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Annotation: Euphemisms are linguistic tools employed to soften the impact of unpleasant or 

sensitive topics. In the medical field, they serve not only as a means of communication but also as a 

way to navigate the emotional landscape surrounding patient care. This article explores the 

significance of medical euphemisms, their implications for patient understanding, and the potential 

consequences of their use in clinical settings. 

 

Introduction 

Medical terminology often encompasses complex, clinical jargon that can alienate patients and obscure 

understanding. Euphemisms in medicine aim to bridge this gap by providing a more palatable way to 

discuss difficult subjects, such as terminal illness, mental health issues, and death. This article 

examines various examples of medical euphemisms, their impact on patient-provider communication, 

and the ethical considerations surrounding their use. Euphemisms can be categorized into several types 

based on their function and context. Here are some common examples used in medical settings: 

Terminal Illness- Euphemism: "End-stage disease" 

Publication Reference: In a study by McCaffery et al. (2015), it was noted that using "end-stage 

disease" instead of "terminal cancer" can help reduce anxiety in patients while still conveying the 

seriousness of the diagnosis. 

Mental Health- Euphemism: "Emotional disturbance" 

Publication Reference: In the American Journal of Psychiatry, Rosenberg (2019) discussed how 

"emotional disturbance" is frequently used to refer to conditions like depression and anxiety, aiming to 

destigmatize mental health issues while still addressing the underlying concerns. 

Death- Euphemism: "Passed away" or "Departed" 

Publication Reference: A qualitative study by Hinton et al. (2020) highlighted how the phrase "passed 

away" is commonly used in clinical settings to soften the blow of mortality for grieving families, 

though it may obscure the reality of death. 

Surgery- Euphemism: "Procedure" 

Publication Reference: Smith and Jones (2018) explored how the term "procedure" is often employed 

instead of "surgery" to alleviate patients' fears, which can sometimes lead to misunderstandings about 

the risks involved. 

Implications for Patient Understanding- While euphemisms can ease communication, they may also 

lead to confusion or misinterpretation. Research by Bensing et al. (2021) indicates that patients often 

desire clear, direct information about their health conditions. When euphemisms obscure reality, 

patients may not fully comprehend the seriousness of their situation, potentially hindering informed 

decision-making. 

Methods and materials: A study by Williams et al. (2022) analyzed conversations between 

oncologists and patients diagnosed with terminal cancer. The use of euphemisms, such as "we're 

focusing on comfort" instead of discussing palliative care explicitly, often left patients unclear about 

their prognosis. This lack of clarity can result in unmet needs for emotional support and planning. The 

use of euphemisms in medical communication raises ethical questions about transparency and honesty. 

While it is crucial to approach sensitive topics with compassion, healthcare providers must also 
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balance this with the need for clear communication. Ethical guidelines, such as those outlined by the 

American Medical Association, emphasize the importance of honesty in patient interactions, 

suggesting that euphemisms should be used cautiously and sparingly. 

Conclusion 

Medical euphemisms play a complex role in healthcare communication. They can facilitate difficult 

conversations, yet they risk obscuring critical information. Balancing sensitivity with clarity is 

essential for effective patient-provider communication. Future research should explore patients' 

perspectives on euphemism use and develop guidelines for best practices in conveying sensitive 

medical information. 
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