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xviiDefinition
WHO describes urban complexity as arising from interactions
among individuals, institutions and environments. These
interactions can produce outcomes that are unexpected or
difficult to predict.
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xixDefinition
WHO emphasizes partnerships involving different
stakeholders, sectors and domains because responsibility for
urban health is distributed across government and society
rather than concentrated in the health sector alone.
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xxSomething to Think About
WHO connects participation with addressing power
imbalances and health disparities. How can governments
ensure that vulnerable or marginalized communities have
meaningful opportunities to influence policies affecting their
health?
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1.1Did You Know That...
About 4.4 billion people lived in urban areas in 2020. Using a
broader standardized definition that includes towns and
semi-dense areas, about three out of every four people
globally lived in urban areas.

1.1Did You Know That...
WHO projects that urban populations will increase by around
50% by 2050. This means that decisions being made now
about housing, transport, water, sanitation, land use and other
urban infrastructure will affect the health of billions of people
in the future.

1.1Something to Think About
Urbanization itself does not necessarily harm health. Cities
can create opportunities to improve health and health equity.
What characteristics of an urban environment might help
improve health, and what characteristics might create health
risks?

1.1Interesting Facts
WHO reports that, on average, urban dwellers have better
health outcomes than rural residents. At the same time, WHO
emphasizes that urban areas contain major health
inequalities, particularly affecting residents of slums and
informal settlements.

1.1Definition
Health in All Policies is an approach WHO identifies as
supporting intersectoral action on urban health. It reflects the
recognition that decisions in areas such as transport, housing
and land use can affect health, so health needs to be
considered beyond the health sector.
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1.1Did You Know That...
WHO estimates that more than 99% of the global population
breathes air that does not meet its air-quality guidelines. Air
pollution is therefore one of the most widespread
environmental health risks.

1.1Did You Know That...
About one in four urban residents lives in a slum or informal
settlement. WHO identifies these communities as particularly
important when addressing urban-health inequalities.

1.1Something to Think About
A city can have relatively good average health outcomes
while particular neighborhoods experience much worse
conditions. Should governments therefore measure
differences within cities instead of relying mainly on citywide
averages?



1.1Did You Know That...
Much of the infrastructure that will serve future urban
populations has not yet been built. This creates an opportunity
to design future housing, transport, water systems, public
spaces and other infrastructure with health in mind from the
beginning.

1.1Something to Think About
Urban policies can affect several problems at once. How can
governments make sure that decisions in one sector take
account of their effects on other sectors and their longer-term
consequences?

1.1Definition
A policy silo describes a situation in which government
authorities work separately even though the problems they
address are connected. WHO identifies fragmented
responsibilities and inadequate coordination as important
barriers to effective urban-health action.

1.1Something to Think About
Health, transport, housing, environmental and local-
government authorities can all influence the same health
problem. What mechanisms could help different parts and
levels of government plan and act together?
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1.3.1Something to Think About
WHO emphasizes that reducing health inequalities may
require additional attention and resources for populations
facing greater disadvantages. How should governments
decide which populations or neighborhoods require additional
support?
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1.1Interesting Facts
WHO's urban-health work has included Healthy Cities
networks, the Urban Health Initiative, research, emergency-
preparedness work and tools addressing issues such as
walking and cycling, green spaces and urban-health equity.

37©GlobalModelWHO2026



38©GlobalModelWHO2026



39©GlobalModelWHO2026



40©GlobalModelWHO2026



41©GlobalModelWHO2026



42©GlobalModelWHO2026



2.1.1Did You Know That...
WHO reports that more than 99% of the world's population
breathes air that does not meet WHO air-quality guidelines.
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2.1.1Did You Know That...
WHO reports that air pollution causes nearly 7 million deaths
each year. Urban populations are extensively exposed to air
pollution, making air quality a major urban-health concern.

2.1.1Interesting Facts
WHO emphasizes that transport decisions affect health
through factors including air pollution, physical activity and
road traffic injuries. This means that decisions made as
transport policy can also have important health
consequences.
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2.1.1Definition
The urban heat-island effect refers to the greater heat
experienced in urban areas. WHO notes that rising heat can
be intensified in cities by factors including concrete surfaces
and emissions from vehicles and air conditioning, increasing
urban heat-related health risks.

2.1.1Did You Know That...
Approximately 1.1 billion people currently live in slums and
informal settlements. WHO projects that the scale of these
settlements could triple by 2050.

2.1.1Interesting Facts
Although urban residents have better health outcomes than
rural residents on average, WHO notes that health outcomes
in slums and informal settlements are often worse than those
in rural areas. This demonstrates why citywide averages can
hide severe inequalities.
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2.1.1Did You Know That...
A study cited by WHO found differences in life expectancy of
as much as 17.7 years within Santiago, Chile, when comparing
women at the 90th and 10th percentiles within the city. This
illustrates how large health differences can exist within a
single urban area

2.1.1Something to Think About
Many urban-health problems have several interconnected
causes. How should responsibility be divided when no single
ministry, agency or level of government controls all of the
factors contributing to a health problem?

2.1.1Interesting Facts
WHO gives examples of urban-health interventions that
include low-emission zones, open-streets programmes, urban
heat strategies, smoking bans and restrictions on unhealthy
food marketing.
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2.1.2Did You Know That...
A review cited by WHO examined 17 economic evaluations of
large-scale active-transport infrastructure costing more than
US$3 million. All 17 studies demonstrated positive value.

2.1.2Interesting Facts
A review of health-focused housing interventions in the United
States and Canada found that all eight studies that quantified
economic benefits reported positive returns on investment.

2.1.2Did You Know That...
A review of 104 economic evaluations of air-pollution control
found that around 70% reported that the economic benefits
outweighed the relative costs.
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2.1.4Did You Know That...
WHO reports that cities are responsible for 70% of global
carbon emissions associated with energy consumption. This is
one reason urban-health and climate policies are closely
connected.

2.1.3Definition
Co-benefits are additional benefits produced when action
toward one goal also helps achieve another. WHO gives the
example of measures that reduce sources of air pollution that
are also sources of greenhouse-gas emissions, allowing
action to improve health while also supporting climate goals.
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2.1.4Something to Think About
A policy intended to benefit the environment does not
automatically improve health. WHO gives the example of
highly energy-efficient buildings that reduce energy use but
may reduce natural ventilation and potentially worsen indoor
air quality. How can governments identify unintended health
effects before implementing a policy?

2.1.4Interesting Facts
WHO notes that green roofs can provide local cooling, reduce
demand for and emissions from air conditioning, and lower
risks associated with extreme heat.
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2.2.2Did You Know That...
WHO reports that models suggest climate change could
expose up to one billion additional people to viral diseases
such as dengue, chikungunya and Zika.

2.2.2Something to Think About
WHO emphasizes that climate-related health impacts will not
be distributed equally. How can governments make sure that
climate adaptation measures give appropriate attention to
populations facing the greatest risks?

2.2.2Interesting Facts
WHO uses the comparison between electric vehicles and
active transport to illustrate why environmental policies
should consider their broader health consequences. A policy
can address one problem without necessarily addressing
other health concerns.
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2.2.6Did You Know That...
WHO reports that 70% of food is destined for urban
consumption. Urban food systems therefore have important
implications for health and sustainability.

2.2.6Something to Think About
WHO argues that cities can shape food environments rather
than relying only on individual choices. What policies could
governments use to make nutritious food easier to obtain
while reducing inequalities in access?

2.2.6Definition
WHO describes food deserts as areas with restricted or no
food access because of a low density of food entry points.
Food swamps have an overabundance of unhealthy foods but
limited access to healthy foods.
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2.2.8Interesting Facts
WHO identifies remote sensing and geographic information
systems as technologies that can help reveal neighborhood-
level determinants of health.
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1.1Something to Think About
Digital technologies can provide governments with much
more detailed information about urban populations. How can
governments use these data to improve health while
protecting privacy and ensuring appropriate data
governance?
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3.1Something to Think About
Policies can produce consequences that policymakers did not
intend. Should governments examine possible health
consequences—including unintended consequences—before
approving major urban policies or projects?
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3.2Definition
WHO uses entry points to describe opportunities to advance
urban health through existing policies, programmes, priorities
or institutions rather than necessarily creating entirely new
initiatives.
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3.2Interesting Facts
WHO identifies existing digital strategies and smart-city plans
as possible entry points for incorporating urban-health
objectives into policies already being developed for other
purposes.
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3.3.2Definition
WHO identifies pooled funding mechanisms as one source of
financing for urban health and recommends mechanisms
such as pooled funding to support joint working across
sectors. The Guide also proposes pooled funding for cross-
departmental urban-health action.
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3.3.2Something to Think About
Many actions that affect health are financed outside health
ministries. Should governments include health effects when
evaluating spending on transport, housing, environmental or
other urban policies?

3.3.2Interesting Facts
WHO lists congestion pricing, along with land-value capture
and social or health impact bonds, as an example of an
innovative revenue stream that can increase funds available
for urban-health investment.
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3.3.2Interesting Facts
In Tunis, a multisectoral committee brought different sectors
together rather than leaving urban health solely to health
officials. The example illustrates the kind of multisectoral
governance promoted in the Guide.
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3.3.2Something to Think About
In Tunis, five workshops brought young residents together with
the Ministry of Youth and Sports and WHO. Participants
identified addiction, mental health, violence and pollution as
key concerns and developed a youth-driven strategic plan.
What might residents know about neighborhood health that
government officials or national statistics fail to capture?
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3.3.3Definition
WHO treats capacity development as strengthening the
abilities needed to undertake effective urban-health action,
including skills and institutional capacities across sectors and
levels of government.
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3.3.3Something to Think About
Building lasting institutions and capacities can take longer
than a government's term in office. How can governments
maintain long-term urban-health programmes when political
leaders and priorities change?
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3.3.4Definition
Disaggregated data allow information to be examined for
smaller population groups or geographical areas instead of
relying only on broad averages. WHO emphasizes their
importance for understanding urban-health inequalities.
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3.3.4Something to Think About
WHO stresses that urban-health data should cover slums,
informal settlements and vulnerable groups. If populations
facing serious health risks are missing from official data, how
can governments determine whether policies are reaching
them?

3.3.4Interesting Facts
WHO identifies remote sensing, mobile phones and social
media as possible new sources of urban-health data, while
also emphasizing appropriate standards for data governance
and privacy.

3.3.5Something to Think About
WHO emphasizes that collecting data alone does not
automatically produce better policy. What additional
capacities do governments need to turn data into evidence
that can guide decisions?

3.3.5Interesting Facts
WHO identifies expertise from many disciplines as relevant to
urban health. This illustrates why urban health extends well
beyond medicine and traditional health services.

3.3.4Definition
WHO's strategic approach to urban health seeks to replace
fragmented, short-term initiatives with more integrated and
long-term action. It emphasizes complexity, equity,
coordination across sectors and stronger means of
implementation.
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3.3.5Something to Think About
Instead of treating pollution, housing, transport, climate, food
and other health issues as entirely separate problems, WHO
advocates aligning urban-health actions around a common
vision. What institution or mechanism could coordinate such a
strategy when responsibility is spread across many sectors
and levels of government?

3.3.5Something to Think About
This captures one of the Guide's central messages. If many of
the factors shaping health in cities are influenced by housing,
transport, food, environmental, land-use and economic
policies rather than health care alone, how can governments
organize themselves so that these sectors work together to
improve health?
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