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DeCS Description 

• controlled vocabulary created by BIREME in 1982, fully 

compatible with MeSH (*) 

  
DeCS – the Portuguese acronym for Descritores em Ciências da 

Saúde (Health Sciences Descriptors) 

 

Concepts are arranged in both an alphabetical and a hierarchical 

structure 

 

Yearly updated (idem MeSH) 

 

Currently available in Portuguese, Spanish and English 

 

Composed of 16 MeSH categories plus 4 extra categories 

 

• an integrating component of the VHL and GHL 

     - meta-searching by descriptor, ie, searches multiple IS 

     - multilingual searching 



Uses 

• as a standard controlled vocabulary for indexing scientific and 
technical health-related documents 

 

It groups synonymous terms into concept units 

 

• allows searching by subject (concepts), independently of the 
language 

 

• hierarchical codes allow exploding (searching) all the terms of 
a conceptual hierarchy (branch) 

 



DeCS 2012 Categories 

MeSH

85,1%

DeCS 

only
14,9%

Category name [category code] Concepts Synonyms 

(occurs.) 

Anatomy [A] 1677 2668 

Organisms [B] 3656 8466 

Diseases [C] 4578 9124 

Chemicals and Drugs [D] 9074 13566 

Analytical, Diagnostic and Therapeutic Techniques and Equipment [E] 2633 4628 

Psychiatry and Psychology [F] 940 1469 

Phenomena and Processes [G] 1912 3032 

Disciplines and Occupations [H] 368 367 

Anthropology, Education, Sociology and Social Phenomena [I] 528 1109 

Technology, Industry, Agriculture [J] 486 920 

Humanities [K] 187 151 

Information Science [L] 398 720 

Named Groups [M] 211 362 

Health Care [N] 1521 2801 

Publication Characteristics [V] 150 124 

Geographicals [Z] 384 323 

Subtotal MeSH 26664 45930 

Homeopathy [HP] 1944 1504 

Science and Health [SH] 219 3868 

Public Health [SP] 3491 200 

Health Surveillance [VS] 828 4089 

Subtotal DeCS only 4658 6162 

Total 31322 51804 



Synonyms 

Used For (UF) term 

Cross-references 

Entry terms 

the same or nearly the 

same meaning of the 

descriptor  

Descriptor 
Main heading 

Subject heading 

The indexing term 

It reflects a concept 

Preferred term 

organized in a 

hierarchical structure 

Qualifiers 
a particular aspect 

of a subject 

subheadings 

organized in a hierarchical 

structure 

Types of 

terms Check-tags 

limit the scope of research 

subjects 

Limits 

Publication Types 

describe the document format  

are found in  V Category 



Vocabulary Features 

TRILINGUAL 

 

POLYHIERARCHICAL  

 

POSTCOORDINATION  

 

PRECOORDINATION  

                             

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/


Language versions 

 
DeCS’ Spanish and Portuguese terms are 
exported to the UMLS metathesaurus 
(Unified Medical Language System) and 
distributed as Spanish MeSH and Portuguese 
MeSH 
 
To date, there are 12 MeSH translations  
incorporated into the UMLS Metathesaurus 



Polyhierarchical 
A descriptor may belong to more than one category or to several 

branches of the same category due to the multidisciplinary nature of 

many concepts. 

 

Example: Ethics belongs to the F, K and N categories 

 

F = Psychiatry and Psychology; K = Humanities; N = Health Care 

Related 

documents 

in the VHL 

http://decs.bvsalud.org/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=hierarchic&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Ethics&show_tree_number=T
http://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/regional/index.php?q=mh:K01.316&lang=en






Postcoordination 

• Descriptor + Descriptor 

• Descriptor + Qualifier  

• Descriptor + Check tag 

• Descriptor + Publication Type 

The act of coordinating two or more concepts at the 

moment of searching for literature  to narrow the scope of 

a subject. DeCS/MeSH vocabulary permits four types of 

terminological postcoordination. 

Examples:  

•Arthritis, Rheumatoid + Immunity, Innate    VHL 

•Bacitracin/ther use   VHL 

•Arthritis, Rheumatoid  + Female  VHL 

•Bacitracin + Clinical Trial VHL 

http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Arthritis,%20Rheumatoid
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Immunity,%20Innate
http://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/regional/?q=mh:%22Arthritis,%20Rheumatoid%22%20AND%20mh:%22Immunity,%20Innate%22&where=ALL&index=mh_words&lang=en&_charset_=iso-8859-1
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Bacitracin
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=/therapeutic%20use
http://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/regional/?q=mh:%22Bacitracin/TU%22&where=ALL&index=&lang=en&_charset_=iso-8859-1
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Arthritis,%20Rheumatoid
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Female
http://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/regional/?q=%22rheumathoid%20arthritis%22%20and%20female&where=ALL&index=&lang=en&_charset_=iso-8859-1
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Bacitracin
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Clinical%20Trial
http://pesquisa.bvsalud.org/regional/?q=bacitracin%20%22clinical%20trial%22&where=ALL&index=&lang=en&_charset_=iso-8859-1


Precoordination 

There are two types of precoordination: 

 
1) Descriptor1/qualifier use Descriptor2 
 

Example 1: PREGNANCY 

 

PREGNANCY/complications use “PREGNANCY COMPLICATIONS” 

 

Example 2: KIDNEY 

 

KIDNEY/transplantation use “KIDNEY TRANSPLANTATION” 

 

2) Descriptor1 AND Descriptor2 use Descriptor3 

 

Example: HEART 

 

TRANSPLANTATION and HEART use “HEART TRANSPLANTATION” 

http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Pregnancy
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Kidney
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Heart
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&previous_page=homepage&task=exact_term&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Transplantation


DeCS Services 

• DeCS Server (DeCS Search) 

 

http://decs.bvs.br/I/homepagei.htm 

http://decs.bvsalud.org/I/homepagei.htm  
 

- for users 

• Search by Words 

• Search by Index 

- Alphabetic 

- Keywords in Context (KWIC) 

- Tree (hierarchical navigation or tree code) 

http://decs.bvs.br/I/homepagei.htm
http://decs.bvs.br/I/homepagei.htm
http://decs.bvsalud.org/I/homepagei.htm


                             

DeCS Server 

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/


DeCS Server 
                             

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/


Search by Word 

 

Word or Term 

 

Results for 

“Osteoporosis” 

http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=list_terms&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=osteoporosis


Search by Word 

 

Exact  

Descriptor 

 

Result for 

“Osteoporosis” 

http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=exact_term&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=Osteoporosis&umls_language=all


                             
Search By Index 

 

Alphabetical 

Index 

 

Result for 

“osteoporosis” 

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=alphabetic_index&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=osteoporosis&show_tree_number=T


                             

Search By Index 

 

“Keywords in 

Context” Index 

 

Result for 

“osteoporosis” 

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/


Search By Index 

 

Tree Index 

 

Category Titles 

http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=hierarchic&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&show_tree_number=T


                             
Search By Index 

 

Tree Index 

 

Result for 

“osteoporosis” 

http://www.globalhealthlibrary.net/
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/wxis1660.exe/decsserver/?IsisScript=../cgi-bin/decsserver/decsserver.xis&task=hierarchic&previous_page=homepage&interface_language=i&search_language=i&search_exp=osteoporosis&show_tree_number=T




Occurrences in VHL 

http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&db=ADOLEC&db=BBO&k1=c05.116.198.579&k2=c05.116.198.579&count=9&omite=on


Lexical Similarity 

http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSxp&lang=p&minsim=0.30&maxrel=1&text=Child+Welfare&resubmit=DeCSxi&x=31&y=7


Alphabetical ruler 



Alphabetical ruler 



DeCS Services 

• DeCS XML Server  (XML format)   
 
http://decs.bvs.br/vmxi.htm  
 

– for computer applications 
 

• Search by descriptor tree code  
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-
bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.4
00.112.199.120.510.550 

 

• Search by word or term  
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-
bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=e&words=Macaca mulatta  
 

• Search by lexical similarity (via trigrams) 
http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-
bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSi&text=cardiovascula&maxrel=10&
minsim=0.30&xml 

 

• Ocorrences of the DeCS concept in VHL information sources 
http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-
bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&&db=
EQUIDAD&db=WHOLIS&k1=SP1&k2=SP1&count=10  

http://decs.bvs.br/vmx.htm
http://decs.bvs.br/vmxi.htm
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.400.112.199.120.510.550
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.400.112.199.120.510.550
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.400.112.199.120.510.550
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.400.112.199.120.510.550
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=i&tree_id=B01.050.150.900.649.801.400.112.199.120.510.550
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=p&words=Cercopithecus%20aethiops
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=p&words=Cercopithecus%20aethiops
http://decs.bvs.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@vmx/decs?lang=p&words=Cercopithecus%20aethiops
http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSi&text=cardiovascula&maxrel=10&minsim=0.30&xml
http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSi&text=cardiovascula&maxrel=10&minsim=0.30&xml
http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSi&text=cardiovascula&maxrel=10&minsim=0.30&xml
http://trigramas.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mx/cgi=@1?collection=DeCSi&text=cardiovascula&maxrel=10&minsim=0.30&xml
http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&&db=EQUIDAD&db=WHOLIS&k1=SP1&k2=SP1&count=10
http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&&db=EQUIDAD&db=WHOLIS&k1=SP1&k2=SP1&count=10
http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&&db=EQUIDAD&db=WHOLIS&k1=SP1&k2=SP1&count=10
http://bases.bireme.br/cgi-bin/mxlindG4.exe/cgi=@iah/decs?db=LILACS&db=MEDLINE&&db=EQUIDAD&db=WHOLIS&k1=SP1&k2=SP1&count=10

