the transmission beam 56 is not
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transmitted to the reflection point 54. Therefore, there is no
ultrasonic echo generated by reflection from the reflection
point 54, and the receiving elements 5256 to 52/ do not
receive ultrasonic echoes, so as shown in FIG. 4D, the
element data is data with signal strength zero.

However, as shown in FIGS. 5A and 5C, the actual
transmission beam 64 is wider than the spacing of the
elements.

Here, as shown in FIG. 5A, when the transmission beam
64 is transmitted on the transmission line corresponding to
the element 524 which is directly above the reflection point
54 with the elements 52¢ to 52¢ as transmission elements
and the element 524 as the central element, the same as in
FIG. 4A, and regardless of whether the transmission beam
56 is broad, the focal point 58 is on the straight line
connecting the element 524 and the reflection point 54, the
transmission beam 64 is reflected by the reflection point 54,
and ultrasonic echoes are generated. As a result, the ultra-
sonic echoes from the reflection point 54 pass through the
receiving path 60 that spreads at a predetermined angle and
are received by the receiving elements 52a to 52g, the same
as in FIG. 4A, and genuine element data 66 can be obtained
by the receiving elements 52a to 52g, as shown in FIG. 5B.

On the other hand, as shown in FIG. 5C, when the center
of the transmission elements is shifted in the direction of the
elements (the right side in the drawing) by one element with
respect to the reflection point 54, the same as in FIG. 4C, in
other words, when the transmission beam 64 is transmitted
on the transmission line corresponding to the element 52e
with the elements 52d to 52/ as transmission elements and
the element 52e that is adjacent to the element 524 as the
central element directly above the reflection point 54 and the
ultrasonic echoes are received by the receiving elements 525
to 524, because the transmission beam 64 is broad, even
though the reflection point 54 is not in the transmission
direction, in other words on the straight line connecting the
transmission element 52¢ and the focal point 58, the trans-
mission beam 64 is transmitted to the reflection point 54.
Therefore, the ultrasonic echoes reflected by the reflection
point 54 pass through the receiving path 60 that spreads at
a predetermined angle and are received by the receiving
elements 525 to 52/, so the element data 68 that has been
affected by the reflection point as shown in FIG. 5D can be
obtained by the receiving elements 524 to 524.

Somic ray signals are generated from element data 68 that
is affected by reflection points other than those on the
transmission line (hereafter also referred to as ghost element
data), so when an ultrasound image is generated, an image
of areflection point that does not actually exist is reproduced
on the image of the line corresponding to the element 52e to
generate the so-called ghost, which causes the accuracy of
the ultrasound image to be reduced.

Here, the sum of the transmission path of the transmission
beam 64 from the transmission element 52¢ to the reflection
point 54 via the focal point 58 and the receiving path of the
ultrasonic echoes from the reflection point 54 to each
receiving element 525 to 52/ as shown in FIG. 5C (the
propagation distance) is longer than the sum of the trans-
mission path of the transmission beam 64 from the trans-
mission element 524 to the reflection point 54 via the focal
point 58 and the receiving path of the reflected ultrasonic
echoes from the reflection point 54 to each receiving ele-
ment 52a to 52g as shown in FIG. 5A (the propagation
distance). Therefore, the ghost element data 68 shown in
FIG. 5D is delayed with respect to the genuine element data
66 as shown in FIG. 5D.
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In the delay time calculation unit 48 of the element data
processing unit 22 according to the present invention, the
time difference, in other words the delay time, is calculated
between the element data obtained by transmitting and
receiving an ultrasonic wave on the transmission line of
interest from the sampling point on the transmission line of
interest and the geometric arrangement of the central ele-
ment corresponding to each transmission line (hereafter
referred to as the element data of interest) and the element
data obtained by transmitting and receiving an ultrasonic
wave on a ftransmission line that is different from the
transmission line of interest (hereafter referred to as element
data not of interest). Therefore, information such as the
shape of the ultrasound probe 12 (transducer array 36)
(element spacing, linear, convex, and the like) the velocity
of sound in the region of the inspection object being exam-
ined, the focal point position, the transmission aperture, the
receiving aperture, and the like is necessary for calculating
the delay time, so the delay time calculation unit 48 acquires
information on the focal point position set by the focal point
setting unit 96, information on the sampling points set by the
calculation point setting unit 92, and information input by
the operation unit 32 or stored in the storage unit 34, and
calculates the delay time. The delay time is calculated from,
for example, the geometric arrangement of the transmission
element, the focal point of the ultrasonic beam, the sampling
point, and the receiving element, and can be calculated from
the difference in the propagation time calculated from the
total length of the transmission path of the transmission
beam from the transmission element passing through the
focal point of the ultrasonic beam to the sampling point and
the length of the receiving path of the reflected signal from
the sampling point to the receiving element (propagation
distance), and the propagation time calculated from the
velocity of sound.

Here, as stated previously, in the present invention, there
is the convergent wave mode in which the delay time
calculation unit 48 considers the ultrasonic beam to be a
convergent wave, in other words, the delay time is calculated
by obtaining the total length of the transmission path of the
transmission beam from the transmission element to the
sampling point via the focal point and the length of receiving
path of the reflected signal from the sampling point to the
receiving element (propagation distance), with the focal
point as a point (point sound source), and the planar wave
mode in which the delay time is calculated by obtaining the
total length of the transmission path and the receiving path
with the ultrasonic beam considered to be a planar wave.

First, the convergent wave mode is described using FIGS.
6A and 6B.

In the convergent wave mode, the transmission beam first
reaches (is focused onto) the focal point and then proceeds
to the sampling point, and is modeled as reflected at the
sampling point to calculate the transmission path.

Specifically, as shown in FIGS. 6A and 6B, the lengths of
the transmission path of the ultrasonic beam and the receiv-
ing path of the ultrasonic echoes can be obtained for both the
element data of interest and the element data of non-interest.
In FIGS. 6A and 6B, for explanation it is assumed that the
reflection point 54 is at the sampling point on the transmis-
sion line of interest.

As shown in FIG. 6A, in the case of the element data of
interest, in other words, when the transmission line of
interest (the transmission line of the sampling point) and the
transmission line on which the ultrasonic beam was trans-
mitted coincide, the central element of the transmission
elements 52¢ to 52¢ and the central element of the receiving
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elements 52a to 52g coincide, and the focal point 58 and the
reflection point 54 are disposed directly below. If the posi-
tion of the element 52d directly above the reflection point 54
is defined in terms of 2-dimensional coordinates x and y as
(x0, 0), the element spacing is Le, the coordinates of the
position of the focal point 58 are (x0, df), and the coordi-
nates of the position of the reflection point 54 are (x0, z), the
coordinates of the position of the transmission element 524
are the same as the coordinates of the element 524 that is
directly above the reflection point 54, namely (x0, 0), and
the length of the transmission path 61 of the transmission
beam from the transmission element 524 through the focal
point 58 to the reflection point 54 (transmission path length)
Lta, and the length of the receiving path 60 of the ultrasonic
echo from the reflection point 54 to the receiving element
52d (receiving path length) Lra can be calculated from
Lta=Lra=z.

Therefore, in the convergent wave mode, the propagation
distance Lua of the ultrasonic wave in the case of the
element data of interest is Lua=Lta+Lra=2 z.

On the other hand, as shown in FIG. 6B, in the case of the
element data of non-interest, in other words, when an
ultrasonic beam is transmitted on a transmission line adja-
cent to the transmission line of interest (on a transmission
line different to that of the sampling point), the position of
the central element of the transmission elements 524 to 521
is shifted with respect to the reflection point 54 (sampling
point) laterally by one element (x-direction: the right direc-
tion in the drawing), and the focal point 58 is disposed
directly below the element 52¢ which is the central element,
but the reflection point 54 is disposed directly below the
element 52d. The position of the receiving element 524
directly above the reflection point 54 in terms of the 2-di-
mensional xy coordinates are (x0, 0), the same as in FIG.
6A, and if the element spacing is Le and the coordinates of
the reflection point are (x0, z), the coordinates of the position
of the transmission element 52¢ are (x0+Le, 0), and the
coordinates of the position of the focal point 58 are (xO+Le,
df), so the length of the transmission path 61 of the trans-
mission beam from the transmission element 52e through
the focal point 58 to the reflection point 54 (transmission
path length) Ltb can be calculated from Ltb=df+v{(z-df)*+
Le®}, and the length of the receiving path 60c of the
ultrasonic echo from the reflection point 54 to the receiving
element 52d (receiving path length) Lrb can be calculated
from Lrb=z.

Therefore, in the convergent wave mode, in the case of
element data of non-interest, the propagation length of the
element data of non-interest Lub is Lub=Ltb+Lrb=df+V{(z-
dn*+Le*}+z.

In this way, the value obtained when the propagation
distance Lua of the ultrasonic wave, which is the sum of the
distance [ta of the transmission path 61 and the distance Lra
of the receiving path 60 obtained for the geometrical
arrangement shown in FIG. 64, is divided by the velocity of
sound is the propagation time between the ultrasound ele-
ment and the sampling point when the ultrasonic wave for
obtaining the element data of interest is transmitted and
received. Also, the value obtained when the propagation
distance Lub of the ultrasonic wave, which is the sum of the
distance Ltb of the transmission path 61 and the distance Lrb
of the receiving path 60 obtained for the geometrical
arrangement shown in FIG. 6B, is divided by the velocity of
sound is the propagation time between the ultrasound ele-
ment and the sampling point when the ultrasonic wave for
the transmission line adjacent to the transmission line for the
element data of interest is transmitted and received.
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The delay time is calculated by obtaining the difference
between the delay time from the propagation time of the
ultrasonic wave between the ultrasound element and the
sampling point when obtaining the element data of interest,
and the propagation time between the ultrasound element
and the sampling point when obtaining the element data of
non-interest.

In the geometric model of FIGS. 6A and 6B, the trans-
mission path 61 is modeled as passing through the focal
point 58, but the present invention is not limited to this, for
example the path may go directly to the reflection point 54
without passing through the focal point 58.

Next, the planar wave mode is explained using FIG. 7.

In the planar wave mode, the transmission path is calcu-
lated by modeling the transmission beam as proceeding to
the sampling point as a planar wave, without converging
onto the focal point, and being reflected at the sampling
point.

In the planar wave mode, it is possible to obtain the
lengths of the transmission path of the transmission beam
and the receiving path of the ultrasonic echoes for the
element data of non-interest as shown in FIG. 7. The method
of obtaining the transmission path and the receiving path in
the case of the element data of interest is the same as that for
the convergent wave mode, so its description is omitted here.
Also, in FIG. 7, for explanation it is assumed that the
reflection point 54 is at the sampling point.

As shown in FIG. 7, in the case of the element of
non-interest, the position of the central element of the
transmission elements 524 to 52f'is shifted with respect to
the reflection point 54 (sampling point) laterally by one
element (x-direction: the right direction in the drawing), and
the focal point 58 is disposed directly below the element 52e
which is the central element, but the reflection point 54 is
disposed directly below the element 524, the same as in FIG.
6B. The position of the receiving element 524 directly above
the reflection point 54 in terms of the 2-dimensional xy
coordinates is (x0, 0), the same as in FIG. 6B, and if the
element spacing is Le and the coordinates of the reflection
point 54 are (x0, z), the coordinates of the position of the
transmission element 52e are (xO+Le, 0), and the coordi-
nates of the position of the focal point 58 are (x0+Le, df).

Here, in the case of the planar wave mode, the transmis-
sion beam transmitted from the plurality of transmission
elements 524 to 52f can be considered to arrive at the
reflection point 54 as a planar wave. In other words, the path
from the focal point 58 to the reflection point 54 can be
considered to be the path projected onto the z axis. Therefore
in the case of a linear probe as shown in FIG. 7, the length
Ltb of the transmission path is equal to the depth z of the
reflection point 54.

Also, the length of the receiving path 60 of the ultrasonic
echo from the reflection point 54 to the receiving element
52d (receiving path length) Ltb can be calculated from
Lrb=z.

Therefore, in the planar wave mode, in the case of element
data of non-interest, the propagation length of the ultrasonic
wave for the element data of non-interest Lub is Lub=Ltb+
Lib=2 z.

In contrast, for a sampling point near the focal point, in
the convergent wave mode, the length of the transmission
path 61 of the transmission beam from the transmission
element 52e through the focal point 58 to the reflection point
54 (transmission path length) Ltb is obtained from Ltb=df+
V{(z-df)*+Le?}, but if the sampling point is near the focal
point, z=~df, so Ltb=df+V{Le’}=df+Le~z+le. In other
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words, it is longer than the length of the transmission path
61 obtained in the planar wave mode.

As stated above, in the convergent wave mode, the length
of the transmission path is calculated considering the ultra-
sonic beam to be a convergent wave and the focal point to
be a point, but the focal point of an actual ultrasonic beam
is not converged sufficiently to be considered to be a point,
and it has a finite width. Therefore, for a sampling point near
the focal point, when the length of the transmission path is
obtained in the convergent wave mode, it is longer than the
length of the actual transmission path, and when the delay
time is calculated from the calculated transmission path
length, the difference from the actual delay time increases,
and the accuracy of the superimposition of the element data
is reduced.

Therefore, for a sampling point near the focal point, by
calculating the delay time by obtaining the length of the
transmission path in the planar wave mode, it is possible to
prevent a reduction in the accuracy of superimposition of the
unprocessed element data.

In the convergent wave mode, the method of calculating
the delay time in the case of transmission and receiving an
ultrasonic wave with a certain element as the central element
is to take the delay time for an element 52 located directly
below the sampling point as a representative value, and to
use this representative value as the delay time for all
elements in transmitting and receiving.

However, the present invention is not limited to this, for
example the position in the x direction may be the sampling
point such as the element 52¢ or the element 525, in other
words, the receiving path length Lrb for an element that is
different from the element 524 directly below may be
calculated from the element 524 directly below in accor-
dance with the number of elements n, as Lrb=v{(nxIe)*+
7}

Also, the geometric models in FIGS. 6A, 6B, and 7 are
linear probes, but this is not a limitation, and in other types
of probe also it is possible to carry out the same geometrical
calculation for both the convergent wave mode and the
planar wave mode from the shape of the probe. For example,
in the case of a convex probe, the same type of calculation
can be carried out by setting the geometric model from the
radius of the probe and the angle of the element spacing.

Also, in the case of a beam steering transmission, using a
geometric model (not shown on the drawings) taking into
interest information such as the transmission angle, it is
possible to calculate the delay time for the element data of
interest and the nearby element data of non-interest, from the
positional relationship between the transmission element
and the sampling point.

Next, in the convergent wave mode, the calculated delay
time is described using FIGS. 6C and 6D.

FIG. 6C shows the center genuine element data 66 which
is the element data in the case where the reflection point is
on the transmission line, and ghost element data 68 on both
sides thereof generated by ghosts as a result of the effect of
the reflection point, and FIG. 6D shows an example of the
delay times of the ghost element data 68 which is the
element data of non-interest, when the element data of
interest is the genuine element data 66 in the center, obtained
from the geometric calculation. When the genuine element
data 66 is the element data of interest, the ghost element data
68 is displayed as having the time symmetrically delayed.

In this way, the delay time calculated by the delay time
calculation unit 48 of the element data processing unit 22
can be used in the delay correction of the phase addition unit
38.
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Also, in the planar wave mode of the linear probe shown
in FIG. 7, the propagation distance of the ultrasonic wave in
the case of the element data of non-interest is the same as the
propagation distance of the ultrasonic wave for the element
data of interest, so the delay time is zero.

Next, in the superimposition processing unit 50 of the
element data processing unit 22 of the present invention, for
sampling points judged by the calculation point positional
determination unit 94 to be outside a predetermined range of
distance from the transmission focal point, using the delay
time calculated in this way by the delay time calculation unit
48, superimposition processing is carried out on the element
data of interest of the transmission line of interest, and the
element data of non-interest which is the element data for the
nearby transmission lines.

The convergent wave mode and the planar wave mode
differ only in the method of calculating the delay time, and
their superimposition processing is the same, so in the
following description, the superimposition processing is
described using the delay time calculated in the convergent
wave mode.

In the superimposition processing of the superimposition
processing unit 50, information regarding the number of
element data to be superimposed and the superimposition
processing method when superimposing is necessary, but
this may be input in advance by the operation unit 32, or may
be stored in the storage unit 34.

FIGS. 8A to 8H show a specific example of superimpo-
sition processing carried out by the superimposition pro-
cessing unit 50 in a case where the number of element data
is five and the number of superimposed element data is
three.

FIG. 8A shows the five element data arranged horizon-
tally for five adjacent elements, obtained by transmitting and
receiving an ultrasonic wave on the transmission line for the
central element, and for each element data, the reflected
signal received after an ultrasonic beam is transmitted is
represented. The horizontal axis for each element data
represents the receiving element, and on each element data
the central element when transmitting the ultrasonic beam is
represented in the center. The vertical axis represents the
time received.

Of the five element data, in the element data in the center,
the central element of the element data (central element of
receiving elements), in other words, the central element
(transmission element) during transmission, is directly
above the reflection point, and receives the reflection signal
(ultrasonic echo) from the reflection point. In other words,
this reflection signal is the genuine signal, and the central
element data is the genuine element data.

Apart from the central element data, in the case of the two
element data on both sides, during transmission there is no
reflection point directly below the central element, but due
to the spread of the transmitted ultrasonic beam the ultra-
sonic beam strikes the reflection point that is directly below
the transmission element of the central element data, and the
reflected signal produced, in other words the ghost, is
imprinted. In the case of the ghost images, the further from
the genuine signal, the longer the propagation time of the
ultrasonic wave to the reflection point, so the time received
is delayed compared with the genuine element data. Also,
the position of the receiving element that first receives the
reflection signal from the reflection point is the element
directly above the reflection point, but the central element
during transmission of the ultrasonic beam is in the center of
the horizontal axis of the element data, so each element data
is shifted by one element at a time from the central element,
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in other words, the transmission line is shifted by one line at
a time, so in each element data the absolute position of the
elements is shifted by one element each. In other words, in
the central element data, the receiving element that first
receives the reflection signal from the reflection point is the
cenfral element, but in the two adjacent element data the
elements are shifted by one element each from the central
element data, the right side element data is shifted by one
element to the left, and the left side element data is shifted
by one element to the right. In addition, the element data at
both ends are shifted by two elements each from the central
element data, and the right end element data is shifted by two
elements to the left, and the left end element data is shifted
by two elements to the right. In this way, not only is the
receiving time of the ghosts delayed relative to the genuine
signal, but also a deviation in the direction of the receiving
element is also produced.

FIG. 8B shows an example of the delay time of the
receiving time for the element data for the five elements
shown in FIG. 8A with the central element data as the
element data of interest, in other words, for a specific
sampling point on the transmission line corresponding to the
central element.

In the superimposition processing unit 50, using the delay
time shown in FIG. 8B, in the case that the central element
data is the element data of interest, with the element data of
interest in the center, delay time correction is carried out on
the number of element data to be superimposed, in the case
shown on the drawing three element data, and by shifting
element data in the horizontal direction by the amount of
deviation of each central element from the central element
(element of interest) corresponding to the transmission line
of the element data of interest, or by just one element in the
case shown on the drawing, the phase of each is aligned to
superimpose the unprocessed element data for the three
transmission lines, to obtain a single superimposed pro-
cessed element data corresponding to the specific sampling
point of the transmission line of interest. By carrying out this
superimposition processing for a specific sampling point, it
is possible to obtain element data as if the focal point was
focused on the sampling point.

FIG. 8C shows the superimposed processed element data
for a sampling point with a reflection point on the same line,
obtained in this way.

The element data of the element of interest shown in FIG.
8A is element data from a genuine signal, so when delay
time correction and horizontal shifting is carried out on the
unprocessed element data of the adjacent elements on both
sides of the element of interest to align their phases, the
phases of the unprocessed element data of the adjacent
elements and the unprocessed element data of the element of
interest match so they are superiniposed in a position with
high brightness, as shown in FIG. 8C. Thus, if for example
these element data are added, the element data will exhibit
a large value (high brightness value), and if for example they
are averaged to obtain the average value, an emphasized
value (high brightness value) will be exhibited.

In contrast, FIG. 8D shows an example of a case with the
same element data group as FIG. 8A, but where the element
data on the left of the central element data, in other words
ghost element data, is taken to be the element data of
interest, in other words the processing is carried out for a
sampling point on the transmission line adjacent to and to
the left of the center.

FIG. 8E shows an example of the delay time of the
receiving time in the case where the element to the left of
and adjacent to the center is the element of interest. FIGS.
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8A and 8D show the same element data group, so in the
delay times shown in FIG. 8E only the element of interest is
different, and is the same as in FIG. 8B.

In the superimposition processing unit 50, using the delay
time shown in FIG. 8E, with the element of interest in the
center, delay time correction is carried out on the number of
element data to be superimposed, in the case shown on the
drawing three element data, and by shifting element data in
the horizontal direction by the amount of deviation between
the element of interest and each central element, or by just
one element in the case shown on the drawing, the unpro-
cessed element data is superimposed for the three transmis-
sion lines, to obtain a single superimposed processed ele-
ment data corresponding to the specific sampling point of
the transmission line of interest. By carrying out this super-
imposition processing for a specific sampling point, it is
possible to obtain element data as if the focal point was
focused on the sampling point.

FIG. 8F shows the superimposed processed element data
for the sampling point with a reflection point on the adjacent
line, obtained in this way.

Because the element data of the element of interest shown
in FIG. 8D is ghost element data, even when the delay time
correction and the horizontal shifting is carried out on the
unprocessed element data on both sides of the element of
interest to align their phases, the phases of each of the
unprocessed element data of the adjacent elements and the
unprocessed element data of interest are not aligned, so they
cannot be superimposed as shown in FIG. 8F. Therefore,
even if these three element data are added, for example, their
phases do not align, so signals with their phases reversed and
the like are canceled out, and the value of their sum does not
increase, and if for example they are averaged to obtain an
average value a small value will be displayed.

For the other element data also, FIG. 8G shows the state
of superimposition of the element data for three adjacent
transmission lines for the five element data shown in the
drawing as a result of carrying out delay time correction and
horizontal shifting in the same way as for the element data
of interest, and FIG. 8H shows the results of, for example,
addition processing or averaging processing as the supet-
imposition processing.

As shown in FIG. 8H, when in the case of the transmis-
sion line of interest the coordinates of the central element of
the transmission element shown in FIG. 8A and the reflec-
tion point coincide (when there is a reflection point on the
transmission line), the element data for the genuine signal is
obtained as a superimposed processed element data having
a high brightness value, but for the two elements on both
sides or a total of four elements, when the ghost element data
for element data with phases that do not align are added or
averaged, they cancel each other out so the ghost superim-
posed processed element data have values that are small
compared with the element data for the genuine signal which
is superimposed processed element data having high bright-
ness values, so the effect of the ghost element data on the
element data of the genuine signal is reduced, or, can be
made so small that its effect can be ignored.

Note that the method of superimposition processing in the
superimposition processing unit 50 need not be simply
summation, but taking an average value or median value
may be carried out, or summation may be carried out after
multiplication by a coefficient. Note that it is considered that
taking an average value or a median value is equivalent to
applying an averaging filter or a median filter to the element
data level, but an inverse filter or the like as carried out in
normal image processing may also be applied instead of an
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averaging filter or a median filter. Alternatively, each of the
element data to be superimposed may be compared with
each other, and if similar the maximum value may be taken,
if not similar an average value may be taken, and if there is
bias in the distribution a median value may be taken, and the
like, but this is not a limitation, and the superimposition
processing may be changed based on a characteristic quan-
tity of each of the element data to be superimposed.

Also, it is desirable that the number of element data to be
superimposed be adjusted to suit the spread of the beam
width of the ultrasonic beam. Therefore, if the beam width
changes with depth, the number of element data to be
superimposed may also be varied with depth. Also, the beam
width depends on the number of the transmission apertures,
so the number of element data to be superimposed may also
be varied with the number of the transmission apertures.
Alternatively, the number of element data to be superim-
posed may also be varied based on a characteristic quantity
such as the brightness value of the image, or the number of
element data to be superimposed may be selected by chang-
ing a plurality of patterns and selecting the ideal number of
element data to be superimposed from the images produced.

As a result of the superimposition, as stated above, the
phases of the signals are aligned for the element data for the
genuine signal, but for the ghosts the phases of the signals
do not align, so as a result of superimposition processing
such as summation, the signals with various phases cancel
each other out, so the signal is weakened. As a result, the
genuine signal has an effective value, and for example
remains as high brightness element data, but the ghost
signals have reduced values, so it is possible to obtain them
as, for example, low brightness element data.

As stated above, if a plurality of transmission beams is
generated while changing the transmission position in order
to produce data for one line in order to obtain high-quality
images, the number of transmissions is increased so the
frame rate is reduced, which has the problem that the
real-time properties become poorer.

Also, when correcting the delay times of a plurality of
reception signals and synthesizing them, when calculating
the delay time, if the focal point is considered to be a point
(point sound source) when calculating the transmission path,
in reality the focal point of the transmitted ultrasonic beam
is not focused to the extent that it can be considered to be a
point, but it is spread with a finite width, so close to the focal
point, the error relative to the actual transmission path of the
ultrasonic beam becomes large, so the error between the
actual delay time and the calculated delay time becomes
large. If the reception signal is synthesized using this delay
time, the data accuracy is reduced, which has the problem
that the image SN ratio and the resolution are reduced.

In contrast, the present invention is switched between the
first mode that superimposes the element data assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a convergent beam, and the second
mode that superimposes the element data assuming the
ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, depending on whether
the distance between the sampling point and the focal point
is within the predetermined range or not, and the first
element data is superimposed to generate the second element
data. Specifically, if it is judged that the sampling point is
outside the predetermined range of distance from the focal
point, in other words, if it is far from the focal point, the
deviation between the receiving times, in other words the
delay time, is calculated between unprocessed element data
to be superimposed (first element data) from the transmis-
sion distance of the ultrasonic wave calculated by consid-
ering the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent beam, and
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based on this delay time and information on the geometric
arrangement of the elements, the plurality of unprocessed
element data is synthesized, to generate new processed
element data (second element data) corresponding to the
sampling point. On the other hand, if it is judged that the
sampling point is within the predetermined range of distance
from the focal point, in other words, if it is near to the focal
point, the delay time is calculated from the transmission
distance of the ultrasonic wave calculated by considering the
ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, and based on this delay
time and information on the geometric arrangement of the
elements, the plurality of unprocessed element data is syn-
thesized, to generate new processed element data corre-
sponding to the sampling point.

In this way, for sampling points far from the focal point,
it is possible to reduce the effect of ghosts generated by the
spread of the ultrasonic beam even for positions distant from
the focal point, by carrying out the superimposition of a
plurality of first element data, and it is possible to obtain
element data (second element data) for each sampling point
as when a focal point is formed. Therefore, it is sufficient to
carry out transmission and reception once for one transmis-
sion line, so it is possible to obtain high accuracy element
data without increasing the number of transmissions and
receptions, without reducing the frame rate, thereby main-
taining the real time properties, and improving the SN ratio
and resolution of the image.

In addition, for sampling points near the focal point,
calculation of the delay time for superimposition is carried
out with appropriate modeling of the ultrasonic beam near
the focal point, so it is possible to generate second element
data without reducing the accuracy of the superimposition
near the focal point.

As a result of the above, the ultrasound inspection device
according to the present invention can improve the SN ratio
and resolution of the whole image, and, it is possible to
obtain sharp ultrasound images having high resolution and
the ideal spatial resolution, with a frame rate that is no
different from the conventional technology.

Also, it is possible to obtain high quality element data, so
when obtaining the ideal velocity for each region within the
regions of the inspection object using the element data, it is
possible to obtain the high accuracy ideal velocity.

The following is a description of the operation and action
of the ultrasound inspection device and the ultrasound image
data generation method according to the present invention.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart describing the operation of the
ultrasound inspection device shown in FIG. 1.

First, the focal point setting unit 96 sets the position of the
focal point in accordance with information input from the
operation unit 32, and information regarding the set focal
point position is supplied to the transmitter 14 and calcula-
tion point positional determination unit 94.

Also, the calculation point setting unit 92 sets the data
calculation points (sampling points) in accordance with
information input from the operation unit 32, and supplies it
to the calculation point positional determination unit 94.

The calculation point positional determination unit 94
determines whether or not each sampling point is within a
predetermined range of distance from the focal point, based
on the supplied information on the sampling points and the
focal point position, and supplies the determination result to
the element data processing unit 22.

The operator brings the ultrasound probe 12 into contact
with the surface of the inspection object, and when the
measurement is started, an ultrasonic beam is transmitted
from the transducer array 36 in accordance with drive
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signals supplied from the transmitter 14, the ultrasonic
echoes are received from the inspection object by the
transducer array 36, and an analog element signal is output
as the reception signal. At this time, the transmitter 14 drives
the transducer array 36 to transmit the ultrasonic beam
forming the focal point at the focal point position supplied
from the focal point setting unit 96.

The receiver 16 outputs the analog element signal output
by each element as single analog element data, and supplies
it to the A/D converter 18. The A/D converter 18 converts
the analog element data to digital element data, and supplies
it to the element data storage unit 20 to be stored.

The element data processing unit 22 calculates the delay
time (for example, the same as either FIG. 8B or FIG. 8E)
between the unprocessed element data for the transmission
line of interest and the unprocessed element data for the
nearby transmission lines in the delay time calculation unit
48 (FIG. 3) for each sampling point, from the geometrical
arrangement of the transmission elements, the focal point,
the reflection point, and the receiving elements, the velocity
of sound in the region of the inspection object to be
inspected that is input and set in advance (for example,
calculation using the geometric model shown in FIGS. 6A
and 6B).

Next, the element data processing unit 22 carries out
processing on each sampling point sequentially (from the
calculation coordinate Pst to calculation coordinate Pend) in
accordance with the determination result of the calculation
point positional determination unit 94. If the distance
between the sampling point and the focal point is outside the
predetermined range, the delay time is calculated in conver-
gent wave mode, a plurality of unprocessed element data is
read out from the element data storage unit 20 including the
unprocessed element data of the transmission line corre-
sponding to the sampling point, the element data to be
processed is taken to be the element data of interest, and in
the superimposition processing unit 50 (FIG. 3) the super-
imposed processed element data is obtained by aligning the
phases of the element data of interest and the unprocessed
element data for the nearby transmission lines (element data
of non-interest) using the delay times calculated by the delay
time calculation unit 48. Also, if the distance between the
sampling point and the focal point is within the predeter-
mined range, the delay time is calculated in planar wave
mode, a plurality of unprocessed element data is read out
from the element data storage unit 20 including the unpro-
cessed element data of the transmission line corresponding
to the sampling point, the element data to be processed is
taken to be the element data of interest, and in the super-
imposition processing unit 50 (FIG. 3) the superimposed
processed element data is obtained by aligning the phases of
the element data of interest and the unprocessed element
data for the nearby transmission lines (element data of
non-interest) using the delay times calculated by the delay
time calculation unit 48.

In this way, processed element data is obtained in which
the genuine signal is emphasized, and the ghost signals are
reduced.

The element data obtained in this way is supplied to the
phase addition unit 38 of the image generating unit 24.

The phase addition unit 38 of the image generating unit 24
carries out receiving focus processing on the processed
element data to generate received data (sonic ray signal), and
supplies it to the detected wave processing unit 40. The
detected wave processing unit 40 processes the sonic ray
signals to generate a B mode image signal. The B mode
image signal is converted into raster by the DSC 42, and the
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image producing unit 44 carries out image processing to
generate the ultrasound image. The generated ultrasound
image is stored in the image memory 46, and the ultrasound
image is displayed on the display unit 28 by the display
control unit 26.

In this way, the ultrasound inspection device 10 according
to the present invention is switched between the first mode
that superimposes the element data assuming the ultrasonic
beam to be a convergent beam, and the second mode that
superimposes the element data assuming the ultrasonic beam
to be a planar wave, depending on whether the distance
between the sampling point and the focal point is within the
predetermined range or not, and the first element data is
superimposed to generate the second element data.

In this way, for sampling points far from the focal point,
it is possible to reduce the effect of ghosts generated by the
spread of the ultrasonic beam even for positions distant from
the focal point, by carrying out the superimposition of a
plurality of first element data, and it is possible to obtain
element data (second element data) for each sampling point
as when a focal point is formed. Therefore, it is sufficient to
carry out transmission and receiving once for one transmis-
sion line, so it is possible to obtain high accuracy element
data without increasing the number of transmissions and
receptions, without reducing the frame rate, thereby main-
taining the real time properties, and improving the SN ratio
and resolution of the image.

In addition, for sampling points near the focal point,
calculation of the delay time for superimposition is carried
out with appropriate modeling of the ultrasonic beam near
the focal point, so it is possible to generate second element
data without reducing the accuracy of the superimposition
near the focal point.

As a result of the above, the ultrasound inspection device
according to the present invention can improve the SN ratio
and resolution of the whole image, and, it is possible to
obtain sharp ultrasound images having high resolution and
the ideal spatial resolution, with a frame rate that is no
different from the conventional technology.

Also, it is possible to obtain high quality element data, so
when obtaining the ideal velocity for each region within the
regions of the inspection object using the element data, it is
possible to obtain the high accuracy ideal velocity.

In the embodiment as described above, the element data
superimposed with the element data of interest was element
data for transmission lines adjacent to the transmission line
of the element data of interest, but the present invention is
not limited to this, provided it is a transmission line that is
different from the transmission line of the element data of
interest. When superimposing the element data, preferably
the region of the transmission beam transmitted when
obtaining each element data overlaps with the region of the
transmission beam transmitted when obtaining the element
data of interest. Therefore, the element data that is to be
superimposed with the element data of interest is preferably
the element data of an adjacent line, or a nearby transmission
line.

Also, the element data that is to be superimposed with the
element data of interest is preferably element data from
transmission lines that are symmetrical about the transmis-
sion line of the element data of interest as center, in other
words, element data obtained by transmitting and receiving
an ultrasonic wave with elements symmetrical about the
element of interest as the central elements.

Also, in the embodiment as described above, it is config-
ured that when the sampling point is far from the focal point,
the delay time is calculated in convergent wave mode, and
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when near the focal point the delay time is calculated in
planar wave mode, but the present invention is not limited
to this, and the delay time may be calculated in convergent
wave mode when the sampling point is far from the focal
point, and the delay time may be calculated in planar wave
mode when close to the focal point, and in intermediate
cases the delay time may be calculated by a combination of
the convergent wave mode and the planar wave mode. In
other words, when the distance between the sampling point
and the focal point is equal to or exceeds a predetermined
first threshold, the delay time is calculated in convergent
wave mode, when equal to or less than a second threshold
that is smaller than the first threshold, the delay time is
calculated in planar wave mode, and when between the first
threshold and the second threshold, the delay time may be
calculated from an average weighted in accordance with the
distance to the focal point of the delay time calculated in the
convergent wave mode and the delay time calculated in the
planar wave mode.

Specifically, for example in the delay time calculation unit
48, when calculating the delay time, the equation for obtain-
ing the length of the transmission path Lth may be Ltb=df+
V{(z-df)*+a(Le)’}, and o is varied in accordance with the
distance from the focal point, and at the position of the focal
point o=0, and at a position equal to or greater than a
predetermined distance ¢=1. In this way, at the position of
the focal point, the length of the transmission path (the delay
time) is calculated in the planar wave mode, and at positions
equal to or greater than a predetermined distance from the
focal point, the length of the transmission path is calculated
in the convergent wave mode, and at intermediate positions,
the length of the transmission path is calculated from the
weighted average of the planar wave mode and the conver-
gent wave mode.

In this way, it is possible to prevent the production of a
discontinuous point at the position of switching between the
convergent wave mode and the planar wave mode, and it is
possible to obtain a smoother image.

Also, in the embodiment as described above, the process-
ing by the element data processing unit 22 (delay time
calculation unit 48) is configured to be switched between the
convergent wave mode and the planar wave mode in accor-
dance with the distance between the sampling point and the
focal point, but the present invention is not limited to this,
but at all sampling points a first image may be generated
using the processed element data processed in convergent
wave mode, and, at all sampling points a second image may
be generated using the processed element data processed in
planar wave mode, and a new image may be generated in
accordance with the distance from the focal point produced
from the first image at positions far from the point, and
produced from the second image at positions close to the
focal point.

Also, in the embodiment as described above, the ultra-
sonic beam is configured to be transmitted in a direction
normal to the direction of the array of ultrasound elements,
but this is not a limitation, and the ultrasonic beam may be
configured to be transmitted in a direction that is inclined
(beam steering transmission) with respect to the direction of
the array of ultrasound elements. Also, in the embodiment as
described above, one set of transmission elements (trans-
mission aperture) and one transmission of the ultrasonic
beam are configured to correspond one-to-one, but this is not
a limitation, and a plurality of ultrasonic beams may be
configured to be transmitted in different directions using the
same set of transmission elements.
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Also, in the embodiment as described above, the center of
the transmission elements is the same element as the center
of the receiving elements but they may also be different.
Also, in the drawings, the number of the transmission
aperture and the number of the receiving aperture were
different, but the number of the apertures may be the same,
and the receiving elements may be the same elements as the
transmission elements.

Also, the ultrasound inspection device according to the
present embodiment is controlled by an ultrasound image
data generating program stored in the memory of a control
unit that is not shown on the drawings. Namely, the ultra-
sound image data generating program is read out from the
memory by the control unit, and the functions of setting the
focal point and sampling point, transmission of the ultra-
sonic beam to the inspection object in accordance with the
set focal point, receiving the ultrasonic echoes reflected from
the inspection object, selection of the mode in accordance
with the distance from the focal point for each sampling
point, synthesis of the obtained first element data by receiv-
ing the ultrasonic echoes, and generation of the second
element data are executed in accordance with the ultrasound
image data generating program.

That is, this memory in which the program is stored is the
computer-readable recording medium in which is stored a
signal processing program of the ultrasound inspection
device according to the present invention.

The ultrasound image data generating program is not
limited to being stored in a memory belonging to the control
unit, but the ultrasound image data generating program may,
for example, be recorded on a memory medium configured
to be inserted into and removed from the ultrasound image
processing device such as a CD-ROM (removable medium),
and may be configured to be read into the device via an
interface corresponding to the removable medium. That s,
the recording medium according to the present invention
may be a removable medium.

The ultrasound inspection device, the ultrasound image
data generation method, and the computer-readable record-
ing medium in which is stored the program according to the
present invention have been described in detail above, but
the present invention is not limited to the examples as
described above, and various improvements or modifica-
tions may be made without departing from the essence of the
present invention.

What is claimed is:

1. An ultrasound inspection device for inspecting an
object to be inspected using an ultrasonic beam, comprising:

a focal point setting unit for setting a plurality of trans-
mission focal points within the object to be inspected,

a probe including a plurality of elements, the plurality of
elements generating each of the components of the
ultrasonic beam and receiving ultrasonic echoes
reflected by the object to be inspected and outputting
received analog element signals;

a transmitter for causing the probe to generate the ultra-
sonic beam towards each of the transmission focal
points set by the focal point setting unit, using the
plurality of elements;

a receiver for receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to
transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams towards
each of the transmission focal points, and performing
predetermined processing;

an A/D converter for carrying out A/D conversion on
analog element signals processed by the receiver, to
produce first element data being digital element signals;
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a calculation point setting unit for setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected,

a calculation point positional determination unit for deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set by the
calculation point setting unit whether or not the dis-
tance to the transmission focal point is equal to or less
than a predetermined threshold; and

an element data processing unit which acquires first
element data of interest and at least one of first element
data in which a central element at the time of ultrasonic
beam transmission is different from that of the first
element data of interest, shifts the first element data
different in central element by an amount of deviation
with respect to the central element of the first element
data of interest, performs delay time correction on the
first element data different in central element, supet-
imposes the first element data of interest and the first
element data different in central element, and generates
second element data corresponding to the data calcu-
lation points; wherein

the focal point setting unit, the calculation point setting
unit, the calculation point positional determination unit,
and the element data processing unit are configured by
a central processing unit (CPU) and an operation pro-
gram or a digital circuit,

the element data processing unit performs addition pro-
cessing or averaging processing as the superimposition
processing of the plurality of first element data,

the second element data is data before phase addition,

the first element data and the second element data is
having information on element position, depth and
signal strength,

one of the first element data is data obtained by analog-
to-digital converting a plurality of analog element
signals that are output from the plurality of elements
after the transmitter causes the plurality of elements to
transmit the ultrasonic beam once and the plurality of
elements receive ultrasonic echoes,

the element position indicated by the first element data is
a position of the element corresponding to each of the
plurality of analog element signals, the depth indicated
by the first element data is calculated based on a time
from the transmission to the reception of the ultrasonic
beam, and the signal strength indicated by the first
element data is calculated based on a signal strength of
the analog element signal,

the transmitter and the receiver transmit and receive
ultrasonic waves for a plurality of times and the A/D
converter generates a plurality of first element data
corresponding to the plurality of transmission and
reception,

the element data processor generates a plurality of second
element data by generating the second element data by
changing the first element data of interest a plurality of
times, and

the element data processing unit includes a first mode that
carries out superimposition of the plurality of first
element data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a
convergent wave, and, a second mode that carries out
superimposition of the plurality of first element data
assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, and
when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is greater than the predeter-
mined threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of
first element data is carried out in the first mode, and
when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the
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predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first element data is carried out in the
second mode.

2. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the calculation point setting unit sets the data
calculation point on a transmission line of the ultrasonic
beam, and

the calculation point positional determination unit deter-

mines based on the distance to the transmission focal
point on the transmission line corresponding to the data
calculation point whether or not the distance to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than a
predetermined threshold.

3. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the transmitter causes the probe to transmit the
ultrasonic beam using the plurality of elements in accor-
dance with each of the transmission focal points by changing
an element in the center.

4. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the receiver changes an element in the center of the
plurality of elements, the plurality of elements receiving the
ultrasonic echoes corresponding to the transmission of the
ultrasonic beam by the transmitter.

5. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the receiver causes the same elements as the plu-
rality of elements used for transmitting the ultrasonic beam
by the transmitter to receive the ultrasonic echoes.

6. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the element data processing unit superimposes the
plurality of first element data in accordance with the time the
elements received the ultrasonic echoes and the positions of
the elements, to generate the second element data corre-
sponding to the data calculation points.

7. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the element data processing unit includes a delay
time calculation unit calculating a delay time for the two or
more first element data, and a superimposition processing
unit carrying out superimposition of the two or more first
element data based on the delay times calculated and the
positions of the receiving elements of the probe, to generate
the second element data,

the delay time calculation unit and the superimposition

processing unit are configured by the central processing
unit (CPU) and the operation program or the digital
circuit, and

the delay time calculation unit calculates the delay time

assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a convergent wave
in the case of the first mode, and calculates the delay
time assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave
in the case of the second mode.

8. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 7,
wherein the delay time calculation unit calculates the delay
time in the first mode when the distance from the data
calculation point to the transmission focal point is equal to
or greater than a predetermined first threshold, calculates the
delay time in the second mode when the distance from the
data calculation point to the transmission focal point is equal
to or smaller than a second threshold, the second threshold
being smaller than the first threshold, and when the distance
from the data calculation point to the transmission focal
point is between the first threshold and the second threshold,
the delay time is calculated from an average weighted in
accordance with the distance to the transmission focal point
of the delay time calculated assuming the ultrasonic beam to
be a convergent wave and the delay time calculated assum-
ing the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave.
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9. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 7,
wherein the delay time calculation unit calculates the delay
time of the two or more first element data based on at least
one of information obtained in advance regarding the probe,
a velocity of sound in the object to be inspected, a position
of the transmission focal point of the ultrasonic beam, a
transmission aperture of the probe of the transmitter, and a
receiving aperture of the probe of the receiver, and

the superimposition processing unit generates the second
element data by superimposing the two or more first
element data based on a number of first element data to
be superimposed from among the two or more first
element data and a superimposition processing method,
the number of the first element data and the method
being set in advance.

10. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim

1, wherein the element data processing unit uses the first
element data obtained from transmission of the plurality of
ultrasonic beams with different elements in the center.

11. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim 1,
wherein the element data processing unit generates the
second element data using the first element data obtained
from transmission of the plurality of ultrasonic beams with
overlapping transmission regions of the ultrasonic beams.

12. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim
1, wherein the element data processing unit superimposes
the plurality of first element data obtained from transmission
of ultrasonic beams with each element being continuous in
a direction of an array of the elements as the element in the
center, to generate the second element data.

13. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim
1, wherein the element data processing unit superimposes
the plurality of first element data obtained from transmission
of ultrasonic beams with the same number of elements on
either side of an element in the center as a respective element
in the center when transmitting the ultrasonic beam corre-
sponding to the data calculation point, to generate the second
element data corresponding to the data calculation point.

14. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim
1, wherein the element data processing unit superimposes
the two or more first element data after applying a weighting
coeflicient to each of the first element data.

15. The ultrasound inspection device according to claim
1, further comprising an element data storage storing all the
first element data output by the receiver.

16. An ultrasound image data generation method for
generating an ultrasonic beam, inspecting an object to be
inspected, and generating ultrasound image data with a
probe, the probe including a plurality of elements, the
plurality of elements generating each components of the
ultrasonic beam, receiving ultrasonic echoes reflected by the
object to be inspected, and outputting the received analog
element signals, the method comprising:

a focal point setting step of setting a plurality of trans-

mission focal points within the object to be inspected;

a transmission step of causing the probe to generate the
ultrasonic beam towards each of the transmission focal
points set in the focal point setting step, using the
plurality of elements;

a receiving step of receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to
the transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams
towards each of the transmission focal points to per-
form predetermined processing;
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an A/D conversion step of carrying out A/D conversion on
the analog element signals processed in the receiving
step, to produce first element data being digital element
signals;
a calculation point setting step of setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected,
a calculation point positional determination step of deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set in the
calculation point setting step whether or not a distance
to the transmission focal point is within a predeter-
mined range; and
an element data processing step of acquiring first element
data of interest and at least one of first element data in
which a central element at the time of ultrasonic beam
transmission is different from that of the first element
data of interest. shifting the first element data different
in central element by an amount of deviation with
respect to the central element of the first element data
of interest, performing delay time correction on the first
element data different in central element, and superim-
posing the first element data of interest and the first
element data different in central element, to generate
second element data corresponding to the data calcu-
lation point; wherein
the element data processing step performs addition pro-
cessing or averaging processing as the superimposition
processing of the plurality of first element data,
the second element data is data before phase addition,
the first element data and the second element data is
having information on element position, depth and
signal strength,
one of the first element data is data obtained by
analog-to-digital converting a plurality of analog
element signals that are output from the plurality of
elements after the plurality of elements are caused to
transmit the ultrasonic beam once in the transmission
step and the plurality of elements receive ultrasonic
echoes,

the element position indicated by the first element data
is a position of the element corresponding to each of
the plurality of analog element signals, the depth
indicated by the first element data is calculated based
on a time from the transmission to the reception of
the ultrasonic beam, and the signal strength indicated
by the first element data is calculated based on a
signal strength of the analog element signal,

the transmission step and the receiving step transmit
and receive ultrasonic waves for a plurality of times
and the A/D conversion step generates a plurality of
first element data corresponding to the plurality of
transmission and reception,

the element data processing step generates a plurality of
second element data by generating the second element
data by changing the first element data of interest a
plurality of times, and

the element data processing step includes a first mode
carrying out superimposition of the plurality of first
element data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a
convergent wave, and, a second mode carrying out
superimposition of the plurality of first element data
assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, and
when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is greater than a predetermined
threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of first
element data is carried out in the first mode, and when
the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the
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predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first elements data is carried out in the
second mode.

17. A non-transitory computer-readable recording
medium in which is stored an ultrasound image data gen-
eration program for causing a computer to execute: genet-
ating an ultrasonic beam, inspecting an object to be
inspected, and generating ultrasound image data with a
probe including a plurality of elements; the plurality of
elements generating each components of the ultrasonic
beam, receiving ultrasonic echoes reflected by the object to
be inspected, and outputting the received analog element
signals, the program comprising:

a focal point setting step of setting a plurality of trans-

mission focal points within the object to be inspected;

a transmission step of causing the probe to generate the
ultrasonic beam towards each of the transmission focal
points set in the focal point setting step, using the
plurality of elements;

a receiving step of receiving the analog element signals
received by the plurality of elements corresponding to
the transmission of each of the ultrasonic beams
towards each of the transmission focal points to per-
form predetermined processing;

an A/D conversion step of carrying out A/D conversion on
the analog element signals processed in the receiving
step, to produce first element data being digital element
signals;

a calculation point setting step of setting at least one data
calculation point within the object to be inspected,

a calculation point positional determination step of deter-
mining for each of the data calculation points set in the
calculation point setting step whether or not a distance
to the transmission focal point is within a predeter-
mined range; and

an element data processing step of acquiring first element
data of interest and at least one of first element data in
which a central element at the time of ultrasonic beam
transmission is different from that of the first element
data of interest, shifting the first element data different
in central element by an amount of deviation with
respect to the central element of the first element data
of interest, performing delay time correction on the first
element data different in central element, and superim-
posing the first element data of interest and the first
element data different in central element, to generate
second element data corresponding to the data calcu-
lation point; wherein
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the element data processing step performs addition pro-

cessing or averaging processing as the superimposition
processing of the plurality of first element data,

the second element data is data before phase addition,
the first element data and the second element data is

having information on element position, depth and
signal strength,

one of the first element data is data obtained by analog-

to-digital converting a plurality of analog element

signals that are output from the plurality of elements

after the plurality of elements are caused to transmit the

ultrasonic beam once in the transmission step and the

plurality of elements receive ultrasonic echoes,

the element position indicated by the first element data
is a position of the element corresponding to each of
the plurality of analog element signals, the depth
indicated by the first element data is calculated based
on a time from the transmission to the reception of
the ultrasonic beam, and the signal strength indicated
by the first element data is calculated based on a
signal strength of the analog element signal,

the transmission step and the receiving step transmit
and receive ultrasonic waves for a plurality of times
and the A/D conversion step generates a plurality of
first element data corresponding to the plurality of
transmission and reception,

the element data processing step generates a plurality of

second element data by generating the second element
data by changing the first element data of interest a
plurality of times, and

the element data processing step includes a first mode

carrying out superimposition of the plurality of first
element data assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a
convergent wave, and, a second mode carrying out
superimposition of the plurality of first element data
assuming the ultrasonic beam to be a planar wave, and
when the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is greater than a predetermined
threshold, the superimposition of the plurality of first
element data is carried out in the first mode, and when
the distance from the data calculation point to the
transmission focal point is equal to or less than the
predetermined threshold, the superimposition of the
plurality of first elements data is carried out in the
second mode.
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