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The interaction between electromagnetic fields (EMF) and biological systems represents one of the most complex 

intersections of physics, engineering, and biology. As highlighted in the seminal Handbook of Biological Effects 

of Electromagnetic Fields, particularly the volumes focusing on bioengineering and biophysical aspects, the study

of these interactions is no longer a niche academic interest but a critical requirement for modern technological

safety and medical innovation. This article provides an in-depth exploration of the mechanisms, dosimetry, and

biophysical principles that govern how non-ionizing electromagnetic radiation interacts with living matter.

Foundational Biophysics: The Nature of Bioelectromagnetics

At its core, bioelectromagnetics is the study of how electromagnetic energy interacts with biological structures at 

the molecular, cellular, and organismal levels. To understand these interactions, we must first establish the 

biophysical properties of biological tissues. Tissues are essentially complex, heterogeneous lossy dielectrics. 

Their response to an external electromagnetic field is determined by their dielectric constant (permittivity) and 

electrical conductivity.

The Role of Complex Permittivity

The interaction of EMF with biological matter is mathematically described through complex permittivity (;R¢•, which

is expressed as:

;R¢�Ò�µ' - j(<2�ò�É;R��•

Where: 

;Rp is the real part of the permittivity (representing energy storage).<0 is the electrical conductivity (representing energy 

dissipation/loss).<• is the angular frequency (2<�b’à;R�� is the permittivity of free space.

Biological tissues exhibit significant frequency dependence, a phenomenon known as dielectric dispersion. 

These dispersions are categorized into ;�Â�², and ;2�&Vv–öç0, corresponding to different relaxation mechanisms such as 

ionic diffusion, polarization of cellular membranes, and the rotation of water molecules. Understanding these 

dispersions is fundamental to the Bioengineering and Biophysical Aspectsof the field, as they determine the

depth of penetration and the magnitude of energy absorption.

Thermal vs. Non-Thermal Interaction Mechanisms

One of the most debated topics in bioelectromagnetics, as noted in the third edition of the Handbook, is the 

distinction between thermal and non-thermal effects. Historically, safety standards were almost exclusively based 

on thermal thresholds, but modern research has increasingly focused on non-thermal interactions.

Thermal Mechanisms: Specific Absorption Rate (SAR)

Thermal effects occur when the energy absorbed from the EMF is sufficient to increase the temperature of the 

tissue. This is quantified by the Specific Absorption Rate (SAR), defined as the rate at which energy is absorbed



per unit mass of body tissue. The formula for SAR is:

SAR = <7ÄWË"�ò�#Á

Where E is the peak electric field strength and <�is the mass density of the tissue. Engineering models must account

for thermoregulation, as biological systems possess active cooling mechanisms (e.g., blood flow) that mitigate

localized heating.

Non-Thermal Mechanisms and Signal Transduction

Non-thermal effects refer to biological changes that occur at field strengths too low to cause significant heating. 

These mechanisms are often subtler and involve signal transduction pathways. Key theories include:

•  Radical Pair Mechanism: Suggests that weak magnetic fields can influence the kinetics of chemical reactions 

involving radical intermediates.

•  Ion Cyclotron Resonance: Proposes that specific combinations of static and alternating magnetic fields can 

influence the movement of ions (like Ca² z) through membrane channels.

•  Electroporation: The application of high-intensity, short-duration pulses that create transient pores in the lipid 

bilayer of cell membranes.

Technical Comparison: Frequency Bands and Biological Interaction

The following table summarizes the biophysical characteristics of various electromagnetic frequency bands and

their primary modes of interaction with biological systems.



Frequency Range Common Sources Primary Interaction 
Mechanism

Biophysical Impact

Extremely Low Frequency 
(ELF) &lt; 3 kHz

Power lines, household 
appliances

Induced electric currents Membrane depolarization, 
synaptic interference

Radiofrequency (RF) 3 kHz 
- 300 GHz

Mobile phones, Wi-Fi, 
Radar

Dielectric heating (dipolar 
rotation)

SAR-dependent 
temperature rise, potential 
non-thermal signaling

Millimeter Waves (mmW) 
30 GHz - 300 GHz

5G networks, security 
scanners

Surface absorption High localized heating of 
skin and cornea

Infrared (IR) Thermal radiators, sunlight Molecular vibration Direct thermal sensation 
and heating

Computational Dosimetry and Bioengineering Models

In modern bioengineering, the evaluation of EMF exposure relies heavily on computational dosimetry. Because it

is often impossible or unethical to measure internal fields within a living human body, researchers use sophisticated

numerical models.

The FDTD Method

The Finite-Difference Time-Domain (FDTD)  method is the gold standard for modeling EMF interactions with the 

human body. It involves discretizing Maxwell’s equations in both time and space. To ensure accuracy, bioengineers 

use Anatomical Voxel Phantoms—highly detailed 3D reconstructions of the human body derived from MRI or CT

scans, where each voxel is assigned specific dielectric properties based on the tissue type it represents.

Engineering Challenges in Dosimetry

1.  Heterogeneity: Biological systems are not uniform. The boundary between a high-conductivity tissue (like 

muscle) and a low-conductivity tissue (like fat) can cause field reflections and localized "hot spots."

2.  Near-Field vs. Far-Field: In the near-field (e.g., a phone held to the ear), the relationship between electric and 

magnetic fields is complex, requiring precise vector analysis.

3.  Dynamic Modeling: Accounting for blood perfusion and metabolic heat production in thermal models (using 

the Pennes Bioheat Equation).

Clinical and Diagnostic Applications: Bioengineering in Practice

While much of the field is concerned with safety, the biophysical aspects of electromagnetic fieldsalso enable

life-saving medical technologies. The same principles that dictate safety limits are used to design therapeutic and

diagnostic tools.

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI)

MRI utilizes strong static magnetic fields, gradient fields, and RF pulses. The biophysical challenge here is 

managing the SAR during high-field (3T or 7T) scans to prevent patient burns while maintaining image resolution. 

This requires precise RF coil engineering and sequence optimization.

Electromagnetic Hyperthermia

In oncology, hyperthermia involves heating tumor tissue to 40–44°C using RF or microwave energy. This sensitizes 



cancer cells to radiation and chemotherapy. The engineering requirement is to focus the energy specifically on the 

tumor volume while sparing surrounding healthy tissue, a classic problem in electromagnetic field shaping.

Pulsed Electromagnetic Field (PEMF) Therapy

PEMF therapy is used to treat non-union fractures. From a biophysical perspective, these low-frequency fields

induce micro-currents in the bone tissue that stimulate osteoblast activity and accelerate the healing process. This

highlights the positive application of non-thermal effects.

Safety Standards and Regulatory Frameworks

To protect the public, international bodies such as the International Commission on Non-Ionizing Radiation 

Protection (ICNIRP) and the IEEE establish exposure limits. These limits are derived from a thorough review of the 

literature contained in sources like the Handbook of Biological Effects of Electromagnetic Fields.

Current Regulatory Metrics

•  General Public Exposure: Set with a high safety factor (often 50-fold below the threshold of known adverse 

effects).

•  Occupational Exposure: Higher limits allowed for trained personnel who are aware of the risks and work in 

controlled environments.

•  Basic Restrictions vs. Reference Levels: Basic restrictions are internal quantities (like SAR), while reference 

levels are external measurable quantities (like E-field strength in V/m).

Troubleshooting and Mitigating Electromagnetic Interference (EMI) in 
Medical Devices

A critical sub-field of bioengineering is Electromagnetic Compatibility (EMC). Medical devices, such as

pacemakers and insulin pumps, must be immune to external EMF while not emitting fields that interfere with other

equipment.

Common Failure Modes



Device Type Interference Source Failure Mechanism Engineering Solution

Pacemaker EAS (Security) Gates Inappropriate sensing of 
EMI as cardiac activity

Filtering and bipolar lead 
configuration

Ventilator Mobile Radios Signal corruption in control 
electronics

Shielding and decoupling 
capacitors

Patient Monitor Power Line 60Hz Hum Common-mode noise 
coupling

Differential amplifiers and 
notch filters

The Evolution of Bioelectromagnetics Research

The third edition of the Handbook represents a significant expansion in our understanding of bioengineering and 

biophysical aspects. One of the most critical shifts has been the move toward multi-scale modeling.

Researchers are no longer just looking at the whole body or an isolated organ; they are looking at how fields

interact with individual protein structures and the voltage-gated ion channels in the cell membrane.

Furthermore, as we move into the era of 6G and beyond, the use of Terahertz (THz) frequenciespresents new

biophysical challenges. At these frequencies, the wavelength is comparable to the size of biological structures like

skin pores, leading to resonance effects that were previously unexplored.

Summary and Technical Synthesis

The study of the biological effects of electromagnetic fieldsis an essential pillar of modern bioengineering. By

integrating Maxwell’s equations with biological thermodynamics and cellular signaling models, scientists can both

protect human health and harness electromagnetic energy for medical breakthroughs. The transition from the 2nd

to the 3rd edition of the Handbook highlights a field that is maturing, moving from simple thermal observations to a

deep, mechanistic understanding of how EMF shapes biological life.

As technology continues to evolve, the biophysical principles of energy absorption, dielectric relaxation, and

computational dosimetry will remain the foundation for ensuring that our increasingly wireless world remains safe

and beneficial. Future research must continue to bridge the gap between theoretical physics and experimental

biology, focusing on the long-term effects of low-level chronic exposure and the untapped potential of

electromagnetic medicine.
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