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Abstract: The ongoing debates on the academic status and scope of (meta)lexicography prove that the 
discipline is undergoing rapid changes. Some scholars voice their doubts about the feasibility of a 
theory of lexicography, while others have indicated that the development of such a theory is possible 
within metalexicography, thus qualifying it as a theoretical pillar of lexicography. Still others claim to 
have already developed a theory. Similar discussions have permeated terminography and its ‘theoreti-
cal’ branch, i.e. metaterminography. Therefore, in an attempt to answer some pressing questions re-
garding the standing of terminography, this paper ventures to define and characterise terminography 
and metaterminography, as well as discuss some of their fundamental notions. It also aims to present 
some theoretical considerations that can contribute to a growing body of studies that might one day 
result in the drafting of a comprehensive and universal theory of terminography.  
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1. Introduction 

Lexicography is probably maturing right before our eyes, although the transfor-
mation has now lasted for several decades. An indication of this solidification lies in 
the fact that after hundreds of years (or even millennia) of dictionary-making, lexi-
cographers have started to academically address the issues within, or related to, lexi-
cography as a whole. They have also attempted to delineate and define their area of 
interest and have sought to confirm the scientific status of lexicography as an inde-
pendent discipline. One of the most hotly debated issues concerns the theoretical 
background of lexicography, or a proposed theory of lexicography (see e.g. 
H. Béjoint 2010: 381, P.A. Fuertes-Olivera/ S. Tarp 2014: 34–43, T. Piotrowski 
2013, S. Tarp 2010). A. Adamska-Sałaciak neatly summarises the ongoing delibera-
tions:  

Within lexicographic circles, the debate so far has centred on the multifaceted question 
whether lexicography has a theory, whether it needs one, and (not) having theory means 
for the status of lexicography as a discipline (A. Adamska-Sałaciak 2018: 1). 

In her paper, the scholar rightly points out that the concepts of ‘science’, ‘theo-
ry’ and ‘lexicography’, as they are used in the discussions on the scientific status of 
lexicography, are far from being universal across languages (ibid.). Accordingly, 
proposals of a ‘theory of lexicography’, such as that of S. Tarp’s (2008) or the con-
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ception of metalexicography1 as ‘the theoretical component of lexicography’, can be 
considered legitimate as long as they are presented in a specific socio-linguistic con-
text in which they originate2. Such relativist view can help establish a proper frame-
work or a common ground for the development of a universal theory (theories) of 
lexicography, which may help solve several problems in this transitional period for 
lexicography. 

The reason the current state of lexicography can be called ‘transitional’ is linked 
to the digital revolution in the discipline. However, what the digital revolution is 
bringing with it is certainly not linked to an elaboration of digital copies or adapta-
tions of book (traditional) dictionaries, but to the construction of completely new 
online lexicographic resources (P.A. Fuertes-Olivera/ S. Tarp 2014: 12–18). Such 
new lexicographic resources often merge with other software, making lexicographic 
products hardly recognisable. Indeed, a completely new and advanced theoretical 
and methodological paradigm is necessary (ibid.)3. Some scholars even foresee the 
subsuming of lexicography under a wider reference or information science, first, on 
account of the similarity of lexicographic works to other reference works 
(T. McArthur 1998: 219 as cited in H. Jackson 2013: 2, S. Tarp 2010: 454), and, 
second, as a result of the already-mentioned merging of lexicographic products into 
integrated lingware4 or online reference tools (S. Tarp 2007, R.R.K. Hartmann 2016: 
29–30, among others). However, the full development of e-lexicography or a refer-
ence science with a lexicographic component within it, and a respective theory/ 
methodology to guide the former, does not preclude the drafting of a theory of lexi-
cography encompassing its past (traditional) and current (transitional) shape. In fact, 
such theories might be necessary to build a unified and universal theory of lexicog-
raphy (or that of a reference science).  

The considerations presented above also point to another issue raised in connec-
tion with the academic status of lexicography, namely its independence from other 
sciences. In particular, a number of scholars have advocated a sharp separation of 
lexicography from linguistics, particularly from lexicology, semantics and applied 
linguistics (H.E. Wiegand 1984: 13, W. Miodunka 1989: 9). In other words, linguis-
tics/ lexicology/ grammar/ etymology, etc. should not be seen as the theoretical 
foundation(s) of lexicography, although the findings of these disciplines are some-
times presented in dictionaries. Interestingly enough, some scholars have been 
caught in the trap of allowing lexicography to pass from one hands to the other 

                                                 
1 The term ‘metalexicography’ is attributed to J. Rey-Debove (1971), see (R.R.K. Hartmann 
2016: 28).  
2 Therefore, scholars usually define fundamental concepts related to their considerations. 
Admittedly, the authors of the ‘functional theory’ have done so (S. Tarp 2008: 4). 
3 In fact, P.A. Fuertes-Olivera and S. Tarp suggest that the ‘function theory’ would be the 
theory sought.  
4 An example of an offline integrated lingware (one that also features a dictionary) is Write 
Assistant, developed in Denmark for Danish native speakers writing in English (see S. Tarp/ 
K. Fisker/ P. Sepstrup 2017).  
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(cf. M. Grochowski 1982: 19–20, W. Miodunka 1989: 9–27, 53–58, 217–220)5. 
Some metalexicographers – as has already been mentioned – place lexicography 
within a wider ‘reference science’6. On the other hand, several scholars have made 
a strong point by suggesting an independent status of lexicography (be it a science or 
not), mainly on account of the fact that lexicography fulfils the necessary criteria for 
an independent field of study (P.A. Fuertes-Olivera/ S. Tarp 2014: 241–242; T.J.D. 
Bothma/ R.H. Gouws/ D.J. Prinsloo 2016: 109). Still others, most notably 
H.E. Wiegand, have additionally advocated a clear demarcation between lexicogra-
phy and metalexicography. According to the scholar: 

Lexicography was never a science, it is not a science, and it will probably not become 
a science. Scientific activities as a whole are aimed at producing theories, and precisely 
this is not true of lexicographical activities7. We must bear in mind that writing on lexi-
cography is part of meta-lexicography and that the theory of lexicography is not part of 
lexicography (H.E. Wiegand 1984: 13).  

Parallel to suggesting a qualitatively different status of lexicography and met-
alexicography, the H.E. Wiegand’s seminal work also suggests an outline of the 
areas of metalexicographic studies, including:  

 history of lexicography; 
 research on dictionary use; 
 criticism of dictionaries; 
 general theory of lexicography, which includes:  

A. general section, i.e. studies of purposes of dictionaries, relationship to 
other theories, principles from the history of lexicography; 

B. theory of organisation (of metalexicographic activities);  
C. theory of lexicographical research on language (theory of data collec-

tion, data processing and computer assistance);  
D. theory of the lexicographical description of language (including textual 

theory for lexicographical texts and elaboration of dictionary typology). 
(H.E. Wiegand 1984: 15).  

It seems that proposals put forward by H. E. Wiegand generally hold till the pre-
sent day, for example among Polish scholars (see e.g. M. Bańko 2001: 21, 
T. Piotrowski 1994a: 10, E. Rudnicka 2016). Even if we assume a strict definition of 

                                                 
5 For example, W. Miodunka takes a critical view of the proposals which see theoretcal lin-
guistics and/or lexicology as theoretical bases of lexicography (cf. W. Doroszewski 1970: 
37). However, the scholar himself attaches lexicography to applied linguistics, the latter 
understood as “research on the possibilities of utilising the accomplishments of linguistics in 
various spheres of life and other scientific disciplines” (W. Miodunka 1989: 55–57, 216 – 
translation mine, M.Ł.). 
6 Interestingly, the Dictionary of Lexicography regards reference works as objects of lexico-
graphic practice. According to DoL, lexicography [is] “The professional activity and aca-
demic field concerned with DICTIONARIES and other REFERENCE WORKS” (R.R.K. 
Hartmann/ G. James 2002: 85 – emphases are not mine).  
7 The researcher clearly defines ‘lexicographic activities’, which comprise a set of activities 
constituting the practical part of dictionary-making (H.E. Wiegand 1984: 14). 
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‘science’ and agree that neither lexicography nor metalexicography is a science 
(A. Adamska-Sałaciak 2018: 13), then most certainly metalexicography is an area of 
study that systematically ‘writes on dictionaries’, to use H.E. Wiegand’s words. 
Accordingly, it does develop its own theoretical underpinnings. 

The considerations presented so far are the necessary point of departure for the 
following discussion on the status and research scope of metaterminography. This 
sequence of reasoning is justified, especially as the fundamental assumptions of the 
two areas of research largely overlap, which will transpire from the following sec-
tions.  
 
2. Status and areas of study in metaterminography 

(a) 
Naturally, discussions related to lexicography in general, have also influenced spe-
cialised lexicography, or terminography, although in the case of the latter they fall 
behind by about two decades, with some important changes in the approach to the 
theoretical thought of specialised lexicography traced to the work edited by H. Ber-
genholtz and S. Tarp (1995). 

One of the issues frequently discussed in metalexicographic/ metaterminograph-
ic literature is the delineation of allegedly different fields of specialised lexicogra-
phy, terminological lexicography, LSP lexicography and terminography. In particu-
lar, a number of scholars have insisted that the methods and construction principles 
of LSP/ specialised lexicography are different from those adopted in terminography 
(cf. H. Bergenholtz/ U. Kaufmann 1997). The problem probably arises from the 
traditional approach to terminology, in which terminography is seen as the last phase 
of terminological work, and is therefore seen as part of terminology. According to 
ISO 1087-1:2000 standard, terminography is “part of terminology work concerned 
with the recording and presentation of terminological data”, while terminology work 
is “work concerned with the systematic collection, description, processing and 
presentation of concepts and their designations” [i.e. terms]. The standard also de-
fines terminological data, which are “data related to concepts or their designations.” 
The standard adds that terminological data are “presented in the form of term banks, 
glossaries, thesauri or other publications” (ISO 1087-1:2000).  

The more recent understanding of the term is presented in the Dictionary of Lex-
icography, which defines terminography as “A complex of activities concerned with 
the design, compilation, use and evaluation of TERMINOLOGICAL DICTIONAR-
IES”, and describes terminological dictionary as “A type of REFERENCE WORK 
which provides information about the language (especially the VOCABULARY) of 
a specialist field as defined by its practitioners” (R.R.K. Hartmann/ G. James 2002: 
139–140, emphasis is not mine). The Dictionary also defines terminology as “A 
field concerned with the theory and practice of coining, documenting and explaining 
technical TERMS in general and their use in particular fields of specialisation” 
(ibid.: 140). 

Although the definitions presented are not without ambiguities (e.g. the term ‘in-
formation’) or limitations (e.g. no mention of ‘theory’ or ‘methodology’ of termino-
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graphy), they are useful in that they make a clear distinction between terminology 
and terminography (cf. P.A. Fuertes-Olivera/ S. Tarp 2014: 104–128)8.  

In the approach adopted in this paper, the term terminography is equivalent to 
the other terms listed in the first paragraph of this section – a position that largely 
remains in line with the views presented by H. Bergenholtz and S. Tarp (1995: 10–
11). The term terminography is used deliberately here as it is thought to best reflect 
the dominant content of terminographic works (i.e. terminology, understood as a set 
of terms). It is also regarded as more transparent (see footnote 9). No distinction is 
made between the terms specialised9, specialist, terminological or LSP dictionary, 
however one should realise that in specific contexts (e.g. typologies), these terms 
may not be fully synonymous. To account for a variety of terminographic products, 
a generic term of terminographic work is used. Terminographic works include, inter 
alia, lexicons, specialised encyclopaedias, specialised encyclopaedic dictionaries, 
terminological dictionaries, thesauruses, terminological databases, term banks, etc.), 
i.e. reference works that present terminology (=specialised lexis), that have been 
created/ compiled according to terminographic principles (see the following sec-
tions), and whose aim is to facilitate specialist communication. 
 
(b) 
Terminography is considered an umbrella term that relates to all theoretical, meth-
odological, and practical undertakings concerned with all types of terminographic 
works. By analogy to the notion of metalexicography, the concept of metatermino-
graphy relates to research activities encompassing both theoretical and methodologi-
cal considerations of terminography. In this approach, no theory of terminography is 
proposed or advocated10, however, theoretical foundations (i.e. constructs, theses, 
models, findings, etc.) are recognised as results of metaterminographic activity. The 
recognition of the academic status of metaterminography is supported by the fact 
that specific areas of metaterminographic study apply specific scientific procedures 
to ensure high research quality, for example the three-stage epistemological process 
of diagnosis – anagnosis – prognosis (F. Grucza 1983/2017: 70–79). The primary 
object of (meta)terminographic activities is the terminographic work. Accordingly, 

                                                 
8 Quite surprisingly, in chapter 7 of their book, P.A. Fuertes-Olivera and S. Tarp equate ter-
minology and terminography throughout the entire chapter. They adopt only one meaning of 
terminography, i.e. the one which is in line with traditional view of terminology, as outlined 
in the ISO standard cited above, disregarding changes that have occurred recently. Put simp-
ly, the authors see terminology as the theoretical basis for terminography. 
9 However, in the already cited Dictionary of Lexicography, the term ‘specialised dictionary’ 
is equated with the term ‘special dictionary’ and is defined as “The collective term for 
a range of REFERENCE WORKS devoted to a relatively restricted set of phenomena” 
(R.R.K. Hartmann/ G. James 2002: 129, emphasis is not mine). An example of such a work 
is the etymological dictionary. The branch of lexicography concerned with such dictionaries 
is termed ‘specialised’ in the Dictionary cited (ibid.). 
10 This constitutes a refined approach to the notion of terminography, in comparison to some 
of the author’s earlier statements (cf. e.g. M. Łukasik 2007: 7, 2010: 21; see also S. Gajda 
1990: 118).  
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the ultimate goal of metaterminography is to produce theoretical and methodological 
results that facilitate the construction of ever better terminographic works 
(cf. M. Rundell 2012). It needs to be borne in mind that metaterminographic re-
search focuses on terminographic works along with other intra-, and extratermino-
graphic theories/ parameters/ variables that in one way or another remain related to 
terminographic products. 
 
(c)  
Metaterminography as a complex of research activities can be subdivided into the 
following areas of investigation: 

 elaboration of the theoretical underpinnings and methodology of termino-
graphy (including the development of theoretical and methodological prin-
ciples of terminographic activity, drafting typologies of terminographic 
works, defining global functions of terminographic works, elaborating ter-
minographic data processing, etc.);  

 systematic studies of existing terminographic works;  
 criticism of terminographic works; 
 studies of the use and users of terminographic works; 
 drafting the history of terminography; 

(based on: M. Bańko 2001: 21; H. Bergenholtz/ S. Tarp 1995: 31, R.R.K. 
Hartmann 2016: 29–31, T. Piotrowski 1994b: 11, H.E. Wiegand 1984, 1998: 
6–12, P. Żmigrodzki 2005: 16). 

The above list merely suggests the (sub)fields of metaterminograhic studies and 
should be regarded as an organising tool when defining the scope (extent) of me-
taterminographic activity, rather than an enumeration of independent research fields. 
Naturally, the areas of metaterminographic studies will overlap to a great extent and 
will share several principles and research methods. For example, studies into the 
history of terminography consist in both literature review and a study of termino-
graphic works published within a specific time frame (a study that would adopt the 
principles and methods of systematic studies of terminographic works, such as those 
developed for terminographic analysis (=diagnosis and anagnosis phase), in order to 
evaluate the progress made, and, ideally, suggest optimal solutions for future termi-
nographic projects (=prognosis phase). 

It is worth emphasising that in light of the current changes in lexicography and 
terminography, mentioned in Section 1, it seems even more important to define and 
study the historical development and the current state of both lexicography and ter-
minography in order to solidify their academic identity and eventually establish firm 
foundations for future solutions (or a new science). Accordingly, studies into tradi-
tional lexicography/ terminography should continue, not least because in some coun-
tries traditional (book) terminographic products are still the prevailing type of refer-
ence work (see M. Łukasik et al. 201811, 2018b). 

                                                 
11 In the author’s previous studies concerning specialised dictionaries with English and 
Polish (M. Łukasik 2014), the data suggested a decrease in the number of specialised dic-
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3. Some theoretical findings of metaterminography 

The following considerations address some fundamental issues of terminography. 
In particular, the discussion should provide some solid foundations for metatermi-
nographic studies and outline directions of their development. It should also contrib-
ute to the solidification of terminography as an autonomous discipline.  
 
3.1.  Terminographic work as text and a cognitive and linguistic tool12 

A number of scholars have identified dictionaries (as types of) texts (S. Gajda 1982: 
173, W. Miodunka 1989: 215, A. Wilkoń 2002: 259–266; W. Frawley 1989, among 
others). It can therefore be assumed that terminographic works are types of special-
ised texts. This assertion produces some important consequences for some other 
metaterminographic findings.  

1. In professional (specialised) communication specialised texts are the genuine 
means of specialised knowledge transmission13. Specialised texts, being language 
(macro)signs physically realised as signals, are the exponents of the sender’s 
knowledge, which the receiver decodes and then (re)constructs the knowledge 
transmitted (S. Grucza 2008a: 187; 2008b). Consequently, neither lexicographic nor 
terminographic works include information (information is encoded/ decoded by 
senders-receivers); at most, they are complex signals, which are recognised as data, 
texts, dictionaries, etc. by individual users (cf. P.A. Fuertes-Olivera/ S. Tarp 2014: 
57–61, H.E. Wiegand 2000). 

2. Since terminographic works are carriers of terms (which can be regarded as 
the smallest texts representing individual concepts or even singular specific charac-
teristics), they become macrotexts and exponents of larger quanta of specialised 
knowledge (cf. B. Schaeder 1994: 15) 14. The continuity of knowledge representation 
in a terminographic work can be seen as a fulfilment of one of the features of text 
(see the definition of text provided by K. Wyrwas/ K. Sujkowska-Sobisz 2005: 175–
176, W. Frawley 1989).  

3. Since terms possess a dual nature of a sign of concepts (representing (spe-
cialised) knowledge) and a unit of text (representing language knowledge), the ter-
minographic work exists simultaneously as a cognitive and linguistic tool 
(cf. S. Nielsen 2018). 

                                                                                                                              
tionaries published since 2005, a drop which T. Piotrowski has also noted for general dic-
tionaries and attributed to a possible shift towards the digital medium (not necessarily digital 
dictionaries) (T. Piotrowski 2016). In newer studies encompassing all specialised dictionaries 
published in Poland since 1990, the trend is not observed (M. Łukasik et al. 2018). 
12 The discussion presented in this section is based on (M. Łukasik 2012; 2014b) and partial-
ly on (M. Łukasik 2010: 10–19).  
13 Phrases such as knowledge transfer or knowledge transmission are used metaphorically 
here. 
14 Some scholars suggest that the dictionary is not a text itself, but is composed of a number 
of various (genres of) texts (H. Bergenholtz/ S. Tarp/ H.E. Wiegand 1999: 1763).  



Marek ŁUKASIK  202 

Applied Linguistics Papers: www.alp.uw.edu.pl 

4. There are certain prerequisites that a terminographic work – a knowledge 
exponent and text – has to satisfy in order to fulfil its design function. The foremost 
qualities are those of conceptual integrity and textual coherence and cohesion. 
In other words, any haphazard aggregation of terminology (or more generally, spe-
cialised vocabulary) cannot be considered a terminographic work (see M. Łukasik 
2015a: 79). 

5. Knowledge transmission can be realised on various levels in a terminograph-
ic work. On the megastructural level, such knowledge transfer is mainly conveyed 
by encyclopaedic passages within the outside matter, while on the macrostructural 
level it is reflected by the choice of terms and sometimes their arrangement in the-
matic sections. For example, the inclusion of a term in a lemma list is already an 
indication of its cognitive value, while the overall choice of terms in 
a terminographic work outlines its conceptual frame. On the mediostructural plane 
knowledge structure is indicated by the referencing system between semantically 
related terms or parts of the whole work, while on the microstructural level 
knowledge is transferred through the various types of concept/ term explanation, 
including definitions and extended explications, graphical elements (including icon-
ic, illustrative or symbolic representation), thesaurus part, etc. 

6. Therefore, it is possible to distinguish between terminographic surface level 
(i.e. that of the compositional and textual level in a terminographic work) and termi-
nographic deep level (i.e. the conceptual system beyond the surface level elements). 
The two levels are strictly interdependent and must be considered together when 
drafting a plan of a terminographic work. Accordingly, specific types of knowledge 
(or knowledge of different disciplines) will result in different surface structure solu-
tions and can also limit the possibilities of knowledge representation in a termino-
graphic work, whose surface level elements are not capable of such knowledge rep-
resentation (e.g. highly abstract mathematical constructs, such as a multidimensional 
space). 

7. Construction of a terminographic work should proceed in a semasiological –
onomasiological order. High quality source texts should be the basis for termino-
graphic data extraction (the semasiological phase), while their analysis, evaluation 
and collation should be subjected to the conceptual requirements (the onomasiologi-
cal phase). In any case, construction of a terminographic work should be preceded 
by a meticulous design stage, which will define the content and structure of the fu-
ture product. 

8. Terminographic works will exhibit cognitive and linguistic features to 
a varying degree on the horizontal and vertical plane as a consequence of varying 
extension (scope) and specificity of terms. Therefore, a choice of terms and the 
manner of their presentation in a terminographic work will define the global charac-
teristics of the work as a macrosign (macrotext) and give rise to specific typology of 
terminographic works. However, it may not be possible to draw clear boundaries 
between specific types of terminographic works, which on the one hand gives rise to 
hybrid constructions, while on the other hand may require the adoption of the proto-
type model (rather than a binary typology) for a differentiation between termino-
graphic products. 
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9. Terminographic works usually do not stand independently of other similar 
works; some are based on their predecessors, some constitute new editions while 
others make up editorial or thematic series. A special case here is the so-called ter-
minographic series, which is defined as a set of dictionaries that present various 
stages of development (and specific aspects) of a terminological lexicon (J. Lukszyn 
2004: 59). In order to maintain the conceptual integrity of the entire series, the same 
terminographic principles have to be observed in all works. In fact, any termino-
graphic activity should follow unified terminographic principles so as not to distort 
specialised knowledge in respective terminographic works. 

10.  Both linguistic and cognitive features of a term or any other specialised vo-
cabulary unit, including professional slang (M. Łukasik 2017d), should help the user 
correctly link a given lexical unit to a specialised concept and appropriately use the 
former in a particular context (linguistic and extralinguistic). This leads to a conclu-
sion that a well-compiled terminographic work should exhibit cognitive-linguistic 
cohesion and coherence. 
 
3.2. General terminographic principles15 

As has already been mentioned, the ultimate goal of all metaterminographic research 
is the production of ever better terminographic works (the notion of quality will be 
discussed in Section 3.4.). If the research procedures follow the adopted scientific 
paradigm, the results of a study directly or indirectly point to such terminographic 
solutions (terminographic techniques, parameters, data presentation modes, etc.) that 
eventually allow the construction of a better work.  

There are two principal rules that come to the fore in any practical undertaking 
and also in most metaterminographic studies, in which they should constitute prima-
ry evaluation benchmarks. These are: (1) the principle of the primacy of users’ 
needs, (2) the principle of non-distorted (specialised) knowledge transmission 
(M. Łukasik 2014a: 141ff.). 

1. As a point of departure it needs to be emphasised that the two principles are 
complementary and should be considered and applied together.  

2. Lexicographers and terminographers have long recognised the necessity of 
meeting users’ needs in their reference works. Accordingly, it is safe to claim that 
lexicography and terminography have always been anthropocentric (cf. M. Lisiecka-
Czop 2016: 56).  

3. Often users’ needs are given priority in metaterminographic considerations, 
with knowledge transmission issues either treated marginally or absent altogether. 
Meanwhile, there a number of variables that need to be taken into consideration in 
relation to the conceptual quality of each terminographic work. This distinguishes 
terminographic works from general language lexicographic works, in which the 
naïve reflection of the world (and language) is justified.  

                                                 
15 The section presents the most important results of a discussion presented in (M. Łukasik 
2014a).  
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4. As regards the research of users’ needs, the ‘theory of lexicographic func-
tions’ seems to be the most comprehensive attempt to capture the issues arising at 
the user’s end in relation to a lexicographic work (S. Tarp 2008). Advocated by P.A. 
Fuertes-Olivera and S. Tarp (2014) or S. Nielsen (2018) in relation to specialised 
lexicography, the paradigm may be a good foundation for most user studies contem-
plated vis-à-vis dictionary functions. It is worth emphasising that metaterminogra-
phy needs to evaluate users’ characteristics (such as general and specialised 
knowledge, language level, dictionary skills, etc.) and their needs arising from spe-
cific situations which necessitate the use of a terminographic work. For example, if 
a terminographic work is addressed to students/ apprentices of a profession, then 
a terminographic work should include non-standard (=slang) vocabulary, as such 
lexis may help to maintain communication inside the discourse community and – on 
a pragmatic level – may be more informative than the terms proper (M. Łukasik 
2017d). 

5. The principle of non-distorted knowledge transmission stems from the pri-
mary role of any terminographic work, i.e. that of a knowledge exponent in a spe-
cialised communication (see the preceding section). However, the capacity to trans-
mit a non-distorted knowledge will depend on a number of factors, including:  

 the type of specialised knowledge to be reflected in a terminographic work 
(e.g. more formalised types of knowledge may be less amenable to effective 
language-based presentation in a terminographic work, and therefore may 
require new forms of terminographic data presentation); 

 the development of a particular (national) LSP, and in particular a termino-
logical macrosystem (e.g. the degree of the terminological macrosystem 
compatibility with that of the primary or other world-wide terminological 
system); 

 the research culture of the language/ discourse community in question.  
Additionally, in order to fulfil the primary terminographic principles listed 

above, three methodological principles need to be observed, namely (M. Łukasik 
2014: 146): 

(1) the principle of objectivisation of terminographic activity by, inter alia: 
(i) using appropriate corpus data and corpus methodology;  
(ii) applying the results of systematic studies of terminographic works 

(in order to establish a benchmark for quality evaluation and to avoid the 
faulty, and apply successful terminographic solutions in the practical en-
terprise of compiling terminographic works); 

(iii) inviting experts to take part in terminographic undertakings (including 
metaterminographic projects). 

(2) the principle of adequate source text selection, i.e. selection of texts exhibit-
ing the required terminographic value (as manifested by cognitive and linguistic 
parameters; see M. Łukasik 2005; 2017c: 55–58; 2018b: 149–152); 

(3) the principle of optimal presentation of terminographic data at all structural 
levels of a terminographic work. Such optimum set of parameters observe the prin-
ciples of users’ needs and non-distortion of specialist knowledge and take other var-
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iables into account, such as commercial project viability (if applicable) (see 
M. Łukasik 2009). 

 
3.3.  Defining notions in terminography16 

As has been demonstrated in the first paragraphs, defining fundamental concepts in 
a discipline is a sine qua non condition of establishing its scholarly status. However, 
similarly to other fields in the humanities, lexicography and terminography are 
fraught with imprecision. The least clear-cut terms pertain to:  

a. general science/ other disciplines (theory, model, modelling, method, meth-
odology, approach, tool, craft, concept/notion, knowledge (representation), 
meaning/sense information, data, formal (e.g. approach), value, function, 
environment, etc.); 

b. lexicographic/ terminographic (sub)disciplines (conceptology, infology, in-
formology, lexicography, terminography, reference science, ideography, 
pedagogical lexicography/ terminography, etc.);  

c. products (dictionary, lexicon, encyclopaedic dictionary, encyclopaedia, etc.);  
d. components of products (definition, collocation, illustration, data, etc.); 
e.  features of products (big, small, concise, comprehensive, contemporary, 

special/ specialised, explicative, normative, coverage, etc.);  
f. activities ((semi-automatic) compilation, construction, excerption, etc.); 
g. tools (corpus); 
h. evaluative layer (user-friendliness, usefulness, poor/ high quality, represent-

ativeness, etc.).  
Based on a small corpus study of 282 randomly selected papers from EURA-

LEX Proceedings (1.4 million running words), the list is by no means complete. 
However comparison of the definitions of the terms across a variety of sources, such 
as journal papers, monographs, general and specialised dictionaries as well as ency-
clopaedias (including those devoted to lexicography: I. Burkhanov 1999, R.R.K. 
Hartmann/ G. James 2002), has revealed considerable discrepancies between the 
scope and use of the terms in question. By way of example, the term ‘corpus’ is 
sometimes used loosely to denote ‘any body of texts’, as opposed to the modern 
meaning derived from contemporary corpus linguistics17. While it seems very diffi-
cult to agree on the precise meaning of some terms, which might anyway be a char-
acteristic feature of academic discussions in the humanities, metalexicographers and 
metaterminographers should endeavour to precisely define their own discipline. 

In the course of his detailed metaterminographic studies, the author has come 
across a variety of ambiguous terms. A thorough analysis of the terms in question 
has produced the following findings, applicable on a general metaterminographic 
level18:  

                                                 
16 The section is partially based on findings in (M. Łukasik 2016; 2017c; 2018b).  
17 A corpus-based dictionary is in such instances of questionable quality.  
18 The methodological findings will be presented in the forthcoming paper. 



Marek ŁUKASIK  206 

Applied Linguistics Papers: www.alp.uw.edu.pl 

1. A number of notions found in metaterminographic considerations can be 
viewed from a variety of angles, which may reveal their multi-faceted and/or multi-
dimensional nature. In particular, it is important to determine the ontological status 
of notions and their interdisciplinary connections. By way of example, both lexical 
minimum and terminological minimum can be understood as a person’s language 
competence, a relative measure of such competence, a specific type of reference 
work, a glottodidactic tool and a resource. Therefore, theoretical and practical 
(methodological) discussions related to both types of minimum should involve find-
ings of several fields, including (cognitive) linguistics, quantitative linguistics, glot-
todidactics, terminology, information/ computer science, etc. (M. Łukasik 2018b: 
162). Also, in-discipline interconnections and overlapping should be recognised. For 
example, it may be difficult to draw a line between theoretical and methodological 
part of terminographic activity. 

2. It is important to be aware of both interlingual and conceptual differences of 
the terms used. For example, the terms ‘lexical minimum’ and ‘terminological min-
imum’ are more prevalent in Slavic languages, while in English more frequent ex-
pressions include ‘core vocabulary/ terminology’, ‘basic vocabulary/ terminology’ 
or ‘minimum vocabulary/ terminology’ (M. Łukasik 2017c: 48). Moreover, each of 
the terms carry a slightly different meaning, which is a result of local research 
achievements with regard to the subject-matter discussed as well as specific research 
culture. It is therefore necessary to trace back the history of a term and juxtapose its 
local research context (and hence meaning) with the international (e.g. mainstream) 
research context.  

3. Even if English is the dominant language in metalexicographic and metater-
minographic discussions at international level, it is not always capable of conveying 
subtle meaning differences inherent in terms in other languages (cf. a critical review 
of H.E. Wiegand et al.’s Dictionary of Lexicography and Dictionary Research. Band 
1, L.-L. Pálfi/ B. Kristiansen 2010; see also M. Rundell 2012: 56–57). 

4. A number of notions in (meta)terminography will exhibit prototypical charac-
teristics. An illustrative example comes from the various types of specialised dic-
tionaries, which fulfil specific criteria to a greater or lesser extent (e.g. the represen-
tation of the conceptual layer in a dictionary).  

 
3.4.  Quality in terminography19  

The notion of quality seems to be a common denominator of the majority of theoret-
ical and methodological discussions on lexicographic and terminographic issues. 
This is a consequence of the ultimate goal of the entire metalexicographic and me-
taterminographic activity (production of better lexicographic/ terminographic 
                                                 
19 An outline of the major issues concerning the notion of quality in terminography is pre-
sented in (M . Łukasik 2015a), but a number of findings also transpire from the author’s 
other studies, in particular (M. Łukasik 2015b, 2016a, 2016b, 2017b, 2017c, 2018a, 2018b). 
More comprehensive considerations were presented in a paper The Notion of Quality in 
Polish Terminography, presented at the “Gloss to lexicography” biennial conference in War-
saw (24–25 September 2018). Conference proceedings are expected in 2019. 
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works). The term ‘quality’ has become a useful assessment benchmark, which is yet 
to be comprehensively defined. In this section an attempt is made to briefly outline 
the issues connected with lexicographic and terminographic quality.  

1. Literature review has revealed that the notion of quality is primarily directly 
or indirectly used in relation to lexicographic or terminographic works. Therefore, 
authors talk about poor/ low quality of, or even bad, lexicographic or terminographic 
works or components/ contents of these. Such discussions often co-occur alongside 
desiderata of how such quality should be improved, assured or enhanced.  

2. In a number of cases, the notion of quality is implied by the use of other broad 
and vaguely defined (or chiefly non-defined) notions of ‘usefulness’, ‘user friendli-
ness’, ‘relevance’ or ‘practicality’.  

3. Some fundamental principles of quality assessment can be derived from the 
definition of the notion found in general dictionaries. According to the online Ox-
ford Dictionaries quality is: 

(i) The standard of something as measured against other things of a similar 
kind; the degree of excellence of something.  

(ii) A distinctive attribute or characteristic possessed by someone or something 
(Oxford Dictionaries 2014).  

4. According to the definition (i), it is impossible to evoke quality without un-
dertaking evaluation of some kind. For example, in the case of lexicographic or ter-
minographic works, it is only possible to measure quality in relation to other dic-
tionaries of similar kind. This requirement precludes comparisons of typologically 
unrelated works (such as lexicographic vs. terminographic works), although partial 
comparisons are possible in relation to works that share certain characteristics (such 
as e.g. term coverage in terminological glossaries and term banks). The tools that 
ensure comparability of works are typologies (of existing or theoretically-envisioned 
works) and lexicographic/ terminographic parameter matrixes (in principle, such 
matrixes are complete lists of parameters detected in two or more works and juxta-
posed against each other). Such matrixes also enable/ facilitate comparisons of spe-
cific dictionary parameters. 

5. (Meta)lexicographers/ (meta)terminographes usually talk about the quality of: 
algorithms, analyses (of source data), content, corpora, coverage, data, databases, 
definitions, descriptions (of several elements), dictionaries, entries, equivalents, 
illustrative material/ examples, information, lexical material, output, scans, software 
architecture, source texts, (search) results (also understood as successful completion 
of tasks for which dictionary consultation was necessary), term extraction, terminol-
ogy, translation, user-friendly environment, etc.20. Such a wide array of the topics 
discussed confirms the wide-ranging scope of the definition cited.  

6. As a matter of fact, quality measurement can concern any (me-
ta)lexicographic/ (meta)terminographic parameter/ element/ feature/ product21, etc. 
at any stage of lexicographic/ terminographic activity, theoretical, methodological 
and practical as well as post-marketing one. Therefore, it is possible to undertake 
                                                 
20 Based on the above-mentioned corpus of EURALEX Proceedings.  
21 Including metalexicographic/ metaterminographic output, such as e.g. dictionary reviews.  
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assessment of all (meta)lexicographic/ (meta)terminographic achievements, in both 
diachronic and synchronic perspective (e.g. against the achievements of a different 
country, see M. Łukasik 2016b) or only a selection of such achievements. When 
such evaluation concerns an individual work, quality study amounts to dictionary 
criticism.  

6. Lexicographic/ terminographic quality assessment can be undertaken against 
theoretical assumptions. Consequently, lexicographic or terminographic models 
(M. Łukasik 2009), typologies of theoretically-envisioned lexicographic/ termino-
graphic works or specific theoretical findings (also from extra-lexicographic do-
mains) can act as evaluation benchmarks.  

7.Generally, each feature, parameter or element is measurable. The division into 
so-called quantitative (quantifiable) and qualitative (non-quantifiable) features/ ele-
ments/ etc. is invalid in quality measurement, as the dichotomy merely suggests 
different measurement methods and different measurement scales (called strong and 
weak) (cf. T. Borys 2013: 68–70). Lexicography and terminography are yet to de-
velop a comprehensive and scientific quality assessment scheme and decide in relia-
ble tools. 

8. In the modern approach to quality management, quality is ensured at the pro-
duction stage. By analogy, quality should be assured at all phases preceding the 
release of a lexicographic/ terminographic work. It may sound trivial, but it is worth 
repeating that several theoretical and methodological desiderata are not applied in 
practice, which results in works of inferior quality.  

9. Since lexicographic/ terminographic works usually exhibit optimal (rather 
than ideal) parameters, quality assessment takes the form of a relative evaluation. To 
maintain scientific rigour, principles and analyses of contrastive studies should be 
applied (M. Łukasik 2017e).  

 
4. Conclusion 

Due to space constraints, this paper has provided only a brief overview of the multi-
tude of theoretical issues important from the perspective of terminography. In par-
ticular, an attempt was made to (a) bring to light the current discussion on the aca-
demic status of lexicography and metalexicography, (b) define the scope of termino-
graphy and metaterminography, and (c) identify and discuss some fundamental theo-
retical matters arising at the intersection of terminographic theory, methodology and 
practice. Consequently, the author supports the view that metaterminography can 
and does develop its theoretical foundations, which nevertheless have not yet ma-
tured enough to become a full-fledged theory of terminography. However, a theory 
of both lexicography and terminography is probably the holy grail of metalexicogra-
phy and metaterminography, because, as S. Tarp notes: 

A fundamental precondition for raising the quality of specialised lexicographical works 
is the existence of an advanced theory that may guide the conception and production of 
such works. However, while specialised lexicographical practice has produced a contin-
uous flow of new results, the corresponding theory has almost been at a standstill during 
the past two decades (S. Tarp 2012: 123).  
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The researcher adds that: 

Specialised lexicography has produced a big and growing quantity of practical products 
during the past two decades; however, when it comes to the quality of these products and 
the underlying theory that has to support and guarantee this quality, specialised lexicog-
raphy – including terminography – has more than anything else been characterised by 
twenty years in slow motion (ibid.: 125). 

It is no coincidence that the general picture outlined above also reflects the state 
Polish terminography. Although some theoretical and methodological proposals 
have been put forward, metaterminographic studies are yet to fully address some 
pressing problems, including, for example, comprehensive user and use studies or 
a full shift towards the digital medium Polish practical terminography has not made 
considerable advances either (this includes both the traditional and electronic termi-
nographic works; see M. Łukasik 2017b: 57–58). This certainly calls for an intensi-
fied cooperation between theoreticians and practitioners and possibly for a wider 
access to the theoretical and methodological achievements.  
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