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Noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) are 
one of the biggest public health challenges 
of the 21st century.1 The social and eco-
nomic impact of NCDs are threatening 
progress towards sustainable develop-
ment. NCDs are the leading causes of 
death,2 causing 16 million premature 
deaths annually.3 Four main groups of 
noncommunicable diseases – cardiovas-
cular diseases, cancers, chronic respiratory 
diseases and diabetes – account for 82% 
of all NCD attributable deaths.3 By 2025, 
the global economic cost from these four 
groups of diseases is predicted to surpass 
51 trillion United States dollars.4 Despite a 
common assumption that NCDs are “dis-
eases of affluence” only affecting people in 
wealthy nations, NCDs disproportionately 
affect people in low- and middle-income 
countries. The probability of dying prema-
turely from NCD in a low- and middle-
income country is four times higher than 
that in high-income countries.3 

It is important for young people to 
understand NCDs and their risk factors. 
Two-thirds of premature deaths in adults 
are associated with childhood conditions5 
or behaviours initiated in youth: over 
150 million young people smoke;5 81% 
of adolescents don’t get enough physical 
activity;6 11.7% of adolescents partake in 
heavy episodic drinking7 and 41 million 
children under 5 years old are overweight 
or obese.8 Entrenched behaviours and un-
healthy environments ensure that NCDs 
will continue to affect future generations. 

Many young people today have un-
precedented access to information and 
the capacity to act on that information in 
shaping their own lives, and determining 
their own health status.9 Young people 
can contribute in several ways to pre-
vent NCDs. By using new media, young 
voices can provide a novel perspective on 
NCD prevention and control by sharing 
targeted messages on key risk factors and 
interventions. Young people can engage 
with different communities and share 
information about NCDs. 

Young people can lead programmes 
to promote healthy behaviour, such as 
community exercise classes, or healthy 
eating programmes. We can contribute 
to education and awareness initiatives, to 
inform the public and decision-makers 
about health problems and solutions. 
Young medical and allied health students 
also have a unique opportunity to get 
involved. Students on clinical rotations 
can promote effective disease prevention 
measures such as tobacco cessation. 

Young people can also advocate for 
policies and practices that aim to improve 
NCD prevention and care. In 2011, more 
than 190 countries agreed on global 
mechanisms to reduce the avoidable NCD 
burden including a Global action plan 
for the prevention and control of NCDs 
2013–2020.10 So far this commitment has 
yielded insufficient resources and political 
action to reach the target of 25% reduction 
in premature NCD mortality by 2025. It 
is our responsibility to hold our govern-
ments accountable for their commitments 
to the 2011 political declaration on NCDs.

We suggest that all institutions work-
ing on NCDs evaluate how they gather and 
act on the perspectives of young people. 
NCD prevention should be included in 
the agenda of international youth groups 
and integrated in all medical, nursing 
and allied health curriculums. To reduce 
the impact of NCDs, the next generation 
needs to be involved in recognizing and 
changing the conditions that favour these 
diseases. ■

References

1. Resolution 68/300. Outcome document of the 
high-level meeting of the General Assembly 
on the comprehensive review and assessment 
of the progress achieved in the prevention 
and control of non-communicable diseases. 
In: Sixty-eighth session of the United Nations 
General Assembly, New York, 17 July 2014. 
New York: United Nations; 2014. Available from: 
http://www.who.int/nmh/events/2014/a-
res-68-300.pdf?ua=1 [cited 2016 June 1].

2. The top 10 causes of death. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2015. Available from: 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/
fs310/en/index2.html [cited 2016 June 1].

3. Noncommunicable diseases: Fact sheet 
(Updated January 2015). Geneva: World Health 
Organization; 2015. Available from: http://
www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/
en/ [cited 2016 June 1].

4. From burden to “best buys”: Reducing the 
economic impact of non-communicable 
diseases in low- and middle-income countries. 
Geneva: World Economic Forum; 2011. 
Available from: http://www.who.int/nmh/
publications/best_buys_summary/en/ [cited 
2016 June 1].

5. Fact sheet on adolescent health. Manila: World 
Health Organization, Regional Office for the 
Western Pacific; 2015. Available from: http://
www.wpro.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/
docs/fs_201202_adolescent_health/en/ [cited 
2016 June 1].

6. #YouthStats: Health. Adolescent Health. New 
York: Office of the Secretary General’s Envoy on 
Youth, United Nations; 2015. Available from: 
http://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/
uploads/2015/06/YouthStatsHealthpdf2.pdf 
[cited 2016 June 1].

7. Global status report on alcohol and health 
2014. Geneva: World Health Organization; 
2014. Available from: http://www.who.
int/substance_abuse/publications/
global_alcohol_report/msb_gsr_2014_1.pdf 
[cited 2016 June 1].

8. Report of the commission on ending 
childhood obesity. Geneva: World 
Health Organization; 2016. Available 
from: http://apps.who.int/iris/
bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_
eng.pdf?ua=1 [cited 2016 June 1].

9. Heimans J, Timms H. Understanding “new 
power”. In: Harvard Business Review, December 
2014. Boston: Harvard Business School 
Publishing; 2014. Available from: https://hbr.
org/2014/12/understanding-new-power [cited 
2016 June 1].

10. Global action plan for the prevention and 
control of noncommunicable diseases 
2013–2020. Geneva: World Health 
Organization; 2013.

Engaging young people in the prevention of noncommunicable 
diseases 
Rosanna Baker,a Ely Taylor,b Skander Essafi,c Jordan D Jarvisd & Christopher Odokd

a 57 Wood Lane, N65UD, London, England.
b Canberra, Australia.
c International Federation of Medical Students Association, Amsterdam, Netherlands. 
d Young Professional Chronic Disease Network, Radford, United States of America. 
Correspondence to Rosanna Baker (email: rosie.a.baker@gmail.com).

http://www.who.int/nmh/events/2014/a-res-68-300.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/nmh/events/2014/a-res-68-300.pdf?ua=1
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs310/en/index2.html
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs310/en/index2.html
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs355/en/
http://www.who.int/nmh/publications/best_buys_summary/en/
http://www.who.int/nmh/publications/best_buys_summary/en/
http://www.wpro.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/docs/fs_201202_adolescent_health/en/
http://www.wpro.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/docs/fs_201202_adolescent_health/en/
http://www.wpro.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/docs/fs_201202_adolescent_health/en/
http://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/YouthStatsHealthpdf2.pdf
http://www.un.org/youthenvoy/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/YouthStatsHealthpdf2.pdf
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/publications/global_alcohol_report/msb_gsr_2014_1.pdf
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/publications/global_alcohol_report/msb_gsr_2014_1.pdf
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/publications/global_alcohol_report/msb_gsr_2014_1.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/204176/1/9789241510066_eng.pdf?ua=1
https://hbr.org/2014/12/understanding-new-power
https://hbr.org/2014/12/understanding-new-power

