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Abstract: Starting from key ultrasound imaging features such as spatial and temporal resolution,
contrast, penetration depth, array aperture, and field-of-view (FOV) size, the reader will be guided
through the pros and cons of the main ultrasound beam-forming techniques. The technicalities
and the rationality behind the different driving schemes and reconstruction modalities will be
reviewed, highlighting the requirements for their implementation and their suitability for specific
applications. Techniques such as multi-line acquisition (MLA), multi-line transmission (MLT),
plane and diverging wave imaging, and synthetic aperture will be discussed, as well as more
recent beam-forming modalities.
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1. Introduction

In ultrasound medical imaging, beam forming in essence deals with the shaping of the spatial
distribution of the pressure field amplitude in the volume of interest, and the consequent recombination
of the received ultrasound signals for the purpose of generating images. One can thus navigate through
the different techniques using the following question as a compass: which imaging features are
important to my application of interest, and which features can I sacrifice? There is, in fact, no ultimate
beam-forming approach, and the answer to the previous question strongly depends on what one wants
to see in the images.

Below are the key imaging features that will be considered in this paper to review the different
beam-forming techniques, along with their descriptions:

Spatial resolution: the smallest spatial distance for which two scatterers can be distinguished
in the final image. Spatial resolution can be either axial (along the direction of propagation of the
ultrasound wave), lateral, or elevation resolution (along the plane to which the direction of propagation
is perpendicular). This feature is normally expressed in mm.

Temporal resolution: the time interval between two consecutive images. This feature is normally
expressed in Hz.

Contrast: the capability to visually delineate different objects, e.g., different tissue types, in the
generated images. This feature is generally expressed in dB, and it is a relative measure between
image intensities.

Penetration depth: the larger depths for which a sufficiently high signal-to-noise ratio (SNR)
level can be maintained. This feature is normally expressed in cm.

Array aperture: the physical sizes of the surface representing the combined distribution of active
and passive ultrasound sensors: in other words, the array footprint. The array aperture is defined
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by the number of ultrasound sensors (elements), their sizes, and their distribution. This feature is
generally expressed in cm2.

Field of view (FOV): the sizes of the area represented by the obtained images. This feature is
generally expressed in cm2 or cm3.

Although introduced individually, these features are strongly related. For example, a decrease
in temporal resolution can be traded to achieve a higher spatial resolution or a larger FOV; a deeper
penetration depth can be achieved by lowering the transmitted center frequency, thus deteriorating
spatial resolution, or a broader insonification area can be achieved by widening the transmitted
beam, which will result in lower pressure levels being generated, thus lowering the SNR compared to
a focused beam. To help the reader become more familiar with these concepts, a simple model can be
used. Assuming linear propagation, the following wave equation can be applied to model the pressure
field generated by an arbitrary source which propagates in a homogeneous medium [1]:

∂2
x p(x, t)− 1

c2
0

∂2
t p(x, t) = S(x, t) (1)

Here, ∂2
x and ∂2

t represent the second-order derivative as regards space and time, respectively,
p(x, t) is the pressure field, t is time, x = (x, y, z) is the three-dimensional spatial coordinate in
a Cartesian system, c0 is the small signal speed of sound, and S(x, t) is the source. For a monochromatic
point source, i.e., S(x, t) = δ(x) cos(2π f0t), the solution to this equation is known [1], and can be
expressed as:

pMPs(x, t) =
P0

4π|x| cos
[

2π f0

(
t− |x|

c0

)]
(2)

In this equation, pMPs(x, t) is the pressure field generated by the monochromatic point source,
P0 is the source amplitude, and f0 is the source frequency. This solution is useful, because the pressure
field generated by every source can be approximated as the sum of the pressure generated by several
point sources, the position of which models the actual shape of the source. The following equation can
then be applied:

p(x, t) =
N

∑
i=1

P0

4πDi
cos
[

2π f0

(
t− Di

c0

)]
, (3)

with N being the number of point sources, Di being the distance between the point for which the
pressure field is calculated, and the source being i. Equation (3) can also be expressed in its complex
formulation as follows:

p(x, t) =
N

∑
i=1

P0

4πDi
e−j2π f0(t−

Di
c0
)
= P0e−j2π f0t

N

∑
i=1

ej2π f0
Di
c0

4πDi
∝

N

∑
i=1

ej2π f0
Di
c0

4πDi
. (4)

The maximum pressure at a given location is thus obtained when the distances Di are all the
same, i.e., the point sources are placed on the surface of a sphere with radius r and centered at the
location where the pressure field is calculated. Alternatively, in a case where the sources cannot be
arranged in that way, each source could be multiplied by a phase coefficient that compensates for
the differences between each term Di. In essence, this means time delaying the source according to
its distance from the point where the pressure field is calculated. Moreover, to increase the pressure
field amplitude, one can increase the physical size of the actual source (the aperture), which entails
increasing the number of point sources that are needed to describe it. From Equation (4), we can
thus conclude that by applying appropriate phase coefficients, we can maximize the pressure field
generated by an arbitrarily shaped source, and that the larger the aperture, the higher the pressure
field. Generating high amplitudes means improving the signal strength, and thus the SNR.
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If we then associate a specific phase and amplitude to each source, and model this as a function of
the spatial coordinates A(x), we can reformulate Equation (4) as:

p(x, t) = e−j2π f0t
N

∑
i=1

A(x)
4πDi

ej2π f0
Di
c0 . (5)

If we then assume that the source lies on the plane z = 0, and that the point with coordinates
x = (x, y, z) lies on a plane parallel to the plane z = 0, and at distance L from it, with L being much
larger than the maximum distance between two point sources inside the planar surface representing
the actual source, then we can write:

Di =

√
L2 + (xi− X)2 + (yi −Y)2 (6)

with (xi, yi) being the coordinates of each point source, and (X, Y) being the coordinates describing
the point x on the plane parallel to the plane z = 0. Using a binomial expansion, Equation (6) can be
rewritten as:

Di = L

(
1 +

x2
i + X2 − 2xiX + y2

i + Y2 − 2yiY
2L2

)
(7)

and assuming L� X, Y � xi, yi we can approximate:

Di = L
(

1 +
X2 − 2xiX + Y2 − 2yiY

2L2

)
(8)

Combining Equation (8) with Equation (5) we obtain:

p(X, Y, t) =
e−j2π f0te

j2π f0
c0

L(1+ X2+Y2

2L2 )

4πL ∑
x

∑
y

A(x, y)e−
j2π(xX+yY)

λ02L . (9)

with A(x, y) = 0 where there is no source. Thus, the pressure field is proportional to the
two-dimensional discrete Fourier transform of the function describing the source. Note that we
have approximated Di with L as regards the amplitude term inside the summation in Equation (5).
This was not the case for the phase term. In fact, in this case also, small variations of Di with respect to
λ0 = c0

f0
can be significant. From Equation (9), we can deduce that for a circular aperture with radius R,

we can write the pressure field as:

p(X, Y, t)|Y=0 ∝ sin c
(

RX f0

c02L

)
(10)

From Equation (10), we can deduce that the ultrasound beam size is influenced by the aperture
size and transmitted frequency, and that it changes over depth. The beam can be defined as the area
where the pressure amplitude is above a specific value, which is normally considered in relation to
the maximum pressure generated (e.g., the −20 dB beam). A larger aperture and higher frequencies
mean a smaller beam. Moreover, the beam generally widens with increasing depths. The beam size
defines the spatial resolution in the lateral and elevation direction. The smaller the beam, the higher
the spatial resolution. On the other hand, the smaller the beam, the smaller the volume that can be
insonified with a single transmission, and more transmission events are thus required to cover a given
volume. In the next section, the basic differences between linear and phased array beam forming
will be introduced. Subsequently, multi-line acquisition (MLA), multi-line transmission (MLT), plane
and diverging wave imaging, synthetic aperture, and more recent beam-forming modalities will be
described. To summarize the analysis, a table is presented where the peculiarities of each modality
are highlighted.
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2. Linear and Phased Array Beam Forming

We can start by describing the source that generates the ultrasound fields. In particular, we will
address its aperture and how we could excite it by means of electrical signals. As represented in
Figure 1, ultrasound sensors, which are generally able to both transmit and receive ultrasound signals,
can be arranged so that their centers cover a surface, a line, or a curve. In the first case, we have
a matrix or two-dimensional (2D) array, while in the second and third case, we have a one-dimensional
(1D) array. The distance between the centers is referred to as pitch, and the size of the empty space
between consecutive sensors is called kerf [2,3]. For 2D arrays, the pitch and kerf may be different
along the lateral (x) and elevation (y) directions. In general, sensors do not need to be arranged in
a periodic structure. In fact, an aperiodic sensor distribution can produce benefits such as the reduction
of the effects of side lobes [4].
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Figure 1. This figure shows the different sensor distributions for a one-dimensional (1D) and two-
dimensional (2D) array aperture (top), together with an overview of the possible driving schemes for
linear and phased array beam forming (bottom) in cases with a focused and an unfocused beam.

In principle, as described for point sources, each sensor can be excited by a signal having its own
amplitude, phase, and waveform. However, sensors are generally grouped in sub-apertures, and within
one sub-aperture, the same waveform is transmitted, but with a different phase and amplitude.

This is true for linear array beam forming, where a sub-aperture is defined and used both to
transmit and receive ultrasound fields. The signal so acquired is then representative of the structures
seen by the ultrasound waves over depth and in front of the sub-aperture. This signal is called
an A-scan [2,3]. Subsequently, this sub-aperture is linearly shifted over the entire array so as to obtain
multiple A-scans, ultimately forming an image line by line. The sensors that belong to a sub-aperture
could be excited by signals that share the same phase, i.e., the unfocused case, or have different
phases, as in the focused case. As can be deduced from Equation (4), when focusing is applied, higher
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pressures are generated. Moreover, smaller beams may even be achieved. Thus, focusing implies
that the spatial (in the lateral and/or elevation direction) resolution, SNR, and penetration depth are
improved. On the other hand, the area investigated by every beam is smaller, which means that more
beams are necessary to cover a given FOV compared to the unfocused case. This also implies that more
transmission events are required to form an image, which may decrease the frame rate. Within a given
sub-aperture, the sensors could also be excited with different amplitudes. This is true if an apodization
mask is used. Using an apodization mask reduces the amplitude of side lobes and their effects on
the final image, but negatively affects the lateral and/or elevation spatial resolution. Furthermore,
the maximum pressure generated is reduced, and thus consequently so are the SNR and penetration
depths [2,3].

Unlike linear array beam forming, with phased array beam forming, the entire array aperture is
used for each transmission. The phases of the driving signals are specifically adjusted for every sensor
at each transmission event so as to steer the beam, and place it at a given angle with respect to the
direction that is normal to the array aperture [2,3]. Different sets of phases are then used to obtain
different steering directions, produce multiple A-scans, and thus form an image. With phased array
beam forming, the beam could be a focused or unfocused beam, and apodization could be used. It is
important to add that a particular constrain is present for phased array beam forming: the pitch has
to be smaller than half the wavelength in order to avoid grating lobes. These are additional lobes,
which can further degrade the image quality [2,3]. In Figure 1, a schematic overview of what has
been introduced in this section is presented. Linear and phased array beam forming strategies are
represented only for a 1D aperture, but these can of course be also applied to a 2D aperture, which gives
more flexibility in the definition of the sub-apertures. Moreover, with a 2D aperture, the beam can be
steered through the entire volume, rather than only on a plane perpendicular to the aperture [2,3].

When comparing linear and phased array beam forming, a list of pros and cons can be made.
Both approaches form an image line by line, with one line being generated at every transmission
event. Linear arrays can image only the area in front of the aperture, while a larger area can be
imaged with phased arrays as the beam can be steered. This also means that the aperture of a linear
array has to cover the entire area of interest (along the lateral direction). However, this is not the
case for phased arrays. Consequently, phased arrays are particularly suitable in situations where
there is a small imaging window, as in transthoracic ultrasound imaging, where the ribs represent
an obstacle for imaging [5,6]. On the other hand, the geometries of phased arrays are constrained
by the phenomenon of grating lobes, which is particularly demanding when using high frequencies.
As a result, more accurate phase sets, and as many as the amount of steering angles, are required.

The transmit phase (or active phase), which is the phase that defines the shaping of the spatial
distribution of the pressure field amplitude in the volume of interest, has been our focus thus far.
In the receive phase, the very same phase sets and apodization functions that are used in the transmit
phase can be applied. However, the received echo signals can be also treated differently. Furthermore,
a different group of elements than those used in the transmission phase can also be used, as is,
for example, the case for synthetic aperture beam forming [7,8] and multi-line acquisition beam
forming [9]. Figure 2 illustrates the differences in the spatial distribution of the pressure amplitudes.
The −20 dB beams obtained with a focused sub-aperture, and with an unfocused, focused, and steered
full-aperture, are shown. The typical FOVs achievable with linear and phased array beam forming are
also shown. Note that when the linear array sensors are distributed along a curve, a larger field of view
can also be obtained. This is the case with convex probes. However, the probe loses its flat surface [10].
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Figure 2. This figure shows the different spatial distribution of pressure amplitudes when unfocused,
focused, and steered beams are generated. Moreover, the typical field of view (FOV) that is achievable
with linear and phased array beam forming is also shown. These beam profiles were generated using
the software package k-Wave [11].

3. Multi-Line Acquisition and Multi-Line Transmission Beam Forming

As briefly introduced above, the beam does not need to be the same in the transmit and receive
phase. This is certainly the case with multi-line acquisition (MLA) beam forming. The basic idea
behind this approach is to transmit a wide beam, so that a large area is covered, and then make use in
receive of multiple, narrower beams, in order to form several A-scans along different directions for
each transmission event. In this way, multiple lines are formed in parallel, thus increasing the frame
rate and improving the temporal resolution. The receive phase is in fact defined by how the different
signals received by all of the array elements are combined to form a line of the image. Therefore, it is
possible to apply different phase sets and apodization masks to the signals received after a single
transmission event, thus allowing the formation of multiple lines in parallel. In fact, these techniques
are also referred to as parallel receive beam forming. In Equation (10), we can see that a wider beam
can be achieved by using, without focusing, a small sub-aperture at the center of the array during
transmission [9,12–14]. Since not all of the elements are utilized, and as a result the active aperture is
reduced in transmit, the maximum pressure generated is consequently lower compared to the case
where all of the elements are used. Furthermore, the spatial resolution (although not in the axial
direction) is not as good, as focusing is applied only in the receive phase. Not only can MLA be applied
to achieve a gain in the frame rate, it can also be applied to improve the SNR and contrast by simply
averaging consecutive images obtained at a higher temporal resolution than with standard beam
forming (i.e., techniques where only one line is generated per each transmission event).
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Moreover, MLA techniques can also be used to image a larger FOV. In this case, the gain in
acquisition rate is used to widen the area covered by the imaging system. To summarize with a simple
example, in case 4, image lines could be formed in parallel, which means that: (a) the temporal resolution
could be improved by factor of four, or (b) four consecutive images could be averaged to improve
the SNR, or (c) a FOV that is four times larger could be in principle imaged, or (d) a combination of
these gains could be achieved by spending the higher data acquisition rate in the most desirable way
(e.g., averaging only two consecutive images and thus improving the SNR while still improving also
the frame rate by factor of two).

A similar concept could be also applied at inverted phases: instead of having parallel lines being
formed in the receive phase, they could be generated during transmission. This approach is referred to
as multi-line transmission (MLT) or parallel transmit beam forming. Even in the case where the very
same phase sets and apodization functions are used, and are simply swapped between the transmit
phase and the receive phase, advantages can already be obtained. This is the case for tissue harmonic
imaging applications. Unlike standard (fundamental) ultrasound imaging, this modality makes use of
the harmonic components that are generated during ultrasound propagation, and not the pressure
fields directly emitted by the array, to form an image. The harmonic components represent a part
of the pressure wave fields, which is located around multiples of the transmitted center frequency.
For a pulse-echo imaging system, an improved spatial resolution, a reduction of reverberation, grating,
and side-lobe artifacts [15] are among the advantages of utilizing tissue harmonic imaging. In particular,
MLT beam forming is better than MLA when applied to tissue harmonic imaging, because the higher
pressure amplitude that is generated—thanks to a focused beam in transmission—is fundamental
to boost the generation of sufficiently strong harmonic components. When applied to harmonic
imaging, MLT beam forming provides a further reduction of the side-lobe amplitudes and an increase
in SNR [16].

To generate multiple beams in transmission, different approaches are possible. One approach is
to simply distribute multiple focused beams in the volume of interest. This is achieved by a linear
superposition of the signals that are used to generate each individual beam. As a side effect, this limits
the maximum signal strength that is applicable to the formation of every beam, and thus lowers the
maximum pressure that can be generated by a single focused beam [17]. The MLT approach can be used
both with linear array and phased array beam forming, and with 1D and 2D arrays [17–19]. To minimize
the possible inter-beam interference generated by neighboring transmitted beams, specific sets of
apodization functions can be applied [20]. Additionally, another approach to reduce the interbeam
interference is to separate the different beams in the frequency domain. With this approach, which is
referred to as frequency division multiplexing, the available transducer bandwidth is divided into
orthogonal sub-bands, each of which is allocated to a beam. Multiple beams, as many as the number
of sub-bands, can thus be transmitted in parallel, and the generated echo signals can then be identified
in the receive phase by means of band-pass filters [21]. The main disadvantage of this method is the
loss in axial resolution due to the subdivision of the available band into smaller sub-bands. A smaller
sub-band implies, in fact, a longer pulse.

In general, when implementing MLT, it is beneficial to add small time delays between the signals
that are used to generate multiple beams in transmission. This improves their capability to separate
the different beams. As a side effect, it lengthens the transmit phase, and thus increases the depth
for which the final imaging system will be blind [17,18]. With MLT, the inter-beam interference level
required by the specific application of interest limits the number of parallel beams. In general, a higher
number of parallel beams results in a higher level of interference [18–20].

Figure 3 illustrates the effect of inter-beam interference on the final image. An ultrasound image
of four wire targets obtained by linear array beam forming is shown (top left corner). The same targets
are then imaged using MLT applied to linear array beam forming and performed by frequency division
multiplexing, with three beams in transmission (top right corner). As can be seen, four MLT “ghost”
wires appear before and in front of each “actual” wire. This type of artifact is also present when MLT
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is performed by spatially distributing the transmitted beams over the volume of interest. However,
the location of the artifact is different. To illustrate this phenomenon, a single wire is imaged using
MLT without frequency division multiplexing with six beams in transmission (bottom). In this case,
the image was obtained by MLT applied to phased array beam forming. Ghost wires are visible on the
sides of the actual wire.

As for MLA, and also with MLT, the higher data acquisition rate achieved by generating
multiple beams in transmission is not solely applicable to improve the frame rate. For example,
when implementing MLT by means of orthogonal frequency division multiplexing, a multi-focusing
imaging approach can be realized where the different sub-bands are used to generate beams with
a focus at different depths. In particular, the lower the center frequency of the sub-band, the deeper
the focus will be. Thanks to this approach, the penetration depth and signal-to-noise ratio (SNR)
improves without affecting the frame rate [22]. In conclusion, it is important to note that MLA and
MLT techniques can be combined together to have a multiplicative effect on the gain in the data
acquisition rate [21,23].
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Figure 3. This figure illustrates the effect of inter-beam interference on the image. A standard linear
array beam forming image of four wires is shown on the top left corner. The same wires are then
imaged with multi-line transmission (MLT) performed by frequency division multiplexing, and applied
to linear array beam forming. The corresponding image is shown in the top right corner, and “ghost”
wires are clearly visible before and after each wire. At the bottom, an image of a single wire obtained
with MLT performed without frequency division multiplexing, and applied to phased array beam
forming, is shown. Also in this case, ghost wires are visible, but at a different position relative to the
actual wire.

4. Plane and Diverging Wave Beam Forming

With these techniques, the emphasis is certainly more on improving the achievable frame rate.
Plane wave imaging originates from studies aimed at imaging the transient propagation of shear
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mechanical waves in real time [24–26]. For this type of application, a frame rate in the order of
thousands of frames per second is needed. The basic concept is that if one can reduce the number of
transmission events that are needed to form an image to the bare minimum, this implies maximizing
the frame rate. The absolute minimum is of course one transmission event per image. In this case,
the frame rate is, in essence, only limited by the speed of the ultrasound wave in the imaging medium,
the depths that need to be visualized, and the processing time that is necessary to form the image.
Thus, the idea is to approximate in transmission the generation of a plane wave, achieving, in this
way, a very wide and homogeneous beam (as wide as the array aperture). This can be achieved by
simply exciting all of the transducer elements with the same phase for each transmission event. Then,
in the receive phase, the signals acquired by all of the elements are processed with different phase sets
and amplitudes, and multiple lines are generated in parallel. In particular, all of the lines that form
an image are generated with the echo signals, which are received after a single transmission. In simple
words, this approach can be seen as a radical MLA approach where only one large beam is used in
transmission. As in the case of MLA, this technique suffers from lower pressure amplitudes being
generated compared to focused beams, thus affecting the SNR and penetration depths. Moreover,
the straightforward approach of plane wave imaging suffers from low image quality in terms of spatial
resolution and contrast [27]. In fact, all of the imaging features are sacrificed to maximize the temporal
resolution. A way to balance the performance of plane wave imaging among the different imaging
features is to compromise, or in other words, to apply image compounding. Compounding essentially
means averaging. However, it is not a simple averaging of consecutive frames. With plane wave
coherent compounding, steering is applied, and thus the “plane wave” is no longer propagating only
straight in front of the transducer array, it is also propagating under a given angle [27]. An image is
then formed for varying transmission angles, and in the end, averaging is performed over the images
obtained with all of the different angles. In this way, the gain in frame rate is reduced by a factor that
is equal to the number of angles. On the other hand, the other imaging features (spatial resolution,
SNR, penetration depth, contrast) are improved. However, in order to obtain a performance that is
comparable to standard beam forming, the amount of compounded angles is very high (in the order
of 70), and the extreme gain in frame rate that is achievable with plane wave imaging is substantially
lost [27,28]. The number of angles, as well as the maximum steering angle, can be adjusted to tune
plane wave imaging for a specific application. However, the most important feature of this technique
is its capability to reach really high frame rates, which makes it extremely suitable for applications
where fast phenomena need to be observed. In this situation, the spatial resolution is actually less
important, while the key feature is the temporal resolution. Shear wave imaging is certainly a good
example [29,30]. Other interesting areas of application are flow, contrast dynamics, and functional
ultrasound imaging [31]. It is also important to mention that the implementation of this high frame
rate imaging method has also been made possible thanks to the developments of GPU technologies,
which provide the computational speed that is required to process the amount of data generated
during plane wave imaging [32–34].

Diverging wave beam forming does not differ substantially from plane wave imaging. The small
difference between the two methods lies in a defocused beam being used in transmission during
diverging wave beam forming, which allows for an even larger insonification area [28,35–37]. Multiple
parallel lines are generated in the receive phase in this case also, and compounding algorithms can be
applied. In general, the same considerations as in plane wave imaging apply. Neither plane wave or
diverging wave imaging are ideal for applications where a small array aperture is required, as is the case
in transthoracic ultrasound imaging, where the presence of the ribs constrain the size of the imaging
window. Moreover, due to the low-pressure amplitudes that are generated in the transmit phase,
these techniques are certainly not ideal for tissue harmonic imaging applications, where high-pressure
values are needed in order to generate the harmonic components that are necessary to form the
image [16,38,39].
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5. Synthetic Aperture Beam Forming

Synthetic aperture is a beam-forming approach that originates from the world of radar and was
first implemented for medical ultrasound imaging in the late 1960s and early 1970s [40,41]. In its basic
implementation, only one element is excited for every transmission event [42]. In the receive phase,
all of the elements of the array are used to receive the echo signals, and a low quality image is generated
for every transmission event. The key aspect is that every point of the image is obtained by taking into
account the geometrical distance between each transmitting element and each receiving element. Thus,
assuming a constant speed of sound through the imaging volume, appropriate phase sets are used
to compensate for the differences in the arrival time. Subsequently, the received time-compensated
signals are added together.

As a result, the images that are obtained for each transmission are combined to obtain an image of
higher quality in terms of spatial resolution, contrast, and penetration depth with respect to the images
obtained for every transmission. Thus, focusing is performed for every pixel in the image, and applied
both in the transmit phase (indirectly by recombining the images formed with a single emitter) and
the receive phase. As a consequence, the highest possible spatial resolution for delay-and-sum beam
forming is obtained everywhere in the image [43]. However, the signal-to-noise ratio and penetration
depths are significantly degraded by the array aperture being minimized in transmission, since only one
element is active. Transmitting with sub-apertures rather than with a single element can mitigate this
phenomenon [44–46]. However, the accuracy in the image reconstruction given by the availability of
the data as obtained from the entire transmitting–receiving pairs of elements is lost, which deteriorates
the spatial resolution. Once again, improving the performance with respect to a given imaging feature
implies accepting that there will be a loss in performance with respect to another.

An interesting approach based on frequency division multiplexing has been proposed to improve
the SNR and penetration depth without losing access to the full element-to-element data set [47].
Similarly to the case discussed for MLT, the available transducer bandwidth is divided into sub-bands.
During each transmission, all of the elements are active, with each operating at one specific sub-band.
During consecutive transmissions, every element is active at a different sub-band, and the entire
bandwidth is covered. In the receive phase, band-pass filters are used to separate and identify the
signal coming from the different elements. Using this approach, the entire aperture is active for every
transmission event, and the achievable SNR and penetration depth are thus improved. Another
possibility is to use chirp signals in transmission, and a matched filter in the receive phase. Particular
attention to the signal properties is needed when chirp signals are used, so as to avoid temporal
side lobes. Furthermore, additional processing steps and the ability of the hardware to generate
well-controlled electrical signals is also required. However, this approach can improve penetration
depth and axial resolution [48–50]. It is also important to note that if only one element is active for
every transmission event, this implies that the time that is needed to collect all of the signals necessary
to form an image is maximized, which in other words means minimizing the frame rate. However,
not all of the elements of the array need to be used in transmission. In this way, a higher frame rate
can be achieved. On the other hand, this will lower the spatial resolution and increase the amplitude
of the side-lobes and their effect on the final image [51].

6. Comparison among Different Beam-Forming Options

A general comparison between the different techniques discussed thus far can be drawn. Figure 4
illustrates the different driving schemes for MLA, MLT, plane wave, diverging wave, and synthetic
aperture beam forming. The transmit beams are represented in orange, and different shades of orange
are used to highlight the multiple beams for MLT, and separate the beam profiles for plane and
diverging wave beam forming, respectively. For MLA, the receive beams are also shown in shades
of blue. The duration of the transmit phase is also emphasized for MLT. Table 1 summarizes the
peculiarities of each modality. A comparison is made with standard line-by-line beam forming. A plus
or minus sign means that the performance with respect to that specific imaging feature (one for each
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column) is improved or reduced, respectively. MLA and MLT beam forming is essentially trading
spatial resolution for data acquisition rate, and can be generally applied to any array aperture. In the
case of MLT especially, where focused beams are used in transmission, penetration depth is not lost
compared to standard beam forming. Plane and diverging wave beam forming focus instead on
achieving a very high data acquisition rate. Consequently, spatial resolution and penetration depth are
affected. Moreover, these approaches substantially require a large aperture size. This is also true for
synthetic aperture beam forming, where an increase in the number of transmitting elements leads to
improved performance. The strength of synthetic aperture beam forming is certainly on the attainable
spatial resolution, which is achieved at the expense of penetration depth and the data acquisition rate.
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Figure 4. This figure illustrates the different driving schemes for MLA, multi-line transmission (MLT),
plane wave, diverging wave, and synthetic aperture beam forming. The transmit beams are represented
in orange, and different shades of orange are used to highlight multiple beams for MLT, and separate
the beam profiles for plane and diverging wave, respectively. For MLA, the receive beams are also
shown in shades of blue. The duration of the transmit phase is also emphasized for MLT.

As described in the previous sections, for every technique, these pros and cons can be mitigated by
specific implementations. However, the rule that what one gains regarding particular feature implies
a loss in performance with respect to the other features generally applies.

Table 1. This table summarizes the peculiarities of each modality. A plus or minus sign means that the
performance with respect to that specific imaging feature (one for each column) is improved or reduced,
respectively. The 0 sign means that there is no significant variation. The evaluation is performed with
respect to standard beam-forming performance.

Beam Forming Strategy Spatial Resolution Data Acquisition Rate Array Aperture Size Penetration Depths

MLA–MLT - + 0 0
Plane and Diverging Wave - ++ - -

Synthetic Aperture + - - -

7. Other Beam-Forming Strategies

Several emerging beam forming strategies, besides those dealt with in this paper, have been
reported and discussed in the literature, including approaches based on machine learning [52].
Particularly interesting concepts are those explored with null subtraction imaging (NSI), and coherence
beam forming. With NSI, particular sets of apodization functions are used to achieve a lateral
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(and potentially elevation) spatial resolution that goes beyond the diffraction limit. This technique
requires the application of signal-processing techniques only in the receive phase. In essence, the idea
is to combine the images formed using zero mean and non-zero mean apodization functions.
A zero-mean apodization generates a beam with a “hole” along the beam axis (see Huygens’ principle).
Consequently, this beam can be subtracted from that generated by a non-zero mean apodization
function, thus obtaining an extremely sharp beam. However, the gain in spatial resolution is costly in
terms of contrast [53–55].

When using coherence beam forming, each imaging pixel is obtained from the integration
of the normalized covariance matrix that is calculated between the signals received by all of the
elements forming the array [56]. This follows after appropriate time-delay compensations are applied.
This technique is clearly more computationally expensive compared to standard beam forming,
and generally results in a smaller dynamic range. However, it is particularly suitable for applications in
low SNR imaging conditions. Contrast is generally improved, and noise is significantly reduced [56–58].

8. Conclusions

In this paper, a review of different beam-forming schemes has been presented. Multi-line
acquisition, multi-line transmission, plane wave, diverging wave, synthetic aperture, and more
recent beam-forming strategies have been introduced. The peculiarities and advantages of these
approaches have been compared, and their applicability has been discussed. In conclusion, it is also
important to mention that all of these studies would have not been possible without the development
of open research platforms, thanks to which the implementation and testing of advanced beam-forming
strategies were carried out [59–64].
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