
The World Health Organization, usually written as WHO, is the part of the United Nations 
system responsible for international public health. It was created because disease does 
not respect borders. A virus can begin in one city, move through airports, enter several 
countries and become a global emergency before governments fully understand what is 
happening. Contaminated food can be produced in one nation, packaged in another and 
sold around the world. Drug-resistant bacteria can develop in one hospital and eventually 
threaten patients thousands of miles away. WHO exists to help countries share 
information, coordinate their response and establish common medical standards. 

WHO officially began operating on April 7, 1948, which is why World Health Day is 
observed every April 7. Its creation followed the devastation of World War II, when 
governments were attempting to build international institutions that could prevent future 
disasters. The United Nations had been formed in 1945, but countries also recognized 
that peace meant more than preventing armies from fighting. Epidemics, malnutrition, 
unsafe water, maternal deaths and inadequate medical care could destabilize entire 
societies. Health needed an international organization of its own. 

WHO’s constitution describes health as a state of physical, mental and social well-being, 
not merely the absence of disease. That definition was ambitious for 1948 because 
medicine had traditionally concentrated on what was physically wrong with the body. 
WHO’s definition recognized that someone can be alive and free from a diagnosed 
disease while still suffering because of hunger, trauma, unsafe housing, isolation or the 
absence of basic medical care. It also established the idea that health is connected to 
how people live, work, eat, learn and interact with their environment. 

That definition does not mean every person can remain in perfect physical, mental and 
social condition. Human beings experience illness, disability, grief, aging and stress. The 
definition is better understood as a direction. It tells governments that a health system 
should not wait until people are severely sick before paying attention. Clean drinking 
water, vaccination, safe childbirth, nutrition, mental-health services, disease prevention 
and reliable health information are also part of protecting health. 

WHO is headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland, but it is not simply an office in Europe 
making decisions for the world. It operates through six geographical regions: Africa, the 
Americas, Europe, the Eastern Mediterranean, South-East Asia and the Western Pacific. 
Regional offices help adapt global health work to local conditions. Malaria may be a 
central concern in one region, while aging populations, heart disease or severe air 
pollution may require more attention elsewhere. Country offices work with national 
ministries of health, local organizations, hospitals and international partners. 

The organization is governed by its member countries. Its highest decision-making body 
is the World Health Assembly, which normally meets once a year. Representatives from 
member nations debate health priorities, approve budgets, adopt international 
agreements and determine the organization’s general direction. Each country has a 



voice, whether it is a large nation with hundreds of millions of people or a small island 
nation with a much smaller population. 

An Executive Board helps carry out the decisions made by the World Health Assembly. 
Its members are selected because they possess technical qualifications in health, 
although national politics still influence appointments. The Secretariat consists of the 
Director-General and the thousands of technical, administrative and field employees who 
perform WHO’s daily work. These employees include epidemiologists, doctors, nurses, 
laboratory specialists, statisticians, emergency coordinators, economists, 
communication experts and public-health researchers. 

The Director-General is the most visible leader, but the position is not equal to being a 
world health president. The Director-General cannot order a country to shut down 
businesses, require its people to receive vaccines, change its medical laws or release 
information the government wants hidden. WHO can investigate when allowed, issue 
warnings, publish recommendations, coordinate assistance and apply international 
pressure. Governments still possess authority within their own borders. 

This is one of the most important things to understand about WHO: it is not a world 
government. It has no international police force. It cannot arrest officials who hide an 
outbreak. It cannot independently enter a country, inspect every hospital or collect 
biological samples wherever it chooses. It depends heavily on national governments to 
report accurate information and permit access. If a government delays, lies or refuses 
cooperation, WHO may suspect that something is wrong without possessing the power 
to uncover the full truth immediately. 

Countries follow the International Health Regulations, a legal framework designed to 
prevent disease from spreading across borders. Under these regulations, governments 
are supposed to build systems capable of detecting outbreaks and notify WHO when an 
event might threaten other nations. WHO then helps gather information and determine 
whether the event may constitute a public-health emergency of international concern. 

A public-health emergency of international concern is not declared every time a disease 
appears. The event must be serious, unusual or unexpected, carry a risk of international 
spread and possibly require coordinated international action. The declaration serves as 
an alarm. It tells governments, laboratories, hospitals and health organizations that the 
situation requires special attention. It can help release emergency funding, accelerate 
research and improve the sharing of information. 

The declaration does not automatically give WHO control over national governments. It 
also does not mean the disease will definitely become a worldwide catastrophe. 
Declaring an emergency early can make the threat appear exaggerated if countries 
successfully contain it. Declaring too late can cost lives because the disease has already 
gained time to spread. WHO must make decisions before all the evidence is available, 
which means uncertainty is built into emergency health work. 



A pandemic is an epidemic that spreads across countries or continents and affects large 
numbers of people. The word mainly describes geographical spread; it does not 
automatically tell us how deadly the disease is. A disease can spread widely while 
causing mild illness in most people, or it can spread widely and kill millions. WHO may 
describe an outbreak as a pandemic, but that description does not create the disease or 
give the organization the legal power to impose worldwide lockdowns. 

Disease surveillance is one of WHO’s most important responsibilities. Surveillance 
means continuously collecting and studying information about sickness, death and 
unusual health events. Hospitals may notice an unexpected cluster of severe pneumonia. 
Laboratories may identify a strange virus. Veterinarians may detect an animal disease 
capable of infecting humans. Public-health agencies send information through national 
and international systems so experts can determine whether the cases are isolated or 
part of something larger. 

The process resembles watching smoke before seeing the fire. One unusual case may 
not mean much. Several similar cases in the same area may suggest a local outbreak. 
Similar cases appearing in multiple countries may indicate international spread. WHO 
brings information together so countries are not examining only what is happening 
within their own borders. 

WHO also develops standard definitions that allow medical information to be compared. 
If one country defines a disease differently from another, their numbers cannot be 
compared reliably. One nation might appear to have fewer cases simply because it uses a 
narrower definition. WHO helps establish what medical workers should count as a 
suspected, probable or confirmed case during many outbreaks. 

The International Classification of Diseases, commonly called the ICD, is another major 
WHO responsibility. The ICD assigns standardized names and codes to diseases, 
injuries, symptoms and causes of death. Doctors, hospitals, insurance systems, 
researchers and governments use these codes to organize medical information. When 
death certificates and hospital records follow common classifications, researchers can 
determine which diseases are increasing, which injuries are killing people and where 
health resources are most needed. 

WHO does not approve medicines for sale inside the United States; that is the 
responsibility of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Other countries have their own 
regulatory agencies. WHO instead evaluates medical evidence, develops treatment 
recommendations and runs programs that examine whether certain medicines, vaccines 
and health products meet international standards. Its prequalification process is 
especially important for lower-income countries that may not possess large regulatory 
agencies of their own. 

When WHO prequalifies a vaccine or medicine, it is not promising that the product can 
never cause a side effect. No medical treatment can carry that guarantee. The 



organization is determining whether evidence supports the product’s quality, safety and 
effectiveness and whether it was manufactured according to acceptable standards. 
International organizations can then use that evaluation when purchasing products for 
vaccination and treatment programs. 

WHO maintains a Model List of Essential Medicines. These are medicines considered 
especially important for meeting a population’s basic health needs. The list includes 
treatments for infections, pain, diabetes, heart disease, mental illness, cancer and many 
other conditions. Countries use the model when deciding which medicines should be 
widely available within their health systems. Being included does not mean a medicine is 
the newest or most expensive. It means the treatment has demonstrated important value 
and should be accessible. 

WHO also publishes treatment guidelines. A guideline may explain how to diagnose 
tuberculosis, which medicines should be used, how long treatment should continue and 
what to do when the bacteria resist ordinary drugs. Another guideline might address 
childbirth, childhood nutrition, depression, malaria or high blood pressure. National 
health agencies examine the recommendations and adapt them to their own laws, 
disease patterns and available resources. 

These guidelines are influential, but they are not sacred documents that can never 
change. Medical knowledge develops. New evidence may show that an old treatment is 
less effective than believed or that its risks were underestimated. WHO convenes 
specialists to review studies and update recommendations. Sometimes the organization 
moves too slowly. Sometimes it must release temporary guidance while evidence is still 
incomplete. Good public health requires the ability to change a recommendation without 
pretending the earlier uncertainty never existed. 

One of WHO’s greatest achievements was the eradication of smallpox. Smallpox was a 
highly contagious viral disease that killed roughly three out of every ten people who 
became infected and left many survivors scarred or blind. For centuries, it terrorized 
communities and devastated populations. Vaccination existed before WHO, but 
eliminating the disease worldwide required countries to work together. 

The smallpox campaign did not rely only on attempting to vaccinate every human being. 
Health workers searched for cases, isolated infected people, identified those who had 
been near them and vaccinated the surrounding contacts. This strategy created a 
protective ring around outbreaks. Teams sometimes traveled into remote areas under 
dangerous conditions. Countries that were political enemies still had to share 
information because one hidden outbreak could reintroduce the virus elsewhere. 

The last naturally occurring case was recorded in Somalia in 1977, and WHO declared 
smallpox eradicated in 1980. Eradication means something stronger than controlling a 
disease. Control reduces illness to a manageable level. Elimination stops transmission in 
a particular area. Eradication means natural transmission has ended everywhere in the 



world. Smallpox remains the only human infectious disease completely eradicated on a 
global scale. 

Polio became another major target. The disease can infect the nervous system and cause 
permanent paralysis, particularly in children. Global vaccination campaigns have 
reduced wild poliovirus cases by more than ninety-nine percent compared with the late 
twentieth century. Entire regions have been certified free of wild poliovirus, but the 
disease has not been completely eradicated. Transmission has remained in limited areas 
where war, distrust, difficult geography, attacks on health workers and weak medical 
systems interfere with vaccination. 

Polio also teaches why the final stage of disease eradication is so difficult. Reducing 
millions of cases to a few hundred is an extraordinary achievement, but finding and 
preventing every remaining chain of transmission requires intense surveillance. If even 
one community remains unprotected, the virus can continue circulating and eventually 
cross borders. Getting close to eradication can create false confidence, causing 
governments and families to lose interest before the work is complete. 

WHO has fought malaria through mosquito control, insecticide-treated bed nets, testing, 
medication and vaccine recommendations. Malaria is caused by parasites transmitted 
through the bites of infected mosquitoes. It is not caused by dirty water or cold weather, 
although environmental conditions affect where mosquitoes breed. Young children and 
pregnant women face especially serious risks in regions where transmission is common. 

Malaria remains difficult to defeat because the parasite, mosquito and human host 
interact in complicated ways. Mosquitoes can develop resistance to insecticides. 
Parasites can develop resistance to medicines. Climate, rainfall, housing conditions, 
poverty and access to health care all affect transmission. A bed net may be highly 
effective, but only if people possess one, use it properly and replace it when damaged. 
Health programs fail when they treat medical technology as though it operates separately 
from everyday life. 

Tuberculosis, usually called TB, is another major WHO concern. TB is caused by bacteria 
that usually attack the lungs and spread through the air. Someone can carry the bacteria 
without feeling sick, a condition known as latent TB infection. Active TB can cause 
coughing, weakness, fever, night sweats and weight loss. Treatment requires several 
antibiotics taken for months. If treatment is incomplete or ineffective, resistant forms of 
TB can develop and spread. 

WHO helps countries track TB, improve testing and organize treatment programs. The 
work involves more than delivering pills. Patients may need transportation, reliable food, 
protection from job loss and support completing a long treatment. A medicine cannot 
cure someone who cannot reach a clinic or who must choose between attending an 
appointment and feeding a family. 



HIV and AIDS transformed global health during the 1980s and 1990s. Early responses 
were damaged by fear, homophobia, misinformation and government denial. WHO helped 
develop prevention, testing and treatment strategies, though other organizations such as 
UNAIDS later assumed major coordinating roles. Antiretroviral medicines changed HIV 
from an almost certain death sentence into a manageable long-term condition for many 
people with access to treatment. The continuing problem is unequal access. Scientific 
discovery means little to a patient who cannot afford or obtain the medicine. 

WHO works on maternal and child health because pregnancy and childbirth can become 
deadly when basic services are missing. Severe bleeding, infection, high blood pressure 
and obstructed labor can kill a woman who might survive with trained assistance, blood 
supplies, medication or emergency surgery. Newborn deaths are often connected to 
premature birth, infection and complications during delivery. Many of these deaths are 
preventable, but prevention requires functioning health systems rather than a single 
miracle treatment. 

Nutrition is another part of WHO’s work. Malnutrition does not mean only starvation. A 
person can receive too few calories, lack vitamins and minerals, or consume enough 
energy while relying on food that contributes to obesity, diabetes and heart disease. 
Some countries face undernutrition and obesity at the same time. A child may lack 
protein and iron while adults in the same household consume inexpensive foods high in 
sugar, salt and unhealthy fats. 

Communicable diseases spread between people, animals or the environment. Influenza, 
measles, tuberculosis and COVID-19 are examples. Noncommunicable diseases do not 
ordinarily spread through infection. Heart disease, stroke, cancer, diabetes and many 
chronic lung conditions belong to this group. WHO addresses both because 
noncommunicable diseases now cause most deaths worldwide, even though infectious 
diseases remain devastating in many regions. 

Reducing heart disease is not as simple as telling people to exercise. Individual choices 
matter, but choices occur inside environments. A neighborhood without safe walking 
areas discourages physical activity. Families with limited money may rely on heavily 
processed food because it is inexpensive and available. Tobacco companies market 
addictive products. Air pollution can damage the cardiovascular and respiratory systems 
regardless of whether an individual smokes. WHO therefore examines personal behavior, 
commercial practices and government policy together. 

Tobacco control became one of WHO’s major international efforts. Tobacco kills through 
cancer, heart disease, stroke and chronic lung disease. Secondhand smoke harms 
people who never chose to smoke. The tobacco industry spent decades denying or 
confusing the evidence, targeting young people and fighting restrictions. WHO helped 
establish the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, an international treaty 
encouraging measures such as warning labels, advertising restrictions, smoke-free 
public spaces and higher tobacco taxes. 



Mental health is included because there is no honest definition of health that ignores the 
mind. Depression, anxiety, psychosis, addiction, trauma and suicide affect families, 
employment, education and physical health. Many countries have severe shortages of 
trained mental-health professionals. Others depend heavily on psychiatric institutions 
where patients may be isolated from their communities. WHO promotes 
community-based treatment, human rights and the integration of mental health into 
ordinary medical care. 

The organization also addresses health emergencies caused by earthquakes, floods, 
hurricanes, war and displacement. During these emergencies, people may lose clean 
water, electricity, medication and access to hospitals. Crowded shelters can increase the 
spread of disease. A person with diabetes may survive the original disaster but die 
because insulin cannot be refrigerated or replaced. Pregnant women continue going into 
labor during wars, and dialysis patients still require treatment during hurricanes. 

WHO helps assess needs, organize emergency medical teams and coordinate different 
organizations so they do not all send the same supplies while ignoring other necessities. 
Poorly coordinated aid can create another form of chaos. One location may receive piles 
of donated clothing while lacking antibiotics, clean water or surgical equipment. Some 
donations are expired, inappropriate or written in languages local workers cannot 
understand. Effective humanitarian assistance begins by asking what is actually needed. 

WHO has significant achievements, but it is not free from failure. During the 2014 Ebola 
outbreak in West Africa, the organization was widely criticized for reacting too slowly. 
Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone had weak health systems after years of poverty and 
conflict. Early warnings were missed, communication failed and the outbreak expanded 
before the international response reached the necessary scale. Thousands of people 
died. 

Ebola revealed internal weaknesses within WHO, including limited emergency funding, 
bureaucracy and confusion between regional and headquarters leadership. Governments 
and other international institutions also failed, but WHO could not avoid responsibility. 
The organization later created and strengthened emergency-response structures. Reform 
after failure is necessary, but it does not return the people who died while the system 
moved too slowly. 

COVID-19 placed WHO under even greater pressure. Chinese officials reported a cluster 
of unusual pneumonia cases in late December 2019. WHO declared a public-health 
emergency of international concern on January 30, 2020, and described COVID-19 as a 
pandemic on March 11. The virus spread globally, killed millions of people, overwhelmed 
hospitals and disrupted education, employment and ordinary family life. 

Critics argued that WHO was too cautious in confronting the Chinese government, 
repeated some early information without enough skepticism and took too long to fully 
recognize certain forms of transmission. Others blamed WHO for recommendations they 



considered too aggressive. The organization was attacked from opposite 
directions—accused of doing too much by some governments and too little by others. 

The raw truth is that WHO made mistakes, but it also lacked the power many people 
assumed it possessed. It could request information and access, but it could not seize 
Chinese records or independently enter every laboratory and hospital. Governments 
controlled their borders, emergency laws, testing systems and hospital preparations. 
Some national leaders ignored warnings, minimized the threat or turned basic medical 
questions into political identity tests. A worldwide institution with limited authority was 
expected to coordinate countries that did not trust one another and sometimes did not 
trust their own scientists. 

Early scientific uncertainty also created confusion. Researchers were learning about the 
virus while the emergency was already happening. Guidance concerning masks, 
transmission, isolation and vaccination changed as evidence developed. Some changes 
were justified by new information. Others reflected poor communication or institutional 
caution. Officials often damaged public trust by speaking with more certainty than the 
evidence allowed and then failing to clearly explain why recommendations changed. 

Changing guidance does not automatically prove that science is fraudulent. Science is a 
process for correcting knowledge. The real problem appears when officials hide 
uncertainty, dismiss reasonable questions or present policy choices as though they are 
pure scientific facts. Evidence can show that a virus spreads through the air, but 
governments must still decide how that evidence should affect schools, businesses and 
public events. Those decisions involve medicine, economics, education, law and ethics. 

WHO recommends vaccines, but it does not manufacture most vaccines or force people 
to receive them. Pharmaceutical companies and public research institutions develop the 
products. National regulators decide whether they can be used in their countries. 
Governments create vaccination policies. WHO studies evidence, issues 
recommendations, helps establish safety standards and supports global distribution. 

Vaccine safety does not mean that adverse effects are impossible. A safe vaccine is one 
whose known benefits outweigh its known risks for the population in which it is 
recommended. Side effects must be monitored because very rare problems may not 
appear until millions of doses have been given. Honest public health should explain both 
the benefits and the risks without exaggerating either one. 

WHO’s work is financed through contributions from member governments and voluntary 
donations from governments, foundations and other organizations. Some contributions 
can be used according to WHO’s overall priorities. Other money is earmarked, meaning 
the donor specifies the program where the funds must go. Earmarking can support 
valuable work, but it can also distort priorities. A disease that attracts wealthy donors 
may receive substantial funding while less fashionable problems remain neglected. 



This financial structure creates a real weakness. WHO is expected to act as an 
independent global authority, but it depends on governments and major donors for 
money and cooperation. Large donors do not officially own WHO, yet funding can 
influence what receives attention. The organization must protect its scientific credibility 
while negotiating with the same governments whose behavior it may need to criticize. 

Politics cannot be removed from WHO because health itself is political. Deciding who 
receives medicine first is political. Determining whether a country will admit inspectors is 
political. Setting the price of treatment is political. War, sanctions, migration and trade 
affect health. Governments may hide outbreaks because they fear losing tourism and 
business. They may blame foreign countries to escape responsibility for weak domestic 
preparation. 

Politics does not mean every WHO decision is fake or that medical evidence is 
meaningless. It means scientific information enters a world where governments have 
interests. WHO must sometimes communicate carefully to preserve access to a country. 
Excessive caution can make it appear weak or dishonest, but aggressive public 
condemnation may cause a government to close the door completely. There is no perfect 
solution when cooperation depends on officials who may be withholding information. 

WHO is also accused of allowing powerful countries too much influence. The criticism 
has some truth because powerful governments possess money, diplomatic pressure, 
research institutions and large pharmaceutical industries. Smaller countries can vote at 
the World Health Assembly, but they do not enter every negotiation with equal resources. 
Global health reflects global inequality. Countries that lack laboratories, doctors and 
manufacturing capacity must often depend on nations that already possess those 
advantages. 

The organization has faced controversy over Taiwan’s participation because the 
government of the People’s Republic of China claims Taiwan as part of China and 
opposes treating it as an independent country. Whatever position someone holds on that 
political dispute, infectious disease still requires information from every place where 
people live. When political recognition interferes with technical health cooperation, the 
world receives a clear example of diplomacy competing with disease control. 

WHO can be criticized without accepting wild claims about it. The organization does not 
secretly own national governments, command the world’s armies or possess the legal 
power to remove every person’s medical freedom. International agreements can 
influence national policy, but member governments negotiate those agreements and 
remain responsible for the laws they pass. A recommendation is not the same as a 
command, and an international regulation is not automatically an unlimited transfer of 
national power. 

At the same time, dismissing WHO as useless would ignore how modern health works. 
No country can independently track every virus, inspect every medicine, study every 



disease and prepare for every international emergency. Shared standards prevent 
countries from speaking completely different medical languages. International 
surveillance helps reveal threats earlier. Coordinated vaccination keeps diseases from 
moving back into places where they were previously controlled. 

WHO should not be treated as an unquestionable authority. Its recommendations deserve 
examination, and its leaders should be held responsible for errors, conflicts and delays. 
But healthy skepticism requires evidence. Rejecting everything because institutions can 
fail is no wiser than believing everything because an institution uses the word “health.” 
The serious position is to study what WHO said, what evidence existed at the time, what 
authority it actually possessed and which government or organization controlled the final 
decision. 

WHO does not usually operate local hospitals, replace national health departments or 
personally treat every patient during an outbreak. Its greatest strength lies in 
coordination, standards, research guidance and international communication. National 
ministries of health build public systems. Hospitals and clinics provide care. 
Organizations such as UNICEF concentrate heavily on children, while humanitarian 
groups may deliver emergency treatment directly in conflict zones. WHO helps connect 
the larger system and establish the technical framework within which much of that work 
occurs. 

Its value is easiest to miss when the system works. A dangerous outbreak may be 
contained before most of the world hears about it. A contaminated medicine may be 
identified and removed. A standardized diagnosis may help researchers compare cases 
across continents. A vaccination campaign may prevent a child from developing a 
disease the family never knew was nearby. Prevention leaves no dramatic image because 
the disaster never happens. 

WHO is therefore neither a global savior nor an empty collection of officials. It is a human 
institution built to manage problems larger than any one country. It carries the 
knowledge, ambition and political weaknesses of the governments that created it. It has 
helped eliminate smallpox, reduce polio, improve medical standards and organize 
responses to international emergencies. It has also reacted too slowly, communicated 
poorly and been constrained by money and politics. 

Understanding WHO means understanding that global health is shared work. A country 
can build excellent hospitals and still be threatened by a new pathogen arriving from 
elsewhere. A vaccine can be scientifically effective and still fail if people cannot access 
it. A warning can be accurate and still be ignored by political leaders. WHO stands in the 
middle of those problems, attempting to turn information into cooperation before disease 
turns delay into death. 

 


