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Abstract 
Purpose – Needs for information literacy, disparities in society, bridging digital divides, richness of 
information sources in electronic (e-) environments and the value of dictionaries have often been 
propagated. To improve information sources and information literacy training, information behaviour 
must be understood (i.e., all information activities). This paper conceptualises new opportunities for 
information sources (e.g., electronic dictionaries) to all society sectors, dictionary literacy and research 
lenses such as lexicography to supplement information literacy and behaviour research. 
Approach – A scoping review of information literacy and behaviour, lexicography and dictionary 
literature grounds the conceptualisation of dictionary literacy, its alignment with information literacy, 
information activities and information behaviour and lexicography as additional research lens.  
Findings – Research lenses must acknowledge dictionary use in e-environments, information activities 
and skills, meanings of information and dictionary literacy, the value of e-dictionaries, alignment with 
information behaviour research that guides the development of information sources and 
interdisciplinary research from e.g., lexicography – thus contextualisation. 
Originality – Large bodies of literature on information behaviour and lexicography individually do not 
cover combined insights from both. 
Research implications – Information behaviour and information literacy research can be enriched by 
lexicography as research lens. Further conceptualisation could align information behaviour, information 
literacy and dictionary literacy. 
Practical implications – Dictionary training, aligned with information literacy training, can be informed 
by this paper. 
Social implications: The value of dictionary literacy for all sectors of societies can be improved. 
Keywords: Contextualisation, dictionary literacy, information literacy, information behaviour, 
 e-lexicography, impactful research, information behaviour, information seeking and searching 
Classification: Conceptual paper   
 
 

1. Introduction 
Calls to address information literacy across all levels and contexts of society have been echoed over 
many decades. Early work dates back to Zurkoswki who is believed to have coined the term in 1974 
(Behrens, 1994), calls for the need for academic information literacy to be fully embedded in subject 
discipline curricula (Behrens 1994) and others such as Julien et al (2020), Gregory and Higgins (2013) and 
Taylor and Jaeger (2021) who wrote books on both the importance of information literacy and the ‘how-
to’ teach, embed and assess it. Such calls were echoed globally in affluent as well as developing 
countries. Burnett and White (2022), De Jager and Nassimbeni (2007), Fourie and Krauss (2011), Oshiro 
(2008) and Webber et al. (2005) are good examples. In the South African contexts, Peter Lor (2018; Britz 
and Lor, 2010) expressed concerns for South Africa as well as globally.  
 
Over the last two decades, discussions of information literacy became more sophisticated, aligned with 
technological developments and pedagogical theories (Jacobs, 2008; Swanson, 2004). Leading scholars 
have argued for information literacy training and research to be better informed by research in 
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information behaviour, e.g., Limberg and Sundin (2006) and Shenton and Hay-Gibson (2011). 
Technological developments offered many opportunities for expanding information use in electronic (e-) 
environments as well as specific information sources such as electronic (e)-dictionaries. Opportunities 
for access to information sources and to address marginalisation and digital divide concerns opened up 
(Bornman, 2016). That, however, also raised the need to (re)consider scholarly interpretations of 
research foci, inter-, cross- and transdisciplinary research and contextualisation of such research to 
specific communities and their needs, e.g., the use of e-dictionaries by students or professional workers 
and subject experts – or as part of everyday-life information needs. Boonmoh (2012), e.g., did research 
on students’ use of e-dictionaries. Many other questions arise, e.g., how can information behaviour 
research inform research on e-dictionaries and dictionary skills or vice versa, how can such work extend 
interpretations of information behaviour and the disciplinary expertise influencing research in 
information behaviour? How can research in lexicography inform information behaviour research? How 
can contextual awareness (i.e., how, where, and when dictionaries are used, as well as the context of 
the word or phrase in a text) expand alliance between dictionary literacy/ information literacy/ 
information behaviour (and practice) to the benefit of societal challenges such as marginalisation and 
the digital divide?  
 
Our question was: 

How can research foci and priorities where lexicography informs information behaviour research 
and choices for extended cross-disciplinary research be explored?  

 
For purposes of this paper, we will focus only on the importance of e-dictionaries, the meanings of 
information literacy and dictionary literacy, the complexity of e-dictionary literacy, the recognition of 
the importance of context in using dictionaries from an information behaviour perspective, examples of 
the use of dictionaries, and taking into account both the context of the user and the context in which 
the specific word or phrase occurs in a text, as well as the skills needed.  
 

2. Objectives 
This paper intends to raise awareness of how influences in extending e-environments and new forms of 
information sources, e.g., e-dictionaries with extended features, necessitates reconsideration of 
disciplinary alliances to information behaviour and information literacy research and the 
(re)conceptualisation of information behaviour and information literacy to accommodate dictionary 
literacy as a core skill and activity in everyday-life and workplace. It will:  

• Sketch core concepts (i.e., information literacy, dictionary literacy, information behaviour)  

• Contextualise the use of e-dictionaries from lexicography and information behaviour lenses. 

• Contextualise the need for lexicography research to inform the understanding of information 
behaviour that informs information and dictionary literacy training. 

 
3. Methodology: reflection based on scoping literature review 

This paper is based on a scoping review of information literacy and information behaviour, lexicography 
and dictionary literature that grounds the conceptualisation of dictionary literacy, its alignment with 
information literacy, information activities and information behaviour, and contextualisation and the 
value of lexicography as additional research lens to studies of information behaviour. The intention was 
not a systematic review and sources were handpicked for discussion. 
 
 

4. Clarification of key concepts: dictionaries, dictionary literacy, contextualisation and 
information behaviour 
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4.1 Dictionaries 
Dictionaries are important, authoritative sources of information used to fulfil everyday life needs to 
understand words, their spelling, use and origin as well as to fulfil sophisticated subject-specific needs. 
Examples include the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) (Oxford University Press, 2023), which is the 
definitive record of the English language over a thousand years (and similar dictionaries for many 
languages, such as the Woordenboek der Nederlandsche Taal (Instituut voor de Nederlandse Taal, 2023), 
Deutsches Wörterbuch (Berlin-Brandenburgischen Akademie der Wissenschaften), Dictionnaire de 
l'Académie française (Académie Française, 2023)), and subject-specific dictionaries, such as Black's Law 
Dictionary (Garner, 2019), Stedman's Medical Dictionary (Stedman, 2005), etc. There are also many 
dictionaries for specific purposes, for example, learner’s dictionaries, aimed at learners of a language, 
such as the Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (2023) etc.  
 
The importance of dictionaries and the value that library collections, holding dictionaries as reference 
works, can offer to communities is widely argued in the literature on reference work and services 
(Cassell & Hiremath, 2018; Ball & Bothma, 2018). E-dictionaries opened access to larger communities 
and the need to require the skills to use dictionaries and in particularly e-dictionaries. Dictionaries are 
core to our understanding of the meaning of words. Dictionary literacy, and more specifically e-
dictionary literacy, is essential to use dictionaries effectively.  
 
4.2 Information and dictionary literacy 
Dictionary literacy aligns to information literacy, and the use of dictionaries and applying appropriate 
skills in using dictionaries, aligns with information behaviour. We are thus first considering 
interpretations of information literacy before defining dictionary literacy. Many definitions of 
information literacy have been proposed stressing core characteristics and requirements for information 
literacy such as a recent definition by the Charted Institute of Library and Information Professionals 
(CILIP) (Secker, 2018) and as reflected in historic reviews (Sample, 2020). For this paper the CILIP 
interpretation is accepted: ‘Information literacy is the ability to think critically and make balanced 
judgements about any information we find and use. It empowers us as citizens to develop informed 
views and to engage fully with society’. We can extend this interpretation to types of literacies that 
aligns closely with it, such as media literacy, computer literacy, digital literacy, data literacy, visual 
literacy, numeracy and dictionary literacy or to include recent work by Kuehn (2023) on the information 
ecosystem concept in information literacy. Such extensions fall outside the scope of this paper. 
Dictionary literacy, in the broadest sense of the word, implies the knowledge about and understanding 
of the principles of dictionary use, as well as of the specific dictionary the user intends using. It implies, 
first of all, the selection of the correct dictionary for a specific information need, i.e., a dictionary fit for 
purpose. For effective use, the user should understand the structure of the dictionary; this is typically 
explained in the front matter and/or back matter of the dictionary. This includes the access method to 
the content of the dictionary, be this alphabetic, thematic etc. Furthermore, the user should understand 
the structure of dictionary articles (how the information about the word is organised), as well as any 
abbreviations and labels used in the dictionary. For more details, see, inter alia, Chi (1998), Gouws 
(1989), Gouws and Prinsloo (2010) and Nesi (1999). In the e-environment, the user should also 
understand the search functionalities of the dictionary, and which features are available in the specific 
dictionary, such as truncation, wild cards, auto-complete etc. It is evident that many of the search 
functionalities are identical to standard search functions in the e-environment; see, inter alia, Lew 
(2011, 2013a, 2013b), Tarp and Gouws (2020). Dictionary literacy further implies that the user should be 
able to evaluate the information that it is retrieved. Dictionary information is obviously curated – the 
lexicographer carefully selected all the information that is included in the dictionary, and, in the case of 
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a reputable dictionary, the information is accurate (contrary to the problems of misinformation and 
disinformation in many other e-environments). The user should nevertheless still evaluate the 
information that is found, viz. which of the often multiple, options is correct in a given situation, either 
in understanding a text, or in writing a text. The responsibility of selecting the correct word and the 
correct meaning or sense of a word therefore still rests with the user – the user has to ‘apply their mind’ 
to select the correct item in context from all the potentially correct items. This paper focuses solely on 
the dictionary literacy skills required when reading a text. As such, it addresses only one aspect of 
dictionary literacy, viz. text reception, understanding the meaning of a word within its context when 
reading a text. Text reception and text production are aspects of the communicative function in the 
Function Theory of Lexicography, as discussed in Tarp (2008); also see various chapters in Fuertes-
Olivera and Bergenholtz (2011) and in Fuertes-Olivera (2018) and Bothma (2018), and the references in 
these sources.  

Contextualisation is clearly of essence in the use of e-dictionaries – both the context of the user and the 

context in which meaning is assigned to a specific word, both when writing a text or reading a text; see, 

inter alia, Bothma and Gouws (2020, 2022), Tarp and Gouws (2019, 2020).  

4.3 Context and contextualisation 
The importance of context and contextualisation is widely noted in information behaviour research e.g., 
Agarwal (2018) arguing that different interpretations of contexts offered by scholars such as Dervin and 
Courtright can all hold value and be true since it depends on how you look at it. For Wilson (2022, p.16) 
context is the situation in which an information need arises. It is determined by the life-world of people, 
the multiple realities they experience in that life-world, and its spatial structure. This is the context the 
person brings to the situation in themselves, which Schutz (as cited by Wilson) terms the ‘biographically 
determined situation’, which is ‘the sedimentation of all of man’s previous experiences, organized in the 
habitual possession of his stock of knowledge, at hand, and as such is his unique possession, given to 
him and him alone’. This interpretation guides the contextualised examples when a user reads a text 
and has to understand the meaning of a word in context that we offer later in this paper.  
 
4.4 Information behaviour 
Information behaviour is an encompassing concept for all information activities. It ‘refers to all 
information-related activities and encounters, including information seeking, information searching, 
browsing, recognising and expressing information needs, information encountering, information 
avoidance and information use’ (Fourie and Julien, 2015). It can accommodate the application of 
information literacy skills – also if information literacy is accepted as an information practice (Lloyd 
2010).  
 
5 Examples of the use of e-dictionaries 
The following examples illustrate the principles discussed in the previous sections. The examples 
describe what happens with three pop-up dictionary windows when looking for information: (i) a 
dictionary article, (ii) translation, and (iii) Wikipedia. Three examples will suffice. The words and phrases 
that are used as examples are: ‘fly’ from the phrase ‘do battle with some very fly people’, ‘bunnets’ from 
the phrase ‘three old men, all wearing flat bunnets’ and all four nouns from the phrase ‘lightskirts, 
coney-catchers, pick-pockets and masterless men’. The examples are explained in 5.1 – 5.3. 
 
The examples illustrate that a reader can decide to ignore a specific information need, that they can 
select to satisfy the information need by reading a dictionary article, or, if the dictionary article does not 
provide the required answer, how the reader can follow up on the information need by consulting other 
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information sources. In each case, the reader is fully in control of the process – they can at any stage 
decide to abandon the quest for the relevant information, or decide to follow up until the information 
need is satisfied, or their curiosity (also representing an information need) is satisfied. The reader is 
furthermore in control of the amount of information to which they are exposed – if they become 
overwhelmed by the information overload, the quest can easily be abandoned. From the examples it is 
also clear that the reader consistently has to use their critical thinking skills by evaluating the 
information presented to them – the reader therefore has to consistently apply their mind to ensure 
that the information they accept as correct, is actually correct in the context of the sentence and 
situation and context in the text they are reading.  
 
The examples in 5.1 – 5.3 are taken from novels that are available from Amazon on the Kindle app on an 
iPad. The English texts in the Kindle are linked to an English monolingual dictionary, The Oxford 
Dictionary of English (Oxford University Press 2023).  
 
Non-English texts can be linked to any of a number of monolingual dictionaries that can be downloaded 
free of charge. By clicking on a word in the text, three pop-up windows are opened, one with the first 
few lines of a dictionary article, the second with a link to Wikipedia, and the third with an option to 
translate the word to a language selected by the user. The Wikipedia and translation windows are only 
available if the reader is online. The examples are discussed from a lexicographic perspective. 
 

(i) Dictionary article 
Clicking on a word in the text shows, in the dictionary pop-up window, the first few lines of the first 
lemma in the dictionary that corresponds to the word in the text, and provides a link to the full 
dictionary article. The dictionary that is currently the default dictionary is specified at the left bottom of 
the dictionary pop-up window; in all the examples that follow, the default dictionary is used, viz. ‘English 
(UK)’. By clicking on ‘English (UK)’ the reader can select another English dictionary, ‘English (US)’, or any 
of a number of bilingual dictionaries, e.g. ‘English-Arabic’, ‘English-German’, ‘English-Hindi’ etc. (which 
can be downloaded free of charge, as stated earlier). The linking between the English text and the 
specified English monolingual dictionary is usually very accurate, but sometimes it is incorrect. A 
detailed discussion of the nature of the problems with linking in English texts is given in Bothma and 
Prinsloo (2013). Typical problems include the linking to the incorrect lemma or part of speech, problems 
with homographs, compounds and phrases, etc. If a non-English word occurs in an English text, the user 
can specify any monolingual or bilingual dictionary which should be accessed, provided the user has 
downloaded the specific dictionary.    
 

(ii) Wikipedia 
In the Wikipedia pop-up window, the first few lines of a relevant article from Wikipedia are displayed 
with a link to the full Wikipedia entry, provided where there is an article in Wikipedia dealing with the 
topic. The user has the option to read this information, if it is relevant to their information need. This 
implies that the user has to evaluate to what extent the Wikipedia information is, or could be, relevant 
to solving their information need, or whether this information could simply lead to irrelevant 
information or information overload.  
 

(iii) Translation 
The word, phrase or sentence which the reader selects is translated by Bing Translator (which is the only 
option provided in the Kindle app) in the translation pop-up window to the language the reader specifies 
and which is supported by Bing Translator. If the word or phrase in the text is not in English, the system 
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automatically detects the language and translates the foreign language word / phrase into English (or 
another language specified by the user). 
 
All three pop-up windows, i.e., features, are very useful for a reader that requires the meaning for a 
word which they don’t know (dictionary window), or facts, such as a historical description they would 
like to ascertain (Wikipedia window), or words or sentences in a language which is not the primary 
language of the text, and which the user does not understand (translation window). This paper focuses 
primarily on the dictionary window. 
 
5.1 Example 1: ‘Fly’ 
In the phrase ‘do battle with some very fly people’, the meaning of ‘fly’ could possibly be deduced from 
the context, but it is not necessarily very likely that a non-mother tongue speaker of English would know 
the exact meaning in context. By clicking on the word, a pop-up window appears (as in Figure 1), which 
provides an extract from the article ‘fly’. The reader needs some grammatical literacy, to understand 
that ‘fly’ as verb cannot be correct in context, as it is evidently, in the context of the phrase, an 
adjective. (It is to be noted that the linking to Wikipedia is also incorrect, as the article starts with ‘Flies 
are insects…’.) The reader then has the option to go to the dictionary by clicking on the button at the 
bottom of the dictionary pop-up window. This takes them to the dictionary entry for ‘fly1 v.’, which, as 
stated, is evidently incorrect. Scrolling to the next page in the dictionary provides an entry for the noun 
of the same lemma, which is evidently also not correct in context. On the next page, ‘fly2 n.’ occurs, and 
this refers to the insect, which is also not applicable.  
 

 
Figure 1: Clicking on the word ‘fly’ in a text on the Kindle app on an iPad results in the two pop-up 
windows (and a translation window which is not shown) 
 
Scrolling further down, the reader finds “fly3 adj.” (as in Figure 2). 
 

 
Figure 2: The dictionary entry for ‘fly3 adj.’ in the linked dictionary on the Kindle app on an iPad 
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Two widely divergent possible meanings are offered, one British, the other North American that could 
again provide a clue, but, if the reader knows that the text is situated in Edinburgh, Scotland, it is 
evident that the first meaning is correct. From this example, it is evident that the reader had various 
options in terms of their information behaviour if they were not confident of the meaning of the word as 
part of a phrase in a specific context. They could ignore the information need (a typical information 
behaviour as reported by studies discussed in Case and Given [2016]) (i.e., the need to understand what 
the word, ‘fly’, means in this context), or they could try to solve the information need (involving a 
variety of typical information literacy skills and information activities [i.e., information behaviour]). If 
they chose the latter, they were required to have a fair amount of dictionary literacy (as well as know 
the context that the novel is set in the UK), viz. to understand the layout and significance of the numbers 
after the lemma, the various abbreviations (v., n., adj.) used in the dictionary and the labels used with 
the different entries (‘informal, British, North American’), as well as grammatical literacy to understand 
that ‘fly’ in context is an adjective. (If they did not know this, they could have wasted a considerable 
amount of time by reading through the articles for fly1 and fly2.)  
 
5.2 Example 2: ‘Bunnets’ 
In the phrase ‘three old men, all wearing flat bunnets’, the word ‘bunnets’ may not be well-known. 
Clicking on ‘bunnet’ unfortunately does not provide any help – no definition is found (i.e., the word does 
not occur in the linked dictionary), there is no link to a Wikipedia article, and no translation equivalent is 
offered. The reader therefore has no choice but to explore further. If no dictionary article is available, 
the system provides the option of doing a Google search. The word is automatically passed to the 
Google search bar, and the search is carried out. In this case, as is illustrated in Figure 3, Google queried 
whether the reader actually wanted to search for ‘bonnets’, and provides the meaning for ‘bonnets’, 
viz., ‘a woman’s or child’s hat tied under the chin with a brim framing the face” (from Oxford 
Languages), which is evidently not valid in this case, as ‘men’ are explicitly mentioned. However, there is 
a note, indicating that ‘bonnet’ has a variant in Scottish, viz. ‘bunnets, a man’s soft, flat cap with or 
without a peak’, which fits the context perfectly, as the novel is set in Edinburgh. The search 
furthermore offers a translation of the search word into the language of the reader’s choice (not shown 
in Figure 3); it is very strange that, for a translation into Afrikaans, it offers the word ‘hasies’ (small 
bunnies), and for Dutch it offers ‘broodjes’ (sandwiches).  

 
Figure 3: ‘Bunnets’ in a Google search, with the results from Oxford Languages 

7



 
It is evident that the reader has to evaluate the results very carefully – the different English options, as 
well as the two translation versions, to ensure that the correct meaning and/or translation equivalents 
are selected. This again emphasises that the reader’s information behaviour has to take into account 
their dictionary literacy skills and their information literacy skills, specifically their skill to critically 
evaluate the search results. 
 
5.3 Example 3: ‘Lightskirts, coney-catchers, pick-pockets and masterless men’ 
The third example comes from a novel set in medieval Britain, in which the text ‘lightskirts, coney-
catchers, pick-pockets and masterless men’ occurs. The term ‘pick-pockets’ is probably well-known, and 
would indicate that the text refers to a number of insalubrious individuals. The reader can accept that 
this is the case with the other three words as well, and may not want to distinguish between the four 
categories mentioned in the phrase. By clicking on each of the words in the Kindle app, the reader will 
find that only ‘pick-pockets’ occurs in the linked dictionary.  
 
‘Lightskirts’ is easily found by doing a Google search from the dictionary pop-up window – the meaning 
‘A woman of lax behavior; a prostitute’ (with the label ‘dated’) from Wiktionary is provided in the first 
search result, and this is corroborated by a number of dictionary entries from further dictionaries.  
 
‘Masterless men’ seems to be self-evident – ‘men without masters’; the question, however, is whether 
this refers to a specific group/class of men, or generally men who don’t have masters. The linked 
dictionary does not list ‘masterless’, but links to ‘master’, and defines it i.a. as ‘chiefly historical: a man 
who has people working for him’, and lists ‘masterless’ only as a derivative. A Google search in the first 
few results refers to a band with the name ‘Masterless Men’, which is not useful. In this case, a 
tenacious reader will have to consult a specialist historic dictionary of English, such as the Oxford English 
Dictionary (OED), which, unfortunately, is behind a firewall and needs a subscription. ‘Masterless men’ 
provides no result, but there is a separate entry for ‘masterless’, which is defined as ‘Of a person: having 
no reputable means of living; vagrant, vagabond, unemployed. Now historical. Notable as a term used in 
statutes of the 16th and 17th centuries.’ It also provides quotations from a number of sources from the 
16th and 17th centuries, including those provided in Figure 4.  
 

 
Figure 4: Sample quotations from the OED confirming the meaning of ‘masterless men’ 
 
‘Coney-catchers’ is rather more complex. The compound ‘coney-catcher’ does not occur in the linked 
Kindle dictionary. ‘Coney’, however, does occur, with the meanings as in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: The pop-up window for ‘Coney’ in the linked Kindle dictionary 
 
As the reader is aware that the novel is set in medieval Britain, the North American and Western Atlantic 
meanings are evidently incorrect, and the reader will opt for the meaning ‘rabbit’. However, how does a 
‘rabbit-catcher’ fit the context of insalubrious individuals, especially since the word is also used literally 
(see the OED entry)? A Google search reveals that ‘coney-catching’ is ‘Elizabethan slang for theft 
through trickery’, as is explained in Wikipedia (but which is not available through the Wikipedia pop-up 
window when clicking on the word). This can be confirmed by looking at the example quotations in the 
OED, some of which are provided in Figure 6. 

 
Figure 6: An extract from the entry ‘coney-catcher’ in the OED 
 
In this example, the reader can easily decide not to pursue a search for exact meanings, and simply 
guess meanings based on the broader context of the sentence or paragraph. However, a curious reader, 
with access to different information sources, as well as the skills to evaluate the results of their 
searches, will be rewarded with a richness of information that passes by someone that simply reads the 
text for the story. 
 
Similar examples are discussed in Bothma and Gouws (2020), as well as in Bothma and Gouws (2022), 
where examples of browser-based linking of general texts on the web are also discussed. 
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6 Discussion 

 
The processes illustrated in the preceding examples can be summarised as follows: 

• A reader comes across a word in a text they are reading, the meaning of which they don’t know, or 
want to check. I.e., an information need exists. 

• Two options are available to the reader: Ignore the information need, in which case the information 
need is not satisfied and the process ends. Alternatively, decide that the information need should be 
satisfied, and the reader clicks on the word to access the dictionary article, Wikipedia and 
translation windows (the latter two only when the reader is online). 

• If the article in the dictionary window offers an acceptable meaning, the information need is 
satisfied, and the process ends.  

• If the visible section of the dictionary article does not satisfy the information need, the reader can 
scroll down in the dictionary window, or click on the link ‘Go to dictionary’. 

• Once in the dictionary, all dictionary literacy skills are to be used, and the reader has to decide: 
o Is the lemma to which is linked in the dictionary correct? 
o Is the part-of-speech correct? 
o Is any one of the usually multiple options offered correct in context of the sentence, or the 

broader context of the paragraph or book? 

• If the reader answers “no” to any of the preceding three questions, they have to continue exploring 
different parts-of-speech, or different lemmata. 

• If no satisfactory answer can be found, it could imply that the required information is not available 
in the selected dictionary, and the reader has the option to explore further. 

• Further exploration implies consulting additional information sources, e.g. other dictionaries, an 
encyclopaedia, do a Google search (or decide on another search engine), i.e., the reader should 
know about information sources, and which sources can be regarded as authoritative.  

• Evaluate the results by scanning or reading one or more of the new sources. 

• This could, in most cases, lead to an acceptable solution for the information need, albeit with quite 
some effort. 

• Verify the results, if possible. 
 
The processes as outlined above seem linear, and do not make provision for iterative searches and 
evaluations. At all stages of the process, the reader needs to evaluate the results. If the results are not 
satisfactory, the previous step or steps need to be repeated. Depending on the complexity of the 
information need, any step could require multiple iterations. At each step in the process, the reader has 
the option to abandon the search for information, or to carry on. This aligns with Foster’s (2005) work 
on the non-linearity of information seeking as shown on work on information behaviour.  
 
The amount of information the reader is exposed to, is under their control, i.e., they can at any stage 
decide that they have consulted a sufficient number of sources, and is therefore not automatically 
exposed to an overload of information. User autonomy and agency are very prominent in the use of e-
dictionaries. They decide on when and how to look up the meanings of words and controlling the 
amount of detail explained in explanations. E-dictionary functionalities offer options and choices to 
expand the scope for searching for meanings and to satisfy curiosity, e.g., extending to Google searches. 
 
The reader searches for the correct meaning in a specific context, be this for leisure, work or any other 
reason. This context will determine how important finding the correct answer is, e.g., the difference 
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between reading for leisure and reading in a work situation. When reading a novel, it is very easy to 
decide it is not that important to have an exact meaning, and the reader can infer an approximate 
meaning from the sentence. If, however, it is a document within a specific work situation or discipline 
(e.g., law, engineering, medicine, astronomy) it may be essential to have an unambiguous, clear 
meaning. The context of the reader therefore determines to what extent it is essential for the reader to 
continue the information seeking process until an unambiguous result has been found. The reader’s 
contextual awareness of the information need related to looking up a term and the context in which 
terms are explained is thus very important.  
 
The text that is being read also has its own context. The meaning of a word can be determined by its 
immediate context, e.g., the sentence or paragraph in which it occurs, but also by the broader context of 
the volume in which the word occurs, as in the fairly straightforward examples discussed earlier, such as 
a historical context or the locality in which the text is situated. This requires users of e-dictionaries to 
contextualise the information provided in the dictionary entry, translation or Wikipedia entry, in terms 
of the sentence in which a word occurs and in terms of the situation in which a word is explained vs 
their explicit contextualised information need. From a lexicography perspective the ability to assess the 
appropriateness of information (i.e., explanations and situational relevance) is core to making the right 
decisions and often linked to grammatical knowledge personal context and background (as explained in 
Section 4 – Context and contextualisation). 
 
The reader remains in total control of the whole process. They can, at any stage, decide that the 
information need is not paramount and can be ignored without a too serious impact on understanding 
the text. Alternatively, they can decide to proceed until a verifiable solution is found. This choice is 
determined by the information behaviour of the reader in the given context (or situation), which can be 
different in different contexts. The success of any in-depth quest to find the correct, verifiable solution 
depends to a very large extent on the level of the reader’s mastery of the various literacies addressed in 
this paper: dictionary literacy (supported by grammatical literacy) to understand how to select and use 
the appropriate dictionary, and important aspects of any information literacy model or framework, viz. 
the ability to search for information, to know the appropriate sources, and the ability to critically 
evaluate the information that has been retrieved. All of this is dependent on the information behaviour 
of the reader in the given situation, and influenced by the context of the reader, and their 
understanding of the context of the text, as well as the context of the immediate environment in which 
a specific word occurs. Autonomy, agency, curiosity and tenacity are important. 
 
From a lexicography perspective the ability to assess the appropriateness of information (i.e., 

explanations and situational relevance) is core to making the right decisions and often linked to 

grammatical knowledge, personal context and background (as explained in Section 4 – Context and 

contextualisation). Two characteristics that stand out are curiosity and tenacity. Information behaviour 

models often emphasise context, but not as explicitly as shown in the examples presented here from a 

lexicography perspective where the user’s context for a search as well as the context for the meaning of 

a word is of core importance. “Desirable” characteristics and agency are also not explicitly 

acknowledged in information behaviour models. 

 
7 Conclusion 
From the preceding, it is clear that there is an interconnection between dictionary and information 
literacy, and that, in satisfying an information need, these concepts depend on the information 
behaviour of the reader in the specific context of the reader, and the context of the text being read. This 
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does not imply a hierarchical relationship between all these factors, but simply that they are 
interrelated, and that they influence one another in satisfying an information need (or even when the 
reader decides to ignore the information need). A number of related literacies were mentioned in the 
introduction to this paper, viz. media literacy, computer literacy, digital literacy, data literacy,visual 
literacy and numeracy. Since the preceding processes depend on the reader being computer literate, to 
work in a complex digital environment, and possibly access data sources as well as visual sources, these 
literacies all also play an integral part in solving the information needs of the reader. Not all of them are 
equally important in solving every dictionary related information need, but all could come into play, to a 
greater or lesser extent. Each of these literacies can be studied in its own right, at theoretical and 
practical levels. The contention of this paper, however, is that none of the literacies is an island, and that 
all of them could, in theory and in practice, be influenced by the other literacies. There are obviously 
many further literacies, such as financial literacy, statistics literacy, etc., and, in the broad context of 
information behaviour and information seeking and searching, all of these literacies can play a role, not 
necessarily in each context or situation, and not necessarily all equally important in each context or 
situation. This paper therefore advocates for a holistic approach to research in information behaviour 
and information seeking and searching, taking all aspects into account, where applicable, in research 
into theory and practice and to explore how lexicography can be used to enrich information behaviour 
research. 
 

References 
Académie Française. (2023), Dictionnaire De L'Académie Française. (9th Ed.), available 
at https://www.dictionnaire-academie.fr (accessed 12 July 2023) 
 
Agarwal, N.K. (2018), Exploring context in information behavior: seeker, situation, surroundings, and 
shared identities. Morgan & Claypool Publishers.   
 
Ball, L.H. and Bothma, T.J.D. (2018), "Establishing evaluation criteria for e-dictionaries", Library Hi Tech, 
Vol. 36 No. 1, pp.152-166. 
 
Behrens, S.J. (1994), "A conceptual analysis and historical overview of information literacy", College & 
Research Libraries, Vol. 55 No. 4, pp.309-322. 
 
Berlin-Brandenburgischen Akademie der Wissenschaften. (2023). Digitales Wörterbuch der deutschen 
Sprache (DWDS). (2023), available online at https://www.dwds.de/ (accessed 12 July 2023) 
 
Boonmoh, A. (2012), "E-dictionary use under the spotlight: students' use of pocket electronic 
dictionaries for writing", Lexikos, Vol. 22, pp.43-68. 
 
Bornman, E. (2016), "Information society and digital divide in South Africa: results of longitudinal 
surveys", Information, Communication & Society, Vol. 19 No. 2, pp.264-278. 
 
Bothma, T.J.D. (2018), “Lexicography and Information Science”. Fuertes-Olivera, P.A. (Ed.) Routledge 
Handbook of Lexicography. Routledge, London & New York, NY, pp. 197-216 
 
Bothma, T.J.D and Gouws, R.H. (2020), “e-Dictionaries in a network of information tools in the e-
environment”, Lexikos, Vol. 30, pp.29-56. 
 

12

https://www.dictionnaire-academie.fr/
https://www.dwds.de/


Bothma, T.J.D. and Gouws, R.H. (2022), “Information needs and contextualization in the consultation 
process of dictionaries that are linked to e-texts”, Lexikos, Vol. 32 No. 2, pp.53-81. 
 
Bothma, T.J.D. and Prinsloo, D.J. (2013), “Automated dictionary consultation for text reception: a critical 
evaluation of lexicographic guidance in linked Kindle e-dictionaries”, Lexicographica, Vol. 29, pp.165-
198. 
 
Britz, J. and Lor, P. (2010), "The right to be information literate: the core foundation of the knowledge 
society", Innovation, Vol. 41, pp.8-24. 
 
Burnett, E. and White, R. (2022), "Using a definition of information literacy to engage academics and 
students: a UK perspective", Portal: Libraries and the Academy, Vol. 22 No. 2. pp.281-287. 
 
Cassell, K.A. and Hiremath, U. (2018), Reference and Information Services: an Introduction. 4th edition. 
American Library Association, Chicago, IL. 
 
Case, D.O. and Given, L.M. (2016), Looking for information: A survey of research on information seeking, 
needs, and behavior. (4th Edition). Emerald, Bingley. 
 

Chi, M.L.A. (1998), “Teaching dictionary skills in the classroom”. In Proceedings, Euralex 1998, available 

at https://euralex.org/publications/teaching-dictionary-skills-in-the-classroom/ (accessed May 15, 2023) 

De Jager, K. and Nassimbeni, M. (2007), "Information literacy in practice: engaging public library workers 
in rural South Africa", IFLA Journal, Vol. 33 No. 4, pp.313-322. 
 
Foster, A. (2005), "A non-linear model of information seeking behaviour", Information Research, Vol. 10 
No. 2, available at: https://informationr.net/ir/10-2/paper222.html (accessed 15 August 2023) 
 
Fourie, I. and Krauss, K. (2011), “Information literacy training for teachers in rural South Africa", Journal 
of Systems and Information Technology, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp.303-321. 
 
Fuertes-Olivera, P.A. (Ed.) 2018, Routledge Handbook of Lexicography. Routledge, London & New York 
(NY). 
 
Fuertes-Olivera, P.A. and Bergenholtz, H. (Eds.) 2011. e-Lexicography: The Internet, Digital Initiatives and 
Lexicography. London & New York: Continuum. (Republished in paperback in 2013 by Bloomsbury 
Publishing (ISBN 9780567194374)). 
 
Garner, B.A. (2019), Black's Law Dictionary (11th. Ed.). Thomson Reuters, Eagen, Minn 
 
Gouws, R.H. (1989), Leksikografie. Academica. Kaapstad. 

Gouws, R.H. and Prinsloo, D.J. (2010), Principles and Practice of South African Lexicography, African Sun 

Media, Stellenbosch. 

Gregory, L. and Higgins, S. (Eds.). (2013), Information Literacy and Social Justice: Radical Professional 
Praxis. Library Juice Press. Sacramento, CA. 
 

13

https://euralex.org/publications/teaching-dictionary-skills-in-the-classroom/
https://informationr.net/ir/10-2/paper222.html


Instituut voor de Nederlandse Taal. (2023). Woordenboek Der Nederlandsche Taal, available online 
at https://ivdnt.org (accessed 12 July 2023) 
 
Jacobs, H.L.M. (2008), "Information literacy and reflective pedagogical praxis", The Journal of Academic 
Librarianship, Vol. 34 No. 3, pp.256-262. 
 
Julien, H. and Fourie, I. (2015), “A reflection of affect in studies of information behaviour in HIV/AIDS 
contexts: a quantitative content analysis”, Library and Information Research, Vol. 37 No. 1, pp.3-9.  
 
Julien, H., Gross, M. and Latham, D. (Eds.), (2020), The Information Literacy Framework: Case Studies of 
Successful Implementation. Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Lanham, Md. 
 
Kuehn, E.F. (2023), "The information ecosystem concept in information literacy: A theoretical approach 
and definition", Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technology, Vol. 74, No. 4, pp. 
434-443. 
 
Lew, R. 2011, “Studies in dictionary use: recent developments”. International Journal of Lexicography, 

Vol. 24 No. 1, pp.1-4. 

Lew, R. 2013a, Online dictionary skills. Proceedings of the eLex 2013 conference, 17-19 October 2013, 

Tallinn, 16-31. http://eki.ee/elex2013/proceedings/eLex2013_02_Lew.pdf (accessed May 15, 2023). 

Lew, R. 2013b, From paper to electronic dictionaries: Evolving dictionary skills. Kwary, D.A., N. Wulan 

and L. Musyahda (Eds). Lexicography and Dictionaries in the Information Age. Selected Papers from the 

8th ASIALEX International Conference. Surabaya: Airlangga University Press, pp.79–84. 

Limberg, L. and Sundin, O. (2006), "Teaching information seeking: relating information literacy education 
to theories of information behaviour", Information Research, Vol. 12, No. 1, available at: 
https://informationr.net/ir/12-1/paper280.html (accessed 15 August 20230 
 
Lloyd, A. (2010), "Framing information literacy as information practice: site ontology and practice 
theory", Journal of Documentation, Vol. 66 No. 2, pp.245-258. 
 
Lor, P.J. (2018), "Democracy, information, and libraries in a time of post-truth discourse", Library 
Management, Vol. 39 No 5, pp.307-321. 
 
Nesi, H. (1999), “The specification of dictionary reference skills in higher education”. Hartmann, R.R.K. 

(Ed). Dictionaries in Language Learning. Free University, Berlin, pp.53-67. 

Oshiro, Z. (2008), "Information literacy in the academic libraries in the U.S., Australia, and U.K.", Journal 
of College and University Libraries, Vol. 82, pp.23-32. 
 
Oxford University Press. (2023). Oxford English Dictionary. Oxford University Press, available online 
at https://www.oed.com/ (accessed 12 July 2023)  
 
Oxford Learner's Dictionaries. (2023). Oxford University Press, available online 
at https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/ (accessed 12 July 2023) 
 

14

https://ivdnt.org/
http://eki.ee/elex2013/proceedings/eLex2013_02_Lew.pdf
https://informationr.net/ir/12-1/paper280.html
https://www.oed.com/
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/


Sample, A. (2020), "Historical development of definitions of information literacy: A literature review of 
selected resources", Journal of Academic Librarianship, Vol. 46 No. 2, pp.1-8. 
 
Secker, J. (2018), "The revised CILIP definition of information literacy", Journal of Information Literacy, 
Vol. 12 No. 1, pp.156-158. 
 
Shenton, A.K. and Hay-Gibson, N.V. (2011), "Information behaviour and information literacy: the 
ultimate in transdisciplinary phenomena", Journal of Librarianship and Information Science, Vol. 43 No. 
3, pp.166-175. 
 
 Stedman, T.L. (2005). Stedman's Medical Dictionary (28th. Ed.). : Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, 
Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Swanson, T.A. (2004), "Applying a critical pedagogical perspective to information literacy standards", 
Community & Junior College Libraries, Vol. 12 No. 4, pp.65-77. 
 
Tarp, S. (2008), Lexicography in the borderland between knowledge and non-knowledge. Max Niemeyer, 
Berlin. 
 
Tarp, S. and Gouws, R.H. (2019), “Lexicographical contextualization and personalization: a new 

perspective”, Lexikos, Vol. 29, pp.251-268. 

Tarp, S. and Gouws, R.H. (2020), “Reference skills or human-centered design: towards a new 

lexicographical culture”, Lexikos, Vol. 30, pp.470-490. 

Taylor, N.G. and Jaeger, P.T. (2021). Foundations of Information Literacy (1st. ed.). ALA Neal-Schuman, 
Chicago, IL. 
 
Webber, S., et al. (2005). "A comparison of UK academics' conceptions of information literacy in 2 
disciplines: English and Marketing", Library and Information Research News, Vol. 29 No. 93, pp.4-15. 
 
Wilson, T.D. (2022). Exploring information behaviour: An Introduction, available from 
http://informationr.net/ir/Exploring%20information%20behaviour.pdf (accessed 23 January 2023) 
 
TJD Bothma – Bionote  

Theo J.D. Bothma is Professor Emeritus / contract professor in the Department of Information Science at 

the University of Pretoria, South Africa. He is the former Head of Department and Chairperson of the 

School of Information Technology (until his retirement at the end of June 2016). His current research 

focuses primarily on aspects of information literacy, e-lexicography and digital humanities. He is joint 

Editor-in-Chief of Libri: International Journal of Libraries and Information Studies. He holds a B-rating 

from the National Research Foundation of South Africa, according to which he is recognised as an 

internationally acclaimed researcher. 

Ina Fourie –Bionote 

Ina Fourie is a Full Professor in the Department of Information Science at the University of Pretoria, 

South Africa. She is the Head of Department and Chairperson of the School of Information Technology 

and the Chairholder for the EXXARO Chair in Extended Reality. Her current research focuses primarily on 

15

http://informationr.net/ir/Exploring%20information%20behaviour.pdf


information behaviour (in particular health information behaviour) and bridging the grey digital divide. 

She holds a B-rating from the National Research Foundation of South Africa, according to which she is 

recognised as an internationally acclaimed researcher. 

 

 
 

16




