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Station 1: What Are Noncommunicable Diseases (NCDs)? 
 

 NCDs are not infectious; they are not caused by pathogens that can be caught. 

 NCDs do not pass from person to person. You cannot catch an NCD from 

someone else.  

 NCDs are sometimes referred to as chronic diseases because they are long-

lasting or reoccur multiple times. 

 Many NCDs can be prevented, and the symptoms can often be treated.  

 Progression is generally slow, so people with an NCD can often live a 

meaningful and fulfilling life. 
 

If you know someone who suffers from a noncommunicable disease, write the name of 
the disease in this box. 
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Causes of Noncommunicable Diseases 

Many NCDs have no known cause.  

 

Much research goes into trying to determine the cause of diseases in order to find an 

effective treatment. The causes of some NCDs are known. The following list gives 

some common causes of NCDs: 

 Genetic disorders 

 Autoimmune disorders 

 Factors related to the aging process 

 Risky behaviors, such as smoking or not exercising 

 Environmental influences, such as air pollution, radiation, or chemical exposure 

 Nutritional factors, such as not getting the proper nutrients 
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Station 2: Noncommunicable Diseases Affect Global Health  
 

Noncommunicable disease is the leading cause of death in every WHO region 

except one; nearly 75% of noncommunicable disease deaths now occur in low- 

and middle-income countries, and they affect men and women almost equally. 

 
Copyright ©The World Health Organization. All rights reserved. 

 



Station 2: Noncommunicable Diseases Affect Global Health 
 

Copyright © 2012–2016 NAF. All rights reserved.      4 

 
 

On a worldwide scale, NCDs were responsible for 80% of all deaths in 2011. This is 

up from 60% in 2000. The WHO projects that the percentage of deaths due to NCDs 

will continue to increase and that by 2020 the largest increases in NCD deaths will 

occur in Africa.   
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Poverty is closely linked to the rapid rise of NCDs.  

Especially in low-income countries, 

people are forced to spend more of 

their income on costs associated 

with health care and do not have 

enough money for other essentials.  

Sometimes people with NCDs 

cannot work and therefore become 

poorer.  

Vulnerable and socially 

disadvantaged people often get 

sicker and die sooner than people of 

higher social positions. One reason 

for this is that they are at greater 

risk of being exposed to harmful 

products, like tobacco, and have 

limited access to health services. 

 
A shantytown in Soweto, South Africa 

 

 

Image is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license. 

Data from http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/   

 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/
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Station 3: The Four Deadliest Noncommunicable Diseases 
 
These four diseases account for 80% of all NCD deaths. 

 
Data from http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/ 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/
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Cardiovascular Disease 

Cardiovascular disease kills more people than any other cause. In 2011, it was 

responsible for 3 in every 10 deaths. 

 

Heart Attacks and Strokes 

 

Heart attacks and strokes are two of the most 

common acute events with cardiovascular disease. 

 

A heart attack usually results from a blockage in 

the heart. This blockage is usually caused by fatty 

deposits in blood vessels, as shown in this image. 

A stroke is caused by a blockage in the brain.  

 
 

 

Preventing cardiovascular disease 

Physical activity, eating a healthy diet, and avoiding tobacco and alcohol can 

lessen the risk of cardiovascular disease.  
 

Data from http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs310/en/index2.html. 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs310/en/index2.html
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Cancer 

Cancer is the growth of abnormal cells in the body. 

These cells can form tumors and spread throughout 

the body.  

What causes cancer 

The causes of all cancers are not known. Some types 

of cancer are due to genetics, and some types of 

cancer are due to aging—the older you get, the more 

at risk you are for cancer. However, 30% of all 

cancers are due to the most common risk factors: 

being overweight or obese, lack of physical activity, 

poor diet, or use of tobacco or alcohol.  

 

Main Types of Cancer 

Lung cancer 
Stomach cancer 
Liver cancer 
Colorectal cancer 
Breast cancer 
Cervical cancer 

Preventing cancer 

Being vaccinated against human papilloma virus (HPV) can reduce the risk of 

cervical cancer, and being vaccinated against hepatitis B can reduce the risk of 

liver cancer. 

Early screening measures, such as mammograms, can reduce cancer deaths. 

When the disease is caught in its earliest stages, it’s easiest to treat and cure.  
Data from http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs297/en/  

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs297/en/


Station 3: The Four Deadliest Noncommunicable Diseases 
 

Copyright © 2012–2016 NAF. All rights reserved.      9 

Respiratory Diseases 

Respiratory diseases affect the lungs and airways. The most common and 

serious respiratory diseases are asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease (COPD). Most fatalities from asthma and COPD occur in low- and 

middle-income countries. 

Asthma 

Asthma is a chronic condition that affects the air passages leading to and from 

the lungs. It is the most common chronic condition in children. It can be easily 

controlled with medication, but when medication is not available, it can be fatal.  
 

COPD 

COPD is a life-threatening lung disease that 

interferes with normal breathing. Its primary 

cause is exposure to tobacco smoke. COPD 

symptoms include difficulty breathing and a 

chronic cough.  

COPD is preventable. Reducing risk factors like 

tobacco smoke and indoor air pollution can have 

a direct impact on the number of cases. 

 
Images on cigarette packaging in Uruguay. 
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Diabetes 

Diabetes is a disease in which the body does not produce the insulin it needs. Insulin is a 

hormone that allows sugar (glucose) to enter cells to produce energy. There are two main 

types of diabetes. Most of the cases worldwide are type 2. 

 

Type 1 Diabetes Type 2 Diabetes 
o Pancreas produces little or no 

insulin. 
o Onset is usually in childhood or 

early adolescence.  
o The exact cause is unknown. 
o Lifelong condition. 
o Cannot be prevented. 
o Can be treated with medication. 

o Body ceases to use insulin properly. 
o Can be caused by excessive weight and 

lack of physical activity. 
o Often preventable. 
o Early diagnosis is important. 
o Can be treated with diet, physical 

activity, and medication. 

 

Managing Diabetes 

Diabetics must track their blood sugar by pricking their finger and using a machine to 

check their blood sugar. They can adjust their blood sugar by watching their diet and by 

taking medication. Over time, diabetes can lead to other health problems, including heart 

attack, stroke, and kidney damage. Careful management of blood sugar can reduce these 

risks.
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Station 4: Living with Noncommunicable Disease 

This story is from the WHO series Face to Face with Chronic Disease. 
 

 

In the 

shantytowns 

of São 

Paulo, 

Brazil, 

people are 

poor, and 

those with 

chronic 

diseases are 

caught in a 

further 

downward 

cycle of 

illness and 

poverty. 

Photo credit: WHO/Chris de Bode 
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Photo credit: WHO/Chris de Bode 

Noemia 

Vicente 

Ribeiro, 80, 

has worked 

hard her entire 

life as a 

cleaner and 

housemaid. 

She was 

looking 

forward to 

spending the 

rest of her 

years enjoying 

quiet moments 

and long 

conversations 

with her 

daughter. 
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Photo credit: WHO/Chris de Bode 

A diagnosis of skin cancer has changed all that. Noemia had not realized that 

Brazil’s sun-drenched beaches could be so dangerous. Skin cancer can develop 

as a result of overexposure to the sun’s harmful rays. After a lifetime 

unprotected in the sun, Noemia has been diagnosed with skin cancer on her legs. 

Simple steps like keeping out of direct sunlight could have prevented her cancer. 
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Photo credit: WHO/Chris de Bode 

 

 

 

Images and text retrieved from 
http://www.who.int/features/2006/cancer/noemia/en/index3.html and included under fair-use 
guidelines of Title 17, US Code. © Copyright World Health Organization (WHO), 2013. All 
Rights Reserved. 

Noemia is receiving 

chemotherapy every 

two weeks. “I don’t 

feel too sick, but I 

have lost all my 

hair,” she says, 

tightening the scarf 

around her head. 

Unlike many others 

for whom health 

care costs can be 

financially 

devastating, Noemia 

is lucky to be able to 

access free 

treatment. Without 

it, as she says, she 

“simply wouldn’t 

cope.” 

http://www.who.int/features/2006/cancer/noemia/en/index3.html
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Station 5: Preventing and Treating Noncommunicable Diseases 
 

The WHO and other health organizations focus on preventing NCDs and 

providing treatment for people who suffer from NCDs. 

 

Efforts to reduce the impact of NCDs on global health focus on: 

o Encouraging healthy public policies that promote NCD prevention. 

o Providing screening for early detection of NCDs. 

o Educating the general public about how to prevent NCDs.  

o Educating patients about how to get treatment and live a productive life 

with an NCD. Timely treatment reduces the need for more expensive 

treatment. 

o Making medicines available, especially in low-income countries. 

o Reorienting health systems to address the needs of people with NCDs. 

o Working to find cures. 
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The four major NCDs share four risk factors. These risk factors are human behaviors that 

can be changed and managed. 
 

 
Data source: WHO, Fact Sheet 355, 2015, http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/.  
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The WHO and other global health organizations are working to prevent NCDs by 

focusing on the four common risk factors.  

 

Reduce Tobacco 

Use 

Reduce Alcohol 

Use 

Improve Diet  Increase Physical 

Activity 

o Ban smoking in 

public places. 

o Increase treatment 

centers. 

o Tax the sale of 

tobacco. 

o Educate about the 

dangers of tobacco 

use. 

o Restrict access to 

alcohol. 

o Tax the sale of 

alcohol. 

o Implement and 

enforce drunk-

driving laws. 

o Reduce use of salt 

and trans fats in 

food. 

o Promote 

breastfeeding. 

o Use food taxes 

and subsidies to 

educate about 

healthy diet. 

o Develop safe 

public places for 

physical activity. 

o Develop school 

and workplace 

education 

programs about 

physical activity. 

 


