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Translating within the med-

ical marketing and promotional arena

requires a strong scientific back-

ground and the agility and resource-

fulness of a creative wordsmith.

Translations must be accurate, intelli-

gible, and engaging, but also need to

work within an existing brand person-

ality, advertising platform, or product

line. Linguists are expected to provide

value-added translations that also help

sell medical products and devices

across international boundaries and

cultural barriers. Developing the nec-

essary skills to handle creative mar-

keting translations that communicate

scientific information can be a chal-

lenge, particularly within the confines

of regulatory constraints, controlled

document development, and highly

specific marketing channels.

Health Care and Pharmaceuticals:
Growing Sectors

World health care and pharmaceu-

tical sales were estimated at $808 bil-

lion in 2009.1 This figure was based on

growth in global macroeconomics,

developments in innovative and mature

products, expanded health care access,

and increased funding. This is an

industry full of rich opportunities for

translators in all language combina-

tions, thanks to sector growth in an

expanding global marketplace that has

been bolstered by the emergence of

infrastructure, increasingly solvent pop-

ulations, and legislative reforms pro-

viding patent protection in previously

less than favorable markets.

However, linguists need to under-

stand that this industry comes with spe-

cial considerations. Drug development

is risky as well as costly. For example,

there are above-average risks associated

with the high uncertainty of product

development success and extremely

high research and development expen-

ditures. The pharmaceutical industry

invests a greater percentage of sales into

research and development than compa-

nies in other major U.S. industries

(19.5% versus 4% in the manufacturing

industry). Less than one-third of mar-

keted compounds provide a return on

investment for research and develop-

ment expenditures.2 Accordingly, ·

Walk the Line: 
Harnessing Creativity in

Medical Marketing Translation

Linguists are expected to provide value-added
translations that also help sell medical products 

and devices across international boundaries 
and cultural barriers.

By Erin M. Lyons



The ATA Chronicle   n July 201118

pressure increases exponentially as

products move successfully through the

product development pipeline toward

marketing authorization. This makes

end-of-the-line translators instrumental

players in obtaining regulatory approval

and driving international sales.

Basics of Industry 
Marketing Approaches

Good medical marketing transla-

tion is not merely the output of raw

linguistic content, but is also aimed at

bolstering a product’s unique selling

proposition and expanding a com-

pany’s portfolio without cannibaliza-

tion (i.e., using but not necessarily

replicating supplied reference mate-

rial). Translators in this field need to

be hyperaware of the language they

utilize, and should keep some key

questions in mind during translation

and revision, including:

• What is credible?

• What is memorable?

• What borrows from the existing

pharmaceutical model?

• Is this compatible with the com-

pany value offering?

Requesting client reference material

and glossaries is essential to developing

translation strategies and an overar-

ching game plan for the documents at

hand. Medical jargon is not all the same

and doctors, nurses, technicians, and

caretakers need to be addressed using

language that is comprehensive and

understandable, and not with mere

equivalency translations. Moreover, the

language employed should also address

generational and socioeconomic issues.

For example, the register and vocabu-

lary used for minors and the elderly

will certainly be quite different, as is

true for point-of-care brochures in a

refugee clinic versus a specialized

research institute.

Marketing Channels: 
Who Is Your Audience?

The main challenge in medical mar-

keting translation is developing the

skills required to create clear, creative

translations that convey scientific mes-

sages. As with all trans lations, this

field requires a thorough under-

standing of subject, purpose, register,

and tone. However, this is even more

vital when dealing with advertising

and promotional texts in the medical

field; scientific knowledge and com-

munication are key, but understanding

the audience is paramount. Let’s elab-

orate on this by examining the two

main approaches to marketing. 

Direct-to-Consumer Advertising

Advertising can be broken down

into a simple dichotomy of consumer-

and non-consumer-related channels.

In the case of medical marketing, the

consumer is the patient. Direct-to-

consumer (DTC) marketing requires

special considerations for the trans-

lator, both in terms of register and

regulatory constraints. There is a wide

variety of common DTC documenta-

tion you might be asked to translate,

ranging from point-of-care informa-

tional brochures and patient education

material to scripts for DTC television

or print ads, video, or written testimo-

nials. In addition, we have now

entered the untested waters of social

media and its implications for regu-

lated industries. While register, con-

tent, locale considerations, and

approach may vary for DTC transla-

tions, they are all aimed at promoting

patient awareness. They are not nec-

essarily used to push a sale, which is

dependent on the prescriber.

This area of advertising is highly

regulated because it is targeted at the

general population. While translators

are certainly not expected to have in-

depth knowledge of regulatory affairs,

a basic understanding of regulatory

constraints will improve translation

quality and cut back on later revisions. 

One of the golden rules for trans-

lating DTC material is that complete

product/ingredient names must always

be used uniformly throughout the doc-

ument, including appropriate trade-

mark symbols. This differs from

conventions used in other industries,

wherein the full product name is only

used for the first occurrence in a doc-

ument, followed by an abbreviated

version for the purposes of readability. 

Moreover, in order to communicate

the indications for use and risk infor-

mation for a product adequately, plain

language should be used in a manner

that is consistent and appropriate for

the target audience. For example, the

Food and Drug Administration (FDA)

advises that while promotional mate-

rial for professionals can describe ben-

efits and risks using medical language,

consumer-directed material should use

language that is understandable to

consumers.3 This might require trans-

lators to take a step up or down the

register ladder depending on the 

The main challenge is developing the skills 
required to create clear, creative translations 

that convey scientific information.
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language combination. Accordingly,

in English, consumer-friendly lan-

guage should be favored over Latin

cognates (for example, “fainting”

rather than “syncope,” “shortness of

breath” rather than “dyspnea,” and

“liver” or “kidney” failure rather than

“hepatic” or “renal” failure).

Finally, one of the most precarious

aspects of translating consumer med-

ical promotions is that translators risk

making minor stylistic edits that can

substantially alter the information

presented. This has the potential of

influencing the audience’s perception,

and may even frame the information

in such a way that the seriousness of

any risk involved might be minimized

to an extent that it might be consid-

ered false or misleading. Both the

FDA and the European Medicines

Agency (EMA) recommend strong,

imperative language for contraindica-

tions and risk information, such as

“Do not use in case of….,” “Use only

according to…,” “Do not mix

with…,”4 or “If you feel...call your

health care provider right away.”5 To

ensure that the information in a pro-

motional piece is easy for consumers

to understand, translations must be

clear and non-misleading, using lan-

guage that follows a logical organiza-

tion offering a balanced presentation

of the product or device. In order to

avoid a misleading lack of important

risk information or the omission of

material facts, any prominent claims

of effectiveness need to be communi-

cated along with any associated

potential safety risks. For example,

the tagline for a pain reliever, “It

works,” might be included with

another distinct part of the advertise-

ment, such as a boxed warning dis-

closing risks, potential abuse, and

limitations on the appropriate indi-

cated use.

Non-Consumer Advertising

Although we seem to be inundated

on a daily basis with DTC ads for an

assortment of pharmaceutical prod-

ucts, this is not necessarily the largest

marketing channel from a linguist’s

perspective, at least in terms of sheer

text volume. Prescriber-level adver-

tising (business-to-business, or B2B)

and direct industrial sales constitute

more complex channels in the mar-

keting mix, as well as the bulk of the

market for translators.

In fact, many types of de facto pro-

motional material may not necessarily

be considered “traditional” marketing

material, such as journal articles, key

opinion leader (KOL) testimonials, and

longitudinal data, which all form essen-

tial components in the arsenals of the

pharmaceutical sales representatives

charged with turning prescribers into

advocates for their products. Moreover,

documentation for physician-level con-

tinuing medical education and drug

sampling/detailing is essential to tar-

geting and converting prescribers. 

Finally, B2B sales are beginning to

take on an increasingly important role

with the privatization of hospitals and

other health care organizations. From a

pharmaceutical company’s perspec-

tive, the ultimate “get” is a wholesale

or preferred use agreement with hos-

pital groups and other business part-

ners in which the company can corner

a specific market, even if this entails

absorbing an initial loss. In such cases,

significant discounts are offered in

exchange for the right to act as a pri-

mary distributor or supplier, as long as

this is not in conflict with the cost-ben-

efit ratio or non-inferiority trial data6 of

the product. In such cases, both for-

ward and back-translations may be

required during all steps to provide

sufficient legal documentation. 

Effective advertising is not always

obvious and is somewhat lacking in

entertainment value when it comes to

non-consumer medical marketing.

Yet, it still needs to be written in an

engaging and appropriate manner to

encourage interaction between physi-

cians and pharmaceutical sales repre-

sentatives. Translating the scientific

message may require rigor, but main-

taining the persuasiveness and believ-

ability of the source text may prove

even more challenging. Translators in

the field of pharmaceutical marketing

need to keep up to date on market

intelligence, including neologisms

and buzzwords commonly used in

pharmaceutical sales and promotional

material. Researching existing prod-

ucts and their marketing campaigns in

your language combinations is vital to

avoiding literal and equivalence trans-

lations lacking the personality that

will make medical knowledge memo-

rable to the audience. A broad range

of medical marketing material can be

found online, but it is your duty as a

translator to become hyperaware of

the malleability of the interlinguistic

transpositions used and how to work

them to your advantage. 

Translators should be mindful not

to lump non-consumer sales tools and

detail pieces (informational brochures

provided to physicians) into the ·

Scientific knowledge and communication are key, 
but understanding the audience is paramount.
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category of technical documentation.

These are not standard operating proce-

dures or data reports. In fact, pharma-

ceutical companies have made great

efforts to model and evaluate physicians

in order to segment them and create

information that is more targeted and

personalized to their individual needs. 

Ultimately, non-consumer medical

promotional tools serve as a springboard

for social interaction and the sharing of

information over a wide spectrum of the

industry. As such, pharmaceutical web-

sites are perfect resources to mine sales

material and non-consumer-targeted

resources. Studying these references in

the target language will allow translators

to get a better feel of the balance of con-

servatism and creative persuasion used

in these types of messages and tools, 

and to understand the distinct set of atti-

tudes and strategies that are unique to

this field.

Discipline and Research
It takes courage and discipline to

create effective translations for medical

marketing and promotion. However,

translators certainly have tools at their

disposal to keep up to date on market

intelligence and learn about the regula-

tory environments for a variety of coun-

tries and language combinations.

Moreover, researching existing products

and examining their market strategies,

as well as investigating consumer

behavior and trends, will provide greater

insight during the translation process.

These efforts will facilitate value-added

translations that convey scientific infor-

mation while employing creativity and

industry intelligence to strengthen the

product at every point of exposure.
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