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1. Introduction 

User-generated content rests on two pillars: the philosophy of the role of the collective of 
ordinary people, and the technical capability to realize this philosophy in practice.  

The philosophy behind UGC is actually anything but new. It is based on the belief in the 
wisdom of crowds (Surowiecki 2005), which in essence puts the collective opinion of a group 
of people above that of a single expert. A practical and important social application of this 
principle is trial by jury, which functions in numerous societies and has many advocates. 

The technological underpinnings of the concept of user-generated content have to be sought in 
the rise of Web 2.0. This playful name (which draws on the convention of referring 
incrementally to an improved version of a software application) stands for the advanced 
interactive stage in internet experience, and it is the modern affordances that come with it 
which make user-generated content happen. Users of Web 2.0 are no longer passive recipients 
of packaged content. Increasingly, they actively contribute to the creation and provision of 
self-made content. This double capacity of newly empowered users can be aptly captured in 
the neologism prosumer, which is a blend of producer and consumer. In this way, web users’ 
social roles become blurred. In the context of online lexicography, the new model puts 
dictionary users in the shoes of lexicographers. 

Another concept relevant to UGC is new media. In opposition to traditional media such as 
newspapers or motion pictures, new media involve a two-way exchange of information: it is 
interactive or conversational. Another of its characteristics is the immediacy with which new 
media can be accessed, being available on demand, essentially at any time, and on a range of 
digital devices (PC’s, netbooks, tablets, mobile phones, …). It is generated in real time and 
largely unregulated. Unlike in traditional media, the creation, publishing, distribution, and 
consumption of new media involve a level of democratization. 

2. What is User-Generated Content? 

It is instructive to consider what UGC actually signifies. A workable characterization of the 
concept (albeit under a slightly different name of User-Created Content) is provided in the 
relevant OECD report (Vickery/Wunsch-Vincent 2007); this publication cites three broad 
characteristics that have to obtain in conjunction (although the authors are open to a degree of 
fuzziness in the third criterion): 

Publication requirement: A principle [sic!] characteristic is that the work is published in 
some context, for example on a publicly accessible website or on a page on a social 
networking site only accessible to a select group of people (e.g. fellow university 
students), even though UCC could be made by a user and never published online or 
elsewhere. This characteristic excludes e-mail, two-way instant messages and the like. 

Creative effort: A certain amount of creative effort has to be put into creating the work 
or adapting existing works to construct a new one; i.e. users must add their own value to 
the work. UCC could include user uploads of original photographs, thoughts expressed in 



a blog or a new music video. The creative effort behind UCC may also be collaborative, 
for example on websites that users edit collaboratively. Merely copying a portion of a 
television show and posting it on an online video website (a frequent activity on UCC 
sites) would not be considered UCC. Nevertheless the minimum amount of creative effort 
is hard to define and depends on the context. 

Creation outside of professional routines and practices: User-created content is 
usually created outside of professional routines and practices. It often does not have an 
institutional or commercial market context and UCC may be produced by non-
professionals without expectation of remuneration or profit. Motivating factors include: 
connecting with peers, achieving fame, notoriety or prestige, and expressing oneself.  
(Vickery/Wunsch-Vincent 2007: 18) 

The creative effort stipulation becomes especially problematic in the context of lexicographic 
activity. This is so because dictionary-making has traditionally been an activity of an 
accretive, and often duplicative nature. For centuries, numerous dictionaries were written by 
copying and collating content from dictionaries already in existence, and a considerable 
degree of acceptance of this fact exists in the general public to this day, even among people 
directly involved in lexicography (Landau 2001: 403).  

3. Motivation behind UGC 

It is interesting to examine the motivation behind user-generated content. The gains of site 
hosts are rather obvious: being able to obtain potentially relevant content that is essentially 
cost-free, keeping the site alive with activity, and attracting users. But what exactly is it that 
drives web users to donate their time and (sometimes) expertise in order to create online 
content? It seems that at least three types of factors are at play as far as motivation for 
creating UGC is concerned: psychological, social, and economic. 

3.1. Psychological motivation 

Many individuals find contributing content psychologically satisfying. There is the do-gooder 
feeling of benefiting others which comes under the general rubric of altruism. Another 
psychological aspect important for some is that contributing content can fulfil the individual’s 
need for self-expression. Finally, being able to provide advice on language, as often happens 
in lexicographic resources, makes people feel like teachers, and there are individuals who 
derive enjoyment out of mentoring others. 

3.2. Social motivation 

The second category of reasons which drive users to create UGC has to do with social aspects. 
One reason is the urge to be part of an online community, connecting and interacting with 
others: it is much the same motivation that is responsible for the current success of the 
phenomenon of social networking. Of course, in order for this aspect to be effective, the 
service needs to have a reasonable-sized active user base. In other words, this type of social 
incentive requires scale in order to be effective. This is also the prerequisite for another 
reason in the social category. Quite a few individuals engage in content creation in hopes of 
becoming famous (or notorious, as the case may be). Top contributors of UGC often succeed 
in securing certain prestige in the community. Another reason for engaging in user-supported 
lexicographic projects is that many individuals are honestly and publicly enthusiastic about 



words, their meanings and uses, and matters of language usage. This word enthusiast factor 
provides an important social incentive for lexicographic UGC. 

3.3. Economic motivation 

Apart from psychological and social motivation, there may also be material rewards for 
supplying UGC. This may take the form of prizes, coupons for physical or virtual goods, 
access to premium features, etc. 

4. UGC on the Web 

Unlike in its early years, a significant section of today’s World Wide Web relies on user-
generated content. Web 2.0 is an interactive experience, with distinctions between consumers 
and producers of content becoming increasingly blurred. 

With respect to specific websites, UGC can be exploited to varying degrees. This, of course, 
is a continuum, but for practical reasons it may be convenient to distinguish between at least 
three configurations with regard to the proportion of content originating from users: 

1. content is entirely or almost entirely user-generated; 

2. UGC is combined with professional (institutional) content; this option is 
sometimes termed half-collaborative; 

3. professional/institutional content dominates, but is supplemented or enriched with 
user input; the latter may take the form of reviews, comments, etc. 

As we shall see below, these three models are all represented in online dictionaries. Before we 
examine such dictionaries, let us take a quick look at a selection of pre-lexicographic 
examples, so as to get some view of the models underlying UGC in online lexicography. 

Web 2.0 has brought in an opportunity for people to share their (amateur) artistic output, and 
rate and comment on the work of other users. Quizilla (Figure 1) is a relatively early (2002) 
website with user-generated content, which started as a platform for exchanging quizzes, but 
was soon extended to allow for sharing amateur prose and poetry, thus providing an example 
of how a community-based site is shaped according to genuine needs of its members. One of 
the key features that is now so much part and parcel of Web 2.0 is the user-rating of content. 

An urge to produce and share creative content is one that is present in many humans and it is 
websites like Quizilla that allow such content to be shared and discussed with netizens of like 
interests. One of the most popular services of this type, but dealing with visual rather than 
verbal art, is the photograph-sharing service Flickr (Figure 2). 



 

Figure 1: Quizilla, an early UGC website for the sharing of prose and poems (originally quizzes) 

 

Figure 2: The photo-sharing website Flickr 



Of course, the use of UGC-based or UGC-enhanced websites does not stop at aesthetic 
appreciation. Just as many Flickr users value the art appreciation side of the service, for many 
others it is mainly about the practical utility of being able to conveniently share family photos 
from holidays, trips, or family events. One very practical application of the UGC-model is the 
air travel website SeatGuru. The idea of this service is to assist potential travellers with flight 
seat selection. Its database accumulates data on plane seating quality for most of the world’s 
airlines, listing specific models of aircraft in their fleets, including flight number information. 
Much of the actual detailed data come from the users themselves. Via feedback forms (Figure 
3), travellers supply their comments on the quality of the seats they have occupied on their 
recent flights. Thanks to all this data, prospective passengers are in a position to make an 
informed choice of seating, particularly when checking in online. They can be warned of 
potential inconveniences, such as legroom restrictions due to media boxes, backrests failing to 
recline in front of bulkheads, or proximity to a lavatory. What this service has in common 
with lexicographic tools is that it serves specific consultation needs, in this particular case a 
type of needs which has sometimes been called cognitive (Tarp 2008; Ptaszyński 2009). 

 

Figure 3: Seat feedback form on SeatGuru.com 

One important area of online content where internet users provide meaningful contributions is 
citizen journalism, in which non-professionals get involved in reporting news on websites 
such as Korea’s OhmyNews (Figure 4). But many mainstream news services also try to 
involve their regular readers in collaborative journalism. For instance, CNN has iReporters: 
registered individuals who contribute reports, including video recordings. Many other 
professional services now include similar kinds of user involvement, and it is in fact quite rare 
today to have news services which would have no provision for reader comments at least. 



 

Figure 4: OhmyNews, an example of citizen journalism 

Film lovers have for some years enjoyed the extensive collaborative database IMDb (short for 
Internet Movie Database), where, subject to subsequent IMDb staff approval, registered users 
can contribute most of the pivotal data (film titles, appearances by actors, etc.), as well as 
provide supplementary content such as summaries and reviews, user ratings, or detailed 
content advisory for concerned parents. 

5. UGC in lexicography 

5.1. Wiktionary as an example of a collaborative dictionary project 

As we have seen above, user-generated content has spread to many domains of the Web, thus 
it should not be surprising that it has entered online lexicography as well. What may be 
thought of as an immediate precursor to crowdsourced dictionaries is a reference work with 
an encyclopaedic rather than lexical focus: the collaborative encyclopaedia Wikipedia (Figure 
5). This extensive resource is a large-scale implementation of the idea of the wisdom of 
crowds (Surowiecki 2005). It relies on the assumption that in the online world, there will be 
experts on a specific topic willing to share their time and expertise pro bono with the world at 
large. There is little doubt that this model has turned out to be highly successful, at least in 
some areas. A peer-review based comparative assessment of science articles in Wikipedia and 
the highly respectable Encyclopaedia Britannica (Giles 2005) found an average of four errors 
in Wikipedia as compared to three in the latter, suggesting that the factual accuracy of the two 
resources was at a comparable level. Presumably, Wikipedia got better rather than worse since 
that time. 



 

Figure 5: An entry for lexicography in Wikipedia, the collaborative encyclopaedia 

Initiated as a sister project of Wikipedia, Wiktionary came to life in 2002, initially as an 
English-language edition only, to be joined less than two years later by separate language 
editions of the then 143 active languages (Meyer/Gurevych 2012: 262). At the time of this 
writing (12 January 2013), the English edition of Wiktionary reports nearly three million 
entries, and three further editions stand at more than a million articles each. However, a non-
trivial proportion of items are automatically generated inflectional forms; another reason 
behind the high numbers is the wholesale incorporation of entries from older out-of-copyright 
dictionaries. Even more importantly, only a fraction of the entries in the English edition are 
actual English words: a given language edition A uses language A as the primary language of 
explanation for its entries, but the headwords themselves are not restricted to language A. And 
so, for example, the English Wiktionary covers the English lexicon (which it explains with 
definitions in English), but also words from numerous other languages (which it explains with 
English translations and/or English definitions). Meyer and Gurevych (2012) stress that this 
aspect is poorly understood, even by some experts. As shown in Figure 6, the English 
Wiktionary entry for HANDLE covers the English word (at the top), but also the Danish, 
German, and Norwegian words so spelled in those languages. 

Wiktionary is compiled through a collaborative process by a large community of Web users, 
in this context called Wiktionarians. Wiktionarians pattern into a pyramid-like structure with 
the top represented by (democratically elected) 98 administrators (Meyer/Gurevych 2012: 
271), who hold the most extensive permission rights. Registered users are users holding 
personal accounts, and it is they who do the greatest proportion of the work. However, as in 
many collaborative enterprises, the distribution of the workload tends to be Zipfian, with only 
a very small minority or users taking care of most of the work. For example, the English 
Wiktionary has about 400,000 registered users, but only some 4,000 (a mere one per cent) 



have at least ten edits to their names (Meyer/Gurevych 2012: 272). Unregistered users can 
also edit entries, but this happens rarely, with only about five per cent of all article edits being 
by unregistered users (Meyer/Gurevych 2012: 272). 

 

Figure 6: Top of the English Wiktionary entry for HANDLE 

The collaborative aspect is supported in Wiktionary with the usual wiki-type functionality. 
Each article has a talk page for the exchange of comments. Differences of opinion are 
resolved through discussion, and, where consensus has not been reached, through voting. 
There are also pages in Wiktionary discussing more general matters of policy, such as criteria 
for inclusion of terms and senses in the dictionary.  

As far as I am aware, a systematic evaluation of the lexicographic quality of Wiktionary 
articles has not yet been attempted. Those assessments that are available tend to address 
aspects analyzable by computer, such as coverage of terms and senses, or sense ordering 
(Krizhanovsky 2011; Meyer/Gurevych 2012). Unfortunately, such automated evaluation, 
though fast and convenient, cannot at present even begin to address the essence of the quality 
of lexicographic description. Isolated comments about the latter have been made, however, 
and overall have been critical of Wiktionary’s lexicographic quality (Fuertes-Olivera 2009; 
Hanks 2012). Hanks (2012: 77-78) observes that “[i]n the English Wiktionary, the 
etymologies are taken from or based on those in older dictionaries, as are the definitions, 
which are extremely old-fashioned and derivative, taking no account of recent research in 
either cognitive linguistics or corpus linguistics”. This observation is certainly largely true, 
and a close comparison of a Wiktionary entry with one from a quality professional dictionary 
for the same headword can be a sobering experience to enthusiasts of crowd-sourced 
lexicographic description. 



 

 

Figure 7: Entries for the verb HANDLE in the English Wiktionary (left) and the Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English, free online version (right) 

In Figure 7, two entries for the English verb HANDLE are presented side by side: on the left, an 
entry from the English Wiktionary, and on the right, one from the free online version of the 
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. The verb HANDLE was chosen at random, only 
considering relatively common verbs. It is immediately striking that the very first sense 
covered in Wiktionary represents a use that is highly unfamiliar in contemporary English, if 
ever there indeed was a genuine intransitive pattern, rather than a peripheral absolute use with 
an elliptical object. Even the Oxford English Dictionary does not record such a pattern. In 
general, senses are not very clearly distinguished, and their ordering appears haphazard. 
Definitions themselves tend to be made up of lists of rather general words, often used in non-
prototypical senses, such as use in sense 8, where there is no indication that the object is 
meant to be human. Examples are mostly citations from the Bible or old literary classics, and 
are all markedly archaic. Much of this is traceable to the 1913 edition of Webster's Revised 
Unabridged Dictionary, available free of charge on many dictionary aggregator sites (Lew 
2011). Although two modern citations have been added from journalistic texts, the one under 



sense 7 is much too long: only its very final part is at all relevant here. No attention is given to 
word combinations.  

Compared to this, the entry for the same word from the Longman Dictionary of 
Contemporary English is like a breath of fresh air, with its clearly signposted (see e.g. senses 
2 and 3) and perspicuously defined senses. Examples of use are contemporary, authentic, and 
natural-sounding. They illustrate the combinatory potential of HANDLE, and offer usable 
models for production. All in all, the comparison of the two entries aptly illustrates the 
significant progress that lexicography has made over the last decades or so. Ironically, it is the 
collaborative entry, one produced under an innovative Web 2.0 model, which exemplifies 
outdated ways of lexicographic description. It seems that the web community, while 
enthusiastically embracing the novelty of online collaboration, propagates the traditional 
model of lexicographic description perhaps received from their repeated encounters with 
respectable volumes sitting proudly on their parents’ bookshelves. 

While a UGC-driven model, perhaps best known from Wikipedia, has been a resounding 
success in terms of encyclopaedic content (factual data), it does not seem to work so well in 
lexicographic endeavours, such as Wiktionary. Wikipedia revolves on the principle that 
somewhere out there in the world there are experts on every little bit of knowledge, willing to 
give of their time to freely share their knowledge with other people. While this model works 
surprisingly well for the reporting of encyclopaedic facts, it is much less robust when it comes 
to the job of describing words and expressions of a language: their meaning, pronunciation, 
morphology, syntax, word combination (collocation and colligation), and usage. To put it 
simply, while it makes good sense that somewhere out there there is an expert on a piece of 
specialized knowledge (say, a rare species of nettle) who is willing to share their expertise 
with the world, there is normally no such expert on the meanings of a particular everyday 
word (say, the word field), who would be capable of teasing apart the senses and providing a 
nuanced treatment of the many combinations and uses of the word. Rather, we could say that 
there are too many self-proclaimed language experts with a willingness to share, but their best 
efforts cannot match the output of professional, trained lexicographers. This is so because the 
quality of lexicographic description heavily depends on a good grasp of lexicographic 
principles, procedures, and tools of the trade (such as skilled use of corpus data or structural 
markup). Such appears to be the situation for general language items; things might be looking 
somewhat better, though, at the interface of encyclopaedic and linguistic description: 
specialized vocabulary and terminology, where “[e]ach contributor has a certain field of 
expertise … [and this] fosters the encoding of a vast amount of domain-specific knowledge” 
(Meyer/Gurevych 2012: 259). 

5.2. Define your world: Urban Dictionary 

Another area of lexis which might benefit from the bottom-up approach are the elusive 
domains of slang, cant and jargon. This is the focus of another collaborative dictionary 
project, Urban Dictionary (Figure 8), which invites site visitors to “define your world”. 
Urban Dictionary actually predates Wiktionary: its origins go back to 1999. Mainstream 
lexicography has traditionally been cautious about including fresh slang terms and 
fashionable words before they have proven themselves as likely to stay in active use for some 
time. The idea of Urban Dictionary is to capture such fleeting words and expressions, and it is 
an idea that has clearly caught on, given that the resource now holds a staggering 6,90 million 
definitions (as of 14 January 2013). This does not mean that anywhere near as many terms are 
defined in Urban Dictionary, as most terms have multiple (sometimes hundreds) alternative 
definitions from different users. By adding up the numbers of entries as presented for each 



respective letter page, I estimated the number of different terms at 1,38 million (as of 14 
January 2013). 

 

Figure 8: An Urban Dictionary entry for BOOTYISM (15 September 2012) 

As seen in Figure 8, an Urban Dictionary entry contains user-supplied definitions, examples 
of use, and tags. Tags may be useful for searching the dictionary and cross-linking related 
entries (the dictionary also has an alternative thesaurus access interface). Other users can rate 
the different definitions for quality, and the order in which alternative definitions are 
displayed depends on those collective ratings. As a result, the ‘best’ definitions are not 
necessarily, and not usually, those that make a genuine attempt at explaining the meaning, but 
rather those that are seen as clever or otherwise amusing. Thus, for some of the entries at 
least, Urban Dictionary has become a playing field for put-down, scorn, displays of in-group 
identification, and all sorts of ideology. For example, the top-rated definition of BOOTYISM in 
Urban Dictionary (Figure 8) is not so much a comment on the (meaning of the) headword, 
but rather on Tiger Woods’s character. And the second most popular ‘definition’ of RELIGION 
runs as follows: 

The biggest lie in human history. It has been responsible for more deaths throughout 
human history than all other unnatural causes combined. For a thousand years the Church 
was a tyrannical dictatorship that used religion to control the uneducated masses. Free 
your minds and come into the 21st century. 

(http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Religion&defid=6179390) 



Another user’s definition of RELIGION is this: “Apparently what most people on Urban 
Dictionary hate.” — clearly a meta-comment on the ideologization of lexicography in Urban 
Dictionary. Sometimes, however, a bona fide definition will make it into first page, an 
example being number 3 in Figure 8, or the following one for RELIGION: “An organized group 
of people with a common belief. Most religions strongly stress ethics and morals along with 
setting guidelines for people to follow in their day-to-day life.” 

It is doubtful if users of Urban Dictionary truly come to the site in search of the basic 
meaning of such common words as religion, so here the strategy of providing something else 
may actually not be incompatible with the needs of the users of the service. In contrast, for 
actual slang terms such as bootyism, meaning may be what users genuinely seek (especially 
non-native speakers of English who have failed to find an item of slang in a mainstream 
dictionary). Well aware that their definitions do not help with this, witty users will sometimes 
compensate for the lexicographic vacuity of their definitions in the other field of substance, 
namely examples of usage. Interestingly, instances of genuine, or even remotely plausible, 
examples of usage are even rarer than bona fide definitions. It is hard to say whether this is 
more a matter of misunderstanding the design principle behind this particular data field, 
flouting it, or else living proof of the claim (by corpus linguists and lexicographers such as 
John Sinclair or Patrick Hanks) that usage cannot be invented. 

5.3. Wordnik 

Wordnik (Figure 9) is a relatively new (founded in 2009) collaborative resource which offers 
a rather successful combination of professional lexicographic content from existing 
dictionaries, its own corpus-based content, content pulled from Twitter and Flickr, and user-
generated content. 

 

Figure 9: Top of a Wordnik entry for ROSEMARY 



According to the co-founder and CEO of Wordnik (McKean 2011), its users (calling 
themselves Wordniks) like to think of the service more as a game than a dictionary. Very few 
users want to write definitions; most prefer to supply metalinguistic information instead. 
Wordnik’s users also like to invent new words; so much so, that they have even come up with 
an in-house adjective to describe such words: madeupical. The structure of Wordnik is user-
activity-based, as indicated by the coloured-font options in the top right corner in Figure 9, 
with the sections stacked on top of one another in one lengthy page. In the default view of a 
word, definitions from existing works of reference, including out-of-copyright dictionaries, 
Wiktionary and WordNet, are accompanied by citations, including some from Twitter. The 
technology behind Wordnik prioritizes citations with self-defining contexts, especially when 
no prior dictionary definitions are available for a term. 

Below the definition-and-examples section, a related-words section is presented, which 
includes hypernyms (more general words), words found in similar contexts, words that 
contain the headword in their definitions, and semantic tags for the headword. Further down, 
user-created lists (Figure 10) are presented. Interestingly, word lists are amongst the favourite 
features of the service.  

 

Figure 10: Word lists in Wordnik containing the word rosemary 

Not all of the user-created lists would impress a professional lexicographer, such as a list of 
words containing the string rose (“I Found a Rose”), many of which bear no linguistic 
relationship to rose except the mere sequencing of letters (e.g. aprosexia). Word lists are not 
Wordnik’s original invention: they were inherited from Wordie (Figure 11), a former service 
with which Wordnik merged, incorporating its user-generated content. 



 

Figure 11: The service Wordie (no longer operative) as seen on 5 December 2006 

 

Figure 12: Flickr images for ROSEMARY in Wordnik 



Wordie’s tongue-in-cheek slogan was “Like Flickr, but without the photos” (Figure 11). 
Wordnik, in contrast, does include photos, pulling them from none other than Flickr. Image 
selection is based on tags, but this does not guarantee that the pictures so chosen are 
lexicographically relevant. In the case of ROSEMARY, for instance (Figure 12), how most of 
the images are related to the headword cannot be appreciated by someone not already familiar 
with the different uses of the word and its various designates.  

6. User-generated content in professional dictionaries 

Until recently, major English-language publishers had not engaged users in bottom-up 
lexicography. Much public attention was drawn to the issue with an announcement made by 
Collins on 17 July 2012, covered in The Independent, The Guardian, and Daily Mail, and an 
ensuing discussion in the social media, including the Lex group on LinkedIn. The new feature 
is called “What’s your word?”. Alex Brown, Head of Digital at Collins was quoted as saying 
“Most dictionaries are static. By allowing the public to truly participate, we’re ensuring that 
we stay on top of the evolving English language.” (O'Neill 2012). However, in the same 
article we learn that “Collins will ultimately decide which words are included based in part on 
its 4.5 billion-word database of language called the Collins Corpus ... based on a number of 
criteria including frequency of use, number of sources and staying power”. Having read this, 
someone who knows about dictionary-making cannot but wonder what new words users can 
possibly offer, and how come such words are not already in the dictionary. It could be that the 
primary motivation behind engaging users is different from that stated: the publisher may be 
counting on the sense of community borne out of users being given a chance to, on the one 
hand, contribute their own entries, and, on the other hand, enjoy entries edited by their peers. 
In this way, casual dictionary users may become more meaningfully (pun intented) involved. 

In order to suggest an item for inclusion in the Collins English Dictionary, registered users 
need to fill in a submission form. The form (Figure 13) is very simple and assumes no 
lexicographic sophistication on the part of the user, with only three text boxes provided for, 
respectively: (1) the new term, (2) its definition, and (3) additional information. 

 

Figure 13: Collins English Dictionary new word submission form 



 

Figure 14: Example entry suggestion to the Collins English Dictionary 

Submitted entries are subject to acceptance by Collins editors. A review of the recent 
submissions shows many to be mediocre at best, and users’ lack of sophistication shows 
through in accepted entries. A typical submission is shown in Figure 14. Quite often, users 
will suggest words which are already included in the dictionary: a recent example of 
suggested addition to the Collins English Dictionary is YOUSE, whereas YOUS OR YOUSE is 
already a headword in the dictionary. 

Despite the publicity it had received, Collins was not the first authoritative English-language 
dictionary publisher to introduce bottom-up lexicography as part of its online offerings. A 
notable case is Macmillan English Dictionary, a dictionary primarily but not exclusively for 
learners of English. In February 2009, its UGC-model Open Dictionary was launched, at the 
same time as the main Macmillan English Dictionary Online. Since then, the dictionary site 
has invited users to contribute entries to this user-created supplement. In order to submit a 
new item, a user fills in a special submission form (shown in Figure 15), very similar to the 
Collins form (though, of course, the Macmillan form was there earlier). Submitted entries are 
reviewed by Macmillan staff, and a selection are allowed to enter the word list of the Open 
Dictionary. 

When researching entries submitted to Macmillan’s Open Dictionary, in September 2012 I 
located an entry as in Figure 16 containing an ungrammatical definition (“used to parts…”). 
At the time of this writing (15 January 2013), the defective definition has been corrected to 
“used to refer to parts…”). This is a positive example of quality control exercised by 
professional Macmillan editors over user input, which at present amounts to about 1,400 
accepted entries. But if this number continues to grow, the challenge of maintaining and 
updating all the additional entries as well as the main dictionary may become too much of a 
job. Is it worth the trouble then? Assessing three years of experience with Macmillan’s 
crowd-sourced Open Dictionary, Michael Rundell (2012: 80) writes that  “the most fruitful 
areas where users can make a contribution are neologisms, regional varieties, and technical 
terminology” (this is sometimes referred to in the industry as the long tail of lexis). This 
observation dovetails with my assessment of the quality of general-language entries in user-
constructed dictionaries. 



 

Figure 15: Macmillan Open Dictionary new word submission form 

 

Figure 16: Entry for OE submitted to Macmillan Open Dictionary (15 September 2012) 

7. Conclusion 

Serious lexicography requires specialized skills and expertise; for this reason, a large part of 
crowdsourced content is of questionable lexicographic value, as we have seen in the entry for 
HANDLE in Wiktionary and BOOTYISM in Urban Dictionary. Pulling content from other social 
sites, though an easy way to enrich content, often produces irrelevant material, and sometimes 
considerable embarrassment, as in the former Google English Dictionary entry for KILT 

(Figure 17), which for several months in 2009 inadvertently appended a picture of a male 
wearing a kilt with no underwear, because it happened to be the most popular Google image 
for the word kilt. 



 

Figure 17: The Google English Dictionary entry for KILT  (screenshot taken on 18 December 2009) 

However, I have mostly looked at monolingual’ dictionaries, and constructing effective 
definitions is known to be notoriously difficult. For non-native speakers of the language, 
definitions, however skilfully written, are not usually the best way to convey meaning (Lew 
2004; Adamska-Sałaciak 2010). There may be more room for collaboration between 
professional lexicographers and active users on bilingual (and multilingual) tools, and some 
bilingual dictionary publishers, for instance in Japan, Malaysia or Germany, are trying to go 
down that road. One possibility which, to my knowledge, has not been tried yet would be to 
get users to suggest interlingual equivalents based on professionally supplied raw data, such 
as automatically-generated concordances illustrating source-language use, or perhaps parallel 
concordances. 

Areas of vocabulary where amateur lexicographers can make the most significant contribution 
are neologisms, slang, regional varieties, and technical terminology. In contrast, general 
vocabulary is probably best left to professional lexicographers. 
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