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The U.S. Has Pulled Out of the WHO. Here’s What That
Means for Public Health

Geneva, Switzerland - November 16, 2024: Exterior view of the headquarters of the World Health Organization (WHO), the
specialized agency of the United Nations responsible for global public health Getty Images
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T he U.S. was one of the first countries to join the World Health Organization (WHO)
when it was created in 1948 as part of the United Nations. But on Jan. 22, 2026, it
officially withdrew from the global health group.

The U.S. has historically been the largest funder to the WHO, through both its assessed and
voluntary contributions, so the departure is poised to disrupt both global and domestic
health. “This is one of the most penny-wise and billion-dollar-foolish moves,” says Michael
Osterholm, director of the Center for Infectious Disease Research and Policy at the
University of Minnesota.
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The WHO’s charter does not contain a clause allowing member states to withdraw. But in
agreeing to join decades ago, the U.S. Congress included an option to leave the organization
as long as the U.S. gave a year’s notice and met its financial obligations by paying its dues in
full.

The first condition appears to have been met: A year ago, President Donald Trump gave
notice that the U.S. would withdraw. But the U.S. has not paid its outstanding dues—
including from the final year of the Biden Administration.

The WHO’s principal legal officer Steven Solomon said during a press briefing on Jan. 13 that
the matter will be discussed by the organization’s executive board, which is scheduled to
meet in February, and those talks could extend to the General Assembly that meets in May.
“We look forward to member states discussing this,” he said. “Because these questions of
withdrawal—questions of the conditions, the promise, and agreement reached between the
U.S. and World Health Assembly [of the WHO]—these are issues reserved for member states,
and not issues WHO staff can decide.”

Advertisement

Will the U.S. be prevented from working with the WHO?

Dr. Tedros Ghebreysus, WHO Director-General, has said he is open to accepting the U.S.
back as a member and hopes it will reconsider the decision to withdraw.

“WHO has signaled—very intentionally, I think—that they want to continue to work with the
U.S.,” says Dr. Judd Walson, chair of international health at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health. “The flag of the United States continues to fly outside the WHO
building [in Geneva], and that’s not a mistake. It’s a very intentional signal that they welcome
us to re-engage.”

Read More: Bill Gates: I’m Still Optimistic About Global Health

Osterholm says researchers will likely continue to stay in touch with their global-health
colleagues, but on an individual level that lacks the coordination and clout of federal-level
participation. The yearly update of the flu vaccine is a good example. “The flu world has
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always been very close globally,” he says. “I am quite convinced that there will be unofficial
information-sharing among this group. The question is, at what point does that information
have to be official in order for companies to take action deciding which vaccine strains they
are going to use?”

Advertisement

Walson sits on a few WHO committees and says he asked his colleagues there whether the
U.S. decision changed his ability to participate. “They said absolutely not—that as a U.S.
citizen, I still have the capacity to participate in the workings of the WHO. And there are
scientists and technical experts engaging to continue to maintain our access [to the WHO]
at the individual level. Clearly we have lost the coordination of all of these activities, but we
will still have some engagement.”

Solomon echoed that intention. “While there is an open question when and how withdrawal
happens, there is not an open question about what the constitution says about WHO’s
overall mission. The constitution sets out the objective for the organization, of health for all
people, wherever they live and without discrimination.”

What will change now that the U.S. is no longer a member
of the WHO?

One of the first things that could change for U.S. scientists is their access to databases that
are important for monitoring infectious diseases like influenza, as well as emerging threats
that could affect the health of Americans, such as COVID. While many of these data sources
are public, and U.S. scientists will continue to access them, they might not have as much
insight into how the raw data were collected and processed, says Walson. That could be
important for understanding how to interpret the information and for getting a head start on
potentially dangerous outbreaks of new infectious diseases. 
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One major dataset involves tracking influenza strains as they emerge around the world—an
important tool for determining which strains of the virus are dominating in a particular year,
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and therefore which strains vaccine makers should target in the annual flu shot. The WHO
makes public recommendations each year to guide manufacturers’ decisions, and it’s
unclear how much access the U.S. will continue to have to this data in advance of the WHO’s
recommendation.

“By pulling out, we are not just losing our ability to provide data, but also to contribute to the
dialogue and make sure we have a say in understanding why the flu vaccine is being
composed in the way it is every year,” says Dr. Jeanne Marrazzo, CEO of the Infectious
Diseases Society of America and former director of the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases. “It takes the seat at the table away from us. And those tables are where
global health decisions are made.”

Advertisement

The effects on U.S. and global health “will be a slow bleed,” says Walson. “Most Americans
will not wake up on Jan. 23 and say, ‘Look what happened when the U.S. withdrew from
WHO.’ But the problem is that the impacts will be difficult to reverse once they happen.”

That includes being less aware of emerging disease threats, which could become worse if
the U.S. is unprepared for them. Early detection is critical for avoiding large-scale outbreaks
and avoiding disease and deaths, says Osterholm. “Early detection is a priceless gift in terms
of responding. It’s like a forest fire. If the fire is only five acres big, that’s different from
responding to a fire that is 5,000 acres big. Unfortunately, we may now find ourselves in the
5,000-acre scenario when it comes to disease outbreaks.”

That could have implications for how well health officials can respond to those threats. “We
are not going to know when the next concerning outbreak of pneumonia happens, and we
won’t be able to prepare with a drug or vaccine or whatever response is appropriate,” says
Marrazzo. “We won’t be able to tell [Americans] who travel abroad about health risks. I’m
worried about missing sentinel events because we pulled back.”
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Walson, who is currently collaborating with the WHO on projects in Kenya, says “people are
much more skeptical of the motivations of Americans and American institutions in engaging
in global collaboration” than they used to be. “There is a sense that we have always been a
wolf in sheep’s clothing, and have just now revealed that to the world. It’s harder to say that
we are going to work together to resolve problems when people feel we continue to have
ulterior, self-serving motives.”

Read More: How a Tiny Worm Helped Unlock the Biology of Aging

The withdrawal of the U.S. from the global health community also has important geopolitical
implications. While the WHO’s policies are determined by consensus by all member states,
the absence of the U.S. now creates room for other countries to exert more influence, which
could affect global health priorities. “Countries like India, Saudi Arabia, Russia, and China are
stepping in to make up some of the void left by the U.S.,” Walson says. “That has
consequences for who is setting priorities and who has influence in the halls of WHO to
guide policy and guidelines.”

Advertisement

Even more damaging than the immediate effects on specific health programs, he says, is the
broader economic and political impact of weakening global health programs. Since the U.S.
has been the largest funder of the WHO, the withdrawal has forced Ghebreyesus to revise
the budget and rely less heavily on dominant donors, which he told TIME in 2025 he had
already begun doing before Trump’s decision to withdraw. He said at the Jan. 13 briefing that
while the organization now has 75% off its needed budget covered, 25% remains to be
raised.

Still, the restricted budget potentially means fewer resources to support the health of low-
and middle-income countries, which rely on the WHO for financial support and guidance on
health policies and recommendations. “A lot of countries rely on technical expertise from
WHO, and as the work force shrinks, that becomes less available,” says Walson. “As countries
experience worse health—more mortality and morbidity—economic conditions worsen as
sick populations can’t work, and the economic situation of already poor countries
deteriorates further. Political instability follows, with mass migration, war, and conflict, and
now things start spilling over borders.”
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Those countries aren’t the only ones that are likely to suffer, he says. “The degradation of
political systems as a result of worsening health will have consequences for U.S. health, as
that will further the spread of disease.”

What’s more, Walson says, the economies of developed nations like the U.S. depend on the
strength and stability of the developing world, which makes up the market that sustains
these economies. “When we are no longer supporting them to help them grow, we are
constraining our own markets,” he says. That recognition of the need for a multi-lateral
approach to global health was the impetus behind creating the WHO in the first place, based
on the reality that countries interact and depend on one another—and the health of one
affects the health of all.

“Withdrawal from the WHO is a lose for the United States, and also a lose for the rest of the
world,” said Ghebreyesus at the briefing. “It also makes the U.S. unsafe and the rest of the
world unsafe. It’s not really the right decision.”

AdvertisementWe and our partners store and/or access information on a device, such as unique IDs in
cookies to process personal data. You may accept or manage your choices by clicking
below, including your right to object where legitimate interest is used, or at any time in the
privacy policy page. These choices will be signaled to our partners and will not affect
browsing data.

We and our partners process data to provide:
Use precise geolocation data. Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising and content, advertising
and content measurement, audience research and services development.

We Care About Your Privacy

4/7/26, 11:05 PM What the U.S.’ Withdrawal from the WHO Means for Public Health

https://time.com/7357180/us-withdrawal-who-world-health-organization/ 7/9

https://time.com/article/2026/04/05/-safe-and-sound-how-a-u-s-airman-shot-down-in-iran-was-rescued-from-a-mountain-crevice/?utm_rs=IL_GNBazf4RR9GSs3N-N37Btw
https://time.com/article/2026/04/06/25th-amendment-constitution-trump-war-iran-threat-insanity/?utm_rs=IL_GNBazf4RR9GSs3N-N37Btw
https://time.com/article/2026/04/01/iran-war-president-open-letter-american-people/?utm_rs=IL_GNBazf4RR9GSs3N-N37Btw
https://www.ketch.com/?utm_campaign=customer%20banner&utm_source=ketchcookiebanner&utm_medium=banner&org=time


READ MORE

Sections

Home

Politics

Health

AI

World

Business

Science

Climate

Ideas

Entertainment

Sports

Technology

Newsletters

More

The TIME Vault

TIME Africa

TIME France

TIME For Kids

TIME Futures

TIME Studios

Video

Red Border

Supplied Partner Content

About Us

Our Mission Masthead

We and our partners store and/or access information on a device, such as unique IDs in
cookies to process personal data. You may accept or manage your choices by clicking
below, including your right to object where legitimate interest is used, or at any time in the
privacy policy page. These choices will be signaled to our partners and will not affect
browsing data.

We and our partners process data to provide:
Use precise geolocation data. Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising and content, advertising
and content measurement, audience research and services development.

We Care About Your Privacy

4/7/26, 11:05 PM What the U.S.’ Withdrawal from the WHO Means for Public Health

https://time.com/7357180/us-withdrawal-who-world-health-organization/ 8/9

https://time.com/
https://time.com/section/politics/
https://time.com/section/health/
https://time.com/tag/ai/
https://time.com/section/world/
https://time.com/section/business/
https://time.com/section/science/
https://time.com/section/climate/
https://time.com/section/ideas/
https://time.com/section/entertainment/
https://time.com/section/sports/
https://time.com/tag/technology/
https://time.com/newsletters/?source=TD_Footer_Link&utm_source_pg=web&utm_medium_pg=footer&utm_campaign_pg=footer&utm_content_pg=footer-inside-time
https://time.com/vault/
https://africa.time.com/
https://www.timefrance.fr/
https://www.timeforkids.com/
https://time.com/collection/time-co2-futures/
https://studios.time.com/
https://time.com/collections/time-video/
https://redborder.time.com/
https://partnercontent.time.com/
https://time.com/about-time/
https://time.com/time-masthead/
https://time.com/
https://www.ketch.com/?utm_campaign=customer%20banner&utm_source=ketchcookiebanner&utm_medium=banner&org=time


Contact the Editors

Press Room

Media Kit

Reprints & Permissions

Careers

Site Map

Modern Slavery Statement

Your Subscriptions

Subscribe

Access My Digital Magazine

Manage My Subscription

Global Help Center

Buy an Issue

Shop the Cover Store

Give a Gift

© 2026 TIME USA, LLC. All Rights Reserved. Use of this site constitutes acceptance of our Terms of Service, Privacy Policy
(Your Privacy Rights) and Do Not Sell or Share My Personal Information.

TIME may receive compensation for some links to products and services on this website. Offers may be subject to change
without notice.

We and our partners store and/or access information on a device, such as unique IDs in
cookies to process personal data. You may accept or manage your choices by clicking
below, including your right to object where legitimate interest is used, or at any time in the
privacy policy page. These choices will be signaled to our partners and will not affect
browsing data.

We and our partners process data to provide:
Use precise geolocation data. Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising and content, advertising
and content measurement, audience research and services development.

We Care About Your Privacy

4/7/26, 11:05 PM What the U.S.’ Withdrawal from the WHO Means for Public Health

https://time.com/7357180/us-withdrawal-who-world-health-organization/ 9/9

mailto:feedback@time.com
https://time.com/section/press-room/
https://time.com/mediakit/
https://www.parsintl.com/publication/time
https://time.com/join-time/
https://time.com/sitemap.xml
https://time.com/modern-slavery-statement/
https://time.com/subscribe-footer-time/
https://geo.ema.gs/time_digital
https://support.time.com/
https://support.time.com/
https://magazineshop.us/collections/time-magazine/
https://timecoverstore.com/
https://time.com/giveagift/
https://www.facebook.com/time
https://www.instagram.com/time/?hl=en
https://twitter.com/time
https://www.pinterest.com/timemagazine
https://legal.time.com/terms-of-service
https://legal.time.com/us-privacy-policy
https://legal.time.com/us-privacy-policy
https://www.ketch.com/?utm_campaign=customer%20banner&utm_source=ketchcookiebanner&utm_medium=banner&org=time

