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Glossary

Accountability The means by which power is used responsibly. In the 
humanitarian context, accountability involves taking 
account of, and accounting to, beneficiaries of aid.

Active 
citizenship

The combination of rights and obligations that link 
individuals to the state, including paying taxes, obeying 
laws, and exercising political, civil, and social rights. 
Active citizens use these rights to improve the quality of 
political or civic life, often through collective action.

Antiretrovirals Drugs used to treat retroviruses, primarily HIV. 
Different ARVs are used at different stages of the HIV 
life cycle and, typically, in combinations of three or 
four different drugs.

Biofuels Most commonly, crops such as corn, sugar cane, or 
oilseed rape that are processed to make bioethanol, 
an alcohol that is blended with petrol, or biodiesel. 
Biofuels were initially hailed as a ‘green’ alternative to 
fossil fuels, but there is evidence that the rush to culti-
vate fuel crops is having adverse environmental impacts 
of its own and is also putting serious pressure on food 
production.

Capital 
account 
liberalisation

The removal of government barriers to international 
flows of capital, a policy recommended to many devel-
oping-country governments by institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund and World Bank, in order 
to boost efficiency and growth. However, in many cases 
it has also led to volatility and instability in financial 
markets.

Carbon trading The two main types of carbon trading are emissions 
trading, or ‘cap and trade’, under which governments 
set a ceiling on emissions from a particular sector and 
companies are allocated a tradeable allowance for their 
emissions; and offset trading, which involves reducing 
emissions from projects outside an economy that has a 
mandatory cap on emissions (for example, in a devel-
oping country).
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Comparative 
advantage

Theory advanced by nineteenth-century economist 
David Ricardo that countries can attain greater wealth 
by producing only goods that are relatively efficient to 
produce, then trading those goods with other countries, 
rather than trying to produce all goods for themselves.

Corruption Corruption is the abuse of entrusted power for private 
gain. ‘Corruption for need’ refers to small-scale charges 
levied by officials who are themselves poorly paid; 
‘corruption for greed’ is graft on a grander scale, typi-
cally involving senior officials, governments, or trans-
national corporations.

Creative 
destruction

Term popularised by economist Joseph Schumpeter 
(in his 1942 book Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy) 
to describe transformation and upheaval that leads to 
radical innovation. According to this concept, entrepre-
neurs play a particularly important role in stimulating 
economic growth.

Debt/financial 
crisis

Can take different forms: for example, in poor coun-
tries, governments may have unmanageable debts owed 
to creditor governments or to international financial 
institutions; in middle-income countries, mass default 
on private debt can destabilise the economy, or govern-
ments may be unable to repay public and private credi-
tors. The first is typically a chronic problem (debt crisis); 
the second two tend to be sudden-onset crises linked to 
capital markets (financial crisis).

Dumping In international trade, when a government or manu-
facturer in one country exports a product to another 
country at a price lower than the domestic price, or 
lower than the cost of production. The practice can 
distort international trade and hurt producers in poor 
countries.

Effective state A state that can guarantee security and the rule of law, 
and can design and implement an effective strategy to 
ensure inclusive economic growth. Such a state should 
be accountable to citizens and able to guarantee their 
rights.

Export-
processing 
zone

A special economic or free trade zone, typically in 
a developing country, that offers exemptions from 
bureaucracy, taxes, and tariffs, with the aim of 
attracting foreign investment. Although EPZs often 
succeed in this aim, their lack of regulation often also 
results in poor pay and conditions for the workers 
employed in them.
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Fairtrade Fairtrade products carry the FAIRTRADE Mark, which 
guarantees that the market chain for the product is 
certified by the Fairtrade Labelling Organization (FLO) 
to fulfil international social, economic, and environ-
mental standards. A minimum price is paid to the 
producer in advance, plus an additional premium that 
must be spent on community development.

Flexible labour ‘Flexibility’ can sometimes benefit workers in terms 
of leave entitlement or working hours, but more 
commonly it involves low pay, temporary contracts, 
poor working conditions, and a lack of recognition of 
labour rights. It also makes it easier for employers to 
hire or fire staff.

Free trade 
agreement

Bilateral or regional trade agreements to reduce tariffs 
and regulation of trade and investment flows. FTAs can 
involve significant disparities in rights and benefits 
between parties (in market access, tariffs, intellectual 
property), particularly if one is a developing country 
and the other a powerful developed country or trading 
bloc.

Full-cost 
accounting

The pricing of goods and services to reflect their true 
costs, including cost of manufacture, cost of disposal, 
and impact on the environment. Also takes account 
of the value to the economy of unpaid work, which is 
undertaken largely by women.

Generic 
medicines

Copies of pharmaceutical products no longer protected 
by patent. They contain the same active ingredients as 
original branded drugs, though not necessarily in the 
identical formulation. They are cheaper than branded 
drugs as manufacturers do not incur the research and 
development costs associated with new medicines and, 
once a patent has expired, competition between manu-
facturers drives down market prices.

Green 
Revolution

Refers to the big increase in agricultural productivity in 
Asia in the 1960s and 1970s. It was led by technological 
innovation based on new varieties of rice and wheat 
and the use of chemical fertilisers, coupled with state 
investment in irrigation, infrastructure such as roads, 
and new institutions to ensure stable crop prices.
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HIV and AIDS HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) is a virus, while 
AIDS (acquired immune deficiency syndrome) is a 
syndrome of opportunistic infections and diseases 
that can develop at the end stage of HIV infection. It 
is not possible to die from HIV itself. Indeed, many 
HIV-positive people, with a good diet and access to 
drugs, live a relatively normal life and may not develop 
AIDS for a very long time.

International 
financial 
institutions

The World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and 
other supra-national financial bodies such as regional 
development banks.

Keynesian 
economics

Economic theory based on the work of British econo-
mist John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946). Keynes 
promoted a mixed economy in which both the state 
and the private sector play important roles.

Microfinance Financial services designed to reduce poverty by giving 
poor people access to credit, insurance, savings, fund 
transfers, and so on. Microfinance can be organised 
at the community level among groups of community 
members, or can be provided more formally by micro
finance institutions or NGOs.

Mitigation When referring to climate change, ‘mitigation’ means 
reducing emissions of harmful greenhouse gases; when 
discussing natural disasters, it refers to reducing their 
potential impact.

Neoclassical 
economics

An approach to economics, frequently embraced 
by institutions such as the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund, that relates supply and 
demand to the ability of individuals to maximise utility 
or profit. Typically based on mathematical modelling, 
it is often criticised for its reliance on hypothetical 
assumptions that fail to take account of complex 
human behaviour in the real world.

Pastoralism Pastoral agriculture is based on the raising of animals 
such as cattle, camels, goats, and sheep, which typically 
represent the pastoralist’s main economic resource. 
Pastoralism is found in many forms in different parts of 
the world, but commonly includes a mobile aspect, with 
pastoralists moving (often over long distances) in search 
of water and fresh pasture, according to season and 
environmental conditions.
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Remittances Money sent by migrant workers in foreign countries 
back to their families at home. Remittances make a 
significant contribution to the economies of developing 
countries.

Rights-based 
approach

An approach to human development that unites 
economic and social rights with political and civil 
rights, aiming to build a ‘social contract’ between state 
and citizen. At its core is the idea that all people are of 
equal dignity and worth, and have natural rights but 
also responsibilities towards their communities.

Small and 
medium-sized 
enterprises

In developing countries, SMEs typically play a much 
more important role in creating employment (and rein-
forcing local linkages) for poor people than do trans
national corporations.

Social capital The social resources that people draw on, including 
informal networks with individuals or institutions such 
as political or civic bodies; membership of formalised 
groups such as churches; and relationships of trust, 
reciprocity, and exchange.

Social 
protection

Consists of two components: social assistance transfers 
resources to vulnerable groups in the form of pensions, 
child-support grants, and so on, while social insurance 
allows individuals and households to protect them-
selves against risks by pooling resources with others.

Structural 
adjustment 
programme

In the 1980s and 1990s, SAPs were agreed between 
many developing-country governments and the World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund. In return 
for economic assistance, countries were frequently 
forced to accept conditions of economic restructuring 
that undermined their social services and their ability 
to develop viable industrial or agricultural sectors of 
their own.

Sustainable 
development

Defined by the Brundtland Report of 1987 as ‘devel-
opment that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs’.

Terms of trade Economic term describing the rate of exchange between 
different kinds of goods, such as raw materials and 
manufactured goods; presented, for example, as the 
number of bags of coffee or barrels of oil needed to buy 
a truck.
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Transfer 
pricing

A manoeuvre used by transnational corporations to 
minimise their tax liability. It involves either under- or 
over-charging for trade within different company affili-
ates to reduce the amount of tax liable in a particular 
jurisdiction.

Vulnerability The reduced ability of communities or households to 
cope either with personal stresses such as death in the 
family, sickness, robbery, eviction, or the loss of a job or 
a crop, or a major event such as a drought or a conflict 
that affects the whole community.

Vulture fund A private company that buys the debt of a developing-
country government at a low price, and then attempts 
to sue the government for the full amount, plus interest.

Washington 
Consensus

Economic orthodoxy embraced by economists, politi-
cians, and institutions such as the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund in the 1980s and 1990s. 
It held that developing countries could solve their 
economic problems by curbing inflation, reducing the 
power of the state, and unleashing market forces. It 
led to market liberalisation and the implementation 
of structural adjustment programmes in dozens of 
developing countries, often with negative outcomes for 
development.
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