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PREFIXES FOR NUMBERS
Prefixes that denote numbers tell you whether something is one-half, one, two, three, or more; whether it is single or 
multiple; and whether it involves one side, two sides, or more. 





Prefixes of size in the real world

A prefix is a word element attached to the beginning of a word or word root. 

However, not all medical terms have a prefix. 

Adding or changing a prefix changes the meaning of the word. 

Prefixes usually indicate 

a number, time, position, direction, or negation. 

Many of the same prefixes used in medical terminology are also used in the English language

Prefixes of size in science

• Scientists use prefixes of size to measure the size of atoms and 

molecules.

• For example, an atom of hydrogen is about 1 picometer in diameter. A 

picometer is one trillionth of a meter.

• Scientists also use prefixes of size to measure the distance between 

galaxies. 

• For example, the Andromeda Galaxy is about 2.5 million light-years from 

Earth.

•  A light-year is the distance that light travels in one year, which is about 9.4 

trillion kilometers.



Introduction

• Prefixes of size are used to indicate the size of something.

• They can be used to describe the size of an object,

       a number, 

      or a unit of measurement.

Examples of  prefixes of size

• pico (one trillionth)

• femto (one quadrillionth)

• atto (one quintillionth)

• zepto (one sextillionth)

• yocto (one septillionth)



• Some common prefixes of size include:
o micro- (very small)
o milli- (thousandth)
o centi- (hundredth)
o deci- (tenth)
o deci- (tenth)
o hecta- (hundred)
o kilo- (thousand)
o mega- (million)
o giga- (billion)
o tera- (trillion)
o peta- (quadrillion)
o exa- (quintillion)

❑ Micro- is a prefix meaning small.  A cyte is a stem meaning cell.  A microcyte, therefore, is a very ___ cell. 

❑ Macro- is a prefix which means the opposite of micro. Macro- is used in words to mean __________.

❑ Things that are macroscopic can be seen with the naked eye.  Very large cells are called __________cytes.

❑ Mega- is also a prefix which means large.  A megacolon is an abnormally __________ colon.

Examples of prefixes of size

• Micro-

o Microorganism

o Microchip

o Microscope



➢ Milli-

o Millimeter

o Milligram

o Milliliter

• Centi-

o Centimeter

o Centimeter

o Centigrade

• Deci-

o Decimeter

o Decigram

o Deciliter

Examples of prefixes of size 



Examples of prefixes of size in everyday life

• Micro-

o Microorganisms: very small living things, 

    such as bacteria 

     and viruses

• Prefixes of time are used in medical terminology

    to describe the timing of events or conditions.

• Some common prefixes of time in medical terminology include:

o ante- (before)

o chrono- (time)

o peri- (around)

o post- (after)

o pre- (before)

o re- (again)



Prefixes of time in medical terminology (continued)

❑   Prefixes of time can also be used to describe the frequency of a condition. For example, the prefix "intermittent" 

is used to describe a condition that occurs on and off. 

    For example, intermittent claudication is pain in the legs that occurs when walking and goes away when resting.

❑ The prefix "continuous" is used to describe a condition that occurs all the time. 
    For example, continuous glucose monitoring is a device that measures blood sugar levels continuously



Medical terminology prefixes of time

Prefixes of time can also be used to describe the course of a disease or condition. For example, intermittent 

claudication is a condition in which a person experiences pain in their legs when they walk, but the pain goes away 

when they rest. Prophylactic antibiotics are antibiotics that are given to prevent an infection from 

developing. Retrograde amnesia is a type of amnesia in which a person is unable to remember recent events.

II: Introduction

• Prefixes of time are used in medical terminology to indicate the timing of a medical event or condition.

• Some common prefixes of time in medical terminology include:

o ante- (before)

o post- (after) pre- (before)

o pro- (forward)

o retro- (backward)

o intra- (during)

o inter- (between)

o peri- (around)

o pre- (before)

o pro- (forward)

o retro- (backward)



Examples of prefixes of time in medical terminology

• Ante-

o Antenatal (before birth)

o Antepartum (before childbirth)

o Antecedent (preceding event or condition)

• Post-

o Postoperative (after surgery)

o Postpartum (after childbirth)

o Postmortem (after death)

• Intra-

o Intraoperative (during surgery)

o Intrapartum (during childbirth)

o Intracranial (within the skull)



• Inter-

o Intermittent (occurring at intervals)

o Interparoxysmal (between seizures)

o Intermenstrual (between menstrual cycles)

• Peri-

o Perinatal (around the time of birth)

o Perimenopausal (around the time of menopause)

o Periimplantitis (inflammation around a dental 

implant)

• Pre-

o Preoperative (before surgery)

o Prenatal (before birth)

o Premature (before maturity)

• Pro-

o Prognosis (forecast of the course of a disease)

o Prophylactic (preventive)

o Prolapse (downward displacement of an organ 

or body part)

• Retro-

o Retrograde (backward)

o Retroactive (applying to something that has 

already happened)

Retroperitoneal (behind the peritoneum, the 

membrane that lines the



Examples of prefixes of time

• ante-

o Antenatal care: care provided to a pregnant 

woman before childbirth.

o Antepartum hemorrhage: bleeding from the 

vagina during pregnancy.

o Antegrade amnesia: loss of memory for events 

that occurred before a brain injury.



Prefixes of time in medical terminology (continued)

• Prefixes of time can also be used to describe the duration of a condition. For example, the prefix "chronic" is 

used to describe a condition that is long-lasting or persistent. For example, chronic kidney disease is a long-

lasting condition that affects the kidneys.

• The prefix "acute" is used to describe a condition that is sudden and severe. For example, acute myocardial 

infarction is a sudden and severe heart attack.

o Acute myocardial infarction (AMI) (heart attack)

o Acute pancreatitis (inflammation of the pancreas)

o Acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) (severe lung condition that 

makes it difficult to breathe)



• Chron-

o Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) (long-term lung disease that 

makes it difficult to breathe)

o Chronic kidney disease (CKD) (long-term kidney disease)

o Chronic myeloid leukemia (CML) (type of cancer that affects the blood and 

bone marrow)

• Sub-

o Subacute (mild and developing slowly)

o Subclinical (not severe enough to cause symptoms)

o Subacute thyroiditis (inflammation of the thyroid gland)



• chrono-

o Chronobiology: the study of biological rhythms.

o Chronological age: the age of a person calculated from the date of birth.

• peri-

o Perinatal mortality rate: the number of stillbirths and deaths of infants within 

the first seven days of life per 1,000 live births.

o Pericardial effusion: a buildup of fluid around the heart.

o Perimenopause: the period of time leading up to menopause.



• post-

o Postoperative pain:                         pain experienced after surgery.

o Postpartum depression:                  depression experienced after childbirth.

o Postmortem examination:                an examination of a body after death.

• pre-

o Preoperative care: care provided to a patient before surgery.

o Premature birth: a birth that occurs before 37 weeks of pregnancy.

o Preeclampsia: a pregnancy complication characterized by high blood 

pressure and protein in the urine.



PART 2: PREFIXES FOR POSITIONS AND DIRECTIONS
Prefixes that indicate directions describe a location. They tell you whether the location is above, below, inside, in the 
middle, around, near, between, or outside a body structure. 











TERMS FOR DIRECTIONS AND POSITIONS







Medical terminology prefixes of place

II- Introduction

• Prefixes of place are used in medical terminology to indicate the location of a body part or structure.

• Some common prefixes of place in medical terminology include:

o endo- (within)

o epi- (on, upon)

o exo- (outside)

o sub- (under)

o intra- (within)

o inter- (between)

o per- (around)

o retro- (behind)

o ante- (before)

o super- (above)

o sub- (below)



Examples of prefixes of place in medical terminology

• Endo-

o Endocardium (inner layer of the heart)

o Endometrium (inner lining of the uterus)

o Endoscope (instrument used to view the interior of the body)

• Epi-

o Epidermis (outer layer of the skin)

o Epithelium (tissue that lines the body's surfaces)

o Epiglottis (flap of tissue that covers the windpipe 

when swallowing)
• Exo-

o Exoskeleton (hard outer shell of insects and 

     other arthropods)

o Exocrine gland (gland that releases its secretions to 

      the outside of the body)

o Exophthalmos (bulging of the eyes)



• Sub-

o Subcutaneous (under the skin)

o Sublingual (under the tongue)

o Subarachnoid (under the arachnoid membrane,

    which covers the brain and spinal cord)



• Intra-

o Intracellular (within a cell)

o Intravascular (within a blood vessel)

o Intrauterine (within the uterus)

• Inter-

o Intercostal (between the ribs)

o Intervertebral (between the vertebrae)

o Intermuscular (between the muscles)

• Peri-

o Pericardium (sac that surrounds the heart)

o Peritoneum (membrane that lines the abdominal cavity)

o Periosteum (membrane that covers the bones)



• Retro-

o Retroperitoneal (behind the peritoneum)

o Retrobulbar (behind the eyeball)

o Retrograde (backward)

• Ante-

o Antepartum (before childbirth)

o Anterior (toward the front of the body)

o Antebrachium (forearm)



• Super-

o Superior (above)

o Supraclavicular (above the clavicle, or collarbone)

o Suprapubic (above the pubis, the front of the pelvic bone)

• Sub-

o Inferior (below)

o Subcostal (below the ribs)

o Submandibular (below the mandible,

       or lower jawbone)



more examples of prefixes of place in medical terminology:

• circum- (around)

• infra- (below)

• trans- (across)

• para- (beside)

• post- (after)

• pre- (before)

Examples:

• circum-

o Circumcision (removal of the foreskin)

o Circumlocution (roundabout way of speaking)

o Circumflex (artery that curves around the elbow)



• infra-

o Infraorbital (below the orbit, or eye socket)

o Infrapatellar (below the kneecap)

o Inframandibular (below the mandible, or lower jawbone)

• trans-

o Transfusion (transfer of blood or other fluid from one

       person to another)

o Transplant (transfer of an organ or tissue from one 

       person to another)

o Transcutaneous (through the skin)



• para-

o Paramedical (related to medicine but not requiring a medical degree)

o Paranasal (sinuses located near the nose)

o Parathyroid (four glands located near the thyroid gland)

• post-

o Postoperative (after surgery)

o Postmortem (after death)

o Postpartum (after childbirth)

• pre-

o Prenatal (before birth)

o Preoperative (before surgery)

o Premedication (drugs given before surgery to reduce anxiety or pain)
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