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Views of health

Views of health have changed over the years. In the middle of the 19th Century the average life expectancy for males in the UK was as low as 50. Then health was seen as an absence of disease. As living conditions and health expectation improved, views of health changed. A World Health Organisation statement in 1947 defined health as ‘…a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity’. This goes beyond bodily health but is limited. It did not take into account, for example, that a blind person could be otherwise healthy. It also did not consider the social context of health.

More recent views of health are more extensive:

Good health implies the achievement of a dynamic balance between individuals (or groups) and their environment. To the individual, good health means improved quality of life, less sickness and disability, a happier personality, family and social existence, and the opportunities to make choices at work and recreation … To the community, good health means a higher standard of living, greater participation in making and implementing community health policies and reducing health care costs. (Better Health Commission, 1986)

Health, then, is about our lives and conditions as individuals, but also about social conditions and relationships and how that impacts on individuals.

Components of health

There are four broad components of health: physical, emotional, social and spiritual. The dynamic interaction between these components shows how each aspect can affect the other:

Physical Health can be confirmed by physical observations and measurements such a pulse rate, blood pressure, body size and fitness, and is normally affected by factors such as muscle tine, efficient functioning of body organs and appropriate weight. These factors are influenced by lifestyle choices, such as physical activity, use of drugs or choice of food. 

These factors may be difficult to achieve by those from a low educational background on lower incomes in deprived and difficult social conditions. Genetic makeup, affecting body type, resistance to disease, or capacity to recover from illness are factors that may be beyond personal control.

Emotional Health is influenced by self-esteem and confidence. A supportive environment where individuals are valued and where problems are aired is important in helping individuals to cope with social problems and pressures to make unhealthy lifestyle choices, as well as dealing with stress and anger.

The influences of body image in fashion advertising suggest a slimmer body is regarded a stylish, which encourages some men, women and children to keep unreasonably slim. Young girls are particularly susceptible, and this can lead to anorexia, bulimia and binge eating having severe health implications. Whilst recognizing that obesity through over-eating is equally damaging to health, it is important to recognise that humans have a range of body sizes due to genetic influences.

Social Health. We rely on and interact with many people. The quality of interactions, ability to form relationships and interact with friends and the community, or enjoy social situations all affect health. Everyone has a need for love, esteem, a sense of place in society and a feeling of belonging in a community.

Across the population, the social and cultural context, such as nationality, educational level, family background, whether employed or not, and levels of poverty, shape attitudes and behaviour, which affects health. In particular poorer sections of society are often associated with higher rates of smoking and drinking, crowded living, poor diet, low levels of education, lack of social support and low self esteem. 

The political environment can also influence health. Improvements in education and employment may improve health among socially deprived groups, whilst laws may promote health, for example, restricting access to harmful drugs, enforcing seat belts, or limiting CFC use or lead in petrol.

Spiritual Health. The basis of spiritual health may be religious, humanistic or environmental. Underpinning this is a caring outlook, which also involves a sense of belonging and feeling of being part of a wider world. As we care for others we also care for ourselves. This relationality and belonging is an important part of life, which gives a sense of purpose and meaning. The consequent feeing of well-being is an aspect of health.

Approaches to religion and environmental education will support this sense of belonging. Science offers rational support for these perspectives, as biology confirms that we as humans are continuous with all life on this planet through a shared history, common ancestors and common characteristics, including shared DNA as the code for life.

How the body can go wrong

The body can go wrong in many ways:

•
Many pathogens exist — organisms which invade the body and make us sick.

•
We can induce self-inflicted problems through poor diet or accidents (not always our own fault).

•
There are inherited disorders.

Pathogens

Many people confuse viral infections with bacterial infections. A virus cannot make copies of itself without the help of the cell it invades. It is little more than some DNA which takes over the cell mechanism to make copies of itself. In doing so we get ill. We protect ourselves from viral infections (such as chicken pox) by catching the disease and making antibodies in our blood. When we next get an invasion of the virus, our blood is ready. Inoculations (jabs) do the same thing, only they give us a very mild form of the disease which we hardly notice.

Bacteria (one bacterium, several bacteria) are fully independent single celled organisms, though still very small. Bacterial infections, such as tonsillitis, are treated with anti-biotics. Bacteria can become resistant so it is important to use anti-biotics carefully and always to finish the course you are given.

Some diseases are caused by larger organisms, as in schistosomiasis (Bilharzia) or by worms.

Dietary problems

Having too much of a food can be as harmful as having too little, as the following table shows:
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Problems of deficiency

Excess sugar produces tooth decay
Excess salt is linked with stomach
cancer & high blood pressure

Excess fat is linked with heart disease
(through constriction of artery
diameter from cholesterol deposits)
Some artificial food additives and
environmental pollutants are associated
with a range of illnesses, including
asthma, cancers & heart disease

Lack of fibre causes constipation and can
cause diverticulosis (pouching of the
gut) and cancer of the colon

Marasmus (general shortage of food)
Lack of protein causes kwashiorkor

Lack of aulcium & vitamin D causes
rickets

Lack of iron causes anaemia

Lack of iodine causes goitre

Lack of vitamin A causes night blindness
Lack of B vitamins causes pellegra &
beri-beri

Lack of vitamin C causes scurvy

Lack of vitamin E causes sterility





Eating well can actively prevent disease, as well as avoid it. For example fruit and vegetables containing anti-oxidants and vitamins A, C and E and some minerals can offer some cancer protection. Fibre also protects against bowel cancer. 

Smoking is a self-inflicted addiction which is harmful to most people. Also there are many other toxic substances in our environment, such as asbestos, that cause health problems.

Inherited disorders

It is remarkable how reliable the growth process is — serious problems will prevent a baby going to term, so such genes are not passed onto the next generation. However we are all different, and our genetic make-up makes some of us more prone to some diseases than others. Tendency to be asthmatic (and the related hay fever and eczema) is inherited. The fact that some smokers don’t get smoking related diseases is probably due to their genetic make up. One day we may be able to tell, through genetic testing, if we are susceptible or not. 
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