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EDITORIAL

Non-communicable diseases are the biggest
challenges of the 21st century: What is the
physiotherapist’s role in global health?
In this increasingly globalised world, we are facing new
challenges; particularly in the form of major noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) such as cardiovascular disease, chronic pulmonary disease, diabetes and cancer [1].
Even though the main risk factors have been identified
(tobacco and alcohol use, physical inactivity and unhealthy
diet), the epidemic of NCDs has neither been stopped nor
slowed [1]. The treatment approach to NCDs requires a
move from providing a cure for individual patients towards
the prevention of illness in an entire population [2]. In
order to respond to this paradigm shift from an illness
model to a wellness model, health professionals need to
adjust their goals and strategies, as well as rethink their
interactions with clients [2]. Dr Margaret Chan, Director
General of the World Health Organization, considers this
health challenge to be an opportunity for the global community “to change the course of the NCD epidemic” [1].
Physiotherapists can and should contribute to become
agents of change [2] as they are in an excellent position to
tackle some of the NCD risk factors and improve mobility,
function and lifestyle for a population.
In this current issue of the Hong Kong Physiotherapy
Journal, Abaraogu et al [3] report the results of a crosssectional survey in Nigeria aiming at determining physiotherapists’ practices about and barriers to diet counseling.
The authors argue that physiotherapists’ expertise should
include “health-focused practices” rather than only
providing “treatment of disability and illness” [3] which goes
in line with the global approach to NCD. However, the reality
is not so bright: 64% of the surveyed Nigerian physiotherapists
rarely assess patients’ dietary habits and if advice is given it is
usually done verbally only. On a more positive note, physiotherapists believe that diet counseling is important and
regularly enquire about family history of cardiovascular disease and diabetes. The study further identified various

barriers to diet counseling: lack of access to diet counsellors,
lack of patient education material, lack of expertise and
uncertainty about the provision of services to this group.
NCDs are the hallmark of our globalized world and are
partially caused by factors over which individuals have
limited control. We continuously need to remind ourselves
that (a) individual’s health status is determined by multiple
factors, (b) a person’s lifestyle impacts on health, and (c)
factors such as housing, community networks or the environment play an important role for a person to remain
healthy [5]. The first step to meet the global healthcare
needs is to increase awareness on what physiotherapists
can do and how they can promote healthy lifestyle for the
local population [4]. In addition, much of physiotherapy
research is done in high-income countries, yet we know
that the body, health and illness, as well as roles within the
healthcare system are culturally constructed and contextdependent [4]. Global health problems require a shift in
the ways physiotherapy research and practice is done. Much
can be learned from how other countries engage in
healthcare and thereby better understand physiotherapy as
a culturally adapted practice.
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