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The Dictionary 
is Dead!

Long Live the Dictionary!



Printed
knowledge 
references are 
dead

This is what an encyclopedia used to look like



Printed 
knowledge 
references are 
dead

There was a time when the 
Encyclopedia Britannica was 
the fount and source of 
knowledge and Wikipedia was 
a joke. It seems that Wikipedia 
is having the last laugh. Today 
Wikipedia is the 8th most 
visited site in the world with 
edits materializing at a rate of 
1.8 per second. Why has one 
succeeded and the other died? 
Knowledge is not bound by 
what can be printed. The total 
length of any printed 
document is finite. The total 
number of editors any one 
organization can hire is finite. 
Knowledge is evolving faster 
than any known set of authors
can document and any printed 
book can hold.

A limitless dictionary is not just 
a natural idea, but an obvious 
one.

When our co-founder, Dorian 
Cougias visited with the 
Dictionary Society members 
the first time at Indiana 
University in 2019, he asked 
the editors of both Merriam 
Webster and Oxford 
dictionaries why many very 
popular compliance terms that 

had multiple words in them 
(like personal data, privacy 
policy) were not in any 
dictionary. The answer he got 
was “we’d never have enough 
paper to print our dictionaries 
if we included multiple word 
expressions.” The same thing 
will happen to paper-focused 
dictionaries as has happened 
to encyclopedias – if they don’t 
set their sites on becoming 
limitless in content, they will 
fail.

(“Wikipedia Is the Last Best 
Place on the Internet | WIRED” 
n.d.)



Paper as a 
boundary is 
dead

This section is very short. 
Paper as a boundary for 
dictionaries, and anything else 
knowledge-based is dead.

Period.

Knowledge is boundless, paper 
carries weight and proportions.

So, its dead.

Paper for knowledge-based 
systems should be an 
afterthought. Something used 
for individual articles, short 
ideas, etc. Structured data sets 
can be applied to anything 

knowledge-based so that the 
structure expands with the 
knowledge being 
comprehended.

An “older” entry for a printed 
dictionary term might look like 
the one above. 

A printed entry for a dictionary term



Limitless 
boundaried
content is alive

An online entry for a 
dictionary term can be linked 
to multiple sources, 
languages, and even usage 
statistics, such as the one on 
the right.



How to build a 
limitless 
dictionary

– start by re-focusing the 
structure of the 
organization

Building a limitless dictionary 
isn’t a coding problem –
software can be built to 
create and edit dictionary 
entries. No matter how 
technical, the technical isn’t 
the long-term problem. The 
problem is leveraging the 
knowledge necessary to 
create and edit quality
entries.



Expert-only 
content isn’t in 
the cards

Before Jimmy Wales and Larry 
Sanger cofounded Wikipedia, 
they co-founded Nupedia as a 
limitless, online encyclopedia. 
Their initial idea to “kill 
Britannica” was to do away 
with paper but continue with 
expert-contributed content. 
Expert created content takes a 
great deal of hand-holding, 
time, and money. After a full 
year they only had a couple of 
dozen articles. Once the pair 
latched on to the wiki data 
structures and content creation 
and editing methodology, 
Wikipedia grew to over 20,000 
articles within the same time 
period.

The answer for creating 
content is to extend the reach 
of the content creation process 
beyond the borders of the 
organization producing the 
dictionary. 

Controlled content creation 
must give way to curated 
content contribution.



Content 
authority needs 
to be 
decentralized

If content is created by a single 
organization, with so few 
contributors, coverage will be 
spotty, and gaps will be hard to 
fill. The problem is that most 
organizational structures (as 
listed in our organizational 
structure section in the 
appendices) as well as 
organizational cultures are top-
down in focus. Customer, 
circular, divisional, geography, 
market, product, functional, 
matrix, and process-based 
organizational structures are all 
top-down. Most online guides 
still take a top-down approach 
when speaking of inculcating 
content contribution into 
organizational knowledge 
systems, although some 
articles are starting to truly 
understand the cultural shift 

necessary for this new model.

Because content contributors 
will be, for the most part, 
external to the organization, 
the organizational structure 
dealing with content 
contribution must be a 
network-based flatarchy; a 
decentralized decision-making 
culture that extends authority 
beyond those directly 
employed by the organization. 

(“(12) 5 Steps to Creating a 
Culture of Content 
Contribution in Your 
Organization | LinkedIn” n.d.; 
“Content Contribution” n.d.)

(“5 Ways to Get People to 
Contribute Good Content for 
Your Site” 2010; Chua, Goh, 
and Lee 2012; Teichmann et al. 
2015)



Building a 
cultural 
structure for the 
enthusiast 
contributor

The first thing the organization 
has to ask is why do people use 
media (not just a dictionary, 
but any media) and what do 
they use that media for?

Media users are not passive. 
They have power over their 
consumption and take an 
active role in both interpreting 
and integrating media into 
their lives. Enthusiast 
contributor assumptions are as 
follows:
• any media competes with 

other resources for the need 
for satisfaction;

• the audience is active, and 
contribution is goal oriented;

• value judgments of content 
can only be assessed by the 
audience and not the 
organization;

• the audience is self-aware 
enough to provide an 
accurate picture of their 
contribution and use.

Cultural necessities

Enthusiast contributors will 
range from the casual 
contributors to those who wish 
to rise to the top of the edit-
count leaderboard, with an 
elect few wishing to become 
administrative curators. In 
order to build the community, 

the organization must take the 
following actions:

1. Provide a method for 
editing others work – this is 
where most contributors 
start.

2. Provide exposure to 
contributors – enthusiast 
contributors want to know 
their work is being looked 
at. This means basic 
exposure, featured 
exposure, etc.

3. Tracking goals and tiering 
contribution levels – while 
many will be happy to know 
their contributions are being 
seen, others are motivated 
to rise up the leaderboard. 
Contribution levels must be 
made known, tracked, and 
publicized.

And above all, it must be fun. 
Enthusiast contributors don’t 
work for free. They have fun for 
free.

(Idid 2012; Kircaburun et al. 
2018)



The problem of 
quality content

Wikipedia is far from perfect as 
an authoritative source, as is 
often noted by the authors 
themselves in various 
Wikipedia forums such as that 
Forum for Encyclopedic 
Standards on their own site. 
With that said, head-to-head 
studies between Britannica and 
Wikipedia have been 
conducted numerous times 
and found to be its equivalent.

While we know that enthusiast 
contributors will add content 
for fun, we also know that 
setting boundaries is the key to 
success in every relationship. 
Wikipedia has created its own 
forum for content contribution 
boundaries and those 
boundaries work very well.

Within our own system of 
mapping for the Unified 
Compliance Framework, we’ve 
found that our Mapping Tool’s 
ability to put boundaries on 
what can and can’t be done has 
helped tremendously.

As we extend our tools and 
methods to an enthusiast 
contributor market, we will 
need to extend our ideas of 
quality and our means to 

maintain that quality.

(“Wikipedia:Forum for 
Encyclopedic Standards” 2019)

(Slater 2017; Terdiman n.d.; 
“Wikipedia Or Encyclopædia
Britannica: Which Has More 
Bias?” n.d.; “Wikipedia vs 
Britannica | Inside Higher Ed” 
n.d.)

(“Wikipedia:Forum for 
Encyclopedic Standards” 2019)
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