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Abstract 

Polysemy, characterized by a single word possessing multiple related meanings, poses 

significant challenges in translation, particularly when meanings lack direct equivalents in the 

target language. This study systematically reviews research on polysemy in translation studies, 

analyzing high-quality journal articles published up to July 31, 2025, sourced from the Web of 
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Science (WoS) and Scopus databases. Employing a structured coding and analysis framework, 

this review examines publication trends, methodological approaches, and research themes 

through a systematic literature review utilizing content analysis. Following the PRISMA 

guidelines, 36 articles were selected for analysis. The findings reveal: (1) Empirical research 

predominantly focuses on polysemy across various translation domains, with data collection 

and analysis methods demonstrating increasing diversification. (2) There is a notable gap in 

exploring polysemy translation within culturally specific and stylistically complex texts, 

necessitating further investigation into intricate contextual applications. (3) Future research 

should prioritize domain-specific syntheses and address multilingual translation requirements. 

This review contributes to translation studies by offering a comprehensive understanding of 

polysemy research, fostering greater attention to diverse linguistic contexts and promoting 

interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Keywords: polysemy, translation, publication trend, methodological approach, research theme 

 

1. Introduction 

Polysemy, even within specialized domains, remains a prevalent phenomenon, frequently 

addressed in terminology literature (Bouveret, 1998; Adelstein & Cabré, 2002; Frassi, 2022). 

L’Homme (2024) asserts that polysemy constitutes a common challenge frequently 

encountered by terminologists. For instance, the word "run" exhibits distinct meanings across 

contexts, such as "run a half marathon," "run some water," "run on gasoline," "run a shop," 

"run late," "run away from responsibilities," "run in the family," and "run for President." The 

complexity of semantic relations and meaning manifestation in translation studies has attracted 

significant scholarly attention, as evidenced by works from Hawkins (2017), Corbett and Li 

(2021), and Zhou et al. (2022). This aligns with Al-Saudi’s (2023) investigation into the 

challenges stemming from insufficient understanding of the source language, which often leads 

to deviations in meaning and semantic loss in English translations (Abdul-Raof, 2004; Al-Qinai, 

2011). 

Recent research has increasingly explored sense relations and meaning identification; however, 

polysemy, particularly from a translational perspective, remains underexplored (Al-Saudi, 

2023). To address this gap, numerous studies have investigated the handling of polysemous 

words within translation studies. Nevertheless, the complexity of interpreting polysemy, 

devising effective translation strategies, and addressing associated challenges often creates 

difficulties for translators seeking reliable references. These complexities hinder translators and 

scholars from synthesizing prior research, staying abreast of current trends, and adopting robust 

methodologies for polysemy-focused translation studies. Consequently, there is a pressing need 

to systematically elucidate the landscape of translation research concerning polysemy. 

A systematic literature review provides an objective, transparent, and comprehensive approach 

to synthesizing existing knowledge surrounding a research question (Tsafnat et al., 2014). 

Despite the expanding body of research on polysemy in translation, no prior study has 

systematically mapped its research trajectories across diverse domains, including law, literature, 
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machine translation, and language processing. This gap impedes interdisciplinary advancement 

and the development of cohesive translation strategies. To achieve a thorough understanding 

of polysemy research, this study conducts a systematic review to examine current research foci 

and identify future directions in translation studies. Notably, Al-Saudi (2023) highlights that 

meaning negotiation between languages frequently encounters challenges due to significant 

linguistic and cultural disparities. These challenges underscore the complexities translators face 

across varied contexts. Therefore, this review synthesizes empirical studies on polysemy in 

translation, drawing from international literature published up to July 31, 2025, guided by the 

following research questions: 

1) What is the publication trend of polysemy research in translation studies? 

2) What methodological characteristics are evident in related translation studies? 

3) What research themes are focused on in related translation studies? 

 

2. Methodology 

To systematically identify translation studies on polysemy, this study adheres to the PRISMA 

(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines proposed 

by Page et al. (2021). The methodology comprises three sections: search strategy, selection 

criteria, and data coding and analysis. 

2.1 Search Strategy 

This study encompasses all research on the translation of polysemy published up to July 31, 

2025. Given the scarcity of systematic reviews on polysemy in translation studies, 

comprehensive data collection is essential to facilitate in-depth exploration and analysis in this 

field. 

Potential studies were retrieved from the Scopus and WoS electronic bibliographic databases. 

Scopus is recognized as a comprehensive resource, encompassing a wide range of peer-

reviewed social science journals (Steinhardt et al., 2017). The selection of both WoS and 

Scopus is justified by their complementary strengths, addressing individual database 

limitations (Burnham, 2006), and their status as leading bibliographic databases containing 

high-quality, peer-reviewed journal articles curated through rigorous selection processes 

(Pranckutė, 2021). In terms of its discussion, polysemy, as defined in the Encyclopedia of 

Language & Linguistics (Second Edition, 2006), denotes a linguistic phenomenon wherein 

words possess multiple meanings beyond their literal interpretation. Polysemy behaves 

similarly to semantic diversity, and the polysemous words tend to be more semantically diverse 

(Rodd, Gaskell, & Marslen-Wilson, 2002). Also, polysemy akin to semantic flexibility is often 

found in full natural languages (Raukko, 2003). Accordingly, the search strategy incorporated 

synonyms for polysemy, including “multiple meaning,” “semantic diversity,” and “semantic 

flexibility.” The search strings for title, abstract, and author keywords were as follows: 

Search string for Scopus: 
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TITLE-ABS-KEY((“polysemy” OR “multiple meaning*” OR “semantic diversity” OR 

“semantic flexibility” ) AND translation)) 

Search string for WoS:  

TS=((“polysemy” OR “multiple meaning*” OR “semantic diversity” OR “semantic 

flexibility” ) AND translation)) 

2.2 Selection Criteria 

The screening process was designed to identify literature for inclusion in the review, 

streamlining the number of documents to ensure manageability for reviewers (Okoli, 2015). 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria have been set in alignment with the scope of the research 

question (Table 1). 

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

No. Criteria Inclusion Exclusion Justification 

1 Language English 
All languages 

except English 

To ensure accurate 

comprehension and 

representation of articles in 

a global academic context 

2 Scope 

Peer-reviewed 

academic journal 

articles 

Review, book chapter, 

conference proceedings, 

editorial, short survey, other 

no peer-reviewed and 

unpublished articles 

Journal articles are 

generated more 

consistently than other 

sources such 

as chapters and reports 

3 Length 

Full-text papers 

accessible for 

retrieval 

Articles containing only 

abstracts or limited sections 

To facilitate comprehensive 

evaluation, ensure 

complete data extraction, 

and avoid bias from 

missing information 

4 Content 

Papers with 

complete 

information 

elements 

Articles lacking abstracts, 

author information, keywords, 

references, or other essential 

components 

To ensure comprehensive 

data analysis, maintain 

consistency, and enhance 

the reliability and validity 

of findings 

5 Focus 

Studies centrally 

addressing polysemy 

in translation 

Articles that peripherally 

mention polysemy or translation 

or address them minimally 

To prioritize in-depth, 

relevant analyses that 

elucidate the impact of 

polysemy on translation 

Given the restrictions of the scope, language, and document type, 483 records were retrieved 

from the WoS (90 records) and Scopus (393 records) databases. Of these, a total of 75 

duplicates were filtered and removed manually to ensure quality. The remaining 408 records 

were screened by checking the titles, keywords, and abstracts based on the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria. The abstracts that are not detailed enough to appraise have been retained for 

full-text assessment. After that, 408 were read in full text. Altogether, 372 articles were 

excluded based on the selection criteria by carefully reading the full texts. For instance, 

“translation” in Finkbeiner et al.’s (2004) research is just used as a backdrop against what kind 
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of a role polysemy plays in masked semantic and translation priming; in fact, the whole passage 

only focuses on semantic categorization. Likewise, some studies focus on word formation 

translation rather than the study of word meaning translation (Pak et al., 2023; Zaw & Alpatova, 

2023); some have begun to explore the translation of meaning, but have not addressed the study 

of polysemy (Bolduc, 2022); and the discussion of polysemous words in some articles is only 

a minor part rather than the main focus (Araghi & Palangkaraya, 2024). Overall, 36 articles 

were included in the final study. The data extracting and appraising process is outlined in Figure 

1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Flow chart of study inclusion process adapted from the PRISMA 2020 diagram  
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2.3 Literature Coding 

Four researchers formed two independent teams to perform a content analysis of the literature. 

As illustrated in Figure 2, the first phase involved the development of the preliminary coding 

framework. Guided by the three research questions, the researchers referred to the coding 

system and analysis framework used in systematic literature reviews (Macaro et al., 2012; Lin 

& Lan, 2015) to construct the initial coding framework. 

The second phase involved trial coding. Each team independently conducted a back-to-back 

trial coding based on the preliminary coding framework, selecting 10 identical SJR Q1 and Q2 

journal articles from the candidate journals. After the trial coding, the inter-rater reliability (IRR) 

between the two researchers within the same team was above 0.92. Subsequently, the research 

teams then held a discussion meeting to unify the coding results and refine the coding 

framework. 

The third phase comprised formal coding. Each team independently coded the 36 selected 

articles, following the same process as in the second phase. After the coding, a discussion 

meeting was held, resulting in the final coding and analysis framework (as shown in Figure 3),  

and the coding data was compiled and unified 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Data coding and analysis process 
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Figure 3. Coding and analysis framework for systematic literature review 
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3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 Publication Trend 

3.1.1 Number of Publications 

From 1979 to 2025, as illustrated in Figure 4, the publication trend of articles on polysemy in 

translation studies exhibits a fluctuating pattern. During the early years (e.g., 1979, 1996, 1999, 

and 2001), publication output was minimal, with only one article per year. A slight increase 

occurred in 2007 and 2008, with two articles published annually. A modest peak was observed 

in 2014, with three articles, though this upward trend was not sustained, and subsequent years 

saw a return to lower publication numbers. The most notable peak occurred in 2017, with five 

articles published. From 2019 to 2025, publication numbers fluctuated modestly, typically 

ranging between one and three articles per year, with an average of approximately one article 

annually from 2023 to 2025. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Number of publications from 1979 to 2025 
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                Figure 5. Distribution of published journal from 1979 to 2025 
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attention in these domains. 

Regarding the research focus, a substantial proportion of studies concentrate on machine 

translation, cross-lingual information retrieval (CLIR), language processing, and bilingual 

lexicon induction. Less commonly addressed themes include legal translation and the cultural 

and pragmatic translation of specific lexical items. This distribution likely arises from the 

increasing emphasis on technological applications, such as machine translation, whereas 

philosophical and cultural translation, which demands comprehensive semantic analysis and 

interdisciplinary expertise, garners less attention. 

Despite the limited attention to understudied language pairs and subjects, these areas merit 

greater focus in future research. Scholars can address this gap by fostering cross-linguistic 

collaboration and resource sharing, utilizing corpus-based techniques and neural machine 

translation methods, and exploring strategies for managing complex polysemous words within 

cultural and contextual frameworks. Such approaches can yield more precise and practical 

outcomes for both linguistics and translation studies. 

3.2 Research Methods 

3.2.1 Research Approaches and Research Design 

Drawing on Creswell’s (2010) classification framework for research approaches and designs 

in educational research, this review, based on an analysis of 36 empirical studies, identifies 

three research approaches and six research designs. As listed in Table 2, quantitative methods 

were employed in 29 studies, comprising 15 corpus analyses, 5 experimental studies, and 9 

quasi-experimental studies, underscoring the field’s emphasis on empirical precision and data-

driven methodologies. Mixed-methods approaches, adopted in four studies integrating 

automated techniques with human evaluation, reflect an increasing interest in balancing 

computational efficiency with interpretive depth. Conversely, qualitative methods remain 

significantly underrepresented, with only three studies utilizing discourse analysis and case 

studies, which demonstrate their potential to provide nuanced, context-sensitive insights. 

Table 2. Research approaches and research designs in 36 empirical studies 

Research Approach Research Design Number of Studies 

Qualitative Contextual Analysis 

Case Study 

1 

2 

 

Quantitative 

Corpus Analysis 

Experimental Research 

Quasi-experimental 

Research 

15 

5 

9 

Mixed Methods Automated Methods and 

Human Evaluation 

4 
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This synthesis of research on polysemy in translation studies reveals considerable progress, 

predominantly driven by quantitative analysis and technology-oriented methodologies. 

Nevertheless, there is significant potential for deeper exploration through qualitative research. 

The existing literature suggests that case studies have been employed to investigate translation 

strategies and the cultural adaptability of polysemous words across diverse contexts, yet such 

studies are notably scarce. Discourse analysis enables a systematic examination of texts to 

uncover contextual usage and translation strategies for polysemous words in varied cultural 

settings, while case studies provide in-depth insights into the efficacy and challenges of specific 

translation decisions. Consequently, future research should prioritize discourse analysis and 

case studies to enhance the understanding of the diversity and complexity of polysemy in 

translation practice, thereby offering a more comprehensive perspective and actionable insights 

for translation scholarship. 

3.2.2 Data Collection 

The literature reviewed in this study utilized a range of data collection methods. Van (2007) 

employed document analysis to extract data from entries in translation studies dictionaries and 

encyclopedias, examining how polysemy and synonymy facilitate translation learners’ 

understanding of theoretical concepts. Lefever (2014) gathered quantitative data, applying 

metrics such as F-score and accuracy to assess model performance. 

An analysis of 36 studies on polysemy in translation research reveals that data collection 

methods predominantly center on corpus analysis and experimental data, reflecting a reliance 

on objective data. Nevertheless, methods such as interviews and surveys, which capture 

subjective insights, remain underutilized, constraining a comprehensive understanding of 

translators’ experiences and strategies. Although textual and discourse analysis is employed, 

there is considerable scope for further exploration to elucidate subtle cultural and semantic 

nuances in translation practices. 

3.2.3 Data Analysis 

Across the 36 studies addressing polysemy in translation research, scholars employed a diverse 

range of data analysis methods. Qualitative data analysis was utilized in three studies. Zhang 

et al. (2022) conducted construction analysis and comparison to elucidate semantic structures 

and translation strategies across languages, while Abdul-Ghafour et al. (2019) applied 

Murphy’s Relational Contrast Theory (RC-S) to examine semantic distinctions. These 

qualitative approaches seek to yield profound insights into context and translation strategies, 

revealing how polysemy manifests in varied cultural and linguistic contexts. Quantitative data 

analysis was employed in 29 studies, encompassing descriptive statistics, regression analysis, 

ANOVA, and performance metrics. Elston & Williams (2008) utilized descriptive statistics and 

ANOVA to assess reaction times and error rates in semantic judgment tasks among second-

language learners, Yang et al. (2021) evaluated machine translation performance using BLEU 

and Levenshtein distance metrics, and Cañizares & Gathercole (2020) applied ANOVA to 

investigate the proportion of erroneous cognate selections in translation tasks. These 

quantitative methods aim to evaluate translation quality and language learning outcomes 

through data-driven approaches. Four studies adopted a mixed-methods approach, integrating 
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quantitative and qualitative analyses. For instance, Lan (2017) combined corpus analysis with 

case studies to ensure accuracy and precision in bijural translation, while Viberg (2012) 

performed comparative analysis of translations in multilingual corpora to explore semantic 

shifts across languages. This approach provides a comprehensive analytical framework, 

balancing objectivity with in-depth exploration of translation practices. 

Future research should strive to expand the scope and methods of data collection to incorporate 

more subjective and qualitative perspectives. Utilizing interviews and surveys can yield deeper 

insights into how translators manage polysemy across diverse contexts and the rationales 

underlying their decisions. Integrating multiple data sources, such as observations of real-time 

translation tasks and translator feedback, can provide a more holistic perspective. Furthermore, 

the development of cross-cultural corpus analysis should be prioritized to enhance 

understanding of how polysemy manifests and is addressed across varied languages and 

cultural contexts. 

3.3 Research Themes 

Through a rigorous content analysis, this systematic review has identified five primary research 

themes, as delineated in Table 3. The predominant themes encompass the interplay between 

polysemy and language acquisition as well as cognitive processes, the integration of polysemy 

in machine translation systems, the significance of polysemy in cross-lingual information 

retrieval (CLIR) and the development of lexical resources, and the representation of polysemy 

in the translation of literary and cultural texts. A significant proportion of the analyzed studies 

address multiple research themes concurrently (Zhou et al., 2022). 

Table 3. Classification of Research Themes and Number of Studies 

Category Subcategory No. of 

Studies 

 

Polysemy in language learning 

and cognition (23 studies) 

Second language semantic 

processing 

Cross-language vocabulary 

acquisition 

Bilingual lexical representation 

9 

 

10 

4 

 

Polysemy in machine 

translation (18 studies) 

Word sense disambiguation and 

model optimization 

Technical vocabulary handling 

Translation quality improvement 

11 

 

4 

3 

Polysemy in CLIR and lexical 

resource construction (12 

studies) 

Semantic expansion and query 

optimization 

Lexical resource alignment 

4 
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Information retrieval models 5 

3 

Polysemy in literary and 

cultural translation (3 studies) 

Culture specific expressions 

Polysemy in literary works 

1 

2 

Polysemy in legal translation 

and terminology studies (11 

studies) 

Bijural translation of legal terms 

Terminology education and 

lexicography 

3 

8 

3.3.1 Polysemy in Language Learning and Cognition 

Among the 36 studies included in this review, 23 specifically investigate the impact of 

polysemy on second language semantic processing, cross-linguistic vocabulary acquisition, 

and bilingual lexical representation. The scholarly consensus, supported by extensive research, 

indicates that polysemous words in the first language (L1) substantially impede second 

language (L2) semantic acquisition. Elston & Williams (2008) conducted an empirical study to 

assess the effect of polysemy on second language learners’ accuracy in semantic judgment tasks, 

demonstrating that polysemous vocabulary from L1 significantly elevates the probability of 

semantic selection errors in L2 contexts. Cañizares & Gathercole (2020) extended this inquiry 

by examining the interference caused by L1 polysemy in translation tasks, revealing that 

comprehension of L1 polysemy introduces systematic biases in L2 translation outcomes, 

particularly when the semantic frameworks of L1 exhibit greater complexity than those of L2. 

These findings underscore the complexity of mapping polysemous structures across linguistic 

boundaries, particularly in scenarios requiring learners to execute precise semantic decisions, 

where polysemy frequently engenders inconsistencies in comprehension. 

In the domain of cross-linguistic vocabulary acquisition, research examines the differential 

impacts of formal and semantic ambiguity associated with polysemous words on the process 

of vocabulary acquisition. Degani & Tokowicz (2010) conducted a detailed analysis of the 

cognitive challenges posed by polysemy during vocabulary acquisition, focusing particularly 

on how the formal and semantic diversity of polysemous words complicates learners’ memory 

encoding and meaning retrieval. Studies on bilingual lexical representation investigate the 

dynamic interplay between L1 and L2 lexical representations of polysemy. Degani & Tokowicz 

(2013) explored the storage mechanisms of polysemous words within the mental lexicons of 

bilingual individuals, revealing that the semantic structures of polysemous words frequently 

demonstrate inconsistencies between L1 and L2. In translation tasks, bilinguals exhibit a 

pronounced tendency to prioritize simpler semantic meanings in L2, while polysemous words 

characterized by more intricate L1 structures are more likely to generate multiple interpretive 

pathways. 

When L1 lexical structures exhibit greater complexity, L1 polysemy, characterized by multiple 

meanings of a single word, can markedly impair L2 semantic comprehension. This finding 

underscores the practical significance of polysemy research for language pedagogy and 
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translator training, highlighting the necessity of precise and consistent interpretation of 

polysemous terms across diverse linguistic and cultural contexts. However, many existing 

studies are confined to controlled laboratory environments, limited by insufficient analysis of 

naturalistic translation contexts. Consequently, future research should prioritize naturalistic 

settings, examining translators’ cognitive and contextual strategies in authentic translation tasks. 

Furthermore, research should focus on translators’ individual decision-making strategies, 

elucidating the cognitive processes underlying semantic selection of polysemy, thereby 

enhancing our understanding of its complexities in translation cognition. 

3.3.2 Polysemy in Machine Translation 

Polysemous words exhibit multiple interpretations contingent on context, posing significant 

challenges for effective disambiguation and the selection of appropriate translations in 

enhancing the accuracy and practical utility of machine translation (MT) systems. Among the 

36 studies reviewed, 18 address the role of polysemy in machine translation. Researchers aim 

to enhance MT systems’ ability to disambiguate meanings of polysemous words, thus 

enhancing translation accuracy. Mall & Jaiswal (2017) investigated the extent to which 

improvements in corpus annotation and alignment techniques contribute to enhancing WSD 

performance, employing metrics such as F-score and accuracy to evaluate the model’s 

polysemy disambiguation performance. Additionally, Nguyen et al. (2020) developed a neural 

network-based approach, proposing a deep learning WSD method that demonstrated effective 

performance in disambiguating subtle semantic nuances, particularly for context-sensitive 

polysemous terms. These studies underscore the necessity of effective WSD for polysemy 

disambiguation, with neural networks offering a robust mechanism for enhancing translation 

accuracy. 

Furthermore, the handling of technical vocabulary constitutes a critical area of inquiry, 

particularly in domains such as medicine and engineering, where specialized terminology 

exhibits polysemous complexities. Frînculescu (2014) investigated polysemy in medical 

translation, employing co-occurrence frequency analysis to mitigate misinterpretation of 

polysemous technical terms, thus enhancing the quality of medical text translations. These 

studies highlight the intricacies of disambiguating polysemous terms in specialized domains, 

demonstrating the critical role of integrating comprehensive contextual cues in technical texts 

to minimize translation errors. 

Moreover, studies addressing translation quality enhancement investigate the extent to which 

accuracy metrics and automated evaluation methods contribute to effective polysemy 

disambiguation in MT. For instance, certain studies utilize automated metrics such as BLEU 

and TER to quantitatively assess model performance in disambiguating polysemous terms, 

thereby enhancing evaluation frameworks to optimize overall translation quality. Yang et al. 

(2021) proposed combining BLEU and TER metrics in MT evaluation to identify error rates 

associated with polysemy disambiguation, demonstrating that a multi-metric approach 

facilitates a more robust evaluation of translation quality. 

Through refining WSD models, incorporating deep learning, and integrating co-occurrence 

frequency and contextual information, MT systems have achieved notable advancements in 
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polysemy disambiguation. However, numerous studies remain confined to specific corpora and 

controlled experimental settings, lacking comprehensive validation in naturalistic translation 

contexts. Furthermore, polysemous terms in practical applications are subject to diverse 

cultural and contextual influences, thereby impacting MT accuracy. Future research should 

prioritize evaluating translation performance in naturalistic settings and developing adaptive 

models designed to dynamically address semantic shifts in polysemous terms, thereby 

enhancing polysemy disambiguation across diverse domains and cultural contexts. 

3.3.3 Polysemy in CLIR and Lexical Resource Construction 

Among the 36 studies reviewed, 12 address the semantic alignment processes of polysemous 

terms. Researchers predominantly aim to enhance CLIR systems’ polysemy disambiguation 

through semantic techniques, particularly within translation contexts, where maintaining 

semantic accuracy during query expansion remains essential. Yunus et al. (2013) investigated 

the role of semantic expansion in CLIR, proposing a lexically layered expansion method that 

improves cross-linguistic retrieval precision through incorporating multiple semantic variants 

for polysemous terms within queries. Similarly, Zhou et al. (2022) enhanced polysemy 

disambiguation in cross-linguistic information retrieval through implementing lexical 

alignment and semantic hierarchy matching, yielding more accurate translation results. These 

studies highlight the necessity of semantic expansion and query optimization within translation 

contexts, demonstrating that effective polysemy disambiguation contributes to enhancing 

semantic coherence in translation. 

Lexical resource alignment research centers on aligning polysemous terms within multilingual 

lexical resources to ensure semantic consistency. Apidianaki & Sagot (2014) constructed a 

robust lexical resource alignment model through comprehensive analyses of definitions and 

contextual variations of polysemous terms across languages within a multilingual WordNet. 

Their findings demonstrate that precise annotation and semantic decomposition of polysemous 

terms contribute to maintaining semantic consistency across languages, thereby enhancing 

translation accuracy. Ding et al. (2024) developed a multilingual lexical mapping strategy 

designed to align polysemous terms across languages, ensuring semantic coherence and 

consistency in translation resources, especially in addressing complex cultural and linguistic 

differences. In information retrieval models, researchers investigate the extent to which neural 

technologies and deep learning models contribute to enhancing the representation and 

disambiguation of polysemous terms in both CLIR and translation tasks. Zhou et al. (2022) 

developed a neural topic-enhanced polysemy representation method, embedding the semantics 

of polysemous terms into information retrieval and translation models by leveraging neural 

networks and deep learning techniques. This approach yielded enhanced precision in cross-

linguistic queries and translation outcomes. 

Semantic expansion and query optimization facilitate CLIR systems in effectively 

disambiguating polysemous terms, mitigating ambiguity in translation tasks and enhancing 

semantic precision. Furthermore, a primary challenge in multilingual lexical resources involves 

aligning polysemous terms across languages to support diverse translation applications. Neural 

technologies and deep learning provide advanced methodologies, substantially improving the 
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disambiguation of polysemous terms within translation studies. However, many studies are 

limited to specific experimental datasets and models, lacking comprehensive validation across 

diverse languages and domains. Future research should extend the application of these models 

to diverse linguistic contexts, particularly by evaluating polysemy disambiguation in 

naturalistic translation contexts to enhance their reliability and adaptability in practical 

translation applications across varied cultural settings. 

3.3.4 Polysemy in Literary and Cultural Translation 

Polysemy plays a pivotal role in maintaining semantic depth and coherence in cross-cultural 

translation. Among the 36 studies reviewed, three address polysemy in literary and cultural 

translation. Research on culturally specific expressions investigates the translation of 

polysemous terms in cultural symbols, culinary terminology, and film titles. Oster & Molés-

Cases (2016) investigated the polysemy of culinary cultural terminology, elucidating the extent 

to which specific cultural meanings of Eastern culinary terms are effectively translated into 

Western contexts. Their findings demonstrate that polysemous terms exhibit distinct 

interpretations across cultural backgrounds, necessitating translators to align these meanings to 

facilitate accurate comprehension by the target audience. Wook-Dong (2017) investigated the 

translation of film titles, examining the extent to which translators address the cultural 

metaphors and symbolic meanings conveyed by polysemous terms. He demonstrated that 

polysemous terms in film titles frequently convey profound cultural symbols, necessitating 

translators to balance semantic fidelity and cultural metaphor to preserve the intended impact. 

These studies indicate that translating polysemous terms in culturally specific expressions 

plays a critical role in ensuring cross-cultural semantic coherence, demanding cultural 

competence and translational expertise. 

Furthermore, researchers investigate strategies to preserve the multifaceted semantic structure 

and metaphorical richness of the source text within the target language. Zhang & Humblé (2022) 

examined the translation of the polysemous term “yao” in Dream of the Red Chamber, 

exploring strategies to preserve its multiple meanings and symbolism across languages. Their 

findings demonstrate that polysemous terms in literary works convey profound metaphorical 

and cultural significance, necessitating translators to identify expressions in the target language 

that capture these deeper meanings. Corbett & Li (2021), when investigating cross-cultural 

translation of literary metaphors, observed that the translation of polysemous terms 

encompasses both semantic transfer and the conveyance of cultural and emotional resonance. 

Preserving the emotional undertone and literary style associated with polysemous terms 

remains essential to translational efficacy. 

In translating polysemous terms in culturally specific expressions and literary works, 

translators need to address the multifaceted semantic structures and cultural symbols to achieve 

precise representation of the original text’s core meanings. These studies highlight the distinct 

challenges of polysemy in cross-cultural translation, demonstrating that the translation of 

polysemous terms in cultural and religious texts encompasses both semantic transfer and the 

integration of cultural context and emotional resonance. Future research should investigate the 

extent to which polysemy manifests across a broader range of cultural contexts and language 
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pairs, particularly evaluating the efficacy of various translation strategies in translating 

polysemous terms within naturalistic translation contexts. Additionally, elucidating translators’ 

strategies for addressing polysemy in diverse cultural and religious contexts can offer 

comprehensive guidance, ultimately enhancing semantic accuracy and cultural adaptability in 

translation. 

3.3.5 Polysemy in Legal Translation and Terminology Studies 

Legal terminology frequently displays polysemy, with meanings that diverge considerably 

across distinct legal systems and jurisdictional contexts. Precise translation of polysemous 

terms in legal contexts remains essential to ensure the legal accuracy and terminological 

consistency of translated texts. Of the 36 studies reviewed, 11 investigate polysemy in legal 

translation and terminology studies. Bijural translation of legal terms constitutes a critical 

research domain, particularly in addressing the polysemous nature of legal terminology across 

systems. Due to the conceptual disparities between legal systems, translators frequently 

encounter semantic challenges in managing polysemous terms. Chromá (2011) examined the 

translation of polysemous terms in the English-French bijural system, elucidating the extent to 

which semantic adaptations ensure terminological alignment with the target legal framework. 

Their findings demonstrate that, owing to conceptual disparities, certain polysemous terms 

necessitate semantic refinement to conform to the terminological standards of the target legal 

system. Lan (2017) advanced the study of polysemy management in bijural terminology 

alignment, advocating a “differential translation” approach to reconcile semantic disparities 

across legal systems. Through the application of differential translation strategies, translators 

effectively mitigate semantic disparities, thereby enhancing the legal accuracy and practical 

utility of translated texts. 

Terminology education and lexicography constitute critical domains for addressing polysemy 

in legal translation training and resource development. Van (2007) investigated the function of 

polysemy in legal translation dictionaries, elucidating how precise definitions and semantic 

annotations facilitate students’ comprehension of polysemous legal terminology. Their findings 

demonstrate that incorporating examples of polysemous terms in translation dictionaries 

enhances learners’ ability to discern nuanced meanings, thereby supporting precise lexical 

selections in legal translation tasks. Chromá (2011) further examined the integration of 

polysemy and synonymy analysis into terminology education, elucidating its role in fostering 

students’ comprehension of polysemous terms in bijural translation. Their findings indicate that 

illustrating semantic distinctions through authentic legal translation examples heightens 

students’ awareness of legal text semantics, thereby enhancing their capacity to differentiate 

polysemous and synonymous terms. These studies underscore the necessity of precise 

polysemy management in translation education, demonstrating that systematic terminology 

instruction is essential for cultivating translators’ expertise in addressing polysemy in legal 

translation. 

Implementing differential translation strategies to address polysemy effectively mitigates 

semantic disparities across legal systems, thereby enhancing translation precision and practical 

utility. Furthermore, integrating polysemy management into terminology education and 
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lexicography equips translation students to select precise lexical items in legal translation, 

thereby elevating the professional caliber of translated texts. Nevertheless, existing research 

predominantly relies on experimental settings and case studies, rather than extensive empirical 

validation across diverse legal translation contexts. Future research is encouraged to apply 

these strategies across diverse legal systems and contexts, particularly through empirical 

investigations into polysemy management in naturalistic legal translation settings, in order to 

ascertain their broad applicability and efficacy in professional practice. 

3.3.6 Domain-specific Synthesis for Polysemy Study 

With the increasing demand for cross-disciplinary and multilingual translation, research on 

polysemy has achieved significant progress across domains. Nevertheless, a primary challenge 

in translating polysemous terms lies in the diverse translation strategies required across 

domains such as law, literature, and technical communication (Naveen & Trojovský, 2024). 

For instance, in legal translation, polysemy requires rigorous precision owing to the potential 

legal ramifications of misinterpretation. For instance, the term “charge” within legal domains 

may denote either an accusation in criminal law or a financial obligation in business law. 

Consequently, legal translators employ disambiguation strategies, leveraging contextual 

analysis and terminological alignment, to ensure accurate rendering of meanings within their 

respective legal frameworks. 

Conversely, literary translation adopts a distinct approach to polysemy, as translators often 

employ dynamic equivalence to convey comparable emotional resonance in the target language. 

For instance, the term “light” may encompass meanings ranging from brightness to hope and 

spiritual enlightenment. Literary translators often prioritize metaphorical or symbolic 

interpretations to resonate with the target audience, depending upon the genre. 

In the realm of machine translation, polysemy is typically managed via statistical models 

leveraging extensive corpora. However, this approach encounters significant challenges in 

disambiguating terms such as “bank”, which can denote either a financial institution or a river’s 

edge. While neural machine translation (NMT) systems increasingly excel at context-based 

disambiguation, they frequently misinterpret polysemous terms in the absence of sufficient 

context, resulting in inaccuracies in automated translations. 

An analysis of these three domains demonstrates that while polysemy’s theoretical foundation 

remains consistent, practical approaches and translation strategies differ significantly 

contingent upon the domain. For instance, where legal translation prioritizes clarity and 

precision, literary translation emphasizes interpretive flexibility and cultural nuance. On the 

other hand, machine translation which relies on context-driven algorithms, encounters 

limitations in nuanced semantic disambiguation. 

 

4. Recommendation on Polysemy Study in Translation 

This review identifies several directions for future research on polysemy in translation studies, 

building upon cross-domain insights. First, significant limitations remain in the scope and 
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depth of research themes, particularly regarding culturally nuanced and genre-specific texts, 

such as literary texts. Beyond the linguistic complexity of polysemy, cultural factors 

significantly influence the translation of polysemous terms. For instance, the term family in 

English typically denotes a nuclear family, whereas in many non-Western cultures, such as the 

Arab world, it denotes an extended kinship group including cousins, uncles, aunts, and close 

associates. In literary translation from Arabic, translators must determine whether to retain the 

cultural connotations of the term or select a more generalized equivalent aligned with the target 

culture’s familial norms. Inadequate attention to these cultural nuances results in either overly 

generalized or inaccurate translations. Therefore, future research should conduct a rigorous 

analysis of how cross-cultural differences in interpreting polysemous terms shape the selection 

and formulation of translation strategies. For example, the term freedom is rendered differently 

in U.S. legal documents compared to Saudi Arabia, where cultural conceptions of rights and 

freedoms differ. Inadequate focus on these issues may result in misinterpretations concerning 

polysemous terms, extending beyond linguistic inaccuracies to affect the representation of core 

cultural values. 

Additionally, quantitative methods alone provide limited insights into practical translation 

contexts, particularly in scenarios requiring nuanced emotional and cultural expression. 

Quantitative analysis frequently fails to capture the layered semantic and symbolic meanings 

of polysemous terms within specific contexts. This shortcoming is particularly evident in the 

translation of literary texts, where semantic intricacies are critical. Integrating qualitative 

research methods, such as content and case analysis, facilitates a more thorough analysis of 

polysemous terms in literary contexts, offering robust theoretical foundations for translation 

practice. 

Furthermore, existing polysemy research under emphasizes highly ambiguous polysemous 

terms. This emphasis limits the field’s ability to address complex texts and meet distinct 

translation requirements. Future research examining highly ambiguous polysemous terms, 

particularly in the context of Chinese literature such as wuxia novels, would substantially 

expand the theoretical framework of polysemy research in translation. Through integrating 

qualitative methods, such as content and case analysis, researchers can achieve a thorough 

understanding of how polysemous terms function within specific cultural contexts, elucidating 

their emotional and metaphorical dimensions. This methodological innovation would facilitate 

the development of a more robust theoretical framework for polysemy in translation, equipping 

the field to address the distinct requirements of literary translation and improve cross-cultural 

communication. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Employing the PRISMA 2020 framework, this review systematically examines studies on 

polysemy in translation from 1979 to the present, representing a comprehensive effort to 

explore the interplay between polysemy and translation across diverse disciplines and linguistic 

contexts. This review identifies an increasing focus on polysemy research within fields 

requiring high precision, such as law, medicine, and technology, underscoring the necessity of 
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precise management of polysemous terms in multilingual communication. 

Methodologically, the majority of studies emphasize disambiguation strategies and statistical 

modeling, reflecting a quantitative orientation in polysemy research. However, this 

methodological emphasis highlights a gap in qualitative approaches, constraining nuanced 

insights into contexts with layered semantic and cultural nuances. Additionally, research 

themes predominantly concentrate on polysemy disambiguation in specialized fields, with 

minimal exploration of highly ambiguous polysemous terms within culturally nuanced contexts. 

This review contributes to translation studies by elucidating trends, methodologies, and 

thematic priorities, while highlighting underexplored areas, such as the management of 

polysemous terms in literary translation and research on low-resource language pairs. A notable 

limitation lies in the predominant focus on high-resource language pairs, with limited attention 

to the distinct polysemous structures of less-studied languages. Additionally, overreliance on 

high-quality yet limited corpora may constrain the applicability of findings to diverse linguistic 

and cultural contexts. Future research should prioritize low-resource languages, broader cross-

cultural settings, and qualitative methodologies, such as content and case analysis, to enhance 

understanding of polysemy’s function across diverse translation contexts. Emphasizing these 

underexplored areas will strengthen both the practical applicability and theoretical rigor of 

polysemy research, establishing a more robust theoretical framework for the management of 

polysemous terms in translation. 
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