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Editorial

Intense stress has a harmful effect on the human body and is
considered as a causative factor for a plethora of disorders [1], while
regarding cancer the belief that its onset may be associated with a
stressful experience is found in the British, French, and United States
medical literature at least as far back as 1701 [2]. Apart from these
premature scientific hypotheses, there is evidence that a high
proportion of the general population also believes that “stress causes
cancer” [3]. Nevertheless, this might not be true since it is still
unknown if there is a link between stress and cancer’s occurrence. In
fact, both epidemiological and molecular biological studies have
established that breast cancer is the only type of cancer whose onset
could be attributed to intense stress [4,5].

This well-established relationship had a double impact on cancer
research. At first, it indicated that the causes of cancer might be much
more complex than already thought. The complexity is multiplied even
more considering that stress might also have an indirect relationship
apart from the direct one, which is explained by the harmful effect of
hormones such as cortisol or other biomarkers. Through an analysis of
12,110 working adults Ng and Jeffery found that stress was linked to
well-known factors that could contribute to a malignancy’s onset such
as fat diet, less frequent exercise and cigarette smoking [6]. Hence, an
established link between stress and even one type of cancer makes us
wonder if we are really capable of believing that we have adequate
knowledge regarding the pathways leading to a malignancy. Apart
from this impact, an accelerated stream of research on a possible
relationship between stress and the onset of other types of cancer is
expected in the following years.

With regard to brain tumors, the current evidence does not allow
drawing any kind of conclusion, indicating though that a possible link
could exist. In 2011 Cabaniolis et al published a paper that may
probably have a great influence in the following years [7]. Comparing
122 adult brain cancer patients with 122 cancer-free controls revealed
that there was a kind of relationship between striking life events in the
previous 5 years and the onset of brain cancer (O.R. 1.90). Even though
a retrospective study is not an absolutely safe way to establish cause-
effect relationships, the evidence reported is too important to be
passed by.

Since a single paper is not capable of figuring out the stress-brain
cancer relationship, there is an urgent need for future studies. In
addition, analysis of already available data included in longitudinal
studies could shed some light on this literature gap. In any case, it
should not be considered as if revealing such a pathway would only
cover our needs to file every single variable related to brain cancer’s
onset. More importantly, the following step of the research will be to
search for correlations between stress and disease relapse. Indeed,
regarding breast cancer, stress is not only linked to the onset but also to
the relapse of the disease [8]. Thus, if stress is a causative factor for
brain cancer, it could also be a factor affecting disease recurrence.
From the point of view of the Journal of Brain Tumors &
Neurooncology, it is extremely important not only to explore how
brain cancer affects the mental health of patients, but also to clear
some of the fog regarding the effect of mental health on the occurrence
and relapse of brain tumors.
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