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The World Health 
Organization

• Established on 7 April 1948

• Function: act as the UN directing 
and coordinating authority on 
international health work

• Objective: attainment by all peoples 
of the highest possible level of health

• Health: “A state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity” (WHO 
Constitution, 1948)



Over 7000 people work for 
WHO in 
 Headquarters (Geneva)
 6  Regional Offices
 150 Offices in Countries, 

Territories and Areas
 International Agency for 

Research on Cancer (IARC)

The WHO 3-level structure



WHO's core functions

1. Articulate ethical and evidence-based policy positions

2. Setting norms and standards, and promoting and monitoring their 
implementation

3. Shaping the research agenda, and stimulating the generation, translation and  
dissemination of valuable knowledge

4. Providing technical support, catalysing change and developing sustainable 
institutional capacity 

5. Monitoring the health situation and assessing health trends

6. Providing leadership on matters critical to health and engaging in 
partnerships where joint action is needed



Public Health and Environment



Occupational health
https://www.who.int/health-topics/occupational-health

https://www.who.int/health-topics/occupational-health


Radiation and Health

Mission

We work to 
strengthen radiation 
protection of the 
public, patients and 
workers worldwide. 

We provide Member 
States with 
evidence-based 
guidance, tools and 
technical advice on 
public health issues 
related to ionizing 
and non-ionizing 
radiation.
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WHO 
International 
EMF Project

• Established in 1996 

• Coordinated by WHO HQ

• Objectives
• Review the scientific literature on health effects of EMF 

exposure  and formally assess health risks; 
• Promote a focused agenda of high-quality EMF research; 
• Encourage internationally acceptable harmonized 

standards; 
• Provide information on risk perception, risk 

communication, risk management



Partners

http://www.wmo.int/pages/index_en.html
http://www.icnirp.org/
http://www.icohweb.org/site/homepage.asp


Electromagnetic Fields

Risk Assessment
The Evidence

Risk Management 
The Policies

Risk Perception
The Public Concern
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• Known biological mechanisms of interaction

• Large research databases and sophisticated dosimetric
models

• International exposure guidelines based on established 
health effects

• .... But remaining scientific uncertainty

The Present Scientific Knowledge



Evaluating the health risks
Review of research

http://www.niehs.nih.gov/emfrapid/booklet/emf2002.pdf

http://www.niehs.nih.gov/emfrapid/booklet/emf2002.pdf


Risk Assessment
The Evidence

RF Fields

2006 20072002 2013

Health risk assessments Research agendas



Problem Formulation

Health Risk Assessment

Exposure Assessment
Determine the amount, 
duration and pattern of 
exposure to the agent

Hazard Identification
Review key research to 

identify any potential health 
problems that an agent can 

cause

Exposure-Response 
Assessment

Estimate how much of the 
agent it would take to cause 

varying degrees of health 
effects that could lead to 

illnesses

Risk Characterization
Assess the risk for the 

agent to cause cancer or 
other illnesses in the 
general population

RF fields classified as 
"possibly carcinogenic to humans"

(Group 2B)



All studied 
outcomes

Problem Formulation

Health Risk Assessment (cont'd)

Exposure Assessment
Determine the amount, 
duration and pattern of 
exposure to the agent

Hazard Identification
Review key research to 

identify any potential health 
problems that an agent can 

cause

Exposure-Response 
Assessment

Estimate how much of the 
agent it would take to 

cause varying degrees of 
health effects that could 

lead to illnesses

Risk Characterization
Assess the risk for the agent 

to cause cancer or other 
illnesses in the general 

population

Radiofrequency Fields



5G and health?

• Millimetre waves are absorbed within mm of the skin surface (unlike RF energy 
at lower frequencies which can penetrate into tissue)

• Thermal effect still relevant

• A number of exploratory studies, but not necessarily targeted at possible health 
risks

• A lot of media attention

• Level of citizen concern varies between countries



Reviews on health aspects of 5G
National examples
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EMF Standards and Guidelines

• Emission standards have 
specifications that limit the EMF 
emissions from devices

• Exposure standards have 
specifications that limit EMF 
exposure to people



Standards and Guidelines

• Emission standards

• Measurement standards

• Exposure standards

http://www.icnirp.org/


Exposure guidelines

• Exposure guidelines are 
frequency dependent, and are 
independent of any specific 
technology

• A number of countries have 
legislation over the whole EMF 
spectrum, which therefore covers 
the frequencies to be used by 5G

• To date, WHO has not 
developed EMF exposure
guidelines, and does not 
endorse guidelines developed
by external entities



Risk Management 
The Policies

Legislation and standards National regulations and policies
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Radiation
Risk Communication

Public Health

Radon

UV

EMF

X-rays

Public Concern

Radon

UV

EMF

X-rays



Risk Perception
The Public Concern



Questions & Answers on 5G

https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-
detail/5g-mobile-networks-and-health

https://www.who.int/news-room/q-a-detail/5g-mobile-networks-and-health


Information provision on 5G
National examples



Challenges to governments….

• Rapidly evolving RF technologies 

• Launched on the market before health evaluation

• Disparities in risk management measures and regulations around the world

• Concern from the public

• Balancing any potential risks with major benefits from digital technologies for 
health (e-health, m-health, artificial intelligence, …)



https://www.who.int/images/default-source/health-topics/coronavirus/myth-
busters/web-mythbusters/eng-mythbusting-ncov-(15).tmb-1920v.png

https://www.who.int/images/default-source/health-topics/coronavirus/myth-busters/web-mythbusters/eng-mythbusting-ncov-(15).tmb-1920v.png
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