
chicago manual of style spelling of
medical terms
The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms presents a unique set
of challenges and considerations for writers, editors, and publishers.
Navigating the intricate world of medical terminology requires a deep
understanding of both general stylistic guidelines and the specific nuances
of healthcare language. This comprehensive article delves into the core
principles and practical applications of adhering to the Chicago Manual of
Style when dealing with medical spellings, from common terminology to complex
jargon. We will explore how the Manual approaches consistency, hyphenation,
and the integration of specialized vocabulary, ensuring clarity and accuracy
in medical writing. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for anyone
aiming to produce professional and trustworthy medical content.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's
Approach to Medical Terminology

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected guide for writing,
editing, and citing. While it offers comprehensive guidance on general
grammar, punctuation, and style, its treatment of specialized fields like
medicine requires careful attention. The Manual does not aim to be a medical
dictionary; rather, it provides a framework for how to handle specialized
vocabulary, including medical terms, within a broader editorial context. The
overarching goal is to promote clarity, consistency, and professionalism in
written communication.

When it comes to the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms, the
emphasis is on achieving uniformity within a document and adhering to
established norms in the medical field. This means writers and editors must
be aware of both the general rules of CMOS and the specific conventions
prevalent in medical literature. The Manual encourages reliance on
authoritative medical dictionaries and glossaries when in doubt, underscoring
the importance of expert resources.



General Principles of Spelling in the Chicago
Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for standard American English
spelling. This means preferring "color" over "colour" and "analyze" over
"analyse," unless a specific style sheet or publisher's preference dictates
otherwise. The Manual emphasizes consistency above all else; once a spelling
is chosen, it should be applied uniformly throughout the text. This principle
is particularly vital when dealing with the often-complex and varied
spellings of medical terms.

When faced with a word not explicitly covered by general rules, CMOS advises
consulting authoritative dictionaries. For general vocabulary, Merriam-
Webster's Collegiate Dictionary is often recommended. However, for
specialized fields, the source of authority shifts. The Manual acknowledges
the need for context-specific expertise, which is why its guidance on medical
spelling is more about process and principle than an exhaustive list of
terms.

Specific Guidelines for Medical Terminology

The Chicago Manual of Style does not provide an extensive glossary of medical
terms. Instead, it instructs users to follow the spelling conventions
established within the relevant medical discipline. This means that if a
medical term has a widely accepted and consistently used spelling in
reputable medical journals, textbooks, and reference works, that spelling
should be adopted. The Manual essentially defers to the authority of the
medical community itself for the definitive spelling of its terms.

Writers must therefore employ robust research strategies to determine the
correct spelling of medical terms. Consulting authoritative medical
dictionaries such as Stedman's Medical Dictionary or Dorland's Illustrated
Medical Dictionary is paramount. These specialized resources are designed to
reflect the current and accepted spellings used by healthcare professionals.
Adhering to these established spellings ensures that the medical information
presented is accurate and recognizable to its intended audience.

Latin and Greek Roots in Medical Terms

Many medical terms are derived from Latin and Greek. The Chicago Manual of
Style spelling of medical terms often involves understanding the historical
roots of these words and how they have evolved in English. While CMOS doesn't
dictate specific rules for Latin/Greek transliteration for medical terms, it
stresses consistency. For example, terms ending in "-ae" or "-e" often have



plural forms that reflect their classical origins. Editors need to be aware
of these patterns, but again, the primary guide is the accepted medical
usage.

Variations in Medical Spelling

The field of medicine is dynamic, and terminology can evolve. The Chicago
Manual of Style recognizes this. When variations in spelling exist for a
medical term, the Manual advises choosing the most common and widely accepted
form. Cross-referencing with multiple authoritative medical dictionaries is a
practical approach to resolving such discrepancies. Consistency within the
document remains the guiding principle, ensuring the reader is not confused
by shifting spellings.

Hyphenation and Compound Medical Terms

Hyphenation is a recurring challenge in any style guide, and medical
terminology is no exception. The Chicago Manual of Style provides general
rules for hyphenation, such as when two words function as a single adjective
before a noun (e.g., "a long-acting drug"). This principle extends to medical
contexts.

For compound medical terms, the decision to hyphenate, use an open compound,
or a closed compound often depends on established usage within the medical
field. For instance, terms like "well-being" are typically hyphenated.
However, other terms, like "blood pressure," are usually treated as open
compounds. The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms,
particularly regarding hyphenation, again directs writers to consult
specialized medical dictionaries and style guides that may offer specific
recommendations for these complex terms.

When to Hyphenate Medical Compounds

The CMOS general rule is to hyphenate compound modifiers when they precede
the noun they modify and could be ambiguous if left unhyphenated. In medical
writing, this might apply to phrases like "drug-resistant bacteria" (implying
bacteria resistant to drugs) versus "drug resistant bacteria" (which could
imply that the bacteria themselves are drug-like and resistant). However,
standard medical dictionaries and established medical usage often dictate the
preferred form for specific terms, overriding general hyphenation rules.



Open vs. Closed Medical Compounds

Many medical terms exist as either open compounds (two words) or closed
compounds (one word). For example, "nerve cell" is an open compound, while
"neuron" is a closed equivalent. The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of
medical terms, in this context, emphasizes using the form that is most
prevalent and accepted in current medical literature. Consistency is key; if
"cardiac arrest" is the standard usage, it should be maintained throughout
the text.

Capitalization and Medical Terms

The Chicago Manual of Style has specific rules for capitalization, generally
recommending down-style (lowercase unless it's a proper noun). This approach
extends to medical terms. For instance, diseases are typically not
capitalized unless they are named after a person or place. However, there are
exceptions.

Conditions named after individuals, such as "Parkinson's disease" or
"Alzheimer's disease," are capitalized. Brand names of medications are also
capitalized (e.g., "Tylenol"). Generic drug names, however, are typically not
capitalized. The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms,
concerning capitalization, relies heavily on established convention within
the medical community. When in doubt, consulting a medical dictionary or a
reputable medical style guide is the most reliable method.

Proper Nouns in Medical Terminology

The most common category of capitalized medical terms involves eponyms—names
derived from persons. These include diseases, syndromes, anatomical
structures, and even surgical procedures named after their discoverers or
prominent figures. Examples include "Crohn's disease," "Down syndrome," and
"Fallopian tubes." The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms in
these cases follows the established capitalization of these eponyms.

Brand Names vs. Generic Names

A critical distinction in medical writing is between brand-name drugs and
their generic equivalents. The Chicago Manual of Style, along with standard
medical practice, requires brand names to be capitalized, as they are proper
nouns. Generic names, such as "acetaminophen" or "ibuprofen," are common
nouns and are therefore not capitalized. This rule ensures accuracy and



avoids confusion in pharmaceutical discussions.

Abbreviations and Acronyms in Medical Contexts

Abbreviations and acronyms are ubiquitous in medicine, serving to shorten
lengthy terms and improve efficiency. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
guidelines for their use, emphasizing clarity and avoiding ambiguity.

For medical terms, it is crucial to define abbreviations upon their first
use, especially for less common ones. The Manual generally recommends that
abbreviations be spelled out on first mention, followed by the abbreviation
in parentheses. Subsequent uses can then employ the abbreviation. The Chicago
Manual of Style spelling of medical terms, particularly when it comes to
abbreviations, necessitates careful attention to the context and the
audience. Using widely recognized medical abbreviations is generally
acceptable, but clarity should always be the priority.

Defining Medical Abbreviations

When introducing a medical abbreviation or acronym, it is best practice to
provide its full form first. For example, "Myocardial Infarction (MI) is a
serious condition." This ensures that readers who may not be familiar with
the abbreviation can still understand the text. The Chicago Manual of Style
spelling of medical terms, in conjunction with abbreviations, requires this
initial clarification to maintain accessibility.

Common Medical Abbreviations

Many medical abbreviations are standard and widely understood within the
healthcare community. Examples include "BP" for blood pressure, "HR" for
heart rate, and "ECG" for electrocardiogram. However, the Chicago Manual of
Style advises caution with obscure or potentially confusing abbreviations. If
an abbreviation is not universally recognized, spelling it out or avoiding it
altogether might be a better choice.

Resources for Ensuring Correct Medical Spelling

Navigating the complexities of medical terminology requires access to
reliable resources. The Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms
indirectly points to the necessity of these specialized tools. Relying solely
on general dictionaries can lead to errors when dealing with precise medical



language.

Several key resources are indispensable for writers and editors working with
medical content. These include authoritative medical dictionaries, reputable
medical journals, and style guides published by major medical organizations.
Consistency in consulting these sources will significantly improve the
accuracy and professionalism of medical writing.

Authoritative Medical Dictionaries (e.g., Stedman's, Dorland's)

Style Manuals from Professional Medical Organizations

Peer-Reviewed Medical Journals

Specialized Medical Glossaries

The Importance of Consistency in Medical
Writing

Across all aspects of the Chicago Manual of Style, consistency is a paramount
principle. This holds especially true for the Chicago Manual of Style
spelling of medical terms. Inconsistent spelling can undermine the
credibility of the writing and confuse the reader. Whether it's the
hyphenation of a compound term or the capitalization of a disease name,
uniformity ensures a smooth and professional reading experience.

Establishing a house style or adhering strictly to the chosen authoritative
sources is the most effective way to maintain consistency. This involves
diligent proofreading and a commitment to accuracy. In the high-stakes field
of medicine, where precision can have significant implications, consistent
and correct terminology is not just a stylistic choice—it is a necessity for
clear communication and the dissemination of reliable information.

Ultimately, mastering the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of medical terms
involves a combination of understanding general editorial principles and
diligently consulting specialized medical resources. By prioritizing clarity,
accuracy, and consistency, writers and editors can produce medical content
that is both authoritative and accessible.

---



FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style provide a
definitive list of medical terms and their correct
spellings?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not provide an exhaustive list of
medical terms. Instead, it directs writers and editors to follow the
established spelling conventions within the specific medical discipline,
relying on authoritative medical dictionaries and specialized resources.

Q: How should I handle variations in spelling for a
medical term according to CMOS?
A: When variations in spelling exist for a medical term, the Chicago Manual
of Style advises choosing the most common and widely accepted form.
Consulting multiple authoritative medical dictionaries and established
medical literature is recommended to determine the preferred spelling.

Q: Are there special rules for hyphenating medical
terms under the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style's general rules for hyphenating compound
adjectives apply to medical terms. However, for compound medical terms, the
decision to hyphenate, use an open compound, or a closed compound often
depends on established usage within the medical field, which should be
verified in specialized dictionaries or medical style guides.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the
capitalization of diseases and medical conditions?
A: Generally, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends lowercase for diseases
and medical conditions unless they are named after a person (eponyms, e.g.,
Parkinson's disease) or a place. Brand names of medications are capitalized,
while generic names are not.

Q: What is the recommended approach for using
abbreviations and acronyms for medical terms in
CMOS?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises defining abbreviations and acronyms
upon their first use by spelling out the full term followed by the
abbreviation in parentheses. Subsequent uses can then employ the



abbreviation, ensuring clarity for the reader.

Q: Which medical dictionaries are generally
considered authoritative for spelling according to
the principles of the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: While CMOS doesn't endorse specific dictionaries, Stedman's Medical
Dictionary and Dorland's Illustrated Medical Dictionary are widely recognized
and highly authoritative resources for verifying the spelling of medical
terms.
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