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Fig. 10: The Concise Oxford accessible on a smartphone

But how would one go about selecting the best way to reduce the data? This is a problem 
that anyone working in this environment is encountering, and at present the answer is 
not clear as regards the OED. Maybe we shouldn't try to solve the problem for this 
generation of mobile devices, but await new technological developments which may be 
more satisfactory for complex language data. The present generation works well with 
smaller dictionaries, such as the Concise Oxford (see illustration).

2.2	 Crowd-sourcing

Another of the ways in which the relationship between the dictionary and its readers is 
changing is through the medium of crowd-sourcing, or opening up an issue to as many 
people as possible through the Internet in order to increase the likelihood of finding a 
successful solution. But crowd-sourcing is not new to the OED. Long before the term 
“crowd-sourcing” was invented, the OED was appealing to English speakers throughout 
the world to contribute to the compilation of the dictionary, especially by providing the 
editors with additional evidence of language use from historical texts.

This procedure has proved extremely successful over the years, and the OED has bene-
fited immeasurably for the assistance of the general public. The new media allow us to 
extend this idea, and for several years now science-fiction aficionados have had their 
own wiki through which they can publish their lexical findings and be sure that these are 
considered for the rolling revision of the dictionary.

At the OED's sci-fi web site (www.jessesword.com/sf/ ) there are pages for each of the 
OED's science-fiction terms, along with an explanation of what new material would be 
helpful. There are also pages for terms not yet in the dictionary but for which readers 
might like to contribute information.
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Fig. 11: Evidence for the expression pressure suit collected for the OED's science-fiction wiki site

We can take as an example the expression pressure suit (defined by the OED as “an all-
body garment that can be made airtight and inflated to protect the wearer against low ambi-
ent pressure (as in high-altitude flight)”). The previous printed version of the OED (1989) 
offered an earliest use for the term from Flight magazine in 1936. Readers have contrib-
uted numerous further examples of the expression, the earliest of which from 1928.

In future it would be possible to extent the concept of dedicated (and controlled) subject-
specific wikis to other areas of language for which there is an active community of users 
eager to contribute to the OED, or simply to publish their findings for others to see.

The earliest appeals to the public from the OED in the late 1850s requested volunteers to 
read through specific texts extracting data that would be useful to a dictionary intended 
to describe the English language throughout the world and over many centuries. But soon 
these appeals turned into lists of desiderata, printed and circulated in the hope that mem-
bers of the public would know just that piece of information that the editors required.

More recently, appeals have also been made through other media, the most extensive 
being the BBC2 television series Balderdash & Piffle, aired in 2006 and 2007. In this 
series a set of words was issued as a challenge to the public, who were asked to provide 
printed or other verifiable earlier evidence for the existence of the terms. The show was 
very successful, with many of the appeals (such as ploughman's lunch, something for the 
weekend, and made-up (= “happy, pleased”)) proving successful. In 2012 a new on-going 
Appeal was launched. After starting with a handful of active appeals, new requests are 
regularly added (blue-arsed fly, party animal, blues and twos, etc.) and findings are fed 
back to the editor for incorporation in the dictionary.
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Fig. 12: An online appeal launched by the OED in November 2012

In the light of the success of both these models, it is possible to imagine in future that 
the dictionary will operate some form of wiki-based system for collecting information 
from the public about any English word or meaning, while at the same time running 
directed appeals for specific words for which editors actively need more data.

This is turn ties in with another idea which is in general circulation in the reference com-
munity, and that is the publication of so-called “stub” entries, as in Wikipedia. Publishers 
and editors are aware that the expectations of readers have changed over the years with 
their growing familiarity with information obtained from the Internet. Whereas previ-
ously the assumption was that published information should be fully researched and edit-
ed before it was released, there is now an expectation that although finalized, authorita-
tive text is required it may also be acceptable to show unfinished work, as long as it  
is properly identified. Readers would therefore be able to see which new words, for ex-
ample, might be edited in the near future (and for which they may be able to provide 
additional information), or they may even be offered the chance to provide a new or 
improved definition for a term (as they would expect to do in any case on projects such 
as the Urban Dictionary).

This is not to signal a free-for-all in publishing. Information would need to be flagged 
with regard to its level of authority, and all work would still be moving towards the fully 
finalized entry. But readers would perhaps benefit from seeing how work is progressing, 
and they could also contribute to moving the entry on to the next stage.
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At present the OED Online is provided on the basis of a subscription model. In the UK 
and New Zealand most public libraries offer access free to their readers through separate 
agreements with Oxford University Press. But the expectation of many on the Internet 
now is that content should be provided free of charge to the end user. This appears to of-
fer content providers little scope for directly recouping costs – which can be substantial.

Different providers are examining different ways to overcome this obstacle. At the two 
extremes we find funded bodies (often national language bodies or universities) posting 
content without charge to the user. At the other extreme, substantial changes are levied 
which often result in even large universities and other substantial organizations being 
unable to afford important resources.

There are any number of options within these two alternatives. Charges can be levied on 
individual searches or by results; shorter- or longer-term subscriptions can be offered; 
the resources can be separated into ‘premium’ content, for which charges are incurred, 
and regular content, which may be searched free, perhaps alongside paid advertisements.

There are major issues involving user satisfaction here. Whilst the user may appreciate 
being able to run basic searches on an important resource, he or she may become in-
creasingly frustrated at being prevented from drilling down into results without further 
payment drip-feed. But others will only ever need to look at one type of information 
(perhaps definitions in the case of dictionaries), and so a publisher might be unwilling 
to satisfy 100% of the needs of this class of user without any charge whatsoever.

The OED is still considering all of these options, as are many other data providers. We 
would expect to emerge from this debate with new plans, but at present it is uncertain 
what these would be.

3.	 Conclusion

The OED Online is a major resource for the documentation and study of the English lan-
guage. As a result of its most recent functional update it offers a broad range of search 
strategies (often based around the notion of filtering down from previous results). It also 
offers much additional discursive information on the dictionary and the language, and 
digests of material analysed from the main dictionary database. Over the years we can 
expect to see the diversity of this functionality and information extended.

Many of the issues addressed and being addressed by the OED are common to other 
national historical dictionaries and, indeed, to any organization offering material on the 
Internet. As well as enhancing the dictionary content by regular quarterly updates we 
can expect further software development to expand the ways in which data can be ac-
cessed or displayed on the site. Furthermore, we might reasonably expect further links 
to other historical dictionary sites outside the English-speaking world, and to other types 
of sites (holding modern or historical text, encyclopaedic or other reference information, 
images, etc.).

As well as this, data providers need to examine more closely the options for making 
proprietary data available over the Internet, whether this is by fully open access, free ac-
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cess to restricted segments (however generated), premium charges for specialist data, or 
by some other mechanism. This is not the sort of issue which has only one answer, and 
we can expect to see different answers testing the water. Perhaps the final outcome will 
be influenced by the fact that although we are data providers, at heart and at bottom we 
are all users ourselves.




