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Abstract
This Teaching Paper presents a curated glossary of foundational terms 
central to international development practice. By clarifying frequently used 
concepts such as capacity building, conditional cash transfers, participatory 
rural appraisal, and theory of change, it provides practitioners, educators, 
and students with a concise reference framework. Understanding these terms 
is critical for ensuring shared language, accurate communication, and 
effective program design across diverse contexts. The glossary highlights 
both technical and practical dimensions, emphasizing how development 
terminology informs strategic choices, donor engagement, and community 
participation.

Keywords: development glossary, capacity building, microfinance, NGO, 
participatory rural appraisal, sustainable development, theory of change, 
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Executive Summary
The field of international development is shaped by specialized terminology 
that reflects evolving theories, policies, and practices. Without a shared 
understanding of these terms, organizations risk miscommunication, 
ineffective programming, and misalignment with donor expectations. This 
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Teaching Paper addresses this gap by providing a glossary of eight key 
concepts that underpin development theory and practice.

The glossary is not exhaustive but carefully selected to represent domains 
such as organizational development, social protection, financial inclusion, 
participatory methods, sustainability, and evaluation frameworks. Each entry 
includes both a concise definition and an explanation of practical relevance.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to provide development practitioners 
and learners with a foundational vocabulary for navigating the field of 
international development.

By the end of this paper, readers will be able to:

• Define and differentiate essential terms used in development practice.

• Apply glossary concepts to the design, implementation, and 
evaluation of programs.

• Recognize how terminology reflects broader development paradigms.

• Strengthen professional communication and donor alignment through 
accurate use of terminology.

Background and Context
Language plays a pivotal role in shaping practice. In the international 
development sector, terms like "capacity building" or "sustainable 
development" carry not only technical meaning but also political, ethical, 
and operational implications. For NGOs, donors, and governments, fluency 
in these concepts is a prerequisite for credibility and effectiveness.



This glossary draws from widely accepted usage in academic literature, 
United Nations frameworks, and non-governmental practice. Its goal is to 
bridge academic theory with practical application, ensuring that practitioners 
at all levels share a common language for collaboration.

Practical Guide: Key Terms
1. Capacity Building 

The process of developing and strengthening the skills, instincts, 
abilities, processes, and resources that organizations and communities 
need to survive, adapt, and thrive in a fast-changing world.

• Application: Used by NGOs and donors to enhance organizational 
sustainability and local resilience.

2. Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs) 
Programs that provide cash payments to low-income households or 
individuals on the condition that they comply with requirements such 
as school attendance or health check-ups.

• Application: Effective for addressing poverty and incentivizing 
social outcomes.

3. Community-Based Adaptation (CBA) 
A bottom-up approach that engages local communities in the design 
and implementation of adaptation activities to address climate change 
impacts.

• Application: Strengthens local ownership of climate resilience 
strategies.

4. Microfinance 
Financial services, including small loans, savings, and insurance, 



provided to individuals or small businesses excluded from traditional 
banking.

• Application: Expands financial inclusion and supports small-scale 
entrepreneurship.

5. Non-Governmental Organization (NGO) 
A non-profit, voluntary citizens' group operating locally, nationally, 
or internationally to promote public good.

• Application: Major actors in advocacy, service delivery, and policy 
innovation.

6. Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) 
An approach that incorporates the knowledge and opinions of rural 
people into the planning and management of development programs.

• Application: Promotes bottom-up planning and community 
empowerment.

7. Sustainable Development 
Development that meets present needs without compromising future 
generations’ ability to meet their own.

• Application: A guiding principle in all major global development 
frameworks.

8. Theory of Change (ToC) 
A comprehensive description of how and why a desired change is 
expected to happen in a specific context.

• Application: Used to map causal pathways, identify assumptions, 
and guide monitoring and evaluation.



Conclusion and Next Steps
The glossary presented in this Teaching Paper is intended as a foundational 
tool for students, practitioners, and organizations in the development sector. 
By standardizing the use of essential terms, it enhances communication, 
fosters collaboration, and ensures alignment with global development 
frameworks. Future Teaching Papers will expand this glossary to include 
advanced concepts in monitoring and evaluation, governance, and systems 
change.
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