
Localizing US English for 
UK Clients Means More 

Than Changing a Few Words



About Us:

aiaTranslations LLC is the leading 
provider of specialized life sciences 
translation.  With a global network 
of medical linguists, aiaTranslations 
can provide translations for projects 
ranging from clinical trials through 
commercialization and market research.  



On the other hand, when it comes to 
“English market” clients – that is, clients 
from anglophone countries - many 
American companies, organizations, 
and individuals don’t feel the need for 
localization. This is a major misconception 
that could cause their advertising or 
education material to fail in what they 
assumed was a similar market. 

At the root of this error is the fact that 
there is no such thing as a uniform “English 
market”. For example, if a company is going 
to expand to the United Kingdom (UK), 
they need to be aware of what, exactly 
this is. The UK includes England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. Each of these 
countries has its own specific culture 
and ways of speaking that need to be 
considered.

Communicating across borders is about far 
more than language. Differences in local 
customs, living conditions, and cultures 
also need to be considered. In professional 
translation, the process of localization 
aims to do exactly this. Localization takes 
translation to another level, adding in 
adapted content that will be understood 
by a target culture just as well as words – or 
even better.

The need for localization may seem obvious 
when dealing with a notably different 
target culture. For example, if a US-based 
company is adapting marketing material 
for a Chinese audience or customers, the 
team in charge is likely aware that quite a 
few changes need to be made. Localization 
experts would be hired or consulted.



One aspect of culture is, simply, the needs of the local population and how they 
obtain them. As globig.co writer Jessica Hoyt points out, “UK consumers don’t 
necessarily have the same needs or even shop the same way US customers do.” 

In addition to lifestyle differences, language variations must also be considered. 
The US-based Wang Laboratories’ advertising disaster in the UK is an excellent 
example of what can go wrong when someone forgets (or has never heard) the 
joke about Britain and America being divided by a common language. When 
the company used the phrase “Wang Cares” in its UK ads, rather than a simple 
message about a company’s feelings, the word “wang” evoked an obscene word 
for male genitalia that’s commonly used in the UK. 

Language-related localization issues can be even subtler. As journalist Max 
Naylor writes (with brutal honesty), “UK audiences in particular can find US 
English unfamiliar and alienating, and in some cases even downright irritating.” 
That is why when localizing (or “localising”, as it is spelled in British English) 
content for the UK, it is essential to note even the smallest linguistic differences 
and adapt content accordingly.

Naylor lists three steps towards adapting content for a UK target audience. The 
first is reproofing. This is, essentially, a general editing of a text, where surface 
differences such as spelling, date formatting, and “the odd Oxford comma” are 
changed.

But for true localization, this process has to go further. The next step is 
traditional adaptation, which involves making sure specific terminology 
and phrasing fit the UK market. The final step, which is ideal for marketing 
campaigns, patient education material, and popular culture, is full localisation: 
words and phrases that may have negative connotations in the target culture, as 
well as cultural references that won’t be understood, are removed or adapted.

Adapting American English for  
UK Audiences



When adapting even a basic US English document for a UK audience, VOA 
Learning English notes six general linguistic differences to keep in mind:

Where American and UK English differ

1 Vocabulary. For example, a truck vs a lorry, or an apartment vs a 
flat. You can find a chart featuring some other common vocabulary 
differences here.

4 Smaller differences with past tense verbs, particularly with irregular 
verbs, where Americans tend to use the -ed ending and the British the 
-t ending. 

6 Spelling. Certain words vary (often slightly) in spelling in American and 
British English. For example, the aforementioned “localization”(US) vs. 
“localisation”(UK).

2 Collective nouns. In American English, collective nouns are considered 
singular, while in British English they can be either singular or plural. 

3 Auxiliary verbs. Notably, the use of the verb “shall”, which is common 
in British English but formal or old-fashioned in American English.

5 Tag questions (isn’t it?, don’t they?, etc.), which Americans use much 
less than the British. 



Even highly specific jargon may not be uniform in American and British 
English. Medical terminology, for instance, can differ significantly. Consider the 
differences between the meanings of terms like “GP” (General Practitioner), 
"primary care", and “surgery”. 

Some vocabulary doesn’t have an exact equivalent in the other culture. For 
example, patients in the UK have an NHS number - a medical record number that 
is used in the health care system throughout the UK.

Spelling is another way that medical terms can differ in American and British 
English. Among the most notable differences are:

• medical terms that are spelled solely with a letter “e“ in American English, but 
with “ae” in UK English – for instance, “anemia” (US) vs “anaemia“ (UK)

•  medical terms that are spelled with the letter “e” in American English and 
with an “oe” in British English. For example, “dyspnea” (US) vs “dyspnoea” (UK) 

• Words that end in “or” in American English end with the letters “our” in British 
English. For example, “tumor” (US) vs “tumour” (UK).

• Another general rule for endings in American vs British English is that the 
suffix “-lyze” in American English is spelled “-lyse” in UK English. For example, 
“paralyze” vs “paralyse”. – 

• A number of words in American English end in “-er” in American English and 
in “-re” in British English. For instance, the chemistry/pharmaceutical term 
“titer” (US) is spelled “titre” in the UK.

The Translation Clinic is a helpful resource for anyone who would like to 
familiarize (or familiarise) themselves with these and other medical spelling 
differences. The site features a chart of common examples. 

Some more specific differences – 
medical terminology



Anglophones may seem to share a common language, but there are, in fact, 
many differences between US and UK English. Culture is another difference to 
keep in mind. 

No matter how small some of these linguistic variations are, they can have 
a significant impact on everything from the effectiveness of ad campaigns 
and patient education material, to patient health. Failure to acknowledge 
these differences and adapt texts accordingly will result in marketing 
material that rings false to the native population – not to mention potential 
misunderstandings in medical texts, materials, and instructions. With that in 
mind, the need for language localization (localisation) from US to UK English 
should not be neglected or negated.

Companies and translators should begin by understanding which part of the UK 
they’re trying to target, and then utilize resources and the skills of localization 
experts.  By taking these steps, they’ll be able to correctly speak to this new 
audience…in what they thought was their common language.

Conclusion
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