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Editorial 

The family - at the heart of 
health and human development 

F rom the dawn of human history, 
the family has been at the heart of 
human development. The family 

is the first emotional and social 
support mechanism we experience, 
our first teacher, our first health care 
provider. And it is usually the women 
in the family who assume 
responsibility for each of these 
essential functions. Whether the 
extended family of several generations 
living in the same household, the 
nuclear family of mother, father and 
their children or the single parent 
family, what unites them all is love, 
partnership, a set of common values 
and a vision of the future. Modem 
times have spawned radical changes 
which challenge the capability of 
families to fulfil their functions. Some 
changes have been positive- modem 
medicines combined with public 
health interventions such as sanitation, 
clean water and immunization have 
reduced the toll of infectious diseases 
and permitted many families to 
emerge from the shadow of death and 
disease. Other changes, however, such, 
as industrialization, urbanization, 
environmental degradation, migration 
and war place great strain on the 
family's ability to protect its members. 
Poverty, which affects more than half 
of the world's population, is the most 
damaging, for it marginalizes even 
more those who are most vulnerable -
the mother and the child. 

Rapid urbanization and migration 
are creating vast cities where the 
provision of services cannot keep pace 
with the influx of inhabitants. 

Overstretched health infrastructures, 
inadequate sanitation and water 
supply, and industrial pollution all 
have adverse health consequences. 
Meanwhile, depopulation of the 
countryside leads to a breakdown in 
social structures as youngsters move to 
the cities in search of employment. 
Political and economic turmoil 
generates huge flows of migrants and 
refugees deprived of traditional 
sources of social and economic 
sustenance, with resulting heavy stress 
on the family . 

Times of great social upheaval 
have always resulted in major changes 
in family life. Very often it is the 
young who represent the most radical 
break with traditional values and 
whose behaviour gives rise to greatest 
concern. Sexual mores change, access 
to harmful substances such as tobacco 
and psychoactive drugs increases, and 
the elders of the family feel that their 
authority and wisdom are ignored. But 
changing behavioural patterns can also 
be positive as young people develop 
coping strategies and seek new 
avenues for self-fulfilment in 
education and employment. 

There are contradictions within all 
family structures. The family can be a 
shelter, a system of mutual solidarity 
and support; or it can be restrictive, 
hindering individual and social 
development, even providing the 
setting for child abuse, sexual abuse, 
battering and homicide. 

Or Tomris Tilrmen, Director of WHO's Division of Family 
Health. 

The great challenge for public 
health is to seek ways to empower 
families to do well what they do best, 
and this requires the support of the rest 
of society. Families are central to 
human development, but they cannot 
do the job alone; a positive 
relationship between families and the 
health sector is essential. 

The International Year of the 
Family in 1994 reminds us all of the 
crucial importance of the family in 
maintaining an optimal level of 
physical, mental and social health for 
its members, to the ultimate benefit of 
all of us. • 
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