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What Is It?

Reaching an acceptable standard of living for all people by improving economic and 
social conditions.

The aim of development is to help people become more productive and to improve the quality 
of life for individuals, families, communities and countries as a whole. As people become more 
productive, a country is in a better position to trade with other countries, and more trade means 
more goods and services to continue improving living conditions.

Development is a complex process, though. A country must concurrently pay attention to social, 
economic, political, cultural and environmental issues to ensure that development is sustainable 
and beneficial to all.

Reaching an acceptable standard of living for all people includes giving everyone access to the 
basics:

Food
Housing
Jobs
Health Services
Education
Safety and Security

Sustainable development means meeting today’s needs and planning the country’s growth 
without creating problems for future generations.

Why Should I Care?

Because the world is out of balance.

There are 6 billion people alive today: One billion people live in developed countries. The other 
5 billion live in developing countries where many of them barely survive on less than less than 
$2 or even $1 a day.

The one billion who live in developed countries control 80% of the global resources. This leaves 
the other five billion people to get by on 20% of the world’s resources.

Populations in poor countries are growing much faster than populations in rich countries. Some 
2 more billion people will be born, mostly in developing countries, over the next 25 years.

•
•
•
•
•
•



youthink.worldbank.org/ issues

development issue brief     p. 2 of 3

Why Should I Care? (continued)

The Development Web
www.worldbank.org/depweb/
DEPweb has online books and 
learning modules brimming 
with activities, information, 
case studies, colorful maps, 
charts, and photos that will 
help you explore the often 
complex—yet intriguing—so-
cial, economic, and environ-
mental issues of sustainable 
development.

Explore these further sites 
about Development:

Millennium Development 
Goals
www.developmentgoals.org/
&
youthink.worldbank.org/
issues/mdgs/

World Development 
Indicators
devdata.worldbank.org/
data-query/

Poor countries need help to develop so that nobody goes 
hungry anymore, so that everyone can live in stability and 
peace, have an acceptable standard of living and choose how 
to live his or her life.

All countries are linked by trade, finance, environment, 
drugs, crime, migration, diseases/epidemics, etc.

Problems in one country inevitably affect other countries. 
For example, internal conflict in one country puts in motion a 
slew of problems that transcend borders: diseases and epi-
demics can spread, refugees start moving, trade is disrupted.

What Is the International Community Doing?

Development is a cooperative effort of many different groups.

The governments of poor countries do the best they can to 
improve domestic conditions.

Some countries need assistance to develop an economic 
foundation and reach the point where they can trade equally 
with all other nations. Many countries don’t have enough 
resources, knowledge, expertise or funds to develop indepen-
dently.

Multilateral assistance by multilateral institutions like the 
World Bank Group, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) provide money 
and fund projects to help nations develop.

Governments of most developed countries give money and 
assistance directly to poor developing countries.

Charitable groups and foundations around the world carry out 
projects within countries to help with development.

The Emergence of the International Development 
Field: How It Came About

International development—harnessing the resources and 
knowledge of rich, more developed countries to help the 
poorer ones catch up—is a concept that grew out of World 
War II. In its aftermath, world leaders realized that countries 
were like dominos—issues in one country will inevitably affect 
others nearby.

(continued)

One country may have engi-
neers who know how to build 
bridges but needs money 
to finance the construction. 
Another may have the money, 
but not the technical knowl-
edge. Still another country 
may need both the money and 
expertise. And some countries 
may need help in setting up a 
training program to produce 
future engineers capable of 
building such bridges.

Search Idealist.org or the 
UN Volunteer site 
(unv.org) to find develop-
ment-oriented volunteer 
opportunities in communities 
around the world.
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What Is the International Community Doing? (continued)

For example, fighting HIV/AIDS is one of the most important 
global issues today. But 20 years ago, nobody knew of this 
disease and nobody could’ve predicted how serious this pan-
demic would become.

Ideas of how to help countries grow and help their people 
change with time and often reflect other trends of what’s 
going on in the world. For examples check out the History & 
Goals table to the right.

What Can I Do?

Learn about the world and current events. And 
volunteer.

If you live in a developed country:

Find your national volunteer service.
Search through the UN Volunteer (unv.org) or Idealist 
(idealist.org) websites to find volunteer opportunities 
worldwide to encourage sustainable development.
Check out additional sites on the Youthink! Take Action 
resources page (youthink.worldbank.org/getinvolved/ 
resources.php).
Learn how much money your government gives through 
bilateral and multilateral assistance, and lobby your 
government to give more. Search online for your official 
development assistance (ODA) levels by country.

If you live in a developing country:

Stay in school—study and learn.
Volunteer to help those in need.
Encourage other kids and young people to stay in school 
and to volunteer.
Learn how much money your government receives in de-
velopment assistance and take action to ensure govern-
ment funds are properly spent.

Poverty

Can you define poverty?

Poverty is more than a lack of money. It is a fear of and for 
the future, living one day at a time. It’s about lacking basic 
nutrition, health, education, freedom, representation. It’s 
about being invisible, voiceless and powerless to improve 
your living conditions on your own.

•
•

•

•

•
•
•

•

Development History & Goals

1940s: World War II ends
Goal: Reconstruct Europe

1950s: The era of engineers
Goal: Build up infrastructure 
(roads, electricity, dams) in 
developing countries

1960s: “Green Revolution,” 
technology improves farming
Goal: Plant better crops to wipe 
out world hunger

1970s: Focus: Education
Goal: Promote Education

1980s: Macroeconomics and 
fixing the prices because of high 
inflation
Goal: Restructure public and 
private companies to improve 
their services

1990s: The Cold War ends; 
Communism falls
Goal: Help former communist 
economies transition to mar-
ket economies. Help countries 
establish sound government 
institutions (fight corruption, 
promote transparency)

2000s: Global partnerships and 
the MDGs
Goal: Provide people with basic 
needs so they become more 
self-sufficient and can contribute 
to their society

In Their Own Words: Poor 
People Define Poverty

“Poverty is pain; it feels like a 
disease. It attacks a person not 
only materially but also morally. 
It eats away one’s dignity and 
drives one into total despair.” 
—Woman from Moldova

“The authorities don’t seem to 
see poor people. Everything 
about the poor is despised, and 
above all poverty is despised.” 
—Man from Brazil

“I am illiterate. I am like a blind 
person.” —Woman from Pakistan


