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ABSTRACT

In this study, the semantic distribution of the clinical collocations “cancer” and “patient,” with an emphasis on their

medical applications, was analyzed using Hoey’s lexical priming model. A corpus of 1000 medical research articles from

leading journals, encompassing approximately 2,576,035 words, was utilized. AntConc software identified high-frequency

words, and the semantic loads of collocations of “cancer” and “patient” were categorized using Xiao and McEner's labels. A

qualitative analysis further examined patterns of semantic load, clinical collocations, and contextual factors. Cross-validation

with a second rater achieved high inter-rater reliability (Kappa = 0.983, p = 0.000). The findings revealed that “patients”

typically carry a neutral semantic prosody, reflecting their association with various medical contexts, interventions, and

cases without inherently positive or negative connotations. In contrast, “cancer” predominantly carries a negative semantic

prosody, strongly linked to serious health risks, adverse outcomes, and mortality. These results underscore the importance

of context in medical terminology for effective communication. This study supports Hoey's theory that repeated exposure

to specific contexts primes lexical items for clinical collocation. It emphasizes how context influences the emotional tone

of medical communication. The findings have important clinical implications, particularly for enhancing doctor-patient

communication, promoting empathetic interactions, and reducing misunderstandings in medical settings.
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1. Introduction

Cancer is one of the most significant health challenges

facing the world today, known for its high prevalence and

mortality rates [1]. The World Health Organization (WHO)

identifies cancer as a leading cause of death globally, with

millions of new cases diagnosed each year. In 2012 alone,

there were approximately 14 million new cases and 8.2

million cancer-related deaths reported [2]. The number of

new cases is expected to rise by 70% over the next two

decades, making it more important than ever to develop

effective tools for prevention, detection and treatment of

this disease [3]. New research into cancer draws on exist-

ing knowledge reported in scientific literature. Relevant

literature has grown rapidly in both size and complexity.

There are over 3 million citations related to ‘cancer’ in

PubMed (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed). As many as

151,872 were added over the past year. The high number

of potentially relevant articles is a valuable source on to

which new research can build but at the same time poses a

challenge for scientists. While applications such as Google

Scholar (scholar.google.com) and PubMed Advanced Search

(www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/advanced) can be of help,

they fall short in providing all and only the information of

interest. Accurate representation of cancer-related informa-

tion in medical literature is essential for educating healthcare

professionals, supporting patients, and enhancing clinical

practices.

One method for the true representation of cancer-

related information in medical literature is the concept of

semantic prosody a concept rooted in corpus linguistics. First

introduced by Louw [4], semantic prosody refers to the conno-

tative meaning that emerges from the frequent co-occurrence

of words, offering insight into how language shapes percep-

tion and interpretation [5]. Though extensively studied in gen-

eral linguistics, its application in medical discourse remains

underexplored. It offers a unique lens through which to ana-

lyze language use in medical communication. Before moving

to the nature of semantic prosody, it is necessary to add that

semantics and syntax form the fundamental structures of all

human languages and are universally present [6] and within

the umbrella term of semantic, semantic prosody play the

important role [7]. The concept of semantic prosody was orig-

inally outlined by Louw [4]. It describes the characteristics

of a word in terms of some aspects of its semantic context.

The context has implications for the meaning of a word since

the prosody becomes part of the word meaning [8]. Semantic

prosody, which is based on the study of co-occurrences or

collocations, is an important topic in corpus-based studies in

different disciplines including medicine [9]. Though the term

“semantic prosody” is somewhat controversial, it has gained

wide acceptance and has been investigated in many disci-

plines [10,11]. Importantly, Milojkovic and Louw [11] argue

that semantic prosody is science, not just a concept.

There has been a heated discussion on semantic prosody

in the last few decades [12]. Put simply, semantic prosody is

connotative meaning unreported by traditional semanticists

as it is inferred from habitual lexical co-occurrences in a

contemporary corpus of natural language data. Semantic

prosody in medical communication is particularly relevant

in clinical and academic contexts, as it shapes how health-

care professionals and researchers communicate. Words like

cancer and patient carry significant emotional and cognitive

weight in medical settings. Analyzing their semantic prosody

can provide insights into how language influences attitudes,

decision-making, and even patient care. Furthermore, un-

derstanding semantic prosody can enhance the clarity and

precision of medical writing, benefiting both healthcare prac-

titioners and patients. Three are a few studies in the medical

science and text analysis of medical corpus touching seman-

tic prosody [13–15]. However, it can be referred to the studies

about the analysis of medical texts, which have several prac-

tical applications, leveraging various techniques and tech-

nologies. One significant application is the use of natural

language processing (NLP) to extract clinical concepts from

unstructured data, such as electronic health records (EHRs)

that can enhance the richness of patient information available

for research and treatment planning [16]. Another application

involves the classification of medical texts using machine

learning and heuristic approaches, which can improve the

categorization of medical information into topics or disease

types, enhancing the interpretability and performance of clas-

sification models [17]. Additionally, automated processing

and analysis of medical passages using programming lan-

guages like Java can improve the efficiency of handling large

volumes of medical data, aiding in diagnosis and treatment

planning [18]. Privacy-preserving techniques for keyword-

based classification of unstructured medical text data also

play a crucial role in maintaining data security while enabling
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collaborative analytics [19]. These applications demonstrate

the potential of medical text analysis to improve healthcare

outcomes and research capabilities.

Regardless of the fact that semantic prosody has been

widely studied in general linguistics, its application in the

field of medical science remains underexplored. Investigat-

ing the semantic prosody of high-frequency medical terms

such as patient and cancer can offer valuable insights into

their usage and implications in scientific literature. This

study seeks to bridge the gap between corpus linguistics and

medical communication by examining the semantic prosody

of patient and cancer in medical research articles. The find-

ings of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of lan-

guage use in medical contexts, helping researchers and clini-

cians communicate more precisely and effectively. Specif-

ically, it focuses on how semantic prosody is reflected in

the collocations of key terms commonly found in medical

literature. The study examines how researchers convey im-

plicit meanings through the use of the terms of “patient” and

“cancer,” highlighting the nuances and connotations inherent

in medical communication.

By analyzing these terms, the research aims to uncover

the ways language shapes perceptions and communication

within professional medical settings. This study seems to be

thought-provoking as it is the first to specifically investigate

the relationship between “cancer” and “patient” in medical

texts. Moreover, it uniquely explores their connection to

Chemical Health Risks, providing essential insights into how

these terms address patient needs.

This research classifies patient concerns, transforms

unstructured medical texts into actionable data, and enhances

patient-centered communication. Overall, it lays the ground-

work for improved healthcare delivery and risk management

in both medical and environmental health contexts.

This research seeks to address important questions in

order to improve the clarity and emotional impact of medi-

cal communication, ultimately enhancing patient care and

professional education. This study seeks to fill this gap by

focusing on the semantic prosody of the words “cancer”

and “patient” in scientific articles, particularly in the field of

chemical health hazards. The aim of the study is to show how

language in medical texts implicitly influences the audience’s

perception, transforming fragmented texts into coherent in-

sights, and thereby helping to enhance patient-centered care,

improve clinical communication, and develop more effective

risk management strategies.

The main objective is to apply these findings to elevate

the quality of medical communication, enabling healthcare

professionals to use language more effectively. This will help

them build trust, provide better emotional support, and offer

clear, empathetic explanations during discussions about di-

agnosis and treatment. Additionally, this research facilitates

the conversion of unstructured medical texts into structured

data, allowing for large-scale analysis and better clinical

decision-making.

2. Research Method

This section outlines the methodological framework

adopted for the present study. It is organized into three main

components: the Corpus, which describes the selection and

characteristics of the data; the Procedure, which details the

steps taken to collect, process, and prepare the data for anal-

ysis; and the Data Analysis, which explains the analytical

tools and techniques employed to investigate the research

questions. This structured approach ensures transparency

and replicability while aligning with established practices in

corpus-based discourse analysis.

3. Corpus

The data for this study comprised 1000 research arti-

cles (RAs) from the field of medical sciences. These articles

were sourced from five leading academic databases: Elsevier,

Sage, Springer, Taylor & Francis, and Wiley Online Library.

The selection of these databases was based on consultation

with field experts and consideration of journal Impact Factors

(MIFs) ranging from 1 to 5 to ensure the findings' general-

izability and representativeness of the medical research dis-

course community. Articles were published between 2010

and 2024 to provide a contemporary and comprehensive

view of the linguistic trends in medical communication. The

articles were selected through random sampling, ensuring

a balanced representation of native and non-native authors.

The final corpus consisted of approximately 2,576,035 words.

To ensure that the chosen articles aligned with the study's

objectives, we applied specific inclusion criteria. These crite-

ria required that the texts be published in reputable journals

with a strong peer-review process. Additionally, the arti-
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cles needed to include distinct sections, such as Introduction,

Methods, Results, and Discussion, to facilitate a systematic

analysis. Also, the corpus needed to belong to subfields rel-

evant to clinical and patient-centered medical research to

maintain contextual consistency.

4. Procedure

Corpus Corporation handled the study's layout and de-

sign. Based on Hoey's lexical priming framework, a compar-

ison of the use of clinical collocations of two words, “cancer”

and “patient,” as high-frequency words in the corpus was

conducted, and the results were qualitatively and descrip-

tively assessed. Additionally, the design was exploratory

because, as Dornyei [20] notes, it is employed to tackle a re-

search challenge when there are few or no prior studies to

draw on. The emphasis is on acquiring new information

and becoming more familiar with a problem so that it can

be investigated later or when it is still in the early stages.

Exploratory research is adaptable and can address various

kinds of research inquiries (what, why, how).

To conduct the current research, the corpus was con-

verted into plain text files (txt format) for analysis, excluding

tables, references, and unrelated sections to focus solely on

textual content relevant to the research questions. The study’s

framework was designed using a corpus-based methodol-

ogy handled through Corpus Corporation. The semantic

dispersal analysis or the medical intervention in text analysis

centered on Hoey's Lexical Priming framework to explore

the clinical collocational patterns and semantic prosody of

two high-frequency terms in medical communication: can-

cer and patient. This design was exploratory and aimed

to gather insights into an under-researched area to inform

future investigations. To identify usage patterns, we deter-

mined the frequency of clinical collocations using AntConc

software [21]. AntConc was selected for its versatility and

reliability in corpus linguistics analysis, particularly due to

its ability to efficiently handle large datasets. The software

supports various analytical functions, including frequency

analysis, clinical collocation identification, concordance gen-

eration, and keyword extraction, all of which are essential

for identifying linguistic patterns in a specialized field like

medical communication. Additionally, its user-friendly in-

terface and free access make it a preferred tool in linguistic

research. AntConc is especially suitable for analyzing medi-

cal texts due to its robust capabilities for identifying patterns

in technical language and specialized vocabulary. This al-

lows researchers to uncover nuanced semantic relationships

and collocational behaviors in domain-specific contexts. be-

sides, AntConc’s ability to handle specialized corpora allows

for a detailed investigation of technical terms like cancer and

patient within the unique context of medical communication.

The articles were pre-processed to isolate content from

the primary sections, ensuring consistent analysis. High-

frequency words were identified through preliminary fre-

quency counts, with cancer and patient emerging as the

most prominent terms in the corpus. To analyze semantic

prosody, affective context labels were applied to categorize

the prosody of clinical collocations into three categories of

positive semantic prosody (contexts reflecting favorable or

supportive connotations), neutral (contexts with no evident

positive or negative affect), and negative (contexts reflecting

unfavorable or distressing connotations) [5]. The affective

meaning of each clinical collocation was determined by ex-

amining how its referents and complements functioned se-

mantically within the surrounding context. Special attention

was given to noun groups and their clinical collocational pat-

terns, as guided by Hoey's model, emphasizing the mental

associations individuals develop through repeated lexical

encounters.

5. Data Analysis

To ensure the validity and reliability of the data analysis

during secondary data analysis, 20% of the clinical collo-

cations were independently re-analyzed by a second and a

third researcher (a Ph.D. in TEFL and a medical science ex-

pert). These researchers were briefed on the study's goals

and methodologies. Using Cohen's Kappa, the inter-rater

reliability was assessed, yielding a high agreement (Kappa =

0.983, p = 0.000), confirming the robustness of the findings.

The processed corpus (plain text files) was loaded into

AntConc. This corpus excluded non-textual elements such as

tables, figures, and references to ensure the focus remained

on linguistic content. The Word List tool in AntConc was

used to generate a frequency list of all words in the corpus.

This feature ranks words based on their frequency of occur-

rence, allowing the identification of high-frequency terms
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relevant to the research. Cancer and patient were identified

as the most frequent terms in the corpus, reflecting their cen-

trality in medical research discourse. The high-frequency

words were then examined in their clinical collocational con-

texts to determine their semantic prosody. The Keyword

List tool was employed to identify keywords—terms that are

statistically more frequent in the medical corpus compared

to a general reference corpus. This comparison highlights

domain-specific terms, ensuring that the analysis focuses on

vocabulary relevant to medical communication and diagno-

sis.

The Collocates tool was used to identify the co-

occurring words (clinical collocations) of cancer and patient.

This step involved setting specific parameters, such as the

span (number of words before and after the target word),

to extract meaningful linguistic relationships. A span of ±5

words was used, as recommended in prior corpus studies,

to capture relevant clinical collocational patterns. Concor-

dance lines for cancer and patient were generated to analyze

their contextual usage. This step involved examining sur-

rounding words and phrases to understand the semantic and

pragmatic implications of the terms in medical discourse.

The Clusters/N-Grams tool was utilized to study the seman-

tic dispersion of cancer and patient across different sections

of the articles (e.g., Introduction, Results, Discussion). This

helped identify whether these terms were predominantly as-

sociated with positive, neutral, or negative contexts based

on their co-texts.

6. Results

Semantic prosody refers to the consistent affective col-

oring or emotional tone that certain words or phrases carry

within a particular context. In this section, some sentences

containing the collocations of ‘patient’ were selected, and

they were analyzed in terms of their semantic prosody. Fur-

thermore, the researcher looked at the semantic preferences

of each collocation. Based on Stubbs' definition, seman-

tic preference focuses on the relation between a lemma or

word-form and a set of semantically related words. The cor-

pus analysis revealed that the word “patient(s)” appeared

1273 times. Furthermore, the word ‘cancer’ appeared 989

times. Among these, specific collocations like “cancer pa-

tients” (occurred 57 times), “patients with cancer” (34 times),

“polytrauma patients” (9 times), and “patients with PE” (11

times) can be observed. The following Table 1 shows the

collocations and frequencies for a sample of data.

Table 1. Sample of Key Collocations and Frequencies.

Collocation Frequency Semantic Prosody

Cancer patients 117 Negative

Patients with cancer 98 Negative

Polytrauma patients 26 Negative

Patients with PE 25 Neutral

Not all patients 21 Neutral

One patient 47 Neutral

10–25% of patients 1 Neutral

33–68% of patients 1 Neutral

Lung cancer patients 36 Neutral

Head and neck cancer 14 Negative

Esophageal cancer 5 Negative

Cancer of ovary/uterus/prostate 8 Negative

Renal cancer 16 Negative

Fatal cancer 9 Negative

Colorectal cancer 23 Negative

Non-small cell lung cancer 2 Negative/Neutral nuance

Note: This table supports the interpretive emphasis on certain semantic patterns discussed below.

1. “However, curative NETLM resection is only possible

in about 10–25% of patients due to tumor size, location,

and other patient/tumor characteristics” [22].

“10–25% of patients”: The collocation “of patients”

indicates a quantitative aspect, emphasizing the population

of individuals undergoing curative NETLM resection. The

semantic prosody here is neutral, focusing on numerical rep-
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related to medical treatment and conditions, such as “cura-

tive,” “resection,” “tumor,” and “characteristics.” The se-

mantic preference here is related to medical interventions,

procedures, and characteristics of medical conditions.

2. “Trauma to the mesentery is usually associated with

other injuries that may change the medical care of poly-

trauma patients” [23].

“Polytrauma patients”: The collocation “polytrauma

patients” suggests a specific subgroup of patients who

have experienced multiple traumatic injuries. The semantic

prosody leans towards a negative connotation, highlight-

ing the severity and complexity of their medical condition.

The lemma “patients” is associated with terms related to

traumatic injuries, such as “polytrauma,” “mesentery,” and

“injuries.” The semantic preference is related to traumatic

medical conditions and injuries.

3. “However, EVAR may not always be the optimal treat-

ment option since not all patients are eligible for it. A

hostile neck, consisting of severe angulation, a short,

reverse taper and severe calcification and thrombus,

remains a leading anatomical limitation of EVAR” [24].

“Not all patients”: The collocation “not all patients” im-

plies variability among individuals in terms of eligibility for

a specific treatment option. The semantic prosody is neutral,

indicating diversity in patient characteristics and medical

needs. The lemma “patients” is associated with terms re-

lated to treatment eligibility and options, such as “optimal

treatment,” “eligible,” and “hostile neck.” The semantic pref-

erence is connected with the variability in treatment options

and eligibility criteria.

4. “It has an influential role before therapy planning and

before targeted therapy for treatment of lung cancer

to obtain tissue for molecular testing in lung cancer

patients” [25].

“Lung cancer patients”: The collocation “lung cancer

patients” specifies the group of individuals affected by lung

cancer. The semantic prosody is neutral, focusing on the

medical condition under consideration in therapy planning

and molecular testing. The lemma “patients” is associated

with terms related to cancer diagnosis and treatment, such as

“therapy planning,” “targeted therapy,” and “molecular test-

ing.” The semantic preference is related to cancer diagnosis,

treatment, and testing.

5. “One patient who underwent only angiography of the

external carotid artery without super-selective angiog-

raphy of the branches was excluded” [26].

“One patient”: The collocation “One patient” refers to

a singular individual within a medical context. The semantic

prosody is neutral, indicating a specific case or instance rel-

evant to the discussion. The lemma “patient” is associated

with the singular term “one,” indicating a specific instance

or case within a medical context. The semantic preference is

related to individual cases or instances.

6. “Complications from fiducial marker insertion have

been reported, including pneumothorax in 33–68% of

patients as well as bleeding” [27].

“33–68% of patients”: The collocation “of patients”

again indicates a subset of individuals affected by a medical

procedure or intervention. The semantic prosody is neutral,

specifying the proportion experiencing complications from

fiducial marker insertion. The lemma “patients” is associated

with terms related to medical procedures and complications,

such as “fiducial marker insertion,” “pneumothorax,” and

“bleeding.” The semantic preference is related to procedural

outcomes and complications.

7. “It is unclear whether mortality in patients with PE

treated with full anticoagulation is a result of pro-

gressive right ventricle failure or of subsequent em-

bolism” [28].

“Patients with PE”: The collocation “patients with PE”

specifies individuals diagnosed with pulmonary embolism

(PE). The semantic prosody is neutral, indicating the med-

ical condition under consideration regarding mortality and

treatment. The lemma “patients” is associated with terms

related to medical conditions and treatments, such as “PE,”

“anticoagulation,” and “mortality.” The semantic preference

is connected with pulmonary embolism (PE) diagnosis, treat-

ment, and outcomes.

The other high frequent word in the corpus was cancer.

The term along with the collocations were analyzed in some

sentences. Following is an elaboration on these terms and

its related semantic load.

1. “Nasopharyngeal carcinoma (NPC) is one of the most

common head and neck cancer in Southeast Asia, es-

pecially in southern China.”
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The term “cancer” here is associated with a specific

type of cancer prevalent in a certain region, emphasizing its

commonality and potential impact on public health. This

collocation directly relates to a specific type of cancer. The

context is clinical and indicates prevalence, contributing to a

negative semantic prosody due to its association with illness

and the need for medical attention. In other words, this term

is often used in scientific and medical texts as an indica-

tor of negative connotation in connection with serious and

dangerous diseases such as cancer. Besides, by highlight-

ing the prevalence of NPC in Southeast Asia, the sentence

underscores its significance as a public health issue. The

inclusion of the specific region intensifies the negative se-

mantic load by drawing attention to the localized impact

of the disease, implicitly addressing the need for targeted

healthcare resources and interventions.

2. “In our study, we retrospectively compared patients

who underwent RE with prior coiling with patients

without prior coiling with regard to the appearance

of early and late toxicities according to the National

Cancer Institute’s Common Terminology Criteria for

Adverse Events”

The term “cancer” is part of an institutional name,

which does not directly convey a negative sense but is asso-

ciated with the context of adverse events, indirectly hinting

at negative outcomes related to cancer therapy. The collo-

cation is neutral in its institutional context. However, since

it is related to cancer research and adverse events, it indi-

rectly carries a negative connotation due to the association

with cancer therapy and side effects. Although “National

Cancer Institute” is a neutral reference to an organization,

the broader context of “early and late toxicities” linked to

treatment outcomes introduces a negative nuance. This fram-

ing emphasizes the hardships faced by patients undergoing

cancer therapies, reflecting the complexity of managing side

effects.

3. “Esophageal cancer is the sixth leading cause of

cancer-related death worldwide.”

The semantic sense is starkly negative, as the statement

highlights esophageal cancer’s high mortality rate. By ex-

plicitly referencing death statistics, the sentence underscores

the severe consequences of this disease. The global scale

of the problem amplifies the negative connotation, portray-

ing esophageal cancer as a critical health challenge requir-

ing significant attention and resources. In other words, the

terms highlight the severity and mortality associated with

esophageal cancer, clearly conveying a negative sense or

impact.

4. “In this last case, back pain might be due to colon

disease, pelvic inflammation, or cancer of the ovary,

uterus, or prostate.”

The sentence lists cancer as a possible serious cause

of back pain, reinforcing its negative connotation. This col-

location lists various cancers affecting reproductive organs,

carrying a negative load due to the association with serious

and potentially life-threatening diseases. To say differently,

the inclusion of cancer among possible causes of back pain

suggests its role as a hidden yet severe threat. This portrayal

reinforces the fear and anxiety surrounding cancer diagnoses,

as well as the need for thorough medical evaluation to rule

out life-threatening conditions.

5. “Renal cell carcinoma (RCC) is the third most com-

mon genitourinary tumor, representing 2% of all adult

cancers.”

The context indicates prevalence and categorization

of cancer, implying its widespread impact and seriousness.

Adult “cancers” is a broad term that categorizes cancers af-

fecting adults. The context implies the prevalence and impact

on the adult population, thus carrying a negative sense. The

statistic “2% of all adult cancers” contextualizes RCC's preva-

lence, drawing attention to its impact despite its relatively

low incidence compared to other cancers. This highlights

the broader health implications of RCC and the importance

of awareness and early detection. The semantic prosody

is negative due to the mention of renal cell carcinoma as a

significant health concern within the adult population.

6. “The aim of this study is to measure the radiation dose

in patient and staff following chemoembolization of

HCC and to estimate the risk of fatal cancer and deter-

ministic effect.”

The term “fatal cancer” explicitly emphasizes mortal-

ity and severe risk, reinforcing a strong negative load. The

term “fatal cancer” has a strong negative sense, explicitly

emphasizing the deadly nature of certain cancers, which un-

derscores the seriousness and mortality associated with the

disease.

7. “Aggressive treatment of lung tumors by resection or
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ablation has been established in various entities, such as

colorectal cancer, melanoma, renal cancer, sarcoma,

non-small cell lung cancer (NSCLC) and others.”

The semantic prosody is predominantly negative, as

it underscores the severity of cancers requiring aggressive

treatment. However, the mention of treatment options in-

troduces a neutral or slightly positive nuance, suggesting

efforts to combat these conditions. Listing multiple types

of cancers, including “colorectal cancer,” “melanoma,” and

“renal cancer,” emphasizes the diverse and serious nature of

these diseases. The use of ”aggressive treatment” reflects

the challenges of addressing these conditions, reinforcing

the negative semantic prosody. However, the mention of

“resection or ablation” suggests a sense of hope and progress

in treatment strategies, balancing the overall tone. Overall,

the word “cancer” in the provided sentences predominantly

carries a negative semantic load, reflecting its association

with disease, risk, and mortality.

7. Discussion

As stated, the essential goal of the current research

was to analyze two high frequent collocations of medical

terms that were ‘caner’ and ‘patient’ based on Hoey’s lexical

priming model. The analysis reveals that the word “patients”

usually has a neutral semantic prosody, primarily used in med-

ical contexts related to interventions and individual cases. In

contrast, the term “cancer” predominantly carries a negative

connotation, reflecting its association with serious health

risks, adverse outcomes, and mortality. This distinction high-

lights the significance of context in shaping the emotional

tone and implications of medical terminology.

In medical settings, “patients” typically maintains a

neutral tone because it is often linked to a variety of medical

conditions, treatments, and procedural details, without carry-

ing any inherently positive or negative connotations. While

“patients” conveying descriptive and quantitative informa-

tion such as “10–25% of patients” and “33–68% of patients”

remains neutral, the term “cancer” embodies a significantly

negative load due to its strong associations with severe health

challenges and mortality.

Phrases like “polytrauma patients” and “patients with

PE” (pulmonary embolism) specify distinct groups based

on their medical conditions; however, the term “patients”

itself continues to serve as a neutral description of individ-

uals receiving care. The phrase “one patient” refers to a

specific instance, sustaining a neutral perspective within the

broader medical context. Furthermore, terms like “lung can-

cer patients” link “patients” to specific medical situations,

providing clear descriptive information about the nature of

their conditions or treatments while retaining a neutral tone.

Phrases such as “esophageal cancer is the sixth lead-

ing cause of cancer-related death worldwide” and “risk of

fatal cancer” emphasize the life-threatening nature of cancer,

which contributes to its negative perception. The “National

Cancer Institute” links cancer to the adverse consequences

of treatments, further reinforcing its negative associations.

Additionally, the statement “back pain might be due to can-

cer of the ovary, uterus, or prostate” identifies cancer as a

serious potential cause of symptoms, which again highlights

its negative implications.

The findings of this study align with the research con-

ducted by Feng et al. [29]. Similar to the current study, Feng

et al. [29] introduced a connotation lexicon—a new type of

lexicon that categorizes words based on their connotative po-

larity. This includes words with positive connotations (e.g.,

award, promotion) and those with negative connotations

(e.g., cancer, war). The results suggest that understanding

the connotation of words often requires common sense and

world knowledge.

Additionally, terms like “cancer” are commonly associ-

ated with negative connotations, which contrasts sharply with

words that evoke positive sentiments. The current study's

findings are supported by Perez et al. [30], who stated that this

negative connotation can influence patient perceptions and

experiences, potentially worsening feelings of helplessness

and distrust in medical settings. Furthermore, the language

used in cancer-related information can position patients in a

passive role, contributing to negative perceptions and poten-

tially impacting health outcomes [31].

These findings highlight the importance of using care-

ful language in medical communications to mitigate negative

connotations and improve patient engagement and under-

standing.

The study supports Hoey's theory of lexical priming,

which suggests that terms gain meaning through their con-

texts and co-texts. Our findings highlight the significance of

collocates and their positions within corpora. Understanding
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both general and specific collocations is vital for academic

reading and writing, impacting job opportunities and aca-

demic success [32]. A lack of collocation awareness can hinder

academic text construction. The results can assist researchers

in recognizing variations in collocation use across disciplines

and improve the natural flow of language in scholarly writing

using authentic concordance lines.

Surprisingly, Bi’s [33] analysis yielded similar results.

By comparing Chinese students' writing with that of native

English speakers, he explored the use of frequency, colloca-

tion, and semantic prosody of two sets of synonyms. While

the collocational patterns varied significantly between the

two groups, the semantic prosody remained the same. The

findings are consistent with previous research on semantic

prosody by Louw [4], Hunston [10], Sinclair [34], and Hoey [35].

These analyses have indicated that the affective meaning of

a term can only be fully understood when it is used in the

context of its routine collocations.

The current study suggests that the terminology used to

describe individuals with cancer can have significant psycho-

logical impacts. For instance, terms like “cancer patients”

versus “people with cancer” can influence how individu-

als perceive themselves and their illness. The term “cancer

patients” may lead to a perception of being defined by the

disease, which can increase feelings of helplessness and

stigma. This, in turn, may exacerbate psychological distress,

including anxiety and depression, which are common among

those affected by cancer. In contrast, using “people with

cancer” emphasizes the individual first, helping to maintain

a sense of identity beyond the illness. This person-centered

language may lead to better psychological outcomes by re-

ducing stigma and promoting a more holistic view of the

individual.

Overall, the psychological impact of cancer is profound,

affecting emotional well-being, social interactions, and over-

all quality of life. Proactive psychological interventions and

supportive language can help mitigate these effects, promot-

ing better mental health and coping strategies during the

cancer journey.

The implications of this study also extend to clini-

cal communication. Understanding the semantic nuances

of terms like “cancer” and “patients” can guide healthcare

providers in their choice of vocabulary when communicat-

ing with patients. For example, replacing negatively framed

phrases with more neutral or positive expressions could help

reduce patient anxiety and create a more supportive thera-

peutic environment. Improved communication may lead to

greater patient trust and adherence to medical advice, poten-

tially enhancing treatment outcomes. Instead of emphasizing

“risks” or “fatal outcomes,” physicians could focus on pre-

ventive measures or treatment options, thereby fostering a

sense of agency and hope in their patients.

In educational settings, these findings have practical

applications for teaching English to medical students. By

integrating semantic analysis into medical English courses,

educators can train students to recognize the emotional un-

dertones of medical vocabulary and use context-appropriate

language when addressing patients. Role-play activities and

case studies focused on effective communication strategies

can help future healthcare professionals develop both lin-

guistic precision and empathy. Additionally, corpus-based

tools can be utilized in classrooms to highlight the frequent

collocates of medical terms, enabling medical students to

practice using them accurately and sensitively.

In summary, this research underscores the importance

of raising awareness among healthcare professionals about

the implications of language use in clinical settings. Incor-

porating semantic analysis into communication training pro-

grams for doctors and nurses can enhance patient-centered

care. Addressing the emotional weight of medical terminol-

ogy may reduce misunderstandings and foster more construc-

tive interactions, ultimately improving overall healthcare

quality.

8. Conclusions

The primary aim of this research was to analyze the

clinical terms “cancer” and “patient” using Hoey’s lexical

priming model. The analysis showed that the term “patients”

generally carries a neutral semantic tone, focusing on medical

contexts, interventions, and individual cases. This neutrality

stems from its frequent associations with a wide range of

medical conditions, treatments, and procedural details that

do not inherently possess positive or negative meanings. In

contrast, the term “cancer” usually conveys a negative con-

notation due to its strong connections with serious health

risks, adverse outcomes, and mortality. This distinction high-

lights the importance of context in shaping the emotional
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tone and implications of medical terminology, which is vital

for effective communication in healthcare settings.

To enhance communication between healthcare

providers and patients, medical training programs should

incorporate lessons on semantic prosody into clinical com-

munication courses. For example, clinicians should be en-

couraged to use language that highlights treatment and re-

covery, such as “manageable condition” or “recovery plan”,

rather than terms like “cancer” or “fatal”, which may induce

fear and anxiety. Additionally, role-playing scenarios and

simulations could be included in training to help practition-

ers practice delivering sensitive information in ways that are

both accurate and empathetic.

In teaching medical English, educators should empha-

size the emotional and contextual nuances of terminology.

This approach could include exercises that help medical stu-

dents recognize the potential emotional impact of their word

choices and adjust their language to create a more support-

ive and reassuring environment for patients. For example,

students could analyze medical texts to identify patterns in

semantic prosody and practice using alternative phrasing that

promotes patient comfort and trust.

Future research could explore the effects of specific

lexical choices on patient satisfaction, trust, and treatment

adherence. Clinical studies might examine how patients emo-

tionally and behaviorally respond to different terminologies

during diagnosis and treatment discussions. For instance,

does framing a diagnosis with neutral or positive language

lead to better patient outcomes?

Additionally, cross-cultural studies could investigate

how the semantic prosody of medical terms varies across

languages and cultural contexts. Such research could pro-

vide valuable insights into developing culturally sensitive

communication strategies in multilingual healthcare settings.

Longitudinal studies may also look at how the use and under-

standing of medical terminology evolve among healthcare

professionals throughout their careers, identifying critical

stages for targeted training interventions. Future studies may

consider examining how collocational patterns vary by coun-

try of origin or healthcare system structure, as differences in

access, terminology (e.g., the role of “healthcare providers”),

and public health discourse could influence linguistic choices

in scientific writing. Finally, it is suggested that researchers

investigate how patients perceive and respond to different

medical terms healthcare providers use. Understanding the

patient perspective could lead to more patient-centered com-

munication strategies and enhance patient satisfaction and

outcomes.
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