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DICOM Symbols, Abbreviations and Definitions 
 

A 
Abstract Syntax:  A DICOM term which is identical to a DICOM SOP Class; it identifies a set of SOPs 

which, when taken together, represent a logical grouping. An Abstract Syntax identifies one SOP 
Class or Meta SOP Class. 

ACR:  UAUmerican UCUollege of URUadiology. 

Annotation Box:  A DICOM name for annotation text printed on the film or other media. 

ANSI:  UAUmerican UNUational USUtandards UIUnstitute. 

Application Entity (AE):  A DICOM term for defining a particular user at an IP address. 

Association:  A DICOM term for a communication context which is used by two Application Entities 
that communicate to one another. 

Association Negotiation:  The software handshaking that occurs between two DICOM Application 
Entities to set up an Association. 

Attribute:  Each DICOM information object has its own set of characteristics or attributes. Each 
attribute has a name and may have a value (see IOD), depending on its category. 

B 
Big Endian:  A term for encoding data where the most-significant byte appears first and remaining 

bytes follow in descending order of significance; sometimes known as “Motorola” format (see 
Little Endian). (The term is used because of an analogy with the story Gulliver’s Travels, in which 
Jonathan Swift imagined a never-ending fight between the kingdoms of the Big-Endians and the 
Little-Endians, whose only difference is in where they crack open a hard-boiled egg.) 

C 
Calling (Requesting) AE Title:  The name used by the receiver in a DICOM Association to indicate 

which Application Entity it received the data from. It is the AE Title of the AE that is initiating the 
transfer. 

Called (Receiving) AE Title:  The name used by the sender in a DICOM Association to indicate which 
Application Entity it wants to transmit its data to. It is the AE Title of the AE that is receiving the 
transfer. 

Command Element:  An encoding of a parameter of a command which conveys this parameter’s 
value. 

Command Stream:  The result of encoding a set of DICOM Command Elements using the DICOM 
encoding scheme. 

Composite Information Object:  A DICOM information object (see IOD) whose attributes contain 
UmultipleU real world objects. 

Conformance:  Conformance in the DICOM sense means to be in compliance with the parts of the 
DICOM Standard. 

Conformance Statement:  A document whose organization and content are mandated by the DICOM 
Standard, which allows users to communicate how they have chosen to comply with the 
Standard in their implementations (see Section 8). 
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Combined Print Image:  a pixel matrix created by superimposing an image and an overlay, the size 
of which is defined by the smallest rectangle enclosing the superimposed image and overlay. 

D 
Data Dictionary:  A registry of DICOM Data Elements which assigns a unique tag, a name, value 

characteristics, and semantics to each Data Element (see the DICOM Data Element Dictionary in 
DICOM PS 3.6-2004). 

Data Element:  A unit of information as defined by a single entry in the data dictionary. An encoded 
Information Object Definition (IOD) Attribute that is composed of, at a minimum, three fields: a 
Data Element Tag, a Value Length, and a Value Field. For some specific Transfer Syntaxes, a 
Data Element also contains a VR Field where the Value Representation of that Data Element is 
specified explicitly. 

Data Set:  Exchanged information consisting of a structured set of Attribute values directly or 
indirectly related to Information Objects. The value of each Attribute in a Data Set is expressed as 
a Data Element. 

Data Stream:  The result of encoding a Data Set using the DICOM encoding scheme (Data Element 
Numbers and representations as specified by the Data Dictionary). 

DICOM:  UDUigital UIUmaging and UCoUmmunications in UMUedicine. 

DICOMDIR File: A unique and mandatory DICOM File within a File-set which contains the Media 
Storage Directory SOP Class.  This  File is given a single component File ID, DICOMDIR. 

DICOM File:  A DICOM File is a file with a content formatted according to the requirements of 
DICOM PS 3.10-2004. In particular such files shall contain, the File Meta Information and a 
properly formatted Data Set. 

DICOM File Format:  The DICOM File Format provides a means to encapsulate in a File the Data Set 
representing a SOP Instance related to a DICOM Information Object. 

DICOM File Service: The DICOM File Service specifies a minimum abstract view of files to be 
provided by the Media  Format Layer.  Constraining access to the content of files by the 
Application Entities through such a DICOM File Service boundary ensures Media Format and 
Physical Media independence. 

DIMSE:  UDIUCOM UMUessage USUervice UEUlement. This represents an abstraction of a common set of 
things that a user would do to a data element, would likely use over and over, and would appear 
in various different contexts. 

DIMSE-C:  UDIUCOM UMUessage USUervice UEUlement—UCUomposite. 

DIMSE-C services:  A subset of the DIMSE services which supports operations on Composite SOP 
Instances related to composite Information Object Definitions with peer DIMSE-service-users. 

DIMSE-N:  UDIUCOM UMUessage USUervice UEUlement—UNUormalized. 

DIMSE-N services:  A subset of the DIMSE services which supports operations and notifications on 
Normalized SOP Instances related to Normalized Information Object Definitions with peer 
DIMSE-service-users. 
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E, F 
File: A File is an ordered string of zero or more bytes, where the first byte is at the beginning of the 

file and the last byte at the end of the File.  Files are identified by a unique File ID and may by 
written, read and/or deleted. 

File ID: Files are identified by a File ID which is unique within the context of the File-set they belong 
to.  A set of ordered File ID Components (up to a maximum of eight) forms a File ID. 

File ID Component: A string of one to eight characters of a defined character set. 

File Meta Information: The File Meta Information includes identifying information on the 
encapsulated Data Set.  It is a mandatory header at the beginning of every DICOM File. 

File-set: A File-set is a collection of DICOM Files (and possibly non-DICOM Files) that share a 
common naming space within which File IDs are unique. 

File-set Creator: An Application Entity that creates the DICOMDIR File (see DICOM PS 3.10, section 
8.6) and zero or more DICOM Files. 

File-set Reader: An Application Entity that accesses one or more files in a File-set. 

File-set Updater: An Application Entity that accesses Files, creates additional Files, or deletes 
existing Files in a File-set. A File-set Updater makes the appropriate alterations to the DICOMDIR 
file reflecting the additions or deletions. 

Film Box:  A Normalized Information Object which is the DICOM name for the equivalent of a sheet of 
physical film. 

Film Session:  A Normalized Information Object which is the DICOM name for the equivalent of a 
typical “study” or “series”. 

G, H, I 
Image Box:  A Normalized Information Object which is the DICOM name for the equivalent of a typical 

“frame” or “image”. 

Information Object Class or 

Information Object [Definition] (IOD):  A software representation of a real object (e.g., CT Image, 
Study, etc.).  An Information Object is generally a list of characteristics (Attributes) which 
completely describe the object as far as the software is concerned. The formal description of an 
Information Object generally includes a description of its purpose and the Attributes it possesses. 

Information Object Instance or 

Instance (of an IOD):  A software representation of a specific occurrence of a real object or entity, 
including values for the Attributes of the Information Object Class to which the entity belongs.. 

J, K, L 
Little Endian:  A term for encoding data where the least-significant byte appears first and remaining 

bytes follow in ascending order of significance; sometimes known as “Intel” format (see Big 
Endian). 

LUT:  ULUookUuUp UTUable. 
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M 
Media Storage Application Profile: A Media Storage Application Profile defines a selection of 

choices at the various layers of the DICOM Media Storage Model which are applicable to a 
specific need or context in which the media interchange is intended to be performed. 

Media Format: Data structures and associated policies which organizes the bit streams defined by 
the Physical Media format into data file structures and associated file directories. 

Media Storage Model: The DICOM Media Storage Model pertains to the data structures used at 
different layers to achieve interoperability through media interchange. 

Media Storage Services: DICOM Media Storage Services define a set of operations with media that 
facilitate storage to and retrieval from the media of DICOM SOP Instances. 

Message:  A data unit of the Message Exchange Protocol exchanged between two cooperating 
DICOM Application Entities. A Message is composed of a Command Stream followed by an 
optional Data Stream.  

Meta Service-Object Pair (SOP) Class: a pre-defined set of SOP Classes that may be associated 
under a single SOP for the purpose of negotiating the use of the set with a single item. 

Meta SOP Class:  A collection or group of related SOP Classes identified by a single Abstract Syntax 
UID, which, when taken together, represent a logical grouping and which are used together to 
provide a high-level functionality, e.g., for the purpose of negotiating the use of the set with a 
single item. 

Module:  A logical group of the valid attributes of DICOM information objects. 

N 
NEMA:  UNUational UEUlectrical UMUanufacturers UAUssociation. 

Normalized Information Object:  A DICOM Information Object (see IOD) whose attributes contain a 
UsingleU real world object. Note: the differentiation of normalized versus composite information 
object definitions is not strongly enforced in DICOM 3.0. 

O, P 
Physical Media: A piece of material with recording capabilities for streams of bits.  Characteristics of 

a Physical Media include form factor, mechanical characteristics, recording properties and rules 
for recording and organizing bit streams in accessible structures  

Presentation Context:  A Presentation Context consists of an Abstract Syntax plus a list of 
acceptable Transfer Syntaxes. The Presentation Context defines both UwhatU data will be sent 
(Abstract Syntax) and UhowU the data are encoded to be sent (Transfer Syntax).  

Print Job SOP Class:  A DICOM representation of a Print Job which consists of a set of IODs which 
describe a Print Job and a set of services which can be performed on those IODs. 

Print Management Service Class or  

Print Service Class (PSC):  A DICOM term for a logical grouping of Service Classes which all involve 
printing, also referred to as Print Management Service Class (an example of a Meta SOP Class). 

Printer SOP Class:  A DICOM representation of a Printer which consists of a set of IODs which 
describe a Printer and a set of services which can be performed on those IODs. 

Protocol Data Unit (PDU):  A data object which is exchanged by software protocol devices (entities, 
machines) within a given layer of the protocol stack. 
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Q, R 
Real-World Activity:  Something which exists in the real world and which pertains to specific area of 

information processing within the area of interest of the DICOM Standard. A Real-World Activity 
may be represented by one or more SOP Classes. 

Real-World Object:  Something which exists in the real world and upon which operations may be 
performed which are within the area of interest of the DICOM Standard. A Real-World Object may 
be represented through a SOP Instance. 

S 
Secure DICOM File: A DICOM File that is encapsulated with the Cryptographic Message Syntax 

specified in RFC 2630. 

Secure File-set: A File-set in which all DICOM Files are Secure DICOM Files. 

Secure Media Storage Application Profile: A DICOM Media Storage Application Profile that 
requires a Secure File-set. 

Service Class:  A group of operations that a user might want to perform on particular Information 
Objects. Formally, a structured description of a service which is supported by cooperating DICOM 
Application Entities using specific DICOM Commands acting on a specific class of Information 
Object. 

Service Class Provider (SCP, Provider, Server):  A device (DICOM Application Entity (DIMSE-
Service-User)) which provides the services of a DICOM Service Class or Classes which are 
utilized by another device (SCU) and which performs operations and invokes notifications on a 
specific Association. 

Service Class User (SCU, User, Client):  A device (DICOM Application Entity (DIMSE-Service-
User)) which utilizes the DICOM Service Class or Classes which are provided by another device 
(SCP) and which invokes operations and performs notifications on a specific Association. 

Service-Object Pair (SOP) Class: the union of a specific set of DIMSE Services and one related 
Information Object Definition (as specified by a Service Class Definition) which completely 
defines a precise context for communication of operations on such an object or notifications 
about its state. 

Service-Object Pair (SOP) Instance: a concrete occurrence of an Information Object that is 
managed by a DICOM Application Entity and may be operated upon in a communication context 
defined by a specific set of DIMSE Services (on a network or interchange media). A SOP 
Instance is persistent beyond the context of its communication. 

SOP Class:  A DICOM term which is identical to an Abstract Syntax; it identifies a set of SOPs which, 
when taken together, represent a logical grouping (see Meta SOP Class). 

Storage Service Class (SSC):  A DICOM term for a logical grouping of Service Classes which all 
involve storage of images. 

T 
Tag:  A unique identifier for an element of information composed of an ordered pair of numbers (a 

Group Number followed by an Element Number), which is used to identify Attributes and 
corresponding Data Elements. 

TCP/IP:  UTUransmission UCUontrol UPUrotocol / UIUnternet UPUrotocol. 

Transfer Syntax:  A part of the DICOM Presentation Context which specifies a set of encoding rules 
that allow Application Entities to unambiguously negotiate the encoding techniques (e.g., Data 
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Element structure, byte ordering, compression) they are able to support, thereby allowing these 
Application Entities to communicate. 

U 
Unique Identifier (UID):  A globally unique identifier (based on the structure defined by ISO 8824 for 

OSI Object Identifiers) which is assigned to every DICOM information object as specified by the 
DICOM Standard (see Section 2.1.1.4) and which guarantees global unique identification for 
objects across multiple countries, sites, vendors and equipment. 

V 
Value Representation (VR):  A VR is the defined format of a particular data element. 

W, X, Y, Z 
 

 

— End of Document — 
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