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Comprehension of complex controlled vocabularies
is often difficult. We present o method, facili-
tated by an object-oriented database, for depict-
ing such a vocabulary (the Medical Entities Dic-
tionary (MED) from the Columbia-Presbyterian
Medical Center) in a schematic way which uses
a sparse inheritance network of area classes. The
resulting Object Oriented Health Vocabulary repos-
itory (OOHVR) allows visualization of the 43,000
MED concepts as 90 area classes. This view has
provided valuable information to those responsi-
ble with maintaining the MED. As a result, the
MED organization has been improved and some
previously-unrecognized errors and inconsistencies
have been removed. We believe that this schematic
approach allows improved comprehension of the
gestalt of large controlled medical vocabulary.

INTRODUCTION

Large medical vocabularies are emerging as im-
portant resources for use in medical information
systems. Acceptance of these vocabularies has
been slow, however. Part of this may be an in-
ability to understand and adapt a system devel-
oped elsewhere to systems grown at home—the
“not invented here” syndrome. These vocabu-
laries also present significant maintenance chal-
lenges for their creators, especially when they grow
to 10s or 100s of thousands of terms. We are
exploring the use of an object-oriented database
(OODB) paradigm for generating high-level vo-
cabulary schemata, intended to enhance compre-
hension by users and maintainers of a large con-
trolled medical vocabulary. We present one such
schema (for the Object Oriented Health Vocab-
ulary repository (OOHVR)) generated from the
Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center (CPMC)
Medical Entities Dictionary (MED) [1] and show
how the comprehension it provides has improved
the MED content.

BACKGROUND

The Medical Entities Dictionary

The MED is a collection of over 43,000 concepts
which denote the coded terms in use by CPMC
clinical systems. Concepts are represented as
frames, consisting of slots which are attributes (lit-
eral values) and relationships (pointers to other
concepts). The concepts are organized into a se-

mantic network which uses relationships to provide
named (i.e., semantic) relationships between con-
cepts (for example, a link between a laboratory
concept and a specimen concept). The MED per-
mits multiple inheritance through an IS-A hierar-
chy. Studies show that current users of the vocab-
ulary at CPMC have trouble navigating through
the semantic network to find desired terms [2].
One of us (JJC) is responsible for maintaining the
MED, and he often finds it difficult to add terms or
create links without a clear understanding of the
underlying vocabulary model. Others approach-
ing the MED have encountered similar problems
[3]. Figure 1 is a small part (about 0.2%) of the
MED. Four concepts (Allen Serum Amylase
Measurement, Calcification of Pericardium,
CPMC Drug: Benadryl 25MG Cap, and
Pancreatin), all ancestors of them, the IS-A hi-
erarchies, and semantic links between concepts are
shown; for clarity, some detail has been omitted:
other children of the ancestor concepts, recipro-
cal semantic links, names of the semantic links
(only their numeric codes are shown), and literal
attributes. In this example, we see some terms for
laboratory tests, medications, and diagnoses.

The OOHVR Schema

The MED contains multiple inheritance and recip-
rocal relationships. Since the relational model can-
not model the complex objects directly and does
not provide the notion of inheritance, using an
OODB to model MED is a natural thing. The
question we faced was how to model the MED se-
mantic network using the available constructs of
an OODB schema. Previously, an object-oriented
framework has been used for modeling thesauri
[4,5]. A terminology editor was also built in that
context as a tool for extracting relevant informa-
tion from hypermedia documents [6].

One approach to modeling the OOHVR, vocab-
ulary is to view all the nodes of the network uni-
formly. Everything is just a concept, so we can
define a single object class Concept and make all
nodes instances of it. All attributes and relation-
ships defined with respect to any concepts become
properties of this one class. This approach is un-
satisfactory for two reasons. First, the properties
of different concepts can vary greatly, and these
properties carry much of the semantics of the net-
work. The nodes of the network are linked to-
gether with relationships such as measures and
has-site. To assign all properties to a single class
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Figure 1: Sample MED content (IS-A hierarchies—solid arrows; semantic links—broken arrows)

and thus provide all concepts with them will hide
the properties defined for a concept. Furthermore,
it is a waste of database storage.

Second, the hierarchy supports property in-
heritance. E.g., Serum Amylase Test is a
Serum Chemistry Test and inherits its prop-
erties. Defining a single class means “flattening”
this hierarchy and failing to exploit a fundamental
aspect of object-oriented modeling.

METHODS

Initial OOHVR Schema

Our approach to mapping the MED onto an
OODB schema is based on the underlying pattern
in which its properties are introduced. For each
property there is a unique concept C where it is
first introduced. This property is inherited by all
the descendants of C.

We partition the MED into groups such that all
concepts in one group have the same properties.
Such a group is called an area and is defined more
precisely as a sub-hierarchy of the MED satisfy-
ing the following conditions: (1) The sub-hierarchy
has a single root, and (2) the root is the only node
that introduces new properties. For example, the
concept Measurable Entity introduces a new re-
lationship measured-by and is thus the root of a
new area. All concepts below Measurable En-
tity in the hierarchy that have the same proper-
ties are in this “Measurable Entity” area. If a con-
cept is below Measurable Entity and introduces

properties, then it is a root in a new area.

Each area in the MED is modeled as an ob-
ject class in the schema, called an area class. The
properties defined for an area class in the OOHVR
schema are exactly those introduced by the area’s
root in the MED. In the case of the class Measur-
able_Entity_Area, it has the relationship measured-
by, among others. All concepts in an area, includ-
ing the root concept, become instances of the cor-
responding area class in the OOHVR.

Each concept in the MED is a descendant of
Medical Entity. The root of any area is a child of
a node(s) in some other area(s), except for Medi-
cal Entity. The root of an area has all the proper-
ties of its parents’ areas plus the properties defined
explicitly for it. To capture this in our model, we
place each area class corresponding to a root node
in a subclass relationship to the area class(es) of
the root’s parent(s). The subclass hierarchy in-
duced by this process is not necessarily a tree. The
area class Medical_Entity_Area is the root of the
OOHVR’s schema.

In the MED hierarchy most nodes do not intro-
duce properties. We call such a hierarchy a sparse
inheritance hierarchy. The OOHVR schema can
be seen as an abstraction of the property defi-
nitions and accompanying inheritance that occur
within the MED. We call this kind of schema for a
sparse inheritance hierarchy a network abstraction
schema. However, if one is still to use the concept
subsumption hierarchy of the vocabulary in the



other ways for which it was intended (e.g., in or-
der to reason with respect to it), then it is manda-
tory that that the hierarchy appears in its entirety
within the OOHVR. This is accomplished by in-
troducing two reflexive relationships at the root
area class Medical_Entity_Area: has_superconcepts
and has_subconcepts. These properties are defined
as follows. In the MED, if X is a subconcept of
Y, then, in the OOHVR, the object correspond-
ing to X refers to Y with a has_superconcepts re-
lationship; has_subconcepts is the converse. In this
manner, instances in the OOHVR refer to their
super- and sub-concepts. In other words, the hi-
erarchy of concepts in the MED is represented in
the OOHVR at the instance level.

Extended OOHVR Schema

One complication in the above mapping arises be-
cause of the possibility of multiple inheritance in
the MED. Let a concept, say, X that does not in-
troduce any new properties reside in two unrelated
areas, say, A and B. By unrelated areas we mean
that neither A’s area class nor B’s is a descendant
of the other in the schema. This situation occurs
when X needs the properties introduced at both
A_Area and B_Area. We may even have a whole
set C of concepts which have the same properties
as X. Actually, C is exactly the intersection of the
areas of A and B.

According to the mapping described above, X’s
membership in the two areas implies that the ob-
ject corresponding to it in the OOHVR must be
an instance of two separate area classes. However,
this is forbidden in most OODB models. To ac-
commodate this scenario, we define the intersec-
tion of two areas as an area, called an intersec-
tion area. A class is defined for it in the OOHVR
schema, even though this class does not introduce
any new properties. Clearly such an area class
will be a subclass of two other classes. The notion
of intersection area can be extended to three or
more unrelated areas. For example, “Diphenhy-
dramine Prep.” is the intersection of three areas
“Antihistamine Drugs,” “DEA Controlled Subst.
Category,” and “Drug Allergy Class.”

For the above example, we introduce an inter-
section area class C_Area as a child of A_Area
and B_Area in the extended OOHVR schema.
That schema will include all intersection area
classes and their subclass relationships to other
area classes, which themselves may be intersec-
tion area classes. The concept X and the other
concepts in the set C' will be instances of the in-
tersection area class C_Area. If Z is a root for C,
then the corresponding intersection area class for
C will naturally be denoted Z_Area. Otherwise,
the schema designer has to arbitrarily select one
of the concepts of C, as the name of the intersec-
tion area class.

RESULTS

The OOHVR schema obtained via the above de-
scribed mapping is very compact in terms of the
number of classes, compared to the MED. The
MED’s 43,000 concepts are partitioned into only
90 area classes, of which 37 were intersection
classes. Instead of listing area classes in a ta-
ble, graphical representation is useful for view-
ing and comprehending this complex schema. In
Figure 2, we present the partial schema which
shows 24 of the area classes, corresponding to
the section of the MED shown in Figure 1. The
schema is presented using the new version OO-
dini2 of our graphical schema editor OOdini [7].
Seven of these are intersection classes: Chemi-
cal, Pancreatin, Allen Serum Amylase Measure-
ment (ASAM), Heart Disease, Unknown and Un-
specified Cause of Morbidity and Mortality, Calci-
fication of pericardium, and Antihistamine Drugs.
The 24 area classes shown account for 26% of the
area classes in the entire schema and represent
28001 MED concepts, or 65% of the MED. Com-
pared to Figure 1 which is complicated and confus-
ing , Figure 2 is much simple and easy understand-
ing, but it still completely and correctly reflects
the MED. At present, a version of the OOHVR is
running as an ONTOS database [8].

Review of the schema by one of us (JJC) showed
that the non-intersection areas are all appropri-
ate and correspond to the intended design of the
MED. Review of the intersection areas found that
19 of the areas are appropriate, 14 were collec-
tions of unrelated MED concepts which should be
grouped into classes corresponding to the inter-
section areas, and 5 were outright mistakes in the
MED. Examples of each are described below.

Understanding the MED Schema

The network abstraction schema provides users
with a high-level view of the MED. The intersec-
tion area classes provide demonstrations of com-
plex interactions between areas. The Antihis-
tamine area class, for example, is a collection of
316 MED concepts grouped into 31 MED concept
groups. Each concept group represents a grouping
of drugs (such as antihistamines) which are descen-
dants of the Pharmacy Item area and the Ameri-
can Hospital Formulary Service Class area. To a
domain expert, this representation makes perfect
sense, since the concepts corresponding to medica-
tions are classified in multiple ways in the MED,
and inherit different attributes from each of the
parent areas. Review of this area class did not
result in any changes to the MED.

Improving MED Organizational Structure

Certain single-result lab tests in the CPMC lab-
oratory system can, at times, be ordered sepa-
rately as single-test diagnostic procedures. The
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Figure 2: Partial OOHVR Schema showing the area classes which account for the Figure 1; subclasses relationships
are shown with heavy arrows and relationships are numbered and shown with thin arrows; numbers inside the boxes

represent attributes.

concepts in the MED which correspond to these
tests therefore have attributes of both tests and
procedures. The schema view grouped these tests
into the ASAM area, under the areas Single- Result
Lab Test and CPMC Lab Diagnostic Procedure.
However, in the MED, there was no single concept
which is the parent of these particular tests. We
therefore created a new concept in the MED called
Orderable Tests as a child of both Single-Result
Lab Test and CPMC Lab Diagnostic Procedure; we
then linked all the tests in the ASAM area as chil-
dren of Orderable Tests. When the schema was
redrawn (not shown), the ASAM area took on the
new name Orderable Tests, since that concept in
the MED is now the root of all the other concepts
in the area class.

Finding Inconsistencies in MED Content

The intersection area Calcification of the Peri-
cardium area contains all concepts which are both
heart diseases and anatomical structures (40 in
all). Until we saw this view of the MED, we did
not realize that the same concepts were listed as
both diseases and anatomical structures. This was
not consistent with the original design of the MED
in which disease could be linked to body parts as
the “site of disease” but could not themselves be
body parts. Discovery of this intersection class led
directly to a study of these 40 terms and their re-
classification as body parts or diseases, as deemed
appropriate by an outside domain expert. As a re-
sult, when the schema was redrawn, there was no
longer any intersection area below Heart Disease
and Anatomical Structure.

Another example of an error discovered through

use of the schema was the Pancreatin intersec-
tion area. In the MED, we have determined
that medications (such as those classified by their
DEA Controlled Substance category) would have
pharmaceutic-components which are chemicals but
that the medications would not themselves be
chemicals. The intersection area schema clearly
shows that Pancreatin violates this rule. On closer
inspection, we found that the concept Pancreatin
Preparations was properly classified as a medi-
cation and that it was linked appropriately to the
concept Pancreatin. However, the concept Pan-
creatin was classified as a chemical and as a med-
ication (as shown in Figure 1). We corrected this
error by removing the IS-A link between Pancre-
atin and DEA Class 0. Since Pancreatin was
the only concept in the MED with attributes of
chemicals and medications, the Pancreatin Area
had only one concept. After the correction, the
area no longer existed, since Pancreatin was now
included in the Chemical Area.

DISCUSSION

The development of sparse inheritance networks
and intersection areas, is of more than theoretical
interest. The maintenance of the MED is a com-
plex and difficult task and no commercial tools are
suitable to support it. Browsers and editors have
been developed, and continue to be developed, but
providing users of the MED (both MED maintain-
ers and application builders) with comprehensi-
ble, comprehensive views remains difficult. Oth-
ers using complex controlled vocabularies will un-
doubtedly face similar difficulties. Some of the
challenges of maintaining and using the MED in-



clude understanding the MED schema, improving
the MED organization, and finding and correct-
ing inconsistencies and errors in the MED con-
tent. In particular, the latter is a crucial issue
given the size and scope of the MED. With over
43,000 concepts in the MED, 88 attributes, 62 rela-
tionships, 55,000 hierarchical links and 96,000 non-
hierarchical links, understanding the “big picture”
is difficult. By reducing the MED hierarchy almost
500-fold, one can immediately see the important
areas and what their attributes and relationships
are. Someone looking to add a new concept to
the MED can easily review these areas and nar-
row them down to a handful of candidate areas.
Then the user can review the attributes and rela-
tionships of those areas to determine the appropri-
ate area for the new concept. Thus, the OOHVR
schema can be shown to provide a valuable gestalt
of the MED complexity.

When new concepts are to be added to the
MED, or when someone needs to find appropriate
concepts in the MED, this lack of understanding
becomes immediately apparent. The situation is
often worsened because those people who main-
tain and use the MED may not be the same peo-
ple who modeled a particular domain. For exam-
ple, the difference between individual laboratory
tests (such as Serum Glucose Test) and proce-
dures (such as a CHEM-7, a panel of 7 individual
tests) often confuses users of the MED [2,3]. The
confusion is worsened at times because individual
tests can be ordered separately and therefore can
take on the characteristics of both tests and pan-
els. The above correction to the MED, based on
the schema, simplifies this situation with the cre-
ation of the Orderable Tests concept.

Over the past seven years, the MED has grown
by about 500 concepts per month. This growth has
been the result of the work of several individuals
and sometimes of automated mechanisms. Hence
it is not surprising that inconsistencies and out-
right errors have crept in. When two people share
the task of maintaining a content domain but have
slightly different organizational philosophies (e.g.,
“lumpers” versus “splitters”), it is easy for con-
cepts to be characterized differently. The OOHVR
schema provides a way for two people to share the
same view of the MED and to identify differences
in their views.

Given the ambiguity that often occurs in medi-
cal terminology, it is easy for the MED to contain
a concept with a name that has multiple mean-
ings. Since the inception of the MED model [9], it
was thought that such ambiguity could be detected
through automated means. The use of intersection
areas has provided such a method.

CONCLUSIONS

The maintenance of a large controlled vocabulary
is a complex and difficult task. The complexity

stems from the need to comprehend a complex
body of knowledge consisting of many concepts
and links. An example of such a medical vocab-
ulary is the MED built at CPMC. In this paper,
we describe an approach we have devised, using
an OODB schema which captures the structure of
the MED in a compact way. Experience shows
that this approach improves comprehension of the
MED and facilitates corrections of inconsistencies
and errors.
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