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METHOD FOR IMPROVED CLUTTER
SUPPRESSION FOR ULTRASONIC COLOR
DOPPLER IMAGING

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to an ultrasonic imaging
system, and more particularly, to a filtering method for
removing a low-frequency Doppler signal from an ultra-
sound image.

2. Description of the Related Art

Medical imaging systems are used as diagnostic tools for
viewing internal areas of the patient’s body. Imaging sys-
tems based on ultrasound technology are desirable because
such systems are non-invasive, portable and generally easy
to use. A Doppler ultrasound system displays a frequency
deviation amount together with a scattering strength of the
signal as image on a screen to enable evaluation of a
dynamic function of a living body. In particular, the Doppler
imaging system is capable of displaying color images and
demodulates a received signal and digitizes the demodulated
signal, thereby imaging a flow of blood flowing through a
heart or blood vessel into a real-time two-dimensional
image. Such color Doppler imaging systems can display
cross-sectional images and blood flow information simulta-
neously. To discriminate the layer image and the blood flow
information, the cross-sectional image is indicated as white
and black and the blood flow information is indicated as
color.

Although an ultrasound beam is focused, some part of the
Doppler sample volume typically lies outside the blood
vessel. This results in the ultrasound instrument receiving a
signal from the vessel wall and surrounding tissue (referred
to as the clutter component), as well as from the blood
flowing in the vessel (referred to as the flow component).
The clutter component returned from the wall and tissue has
an amplitude that is generally many times greater than the
flow component. Because of respiration and cardiac motion,
the tissue and vessel tend to move at slower velocities than
the flowing blood. The Doppler signal also contains noise
produced by the Doppler instrument’s electronics. As such,
the Doppler signal is a composite signal composed of a
clutter component, a flow component and a noise compo-
nent. The flow component tends to have a low amplitude and
high-frequency, while the clutter component tends to have a
large amplitude and low-frequency. In order to ensure clini-
cal efficiency, Doppler instruments must be able to deter-
mine the velocity of moving blood accurately in the pres-
ence of clutter and noise signal components. Accordingly,
the clutter component is generally removed from the com-
posite Doppler signal via filtering prior to velocity estima-
tion. If the clutter component is not filtered, the velocity
measurement returns to the velocity of the moving tissue and
not of the moving blood. Typically, a high-pass filter referred
to as a wall filter is used to remove the clutter component of
the signal while leaving the flow component intact.

For example, conventional clutter processing uses a mean
frequency method to estimate the clutter frequency. The
clutter frequency is then mixed with the original clutter data
in an attempt to position the clutter at a predetermined DC
level. The conventional method assumes that flow has little
effect on the mean frequency estimation. However, this
assumption is not valid when the flow component is com-
parable to the clutter component in amplitude which may
occur, for example, in the middle of a big vessel where the
effect of clutter is much smaller than at the vessel boundary
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2

and/or where contrast agents are used to boost flow ampli-
tude. This may cause the mean frequency clutter frequency
to shift towards the blood flow frequency. When flow
velocity is high, the mean frequency shifts toward the flow
frequency even more. When this frequency is mixed with the
clutter, a combination of the following results: (1) clutter is
not positioned at the predetermined DC level resulting in
incomplete clutter cancellation; (2) clutter may be even
further from the predetermined DC level than it would have
been without mixing; and (3) strong blood flow can be
misinterpreted as clutter and thus shifted erroneously close
to the predetermined DC level, resulting in either incorrect
velocity estimation or cancellation by a subsequent wall
filter. Conventionally, a combination of clutter mean
frequency, power and variance may be used in an attempt to
identify such situations and disable mixing accordingly.
Although this may mitigate the effect of the strong blood
flow being misinterpreted as clutter, clutter residue may still
be excessive due to the inaccurate positioning of the clutter
away from the predetermined DC level.

Accordingly, there is a need for an improved method for
eliminating clutter components from Doppler ultrasound
signals. There is a further need for a method for removing
clutter components from Doppler ultrasound signals when
the flow component is comparable in amplitude to the clutter
component. There is further a need to remove the clutter
component from the flow component when flow velocity is
relatively high.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

These problems in the prior art are overcome in large part
by a Doppler ultrasound clutter suppression system and
method according to the present invention. In particular, in
the present invention the clutter is first low-pass filtered to
suppress the flow component just before mean frequency
estimation. The mean frequency is then estimated and mixed
with the original clutter data and positioned at a predeter-
mined DC level. The low-pass filter bandwidth is predeter-
mined based on the particular application and imaging
parameters. When the imaging parameters are altered, the
filter bandwidth similarly is altered to compensate for the
change in clutter bandwidth.

According to one embodiment, the low-pass filter is a
regression-type digital filter. It is noted, however, that other
types of filters, such as IIR or FIR filters are contemplated.
Moreover, the low-pass filter may be embodied as an analog
filter.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

A better understanding of the present invention is
obtained when the following detailed description is consid-
ered in conjunction with the following drawings in which:

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary clutter
suppression system according to the prior art;

FIG. 2 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary clutter
suppression system according to an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 3A and FIG. 3B are an exemplary color spectrum
before and after being low-pass filtered;

FIG. 4A and FIG. 4B illustrate the input and output of a
wall filter in the case in which there has been no shifting;

FIG. 4C and FIG. 4D illustrate the input and output of a
wall filter in the case in which there has been spectrum
shifting and clutter mean frequency estimation;

FIG. 4E and FIG. 4F illustrate the input and output of a
wall filter in the case in which there has been spectrum
shifting and low-pass filtering with clutter mean frequency
suppression;
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FIG. 5 illustrates an exemplary ultrasound system
employing clutter suppression;

FIGS. 6A, 6B and 6C illustrates exemplary dynamic
bandwidth control; and

FIG. 7 is a flowchart of operation of an ultrasound system
according to an embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

Turning now to the drawings, and with particular attention
to FIG. §, a block diagram of an exemplary ultrasound
imaging system is shown. An ultrasound transmitter 410
transmits ultrasound energy through an ultrasound trans-
ducer 412, which typically includes an array of ultrasound
transducer elements. The ultrasound energy is transmitted
into a target region of a patient. A portion of the transmitted
ultrasound energy is reflected by various components of the
target region. Reflected ultrasound energy is received by the
transducer 412 and is input to a receiver 414, which per-
forms an analog-to-digital conversion and focuses the sig-
nals from the multiple transducer elements.

The signals from the receiver 414 are input to a black and
white processor 416 and to a base band converter 418. The
base band converter 418 converts the RF frequencies to base
band and inputs the base band signals to the black and white
processor 416 and to a mean frequency estimator 422. The
mean frequency estimator 422 may include further fre-
quency shifting to position the clutter signal components at
DC and low-pass filtering according to the present inven-
tion. A control processor 421 coupled to a memory 423 may
be provided to receive user inputs and adjust bandwidths of
the low-pass filter and the wall filter, as will be discussed in
greater detail below. The samples output from the mean
frequency estimator 422 are provided to a wall filter 424. As
noted previously, in color Doppler imaging systems, station-
ary and slowly moving targets produce large, low frequency
signals. These unwanted signals, positioned accurately at
DC by the mean frequency estimator 422 according to the
present invention, are removed by the wall filter 424 to
detect the higher frequency Doppler blood echoes. Outputs
of the wall filter 424 are input to a velocity estimation unit
426 which makes an estimate of the velocity of blood in the
target region.

The velocity estimate and the output of the black and
white processor 416 are input to a scan converter 428 which
converts the color and black and white data from acoustic
space to raster space coordinates. A color map unit 430 maps
black and white data and velocities output by the scan
converter 428 to color and brightness, which are displayed
on a TV monitor 432. An exemplary ultrasound system
including a wall filter 424, a black and white processor 416,
a scan converter 428, and a color map unit 430 is the Elegra,
available from Siemens Medical Systems, Inc.

It is noted that, while the analog to digital conversion is
illustrated as occurring before base band conversion and the
mean frequency estimation, the analog to digital conversion
may equally be performed after it, and in fact, may be
performed after wall filtering. Thus, FIG. § is exemplary
only.

A block diagram showing an exemplary clutter suppres-
sion mechanism or mean frequency estimation block 420
according to the prior art is shown in FIG. 1. In particular,
the mean frequency estimator 100, may correspond gener-
ally to the mean frequency estimator 420 of FIG. 5, and
includes a frequency estimator 102, which receives the
received base band Doppler signal. The received base band
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4

Doppler signal is also provided to a mixer 104. The output
of the frequency estimator 102 is mixed with the received
base band Doppler signal input. The output of the mixer 104
is assumed to position the clutter signal at DC. As discussed
above, the mean frequency estimator 100 may further
include one or more digital signal processors (DSP) 101 for
computing clutter mean velocity, power and variance to
disable mixing under certain circumstances, discussed
above. This is represented schematically by a switch 103. It
is noted that the mean frequency estimation and the DSP
functions described above are typically accomplished using
the same DSP; thus, the FIG. 1 is exemplary only. If is
further noted that the DSP operations may occur in parallel
with the mean frequency estimation. The mixed signal (or
the bypass signal) is then provided to a wall filter such as the
wall filter 424 of FIG. 5. The wall filter 424 is typically a
high-pass filter to eliminate the low frequency clutter com-
ponents. However, as discussed above, this system is dis-
advantageous in that it cannot account for the case in which
the flow signal is of similar magnitude to the clutter signal.

Accordingly, with reference to FIG. 2, an improved clutter
suppression system or mean frequency estimation block
200, according to the present invention, is illustrated. Again,
the mean frequency estimation block 200 corresponds gen-
erally to the mean frequency estimator 420 of FIG. 5. In this
case, however, the received base band Doppler signal is
input to a low-pass filter 202. The low-pass filter 202 may be
any low-pass filter adequate to filter the flow component of
the color Doppler signal. In particular, the low-pass filter
202 may be a digital regression-type filter of the type
described in Kadi, et al., “On the Performance of Regression
and Step-Initialized IIR Clutter Filters for Color Doppler
Systems in Diagnostic Medical Ultrasound,” IEEE Trans-
actions on Ultrasonics, Ferroelectrics, and Frequency
Control, Vol. 42, No. 5, Sep. 1995, which is hereby incor-
porated by reference in its entirety as if fully set forth herein.
It is noted, however, that other types of low-pass filters may
be employed.

The output of the low-pass filter 202 is provided to a DSP
or other processing or control unit 205, as will be described
below. The DSP 205 may cause the signal to be provided to
a frequency estimator 204, and then may also be provided to
a mixer 206. The output of the frequency estimator 202 is
mixed with the received Doppler signal input. The mixed
signal is then provided to a wall filter such as the wall filter
424 of FIG. 5. The wall filter 106 is typically a high-pass
filter to eliminate the low frequency clutter components.
Alternatively, the DSP 205 may cause the received base
band signal to be provided directly to the wall filter.

As in the example shown in FIG. 1, the DSP 205 may be
provided to receive the low pass filter output for mean
velocity, power and variance calculations. If one or more
predetermined conditions are met, no mixing and mean
frequency of estimation may occur. For example, if the
power level is less than a predetermined threshold, no
shifting will occur. This may be the case, for example, where
there is a flow component, but no clutter component. In that
case, the clutter power is compared to the noise level. If the
clutter power is below noise, then no mixing is permitted.

An exemplary response characteristic for the low-pass
filter 202 is shown in FIG. 3A and 3B. In particular, FIG. 3A
illustrates a color spectrum 1010 sampled close to the center
of a carotid artery. As can be seen, the color spectrum
includes a clutter peak 1000 and a flow peak 1002. In the
example shown, the flow peak 1002 is actually higher in
magnitude than the clutter peak 1000.

FIG. 3B illustrates the color spectrum 1010 after low-pass
filtering has occurred. As can be seen, the clutter peak 1000
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is still prominent, but the flow peak 1002 has been almost
completely eliminated. The low-pass filter 102 thus com-
pensates for the prominent flow peak 1002. The output of the
low-pass filter 102 is then provided to the mean frequency
estimator 204, as discussed above.

FIG. 4 illustrates the inputs and outputs of the wall filter
424 under various test circumstances. In particular, FIG. 4A
and 4B illustrate the input and output of wall filter 424 in the
case in which there has been no clutter shifting, i.e., there
has been no estimate of the clutter mean frequency and
attempt to position the clutter at DC. As can be seen in FIG.
4A, the color spectrum 4000a displays a prominent clutter
peak 4008 as well as a prominent flow peak 4006a. The
clutter peak 4008a is positioned away from DC. FIG. 4B
illustrates the spectrum 40005 after it has been high-pass
filtered, i.e., at the output of the wall filter 424. The spectrum
40005 thus shows a prominent color flow peak 4006b. The
clutter peak 40084 has been generally eliminated, though a
residue peak 40005 remains.

FIGS. 4C and 4D show the input and output, respectively,
of the wall filter 424 after the clutter spectrum has been
shifted and with clutter mean frequency estimation per-
formed thercon. As can be seen in FIG. 4C, the color
spectrum 4010a includes a prominent clutter peak 40164
and a flow peak 40144. In this case, the clutter peak 40164
is actually farther away from DC than in the non-clutter-
shifted case.

The output of the wall filter 424 for this case is shown in
FIG. 4D. In particular, the wall-filtered spectrum 40105
includes both a prominent clutter peak 4016 and a promi-
nent flow peak 40145b. In this case, however, the magnitude
of the clutter peak 40165 is significantly higher than that of
the flow peak 4014b. Consequently, any velocity estimates
would necessarily show a sub-optimal result. However, as
will be seen with regard to FIG. 4E and FIG. 4F, this
problem is overcome by the present invention.

More particularly, FIG. 4E and FIG. 4F illustrate the input
and output spectra 4020a, 40205, respectively, of the wall
filter 424 in the case in which the color spectrum is low-pass
filtered with clutter mean frequency estimation and shifting.
As can be seen in FIG. 4E, the clutter peak 40224 of the
color spectrum 4020a is positioned almost exactly at DC.
The color flow peak 40244 is positioned substantially away
from DC. The color spectrum is then high-pass filtered using
the wall filter 424 as seen in FIG. 4F. The resulting color
spectrum 40205 has a prominent color flow peak 4024b and
no clutter peak. Thus, as can be appreciated, the use of the
low-pass filter in accordance with the present invention can
provide for more accurate clutter removal than standard
mean frequency estimation and shifting.

As discussed above, the control processor 421 may be
used to dynamically control the low-pass filter bandwidth,
depending on test or scan circumstances. For example, a
scan of the aorta might require a different filter bandwidth
than a scan of the carotid artery. Similarly, a scan at one
pulse repetition frequency (PRF) might require a different
low-pass filter bandwidth. (The bandwidth of the wall filter
may similarly be adjusted). More particularly, the control
processor 421 is configured to receive inputs from a sonog-
rapher (typically via a keyboard (not shown)), which control
scan parameters, such as PRF and the like. A memory 423
coupled to the control processor 421 may include a look-up
table defining filter bandwidths for the particular scan.
Depending on the input scan parameters, the control pro-
cessor 421 may access a low-pass filter from the memory
423 for use by the mean frequency estimation unit 422.
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For example, FIG. 6A illustrates a color spectrum 600a
having a flow component 604a and a clutter component
602a. A low-pass filter 606a, having exemplary parameters
as illustrated by the dashed line, may be used to remove the
flow component 604a prior to mean frequency estimation. In
FIG. 6B, a color spectrum 6005 is shown which represents
the case in which the sonographer increases the pulse
repetition frequency. The color spectrum 6000 has a flow
component 604b and a clutter component 602b. If the same
filter 606a as used in FIG. 6A is employed, the filter is
ineffective to remove the flow component 604b. However, if
the bandwidth of the filter is changed, as shown in FIG. 6C,
then the flow component may be adequately suppressed.

Finally, it is noted that, while the examples discussed
involve shifting to DC, it is possible to perform the clutter
filtering without shifting the clutter to DC. However, this is
less desirable since a more complex clutter filter is required.

Turning now to FIG. 7, a flowchart 700 illustrating
general operation of an ultrasound system according to an
embodiment of the present invention is shown. In particular,
in a step 702, the ultrasound system receives scan param-
eters. The scan parameters are typically received, for
example, via keyboard input and processed by the control
processor 421. Scan parameters can include, for example,
pulse repetition frequencies and other known parameters
such as volume to be scanned including the specific target
area such as the aorta, carotid artery and the like. in a step
704, the control processor 421 accesses one or more lookup
tables in the memory 423. As noted above, the lookup tables
may include bandwidth and filter parameters for use by the
mean frequency estimation unit 422 and/or the clutter filter
424. In a step 706, the control processor 421 adjusts the
filters by instructing the mean frequency estimation unit 422
and/or the clutter filter 424 with the new filter parameters. In
a step 708, the sonographer performs the scan on the patient
over the designated region. As is well known, the transmitter
410 causes pulses to be emitted from the transducer 412.
Received pulses are received at the transducer and the
receiver 414 in a step 710. In a step 712, the receiver 414
converts the received signals into digital format. In a step
714, the base band converter 418 converts the received
signals down to base band. Next, in a step 716, the low pass
filter receives the baseband signal and suppresses the flow
component for mean frequency estimation. In a step 718, the
mean frequency estimation unit 422 performs a power
spectrum calculation on the received, low pass filtered
signal. If, in a step 720 the power spectrum magnitude is
determined to be less than a predetermined threshold, then
in a step 726, the baseband signal bypasses the mean
frequency estimation and mixing, and, in a step 726, a wall
filtering is performed using the clutter filter 424. Then the
velocity estimation unit 726 estimates the velocity in a step
428 and the resulting output is displayed in a step 730.

If, however, in step 722 the power spectrum was greater
than a predetermined threshold (such as when clutter is
present in significant amounts) then the result of the mean
frequency estimation is provided to the mixing unit and, in
a step 724, the estimated frequency is mixed with the
ultrasound signal to position the clutter frequency at DC.
The resulting mixed signal is then provided to the wall filter
424 in a step 726, and the velocity estimation unit 426, in
a step 728. The ultrasound signal is then provided to a
display in a step 730.

What is claimed is:

1. An ultrasound imaging system, comprising:

means for receiving an ultrasound signal, said ultrasound

signal including a clutter component and a flow com-
ponent;
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means coupled to said receiving means for suppressing
said flow component, said suppressing means including
a low-pass filter for suppressing said flow component;
and

means for frequency shifting and mean frequency esti-
mating a resulting low-pass filtered clutter component.
2. The ultrasound imaging system of claim 1, said sup-
pressing means including a means for high-pass filtering
said ultrasound signal after said mean frequency estimation
and frequency shift.
3. The ultrasound imaging system of claim 1, wherein said
low-pass filter is a regression-type filter.
4. The ultrasound imaging system of claim 1, wherein said
low-pass filter is an analog filter.
5. A method for processing ultrasound signals, compris-
ing:
receiving an ultrasound signal including a flow compo-
nent and a clutter component;

filtering said ultrasound signal to remove said flow com-
ponent during a frequency estimation;

using an output of said frequency estimation to position
said ultrasound signal such that said clutter component
is substantially at a predetermined frequency; and

filtering said ultrasound signal to remove said clutter
component at said predetermined frequency.

6. A method according to claim 5, wherein said filtering
to remove said flow component is digital low-pass filtering.

7. A method according to claim 5, wherein said filtering
to remove said flow component is analog low-pass filtering.

8. A method according to claim 6, wherein said digital
low-pass filtering is regression filtering.
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9. An ultrasound imaging system, comprising:

one or more transducers for transmitting ultrasound
energy into a target region of a patient;

a receiver configured to receive reflected ultrasound
energy and providing a received ultrasound signal, said
received ultrasound signal including a clutter compo-
nent and a flow component; and

a clutter suppression system, said clutter suppression
system including:

a first filter for suppressing said flow component from said
ultrasound signal;

a frequency estimator, responsive to said ultrasound sig-
nal having said flow component suppressed, for deter-
mining a frequency estimate of said clutter component;
and

a second filter for removing said clutter component from
said ultrasound signal after said frequency estimate of
said clutter component has been made.

10. An ultrasound system according to claim 9, wherein

said first filter is a low-pass regression filter.

11. An ultrasound system according to claim 9, wherein
said second filter is a high-pass filter.

12. An ultrasound system according to claim 1, further
including means for dynamically changing a bandwidth of
said low-pass filter depending on scan parameters.

13. An ultrasound system according to claim 12, further
including means for dynamically changing a bandwidth of
said high-pass filter depending on said scan parameters.

14. An ultrasound system according to claim 1, wherein
said suppressing means includes means for bypassing said
frequency shift of a power spectrum of said clutter compo-
nent is less than a predetermined threshold.

* * * * *



