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Creating Synergies Across Global Assessments: The possibility of 

harmonized glossaries  

Overview and context 

Many UN-led global assessments are produced each year. With the launch of each of these publications, 

they are typically supported with a glossary to enhance the exchange of information and facilitate 

communication with its readers. Glossaries are essential to establish authoritative definitions, eliminate 

uncertainty, and define new concepts within assessment processes and across publications. Additionally, 

when publications are translated, glossaries can be critical as they remove the ambiguity of terms used 

for the translations. Updating and maintaining these glossaries is essential for the major UN-led 

assessment publications. 

Production, updating and maintenance of these glossaries requires coordination, research and sharing of 

existing linguistic resources, and the development new terms and definitions as they are conceived. 

Historically, the manual process for producing and maintaining glossaries has been cumbersome, error-

prone, and laborious. the development of such crucial lists of definitions could benefit from thorough 

review and accurate automated assistance to improve efficiency and effectiveness to meet tight the time 

frames of the document production stage. This paper investigates the history of glossary creation and 

reviews the new systematic approach and implementation for the development of glossaries for Global 

Environment Outlook (GEO) products. This detailed semi-automated process could be adopted by similar 

assessments participating in the Adhoc Global Assessments Dialogue (AGAD) to help create synergies and 

improve efficiencies for the respective agency’s glossaries. In addition to the adoption of this process, the 

different assessments in the Dialogue which often hold interlinking glossary terms, can share and 

distribute key and authoritative terms and definitions with each other. 

Background and History of the GEO glossaries process 

The glossaries of the GEO publications were initially developed during the production of GEO 2000. Until 

recently, GEO had traditionally updated its glossaries through manual efforts with heavy quality control 

processes and readthroughs, and without a peer review process for these glossaries. The history of how 

or when terms and definitions were developed was not tracked and key definitions are now nearly 

untraceable. This has resulted in the duplication of efforts during the production of each publication’s 

glossary. 

Without a systematic approach, the creation of glossaries and authoritative definitions become costly, 

repetitive, and tedious. In 2020, a new system was developed by the GEO team to better track glossary 

terms and definitions, shift to a semi-automatic creation process, and include a peer review process. This 

new approach involved the development of a new ‘Wiki Glossary Bank’, an automated and accurate macro 
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tool to select terms and definitions, followed by peer and author review of the glossaries. Thjs new system 

has become the foundation for how glossaries are developed for the GEO products and allows for the use 

of the Glossary Bank by other colleagues within and outside the agency. These new tools and processes 

allows GEO to collaborate with other assessments through the AGAD to promote synergies that allow 

assessment processes to combine efforts and generate benefits and time savings for all. 

Implications  

The Needs for a Glossary 

Glossaries are essential for uniformity and consistent use of terminology in written communication. 

“Specifications cannot be written uniformly and unambiguously, and methods cannot be described 

succinctly without an agreed terminology” [1]. They provide readers with the foundation to understand 

the vocabulary, that may otherwise be incomprehensible. If a publication does have a glossary, this will 

lead to increasingly growing problems in publications. Such problems could include: 

• An audience can be uninformed or uncertain about key concepts and methods, harming readers’ 

flow and creating misunderstandings in the narrative or even the intent of the publication. A 

reader’s uncertainty can also lead to avoidance of certain publication sections which may be 

critical for their comprehension of the report’s full message.  

• Misuse of controversial or politically sensitive terms. If an authoritative definition is not 

established for a controversial or political term, this can cause misunderstandings in the reader’s 

perception of the text leading to potentially sensitive situations.  

• Without a glossary, translations of the publication can become inaccurate and terms can be taken 

out of context. Incorrect translation of certain phrases can damage the entire report’s credibility 

and communication. In translations, the relationship between concepts and their designations are 

always of concern.  

All of these situations can lead to reputational damage for the publishing entity and also to 

misunderstandings of the key scientific findings, potentially harming key policy processes. 

The Needs for an Adequate, Consistent Process 

While the implications for the lack of glossaries or poorly constructed glossaries are clear, the question of 

how to establish an authoritative and accurate glossary becomes imperative. In the past, UNEP’s Global 

Assessments Unit used copyeditors to develop and tailor glossaries for key publications. This resulted in 

an undocumented and inconsistent process of glossary creation while coming at a significant cost to the 

organization. Subsequent GEO glossaries were often copied from preceding publications with few 

additions or improvements made. Therefore, the Global Assessments Unit required a new well 

documented and consistent process to resolve this issue. 

In 2020, a new Wiki Glossary Bank was developed, which allowed the implementation of an automated 

glossary generation tool, and a glossary peer review process. With the creation of this new process, many 
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underlying issues were resolved, allowing for efficient and effective  glossary creation. The solutions 

included:  

• No longer working with outdated material with a poor understanding of its history. Previous 

glossaries had relied on external partners who did not provide a clear explanation of the process 

of how the glossaries were being developed. This has caused problems in subsequent GEO 

glossaries including: 

o Unknown sources for individual definitions, resulting in duplication of research and 

verification. 

o Outdated definitions and sources, resulting in additional internal review within short 

timeframes. 

• No longer fostering an inconsistent, unclear and manual process. GEO glossaries were previously 

manually reviewed to determine which terms existed from previous glossaries. The copyeditor, 

who might be different for each assessment, would confirm if the definitions were adequate. This 

allowed room for error and did not allow much time for development of new terms or definitions. 

Such unclear processes can cause confusion and delay document production stages which tend 

to hold tight timelines. The new process resolves these issues by automating accurate glossary 

generation and includes a peer and author review process to update existing terms and definitions 

as well as the creation of new ones. 

• Reducing the cost of glossary creation. The previous approach of using external copy editors for 

glossary generation was costly in terms of time and money. The new process is managed internally 

and uses existing resources such as GEO team members and the report authors to develop 

glossaries. 

• Improving the report translation process. If terms and their definitions are not maintained, 

translation of terms can become inaccurate. The new review process ensures that the definitions 

match the narrative and context of the report. This prevents terms from being translated into the 

incorrect variants or synonyms. 

The new approach significantly reduces the effort required for glossary creation and provides room for 

collaboration and synergies with other assessments. 

Wiki Glossary Bank 

The concept of the Glossary Bank is to offer a one-stop location for searching and producing glossary 

terms needed for current and future publications. The Bank is built to allow harmonization of glossaries 

across assessments, support other UNEP reports in their own glossary development and also enable the 

tracking of changes and additions to glossary terms and definitions. 

The Wiki Bank currently holds over 1100 terms, definitions, and sources. The Bank allows for the creation 

and customization of multiple definitions and literature sources for each of its terms. This has proven 

useful for terms that are tailored to different narratives in different reports. Additionally, all changes made 
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to the Wiki Bank are tracked and recorded within a Wiki log. This helps track the expansion and adjustment 

of the Glossary Bank over time.  

Terms and their authoritative definitions are consistently added from newer publications’ glossaries as 

they are released. These include glossaries from other relevant reports such as those of IPCC, IPBES, ILO, 

FAO, WHO and UN Habitat. Lastly, as GEO products are being developed, new terms are often discovered 

and are combined with the existing Bank. 

New definitions and their creation 

The use of new terms and definitions is necessary as innovations, new findings and concepts are 

developed in the environmental sphere. To keep up with these changes, new terms and concepts are 

tracked and added from relevant reports. This requires periodic research into these definitions to 

maintain the glossary’s relevance. Research on these terms and definitions is mostly performed by report 

readthroughs, for example, IPCC’s most recent sixth assessment report on climate change. Other research 

delves into official global dictionaries if the term and definition is applicable to the report. Once new terms 

and definitions are identified either by the Secretariat or the authors, an authoritative definition, with its 

source, is provided and added to the Wiki Glossary Bank. 

Implementation 

“Manually constructing glossaries requires the cooperative effort of a team of domain experts and 

involves several steps, including identifying consistent domain terminology, producing textual 

definitions of terms, and harmonizing the results. This procedure is time-consuming and costly…” [2].  

The new Glossary Bank also includes an automated and flexible tool involving a Virtual Basic for 

Applications (VBA) macro that analyzes the text of any given report and matches all existing Wiki 

Glossary Bank terms to automatically generate those terms in the report glossary. Definitions are then 

applied to the list of terms generated. 

Second, a review process of the glossary provided by the Secretariat is conducted by the authors of the 

assessment to ensure the quality and accuracy of the definitions, to detect any missing terms from the 

assessment, and to adjust definitions that would fit better for any given the report. This is essential for 

when new terms exist in the report but not in the Wiki Glossary Bank. This is where both the Secretariat 

and the authors can build new terms and definitions for the Wiki Bank. 

Lastly, the glossary is reviewed by the Secretariat with a final readthrough for its approval and 

formatting. Once agreed, the glossary is resent to the authors for any final comments if necessary. 

These three phases are defined thoroughly in the timeline below. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/chapter/glossary/
https://ipbes.net/glossary
https://www.ilo.org/inform/online-information-resources/databases/terminology/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.fao.org/faoterm/en/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003699
https://habitat3.org/wp-content/uploads/Habitat-III-Glossary.pdf
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Collaboration 

To further collaborate and enhance synergies across the assessment processes participating in the 

AGAD, the GEO team would like to demonstrate this efficient and accurate system in other assessment 

contexts to learn from, adopt, and, in the future, possibly contribute to these processes. Having this 

collaborative process available across assessments benefits all parties involved by sharing widely the 

Wiki Glossary Bank terms and definitions leading to improvements and additions to the Bank.  

Promoting greater coherence and coordination of glossaries across global assessments will help improve 

the timeliness, relevance, legitimacy, accuracy and credibility of these assessments. The GEO Glossary 

Bank can improve and advance the understanding of terms across all assessments. 
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Annex 1 Wiki Glossary Bank 
This is a front-page example of the Wiki Glossary. Here, over 1500 terms, definitions and sources are stored here. This is the collaborating space 

that other assessments will contribute to. As new terms are developed, they are added to this list. All terms here are later added into the 

automated glossary macro tool. 
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Annex 2 Automated Glossary Tool VBA Code 

This is an example of the coding script used to accurately identify all terms found in an assessment. It automatically generates all terms found in 

the Wiki glossary into its code to later identify and generate a glossary list towards the end of an assessment. 
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