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Abstract
This paper aims at exploring the use of Artificial Intelligence for lexicographic 
purposes. Focusing on a specific domain that is underrepresented in lexicographic 
works - namely, the domain of Body Part Nouns - the contribution employs AI to i) 
extract phraseological expressions and authentic examples in context, and to ii) 
organize the data according to specific properties, such as semantic domains and 
cognitive processes involved. The paper describes both the prompt-construction 
phase and the qualitative evaluation of the results obtained. Extraction tasks are 
compared with analysis tasks in order to identify the areas in which the LLM model 
achieves better performance and those where it still has limitations. While the 
primary focus of this contribution is on Italian data, the study also offers some 
contrastive insights into English.
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1. Body part nouns: between lexicology 
and cognition1

Since Wittgenstein’s work ([1953]1958), scholars have described from different perspectives 
how the meaning of words reflects and is deeply shaped by their (social) contexts of use2. 
Within this field, particular attention has been devoted to Body Part Nouns (hereinafter 
BPNs), which have been examined through diverse approaches and across multiple disci
plines, such as linguistics, philosophy of language, anthropological and cognitive sciences. 
As far as the former is concerned, several areas of lexicology have focused on the role of 
body part vocabulary. Among them, at least lexical semantics (Goddard, 2002; Wierzbicka, 
2007), cognitive semantics (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Johnson, 1987; Talmy, 2000; Kövecses, 
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2000; Ruthrof, 2000) and phraseological studies (e.g. among others, Manerko, 2014; Ganfi 
et al., 2023) can be mentioned. Within these areas, the role of body parts has been investi
gated in relation to several features, such as their salience with respect to the human experi
ence, their contribution to the conceptualization of abstract notions and their universality 
traits.

In the research concerning lexical semantics driven by Wierzbicka (1972, 2007, 2014), the 
body is one of the limited set of semantic primes, namely basic meanings that are not further 
definable and can be identified in all languages (Wierzbicka, 2007). In this perspective, semantic 
primes constitute a minimal, accessible and non-ethnocentric “principled ‘vocabulary’ for 
semantic-conceptual representation” (Wierzbicka, 2007: 19), which constitute the fundamental 
building block of more complex semantic units (such as the parts of the body, e.g. arm, head, 
leg, etc.). As Wierzbicka (2007: 15) puts it, “the domain of the human body is an ideal focus for 
semantic typology and, […], cognitive anthropology, because the body is, almost certainly, a 
conceptual […] universal” (our italics). Furthermore, despite language variation, speakers of dif
ferent languages “appear to think about the human body in terms of certain parts” (Wierzbicka, 
2007: 15). Scholars have debated on the notion of universality both in terms of the linguistic and 
conceptual segmentation of the body parts (Brown, 1976, Majid et al., 2006) and in relation to 
the use of the BPNs for the conceptualization of the world’s different notions (as, for instance, 
topological relationships and spatial values, cf. at least Heine, 1997; Heine & Kuteva, 2002). The 
former perspective has demonstrated that “linguistic categorisation of the body is subject to 
both universal and language-specific principles” (Enfield et al., 2006: 145).

The latter topic represents a central aspect of cognitive semantics and of typological and 
grammaticalization studies (cf. at least Lehmann, [1982]1995; Heine & Kuteva, 2002; 
Hopper & Traugott, 2003; Koptjevskaja-Tamm et al., 2007; Evans, 2010). On the one hand, 
the research by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999) focuses on the use of BPNs for the concep
tualization and expression of the bodily experience (i.e. the notion of embodiment). In this per
spective, BPNs are a key feature of the human conceptual system (Kövecses, 2000; Ruthrof, 
2000; Evans, 2010), since the embodied experience allows to convey more complex concepts 
(Evans & Green, 2006: 46). BPNs serve this function properly. On the other hand, it has been 
demonstrated that, among the world’s abstract concepts, the use of BPNs is particularly wide
spread in the languages of the word to convey grammatical values: “this lexical field is so cen
tral to human life that it has its own grammar, and its elements are often grammaticalized to 
function in the grammar themselves” (Lehmann, 2022: 14).

Recent studies have clearly shown the interconnection between the emerged 
grammaticalized functions of BPNs and the degree of lexicalization of the multiword units 
that contain them (Ganfi et al., 2023). This topic is of particular interest to lexical studies 
devoted to phraseology. The present contribution is situated within this field, drawing 
on theoretical work in lexicology to shed light on the presentation of the different 
abstract domains that can be connected to BPNs in lexicographic works (Section 2). To 
this purpose, we aim to test the potential of Artificial Intelligence for lexicographic pur
poses (Section 3).

1.1. Cognitive processes and abstract domains
By body part we mean any distinct, functional part of a living organism’s body, especially in 
animals and humans, among which not only external parts like the nose or a hand, but also 
internal parts, even organs, like the heart or the brain. BPNs are polysemous lexemes, in the 
sense that they show “multiple distinct yet related meanings” (Evans & Green, 2006: 36): des
pite a core meaning, they convey other senses which “vary from occurrence to occurrence as a 

2                                                                                                International Journal Of Lexicography, 2026, Volume 39, Issue 1

D
ow

nloaded from
 academ

ic.oup.com
/ijl/article/doi/10.1093/ijl/ecag017/8744053 by guest on 12 August 2026



function of the interaction with the other words it combines with” (Ježek, 2023: 226). Take for 
instance the word head in English. It primarily denotes the uppermost part of the (human) 
body; nevertheless, the lexeme conveys a variety of other meanings, such as the following: 

(1) head of a company → the person in charge
(2) head of the table → the most important seat
(3) head of lettuce → a single whole unit of the vegetable

For instance, the extended meaning of (1) and (2) could be related among them (in head of a 
company and head of the table, the lexeme head represents the apex of a hierarchical scale. 
Lexicological and typological studies have devoted considerable attention to identifying i) the 
factors that contributed to the development of semantic extensions3 and ii) the commonal
ities between the different values. Two correlated mechanisms are typically involved in the 
semantic extension of lexemes, and thus in the emergence of lexical polysemy: metaphor 
and metonymy (cf. Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 1987). They represent a core feature of hu
man language (Evans & Green, 2006) and “fundamental linguistic mechanisms which regulate 
the variation in the meaning of units” (Robert, 2008, p. 61). Furthermore, these cognitive proc
esses are often involved in the conceptualisation of human experiences by means of BPNs.

Metaphor occurs when an abstract notion is conceptualized in terms of a more concrete 
domain (e.g. the hierarchical values of head that were mentioned in examples (1)-(2)). 
Metonymy, on the other hand, relies on a relation of logical contiguity between two distinct 
domains (e.g. the head in example (3) designates a single unit of lettuce, by logical contiguity 
with the head of the single individual). As some scholars have highlighted, a regular semantic 
pattern which is common to the whole set of domains can be identified (Robert, 2008; the se
mantic super-structure in the terms of Michaelis, 1993, 1996). The pattern regulates the forma
tion of new senses or forms of the lexeme. How are metaphor and metonymy concretely 
involved in the development of polysemy? While metaphor is typically represented as a radial 
shift, where the distinct semantic extensions originate from a core meaning (Lipka, 1992, 
p. 127), metonymy is a chaining shift, since the semantic development involves a chain of 
senses derivation (where each sense, in turns, derives from a previous one), cf. Figure 1:

On the one hand, it has been demonstrated that metaphorical and metonymic shifts can be 
strictly interrelated in the semantic extension of lexemes (Robert, 2008; Balbachan, 2006; 
Lipka, 1992). On the other hand, several derivational relationships have been identified for 

Figure 1 Radial and chained shifts (cf. Piunno, 2023, p. 149).
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different BPNs (cf. at least Ganfi et al., 2023). The frequent use of such schemas contributes to 
the extension of the lexicon by the exploitation of already available resources (Piunno 2023: 
173). This is particularly true for phraseological units, which, as demonstrated in Ganfi et al. 
(2023), often lexicalize these values in a set of different syntagmatic patterns.

The challenge we set out in this paper is to integrate cognitive processes of this kind, which 
are virtually universal and lie at the very foundation of human cognition, to the use of Artificial 
Intelligence. Since AI imitates human communication, it should simulate human language in all 
its nuances, including cognitive processes such as these, which are crucial, particularly when 
they develop lexical polysemy (with special reference to lexemes denoting body parts), as 
they establish connections between abstract concepts and cognitive mechanisms. In particular, 
we intend to use chatbots to identify: (i) examples of phraseological sequences containing BPNs 
conveying abstract meanings, (ii) the different abstract domains that can be associated with the 
same body part, and (iii) the cognitive processes involved in each semantic extension. We aim at 
understanding to what extent AI can facilitate the identification of these phenomena, enabling 
a more accurate processing and presentation of lexicographic data.

2. Representation and presentation of 
metaphorical and metonymical body part nouns in 
lexicography
An examination of major online general dictionaries of Italian, English and German reveals, on 
the one hand, a lack of—or only partial—presentation of BPNs as a homogeneous semantic 
field. Tools such as cross-references, topic-oriented disambiguation markers, or nomenclature 
tables that link BPNs to each other are mostly not available. Some of these features can be 
found in online learner’s dictionaries intended for L2 or foreign language users, as well as in 
school dictionaries, which is appropriate for their pedagogical aims. LDOCE online (2008), for 
example, includes BPNs (as well as words more broadly related to the concept) within the 
wide-ranging onomasiological area Topic: Human, thereby offering only a partial solution to 
this issue. A more coherent solution, similar to those found in picture dictionaries, is offered 
by OALD online (2020), in which each lexical entry for a BPN is accompanied by the same colour 
illustration of a man, labelled with the corresponding (external! ) body part nomenclature.

On the other hand, the treatment of BPN-related idioms tends to be limited to lists mostly 
arranged in alphabetical order. CLD online (1999) and Il Nuovo De Mauro, for instance, cluster 
idioms in a distinct section with a distinct structure. While the list in the former is just made up 
of links to separate entries for each expression, the latter also provides a preview of the def
inition. A similar solution is adopted by the Collins Online Dictionary (2007), which, however, 
presents a numbered list of idioms that continues the sequence of the main senses of the 
word, without allocating a dedicated section. The idioms themselves are linked to independ
ent entries. OALD (2020) provides a list of idioms in a side menu; each of them is linked to the 
entry of the word under which it is recorded. Idioms are therefore not treated as independent 
entries. For example, in the list of idioms related to the BPN head, one finds have eyes in the 
back of your head, which links to the entry for the word back. There, the expression is provided 
with a definition and usage examples within a dedicated section titled Idioms.

Not infrequently, idioms are not explicitly marked as such, lack specific usage labels, are pre
sented alongside collocations of the headword, or are even embedded in general usage exam
ples. To the best of our knowledge, no general language or learner’s dictionary in Europe 
provides systematic information concerning, on the one hand, the metaphorical or metonymical 
nature of a given idiom and, on the other hand, semantic relations between idioms sharing the 
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same abstract domain. Explicit semantic relations between idiomatic expressions as well as clus
tering of idiomatic expressions based on such relations are also missing in contemporary lexicog
raphy. In light of the great phraseological productivity of BPNs, such presentation formats hinder 
data accessibility and reduce the overall user-friendliness of the dictionary.

2.1. General requirements: the example of the Phrase-based 
Active Dictionary
Depending on the type of phraseological unit and the type of dictionary, lexicographic treat
ment may require different strategies in terms of placement, ordering, and labelling. While 
collocations are often idiosyncratic and not predictable in text production, they are nonethe
less compositional and therefore relatively transparent for receptive purposes (cf. Hausmann, 
1984). As a result, they do not usually require a definition, while providing usage examples is 
beneficial. Idiomatic and semi-idiomatic expressions, by contrast, require a different type of 
treatment—one that includes at minimum a definition so as to make their non-compositional 
meaning explicit.

To highlight further microstructural aspects central to the lexicographic presentation of idi
oms, as well as issues related to their pre-lexicographic acquisition, we will refer to the re
quirements of a monolingual learner’s dictionary model addressing advanced learners and 
translators: the Phrase-based Active Dictionary (PAD). The dictionary model is currently under 
development and grounded in phraseological and cognitive principles. It is being imple
mented in German, Italian and English within the framework of the PhraseBase project (cf. 
Giacomini, 2025). The microstructure of the PAD, described in detail in DiMuccio-Failla & 
Giacomini (2022), consists of multiple levels of description that allow for the progressive dis
ambiguation of a word’s contextual meaning: the level of the syntactic construction, the level 
of the sense field, and the level of the lexical unit, which forms the core of the lexicographic 
entry (cf. Figure 2).

The lexical unit consists of a typical and unique context in which the word is embedded and 
is accompanied by a definition and usage examples. The lexical unit represents a phraseo
logical expression (or a group of related phraseological expressions), and as such, it also 
serves as an appropriate level of description for fixed expressions. The PAD aims at integrating 
metaphorical and metonymic idioms within its overall microstructure.

Figure 2 Microstructure of the PAD.
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The PAD provides both syntactic and semantic access to lexical units: syntactic access is 
granted through syntactic constructions (e.g. an arm of sth), which group lexical units accord
ing to their structural patterns; semantic access is provided through sense fields (e.g., an elon
gated part of a geographical area), which group lexical units according to a shared basic 
meaning. The same principle can be applied to idioms, which function as fully-fledged lexical 
units and, as such, can be matched to a specific syntactic construction and a particular sense 
field (cf. Figure 3).

The following section introduces and discusses key aspects involved in the treatment of idi
oms in the PAD, observed during work at BPNs: 

• External syntactic and semantic access to idioms and alignment with the character
istics of a bifunctional (active and passive) dictionary:

Although the PAD is primarily designed as an active dictionary, its use for receptive pur
poses—especially in the case of compositional expressions—is far from negligible. A syn
tactic grouping enables users to trace a definition by recognizing the construction. 
Conversely, identifying a cluster of expressions with related meanings presupposes prior 
knowledge of the expression’s underlying meaning.

Figure 3 Option for idiom presentation in the English PAD: idioms are clustered around an abstract 
domain (e.g. CONTROL), followed by a definition, usage examples, and, if relevant, by a cross-reference to 
similar entries in the German or the Italian PAD.

6                                                                                                International Journal Of Lexicography, 2026, Volume 39, Issue 1

D
ow

nloaded from
 academ

ic.oup.com
/ijl/article/doi/10.1093/ijl/ecag017/8744053 by guest on 12 August 2026



• Idioms as items within the BPN entry or as independent entries:
Current experiments focus on treating idioms as elements within the entry of the cor

responding noun, which—as previously discussed—makes it possible to handle them in 
accordance with the microstructural principles of the PAD model. Independent entries 
for idioms would be a possible solution from the perspective of user access, although 
they would be more useful for text reception and cognitive usage situations than for 
text production.

• Use of abstract semantic domains:
Semantic grouping can rely not only on general sense fields but also on abstract do

mains, for instance 
• CONTROL/POWER for the long arm of sth (typically: of the law) and Italian il lungo 

braccio di qs (typically: della legge),
• DESIRE for sb would give their right arm to do sth and Italian qn darebbe un braccio 

per poter fare qs,
• DISTANCE/AVOIDANCE for keep/hold sb at arm’s length.

These serve as more specific disambiguation tools for BPNs and can also facilitate the 
creation of cross-references among different BPNs, thereby enhancing onomasiological 
access to the data4. For instance, 

• CONTROL is shared by expressions such as English gain, get, have, etc. the upper 
hand, have somebody in the palm of your hand, and have/hold, etc. the whip hand 
(over somebody/something);

• HELP/SUPPORT is shared by expressions such as all hands on deck (also all hands to 
the pump) and give/lend a helping hand.

• Figurative vs. literal meaning:
Many expressions based on BPNs have both a figurative and a literal meaning (e.g. 

English to twist sb’s arm and Italian incrociare le braccia (‘to cross one’s arms’ and ‘to 
go on strike’)). This can sometimes lead to a dual, separate treatment of the same expres
sion—e.g., as an idiom and also as a collocation. In such cases, it is essential that users can 
access both pieces of information, and that an explicit connection is made between them.

• Classification of metaphor and metonymy:
The distinction between metaphor and metonymy is functionally relevant for the re

presentation of data within the PAD database, as it allows for the reconstruction of the 
cognitive network underlying the meanings of individual words and word groups—one 
of the central goals of the PAD model (cf. DiMuccio-Failla, 2025). This kind of information 
can help users understand how metaphorical and metonymical lexical units (i.e., distinct 
senses) have originated from a core, concrete lexical unit—for example, arm of a cross and 
arm of a company from a human being’s arm—through recurring cognitive mechanisms. 
Explicit lexicographic labelling of metaphor or metonymy can be included in the diction
ary entry.

• Metaphorical and/or metonymic nature of an idiom:
Metaphor and/or metonymy may affect either the entire expression or only the BPN 

within it. This phenomenon can lead to a further fragmentation of data and may require 
an additional level of specification in the dictionary structure.

2.2. Challenges of data acquisition
Within the lexicographic process, the acquisition of data relating to idiomatic expressions rep
resents a particularly complex challenge. First of all, identifying the expressions themselves 
and sorting them is a time-consuming task: in the case of BPNs, their high number typically 
results in only partial coverage in general and learner’s dictionaries, and even phraseological 
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dictionaries do not always offer satisfactory solutions. In general, lexicographic coverage is 
quantitatively and qualitatively inadequate. Furthermore, in order to meet the presentation 
requirements outlined in the previous section, this type of language element must be accom
panied by a wide range of information: definitions, usage examples, pragmatic usage labels, 
indications of the metaphorical or metonymic nature, and references to abstract semantic do
mains. Furthermore, mediostructural components are needed to connect idiomatic expres
sions across different BPNs.

To this end, corpus linguistic methods are only partially helpful. Semantic indications as 
well as groupings based on abstract domains remain one of the greatest challenges—so far 
addressed primarily through non-automated methods, e.g. introspection or deduction based 
on available lexicographic data. Lexicographic resources that provide semantic access to 
phraseological data constitute an exception. Some non-cumulative combinatorial dictionar
ies offer both syntactic and semantic groupings, but without fully systematizing the under
lying methodology (e.g., the use of conceptual tags in some of the entries of REDES 
(Bosque Muñoz, 2004)).

The online Italian phraseological dictionary GEPHRI (Schafroth et al., 2018), by contrast, al
lows access to phraseological units by semantic fields. Semantic fields have two levels of 
granularity: a broad field (e.g., emotional states) and a more fine-grained subfield (e.g. con
fusion, joy, bad mood, impatience). The level of granularity found in the subfields is compar
able to the one of the abstract semantic domains described in this study. This constitutes a 
notable exception in the present state of lexicographic practice.

3. Discussion
As mentioned in the previous section, traditional corpus linguistic methods are not sufficiently 
efficient in retrieving the type of information on idioms that is necessary for lexicographic pur
poses. In particular, a conceptual categorization of idiomatic expressions remains largely in
accessible to traditional methods, due in part to the lack of reliable and comprehensive 
conceptual (onomasiological) resources for general language. In this regard, even resources 
such as wordnets—which are available for all the languages examined in this study—are 
only partially helpful, given the issues documented in the relevant literature (see, among 
others, Hanks & Ježek 2008). As a result, much of the required work has to be carried out 
manually, which significantly burdens the lexicographic process in terms of time.

The present study aims to test the potential of generative AI as a tool for collecting and clas
sifying metaphorical and metonymic idiomatic expressions, along with the relevant lexico
graphic data, in an attempt to automate this task as far as possible while consistently 
prioritizing the quality of the final result.

Recently, the use of generative artificial intelligence has attracted attention in lexicographic 
research, precisely because the inherently complex nature of the data acquisition and com
pilation process could potentially benefit from the new technologies.

De Schryver (2023) explores the evolving role of generative AI in lexicography by reviewing 
ten early studies that assess its capacity to automate key dictionary-making tasks and calls 
for a proactive, critical engagement with AI, urging lexicographers to shape its use rather 
than be displaced by it. Along similar lines, Lew (2023) and Rundell (2023) show that despite 
the strengths of AI, e.g. generating high-quality dictionary definitions and handling transparent 
terms, other crucial tasks, e.g. retrieving example sentences and resolving polysemy, are much 
less satisfactory, concluding that human lexicography remains essential. Both Lew (2024) and 
Ptasznik et al. (2024) describe similar results obtained by focusing on dictionary functions (re
ception, production, translation). Some case studies deal with the dictionary as a specific text 
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type and test the automated generation of entries (Arias-Arias et al., 2024; de Schryver, 2023). 
The role of (computer-assisted) human post-editing in lexicography, similar to the one experi
enced in translation studies when dealing with machine translation, is another significant topic 
in some of these contributions (e.g. Rundell, 2023 and Jakubícěk & Rundell, 2023). Post-editing 
is intended as the evaluation and processing of a first lexicographic draft. Finally, McKean & 
Fitzgerald (2024) also sheds light on the return of investment of LLMs in lexicography, critically 
examining aspects such as environmental impact, replication of bias, and hallucinations.

Transparency, traceability, precision and consistency are just some of the relevant criteria 
required for professional dictionary-making applied by these studies when testing generative 
AI performance. Together, they underscore the promise of AI in lexicography, while emphasiz
ing the importance of integrating AI with conventional tools and the continued need for expert 
oversight and ethical use.

While these studies primarily focus on other types of lexical data or full entries, there seems to be 
a lack of research explicitly dedicated to the processing of phraseological data for lexicography, 
while initial observations on idiomaticity detection have been made in the fields of Computer 
Science and Data Science, showing that general-purpose LLMs can be effective at identifying idiom
atic language, but task-specific encoder-only models still perform best (cf. Phelps et al., 2024).

At this stage, we will not consider terminology-oriented research. Although it has recently 
focused even more intensively on this topic, it is only partially aligned with the objectives of 
our study.

Our goal is to test the performance of AI—specifically ChatGPT—in extracting and sorting 
idiomatic expressions related to BPNs. In doing so, we place particular emphasis on the 
role of prompting in retrieving the desired data. Prompt design is a fundamental component 
of our experiments, which involve a process of progressive refinement of the output in order 
to identify not only the data most closely aligned with our purposes, but also the most suitable 
prompt format for replication in similar data acquisition contexts.

Since prompt design significantly affects output quality, White et al. (2023) introduce a cata
logue of prompt patterns designed to improve the practice of prompt engineering. In our case 
study on BPNs, we take into consideration some of the proposed pattern categories as being 
relevant within the lexicographic process, namely 

(a) input semantics, specifically the creation of metalanguage pattern (key concepts are ex
plained within the query itself, not least by means of examples),

(b) output customization, specifically the output automater pattern and the template pat
tern (to produce structured, and repeatable outputs), and

(c) error identification, specifically the reflection pattern (to review and improve the previ
ous answer).

In our experiments, these patterns play a significant role in aiming at prompt effectiveness. 
We decided not to use prompts involving “impersonation” (cf. persona pattern in White et al., 
2023), even though they tend to yield higher performances (Phelps et al., 2024), so as not to 
lose sight of our main focus: in fact, our aim was not to test the AI on building lexicographic 
entries, but rather on representing a specific set of expressions and organizing them according 
to their meanings.

While the possibility of applying an existing catalogue like this is beneficial when crafting 
prompts for a new area of research, we are aware that, even by initially setting up a prompting 
framework with specific patterns, it is not possible yet to move beyond trial-and-error 
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prompting. Nonetheless, our objective remains to approximate, as closely as possible, a re
usable model aimed at processing idioms for lexicographic purposes.

In what follows, we describe the components and steps involved in the creation of the 
prompt (Section 3.1), as well as the structure of the final prompt selected for the analysis 
and the results obtained (Section 3.2). We also assess a prompt auto-generated by 
ChatGPT (Section 3.3) and compare the output in Italian with the one in English, the language 
on which the model was originally trained (Section 3.4).

3.1. Structuring prompts: tasks and expected outputs
To assess the potential use of AI in the field of lexicography, we carried out a series of tests on 
the functionalities of GPT-55. In what follows, we describe the stages of the process of prompt 
construction, the results, as well as the system’s limitations and potentials.

The effectiveness of the application of AI and of generative models to lexicography largely 
relies on the quality of prompts. Thus, the accurate engineering of prompts is a key factor in 
achieving targeted outputs (Short & Short, 2023; Eager & Brunton, 2023; Giray, 2023; 
Federiakin et al., 2024; He et al., 2024). For the purpose of this analysis, we conducted two 
types of queries: in the first, the prompts required as its output a set of examples of word com
binations including different body parts and grouped by abstract domains; in the second 
query, the requested output consisted of examples containing a specific body-part term 
and conveying an abstract meaning. Six different prompts were generated using both a 
zero and a few-shot model: in the first set of prompts no prior examples were given, but 
some fine-tuning instructions were provided; in the second set of prompts, the LLM was in
structed by means of a few examples which aimed at illustrating how the task had to be per
formed6. The latter proved to be more suitable for our research, particularly in view of the 
more complex output we required. All prompts address the precise goal and context (e.g. 
the creation of a lexicographic entry and the representation of its abstract domains as a net
work of meanings), the content that is required (e.g. the metaphorical/metonymic uses of a 
BPN), as well as the output required (e.g. a set of examples). Prompts are aligned with the 
guidelines outlined by Eager and Brunton (2023: 4-5) and Giray (2023: 2630), and include 
the following components: i) the action to be performed, ii) the outcome of the action, iii) 
the context or parameter of the task, iv) focus or conditions for the generated output, v) in
structions of the alignment of the content to the goal (what we call format in Table 1), vi) con
straints and limitations7. The prompts were first produced in Italian and were built according 
to specific linguistic, lexicographic and methodological criteria, as well as to a set of param
eters which were conceived as useful to the analysis; some prompts also included gold data, 
namely correct examples which have been validated and were used as training data. Table 1
summarizes the different features of each task, which have been adapted to our purposes. In 
bold we highlighted the keywords that have been used to induce the bot to generate the ex
pected output (a sort of killer tokens, in NLP terms).

As Table 1 shows, even though instructions vary, all prompts ask for the identification of 
non-literal uses of BPNs and for a classification of the cognitive process involved (metaphor 
vs. metonymy). As for the output, all prompts aim at collecting a structured inventory (e.g. a 
table, a list, a semantic network) of authentic examples from explicit sources (e.g. dictionaries, 
newspapers, literary or web texts). The prompts mainly differ in terms of i) scope of the focus, 
which is more specific in prompts 1-2 and broader in prompts 3-6, and ii) presence of gold data 
to be used for training (absent in prompts 1-3).

As far as the content of the results is concerned, the bot consistently identifies expressions 
containing BPNs used metaphorically or metonymically, and the meanings assigned to them 
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are accurate. Its effectiveness increases with the progression (and the complexification) of 
prompts, and in particular with the clearer description of the expected output: while in the 
results of prompt 1 it is possible to find some mistakes (e.g. foto a testa in giù ‘upside-down 
photo’), this does not happen in the latter ones. When a high number of examples is required 
(e.g. prompt 3, 5, 6), the query has to be repeated, because the system does not return enough 
data in a single run, and always asks for a validation. One of the experiments that were re
peated in the prompts was related to the use of the trigger word “usage example”, which 
has caused some issues in the output. In the prompt, the term was intended to elicit authen
tic, contextualized examples. However, in the results of the first two prompts, the examples 
often appeared as decontextualized text chunks8. Consequently, we had to specify that usage 
examples should be provided as “sentences” extracted from actual/specific sources. As for the 
format, the bot does not create a lexicographic entry (as it was not properly trained for this 
purpose), but it provides a good table representation. By contrast, the semantic network re
presentation often contains inaccuracies due to misclassification of metaphors and meton
ymies. This highlights one of the major limitations of the bot: while it is effective at 
extracting linguistic data (examples and authentic occurrences of BPNs) it is not always 
able to interpret cognitive processes or abstract semantic domains. Indeed, the classification 
of metaphor vs. metonymy is often unreliable (e.g. the expressions avere la testa tra le nuvole 
‘to be distracted’ and capo di stato ‘head of state’ are wrongly interpreted as metonymies ra
ther than metaphors)9. Furthermore, some domains are frequently repeated (different ab
stract concepts are assigned to the same expression, but they are usually synonymous 
rather than truly distinct) and others are closely tied to individual examples: they often 
lack the level of abstraction that a human mind can provide. In sum the system focuses 
more on retrieving expressions than differentiating semantic domains.

3.2. Approaching the best prompt: input structure 
and output evaluation

3.2.1 Input
Our final prompt is one in which we brought together all the requirements and observations 
collected during the initial experiments. This prompt was first applied to the BPN testa 
(Prompt 7_testa) and subsequently to the BPN mano (Prompt 8_mano).

The prompt is presented to ChatGPT in two steps. The first step includes an introduction to 
the topic, which presents and relates the key terms, as well as the actual instructions, which 
revolve around the data and the structure of the requested table. Here, the necessary features 
of the output are made as explicit as possible. The second step provides an additional instruc
tion based on the results of the first step.

The level of granularity of this prompt is the result of several trials aimed at testing the sys
tem’s effectiveness in relation to the number, type, and content of the information. For ex
ample, the creation of two successive steps stems from a “thematic” distinction that 
proved necessary to resolve interpretation issues in the response. Table 2 illustrates 
Prompt 7_testa along with its English translation.

In the following, we specify the components of the prompt, which underwent the most sig
nificant trigger adjustments: 

• Introduction: here we replaced literal sense with compositional sense, following the ob
servation of Phelps et al. 2024: “Interestingly, replacing the word ‘Literal’ with 
‘Compositional’ did seem to have a positive effect”10; we also made more explicit the 
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Table 2 Prompt 7_testa

Prompt 7_testa EN translation

STEP 1: 
La parola “testa” viene usata in italiano non 
solo in senso composizionale ma anche come 
metafora o metonimia. In questi casi assume 
un significato diverso, associato a un dominio 
astratto, ad esempio GERARCHIA o 
LEADERSHIP. 
Individua nel Vocabolario Treccani e nel 
Dizionario De Mauro (su L’Internazionale) 25 
espressioni metaforiche e metonimiche con 
“testa” e compila una tabella con le seguenti 
colonne: 

1. Espressione contenente “testa”, ad 
esempio “essere in testa”, “avere la 
testa fra le nuvole”, indicando se si tratta 
di metafora, metonimia (o altro)

2. Significato dell’espressione
3. Dominio astratto di riferimento (cerca di 

usare etichette più generiche, che 
possono adattarsi a diverse espressioni, 
come GERARCHIA SOCIALE, GERARCHIA 
SPAZIALE, LEADERSHIP, INTELLETTO)

4. Tre frasi che illustrino l’uso 
dell’espressione, ad esempio: “Il cd si 
trova in testa alla classifica”, oppure 
“Marco ha sempre la testa fra le nuvole e 
non sta mai attento a quello che dico”. Le 
frasi devono essere tratte dal quotidiano 
La Repubblica e/o Il Sole 24 Ore. Indica il 
link di ciascuna frase.

Tutti e quattro i campi sono obbligatori. 
Numerare le righe della tabella. 
Produci subito la tabella completa di 25 righe, 
senza fasi intermedie. 
STEP 2: 
Sulla base della tabella precedente, prova a 
mettere in relazione tra loro i domini astratti 
in una rete concettuale che evidenzi i passaggi 
da un significato all’altro.

STEP 1: 
The word “testa” (‘head’) is used in Italian 
not only in a compositional sense but also as 
a metaphor or metonymy. In these cases, it 
takes on a different meaning, associated 
with an abstract domain, for example 
HIERARCHY or LEADERSHIP. 
Identify, in the Treccani Dictionary and in the 
De Mauro dictionary (on L’Internazionale) 25 
metaphorical and metonymic expressions 
with “testa”, and compile a table with the 
following columns: 

1. Expression containing “testa”, for 
example “essere in testa” (‘to be in the 
lead’), “avere la testa tra le nuvole” (‘to 
be distracted’) indicating whether it is a 
metaphor, metonymy (or other).

2. Meaning of the expression
3. Abstract domain (try to use generic 

tags that can adapt to different 
expressions, such as SOCIAL 
HIERARCHY, SPATIAL HIERARCHY, 
LEADERSHIP, INTELLECT.

4. Three sentences illustrating the usage of 
the expression, for example: “Il cd si 
trova in testa alla classifica” (‘The cd 
leads the hit parade’), or “Marco ha 
sempre la testa fra le nuvole e non sta 
mai attento a quello che dico” (‘Marco 
always has his head in the clouds and he 
never pays attention to what I say’). The 
sentences must be sourced from La 
Repubblica and/or Il Sole 24 Ore 
newspapers, with links for each 
sentence.

All four fields are mandatory. Number the 
rows of the table. Produce the complete 
table with at least 25 rows, without 
intermediate steps. 
STEP 2: 
Based on the previous table, try to relate the 
abstract domains to each other in a 
conceptual network that highlights the shifts 
from one meaning to another.
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distinction between the meaning of the expression (initially labelled semantic value) and 
the relevant abstract domain (initially labelled abstract semantic value).

• Gold data: the prompt contains gold data concerning idiomatic expressions, abstract do
mains, and usage examples.

• Sources of idioms: Vocabolario Treccani and Dizionario De Mauro (Il Nuovo De Mauro), 
while eliminating La Repubblica from these sources, since indicating non-lexicographic 
sources often led to unclear or incorrect results.

• Sources of examples: in this case we expanded the number of sources by adding, along
side La Repubblica, also the newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore, in an attempt to avoid otherwise 
existing gaps.

• Specification of a precise number of expressions: given the high productivity of BPNs in 
terms of idiomatic expressions, we considered 25 expressions to be a good average; the 
limitation of a high number of entries in the table is that the system sometimes reacts by 
providing the data not all at once but progressively, for instance in groups of three or five 
(this occurs even when explicitly asked to provide all the data in a single step).

• Table with precise structural features in terms of number and type of columns.

In the next section, the output of Prompt 6a_testa and Prompt 6b_mano11 will be discussed 
and compared.

3.2.2 Output
To evaluate the output produced by the last prompt, the following different features are taken 
into account: i) the kind of expressions selected, ii) the presence of the requested authentic 
examples and relevant links, iii) the explanation of their meanings, iv) the correct identifica
tion of the cognitive process, v) the correct interpretation of the abstract domain, as well as vi) 
an effective representation of the semantic network of abstract domains and expressions.

Prompt 7 performs optimally at identifying several kinds of multiword units and idiomatic 
expressions (feature i). Indeed, different kinds of multiword units are included in the output, 
such as nominal (e.g. testa di legno ‘forehead’, mano di ferro ‘iron fist’), verbal (e.g. essere in 
testa ‘to be in the lead’, dare una mano ‘to give a hand), adjectival (e.g. a testa bassa ‘head 
down’, a mano armata ‘armed’) as well as adverbial (e.g. testa a testa ‘head to head’) multi
words. It is worth noting that most of them are verbal units (62% of the examples with testa 
and 88% of examples with mano). When present12, corresponding authentic examples (feature 
ii) are representative of the uses of the unit; however, they do not always comply with lexico
graphic requirements for usage examples and should undergo at least partial revision13. The 
meaning associated with the unit (feature iii) is represented as a brief gloss and is always rele
vant14. In some cases, it also reveals semantic differences arising from polysemy; details con
cerning polysemy are taken from the dictionaries mentioned in the prompt. This is the case of 
the nominal multiword testa di legno, whose meaning can be either associated with ‘an ignor
ant person’ or ‘a figurehead’ (cf. Il Nuovo De Mauro). Interestingly, polysemy is not illustrated 
in authentic examples, where the different senses are not accurately represented15; for in
stance, for testa di legno, only the value of ‘figurehead’ is provided in the examples: 

(1) Un prestanome, una testa di legno dietro cui si nascondeva il boss
‘A front man, a figurehead behind whom the boss hid’

(2) Una testa di legno usata per operazioni fiscali

14 In meaning definitions, our results were generally more encouraging than those of previous studies, such 
as Lew (2023) and Jakubićˇek & Rundell (2023).

15 On this issue, see also Jakubićˇek & Rundell (2023), showing similar results.
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‘A figurehead used for financial operations’

Despite achieving excellent results in identifying sequences, the bot we used for the experi
ments does not always perform equally well in analysing them, and consequently in linking 
these expressions to the cognitive processes involved and to abstract domains. On the one 
hand, the system shows a reduced ability to recognize metonymies. Indeed, its metonymy 
identifications are often incorrect: as an example, this is the case of testa di serie ‘top of 
the league’ and restare a mani vuote ‘to be left empty-handed’, which are wrongly attributed 
to the process of metonymy. On the other hand, despite the exemplificative instruction, the 
tags selected for abstract domains are always closely tied to the semantics of the expression 
as a whole: in these cases, the bot is unable to generalize to a higher-level concept referred to 
the BPN and constantly focuses on the specific semantic nuances of the entire expression. For 
instance, andare contromano ‘to go in the wrong direction’ is associated with the tag concepts 
of ‘violation and nonconformity’ (i.e. the metaphorical meaning of the whole unit) instead of 
the spatial meaning of mano. This happens also for non entrare in testa ‘to not understand/ 
memorize’, which is associated with the tag concept of ‘learning’ instead of the more general 
domain of INTELLECT. These are significant limitations of the system, which require a con
stant human manual post-editing. As a consequence, the semantic network created by the 
bot (feature vi) shows some weaknesses. The bot made an effort to group the values into 
as few domains as possible; however, beyond the issue related to the tags and higher-level 
concepts, it is worth noting an inconsistency between the expression itself and the broader 
domain to which it is assigned. Below the semantic network of testa is represented (Figure 4).

Summarizing, ChatGPT registers very good performances for tasks aiming at copying and ex
tracting information from other sources. Its results vary considerably when any sort of analysis, be
yond the generation task, is required. Table 3 displays the evaluation of the task output. Besides 
the evaluation of the overall performance for each feature, we also estimate the degree and type of 

Figure 4 Semantic network of domains/expressions with the BPN testa ‘head’.
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post-editing (PE) required to reach dictionary-like quality. For features iv-vi, post-editing could be 
excessively time-intensive and thus less suitable than a manual lexicographic approach.

According to our results, the system can perform mechanical tasks of extraction and refor
mulation that do not require interpretation by means of specific knowledge. However, it is un
able to identify implicit relations between objects and to generalize rules and generate 
abstraction as a human would do. As shown in the table, this carries significant implications 
for the way the lexicographic process is planned.

3.3. Is a chatbot able to automatically generate valid 
prompts for our purposes?
The last challenge that is worth describing in this paragraph is the potential that the ChatGPT 
has in generating prompts. In fact, we asked the system to reformulate our best prompt 
(Prompt 6a_testa) in order to create a better one, suited to our needs. Its reformulation pro
duced a prompt that was not highly schematic, which included, in the form of an outline: 

(i) the actions to be carried out (e.g., identifying multiword expressions, using specific 
sources)

(ii) the parameters (the cognitive processes of metaphor and metonymy, with specific 
examples)

(iii) the trigger word (i.e. testa)
(iv) the criteria of inclusion (namely the kind of word combinations that have to be se

lected, such as idiomatic expression, multiword units or collocational patterns) and 
of exclusion (namely the literal uses of the BPN)

(v) the method of identification of the expressions
(vi) the output format (which schematically includes all our previous requests)

(vii) quality validations

Therefore, two major differences between our prompt and the one that was automatically 
produced by Chat GPT5 can be highlighted. On the one hand, a stylistic difference emerges: 

Table 3 Evaluation of task performance (Italian prompt).

Feature Description Task Performance Lexicographic PE

Feature i Identification of 
expressions

Extraction √ Validation and 
integration

Feature 
ii

Presence of authentic 
examples

Extraction √ Adaptation

Feature 
iii

Explanation of 
meanings

Generation (by 
copying)

√ Validation and 
integration

Feature 
iv

Identification of the 
cognitive process

Generation + 
analysis

Not always 
adequate

Only advisable in 
specific cases

Feature 
v

Interpretation of the 
abstract domain

Generation + 
analysis

Unsuccessful -

Feature 
vi

Semantic network of 
domains/ 
expressions

Generation + 
analysis

Unsuccessful -
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the automatically generated prompt lacks discursive argumentation and is extremely sche
matic16. On the other hand, considerable differences emerge in terms of the content of the 
actions required. Precise instructions related to the method of identification of expressions 
are included in the prompt, even those that were not required in our first draft (e.g. the 
time range, date, URL and a brief extract ≤90 characters to respect the fair use and the IP 
rights). Table 4 provides a brief extract of the prompt:

The automatically generated prompt also includes instructions for quality verifications, 
aiming at avoiding repetitions and at ensuring a representative set of examples. The most in
teresting aspect is that, contrary to our expectations, the output produced by the automatic
ally generated prompt performs significantly worse than ours. First of all, it proceeds through 
several intermediate steps, continuously asking for confirmation about the adequacy of the 
expected results and showing only a few results at a time. After several rounds of verification 
of data quality, the tag for the abstract domain is generally not appropriate, and the number 
of authentic examples obtained is still lower, as is their quality (it only shows the link to the 
examples, and in some cases the examples are actually taken from dictionaries). Therefore, 
going back to our previous question “Is a chatbot able to automatically generate valid 
prompts for our purposes?”: ChatGPT seems to produce a more complex prompt which in
cludes too many and too much specific instructions. Beyond a more sophisticated process 
of data extraction and data analysis, the automatically generated prompt produces an output 
with a lower level of quality.

3.4. Do chatbots perform better when working with English?
The last experiment we drove consisted in creating an English prompt equivalent to the Italian 
prompt 6a, to check its performance for a different language. Since English is the primary lan
guage on which ChatGPT is trained17, a better output was expected in terms of both extraction 

Table 4 Excerpt from the automatically generated prompt.

Excerpt (IT) EN translation

Dal Vocabolario Treccani e dal Dizionario De 
Mauro, individuare le voci e i sensi relativi a 
“testa” che corrispondono a usi figurati o 
metonimici; registrare il link alla voce. 

Per ciascuna espressione, recuperare 3 frasi 
attestate da La Repubblica, all’interno 
dell’intervallo temporale 1990–oggi 
(modificare se necessario). 
Per ciascuna attestazione, fornire: data 
(AAAA-MM-GG), URL, e un breve estratto ≤90 
caratteri (per rispettare il fair use e i diritti IP). 
Associare ciascuna espressione a un dominio 
astratto.

From Treccani Vocabulary and De Mauro 
dictionary, identify the entries and the 
senses of “head” which correspond to 
figurative or metonymic uses; record the 
link to the entry. 

For each expression, retrieve 3 attested 
sentences from La Repubblica, in the 
temporal range 1990-today (modify if 
necessary). 
For each occurrence, provide: date, URL and 
a brief extract ≤90 characters (to respect the 
fair use and the IP rights). 
Associate each expression to an abstract 
domain.

16 As He et al. (2024) notice, the format of the prompt has significant consequences on the GPT-based model 
performance.

17 Many LLMs are mainly trained on English data: as an example, as Mondshine et al. (2025: 1) note “GPT-3 
was trained on 119 languages, but only 7% of the tokens are from non-English languages”.
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and interpretation of data. To this purpose, the whole prompt was translated and specifically 
adapted for English: therefore, Italian expressions and examples were replaced with English 
counterparts, and English dictionaries and newspapers were selected for the extraction of au
thentic examples18. For the sake of clarity, the English prompt is represented below, in Table 5:

As for the results, it is possible to notice some similarities with Italian. First, there is a preva
lence of verbal structures containing BPNs (66%); adverbs, nouns, and prepositional phrases are 
also found, but in a lower number. Unlike the results of Italian, however, those in English are 
characterized by the occurrence of similar expressions, which is marked as the presence of a 
“variant” (for example, bang your head on the door is repeated as banging your head against 
the wall, bang your head against a (brick) wall; and the sequence get your head around (some
thing) is repeated as get your head around end-of-year exams and couldn’t quite get your head 
around). Thus, the bot fails to distinguish between variation and mere repetition, and proves 
to be imprecise and redundant in data extraction. However, while the selection of English expres
sions does not register a good performance, the authentic examples extracted from newspapers 
and the relevant semantic glosses are adequate. Another common feature with Italian is repre
sented by the identification of the cognitive process involved in the abstract use of the BPN: the 
recognition of metonymy, in particular, as for Italian, is often incorrect. For instance the nominal 
MW big head referring to ‘someone who is conceited or arrogant’ is tagged as “metonymy” and 
the sequence from head to toe is labelled as “literal meaning” instead of “spatial metaphor”. 
English results differ from those of Italian with regard to the labelling of abstract domains. In par
ticular, English tags are usually more pertinent. For example, the tag TOTALITY is applied to the 
sequence from head to toe, while the tag INTELLECT is used for all sequences in which the head is 
referred to as a container of ideas. Last, the semantic-network representation contains some in
accuracies referring to the grouping of different abstract domains, and therefore to their relation
ships: for instance, it is not clear how the domain of TOTALITY could relate to that of INTELLECT 
that is directly linked to it. Thus, despite a more accurate domain labelling, the overall English 
performance in the creation of semantic networks remains rather limited. Figure 5 represents 
the semantic network of head:

Table 5 Prompt 9_head.

Prompt 9_head

The word “head” in English is used not only in a compositional sense but also as a metaphor 
or metonymy. In these cases, it takes on a different meaning, associated with an abstract 
domain, such as HIERARCHY or LEADERSHIP. Identify, in the Cambridge English Dictionary 
online and/or in the Collins Online Dictionary, at least 15 metaphorical and metonymic 
expressions with “head”, and compile a table with the following columns: Expression 
containing “head”, for example “to keep the head about oneself”, indicating whether it is a 
metaphor, metonymy, or other. Meaning of the expression Abstract domain of reference (try 
to use more general labels that can apply to different expressions, like SOCIAL HIERARCHY, 
SPATIAL HIERARCHY, LEADERSHIP, INTELLECT) Three sentences illustrating the usage of the 
expression, for example: “Though he was mad, he kept his head about him in public” The 
sentences must be sourced from The Guardian, The Independent, or other UK newspapers, 
with links for each sentence. All four fields are mandatory. Number the rows of the table. 
Produce the complete table with at least 15 rows, without intermediate steps.

18 In particular, the choice of dictionaries and newspapers mostly depends on website limitations: many of 
the English dictionaries/newspapers that are freely accessible online, only allow a limited search, because of 
paywalls.
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Summarizing, the performances for English are not particularly strong. This implies that 
even for the language on which LLMs are most extensively trained, a post-editing phase for 
the evaluation and integration of the data is necessary. Table 6 compares the English perform
ance with the Italian one (cf. Table 3):

Table 6 Evaluation of task performance (English prompt).

Feature Description Task Performance
IT EN

Feature i Identification of 
expressions

Extraction √ Not adequate

Feature 
ii

Presence of authentic 
examples

Extraction √ √

Feature 
iii

Explanation of meanings Generation (by 
copying)

√ √

Feature 
iv

Identification of the 
cognitive process

Generation + 
analysis

Not always 
adequate

Not adequate

Feature 
v

Interpretation of the 
abstract domain

Generation + 
analysis

Unsuccessful √

Feature 
vi

Semantic network of 
domains/expressions

Generation + 
analysis

Unsuccessful Not always 
adequate

Figure 5 Semantic network of domains/expressions with the BPN head.
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The grey cells highlight the critical areas, where ChatGPT performs worse. Despite expect
ations, data extraction for English is rather problematic: this means that, alongside the more 
challenging task of analytic generation, extractive tasks may also underperform even in high- 
resource languages19. This leads us to conclude that the mere quantity of training data avail
able to a model is not sufficient to make it intelligent enough to carry out a high-performance 
data extraction/analysis.

4. Conclusions
This study presents a series of exploratory experiments on the use of generative AI for the pro
cessing of idiomatic expressions related to BPNs for lexicographic purposes. The innovative 
contribution of our approach lies in the focus both in the acquisition of such expressions 
and in the elaboration of the way in which the resulting data can be presented within a gen
eral monolingual dictionary or a learner’s dictionary, namely by grouping them along abstract 
domains20. The conceptual domains presented in this study should not be understood as ab
solute or exhaustive classifications, but rather as indicators which, much like sense disambi
guators or “signposts” used in other dictionaries, may help users classify idiomatic 
expressions and highlight similarities among them. At the same time, we do not regard these 
indicators as arbitrary; rather, we believe that they may be shared by a large number of users, 
although this assumption would of course need to be assessed through empirical testing. The 
domains presented in this study are those most extensively discussed in the relevant litera
ture. The assignment of each expression to a particular domain is based on the 
semantic nuance that most closely reflects its meaning. The domains themselves are 
interrelated and overlap conceptually, rather than constituting separate and mutually inde
pendent categories.

The overall results obtained from the experiments show the effectiveness (as well as the 
drawbacks) of this method, confirming some of results identified in earlier studies (e.g. 
Lew, 2023; Jakubícěk & Rundell, 2023).

As initially stated, in the lexicographic process, retrieving relevant information from scratch— 
starting from the idiomatic expressions themselves and their possible organization—is ex
tremely time-consuming and requires the combination of different empirical methods (e.g., 
corpus linguistics, consultation of existing dictionaries, introspection). The experience with 
the Phrase-based Active Dictionary highlights that, for opaque and complex phraseological 
data such as idiomatic expressions, a new methodology is needed, one that can be integrated 
into a hybrid framework combining: 

• a supervised automated phase, involving the elaboration of prompts that approximate 
the desired result as closely as possible;

• a post-editing phase, in which the lexicographer’s main task is to validate, enrich, and 
adapt the output previously obtained;

• a possible further phase of fine-tuning of the prompts, especially when applying the mod
el to new data (e.g., moving from BPNs to a different semantic field).

19 On this issue, see also Mondshine et al. (2025, p. 2), who demonstrate that “in extractive tasks […], where 
the output overlaps with the provided context and no generation is needed, the model is either agnostic to the 
context language in the case of high-resource languages or prefers context in the source language in the case of 
low-resource languages”. As regards the level of recall reached in the present study, it can be stated that the 
system did not identify all possible uses (the authors had, however, requested only a limited number of exam
ples), nor did it consistently retrieve the most frequent ones.

20 As the anonymous reviewer notices, it is worth noting that domain-based grouping may not apply to all 
idiomatic expressions; this may depend on the individual history of each expression.
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The use of generative AI represents an expansion, not a replacement, of other methods, 
which remain central in the post-editing stage.

Our general observations regarding the elaboration and fine-tuning of prompts can be sum
marized as follows: 

(a) Unstable effects of fine-tuning. Adjusting prompts does not necessarily yield a consist
ent improvement in results. Parameters (triggers) that initially produced satisfactory 
outputs may, in subsequent iterations, lead to poorer performance even without 
modification.

(b) Importance of gold data. Supplying gold data is crucial for the system’s correct inter
pretation and execution of the prompt.

(c) Distinction between extraction tasks and generation tasks: prompts need to account for 
both modes, and the output should be evaluated separately.

(d) Persistence of trial-and-error prompting. Even when a prompting framework with pre
defined patterns is in place (cf. White et al., 2023), the process remains largely reliant 
on trial and error. Our objective has been to approximate, as closely as possible, a re
usable model tailored to the lexicographic processing of idioms, taking into account a 
subsequent post-editing phase.

We acknowledge that relying solely on ChatGPT-5 Plus in this case study requires us to in
terpret our results with caution. Still, our findings underscore the strong potential of applying 
generative AI to the study of idiomatic expressions related to BPNs. Future work should test 
the performance of further LLMs, expand this approach to broader areas of the lexicon and 
investigate its applicability in contrastive settings, with the aim of advancing AI-assisted 
methodologies for lexicographic practice and of improving our understanding of their poten
tial, as well as of their limitations.

Notes
1 We would like to thank the anonymous reviewer who provided valuable comments on the 

first version of the text. Although the paper is the fruit of a joint reflection and cooper
ation, for academic reasons Laura Giacomini is responsible for Sections 2, 2.1, 2.2, 3, 
and Valentina Piunno for Sections 1, 1.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4. Section 4 is attributed to 
both authors.

2 “Speaking of language is part of an activity, or a form of life” (Wittgenstein [1953]1958: 11).
3 Cf. Evans and Green (2006) for a comprehensive overview of the various factors that con

tribute to meaning extensions and the main theoretical approaches addressing this issue.
4 As noted by an anonymous reviewer, assigning an idiom to an abstract semantic domain 

thus creating clusters of idioms may be problematic and not necessarily facilitate user 
access. The authors acknowledge this concern; however, they emphasize that grouping 
idioms into semantic domains constitutes an added value for the dictionary and repre
sents an innovative features within the current lexicographic landscape.

5 It has been shown that the performance of the prompt may vary depending on the model 
used (Dang et al., 2022). For the sake of potential replicability of the analysis, we specify 
that the version employed in this study is the GPT-5 (Plus version).

6 The zero shot model has no access to training data and provides good results in simple 
tasks. The few-shot model is useful when the task is complex (it is composed of more sub
tasks) and when the output needs to be tailored according to specific purposes; 
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furthermore, the results of the few-shot task may vary depending on the model used 
(Phelps et al., 2024). According to Mondshine et al. (2025: 6), “the top-performing config
urations of the GPT model […] show that the optimal configurations are those that in
clude examples, i.e., a few-shot rather than zero-shot”. Cf. also Liu et al. (2021) and 
references therein included for a detailed analysis of the two learning models.

7 While the former three refer to the task itself (the instruction, the context and the input 
data in the terms of Giray, 2023), the latter focus on the expected output.

8 On this issue, see also Lew (2023) and Jakubicěk & Rundell (2023).
9 This may be due to the fact that, in MWEs including BPNs the whole sequence (and not 

just the BPN) may undergo a (set of different) semantic shifts. This brings to a lexicalized 
unit with a non-compositional meaning.

10 In our case, however, this did not produce any significant effect.
11 For Prompt 8_mano, we indicated CONTROL, POSSESSION and ACTION as potential ab

stract domains. We exemplified the expressions with the sequences sfuggire di mano 
‘get out of hand’ and per mano di ‘by the hands of’. As authentic examples we provided 
A Marco è sfuggita di mano questa situazione ‘Marco got out of hands this situation’ 
and Il ladro è stato arrestato per mano della polizia ‘The thief was arrested by the hands 
of the police’.

12 It is important to note that they are not always represented in the results.
13 This confirms what was highlighted in earlier studies by Lew (2023) and Jakubícěk & 

Rundell (2023).
14 In meaning definitions, our results were generally more encouraging than those of previ

ous studies, such as Lew (2023) and Jakubicěk & Rundell (2023).
15 On this issue, see also Jakubicěk & Rundell (2023), showing similar results.
16 As He et al. (2024) notice, the format of the prompt has significant consequences on the 

GPT-based model performance.
17 Many LLMs are mainly trained on English data: as an example, as Mondshine et al. (2025: 1) 

note “GPT-3 was trained on 119 languages, but only 7% of the tokens are from non-English 
languages”.

18 In particular, the choice of dictionaries and newspapers mostly depends on website lim
itations: many of the English dictionaries/newspapers that are freely accessible online, 
only allow a limited search, because of paywalls.

19 On this issue, see also Mondshine et al. (2025, p. 2), who demonstrate that “in extractive 
tasks […], where the output overlaps with the provided context and no generation is 
needed, the model is either agnostic to the context language in the case of high-resource 
languages or prefers context in the source language in the case of low-resource lan
guages”. As regards the level of recall reached in the present study, it can be stated 
that the system did not identify all possible uses (the authors had, however, requested 
only a limited number of examples), nor did it consistently retrieve the most frequent 
ones.

20 As the anonymous reviewer notices, it is worth noting that domain-based grouping may 
not apply to all idiomatic expressions; this may depend on the individual history of each 
expression.
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