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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method and System for facilitating Selection of Stored 
medical image files are disclosed. In one preferred embodi 
ment, a plurality of medical image files are Stored. Each 
medical image file comprises image data and a header 
comprising medical-image-file retrieval information. During 
image review, a user Specifies medical-image-file retrieval 
information for at least one medical image file desired to be 
retrieved from the Stored plurality of medical image files. 
Then, a set of medical image files is automatically Selected 
from the Stored plurality of medical image files based on the 
Specified medical-image-file retrieval information. Other 
preferred embodiments are provided, and each of the pre 

Continuation-in-part of application No. 10/184,729, ferred embodiments can be used alone or in combination 
filed on Jun. 27, 2002. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR FACILITATING 
SELECTION OF STORED MEDICAL IMAGE 

FILES 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATION 

0001. This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 10/184,729, filed Jun. 27, 2002, 
which is hereby incorporated by reference. 

BACKGROUND 

0002 For many years, ultrasound images generated dur 
ing an ultrasound exam were Stored on VCR tape and 
retrieved using conventional VCR controls like fast forward. 
Because VCR tape provides only Serial access to Stored 
images, Viewing a specific image in a recorded exam 
requires a user to Scan through all of the prior images in the 
Series, which is a slow and manual process. VCR storage has 
largely been replaced with digital Storage to random acceSS 
media, Such as memory or disk. However, digital Storage of 
ultrasound images is not as fully utilized in existing ultra 
Sound Systems as it could be because exams are still pre 
Sented to users as a Serial collection of images, which a user 
must manually Scan through to Select a specific image. 
Selecting an image in this manner is time consuming 
because: 

0003 (1) Images are large files that take a relatively 
long time to load from Storage media; 

0004 (2) Images are often compressed, and time is 
required to decompress the images, 

0005 (3) Visual examination of each image takes 
time; and 

0006 (4) The operation of advancing to the next 
image in a Series requires an action by the user. 

0007. Several methods can be used to facilitate the selec 
tion of a Stored medical image, but each has its own 
disadvantages. For example, image load time can be 
improved by adopting faster hardware, but this increases 
System cost. Also, the time required to advance to a next 
image in a Series can be reduced by displaying multiple 
images of Smaller Size; however, the Smaller imageSize can 
interfere with a Sonographer's ability to examine each 
image. 

0008. There is a need, therefore, for an improved method 
and System for facilitating Selection of Stored medical 
images. 

SUMMARY 

0009. The present invention is defined by the following 
claims, and nothing in this Section should be taken as a 
limitation on those claims. 

0010) By way of introduction, the preferred embodiments 
described below provide a method and system for facilitat 
ing Selection of Stored medical image files. In one preferred 
embodiment, a plurality of medical image files are Stored. 
Each medical image file comprises image data and a header 
comprising medical-image-file retrieval information. During 
image review, a user Specifies medical-image-file retrieval 
information for at least one medical image file desired to be 
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retrieved from the Stored plurality of medical image files. 
Then, a set of medical image files is automatically Selected 
from the Stored plurality of medical image files based on the 
Specified medical-image-file retrieval information. Other 
preferred embodiments are provided, and each of the pre 
ferred embodiments described herein can be used alone or in 
combination with one another. The preferred embodiments 
will now be described with reference to the attached draw 
IngS. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0011 FIG. 1 is a flow chart of a method of a preferred 
embodiment for facilitating Selection of Stored medical 
images. 
0012 FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a medical diagnostic 
ultrasound imaging System of a preferred embodiment. 
0013 FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a network environ 
ment of a preferred embodiment. 
0014 FIG. 4 is an illustration of a medical image file of 
a preferred embodiment. 
0.015 FIG. 5 is a flow chart of a method of a preferred 
embodiment for facilitating Selection of Stored medical 
image files. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PRESENTLY PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

0016. By way of overview, the preferred embodiments 
described below relate to a method and system for facilitat 
ing Selection of Stored medical images. With these preferred 
embodiments, a user can more quickly retrieve a desired 
medical image from a collection of Stored images by 
manipulating the same controls that were used to acquire the 
desired image in the first place. With reference to the flow 
chart 100 of FIG. 1, in one preferred embodiment, medical 
images generated by a medical image acquisition device are 
stored in one or more storage devices (act 110). For each of 
the Stored images, the Settings of at least one acquisition 
time control used to create the image are also stored (act 
120). To Select a stored image, a user Selects a set of 
acquisition time control Settings (act 130), and based on the 
Selected Settings, a Set of medical imageS is automatically 
selected from the stored images (act 140). 
0017 Turning again to the drawings, FIG. 2 is a block 
diagram of a medical diagnostic ultrasound imaging System 
200 that will be used to illustrate the operation of the method 
shown in FIG.1. While an ultrasound system and ultrasound 
images are used in this illustration, it should be noted that 
other types of medical image acquisition devices and medi 
cal images can be used with these preferred embodiments. 
As shown in FIG. 2, the ultrasound system 200 comprises 
a transducer probe 205, a beam former 210, a processor 220, 
a display device 230, a Storage device 240, and a user 
interface 250. The term “processor” broadly refers to the 
appropriate hardware and/or Software components of the 
ultrasound system 200 that can be used to implement the 
functionality described herein. The storage device 240 is 
Suitable for Storing digital images and can take the form, for 
example, of a Solid-State volatile or non-volatile memory 
device or a permanent or removable optical or magnetic 
disk. The user interface 250 can include, for example, 
physical knobs, buttons, or keys that a user can physically 
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manipulate on a control panel; Soft buttons displayed on the 
display device 230 that a user can Select with a pointing 
device or by touching the displayed button if the display 
device 230 is touch-sensitive; or a microphone through 
which a user can Voice commands. The ultrasound System 
200 can comprise additional components, which are not 
shown in FIG. 2 for simplicity. For example, the ultrasound 
System 200 can comprise an additional memory device 
(computer-usable media) that Stores Software (computer 
readable program code) run by the processor 220. 
0.018. In operation, a sonographer uses the user interface 
250 to Select a Set of acquisition time controls Settings. AS 
used herein, the term "Set' refers to a group of one or more, 
and the term “acquisition time control” refers to any control 
that a user manipulates in the process of acquiring a medical 
image to affect how the medical image is acquired. Manipu 
lating an acquisition time control can affect transmit, 
receive, and/or processing operations. For a medical diag 
nostic ultrasound imaging System, an acquisition time con 
trol can be a “major mode' key that a user Selects to choose 
the type of ultrasound image that will be generated (e.g., 
M-mode, B-mode, color flow, or Spectral Doppler (PW)). 
An acquisition time control can also be a flow Sub-mode 
with Doppler TiSSue Imaging or contrast imaging Settings. 
Additionally, an acquisition time control can be an indi 
vidual parameters (e.g., frequency or depth) or a "pre-set,” 
which is a Stored combination of individual acquisition time 
control Settings (e.g., specific mode, frequency, and depth 
Settings) grouped together based on the anatomy being 
imaged (e.g., general radiology, Vascular examination, car 
diology) or the Sonographer performing the examination 
(e.g., Dr. Smith, Dr. Robert). 
0019. During an ultrasound examination, the sonogra 
pher contacts the transducer probe 205 with a patient, and 
the ultrasound System 200 acquires an ultrasound image in 
accordance with the acquisition time control Settings. In 
general, the ultrasound System's processor 220 causes the 
beam former 210 to apply a voltage to the transducer 205 to 
cause it to vibrate and emit an ultrasonic beam into the 
portion of the patient's body in contact with the transducer 
205. Ultrasonic energy reflected from the patient’s body 
impinges on the transducer 205, and the resulting Voltages 
created by the transducer 205 are received by the beam 
former 210. The processor 220 processes the sensed voltages 
to create an ultrasound image and displays the image on the 
display device 230. In addition to being displayed on the 
display device 230, a generated ultrasound image can also be 
Stored in digital form. For example, the Sonographer can be 
given the option of Storing an ultrasound image by pressing 
an "image capture' key on the user interface 250, or, 
alternatively, the ultrasound image can be automatically 
Stored without user intervention. In this way, a Series of 
images from an ultrasound exam can be Stored in the Storage 
device 240 in the ultrasound system 200 for later review. 
While shown as a single box in FIG. 2, the storage device 
240 can comprise one or more individual Storage devices 
(e.g., two separate disks). Additionally, as will be described 
below, an ultrasound image can be Stored in a storage device 
external to the ultrasound system 200. 
0020. In this preferred embodiment, for each stored ultra 
Sound image, Some or all of the acquisition time control 
Settings used to create the image are also stored. AS will be 
described below, the Stored acquisition time control Settings 

Oct. 14, 2004 

can later be used as a Selection criteria for Selecting a Stored 
image. The acquisition time control Settings for an image 
can be stored in any Suitable manner and can be Stored 
before, during, or after the Storage of its associated image. 
The Settings can be Stored along with the image, Such as 
when the settings are stored in a DICOM tag attached to an 
image. Alternatively, a separate file comprising the acquisi 
tion time control Settings can be Stored for each Stored 
image. The Separate file can be Stored in the same Storage 
device that Stores the image or in a different Storage device. 
Preferably, a directory is used for a collection of stored 
images (e.g., images from a given exam) to Store the 
acquisition time control Settings for each image in the 
collection. The directory can be stored in the Storage device 
that Stores the images or can be Stored in a separate location. 
Storing acquisition time control Settings for multiple images 
in a directory allows review Software to more quickly 
identify an image Since Searching a single directory for the 
Search criteria is faster than Searching each Stored image or 
file individually. 
0021. In prior ultrasound systems, to retrieve an image 
from a Stored exam, a user Selects an "image review mode' 
using the user interface, and the processor retrieves all of the 
images in the exam. To find an image of interest, the user 
manually views each of the imageS. Consider, for example, 
the situation in which a Sonographer captures 50 images of 
a patient during an exam, 45 of which are B-mode images 
and five of which are Spectral Doppler images. If the 
Sonographer were interested in reviewing the Spectral Dop 
pler images, he would Scan though the Series of 50 images 
until he found the five Spectral Doppler images. AS dis 
cussed in the background Section, this retrieval process can 
be time consuming and tedious for the Sonographer. 
0022. To facilitate the selection of a stored image, the 
ultrasound system 200 in this preferred embodiment allows 
a user to filter the Stored images using the acquisition time 
control Settings Stored with the imageS. In operation, after 
the user enters the image review mode, he manipulates the 
acquisition time controls of the user interface 250 to select 
a set of acquisition time control Settings. The number of 
Settings Selected as Search criteria can be the same as, more 
than, or less than the number of Settings used to generate the 
image of interest. Based on these Settings, a set of the Stored 
medical images is automatically Selected from the group of 
Stored images. With reference to the previous example in 
which a Sonographer is interested in reviewing Spectral 
Doppler images, during image review mode, the Sonogra 
pher would press the Spectral Doppler button. The review 
Software would Search the acquisition time control Settings 
Stored for the Stored images and automatically Select the five 
Spectral Doppler images from the 50 Stored images, thereby 
filtering out all images that were not associated with the 
Spectral Doppler Setting. By using these preferred embodi 
ments to narrow the Search to a Subset of the Stored images, 
the number of images that a user needs to load and Visually 
examine is reduced, thereby allowing the user to more 
quickly find a desired image. 

0023 The results of the automatic selection can be pre 
Sented to the user in any Suitable manner. For example, the 
processor 220 can present a list of the automatically Selected 
images to the user, and the user can Select an image for 
Viewing from this list. Instead of presenting a list, the review 
Software can automatically retrieve and display the Selected 
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Set of images (e.g., in a thumbnail format). Additionally, the 
functionality of “next image' and "previous image' opera 
tions can be adjusted to Skip over images that do not match 
the Specified acquisition time control Settings. 
0024 Regardless of how the images are presented, the 
images can be Sorted in order of their closeness to the 
Specified acquisition time control Settings. For example, in 
an ultrasound System utilizing position Sensing, moving a 
Doppler Gate to a specific location in one image can order 
the images in the exam So that those with Doppler Spectra 
collected from close to the specified Gate location would be 
in front of images with Doppler spectra collected far from 
the current Gate location. Images can also be Sorted based on 
other criteria. For example, clicking on a particular image 
can initialize a Search/Sort criteria to order images by their 
closeness to the Selected image. Criteria can then be manu 
ally turned off in order to widen the search. As another 
example, the review Software can analyze the Selected Set of 
images to determine the Similarities/differences between the 
images and then provide the user with an indication of those 
Similarities/differences to help the user narrow the Search. 
For example, consider the situation in which the review 
Software automatically Selects a Set of ten images, five of 
which were acquired at one frequency and five of which 
were acquired at another frequency. The review Software can 
automatically illuminate the frequency key to inform the 
user that he can narrow the images even further by pressing 
the button and Selecting a specific frequency. 

0.025 There are several alternatives that can be used with 
these preferred embodiments. In the preceding examples, an 
exact match Selection Scheme was used in which only those 
images whose Stored Settings exactly matched the Selected 
Set of acquisition time control Settings were automatically 
Selected. Other Selection Schemes can be used. For example, 
a Selection Scheme can be used where those imageS whose 
Stored settings most closely match (instead of exactly match) 
the Selected Set of acquisition time control Settings are 
automatically Selected. Consider, for example, the situation 
in which a Sonographer is looking for a long-axis, Color 
Doppler view of the heart. During image review, the Sonog 
rapher Selects the Long-Axis Preset and presses the Color 
Doppler mode key. If none of the Stored images are Stored 
with both the Long-Axis and Color Doppler Settings, the 
review Software can present the closest match (e.g., images 
Stored with either the Long-Axis Setting or the Color Dop 
pler Setting). Further, relational Selection Schemes, Such as 
greater than, greater than or equal to, less than, less than or 
equal to, or not equal to, can also be used. For example, 
Some acquisition time controls (such as depth) can be 
incremented or decremented, and the direction of the change 
applied by a user can be used to establish the relational 
Selection criteria (e.g., increasing the depth control filters out 
images with depths that are shallower than the current depth 
Setting, while decreasing the depth control filters out images 
with depths deeper than the current depth setting). 
0026. As noted above, the automatic selection of images 
is “based on the Selected Set of acquisition time control 
Settings. Any Selection that at least in part uses the Selected 
Set of acquisition time control Settings is “based on that 
Selected Set. While the acquisition time control Settings can 
be the Sole Search criteria, other information related to and 
Stored along with an image can be used along with the 
acquisition time control Settings. Such additional informa 
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tion includes, but is not limited to, identification of the probe 
used to generate an image, the location of the probe (indi 
cated by a position Sensing device), the presence or absence 
of a biopsy needle in the image, annotations, and Stage timer 
values. Additionally, it should be noted that while the stored 
images that were Searched in the examples described above 
were of the same patient and generated in the same exam, the 
Stored images that are Searched can be generated over 
multiple exams and be of different patients. This would 
allow a user to easily acceSS images acquired for different 
patients and/or during different exams, but related to the 
Same anatomy, for comparison purposes. 

0027. In the embodiments described above, the selection 
of acquisition time controls during image review was made 
using the user interface 250 of the ultrasound system 200. 
There are Several advantages to using the user interface 250 
of the ultrasound system 200 to enter search criteria: (1) 
acquisition time controls are very familiar to Sonographers, 
(2) the user interface 250 of the ultrasound system 200 is 
designed So that the acquisition time controls are fast and 
easy to use; and (3) many acquisition time controls have 
Strong associations with image content, So manipulating 
them feels like a natural way for Sonographers to find images 
with Specific content. All of these advantages contribute to 
making this technique of facilitating Selection of a Stored 
image easy for Sonographers to adopt with a very short 
learning curve. 

0028. In another preferred embodiment, instead of using 
a user interface of an ultrasound System, an image review 
Station is used to Select acquisition time control Settings for 
image retrieval. This preferred embodiment will be illus 
trated in conjunction with FIG. 3. FIG. 3 is an illustration 
of a network environment 300 comprising an ultrasound 
system 200, one or more image servers 310, and a review 
station 320, all connected to a communications network 305 
(e.g., the Internet, a hospital or clinic intranet, etc.). In this 
environment 300, images generated by the ultrasound Sys 
tem 200 can be stored either in the storage device 240 of the 
ultrasound system or in the image servers 310. The review 
Station 320 is a computer WorkStation comprising a proces 
Sor, a display device, and a user interface. The review Station 
320 comprises image review Software that allows a user to 
retrieve a Stored image and perform measurements and other 
actions on that image. In this embodiment, the image review 
Software also comprises the functionality to input acquisi 
tion time control Settings and to automatically Select images 
based on those Settings. For example, the review Software 
can display a control panel with Soft buttons mimicking the 
look of a control panel of an ultrasound System. After the 
user Selects the acquisition time control Settings using this 
“virtual control panel,” the review software on the review 
Station 320 can Search the Stored imageS for the Selected 
Settings. Alternatively, a user can use the review Station 320 
to type or otherwise enter the acquisition time control 
Settings into a Search engine. 

0029. It should be noted that each of the acts in the 
method shown in FIG. 1 can be performed by executing 
computer-readable program code Stored on computer-usable 
media (e.g., one or more memories or disk drives). Further, 
the computer-readable program code can be located in any 
Suitable location in the network environment 300. For 
example, the computer-readable program code implement 
ing the functionality of automatically Selecting a Set of 
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medical images based on acquisition time control Settings 
can be Stored in computer-uSable media in the ultrasound 
system 200, review station 320, image server 310, or other 
components (not shown) of the network environment 300. 
0030. With the preferred embodiment described above, a 
desired item is retrieved from a stored collection of items by 
manipulating the same controls that would be used to 
generate the item. These preferred embodiments can be 
applied to a variety of applications, Such as to ultrasound 
Systems with very high acquisition rates. Advances in ultra 
Sound technology have the potential to produce acquisition 
rates that far exceed the ability of display Systems (or 
Sonographers) to process. For example, one might imagine 
acquiring a data Set that could be reconstructed to produce 
a strip-type display (M-mode or Doppler) from any point in 
the field of view. Since this amount of information cannot be 
Viewed in real-time, Such a data Set would have to be 
reviewed after the fact. A very natural way for the Sonog 
rapher to Specify the location of interest for after-the-fact 
reconstruction would be to move a Cursor or Gate control to 
that location. The concept of using acquisition time controls 
for quick access to acquired data during review at a later 
time is also useful outside of medical imaging context. 
Consider, for example, a set-top box (e.g., TiVo) that records 
many shows from many channels. Currently, one Selects a 
particular show by Scrolling through a list of recorded 
programs. Applying these preferred embodiments to this 
Scenario, a user would Select a channel and/or recording time 
using the standard buttons on his remote (the acquisition 
time control) to get a shorter list that contains only programs 
recorded from that channel and/or at the Specified time. 
0031. In one of the embodiments described above, acqui 
sition time control settings were stored in a DICOM tag 
attached to an image to facilitate later Selection of that Stored 
image. More generally, any type of data associated with a 
medical image can be stored in the same file as the image to 
help facilitate later retrieval of that image file. Image data 
may be a single 2-D image, a collection of Single 2-D 
images, a Volume image, a collection of Volume images, or 
any combinations thereof. Image data may be black and 
white, color, transparency, rendered, or any other image 
Style and may contain one or more overlayS. With reference 
to FIG. 4, a medical image file 400 comprises at least two 
components: a header 410 and image data 420. Typically, 
image data 420 describes pixel values, and the header 410 
contains attributes of the image data 420, Such as grid 
information or a look-up table used to interpret the pixel 
values in the image data 420. AS used herein, the term 
“header” refers to any portion of a stored file other than the 
image data 420. Although the header is shown in FIG. 4 as 
preceding the image data, it is important to note that a 
“header, as that term is used herein, can be located before 
or after the image data. Additionally, a header can be in the 
“middle' of image data, Such that image data both precedes 
and follows the header. Also, a header can be present in 
contiguous Storage locations or can be distributed through 
out an image file. A“header' can be a DICOM header or any 
other Separable portion of data associated with an image that 
is part of a medical image file. 
0032. In this embodiment, instead of or in addition to 
containing information used to display a medical image, the 
header comprises medical-image-file retrieval information. 
AS used herein, the term “medical-image-file retrieval infor 
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mation” refers to any data or reference information related 
to the medical image data that can be used to later retrieve 
the medical image file from a plurality of Stored medical 
image files. Examples of medical-image-file retrieval infor 
mation include, but are not limited to, one or more members 
of one or more of the following types: Patient Attributes, 
Institution Attributes, Trial Attributes, Study Attributes, 
Waveform Attributes, Modality Options, Processing 
Options, and User Interface Options. Patient Attributes are 
identifierS Such as, but not limited to: patient's name, 
patient's birth date, patient's birth time, patient ID (e.g., 
Social Security number, insurance number, or any other 
identifying number), patient's Sex, patient's age, patients 
size, patient's weight, ethnic group, occupation, additional 
patient's history, patient comments, medical record locator, 
admitting diagnosis or code Sequence. Institution Attributes 
are identifierS Such as, but not limited to: institution name, 
institutional department name, institution address, Station 
name, and device Serial number. Trial Attributes are identi 
fiers such as, but not limited to: Sponsor Name, Protocol ID, 
Protocol Name, Site ID, Site Name, Subject ID, and Subject 
Reading ID. Study Attributes are identifiers such as, but not 
limited to: Instance ID, date, time, referring physician's 
name, referring physician's address, referring physician's 
telephone number(s), physician(s) of record, performing 
physician's name, name of physician(s) reading study, 
operator's name, accession number, Study description, Series 
description, admitting diagnoses description, Study ID, pro 
tocol name, protocol sequence, referenced SOP (service 
object pair) instance UID (unique identifier), instance cre 
ator UID, service date, and exam type. Waveform Attributes 
are identifierS Such as, but not limited to: probe used, 
frequency (e.g., TX or RX), aperture, apodization, power, 
gain, MI, TI, PRF, frame rate, and pulse shape or style. 
Modality Options are identifiers such as, but not limited to: 
B-mode, color flow, Spectral doppler, M-mode, elasticity/ 
Strain, harmonic, acoustic Streaming, acoustic palpation, 
Shear wave imaging or other imaging modes which may yet 
to be developed. Processing Options are identifierS Such as, 
but not limited to: image processing performed (e.g., edge 
enhancement, persistence, compounding, etc.), tissue equal 
ization, line interpolation, and pulse Summation or Subtrac 
tion with or without gain. User Interface Options are iden 
tifierS Such as, but not limited to: other acquisition machine 
Settings, exam type, viewing window (Zoom, pan, depth), 
focal Zone Settings, gain, diagnosis, anomalies, measure 
ments, and annotation. Identifiers in multiple image data 
files may include indices to one or more identified images 
within the file, whether the image is 2-D or 3-D. Identifiers 
in Volume data may include bookmarks or other mechanisms 
for identifying the particular time or viewing direction. 

0033. With reference to the flow chart 500 in FIG. 5, 
when a medical image is stored in a storage location (e.g., 
in an acquisition device, on removal Storage media, or in a 
Server in a network), a medical image file is created com 
prising the image data for the medical image and a header, 
where the header comprises medical-image-file retrieval 
information (act 510). The storage location can store a 
plurality of medical image files, and when a user later wishes 
to retrieve one or more medical image files, the user Speci 
fies medical-image-file retrieval information for the files 
desired to be retrieved (act 520). Then, image retrieval 
Software automatically Selects a set of medical image files 
from the Stored plurality of medical image files based on the 
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specified medical-image-file retrieval information (act 530). 
For example, if the user Specifies an annotation, the image 
retrieval Software examines the headers of the Stored image 
files to automatically Select those image files having (or 
being closely associated with) the specified annotation 
stored in their header, thereby filtering out all other medical 
image files that do not have the Specified annotation to 
enable easy retrieval of the desired medical image files. 
Instead of examining the headers of each Stored medical 
image file each time a Search is performed, the image review 
Software can Scan the headers of the Stored medical image 
files to extract medical-image-file retrieval information and 
place the extracted information in an image retrieval data 
base. From this point on, medical image files can be auto 
matically Selected by Searching the database. 
0034. As with the embodiments described above, the 
results of the automatic Selection can be presented to the user 
in any Suitable manner. For example, a list of the automati 
cally Selected medical image files can be presented to the 
user, and the user can Select a medical image file for viewing 
from this list. Instead of presenting a list, the review Soft 
ware can automatically retrieve and display the Selected Set 
of medical image files (e.g., in a thumbnail format). Addi 
tionally, the functionality of “next image' and “previous 
image' operations can be adjusted to Skip over images that 
do not match the Specified medical-image-file retrieval 
information. 

0035) If medical-image-file retrieval information is 
stored in a DICOM tag, it is preferred that the information 
be stored in the private element (private attribute) or stan 
dard element fields. Regardless of where it is stored, the 
medical-image-file retrieval information described above 
can be in ASCII or encrypted format, and encrypted medi 
cal-image-file retrieval information can have one or more 
levels of access. This can be a useful tool in restricting 
access to protected information. For example, the Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) pro 
tects certain types of information, and protected information 
can be prevented from being used as a Search criteria for 
automatically Selecting a stored medical image file. For 
example, of the above-list of examples of medical-image 
file retrieval information, HIPPA-protected information can 
include patient name, Service date, identification number, 
and birth date, while non-HIPPA-protected information can 
include exam type, mode, PRF, probe used, protocol, pro 
tocol Sequence, frequency, depth, aperture, apodization, 
power, gain, frame rate, MI, TI, pulse shape or Style, image 
processing performed, diagnosis, and annotation. 
0036). By allowing multiple levels of access, HIPPA 
protected medical-image-file retrieval information can be 
used as Search criteria by authorized personnel (e.g., the 
patient's physician), while unauthorized perSonnel (e.g., a 
nurse) would be prevented from using Such information as 
Search criteria. Additionally, Similar restrictions can be put 
into place to restrict retrieval of HIPPA-protected medical 
image-file retrieval information from a header of a medical 
image file. In one implementation, a header is organized into 
a plurality of medical-image-file retrieval information fields, 
and each field is associated with an acceSS code or identifier. 
In operation, the medical image file retrieval Software deter 
mines if each field is private under HIPPA rules or can be 
generally disclosed. Based on a need-to-know code privi 
lege, HIPPA private fields can be blocked for searching or 
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retrieval. In addition to or instead of restricting access to a 
particular field (e.g., patient name) on an all-or-nothing 
basis, access can be selectively restricted Such that different 
people can access a different amount of data from a given 
field. For example, the “patient name' field in a header can 
be restricted Such that Some users can access both the 
patient's first and last names, while other users can acceSS 
only the patient's first name. Additionally, instead of using 
coded fields, annotations and other medical-image-file 
retrieval information can be run through a language identi 
fication tool to determine if privileged information is 
present. 

0037. While HIPPA-protected information was used in 
the above example, other Standards for determining what 
information is protected can be used. For example, any 
institution (e.g., a hospital, a clinic, etc.) can establish its 
own rules as to who does and does not have access to certain 
types of information. For example, if Several physicians 
have access to medical image files Stored on a shared Server, 
the institution can ensure that only the physician associated 
with a patient can access the medical-image-file retrieval 
information Stored in that patient's image file. 
0038. It should be noted that each of the acts described 
above can be performed by executing computer-readable 
program code stored on computer-usable media (e.g., one or 
more memories or disk drives). Further, the computer 
readable program code can be, located in any Suitable 
location in a network environment. For example, the com 
puter-readable program code can be Stored in computer 
uSable media in an ultrasound System, a review Station, an 
image Server, or any other components. 
0039 Finally, as noted above, although ultrasound 
images were used to illustrate the preferred embodiments, 
any type of medical image can be used. Medical images 
include Still or moving images ("clips') generated from any 
imaging modality including, but not limited to, ultrasound, 
computed tomography (CT), magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI), computed radiography, magnetic resonance, angios 
copy, color flow Doppler, cystoScopy, diaphanography, 
echocardiography, fluoresOsin angiography, laparoscopy, 
magnetic resonance angiography, positron emission tomog 
raphy, Single-photon emission computed tomography, X-ray 
angiography, computed tomography, nuclear medicine, bio 
magnetic imaging, culposcopy, duplex Doppler, digital 
microscopy, endoscopy, findoscopy, laser Surface Scan, mag 
netic resonance Spectroscopy, radiographic imaging, ther 
mography, and radio fluroscopy. The following claims 
should not be limited to a specific type of medial image 
unless explicitly recited therein. 
0040. It is intended that the foregoing detailed description 
be understood as an illustration of selected forms that the 
invention can take and not as a definition of the invention. 
It is only the following claims, including all equivalents, that 
are intended to define the Scope of this invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for facilitating Selection of Stored medical 

image files, the method comprising: 

(a) storing a plurality of medical image files, each medical 
image file comprising image data and a header com 
prising medical-image-file retrieval information; 
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(b) specifying medical-image-file retrieval information 
for at least one medical image file desired to be 
retrieved from the Stored plurality of medical image 
files, and 

(c) automatically Selecting a set of medical image files 
from the Stored plurality of medical image files based 
on the medical-image-file retrieval information Speci 
fied in (b). 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising: 
extracting the medical-image-file retrieval information 

from the header of each medical image file; and 
placing the extracted medical-image-file retrieval infor 

mation in a database; 
wherein the Set of medical image files is automatically 

Selected in (c) by Searching the database for the medi 
cal-image-file retrieval information specified in (b). 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image-file 
retrieval information is in ASCII. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein at least Some of the 
medical-image-file retrieval information is encrypted. 

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the encrypted medical 
image-file retrieval information comprises Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA)-protected infor 
mation. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image-file 
retrieval information comprises a plurality of fields. 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein at least one field is 
associated with an identifier that specifies whether that field 
can be used to automatically Select a set of medical image 
files from the Stored plurality of medical image files. 

8. The method of claim 6, wherein at least one field is 
encrypted to provide more than one level of access to data 
Stored in the at least one field. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image-file 
retrieval information comprises an annotation. 

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises a measurement. 

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises at least one member of 
at least one of the following: patient attributes, institution 
attributes, trial attributes, and Study attributes. 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises at least one member of 
at least one of the following: waveform attributes, modality 
options, processing options, and user interface options. 

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the header comprises 
a DICOM tag. 

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the header com 
prises a private attribute of a DICOM tag. 

15. The method of claim 13, wherein the header com 
prises a standard attribute of a DICOM tag. 

16. A System for facilitating Selection of Stored medical 
image files, the System comprising: 

at least one Storage device Storing a plurality of medical 
image files, each medical image file respectively com 
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prising image data and a header comprising medical 
image-file retrieval information; and 

computer-usable media Storing computer-readable pro 
gram code for automatically Selecting a set of medical 
image files from the Stored plurality of medical image 
files based on Specified medical-image-file retrieval 
information. 

17. The system of claim 16, wherein the computer-usable 
media further Stores computer-readable program code for: 

extracting the medical-image-file retrieval information 
from the header of each medical image file; and 

placing the extracted medical-image-file retrieval infor 
mation in a database; 

wherein the Set of medical image files is automatically 
Selected by Searching the database for the Specified 
medical-image-file retrieval information. 

18. The system of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information is in ASCII. 

19. The system of claim 16, wherein at least some of the 
medical-image-file retrieval information is encrypted. 

20. The system of claim 19, wherein the encrypted 
medical-image-file retrieval information comprises Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA)-pro 
tected information. 

21. The System of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises a plurality of fields. 

22. The system of claim 21, wherein at least one field is 
associated with an identifier that specifies whether that field 
can be used to automatically Select a set of medical image 
files from the Stored plurality of medical image files. 

23. The system of claim 21, wherein at least one field is 
encrypted to provide more than one level of access to data 
Stored in the at least one field. 

24. The method of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises an annotation. 

25. The method of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises a measurement. 

26. The method of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises at least one member of 
at least one of the following: patient attributes, institution 
attributes, trial attributes, and Study attributes. 

27. The method of claim 16, wherein the medical-image 
file retrieval information comprises at least one member of 
at least one of the following: waveform attributes, modality 
options, processing options, and user interface options. 

28. The system of claim 16, wherein the header comprises 
a DICOM tag. 

29. The system of claim 28, wherein the header comprises 
a private attribute of a DICOM tag. 

30. The system of claim 28, wherein the header comprises 
a standard attribute of a DICOM tag. 


