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Glossary guide

Cancer Research UK
Style Guide

This resource covers Cancer Research UK’s  
approach to health and patient information

It includes a list of ‘words to avoid’ and  
suggested alternatives, alongside helpful  
plain language guidance

https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/about-our-information/style-guide 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
Everyday Words for Public Health Communication

This 44-page glossary from the CDC (May 2016)  
focuses on everyday words used in healthcare  
(vs medicines development)  

The document also provides before and after  
examples to show how original sentences used  
by the CDC were ‘translated’ into plain language

https://www.cdc.gov/other/pdf/everydaywordsforpublichealthcommunication.pdf 

European Patients Academy (EUPATI)
Glossary Terms

This extensive plain language glossary (300 terms;  
70 pages; current as of 21 March 2019) covers key  
terms used in medicines development

https://www.eupati.eu/glossary-terms
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O�ce of the Associate 
Director for Communication

�

�
��������� what a person, group, or organization can achieve or do; size or what a physical space or 
thing, such as a program, can hold or manage 
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A successful program assessment will highlight ���������
 within and surrounding the 
participating organization, target population, and problem.

The �������� of the radiology department is a major factor in determining a hospital’s capacity 
to provide timely care for non-critical casualties.
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Information about how a program works and what it achieves will be useful if it includes what 
organizations and people can do about a problem.  

The hospital radiology department’s size a�ects how quickly it can provide care for people 
without life-threatening injuries. 

������	���� something that causes cancer

���������������������

Wood dust, associated with cancers of the nasal cavities and sinuses, is a known ������	��� for 
unprotected workers exposed regularly from sanding operations and furniture manufacturing.
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Workers who breathe wood dust from sanding operations and furniture manufacturing can 
�����	��������
 in their noses and sinuses. 

������	��� cancer
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Common kinds of breast cancer are ductal ������	��, the most common kind of breast cancer. It 
begins in the cells that line the milk ducts in the breast, also called the lining of the breast ducts. 

Chronic HBV and HCV infections result in a high disease burden and are leading causes of 
cirrhosis and hepatocellular ������	�� in the United States and globally.
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A common kind of breast cancer is ductal carcinoma, or ������ in the milk “tubes” or ducts in 
the breast. Carcinoma is the medical term for cancer. Cancer of the milk ducts begins in the cells 
inside the ducts.   

HBV and HCV infections that last a long time result in a high number of people harmed by the 
disease. The infections are the leading causes of chronic liver disease and liver cancer in the 
United States and around the world. (Note: See “burden” for what else might be covered besides 
number of people harmed.)
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Multi-Regional Clinical Trials (MRCT)  
Center of Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard
Return of Aggregate Results Toolkit

The Return of Aggregate Results Toolkit  
(V3.1, 22 November 2017) includes a useful, but limited,  
plain language glossary of endpoint terms, as well  
as examples of non-promotional (neutral) phrases 

Note: The same glossary and neutral phrase examples are 
included in the EMA’s Summaries of Clinical Trial Results  
for Laypersons (22 February 2018) 

https://mrctcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/2017-12-07-MRCT-Return-of-Aggregate-Results-Toolkit-3.1.pdf

National Cancer Institute (NCI) 
Dictionary of Cancer Terms

This extensive dictionary defines over 8000  
cancer-related terms using non-technical language.  
A widget is also available to facilitate use of the dictionary

Content is reviewed regularly and updated monthly  
by a multidisciplinary panel

https://www.cancer.gov/publications/dictionaries/cancer-terms

Health Technology Assessment International (HTAi)
HTAi Consumer and Patient Glossary

This 40-page glossary (V1, October 2009)  
provides plain language terms for words used  
in health technology assessment documents

https://htai.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/PCISG-Resource-ENGLISH-PatientandConsumerGlossary-Oct09.pdf

Glossary guide
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HTAi consumer and pa�ent glossary

A beginner’s guide to words used in
health technology assessment

Compiled by Ann Single and Biotext Pty Ltd with contribu�ons from Eleanor Ahern,
Tony Culyer, Helena Dahlgren, Karen Facey, Karen MacPherson, Margaret Reid,

Karen Ritchie, Tania Stafinski, and Durhane Wong Reiger

Version: 1
October 2009

MRCT Center 

Return of Aggregate 

Results to Par�cipants 

Toolkit 

Version 3.1 

22 November 2017 

Framework 
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5. Neutral Language Guidance  
 

Sponsors, as well as individuals and groups, that intend to communicate summary results to 
study par�cipants and the public are some�mes concerned that the language used might be 
considered unduly posi�ve, promo�onal, or serve a marke�ng purpose. 

Below we offer terms to avoid and terms to consider that reflect objec�ve, neutral descrip�ons 
of study results. Plain Language Summaries (PLS) may differ, depending on whether the drug 
has or has not been approved by the regulatory agency with jurisdic�on (e.g. US FDA, EMA).  If 
ques�ons remain a�er every effort has been made to remove “promo�onal” language, the 
regulatory agency should be consulted. 

The first column in the table below lists possible statements that might be considered 
promo�onal. The second column offers sugges�ons of neutral language that provides neutral 
and objec�ve informa�on.  

Language that states data, such as “# of people with treatment X experienced Y,” is acceptable, 
while language that makes a claim, such as “X is be�er than Y,” should be avoided. Summaries 
should not include conclusions that have yet to be reviewed and approved by authori�es.   

 

Language to avoid Language to consider 

This study proved… This study found that... This does not mean 
everyone in that group had these results. 

This study proved that using <drug A> to 
prevent <disease/condition> is effec�ve. 

This study found that people with 
<disease/condition> who got <drug A> had 
<primary endpoint>. 

The combina�on treatment of <drug A and 
B> may also help <a different 
disease/condition than what was/was not 
studied elsewhere> as observed in new 
small studies. 

When <Drug A and B> are used together, people in 
this study had <study endpoint>. The drugs may be 
helpful in other diseases/condi�ons, but this was 
not studied here.  Further studies in 
<disease/condition>will be necessary. 

This means that <Drug A> is be�er than 
<Drug B>. 

In this study, people who got <drug A> had more 
<study endpoint> than some people who got <Drug 
B> with the same health condi�ons. 

<Drug A> works be�er than <Drug B>, but 
some people didn’t tolerate it as well. 

In this study, more people with <study endpoint> 
received or were treated with <Drug A>. They also 
had more side effects that interfered with their 
daily lives, like <list specific adverse events>. 

11 

cost of illness analysis An a�empt to place a value on the costs, financial and other, of a
disease or condi�on, including direct costs (such as the cost of
trea�ng it) and indirect costs (such as �me off work). It does not
usually consider the wider costs to society or benefits and
outcomes.

cost of lost �me The value of the �me lost from work due to disease or disability. It
is usually based on the average wage/earnings rate before tax.

cost per QALY analysis Another name for a cost effectiveness analysis which results in
benefits of different treatments or tests being stated as a quality
adjusted life years.

cost u�lity analysis A study similar to a cost effectiveness analysis. The costs are
measured in units of money and the benefits are stated in a value
that reflects pa�ent preferences (known as utilities), such as a
quality adjusted life year.

See also health utilities index

cri�cal appraisal A process to find valid and relevant evidence or methods in a
systematic review or HTA. Evidence is considered using a system of
agreed rules to check its quality and decide if it should be included
in the HTA or not.

For example, evidence from a par�cular study may not be included
because it is an uncontrolled study or uses a different form of
treatment from that studied in the HTA.

CUA See cost u�lity analysis

D

DALY See disability adjusted life year

data Data are the informa�on collected through research. They can
include wri�en informa�on, numbers, sounds and pictures. Data
are usually stored on computer, so that they can be analysed,
interpreted and then communicated to others, for example in
reports, graphs or diagrams.2

Delphi method (or
technique)

A technique to obtain agreement from a group, o�en experts in
their field, on a ques�on of interest. For example, in HTA it can be
used to find out how a technology is being used. The experts
answer at least two rounds of wri�en ques�ons about their
experiences and current prac�ces in the area of the topic. The goal
is to agree on a final group answer (or consensus) on a topic.
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4. Endpoint Table with Simple Language  
The following table lists common clinical trial endpoints. Terms are defined with general 
descrip�ons, followed by examples of simple, plain language that can be used in Plain Language 
Summaries (PLS). 

 
Endpoint Descrip�on of the type of 

endpoint 
Example in simple, plain 
language 

Composite A composite endpoint, as the 
primary endpoint, combines 
mul�ple outcomes (e.g. death, 
ge�ng sick again (relapse), serious 
event) and test results into one 
measure of how well the 
drug/therapy/device works. This is 
useful when there are many 
different outcomes that can 
happen during a trial. This can also 
be called a combined or mul�-part 
endpoint. 

“The XXX study measured 
[patients/people] to see if those in 
Group A (ABC treatment) or Group B 
(XYZ treatment) lived longer, had 
fewer heart a�acks, or fewer hospital 
visits for heart failure.  

These events were measured together 
(combined) because each one is quite 
rare. Researchers also wanted to see if 
the drug worked in pa�ents who had 
all 3 condi�ons.    

The study found that there was no 
change in the number of events for 
[patients/people] in Group A or Group 
B.” 

 

 

Dose 
Escala�on 

Dose escala�on is used in phase 1 
studies to measure safety.  People 
in the study start with a low dose 
of the medicine (drug).  If that dose 
does not cause safety problems, 
then more people are given a 
higher dose un�l there are too 
many side effects.  The highest 
dose that is tolerated is called the 
maximum tolerated dose (MTD) or 
dose limi�ng toxicity (DLT). 

“This study was done to find the 
highest [dose/amount] of treatment 
that people could take without having 
too many side effects.”  
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Plain English Campaign
How to Write Medical Information in Plain English

This guide includes an A to Z of medical words, as well 
as guidance for writers and ‘before and after’ examples  
of healthcare-related documents

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/medicalguide.pdf 

Plain English Campaign
The A to Z of Alternative Words

This guide gives plain language alternatives to  
hundreds of commonly used complex words,  
encouraging writers to use language found in  
everyday speech

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/alternative.pdf 

National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) INVOLVE 
Jargon Buster

This glossary or ‘jargon buster’ defines many of  
the terms commonly used in public involvement  
in research. Reviewed and updated regularly.  
Easily searchable

https://www.invo.org.uk/resource-centre/jargon-buster/
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© Plain English Campaign 2001

The A to Z of alternative words

The A to Z of
alternative
words

How to write medical information in plain English 

© Plain English Campaign 2001 

 

How to write 
medical 
information in 
plain English 
 

© Plain English Campaign 2001

The A to Z of alternative words

A

enon ,onfo ecnesba )na(

)ynam woh yas ro( tol a ,ytnelp ,hguoneecnadnuba

ot eerga ,wollaot edecca

pu deepsetarelecca

ssertsetautnecca

emoh ,evil uoy erehwnoitadommocca

htiwgniynapmocca

hsinif ,odhsilpmocca

according to our records our records show

os ,siht htiw enil niylgnidrocca

rof uoy knahtegdelwonkca

acquaint yourself with find out about, read

eergaecseiuqca

teg ,yuberiuqca

erom ,artxelanoitidda

ot txentnecajda

noitaretla ,egnahctnemtsujda

elbatpecca ,dewollaelbissimda

lufpleh ,lufesusuoegatnavda

)ecivda gnivig era uoy sselnu( yas ,lletesivda

ot xif ,no kcits ,netsaf ,etirw ,ddaxiffa

afford an opportunity let, allow

nevigdedroffa

tnemucod siht ni reilrae ,sihtdiaserofa

latotetagergga

enil ni ,pu denildengila

ecuder ,esaeetaivella

How to write medical information in plain English 

© Plain English Campaign 2001 

• 'More severe reactions may include blood in your vomit or black-
looking stools, ulceration, vertigo, myocarditis, oedema, mental 
confusion, blood dyscrasias (disorders), increased bleeding time and 
gastro-intestinal irritation.' 

• 'This adult nasal spray is for local application in the nose to give 
symptomatic relief of nasal congestion (including in colds), perennial 
and allergic rhinitis (including hayfever) and sinusitis.' [30 words] 

(A plainer version) 

• 'Use this spray on adults only. It will help relieve stuffed-up nose, 
inflamed sinuses and hay fever. Spray directly into the nose.' 

And finally... 

• 'Do not take this product if your doctor has told you that you have 
phenylketonuria...' 

A to Z of medical terms 

Medical terms or phrases can often baffle your patients or customers. Try to 
watch out for this, and use ordinary language where possible. Be prepared to 
explain technical terms if you need to use them. What follows in this A to Z is 
a selection of words that people may find troublesome. It is not a 'correct' 
medical dictionary, and it is by no means complete, but it's a start! 

A and E accident and emergency 
AID artificial insemination by a donor 
AIDS acquired immune deficiency syndrome 
amnesia loss of memory 
analgesic something that lessens pain 
anastomosing joining together 
aneurysm a swelling in an artery 
antibiotic a chemical used to inhibit or stop the growth of bacteria 
antipyretic substance that reduces temperature 
arthroplasty repairing a joint (such as a hip replacement) 
astigmatism uneven curvature of the eye that can lead to blurring or 

lack of focus 
atrophy a wasting away (of tissues, such as muscles) 
biopsy removing a small amount of tissue for examination in 

the laboratory 
booked admissions allowing patients to arrange with the hospital a date to 

come in for an operation 
bronchoscopy examining the bronchial tubes with a small flexible 

camera tube (an endoscope) 
biopsy removing a small amount of tissue for examination in 
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