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GLOSSARY (USEFUL WORDS EXPLAINED)

Active 
pharmaceutical 
ingredient (API)

The main substance or ingredient in a medicine that treats, prevents or diagnoses a 
disease. 

Adenovirus A group of viruses !rst found in adenoid tissue, which aren’t harmful or dangerous to 
human beings. Scientists sometimes use adenoviruses as a special envelope or ‘vector’ to 
introduce a vaccine into your body. 

Administer To give/deliver a medicine into the body. A vaccine is administered by a healthcare 
professional through a syringe, or in some cases, drops you put in your mouth. 

Adverse e!ects Moderate to severe side e"ects associated with taking a medicine or vaccine. 

Anaphylaxis / 
Anaphylactic shock

A very extreme allergic reaction to a venom, food, or medication. This can be potentially life 
threatening. Anaphylaxis can cause a shock to the body, and symptoms can include skin 
rash, nausea, vomiting, di#culty breathing and shock. 

Antibodies Your immune system produces antibodies – proteins made in the blood – to !ght o" 
illnesses like Covid-19. If your immune system is the soldiers of the body, antibodies are the 
special weapons or spears they use to !ght o" viruses and infections. Di"erent antibodies 
are needed to attack di"erent viruses. It can take a few days for your body to develop the 
right type of antibody.  

Asymptomatic 
infection

An infection without symptoms; no signs of illness.

Bacteria Bacteria, also called germs, are microscopic organisms not visible with the naked eye. 
Bacteria are everywhere, both inside and outside of your body. Bacteria can live in a variety 
of environments, from hot water to ice. Some bacteria are good for you, while others can 
make you sick.

Bureaucratic A system of government where many important decisions are taken by state o#cials rather 
than by elected representatives. Bureaucratic systems often involve a lot of paperwork and 
administration. 

Candidate vaccine A vaccine that is being trialled or tested – one that has not been regulated or approved for 
use in people yet because experiments are ongoing. 

Clinical trial A clinical trial tests the e"ectiveness and safety of medications, vaccines or medical devices 
by monitoring their e"ects on large groups of people. There are several phases to clinical 
trials, and only the last few phases involve testing medicines on human beings. Clinical trial 
results are checked by independent experts.

Communicable a disease that spreads from one person or animal to another. Some bacteria and viruses 
can cause communicable diseases. Other diseases – that do not spread from person to 
person, like diabetes or hypertension – are called ‘non-communicable’. 

Comorbidity Comorbidities are when multiple medical conditions coexist and interact with each other. 
In the context of COVID-19 it refers to existing chronic diseases – like cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes or hypertension, to name a few – that could put people at a higher risk 
of developing complications if they are infected with the Corona virus.

Congregate settings This is an environment where a number of people reside, meet or gather in a con!ned/
closed setting for either a limited or extended period of time. Eg: old-age homes, care 
homes, workplaces, schools, prisons, etc.
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Contagious A disease is contagious when it can spread from person to person. Di"erent diseases are 
more or less contagious. Measles, for example, is very contagious – one person with mumps 
can spread it to up to 18 other people. Other illnesses are comparatively less contagious.  

Contract To catch or develop a disease – you can contract Covid-19, for example, by breathing in the 
droplets of someone who is infected with the virus. 

Contra-indications Based on an individual’s risk level, pre-existing medical conditions or medication taken, 
contra-indication refers to a speci!c situation where a medicine, procedure, or surgery 
should not be used because it may be harmful to that individual. Some medicines might be 
contra-indicated (not recommended) if you are on anticoagulants to prevent blood clots 
medications, for example. 

Control group In any medical experiment or trial, scientists compare what happens when you give an 
active medicine to one group to what would happen to a group if no active medicine was 
given to them. The group that did not receive the active medicine are called the ‘control 
group’. They form the basis for the comparison. The control group in an experiment is used 
as a benchmark against which other test results are measured. The di"erence between 
the control group and the group who got the treatment tells you whether a treatment or 
vaccine is e"ective.  

Covax COVAX stands for the COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access Facility. COVAX is a global 
collaboration for speeding up the development, manufacture and equitable distribution of 
new vaccines, led by the World Health Organisation. 

Covid-19 Covid-19, also known as the Corona Virus or SARS-CoV-2, is a mild to severe respiratory 
illness caused by a virus. This is spread mainly through close contact with infected 
respiratory droplets, or with objects or surfaces contaminated by the virus. Symptoms 
include fever, cough, and shortness of breath and may continue to pneumonia and 
respiratory failure.

Data Facts, evidence and statistics.

Diagnosis / Diagnose To identify or recognise a disease by its signs and symptoms is to diagnose a disease. If you 
test positive for Covid-19, you have a positive diagnosis for the virus. 

DNA deoxyribonucleic acid: the microscopic chemical which controls the structure and purpose 
of each cell and carries genetic information. 

Dose A quantity of a medicine, vaccine or drug taken or recommended to be taken at a particular 
time. Some vaccines against Covid-19 require two doses spread out a few weeks a part to 
help your body build immunity. Di"erent people and infections may require di"erent doses.

Drug resistance The ability of bacteria to withstand a drug that once stalled them or killed them – as 
bacteria mutate, they become stronger against medicines that used to be able to !ght 
them. If you don’t !nish a course of antibiotics, some bacteria left in your system can 
survive and then become stronger than that drug in future. Eg: Drug Resistant tuberculosis 
cannot be treated with the same antibiotics as other strains of the bacteria. 

E!ective Successful in producing a desired or intended result. We say a vaccine is “e"ective” when it 
creates immunity against a virus or bacteria. 

E"cacy The ability to produce a desired or intended result. The “e#cacy” of a vaccine is its ability to 
prevent illness and create immunity against a virus or bacteria. 

Enrol Inviting and registering volunteers to be part of a clinical trial – ordinarily it takes several months 
or years to !nd enough people who !t the right requirements to “enrol” in a vaccine trial. 

Evidence Facts or information which tell you whether an idea or belief is true or valid.

Experiment An operation or procedure carried out by scientists under controlled conditions in order to 
discover or investigate something unknown; to test or establish a hypothesis.

Exposed/exposure When you !rst encountered or came into contact with a disease/virus/bacteria. Healthcare 
workers are exposed to infectious diseases every day through their work. If you have had 
exposure to a contagious disease, you may contract it and become sick – depending on the 
length and type of exposure. 
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Flattening the curve To spread out the rate of infection so as to not overwhelm our healthcare system and 
infrastructure. By extending the period of how many people get sick, over time, patients 
can get the treatment they need because hospitals and other resources will not be 
exhausted. By practicing protective “non-pharmaceutical” measures like social distancing, 
wearing masks and washing hands, we can $atten the curve and slow the speed of the 
spread of infection.  

First wave The !rst peak or surge of Covid-19 infections. The National Institute for Communicable 
Diseases estimates that this happened in South Africa in the week between 5-11 July 2020, 
where daily case numbers of Covid-19 peaked at around 13,000 new diagnoses every day. 
Number of positive cases and deaths increase in a “wave” of a viral outbreak. 

Herd immunity Also known as ‘population immunity’, herd immunity is the indirect protection from an 
infectious disease that happens when enough people are immune to the disease, either 
through vaccination or previous infection. If large numbers of people are immune, the virus 
cannot move from person to person and the outbreak is controlled. If enough people are 
immunised, there is a lower chance that the virus can spread and infect a person who is not 
immune or someone who is particularly vulnerable.

Immune memory Immune or immunological memory is the ability of the immune system to quickly and 
speci!cally recognize a bad virus or bacteria that the body has previously encountered, and 
start an immune response to !ght it.

Immune response Is the way in which your body recognizes and defends itself against bacteria, viruses, and 
substances that appear foreign and harmful.

Immune system Is a complex network of cells, tissues, organs, and proteins that defends the body against 
infection. The immune system keeps a record of every germ/bacteria/virus it has ever 
defeated so it can recognise and destroy it quickly if it enters the body again. We say the 
immune system has a memory.

Immunisation Is the process where a person is made immune or resistant to an infectious disease, 
typically by the administration of a vaccine.

Immunity When your immune system has a memory and the right antibodies to !ght o" a particular 
virus or infection, you have immunity against it. Immunity is the state of protection against 
an infectious disease. You can develop immunity from being infected with a disease and 
recovering from it, or by being vaccinated.

Immuno- 
compromised

Having a weakened immune system. People who are immunocompromised have a 
reduced ability to !ght infections and other diseases. This may be caused by certain 
diseases or conditions, such as poorly managed AIDS, cancer, diabetes, malnutrition, and 
certain genetic disorders.

Incubate Before you get symptoms of a particular illness, the bacteria or virus that causes it 
‘incubates’ in your body. Before you show symptoms, the virus is growing and spreading in 
your cells. 

Infectious Contagious/catchy – capable of making an infection. 

Inoculation Another word for vaccination or immunisation – the process where you become immune 
to an infectious disease. 

Interaction Some medicines have e"ects on each other, or may counteract each other. This interaction 
may cause some side e"ects, or limit the e"ectiveness of a particular drug. We say then that 
the medicine may have an interaction with other treatments. 

Laboratory A place equipped for experimental study in a science or for testing and analysis a research 
laboratory broadly.

Mandatory Required by a law or rule: obligatory/compulsory.

Microscopic Something so small that you cannot see it with the naked eye – something you can only 
see through a microscope. Bacteria and viruses are microscopic, for example. 

Mimic To copy / look-like / imitate something. 
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mRNA Messenger ribonucleic acid or Messenger-RNA: these are genetic instructions that all cells 
have in order to make certain proteins. mRNA is very fragile and small, and as soon as it has 
sent the message of instructions to your cells, it disintegrates. It does not stay in your cells 
for very long and does not change your genetics – it only teaches your cells how to make a 
particular protein or material.

Mutations Changes to the genetic structure of an organism or virus which can result in changes to 
how it works. All viruses mutate over time, either because of changes to the environment 
or because when the virus is replicating (reproducing) there may be mistakes or changes in 
the copying of the genetic sequence. Sometimes this makes the virus stronger, sometimes 
it makes it weaker. In the case of Covid-19, mutations in the genetic sequence of the virus 
have made it more contagious. Because this version of Covid-19 is so di"erent, we call it a 
variant. 

Myths A widely held but false belief or idea. There are many myths – otherwise known as fake 
news or !ctions – about Covid-19 and vaccines.

NDOH National Department of Health.

Non-pharmaceutical 
interventions

Measures that every individual can take that do not involve medicine to prevent the spread 
of infections – like washing hands, wearing masks and practicing physical distancing in 
public spaces. 

Organism A living thing. This includes humans and animals, but also smaller life forms like bacteria, 
viruses. Some organisms, like humans, have thousands of cells – we call these multicellular 
organisms. But other organisms are made up of only one cell – we call these unicellular 
organisms. 

Pandemic A pandemic is an outbreak of an infectious disease that has spread across a large region, for 
instance multiple continents or worldwide, a"ecting a large number of people.

Pathogens A pathogen is a bacteria or virus that can cause disease. 

PCR test Polymerase chain reaction test – the most common form of testing whether you have 
Covid-19 or not. This test detects whether you have any genetic material that is speci!c to 
Covid-19 in your body. It can detect the virus within days of infection, even for people who 
have no symptoms. This test uses a swab to take a sample from your nose or throat. The 
test can be done in a clinic, hospital, laboratory or even in your car.

Peer review The process where scientists who were not involved with the trial – or who are 
independent experts – check test results for a scienti!c study is called peer review. This is a 
way of making sure that the results of an experiment/trial/study are accurate. 

Person or patient 
under investigation 
(PUI) 

Someone who has been screened for Covid-19 and may have been exposed to the virus; a 
person who needs to be tested for Covid-19 to con!rm whether or not they actually have it. 

Phase 1 of a clinical 
trial

(Also written as Phase I). The !rst part of a clinical trial which involves a small number of 
human beings to test whether a medicine or vaccine is safe and e"ective. Between 20 
to 80 healthy people without other illnesses volunteer to be part of a scienti!c trial for a 
medicine or vaccine in Phase I. They are given the candidate vaccine in safe settings like a 
hospital so that just in case anything bad happens to them, doctors can help them recover. 

Phase 2 of a clinical 
trial

(Also written as Phase II). Once early evidence from Phase I shows that the medicine is 
safe and e"ective, more people are “enrolled” into a clinical trial. We call this Phase II. In 
Phase II, several hundred people volunteer to be part of a scienti!c trial for a medicine or 
vaccine. This is done to determine whether the vaccine or medicine is safe and e"ective for 
even more people, including people with controlled health conditions like well-managed 
diabetes for example. 

Phase 3 of a clinical 
trial

(Also written as Phase III). In Phase III of a clinical trial, thousands of people volunteer to 
participate in the trial. This checks that a vaccine or medicine is safe and e"ective for even 
more people, including people with di"erent health challenges. 
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Phase 4 of a clinical 
trial

Once a medicine is approved by experts, and starts being used across the country, the 
company who produces the medicine must keep track of if there are any side e"ects or 
risks with the medicine and do ongoing research about it. This is also written as Phase IV. 

Placebo In a clinical trial to test a vaccine, some people are given the real, active vaccine and other 
people are given a syringe that has no active medicine in it – the control group. The control 
group is usually given saline, which may look like a real vaccine but is actually just water 
and salt. Scientists compare what happens to people who get the vaccine to people who 
got the inactive placebo. Participants in a trial do not know whether they have the active 
vaccine or the placebo. In the Covid-19 vaccine trials, people who received a placebo 
instead of the vaccine got Covid-19 more easily and frequently than those who got the 
vaccine.

Population immunity Also known as herd immunity’, population immunity is the indirect protection from an 
infectious disease that happens when enough people are immune to the disease, either 
through vaccination or previous infection. If large numbers of people are immune, the virus 
cannot move from person to person and the outbreak is controlled. If enough people are 
immunised, there is a lower chance that the virus can spread and infect a person who is not 
immune or someone who is particularly vulnerable.

PPE Personal protective equipment (PPE), is equipment worn to minimize exposure to hazards 
that cause injuries and illnesses. Masks are part of PPE. 

Protein Large molecules composed of one or more chains of amino acids – a small part of a virus or 
bacteria. 

Proteins are required for the structure, function, and regulation of the body’s cells, tissues, 
and organs. Each protein has unique functions. Proteins are essential components of 
muscles, skin, bones and the body as a whole.

Public health Public health is the science of protecting and improving the health of people and their 
communities. This work is achieved by promoting healthy lifestyles, researching disease 
and injury prevention, and detecting, preventing and responding to infectious diseases. 
Overall, public health is concerned with protecting the health of entire populations.

Quarantine A strict isolation imposed to prevent the spread of disease.

Replicate When a virus is spreading in your body, it is replicating – the reproduction and copying of a 
virus across cells in your body.

Reproductive 
number (R0)

Is a mathematical term that indicates how contagious an disease is. For example, if a 
disease has an R0 of 18, a person who has the disease will transmit it to an average of 18 
other people. Those people can infect it to 18 other people too, and so the cycle continues. 
The spread will continue if no one has been vaccinated against the disease or is already 
immune to it in their community.

Rolling review A rolling review is one of the tools that a regulatory authority like SAHPRAH uses to speed 
up the assessment of a promising medicine or vaccine during a public health emergency. 
Evidence from more than one phase of a clinical trial can be reviewed at the same time 
while the experiment continues. 

SAHPRA South African Health Products Regulatory Authority

Saline A solution of salt in water.

Screening Screening is a series of questions asked to determine a person’s risk of infection for a 
particular disease. Screening for Covid-19 includes a temperature check, questions about 
symptoms being experienced, travel history in recent weeks, and exposure to someone 
who has been con!rmed to have COVID-19. If your responses do not meet certain 
requirements, you become a Person or patient under investigation (PUI) 

Second wave A ‘second wave’ is de!ned as a new wave of infections lasting one or more days, starting 
after the ‘end of the !rst wave’. In South Africa, this hit at around 10 December 2020 where 
the total new daily Covid-19 cases identi!ed was 6079. This grew to 17,710 new cases of 
Covid-19 identi!ed on 30 December 2020. Number of positive cases and deaths increase in 
a “wave” of a viral outbreak. 
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Self-Isolation Is a way to keep yourself from possibly infecting others if you think you might be infected. 
It involves limiting contact with public places, relatives, friends, colleagues, and public 
transport.

Social distancing The practice of maintaining a greater than usual physical distance (such as 1.5 meters or 
more) from other people. Avoiding direct contact with people or objects in public places 
during the outbreak of a contagious disease in order to minimize exposure and reduce the 
spread of infection.

Susceptible Being particularly vulnerable to an infection or health condition. A person is susceptible if 
they are predisposed or sensitive to a particular health challenge, or lacking the ability to 
resist an infection.

Symptoms Physical or mental signs of an illness. The most common symptoms of COVID-19 are 
fever, dry cough, and tiredness. Other symptoms that are less common and may a"ect 
some patients include loss of taste or smell, aches and pains, headache, sore throat, nasal 
congestion, red eyes, diarrhoea, or a skin rash.

Transmission Is the passing/spreading of a disease from an infected individual or group to a previously 
uninfected individual or group.

Transmit Cause (something) to pass on from one person or place to another. Eg: COVID-19

Trial A test or experiment, usually conducted under speci!c conditions.

Vaccine A vaccine is a type of medicine used to prevent diseases caused by viruses – also called 
viral diseases – like measles, mumps, chickenpox, liver cancer, Cervical Cancer and now 
Covid-19.

These diseases can spread from person to person. Vaccines help prevent the spread of 
these diseases.

A vaccine can be in the form of drops you swallow or an injection into muscles in your 
body. 

There are di"erent types of vaccines, but they work similarly in your body to create 
immunity against a certain illness.

Vaccine hesitancy Refers to delay in acceptance or refusal of vaccination despite availability of vaccination 
services.

Variant A form or version of something that di"ers in some respect from other forms of the same 
thing; a new or mutated version of a virus. A variant of Covid-19 that has been identi!ed in 
South Africa is called 501Y.V2.

Ventilation The provision of fresh air to a room, building or building. A space with good air$ow is well 
ventilated.

Virus A virus is an infectious organism of small size and simple composition that can multiply 
only in living cells of animals, humans, plants, or bacteria.

Volunteer Someone who willingly chooses to participate in something – like a clinical trial. No one is 
forced to participate in a clinical trial. Similarly people must volunteer to be vaccinated – no 
one can force you to get vaccinated, or punish you if you don’t.

Vulnerable A person in need of special care, support, or protection because of age, disability, or risk of 
abuse or neglect.

WHO World Health Organisation.
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