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Introduction

In today’s globalized world, accurate communication between healthcare professionals and patients is more critical

than ever. When medical information crosses linguistic borders, the precision of terminology can make the

difference between effective treatment and costly misunderstandings. Arabic, one of the most widely spoken

languages in the world, has a rich medical vocabulary that is deeply rooted in classical Arabic, as well as in modern

medical terminology borrowed from English and other languages. For clinicians, researchers, translators, and

students, mastering the art of Arabic medical term translation and transliteration is essential.

In this guide, we provide a comprehensive, step �by �step approach to translating Arabic medical terms and rendering

them into transliterated English. We’ll explore why transliteration matters, common challenges you’ll face, proven

strategies, and a host of tools and resources that can streamline your workflow. Whether you’re a seasoned

translator or a medical student just beginning to learn the ropes, this article will equip you with the knowledge and

confidence to handle Arabic medical terminology with accuracy and professionalism.

Why Transliteration Matters in Medical Translation

Transliteration is the process of converting words from one writing system into another, preserving the original

pronunciation as closely as possible. In medical translation, transliteration serves several vital purposes:

•  Clarity for Multilingual Teams – Transliteration allows non �Arabic �speaking healthcare providers to read and 

pronounce Arabic terms correctly, fostering better collaboration.

•  Patient Education – Arabic �speaking patients often encounter medical terms on prescription labels or in 

electronic health records. Transliteration helps them recognize and remember these terms in a familiar script.

•  Research and Documentation – Transliteration is indispensable when citing Arabic studies or incorporating 

Arabic terminology into English �language literature.

•  Legal and Regulatory Compliance – In many jurisdictions, medical documentation must be accessible to both 

Arabic and non �Arabic speakers, making transliteration a compliance requirement.

Because transliteration bridges the gap between written language and spoken communication, it plays a pivotal

role in ensuring that medical information is conveyed accurately and safely.

Common Challenges in Translating Arabic Medical Terms

Arabic medical translation is not without its hurdles. Below are some of the most frequent obstacles that translators

and clinicians encounter:

1.  Phonetic Variations – Arabic contains sounds that have no direct English equivalents, such as the emphatic 

consonants and the guttural “c™@ (ayn).

2.  Context �Dependent Meanings – Many Arabic words have multiple meanings depending on context. For 

instance, “bÆGbv2” can mean “device,” “system,” or “organ,” depending on the sentence.

3.  Loanwords and Hybrid Terms – Modern Arabic medical vocabulary often incorporates English or French 

terms, resulting in hybrid expressions that can be difficult to transliterate consistently.

4.  Regional Dialects – While Modern Standard Arabic is the norm in written documents, colloquial variants can 



appear in patient interviews or informal notes.

5.  Spelling Variations – Arabic orthography allows for optional diacritics and different ways to write the same 

word, especially in transliteration.

Understanding these challenges is the first step toward developing a systematic approach to translation and

transliteration.

A Step �by �Step Transliteration Guide

Below is a practical workflow that you can follow to translate Arabic medical terms into transliterated English. Each

step builds upon the previous one, ensuring accuracy and consistency.

Step 1: Identify the Source Term

Begin by extracting the Arabic word or phrase from the original text. Verify that you have the correct spelling, paying

attention to diacritics and any attached particles. If you’re unsure about a term’s validity, cross �reference it in a

reputable Arabic medical dictionary.

Step 2: Determine the Term’s Meaning

Context is king. Look at the surrounding sentences or clinical notes to discern whether the term refers to a

symptom, a diagnostic test, an organ, or a pharmaceutical product. This will guide the choice of transliteration and

help you avoid mistranslation.

Step 3: Choose a Transliteration Standard

Several transliteration systems exist for Arabic, each with its own conventions. The most commonly used standards

in medical contexts are:

•  ISO 233 – Provides a systematic, reversible mapping of Arabic characters to Latin letters.

•  ALA-LC (American Library Association – Library of Congress) – Widely used in academic publishing.

•  UNGEGN (United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names) – Often employed for place names but 

adaptable for technical terms.

•  Local or Institutional Conventions – Some hospitals or research institutions adopt their own transliteration 

guidelines to maintain internal consistency.

Select a standard that aligns with your audience or institutional requirements. If you’re working in a multinational

setting, ISO 233 is usually the safest bet because of its reversibility.

Step 4: Map Each Arabic Letter to its Latin Equivalent

Using your chosen standard, convert each Arabic character. For example, the word “bÆGbv2” (device) becomes “jihaz” in

ISO 233. Pay special attention to the following letters:

•  bÂ	b� 

•  bÒ	b�âR�†�â�V×�†�F–2�“h”)

•  br	b��

•  c"	b� 

When encountering the letter “c™@ (ayn), represent it with an apostrophe or a special character such as “+ù@ to preserve

the guttural sound.

Step 5: Handle Diacritics and Vowelization

Arabic script often omits short vowels. Decide whether to insert them based on the target audience. For clinical

documentation, it’s usually safe to use the standard vowelization that reflects the spoken word. For example,



“bvDbÖEd™@ (fever) would transliterate to “al ��%am��@ with the long vowel “��@ indicated.

Step 6: Verify the Transliteration Against a Reference

Cross �check your transliteration with authoritative sources such as the Oxford Arabic Dictionary or the 

Merriam �Webster Arabic entries. If the term is a medical specialty, consult specialized resources like the Arabic 

Medical Dictionary by the Saudi Ministry of Health.

Step 7: Translate the Term into English (If Needed)

After transliteration, you may also need to provide an English translation. Keep the translation concise and clinically

accurate. For example, “jihaz” (bÆGbv2) translates to “device” or “instrument.”

Step 8: Review and Proofread

Finally, review the entire document for consistency. Ensure that all transliterated terms follow the same convention

and that no accidental omissions or duplications remain. If possible, have a second pair of eyes—preferably a

bilingual medical professional—verify your work.

Tools & Resources to Aid Transliteration

While a methodical approach is essential, leveraging technology can significantly reduce time and error. Below are

some of the best tools and resources available.

Online Transliteration Engines

•  Google Translate – Offers a quick transliteration feature, though it may not always adhere to a specific 

standard.

•  Transliterate.org – Supports multiple transliteration schemes and allows you to choose the desired standard.

•  Lexilogos Arabic Transliteration – Provides a user �friendly interface for Arabic to Latin conversion.

Professional Translation Software

•  SDL Trados Studio – Includes a robust Arabic language pack and customizable transliteration plugins.

•  MemoQ – Offers a built �in transliteration feature and support for custom glossaries.

•  OmegaT – An open �source CAT tool that can be configured for Arabic transliteration workflows.

Reference Dictionaries

•  Al-Mawrid – A comprehensive Arabic dictionary with medical entries.

•  Oxford Arabic Dictionary – Provides transliteration guidelines and English equivalents.

•  Arabic Medical Terminology Database (AMTD) – A specialized database curated by the World Health 

Organization.

Glossaries & Style Guides

•  American Medical Association (AMA) Style Guide – Contains guidelines for transliteration and terminology 

usage.

•  International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 233 – The definitive standard for Arabic transliteration.

•  World Health Organization (WHO) Transliteration Manual – Offers a consistent framework for transliterating 

Arabic medical terms.

Case Studies: Transliteration in Practice

To illustrate the practical application of these principles, let’s walk through three real �world scenarios.

Case Study 1: Translating a Clinical Trial Protocol



A multinational research team needed to translate a clinical trial protocol from Arabic to English. The protocol

included numerous technical terms such as “dVOc–'dF,b• b†'dF#cF9b™@ (radiation therapy) and “b69c�'c` bÆ'df(d¦)” (adverse effects). Using ISO 233, the

team rendered “dVOc–'dF,b• b†'dF#cF9b™@ as “mu+ö�Æ�¦�€ bi �l �ash‘a” and “b69c�'c` bÆ'df(d¦)” as “+ö�¿ra�
 j��æ&—•ah.” The transliterated terms were then cross �checked

against the WHO glossary, ensuring consistency across all documents.

Case Study 2: Patient Information Leaflets

A hospital in Egypt was preparing patient information leaflets in Arabic and English. They needed to include

transliterated drug names so that patients could recognize the medication on their prescriptions. The transliteration

of “dVPc�Rc6Nd¦D” (mirs�¶Â• for the drug “Mirsil” was standardized across all leaflets, improving patient comprehension and

medication adherence.

Case Study 3: Electronic Health Records (EHR) Integration

A U.S. health system acquired an EHR platform used in the Gulf region. To integrate Arabic clinical notes, the IT

department implemented an automated transliteration script that converted Arabic terms into Latin script using the

ALA �LC standard. This allowed non �Arabic clinicians to search for terms like “s�±æÙ@ (suture) in the database, enhancing

cross �border collaboration.

Best Practices for Maintaining Consistency

Consistency is key in medical translation. Here are some actionable tips to keep your work reliable:

•  Create a Master Glossary – Maintain a living document that lists all Arabic terms, their transliterations, and 

English translations.

•  Use Transliteration Plugins – Many CAT tools support custom transliteration plugins that enforce your chosen 

standard.

•  Document Your Conventions – Publish a style guide for your team, detailing how to handle ambiguous terms 

and special characters.

•  Regularly Update Your Resources – Medical terminology evolves; keep your dictionaries and glossaries 

current.

•  Engage Native Speakers – Whenever possible, have a native Arabic speaker review your transliterations for 

phonetic accuracy.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even experienced translators can fall into traps. Here are some pitfalls to watch out for:
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