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This document, prepared by the Global Policy Council, is presented to the Regional 

Committee to support initial discussion of the review of the Constitution. It contains 

material which should be considered in addition to the summary of discussions held by the 

Sub-Committee of the Regional Committee on Programmes and Technical Cooperation 

(WPRlRC471I 1). 

The attached document will be discussed by all the regional committees and the 

Special Group of the Executive Board at its meeting which will be held in October 1996. 

The forwarded comments of the regional committees will form part of the discussion of 

that special group. 

The Regional Committee is therefore asked to include consideration of the points 

made in this document with the conclusions and recommendations made by the 

Sub-Committee. Wide consultation is required between the Member States and the 

secretariat of WHO during the process of developing the new global health policy. 
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GLOBAL POLICY COUNCIL 

REVIEW OF WHO'S MISSION AND FUNCTIONS 

GPC/12.2 Rev.l 
3 July 1996 

The Executive Board, taking into account the continuing process of global change, decided to 
establish a special group of six members of the Executive Board (one from each region) and its 
Chairman to undertake an examination of the Constitution, giving priority to consideration of WHO's 
mission and functions (decision EB97(l1». In order to ensure ownership and consensus, such an 
issue should be widely discussed with all Member States, regional committees, the Board and the 
Health Assembly; as well as with experts in Constitutional and public health matters. 

The GPC reviewing the issue at its 11 th session decided thus to proceed with an extensive 
consultation starting with the regional committees in September/October 1996. The purpose of this 
document is to serve as a basis for the first discussion on the review of the Constitution at the 
regional committee meetings in September/October 1996 and at the meeting of the Special Group of 
the Executive Board in October 1996; comments of the Regional Committees will also be forwarded 
to the Special Group_ 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The development of a mission statement and functions for any body or organization should 
be preceded by a period of strategic thinking leading up to the definition of a "vision", i.e. a 
collective view of future development. Following the establishment of this general framework, the 
definition of a "mission" is the drawing up of the organization's overall objective, in line with the 
vision. The mandate and its related "functions", as outlined in constitutional documents, define the 
obligations and authority to act given to the organization. 

Within this logic, the World Health Organization is at present proceeding with the 
development of its long-term policy (2000-2025) on equity, solidarity and health, which will be 
endorsed by the World Health Assembly in May 1998. The vision, mission and functions of the 
Organization will be closely dependent on the new policy. As this policy will result from a 1"""1 
consultation of all WHO's Member States, it will also go far in securing their consensus and 
ownership of WHO's mission and functions. I In this perspective, the vision, mission and functions of 
the Organization should be seen as guiding the Organization as a whole, both Member States and the 
Secretariat. 

Before undertaking a review of the Constitution, as requested by the Executive Board, it will 
be necessary to proceed with an evaluation of the role played by the Constitution in relation to the 
work of the Organization over the past 50 years, to identify whether the Constitution has facilitated 
the work of the Organization or whether, in certain circumstances, it might have had a curtailing 
effect. Similarly, in line with the future policy on equity, solidarity and health, the potential role of 
the Constitution over the next 25 years should be studied in relation to what is expected of WHO. In 
addition, questions should be raised on how the Constitution might be revised to support the 
implementation of this policy. 

Prior to this evaluation the present document endeavours to present the vision, mission and 
functions of WHO in the light of the evolution of the policy of the Organization. 

II. VISION FOR THE FUTURE WORK OF WHO 

The WHO Constitution, adopted in 1946, gave the following basic principles and definition 
of health to guide the work of the Organization: 

"Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely 
the absence of disease or infirmity. 

The enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being without distinction of race, religion, political belief, 
economic or social condition. 

The health of all peoples is fundamental to the attainment of peace and security and 
is dependent upon the fullest co-operation of individuals and States. 

'Please refer to resolution WHA48.16 and, in particular, to operative paragraph 4(1). 
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The achievement of any State in the promotion and protection of health is of value to 
all. 

Unequal development in different countries in the promotion of health and control of 
disease, especially communicable disease, is a common danger. 

Healthy development of the child is of basic importance; the ability to live 
harmoniously in a changing total environment is essential to such development. 

The extension to all peoples of the benefits of medical, psychological and related 
knowledge is essential to the fullest attainment of health. 

Informed opinion and active co-operation on the part of the public are of the utmost 
importance in the improvement of the health of the people. 

Governments have a responsibility for the health of their peoples which can be 
fulfilled only by the provision of adequate health and social measures. 

These principles were supplemented in 1978 by the declaration of Alma-Ata, stating inter 
alia that: 

....... "health, which is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing, and 
not merely the absence of disease or infIrmity, is a fundamental human right and that 
the attainment of the highest possible level of health is a most important world-wide 
social goal whose realization requires the action of many other social and economic 
sectors in addition to the health sector." .......... . 

In 1981, resolution WHA34.36, in adopting the global strategy for health for all by the 
year 2000 based on primary health care, completed WHO's vision by giving an aspirational 
quantified goal to its Member States and secretariat. 

The abovementioned concepts, successively established in 1946, 1978 and 1981, remain 
valid as primary health care remains relevant for national health systems, but will need to be adjusted 
in 1998 after the high-level political endorsement of the health charter based on the new global health 
policy called for in resolution WHA48.16. The new health policy will generate further requirements 
from WHO and guide the vision of the Organization'S future role. 
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m. REDEFINING WHO'S MISSION 

WHO's Constitution (Article 1) states that: 

"The objective of the World Health Organization (hereinafter called the 
Organization) shall be the attainment by all peoples of the highest possible level of 
health." 

This objective, which was specified in resolution WHA34.36, states inter alia: 

" .............. Considering this Strategy to be an invaluable basis for attaining the goal 
of health for all by the year 2000 through the solemnly agreed, combined efforts of 
governments, people and WHO; 

l. ADOPTS the Global Strategy for health for all by the year 2000; 

2. PLEDGES WHO's total commitment to the fulfilment of its part in this 
solemn agreement for health;............ " 

and by the Alma-Ata declaration's reference to health as a fundamental human right. 

Closer to the year 2000, and as the goal of health for all remains the Organization's objective, 
we may have to give an "interim" working definition of WHO's mission as follows: WHO's Mission 
is to promote and ensure the attainment by and for all peoples, as their fundamental human right, of 
the highest possible level of health This implies that the evolving needs of all peoples are met, with 
their own full involvement, so that they have access to the essential elements of health security and 
sustainable human development. 

However, it may be justified to await 1998 to finalize the redefinition of WHO's mission as 
requested by the World Health Assembly in resolution WHA48.16: 

" 

REQUESTS the Director-General: ........................ .. 

(6) to elaborate the new global health policy, based on the outcome of the 
consultation process, to serve as objective and guidance for updating of global, 
regional and national health-for-all strategies and for development of mechanisms to 
enable all concerned to fulfill their role, taking into account that essential aspects of 
primary health care have not yet been achieved by a number of countries, especially 
the least developed countries; 

(7) to redefine WHO's mission and the meaning of technical cooperation for 
WHO in the pursuance of that global health policy; 
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(8) to take the necessary measures for WHO to secure, at a special event 
connected to the World Health Assembly of 1998, in conjunction with the fiftieth 
anniversary of WHO, high-level political endorsement of a health charter based on 
the new global health policy, in order to obtain political ownership of the policy and 
commitment to its implementation; 

n 

IV. WHO'S FUNCTIONS 

WHO's Constitution (Article 2) states that in order to achieve its objective, the functions of 
the Organization shall be: 

n (a) to act as the directing and coordinating authority on international health work; 

(b) to establish and maintain effective collaboration with the United Nations, specialized 
agencies, governmental health administrations, professional groups and such other 
organizations as may be deemed appropriate; 

(c) to assist Governments, upon request, in strengthening health services; 

(d) to furnish appropriate technical assistance and, in emergencies, necessary aid upon 
the request or acceptance of Governments; 

(e) to provide or assist in providing, upon the request of the United Nations, health 
services and facilities to special groups, such as the peoples of trust territories; 

(1) to establish and maintain such administrative and technical services as may be 
required, including epidemiological and statistical services; 

(g) to stimulate and advance work to eradicate epidemic, endemic and other diseases; 

(h) to promote, in cooperation with other specialized agencies where necessary, the 
prevention of accidental injuries; 

(i) to promote, in cooperation with other specialized agencies where necessary, the 
improvement of nutrition, housing, sanitation, recreation, economic or working 
conditions and other aspects of environmental hygiene; 

G) to promote cooperation among scientific and professional groups which contribute to 
the advancement of health; 

(k) to propose conventions, agreements and regulations, and make recommendations 
with respect to international health matters and to perform such duties as may be 
assigned thereby to the Organization and are consistent with its objective; 

(I) to promote maternal and child health and welfare and to foster the ability to live 
harmoniously in a changing total environment; 
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(m) to foster activities in the field of mental health, especially those affecting the 
harmoJlY of human relations; 

(n) to promote and conduct research in the field of health; 

(0) to promote improved standards of teaching and training in the health, medical and 
related professions; 

(p) to study and report on, in cooperation with other specialized agencies where 
necessary, administrative and social techniques affecting public health and medical 
care from preventive and curative points of view, including hospital services and 
social security; 

(q) to provide information, counsel and assistance in the field of health; 

(r) to assist in developing an informed public opinion among all peoples on matters of 
health; 

(s) to establish and revise as necessary international nomenclatures of diseases, of 
causes of death and of public health practices; 

(t) to standardize diagnostic procedures as necessary; 

(u) to develop, establish and promote international standards with respect to food, 
biological, pharmaceutical and similar products; 

(v) generally to take all necessary action to attain the objective of the Organization." 

The first and most important function of the Organization is to: "act as the directing and 
coordinating authority on international health work". This implies a leadership function for the 
Organization which has been and will continue to be complemented by two other types of function; 
first, the development of policies and standards applicable worldwide (referred to as "normative" 
functions); and second, the support to countries in defming and achieving their health goals (referred 
to as "technical cooperation with countries"). There is complementarity and synergy between the two 
main functions; to enable effective technical cooperation to take place with countries, there must be 
sufficient standard-setting and methodology development. WHO cannot perform its role of direction 
and coordination without engaging in technical cooperation with countries to test, modify, and revise 
standards and guidelines according to field experience. It is necessary to achieve the right balance 
and link between these functions. 

A rapid survey among technical programmes at WHO headquarters shows that almost every 
element of technical cooperation has a normative component. However, the type and extent varies 
from programme to programme, as does their compulsory nature, i.e. from binding international 
obligations resulting from international agreements and regulations, international standards and 
norms, to more flexible ones, such as methods and instruments which can be adapted to local 
conditions. The survey also shows that technical cooperation and normative activities are 
complementary aspects of WHO's work which are not mutually exclusive and cannot be dissociated. 

II 
" ., 
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More recently the 9GPW (Chapter II, Section (2)) also emphasized the complementarity of 
the two main functions: 

"The two main functions of WHO are technical cooperation with countries, and 
directing and coordinating international health work. They are complementary 
and include: advocacy for health, stimulating specific health action and 
disseminating information; developing norms and standards, plans and policies; 
developing models for monitoring, assessing and evaluating programmes and 
projects; training; research promotion; direct technical consultation and resource 
mobilization. WHO has always determined how best to carry out these functions in 
the light of changing needs, obstacles and opportunities. During the period covered 
by the Ninth General Programme of Work, both the technical cooperation with 
countries and the directing and coordinating function will be focused on 
enhancing the capacity of countries to define and implement their own priorities 
for health development and public health action, disease prevention and health 
promotion, and to establish sustainable health infrastructure." 

During the past 50 years, countries and WHO, individually in respect of country programmes 
or collectively through the World Health Assembly, choose the most relevant approach on the basis 
of needs, long-term impact and sustainability. To this end, WHO has brought together the 
international health policies, ethical principles, scientific and human knowledge, technology, 
experience, resources and energy of all partners in health development. Consequently, since the 
adoption of the Constitution in 1946, WHO's functions may have evolved and different emphasis has 
been placed on some of them in line with the evolution of the health situation in the world and 
available resources (human, technological and fmancial) to improve this situation. While the 
functions enumerated in Article 2 remain generally valid, only an analysis of the Organization's 
activities over the past 50 years, and of the new mission, vision and policies for the next 25 years in 
the light of these functions, will show if there is a need for revision or for specific modifications. 

V. CONCLUSION 

Considering the need expressed in decision EB97(l1), and because the possible revision of 
the Constitution is a complex endeavour that will necessitate extensive consultation of Member 
States as wen as experts, the present document contains a few "interim" definitions for the 
consideration of the regional committees and the special group of the Executive Board on the review 
of the Constitution of the World Health Organization. These defmitions may be modified later in the 
light of the text and spirit of the new policy and health charter. 

In summary, although revisiting the vision, mission and functions of the Organization might 
improve present defmitions, it may be useful to await the adoption in 1998, of the new health policy 
on equity, solidarity and health and its related charter, before doing so. In the meantime, a review of 
the relevance of the Constitution and of its effectiveness in providing support to the work of the 
Organization over the past 50 years should be undertaken. 


