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EDITORIAL

Editorial

Over the last decades, echocardiography probably has
become the key diagnostic tool in cardiology. When per-

formed by skilled and experienced physicians using “high end”
instruments, cardiac ultrasound, including M-mode, 2-D
echocardiography and Doppler ultrasound, non-invasively
provides accurate and comprehensive evaluation of valvular
heart disease, congenital heart defects, systolic and diastolic
ventricular dysfunction, pulmonary hypertension, myocardial
hypertrophy and myopathy, pericardial disease and, when in-
cluding stress studies, coronary artery disease. Recent advances
in technology such as the introduction of second harmonic
imaging have significantly improved image quality in those
patients who have so far been difficult to image. Thus, trans-
thoracic echo provides ultrasound studies of sufficient qual-
ity to answer the above mentioned questions in the vast ma-
jority of patients. Transoesphageal echo which has also im-
proved with the development of smaller probes yet including
all modalities with high quality in omniplane technique, is
necessary in only approximately 5 % of examinations mainly
for evaluation of endocarditis, sources of thromboembolism,
prosthetic heart valves and aortic disease, in particular aortic
dissection. However, the story of success for echocardiography
has not ended at this point. Industry has recently provided us
we new developments: Intracardiac echocardiography yields
new views of the heart and surrounding structures gaining
particular interest for the guiding of interventions. Together
with transoesophageal echo this technique has lead to an in-
creased use of ultrasound outside the echolab or emergency
room – namely in the cathlab and the operating room. Fur-
thermore, technological progress now has managed to pro-
vide affordable, portable and battery-operated devices the size
of a laptop computer which can be hand carried and enable a
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cardiologist to have a personal imager providing comprehen-
sive evaluation of cardiovascular pathology at the point of pa-
tient contact, wherever this might be. Some call these instru-
ments the “ultrasound stethoscope”. However, this raises a
number of new questions regarding the accuracy of these in-
struments and who will be able to use them without any de-
crease in quality or danger of misdiagnosis. In addition, myo-
cardial contrast echocardiography which has been studied for
many years, now eventually gets closer to real time assess-
ment of myocardial perfusion by echocardiography. Finally,
three-dimensional echocardiography has made significant
progress but is still struggling for its place in clinical practice
and tissue Doppler offers new diagnostic possibilities by pro-
viding myocardial velocities although its actual clinical im-
pact has still to be shown.

The following articles of this issue of the “Journal of Clini-
cal and Basic Cardiology” try to provide a comprehensive over-
view of these recent developments. The authors give infor-
mation about basic principles, the status of validation and they
try to answer what is indeed ready for clinical use and what
are the hopes and promises for the future. In any case, the
recent developments in echocardiography warrant us to be-
lieve that this technique may become even more important in
the future.
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