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Abstract 

It is beyond any doubt that the information provided by dictionary definitions should indicate 

that language use depends on the pragmatic situation of discourse as well as the social relation 

between the speaker and the hearer. In order to achieve this goal, dictionaries frequently employ 

special conventions. But at the same time, it seems particularly important, from the perspective 

of a language learner, that the manner of adopting different conventions should not be too 

complicated. The knowledge of the difference between semantics and pragmatic meaning, 

especially when the dictionary user comes from different culture seems to be also of prime 

importance. When consulting dictionaries, the advanced foreign learner needs clear instruction 

in formal language use as well as the usage that is not informal in order to avoid the wrong style 

– choice consequences (here understood as miscommunication and misunderstanding). 

The present paper focuses on the question of how usage is marked within two most 

representative idioms dictionaries, namely Oxford Idioms Dictionary and Cambridge Idioms 

Dictionary. Additionally, it provides a number of reasons why this area may be problematic for 

students of English. 
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At a very outset, let us point to the fact that usage specification seems to be a very important 

issue in lexicography. The term usage label, as explained by Béjoint (12) “is a noun or adjective 

indicating the kind of context in which the word is normally used: slang, literary, American, 

Medicine, etc. […] there are different kinds, corresponding to different varieties of language. 

In turn, DoL (80) explains that: “label is a specialised symbol or abbreviated term used in 

reference works to mark a word or phrase as being associated with a particular usage or 

language variety. Dictionaries differ widely in the way they do this. As the information 

necessary to support a particular decision is not always available and boundary lines between 

different usage features are fluid, consistency is rarely achieved”.  

As indicated, this kind of information is usually given within the front or back matter as a 

list of one word labels or abbreviations used. Although every dictionary has its own policy on 

labelling, their aim is to give their users information on the sociocultural and linguistic context 

of the usage of particular lexical item. At the same time, usage specifications in lexicography1 

deal with one’s attitude to the world and/or the interlocutor that is encoded in linguistic sign 

(cf. Apresyan, 1988). 

As is well known, learning the difference between semantic and pragmatic meaning helps 

English language learners avoid miscommunication and misunderstanding. As essential from 

the perspective of a language learner, considering situational contexts seems important when 

communicating with other people (particularly when avoiding miscommunications).  

Obviously, when we face the problem of usage specifications in dictionaries one feels obliged 

to delve much further into the past. Note that practicing lexicographers have faced multitude of 

difficulties related to shape and scope of labelling systems (Ptaszyński 411-412). (Ptaszyński 

412) goes even further claiming that “lexicographers have been searching in vain for an 

exhaustive and precise answer to the questions of which words to label in what kind of 

dictionaries and how to do it”. Labels aim at indicating restrictions on the way lexical items are 

to be used, the contexts they are to occur and their relations to other words. In the words of 

Landau (217) labelling systems guide the readers how to use a given language correctly, but 

also provide relevant information on the limitations of use. Naturally, usage labels are useful 

when students are uncertain how to use the word appropriately.2 

 

 
1 The issue of usage labelling in general monolingual dictionaries was raised in Stachurska (2011, 2012, 2015, 

2018). 
2 Landau (1989) indicates that language learners react negatively to the lack of this kind of lexicographic 

information.  
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2. Towards user- friendly lexicography: the current state 

 

To start with, let us stress that until 1960s the dictionaries had been compiled with the 

main aim of standardizing the language. In other words, quite understandably there was little, 

if any, interest either in the users or in the needs of those who use lexicographic publications. 

Yet, the user-oriented research that started and developed in the last few decades has 

advanced substantially. During the last fifty years or so lexicologists and lexicographers have 

become more aware and more convinced that dictionaries have to be designed for special 

user groups in response to well-specified and well-defined needs.3 And hence, both 

dictionary use and dictionary requirements have been investigated in a number of different 

ways and from different points of view. Hartmann (1987) identifies four major categories of 

academic investigation in this area, namely, research into the information categories provided 

in dictionaries, 

• research into specific dictionary user groups, 

• research into the contexts of dictionary use, 

• research into dictionary look-up strategies. 

The proposal made by Hartmann (1987) was followed by other signposts, and one of the most 

recent examples is that of Béjoint (2010: 453) who provides us with a number  

of  dictionary investigation paths, such as: 

• wide-ranging considerations concerning diverse categories of linguistic activity 

(reception, production, translation), as well as main types of dictionary that are  

used in performing the respective activities, 

• the reference needs of the users, 

• the reference skills. 

Naturally, there are a number of methods of obtaining information about the dictionary 

users, such as user profiling, as well as user research (Atkins and Rundell, 2008:28). One gets 

an impression that there are two main criteria that are involved here, that is 1) the understanding 

of the target group (adults, teenagers, children, native or foreign learners, general users or 

specialists), as well as 2) the usage purpose (educational, domestic  

or professional purpose). At the same time, the parameter of type of use should be by all means 

 
3 see, for example, Bogaards 2003:26. 
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taken into account, too. As indicated by Atkins and Rundell (2008: 29), the dictionaries may be 

used for the following  purposes: 

• general reference purposes (understanding words), 

• checking spelling and pronunciation, 

• studying, 

• learning a language, 

• translating, 

• writing essays, 

• preparing for exams. 

As to the users of lexicographic reference materials, Varantola (2002:33) divides the 

quantum of dictionary users into language learners, non-professional users and professional 

users, while dictionary use itself is classified as either being receptive (helping with decoding 

tasks) or productive (helping with text encoding tasks). Fair enough, while monolingual 

dictionaries focus on meeting the receptive needs of native speakers, EFL dictionaries are aimed 

at language production4. As pointed out by Bogaards (2003:26), one can say with a certain 

degree of approximation that dictionaries are most frequently used for reading skills, mostly in 

order to find out about meanings of unknown words, less for writing skills, where the checking 

of spelling becomes important, and – least of all – dictionaries are used for orally performed 

tasks.  

Let us delve more deeply into the subject, and to this end quote some specific views on the 

subject, formulated in one of the early publications Tomaszczyk (1979) who found out that 

students use dictionaries mainly while translating from L2 to L1, while two decades later 

Battenburg (1991) collected enough evidence to formulate the opinion that at the lower levels 

of language mastery learners of English tend to use dictionaries mostly while reading, whereas 

advanced students of English resort to dictionaries most frequently while performing writing 

tasks. In a nutshell, one may conclude that the diverse functions of dictionaries match different 

choices that the dictionary compiler makes in the process of compilation. Much earlier, taking 

into consideration various parameters of dictionary making, Zgusta (1971:216) maintained that: 

“The decision concerning the purpose or the combination of purposes of a planned dictionary 

is one of the most important ones. A good part of both the scientific and the commercial 

 
4 on this issue see, among others, Marello 1987; Hartmann 1999; Stark 1999. 
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success of the dictionary will be the result of how reasonably this decision was made and how 

adroitly it was carried out”.  

 

Back in the 1970s, McDavid (1979: 19-20) drew a list of four potential functions the dictionary 

is aimed to fulfill: 

• the record of the language, whether diachronic or synchronic, 

• the familiarising a user with a language/variety of it, 

• the supply of supplementary information (linguistic or otherwise) for the casual user, 

• the guide of what one should or should not. 

Linguistic causes and conditions aside, when one assumes a strictly sociological 

perspective, user research certainly necessitates the inclusion of the following aspects  

of dictionary function: 

 

• attitudes and habits of particular groups regarding dictionary use, 

• the way dictionary users are distributed among social, educational, occupational, age 

and sex groups, 

• the role dictionary plays (at home and work), 

• the profile of buyers and dictionary owners, 

• the parameter of dictionary lifespan, 

• the influence of the price on the potential buyers’ purchase decision, 

• the way electronic dictionaries influence the perception and usage of dictionaries. 

(see  Svensén, 2009) 

One must say that the issues highlighted above are discussed rather sporadically today, 

whereas the main interest tends to be focused on those inquiries that are related to reference 

needs of dictionary users with certain aspects more frequently discussed than others; here 

checking words for meaning and spelling seem to be at the fore.  

As a matter of fact, one does not need much specialist literature to realize that explanation 

of the word meaning (or meanings) may be assumed to be the major dictionary user 

requirement. Béjoint (2010:243) stresses that – although  results related to dictionary users and 

dictionary use are not easy to relate – assumptions are intuitively clear and justified: The main 

conclusions may be grasped in the following set of points: 

• Monolingual dictionaries are used mostly for meaning, particularly of rare words, 

and secondly for spelling. 
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• Monolingual dictionaries are often used in families for word games. 

• The entries for frequent words, especially function words, are hardly ever consulted, 

even by foreign students, 

• Information on expression in monolingual dictionaries is not used much, particularly 

when it is in coded form. Foreign students, who need it most, prefer using their 

bilingual dictionaries for that purpose.  

• The front matter on how to use the dictionary is rarely consulted. 

• The subjects are not clear about what other types of information they would like their 

dictionaries to carry. 

We observe that there are a number of specialised studies that deal specifically with the 

issue of the relationship between types of words that are checked by dictionary users and their 

influence on look-up behaviour.  Let us quote another voice in the discussion, that is that of 

Bogaards (1998) who seems to be claiming nothing new when he says that infrequent words 

are checked more often than those lexical items that look familiar to dictionary users. In any 

case, it is fairly obvious that any look-up procedure starts with the decision to open a dictionary, 

and determine the word that causes the problem. Yet, whatever the lexical entry to be looked 

up is, one may certainly speak of certain definite  users’ skills. In their recent study Atkins and 

Rundell (2008: 29) put emphasis on two skills expected on the part of dictionary users, namely 

their linguistic knowledge and their familiarity with dictionary conventions. 

To round up, one may say that the dictionary is most frequently used as a tool for quick 

and easy reference. Research into dictionary use is intended to help users consult dictionaries 

successfully, and the results obtained inform teachers, as well as dictionary compilers about 

potential dictionary skills. Unfortunately, they by no means guarantee the right choices made 

by commercial dictionary publishers. 

 

1. Techniques of pragmatic labelling in idioms dictionaries  

 

At this point it seems logical to start our discussion by taking a closer look at each of the 

idioms dictionaries separately. To start with Cambridge Idioms Dictionary (2006) (henceforth: 

CID), its usage information is provided in the section titled “How to use this dictionary”. Here, 

the editor’s introduction is devoted to “other things you need to know about idioms” (CID, 

2006: xiii). Among others, we find the following passage: 

Idioms with different forms in British, American or Australian are shown on separate lines. […]  
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If an idiom is formal, informal, old-fashioned, etc. this is shown with a label.  (CID, 2006: xiii). 

Additionally, relevant usage labels are explained as follows:  

 

Regional labels 

BRITISH this idiom is only used in British English 

AMERICAN this idiom is only used in American English  

AUSTRALIAN this idiom is only used in Australian English 

MAINLY 

BRITISH 

this idiom is mainly used in British English 

MAINLY 

AMERICAN 

this idiom is mainly used in American English 

 

 

Register labels 

INFORMAL idioms which are used with friends and family or people you know 

in relaxed situations 

FORMAL idioms which are used in a serious or polite way, for example in 

business documents, serious newspapers and books, lecturers, new 

broadcasts, etc. 

VERY 

INFORMAL 

idioms which are used in a very informal or not very polite way, 

often between members of a particular social group 

OLD-

FASHIONED 

idioms which are still used but sound old-fashioned 

TABOO idioms which are likely to offend people and are not used in formal 

situations 

HUMOROUS idioms which are intended to make people laugh 

LITERARY idioms which are mainly used in literature 

 

When we move on to the relevant features of Oxford Idioms Dictionary (2018; henceforth: 

OID), we see that its treatment of usage is merely restricted to the inside front cover within the 

“labels used in the dictionary” section. Here we read as follows: 

“Many idioms have one or more labels to explain how they are used”. (OID, 2018) 
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 In particular, one may observe the following explanations of label categories used within 

the body of the dictionary: 

(1) idioms that are used  as a different types of language (formal, informal, slang, 

offensive, spoken, written, literary, old-fashioned, old-use, figurative) 

(2) idiom labelled saying is a fixed phrase or a proverb that is used to make a comment, 

give advice, etc. 

(3) some labels show the attitude of the speaker:  

-     approving – the speaker is showing the positive attitude to a person, a situation, etc., 

for example: the happy/golden mean 

- disapproving – the speaker is showing a negative attitude to a person, a situation, 

ect., for example: a snake in the grass 

- humorous – the speaker intends to be funny, not serious, for example: get your beauty 

sleep 

- ironic – the speaker really means the opposite: What bright spark (=stupid person) 

left the front door open all night? 

(4) Other labels show you the context in which the idiom is usually used: business, law, 

politics, sport, technical 

As stressed in the foregoing, usage labels are aimed to guide students with restrictions on 

the use of lexical items. However, the main problem here is that we find different labels in 

different idioms dictionaries. OID and CID seem to offer various labelling conventions. In case 

of OID we find three categories: formality (the category consists od 10 labels: formal, informal, 

slang, offensive, spoken, written, literary, old-fashioned, old-use, figurative). The second is 

attitude category including: approving, disapproving, humorous, ironic. The last category 

involves context. The array of labels there include: business, law, politics, sport, technical.  

Unfortunately, the editors do not provide even a short explanation of some labels they introduce 

(1), (4). For example, one does not find a word explaining formal, informal, etc. Likewise, one 

has the impression that it may not be entirely clear to every dictionary user what the difference 

between old-fashioned and old use is. Another critical remark that may be formulated is the 

lack of explicitness in case of register labelling.  

What is more, one notices immediately that – as in the case of OID– the explanation given 

on the inside cover indicates that one can expect merely the stylistic labels set out there.  

Generally speaking, one feels justified in saying that for the foreign learner, the account of 

stylistic values proposed seems to be rather inconsistent. Given all the usage labels definitions 

mixed, learners may not be made aware of linguistic blunders. Besides, the inclusion of such 
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stylistic labels as spoken or written may in fact sound somewhat ambiguous for the category of 

EFL learners.  

In turn, the editors of CID decided on two main label categories, namely: regional labels, 

where we have the following: British, American, Australian, mainly British, mainly American. 

In case of the second category – register labels, we find the following marking units: informal, 

formal, very informal, old-fashioned, taboo, humorous, literary.  

A general observation is that the range of usage here is rather narrow, as in fact is limited to 

region (here British, American and Australian) as well as seven register categories. In case of 

them, one easily notices that all the labels mentioned here are in fact different style markers, 

rather than register ones. Secondly, one may find the category very informal quite useless as 

the category informal seems to be sufficient and in case of words that are very informal the 

category offensive may be employed.  

Also, one is led to believe that in order to become more user - friendly, it seems to be 

reasonable for lexicographers to employ a unified labelling scheme. 

Particularly problematic, as it may seem, for the EFL students is the fluctuating number of 

labels employed in various lexicographic works. Obviously enough, for the sake of showing 

that language use depends not only on the context of discourse but also the social relations 

between interlocutors, students need thorough instruction in formal language use, or 

alternatively the usage that is not informal. 

Let us point to the fact that so far we raised some doubts as to idioms dictionaries’ reliability 

as a tool in recognizing usage value of particular lexical items. The issue of prime importance 

to our discussion now is the microstructure of the OID and CID and the manner of lexicographic 

description of usage. 

In order to investigate and illustrate the way the usage parameter is handled within the 

representative sample of OID and CID, an overview of sample entries will be attempted in what 

follows. To be more precise, our analysis will be based on the overview of 12 sample idioms 

as found within CID and OID macrostructure. 

 

2. The way idioms are presented on the dictionary canvas 

 

Let us start our inquiry with the relevant OID and CID entries. While considering usage 

value of the idioms analysed, the following labels are given: 

idiom OID CID 



 10 

what’s his/her face Spoken informal 

get the jiters Informal informal 

(as) keen as mustard BrE, informal British &Australian old-

fashioned 

kick against the pricks ------ British & Australian literary 

make a meal (out) of sth Informal British & Australian 

a one-horse town Informal American & Australian 

get your own back Informal ----- 

sign/take the pledge old- fashioned humorous 

get your own back Informal ----- 

use your loaf Informal British and American old-

fashioned 

wise guy informal disapproving, 

especially AmE 

American & Australian 

disapproving 

don’t take any wooden 

nickles 

AmE American informal 

Table 1: Usage labels as used within the body of OID and CID 

 

The purpose of the table above is to show how the idioms under consideration are labeled 

according to the parameter of usage. All in all, one is justified in saying that when analyzing 

idioms from the microstructural perspective we find relevant labels provided before the 

referential definition of the meaning of the idiom. 

The name of the labeling is to show the user the type of social context in which a given idiom 

may most typically be expected to be used. Also, the dialectical regions where particular idioms 

may be found are specified. All in all, the general pattern is that the entries start with the 

headword (idiom) followed by label and then the information regarding meaning.  

A close study of the usage labels provided in both dictionaries under scrutiny reveals 

differences. Yet, it should be kept in mind that idioms dictionaries are worked on either by 

native speakers and it is not always easy for them to decide what is simple (as opposed to 

difficult) for foreign learners. Obviously, for foreign learners the weighting of degrees of 

formality is most welcome and profitable, so as to indicate the language use depends mostly on 

the pragmatic situation on the discourse.5 Since informality is not always appropriate, the 

 
5 For this reason all the labels should be taken into consideration by learners of English. 
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learners need thorough instruction in formal language use as well as the use that is not informal. 

Moreover, what seems essential for dictionary users is the fact that sometimes there is a striking 

contrast between the value encoded in the used labels proposed.  

For the sake of comparison let us take a closer look at the usage labels attributed to idioms 

shown within Table 1.  One may easily imagine the effect this state of affairs would cause in a 

group of learners trying to determine whether the idiom may be used informally or rather old-

fashioned. It is worth noticing that the differences in labelling in no way help to grasp the right 

choice of pragmatic value of idioms.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Unquestionably, a proper understanding of users’ needs is essential if the lexicographer 

attempts to promote his work to the public. Assuming that usefulness of information 

conventions that have been devised should always be in forefront of lexicographers’ minds, the 

question that was raised at a very outset was if the concept of usage is lexicographically handled 

in OID (2018) and CID (2006). 

Although usage labels should be omnipresent in dictionaries, in their present form they 

seem not to be as useful as they may be hoped and expected to be. Firstly, we feel that they 

should be of somewhat universal nature, but also they deserve their right place within the 

dictionary macrostructure. We have pointed out that ideally they are to be employed in different 

types of works of reference, though the main focus of the analysis carried in this work was 

placed on idioms dictionaries.  

While analyzing the language data that has been selected we resorted to lexicographic 

works that account almost exclusively for the standard variety of English, but – at the same 

time – attempt was made to handle dialect differences, which is by no means a strong point of 

the majority of the MLDs, though there are grounds to maintain that dialectal peculiarities are 

essential in any specialized fully-fledged analysis of any segment of the lexical system.  

However, it is our belief that a unified system may be both successfully employed in 

language analysis and prove to be welcome in lexicographic theory and practice.   

 

 

 

 



 12 

 

 

 

 

 

List of references 

 

Dictionaries: 

Cambridge Idioms Dictionary (2006). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Oxford Idioms Dictionary (2018). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

References: 

Atkins, S., Rundell, M. (2008) The Oxford Guide to Practical Lexicography. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Apresyan J. (1988). Pragmaticheskaia informastia dlia tolkovogo slovaria. In Pragmatika i 

problem intenstional’nosti: Sbornik nauchnykh trudow (pp. 7-44). Moscow: Nauka. 

Battenberg, J. D. (1991) English Monolingual Learners` Dictionaries: A User – Oriented 

Study. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer. 

Béjoint , H. (2010) The Lexicography of English. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bogaards, P. (2003) ‘Uses and users of dictionaries’ [in:] P. van Sterkenburg (ed.)  

A Practical Guide to Lexicography, Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, pp. 

26-33. 

Hartmann, R.R.K. & James, G. (1989) Dictionary of Lexicography. London: Routledge. 

Hartmann, R.R.K. (1987) `Four perspectives in dictionary use: a critical view of research 

methods`, [in:] Cowie, A. P. (ed.) The Dictionary and the Language Learner: Papers from the 

EURALEX Seminar at the University of Leeds, vol. 1-3 April 1985. Lexicographica Series 

Maior 17, pp.11-28. Tubingen: Niemeyer Verlag. 

Hartmann, R. R. K. (1999) ‘Case study: the Exeter University survey of dictionary use. [in:] 

R.R.K. Summers (ed.) Thematic Network Project in the Area of Languages. Sub – project 

9: Dictionaries. Dictionaries in Language Learning. Berlin. Freie Universität, pp. 36-52. 

Landau S.I. (1989). Dictionaries: The Art and Craft of Lexicography. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Marello, C. (1987) ‘Examples in contemporary Italian bilingual dictionaries. [in:] A.P.Cowie 

(ed.) The Dictionary and the Language Learner: Papers from the EURALEX Seminar at the 



 13 

University of Leeds, 1-3 April 1985 (Lexicographica. Series Maior 17). Tübingen: Max 

Niemeyer, pp. 224-37. 

McDavid, Raven I. Jr (1979) "The Social Role of the Dictionary." - In: James E. Congleton 

et al. (eds.): Papers on Lexicography in Honour of Warren N. Cordell. Terre Haute, Indiana. 

Ptaszynski M.O. (2010). Theoretical Considerations for the Improvement of Usage Labelling 

in Dictionaries: A Combined Formal-Functional Approach. In International Journal of 

Lexicography 23(4) (pp. 411-442). 

Stark, M. (1999) Encyclopaedic Learners` Dictionaries: A Study of their Design Features from 

the User Perspective. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer. 

Stachurska, A. (2018) ‘On the Codification of Usage by Labels’ In: / JoLaCe : journal of 

language and cultural education. Vol. 6, no. 1, pp. 89-107.  

Svensén, B. (2009) A Handbook of Lexicography. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Tomaszczyk, J. (1979) Dictionaries: users and uses. Glottodidactica 12, pp. 103-119. 

Włodarczyk-Stachurska A. (2011). On sociolinguistic variation: the case of English women 

terms. Radom: Wydawnictwo Politechniki Radomskiej. 

Włodarczyk-Stachurska A. (2012). Sociolinguistic stratification in EFL lexicography. In P. 

Łozowski, A. Włodarczyk-Stachurska (Eds.), Words in Contexts: from Linguistic Forms to 

Literary Functions. Radom: Wydawnictwo Politechniki Radomskiej. 

Varantola, K. (2002) ‘Use and usability of dictionaries: common sense and context 

sensibility?’ [in:] M.H. Corréard (ed.) Lexicography and Natural Language Processing  

A Festschift in Honour of B.T.S. Atkins. Euralex, pp. 30-44. 

Zgusta, L. (1971) A Manual of Lexicography. The Hauge: Mouton. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


