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Editorial 

Stress and health 

Dr Hiroshi Naka;ima, Director-General of the World Health 
Organization. 

5 tress affects everyone and, 
although it can serve as a 
useful stimulus, excessive 

stress can lead to physical and 
mental illness. While it is impossible 
to calculate whether the number of 
stressful events and situations 
occurring in the world is greater 
than in the past, there is certainly no 
indication that it is diminishing. At 
the same time, some of the 
traditional mechanisms which help 
people to cope with stress are 
breaking down. Urbanization leads 
to rapid social change and a loss of 
long-cherished values and beliefs; it 
also causes a breakdown of mutually 
supportive social units such as the 
traditional two-parent or extended 
family. Overcrowding and the 
growing incidence of violent crime 
in cities are known to create fear and 
stress which affect mental health. 
Attempts to cope with unsatisfactory 
lifestyles by resorting to alcohol, 
drugs and other harmful substances 
lead to more health problems. 

It is sometimes assumed that 
rural life in less technologically 

developed parts of the world is 
relatively free from stress. In fact, 
life in rural areas is often beset by 
difficulties that can lead to stress. 
While the traditional support 
available within extended families 
and small societies, based on strong 
systems of traditional beliefs and 
values, may lessen the impact of 
stressful events, such support is not 
there for everyone, nor is it always 
effective. 

Stress and an inability to cope 
with it lead to both physical and 
mental illness, as well as to lesser, 
yet disturbing, consequences such as 
demoralization and lack of 
motivation. These contribute to 
reducing people's quality of life and 
their ability to function optimally. 

To help the health sector to 
assess the consequences of stress on 
peoples' lives, WHO has developed 
ways of measuring changes in mood 
and function and is developing a 
measure of "quality of life". It has 

What is stress? 
Stress is strictly a force which, 
when applied to a sys tem , 
modifies its form . Psychologica l 
and social forces and pressures, 
in the form of events or si tuations , 
can be referred to as stresses 
w hen they exert a distorting effect 
upon a person's equilibrium. 
Psycholog ica l tension can also 
be referred to as stress; in this 
case the causal agent can be 
referred to as a stressor. 

Stress is not necessarily bad , 
since in small doses it can motivate 
us. A crisis, fo r example, may 
provoke positive thinking to regain 
the upper hand and master the 
situation, and ve ry o ften to 
succeed. 
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also produced guidelines to assist 
the educatio.n sector in preparing 
children while still in school to cope 
with stress - something that may 
stand them in good stead for the rest 
of their lives. 

Although the answers to 
problems of stress are unlikely to 
come from the health sector alone, it 
is the responsibility of the health 
sector to emphasize the harmful 
health consequences that stem from 
stress and to define clearly the 
situations and environments that 
generate it. This will help identify 
the political measures that should be 
advocated in order to ensure better 
health and well-being for all. 

Health workers must be able to 
recognize the effects of stress, and 
know how to deal with them. They 
need to enhance their skills for 
listening and communicating with 
their clients. This, in tum, will make 
it easier for them to suggest what 
forms of support may be needed or 
at least to advise their clients where 
to obtain help. The WHO 
programmes on Human Resources 
for Health and Mental Health are 
collaborating with medical schools 
and other schools for health workers 
with a view to achieving more 
effective teaching of personal 
communication and related skills. 

Action taken now can reduce 
some of today's stresses. It can also 
show people how to cope better with 
stress and thus minimize its 
consequences. • 
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