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The Universal Language of Medicine

Global Communication

Enables precise, clear 

communication amongst 

healthcare professionals 

worldwide, transcending language 

barriers and cultural differences.

Error Reduction

Minimises errors in diagnosis, 

treatment, and documentation 

through standardised terminology 

and unambiguous descriptions.

Information Sharing

Facilitates efficient sharing of 

complex medical information 

across disciplines, institutions, and 

international borders.



Origins of Medical Terminology: Greek and Latin Roots

Medical terminology is rooted in ancient Greek and Latin languages 

dating back over 2,000 years, providing a timeless foundation for 

modern healthcare communication.

• Greek terms often describe diseases and conditions (e.g., arthritis 

from arthron = joint)

• Latin terms commonly used for anatomical structures (e.g., cardiac 

from cardia = heart)

• This classical foundation ensures consistency and longevity of 

medical terms across centuries



Three Core Word Elements

Root

The core meaning, usually indicating a body part or system (e.g., hepat = liver, cardi = heart)

Prefix

Added to the start, modifies the root's meaning by indicating location, time, or number (e.g., hypo- = below)

Suffix

Added to the end, indicates a procedure, condition, or status (e.g., -itis = inflammation, -ectomy = removal)

Understanding these three elements enables you to decode thousands of medical terms systematically.



Example Breakdown: Antibacterial

Prefix: anti-

Meaning: against or opposed to

Root: bacteri

Meaning: bacteria or microscopic 

organisms

Suffix: -al

Meaning: pertaining to or relating to

Complete Meaning: Pertaining to something that works against bacteria — a substance or agent that destroys or 

inhibits bacterial growth.



More Medical Term Examples

1

Cardiology

Root: cardi (heart)

Suffix: -ology (study of)

Complete Meaning: The medical study and treatment of heart and 

blood vessel disorders.

2

Gastritis

Root: gastr (stomach)

Suffix: -itis (inflammation)

Complete Meaning: Inflammation of the stomach lining.

3

Anemia

Prefix: an- (without, not)

Root: em (blood)

Suffix: -ia (condition)

Complete Meaning: A condition in which the blood lacks healthy 

red blood cells.

4

Hypertension

Prefix: hyper- (above, excessive)

Root: tens (pressure)

Suffix: -ion (condition)

Complete Meaning: A condition of excessively high blood pressure.



Common Medical Roots: Key Examples

Cardi/o

Heart

Example: Cardiology

Gastr/o

Stomach

Example: Gastritis

Neur/o

Nerve

Example: Neurology

Derm/o

Skin

Example: Dermatology

Pulmon/o

Lung

Example: Pulmonary

Recognising these common roots helps you decode unfamiliar medical terms quickly and accurately in clinical practice.



Root Meaning Example

derm/dermat skin dermatitis

cutane skin subcutaneous

melan pigment melasma

seb sebum seborrhea

trich hair trichology

onych nail onychomycosis

lip/lipo fat liposuction

rhin nose rhinoplasty

blephar eyelid blepharoplasty

cheil lip cheilitis

collagen collagen collagenesis

elast elastic tissue elastosis

follicul follicle folliculitis



Common Prefixes and Their Meanings

Prefix Meaning Example

epi- upon/on epidermis

hypo- under/low hypodermic

hyper- excessive hyperpigmentation

sub- under subcutaneous

peri- around periorbital

intra- within intradermal

anti- against antibacterial

pre- before preoperative

post- after postoperative

photo- light phototherapy



Common Suffixes and Their Meanings

Suffix Meaning Example

-itis inflammation dermatitis

-osis condition rosacea

-oma tumor melanoma

-algia pain neuralgia

-edema swelling edema

-plasty surgical repair blepharoplasty

-ectomy removal lipectomy

-therapy treatment phototherapy

-scopy visual exam dermoscopy

-logy study of dermatology

-genesis formation collagenesis

-lysis breakdown lipolysis



Rules for Combining 

Forms



The Combining Vowel: Usually "o"

A combining vowel, typically "o", is added between word parts to ease pronunciation and 
create smooth-flowing medical terms.

Key Rules:

• Added between root and suffix when suffix begins with a consonant

• Added between two roots to connect them smoothly

• Dropped when suffix begins with a vowel

Example: Arthr/o/pathy (joint + combining vowel + disease)
But: Arthritis, not arthroitis



Combining Multiple Roots

Single Root

Gastr/itis — inflammation of 

stomach

Two Roots

Gastr/o/enter/itis — 

inflammation of stomach and 

intestines

Three Roots

Oste/o/arthr/o/pathy — 

disease of bone and joint

Multiple roots are combined to describe complex medical conditions involving several body parts or systems. 

Combining vowels connect the roots smoothly, ensuring proper pronunciation and clarity.



Pronunciation Guidelines

Syllable Stress

Stress usually falls on the 

antepenultimate (third from last) 

syllable

Example: an·es·THE·si·a

Clear Articulation

Pronounce each word part clearly 

and distinctly to avoid confusion in 

clinical communication

Example: gas·TRI·tis not gas·tri·TIS

Practice Matters

Regular practice with common 

medical terms improves fluency, 

comprehension, and professional 

confidence



Tips for Learning Medical Terminology

Analyse Word Parts

Break down unfamiliar terms into prefix, root, and suffix 

components before attempting to memorise the entire 

word.

Use Flashcards

Create flashcards with roots, prefixes, suffixes, and their 

meanings. Digital apps enable spaced repetition for better 

retention.

Clinical Context

Relate medical terms to real clinical examples, case studies, 

or patient scenarios for meaningful and lasting 

comprehension.

Study Groups

Practice pronunciation and terminology with peers, 

discussing terms in context to reinforce learning through 

collaboration.



Real-World Application: Medical Terminology in Patient 

Care

Error Reduction

Accurate charting and 

communication using 

standardised terminology 

significantly reduce medical 

errors and adverse events.

Teamwork

Enables effective 

interdisciplinary collaboration in 

hospitals, clinics, and research 

settings across diverse 

healthcare teams.

Patient Education

Supports clear patient 

education by allowing 

professionals to explain and 

simplify complex medical 

concepts accurately.



Clear Communication 

Communication Saves 

Saves Lives

Precise medical terminology forms the 

foundation of safe, effective, and coordinated 

patient care.



Conclusion: Mastering Medical Terminology Empowers 

Healthcare Professionals

Unlock the Language

Understanding word structure — roots, prefixes, suffixes, 

and combining forms — unlocks the entire language of 

medicine systematically.

Build Confidence

Fluency in medical terminology builds professional 

confidence in clinical settings, academic study, and 

patient interactions.

Essential Foundation

Medical terminology forms an essential foundation for all 

healthcare careers and supports lifelong learning in 

medicine.

Start Today

Begin your journey now to speak the language of health 

with precision, clarity, and professional authority.
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