
Sustaining and Ensuring WHO’s Future 
WHO Sustainable Financing Primer 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has put in stark relief the vital role that the World Health Organization (WHO) plays as the 
leading global authority for health. Enshrined in its 75-year-old Constitution, WHO has a massive remit that goes far 
beyond responding to health emergencies: the right of all people around the world to the “highest attainable standard 
of health.”  Member States have reinforced WHO’s mandate over the years to cover a full range of health issues – from 
antimicrobial resistance to Zika – yet have been slow to offer new financing for the organization to fully deliver on its 
mission.  
 
Reports from independent reviews of WHO’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic have unanimously underscored the 
urgency of addressing the organization’s flawed financing structure. In 2021, Member States started a process to fix 
WHO’s broken financing, and in April 2022 a significant consensus was reached on a series of recommendations to make 
WHO’s financing structure more predictable and flexible, to enable the organization to maintain independence and 
deliver more fully on its mission.  
 
At the 75th World Health Assembly in May 2022, it will be up to Member States to affirm their consensus 
recommendations from April and safeguard WHO’s financial future.  
 

State of WHO Financing 
WHO’s budget is set every two years by the World Health Assembly, the governing body comprised of all WHO Member 
States. The budget is financed through assessed contributions, or unearmarked “membership dues” from its 194 
Member States, which are determined based on a country’s GDP. It is also financed through voluntary contributions, 
which can come from Member States or private philanthropic donors and can be either earmarked for specific projects 
or unearmarked.  
 
This basic financing model has not changed in decades. Rather, Member States have prioritized “zero nominal growth,” 
not allowing the level of assessed contributions to rise even at the pace of inflation, while simultaneously adding 
responsibilities for WHO to undertake.  As a result, the proportion of assessed contributions as a percentage of the WHO 
overall budget has declined steadily over the past decade.i Without predictable resources from assessed contributions, 
the vast majority of WHO’s budget has relied on voluntary funds, which are often earmarked to address specific 
priorities and can be withheld at any time.   
 
 In the current WHO biannual budget cycle (2022-2023), the approved base budget is US $4.4 billion – roughly equivalent 
to the budget of a medium-sized hospital in the United States. ii Predictable, flexible financing in the form of assessed 
contributions covers less than 20% of WHO’s overall funding needs. iii 
 
Despite these shortfalls, WHO continues to deliver strong value for money. A recently published WHO Investment 
Case suggests that investments in WHO produce an economic return of $35 USD for every $1 USD invested. iv 
 

Implications of WHO's Financing Model 
WHO’s current financing model does not allow it to successfully act as the world’s coordinating health authority. As the 
Independent Panel on Pandemic Preparedness and Response confirmed in its final report, “The way that WHO is 
financed today has serious impacts on the quality of the organization’s performance. Its precarious financing is a 
major risk to the integrity and independence of its work.”v 

 
The current unstable and inflexible financing structure has implications for WHO’s ability to perform its key functions:   
 

• Approximately 80% of WHO’s budget depends on voluntary, mostly earmarked, contributions from over 3,000 
individual grants. vi The staff time required to manage these grants and their respective reporting processes is 
inherently inefficient and detracts from staff’s ability to perform their key functions in safeguarding global public 
health.   



• Reliance on heavily earmarked voluntary funding forces WHO to employ more than 25% of its workforce 
through temporary contracts or consultancies, vii and only 10% of its country office staff – present in 150 
countries around the world – are paid for with flexible funding. viii Such uncertainty hinders WHO’s ability to 
attract and retain the best talent to execute its core responsibilities.  

• WHO’s the Contingency Fund for Emergencies. which serves as WHO’s primary means of responding to dozens 
of potential health threats each year, has not been fully funded since its establishment in 2015. ix At the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the Contingency Fund for Emergencies was only 22% funded.x 

• WHO’s Prequalification Programme, an essential service for high- and low-income countries alike, which 
provides authoritative guidance on medications to ensure they meet global standards of quality, safety, and 
efficacy, gets more than half of its funding from unpredictable, voluntary contributions.xi    

 

Ensuring a Sustainably Financed WHO at the 75th WHA  
The COVID-19 pandemic and related independent review processes have sparked fresh interest in strengthening WHO 
to meet the demands of the day, including health emergencies. To this end, the Working Group on Sustainable Financing 
(WGSF), established in early 2021 and open to all Member States, has made substantive progress in addressing WHO’s 
financing troubles.   
 
In April 2022, the Working Group agreed on the need to commit to a plan for annual increases to assessed contributions 
based on a percentage of the WHO base budget so that by the 2030-2031 biennium (or ideally the prior biennium), 
these contributions will cover 50% of the base budget. xii  If Member States stick to that plan, it should allow WHO to 
receive an increase of roughly USD$600 million a year from assessed contributions. Furthermore, the Working Group 
agreed that all funding to the WHO base budget should be as flexible as possible (i.e. unearmarked) to enhance 
efficiency and impact, and that WHO should endeavor to broaden its funding base, including through exploring a 
replenishment-type model. Proposed increases are conditioned on ongoing WHO reforms that have been requested by 
Member States, particularly budget transparency, efficiency, and accountability, many of which are already underway.  
 
The consensus on recommendations achieved by the Working Group on Sustainable Financing in late April is a 
significant positive step toward fixing WHO’s broken financing and should be endorsed at the 75th World Health 
Assembly in May 2022.  
 
Maintaining the status quo limits the WHO’s ability to fulfill its mandate, prevent the next health crisis, and create a 
safer, healthier world for all.  
 
 
 
If you have questions, please contact Dana McLaughlin at dmclaughlin@unfoundation.org. 
 

 
i https://apps.who.int/gb/wgsf/pdf_files/wgsf7/WGSF_7_INF2-en.pdf  
ii https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/346071/9789240036109-eng.pdf  
iii https://apps.who.int/gb/wgsf/pdf_files/wgsf7/WGSF_7_INF2-en.pdf  
iv https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-working-group-on-
sustainable-financing--final-meeting---25-april-2022  
v https://theindependentpanel.org/mainreport/ 
vi https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-working-group-on-
sustainable-financing--final-meeting---25-april-2022  
vii https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-intergovernmental-
working-group-on-sustainable-financing---27-september-2021 
viii https://apps.who.int/gb/wgsf/pdf_files/wgsf7/WGSF_7_INF1-en.pdf  
ix https://cdn-auth-cms.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/emergencies/who-cfe-brochure.pdf?sfvrsn=d504597b_3  
x https://cdn-auth-cms.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/emergencies/who-cfe-brochure.pdf?sfvrsn=d504597b_3  
xi http://open.who.int/2020-21/our-work/category/01/programme/01.003/flow.  
xii https://apps.who.int/gb/wgsf/pdf_files/wgsf7/WGSF_7_4-en.pdf  
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