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Lexical Economy in LSP:
Abbreviations and Translation

from English to Greek

ANASTASIA PARIANOU & PANAYOTIS KELANDRL&S
lonian Universi, Greece

Abbreviations play a dominant role in scient/i economic and technical
sub/anguages r example AIDS. OPEC, SIflT’T). They are among the most
popular means for creating new terms and present several problems to the
translator. Since the arsenal of raphemes used when creating abbreviations is
restricted, it inevitably leads to po!ysemj or JynonJriy. Problems a/so arise when
the abbreviations are neologisnis, mosty used in medical, technical and
technoioica1 texts.

Translators mvii he aware of abbreiyiaied terms coined in English and of the
translation iechniques they can ny on: adoption of the SL-abbn’viation in the
IL, direct loans, loan translation, similar terms, paraphrastic translation or a
combinatio# of the above-mentioned techniques. /111 these strategies imp/y the
skopos and reflect the particular communication situation in which the
abbreviation is embedded. Tby depend, on one hand, on the frequency and novelty
of the abbreviation and, on the other, on the text and the scientJIc discipline in

which the abhreviathn appears.

1. Introduction
Though abbreviations have been employed throughout the ages1, it

was not until the late 20th century that the “abbreviation flood”
showed a “menacing increase” (“bedrohliche[s] Anschwellen der Akil-flut”,
\Vüster 1972 in: Steinhauer 2000:1). Recently, this increase has
become evident in LSP (particularly in the fields of technology,
natural sciences, commerce and international organizations) and to a

l in ancient mes, abbreviaons were to be found on monuments, medals and
manuscripts. Ar example for such an abbreviation is SP!R which was widely used
in Ancient Rome nnd is still known to date.

Abstract
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lesser extent in LGP (Language for General Purposes), e.g. PVC
boyvinjlchoride,, 6FC Th/oroJiiorocarbo,.

Abbreviations are often used by experts as part of the terminology
they need to employ (Drozd/Seibicke 1973:164). In 1973, Drozd and
Seibickc were the first to treat abbreviated terms as a device for word
formation, seen from the LSP point of view. Together with loan
terms, loan ans1anons, inthphodzation, metonymy, temuinologization,
derivation, conversion, compound words and internationalisms,
abbreviations make up the arsenal of the current LSP terminology
(see also Bowker and Pearson 2002: 25-27).

2. Definition and categorization of abbreviations
Abbreviations are single letter graphemes with at least one letter (one­
letter abt’reviationi) or graphetnic chains that stand for a larger chain of
letter graphemes (Kohrt 1998: 440). Thus, abbreviations are mostly
made up of first letters (as in A for Ampere2, in SAS for Sleep Apnea
Syndrome, in HPLC for High Pefrrrnance Liquid Chromatgraphj), of one
or more syllables (as in ANCOI’A for Ana/ysis of Covariance) or a
combination of both (as in ALGOL for Agorithmic Oriented Langucge).

An abbreviation formadon technique is acronyms. Acronyms are
formed from the initial or more letters of the words of a compound
term and are pronounced as a word. An example for an acronym
pronounced as a word is AIDS/Aidj (Acquned Immune Dficiemj
Syndrom); former examples are laser (4ght anrp/Jier by stimulated emission
radiation) and radar (radio detecting and ranging) which ate lexicalized and
thus often considered to be common words with their original
version no longer cited or known.

A subcacegory of acronyms are homonyms, i.e. acronyms which are
mcrphologically identical to words already in use, with a different
meaning. Examples are R4(’E ‘Reseat’h and Development in Advanced
Commamnitzons Technologies /br EHrope,), IL-iSIC (Beginners’ /114-peapose
Sj..’mho/ic instruction Code), SHARP (Society /àr the Histoy of Authorsh,
Reathiig, and Publishing), ICON (Innovation Curriculum Online Network,).
Yet another subcategot of acronyms are homonyms that form a
proper name, such as i 1iI\JOS (Wediterranean Intensive Oxidant). They

Apère is metonym. that can take on the form of an abbreviaon (A).
From the moment that AIDS has become an eveday subject newspapers began

to lexicalize it and rcfer To it Ak& and no longer as AIDS dung 2003: 106).
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often make up female names such as DAISY (Daimier Automotive
Infot72zatio?z Sjvstern), IRIS (Industrial Relation Infonation Sjstern), A’L4RLJS
(Multi Aspect Rc/e,ame Infrrnation System) and P/INDOR/1 (Protojping
A Navigation Database of Road-Network Attnb#te). These hornonyms
frequently appear in computer technology arid remind us of familiar
and often nice-sounding names, as proper names, etc. Thus, abstract
and theoretical nodons used in science and technology tend to
become personified in order to get more attention from the target
group.

There seems to be no clear dividing line between abbreviations and
acronyms. For example, JPEG Joint Photographic Eperts Group,) is
pronounced as dei-peg. OSI-i/1 (Occupational Safety and Health
Administration), which can be both an acronym and an abbreviation,
can be spelled as 0-S-H-A and pronounced as a common word:
Oshd. Spelling pronunciation is an important technique in LSP and
may constitute the distinctive feature between LSP and common
language use of abbreviations (Kohrt 1998: 441).

3. The need for lexical economy in LSP
The major reason why abbreviations are employed in texts is ,ic/
ecowrny. This means that “for the purpose of saving Lime and effort”
(Zipf 1965: 30) frequent use of certain terms cause the users to adopt
abbreviations, especially if the terms are long. A second equally
important reason is economy in the sense of ‘avoidance of waste of
money, time, resources or careful control and management’. There is
a general trend towards economy coupled with productivity and
economic efficiency in all fields of life (Fijas 1998: 390) that results in
the increased use of abbreviations.A third reason for abbreviations is
that these terms are considered to be free of emotions, feelings and
judgment, to be neutral and objective, denotative and denominative
and thus tcnd to be regarded as highly scientific5.

Abbreviations arc thought to form the last stage of conciseness of
terms (Hoffmann 1984: 175) and the problems they create are
multiple. Linguistically speaking, lexical economy can associate the

4We owe this example w M Todd Harper from Kennesav State University
(Georgia).

The same goes for terms deriving from proper names and terms from Latin and
Greek (see Viereck 1998: 767.
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same abbreviaon with different notions, a phenomenon known as
polysemy. At the same time, features of classical terminology like
monosemy, exactness, explicitness and economy become invalid and
must be relativized (Hoffmann 1998: 194) because it is impossible for
all these postulates to be served. For instance, exactness may
sometimes be achieved by employing many terms, i.e. by word
strings, however, in this way, the need for language economy is no
longer fulfilled. Language economy demands for word strings to be
substituted by an abbreviation, which rarely conforms to the dictates
of monosemy, exactness and explicitness. To overcome all these
problems, the LSP imperative today postulates that a commiinicatiue
monosemwztj (or communicative itnambiguousneji) must be achieved, ie. every
term in a speciEc communication situation must have only one
intended meaning6 so that language can continue to create new terms
and fulfill the need for lexical economy.

4. Polysemy and synonymy in abbreviations
Communicative monosemicity, polyserny and synonymy often appcar
in technical and scientific texts despite a current tendency in 1 P
terminology for lexical and semantic disambiguarion.

Polysemy in abbreviations appears when there is no context and
background knowledge available because the inventory of the letters
is restricted and can provoke multiple use of the same abbreviation.
The combination of these letters is immense while the demand is
high, leading to ambiguities. For example ESJ’ can be the Eiergy
Saving Trust in the UK (a non-profit organization addressing the
damaging effects of climate change), Eciuards .ystems Techno/o,gj.’ in the
United States (fire alarm and life safety systems), the German-based
En,gineering Systems Tethno/gy (distributor of Virtual Reality, Augmented
Reality, and Visual Simulation hardware and software) and Tue
European Sosiet tr Trans/atuon .Stedues. Of course, here again the

6A good example of a combination of preciseness with economy are the manuals
and use instructions. Preciseness is important here since the application of the EU
product liability law gives the plaintiff the right to bring an action against the
manufacturer, the wholesaler, the retailer or the maker of a component part. This
means spending money, time and presdge for the parry involved. The technical
writer is the person responsible for the preciseness of the text and at the same time
for the lexical and financial economy with the highest comniumcative effect.

There may be cases where in certain communication situations the abbreviation
must be avoided (von Hahn 1998:384) and should only be applied if the use is



L,’,dcal Economy in ISP: Abbre,,iations and Trans/aüo,, from En,glish to Greek 200

communication situation will help to disarnbiguate the noon the
abbreviation stands for.

Synonymy may also appear in abbreviations and is often seen in
science. For example, synonymy in scientific fields occurs because
many different groups of scientists may discover the same substance
or therapy method. A good medical example might be HTL I/-Ill
(Fluman T-cell Ljmphotropic l’mis-III), LA V (Ljimpboadenopathj Amiciated
I ‘i,ic,), ARV (AIDS-Associated Ret,rn’inis,) and HIV U luman
Imrnunodefldernj Vinis,) that were synonyms before the term .H[[ was
fmally estab1ished. Especially in medicine the number of synonyms is
extremely high. The reasons are multiple: medical facts are complex,
knowledge is changing through time and different specialists use

different terms.
Synonymy in abbreviations is probably the next step since science

uses many different abbreviations for the same notion.

5. Neologisms as abbreviations
The need for new arid longer terms in science, technology, politics
and admmistrauon leads to creation of neologisms that can take the
form of abbreviations. When created, these neologisnis are first
words or word elements, which later become abbreviations. Whether
a neologism will first appear as an abbreviation or a word or word
elements or whether it will develop from a word or word elements to
an abbreviation is dependent on many factors. Some of these are the
/angua’e in which the neologism will first appear, time (the moment of
its appearance), duration (will the word/words last long enough to become
an abbreviation?), £eoraphic area, soa/ Iipects of communication, situation
and use (when and by whom, on what occasion will the neologism be
used) (see Rey 1995: 66, 77).

The duration of neologisms manifests itself in two ways:

unambiguous in a well-defined communic:iiinn field (Kohrt 1998: 440).
The AIDS virus has been variously tcrmcd 1-beman T-ce// Ijmpbotropic 1’thIS ill

(NTLT ‘-Ill/LA 19, LymphoadenopaL)y Associates! I met (LAP), AIDS-Associated Retrovirus
(AR 1/,), or Human immunodeficientj Vinis (Hill. The designarion human
immunodeficierny views (HIL7 has been accepted by a subcommittee of the
InternationaL Committee for the Taxonomy of Viruses as the appropriate name for
the retrovirus that has been implicated as the causative agent of AIDS (Science 1986;
232: 697).
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Sometimes these neologisms are very short-lived and, in other times,
they gain longevity. An example of a long-lasting neologism is the
term HIV. Examples of short-lived neologisms are its former
synonymous terms HTLV-Ill and LA V. HTLV-Ill (Human T-cell
Lymphotropic Virus-Ill) was coined by the scientific team of Dr. Robert
Gab from the National Cancer Institute and LA V (Ljmphoadenopathji
Associated Vbwi) by Dr. Luc Montagnier from the Pasteur Institute
respectively. It was in 1986, shortly into the AIDS epidemic, that
these two terms were substituted by Hfl

6. Translation of abbreviations into Greek
Abbreviations pose significant problems in translation. Before
translating an abbreviation, the translator must examine its spelling
and semantic structure. It is very important that the translator finds
the right meaning of an abbreviation because there are many
polysemous terms and newly coined terms that must not be confused
(Bédard 1986: 65). Most abbreviations in LSP are created in English;
this is because the English language is widely-used and dominant in
providing new terminology rn scientific and technical language.

Observation of original or translated data in the English-Greek
context, indicates a number of strategies employed in rendering
abbreviations into Greek. The most important ones are listed below:

6.1. Citation words (adoption of the SL-abbreviation in the TL)
\X•’hen English abbreviations are transferred into the TL, they are
often taken over as citation words. The Greek examples below show
the preference for maintaining the English term in its abbreviated
form. They are drawn from description of courses in Greek
University guides and show the preference of the Greek language to
take over the English abbreviations as citation words. The course
description fragments, below, present a series of notions to be dealt
with in the courses, allowing for abbreviations to appear as citation
words.

Examp’e (1)
Patras Unit’ersity, Depar/meii! J Bio1oy
Course. Methods oJOr&iiJc BioarticIes A,rn!ysis
XQtoyQçt ç, ooQÔa x HPLC,

The abbreviated terms are all in italics by the authors.
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jLiquid Column Chromatography, adsorption and distribution,
I-1pL, ion exchanges (Our translation)].

Example (2)
Technical Universi{y of Crete, Department of Sciens, Laboratoy of
Ana/ytical and Environmental Chernistü
A&mtu ,at ioç sOô6w v&?uç (XR , A4S,
HPLC, GC-MS, v-ray spectrometry)
pevelopment and application of analysis methods (XRF, TRXRF,
A/IS, HPLC, GCIlvtS, y-ray specrro1Y1ct1y)].

Example (3)
Anstot/c Uiiii’ersity of Thesa/oniki, I)epa/ment of Chemist’
(‘o#rce: O,a,zic 1i/j/r is

MOo6o (7LC. GC, 1JPLC)
Separation methods (TI C, (,C, I IPLC))

It is well known that “the creation of new terms in the target language
takes most often the form of a direct loan from English” (Pym
2000:fl. In the transfer from English to Greek, the direct loan adapts
the English term to the Greek graphemic, phonetic and
morphological norms. A well-known English-Gteek example of a direct
loan, mostly found in newspaper articles, is the following:

Example (4)
AIDS = ‘Et/EITZ

6.3. Loan translations
A loan translation strategy translates the SL term literally. In examples
(5) and (6), the same English abbreviated term, NGOs Non­
Governmental Oiganiçations), is transhited in two different ways in Greek
(M14.KYO and M.K.O. respectively). This means that Greek is nor
very familiar with the notion of NGOs as an abbreviation. Yet, it
makes every effort to abbreviate the term. In the future, one of the
two forms of abbreviation will probably be elininated.

Example (5)

- 0 xOc xYL .Ett0OQ’OUV O

6.2. Direct loans
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XsyÔvEc p xoflEevQr1zc oeyavFE1c (MH.KY.O), [ J1O

[Secondly, the field where the so-called Non-Goverm,ie,ztaI
OraniaiionJ (NGOs) are formed and function [... ]J.

Example (6)
‘Iaq ‘ç 7I6 touç xuLotEoL)ç Xóyotc yt ro o7toov teut

ot &vtxc 3)E\?flOEt XCU Ot 8tcOvtc oyvtao atx8tcx&
yx&aO-p v IIotQoOo&v ttç EOUGtEç Le 8L&cOQeç o[1&6Ec
7toXtrcv, yvwcrt&c ç Mq Kofiv,puxc OOyavthaElc (M.K.O.) svt

rwv TsXvo)oytdw H opotxc x&t T[oLvvtcv
TITI). Ot tQoiyjIveg TFIT ouv auat njv 6utótta tcov
M.K.O. toro L
[Perhaps one of the major reasons why during the last decade
naonal governments and international organizations have
gradually been forced to share powers with the different groups of
citizens, known as Non-Goi’eimne,tai OrgaHiafions (NGOs), is the
development of Information and Telecommunication
Technologies (ITT). The advanced ITT have augmented the
NGOs’abth to use information [...]].

In example (7), the STI (Stnatui?d TraL’nent Inteimption) term is known
from the therapy of HIV in medical texts. Greek medical texts use a
loan trans1aon from English and often add the English full version
of the term, with the abbreviation.

Example (7)
flQoyxco1Il LC(KO7t
Treatment Interruption (ST1))2

Aywyc (HLL4) (Structured

6.4. Similar terms
It is very often the case that scientific terms are cited in English
together with their abbreviated form, but to be explained with a
simiar or paraphrastic term in Greek. Example (8) is a title from
AGROLAB LABORATORY AND CONSULTANCY SERVICES’
website (an independent laboratory aiming to provide specific serviccs
to agriculture and food industry) and is given both in Greek and in

‘“http://www.paremvassi.gt/artsl I him
‘I hrrp://www.paremvassi.gr/art79.htm
I? http://wwwhivgt/basikes_gnoseis/glossarihtml
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English. The Greek term is not an exact translation of the English
source text fragment.

Example (8)
Y’jc X to&poc vtveod tQL6ouc (HPLC)
High Performance Liquid Chromatography (HPLC)’3
[Liquid Chromatographer with Ultra-Violet Detector]

Example (9) is from a Crete University study guide and renders the
HPLC abbreviation differently.

Example (9)
xi�’ x’°ye� u4c r66orn9ç

(FJPLC)N
[liquid Chromatography and 1-11gb Performance Chromatography

(HPLj

This example shows the same English term HPLC with a different
trans1aon than in the Greek examp’e above.

6.5. Combination of different translation techniques
The Greek language borrows citation words from the English
language, in the form of terms and/or their abbreviated form. These
citation words can be accompanied by Greek citation words, be it in
their long or abbreviated version. Some examples are the following:

GREEK LONG VERSION (ENGLISH ABBREVIATION)
Example (10)

M6o6oç ltQoo6Lo aio nw ittvthv D, cu 010 Xt G

spLx& y&)T %paroyaç1E’a bt/)t7’c aJrôOCf/c (HPLC)
totQopc p&o)9c [..].

[Methods for the determination of vitamins D, D3 in milk and
in infant fomu1ae by reversed-phase begh pejbrmantr liquid chromato<gr4hy
(HPLC)] [.. .j.

‘ http://www.agrolab.gr/
-4 hrrp://wxvw.spoudesgr/tcrete/env_m/courses.lilm

IS This is the title of a paper presented at a conference held in Greece.
http//wwwchennstry.uocgr/confercnce2OO2/gr/last_ap.htm.
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ENGLISH ABBREVI \[[ON (ENGLISH LONG VERSION = GREEK LONG
VERSION)
Example (11)

Mto otuô tic uicvnzOrgcc ±EkETE; Tb)’) tEXEUtft,w XQO’)WV, [...]

Y] IEXEfl9 [2C T QLK& DCCI (Diabetes Control and Complications
Trial = AltEr,1 rot.’ &a8i7rcxoth sAiyxoo xai ran’ envzAoxcôv) nou

16
11QOQXSTL no tic HFIA
[One of the most important trials of the last years [...J is the
DCCT (Diabetes Control and complications Trial Diabetes Control and
complications Trial) carried out in the USA].

GREEK LONG VERSION (ENGUSH LONG VERSION, ENGUSH
ABBREVL\TION)
Example (12)

M Noux?EoLxo A’tosç tc AvarQopc
(non-nucleoside reverse transcriptase inhibitors, NNRI7)’7

Example (12) shows another variation of ioan translation of an
English term. Thc (;r(ek translation of the long version is given
together with the I iuIish long version + the English abbreviation.
Another variati,n is:

GREEK LONG VERSION (ENGLISFI ABBREVIATION, ENGLISH LONG
VERSION)

Example (13)
1 No orn81Ko A atoXc c Av&otQopc ieryQç&aç
NNRTI, nonnucleoside reverse u-anscriptase inhibitors)

GREEK LONG VERSION (ENGLISF[ LONG VERSION, ENGLISH
ABBRE\ I ATION)
Exampic (14)

Y’i x°y’ un1c tô6oc,
(high performance liquid chromatography, UPIL)19

‘( hrrp://wwwmednergr/greek/soc/ede/diah 101 turn.
hLIp://ww-wiatroclub.gr/pr/ farrnakologia/idl him

‘ http:!/www.iatrocluh.gr/pr/ farinakologia/id 1 .htm
° hrrp://www.mednet.gr/bem/epi/091ghtml
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ENGLISH LONG VERSION (ENGLISH ABBRE\IATION)
Example (15)

KáQytc E.UpOXuTTàv MI O/cYTWv ‘‘L .Et(pGtX& )(L

O.LEtcpoLxà XQW[IoO It LC ac C?] TEtç: G-bands /y typsth
and Gjemsa (GTG), Nuclear oganii-er rgion (NOR, C-bands by bath/i7i
hydroide and Giemsa (CBG), 4,6-Di-urnio-2-phe.ylindole (DA P1),

[Lymphocytes and fibroblasts culture lot- metaphasc and
prometaphase. chromosomes with the following techniques: Gb­
ands ty typsin and Giemsa (GTG, Nuclear oraniser region (NOR), C-
bands by barium bydroxde and Giemsa (CBG), 4,6-Di-amino-2-
pheqy/indole (DlP1), 1...]]

The examples above have shown what strategies are employed iii

transferring LSP abbreviations from English to Greek. In general, we
have identified four major strategies:

The first strategy is employed by Greek end users of
abbreviations, mostly scientists or informed laymen. They read
the translation of abbreviations, which follow the EngLish
abbreviation, together with the English and Greek long versions
(see example (11)) and then go on using just the English
abbreviation in the rest of the text (see excerpt 3). Excerpts 1-3 at
the end of our paper underline the importance of English
abbreviations in Greek LSP discourse.

• A second strategy in translating abbreviations is providing the full
Greek version of the term followed by the Greek abbreviation,
the firsE time the term is used Only he Greek abbreviation is
used as the text goes on (see example (6) and excerpt 4).

• A third strategy is to only use the English abbreviation, which
nosdy occurs in highly sciertific texts, with few exceptions like
AIDS or HIV (see example (1)). In example (15) the long version
and the abbreviation are in English.

• A last strategy involves presenting a Greek long version followed
by the English abbreviation (see example (10)).

Altogether, abbreviations used in Greek remain in English especially
in highly scientific texts and are translated only if the public addressed

hrtp://wwwich.gr/exarns.h tml

7. Conclusion
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is less informed, such as in newspaper articles dealing with scientific

The ever growing need for communication on a scientific and
technological level, the need for lexical economy and fot euphonic
and motivated abbreviations seems to be the function that many
abbreviations arc called to serve today. The problematic areas in
abbreviation translation are mostly polysemy, synonymy and
nec logisms.

Any one of the translation techniques we presented in our paper
appear in our data, i.e. citation words, direct loans, loan translation,
similar terms and different combinations thereof. We have noted that
when abbreviations can occur in both languages, Greek LSP texts

prefer the English version rather than the Greek one. When there is
no Greek equivalent for a source English LSP abbreviation, there is a
general tendency for establishing the English abbreviated terms to the
disadvantage of the Greek terms.

The question arises as to how these different phenomena can be
handled and what the preferred strategies imply for the development
of domestic scientific discourse. Translation practice in the English-
Greek context shows varying tendencies bearing consequences for
target identity inscription and development. If domesticating foreign
abbreviations through translation can be assumed to contribute to
target identity development, this is probably going to be achieved
more easily through popular science (e.g. articles in newspapers which
address a general public) rather than through purely scientific texts
(e.g. in periodicals which address scientists). Highly scientific target
texts are less likely to allow target identity inscription and
development, because scientific jargon favours the hegemony of
English and disallows reflection of domestic versions of abbreviated
terms. Development of domestic scientific discourse is likely to be
easier in situations in which translators are more aware of and
concerned with addressing a general target public, whose profile is to
affect translation performance. We guess, the treatment of
abbreviations in translated or originally produced texts (e.g. study
guides of Greek universities) is likely to reflect the changing profile of
target audiences and is, thus, worth studying.

texts.
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