
Small Steps Lead to Big Results

Frequently Asked Questions

Non Communicable Diseases

What are non-communicable diseases?
It is any disease that is not passed or transmitted from one person to another, such as heart 
or lung disease, cancer, or diabetes. Also you may hear them described as chronic diseases. 
They are long-term and progress slowly but can be prevented by adopting a healthy lifestyle. 
More than X percentage of people in the Maldives suffer from some type of non-communicable 
disease, the highest percentage in all of Southeast Asia.

What causes non-communicable diseases?
Most doctors attribute it to people’s lifestyles and behaviors. People that smoke; people that 
have an unhealthy diet, and those that are physically inactive increase their risks of non-
communicable diseases.  These lifestyle choices contribute to physical changes in your body 
which put you more at risk. Smoking, poor eating habits, being inactive can lead to high blood 
pressure, obesity or overweight, hyperglycemia, and hyperlipidemia (high levels of fat in the 
blood), and diabetes and heart and lung disease.

Are they (NCD) preventable?
Yes. The majority of the time they are preventable. Often the disease is a result of your lifestyle 
and making the necessary adjustments – the small steps we refer to – will make a difference in 
your staying well or becoming sick. For example, if you smoke, stop. If you don’t smoke, don’t 
start. Eat healthier, or as I like to say smarter, that means leaner meats and fishes, more fruits 
and vegetables, cut back on sugars and sweets. Exercise – be active. Don’t just sit: Move! Walk, 
play sports, take the stairs. Small steps lead to big results.

Are there other indicators that put someone or populations at risk?
That is a very good question. More and more research shows that those who are most at risk 
are lower socio-economic populations. Work schedules, limited income, low awareness about 
prevention, and one problem that we don’t have in the Maldives is unaffordable health care. All 
of these can be a deterrent to prevention.

One other point is the economic burden that comes from treatment for a non-communicable 
disease. We talk about the costs of eating right or getting exercise…”fruits and vegetables 
are for the rich man” and “I don’t have time to exercise…I have to work” – these are excuses. 
Consider what will happen if you are sick with a long-term disease such as heart or lung disease. 
The long-term costs of treatment are both financial and emotional. We have a good health 
scheme here in the Maldives but if you are too sick there is the loss of livelihood and that is 
very difficult to replace when you are sick. 



Frequently Asked Questions

Smoking

How serious is tobacco abuse?
There is nothing good I can say about smoking. It is the leading killer in non-communicable and 
communicable diseases. Worldwide more than 6 million people die from the effects of smoking 
every year and those numbers are rising. Smoking contributes to heart disease, lung disease, 
cancer…the list goes on.

What do you say to people that want to stop but say they cannot?
I agree it is very difficult. Smoking is perceived to be attractive, especially to the young, and 
cigarettes here are inexpensive and readily available. So the health benefit is strongly over-
shadowed by the perception. However, for a good long life if you now smoke, stop. You will  
do it by taking small steps almost one cigarette at a time. One way I recommend is to ask for 
support from your friends, families, religious groups, work place. You need to identify the 
incentive that will both motivate you and reward you.

I’ve heard people talk about “secondary smoke” what is that?
A good question and another good reason not to smoke. Protecting your family and your 
friends. Smoking is hazardous both to the smoker and those that are in close proximity to him 
or her…family members in the house, co-workers in the office or same close location, people 
on public transportation and restaurants or clubs. We’re all breathing the same air and it needs 
to stay clean and clear of secondary smoke.  Another good reason to bring your family along as 
you stop smoking; they will benefit too.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Be Active

What do you say to the person who says: I work all the time plus I have a 
family I don’t have time to exercise and I can’t afford it?
I say you are already exercising everyday…you just need to do more of it. I understand the 
demands of a job or going to school as well as family life and now someone is telling you to 
exercise 15 minutes several times a day. What I am saying – is start with small steps. Walk 
further, play with your children more, take the stairs. Before you know it you will have expanded 
your activity and you will feel the positive effects. It also is a good lesson for your children. Being 
active needs to be part of their regular behavior now so they will do it when they are older.

What are the benefits from being active?
In addition to reducing the risk of non-communicable diseases…for children, it builds their 
bones and muscles; it contributes to their physical and mental development; and makes the 
heart stronger. It also helps to maintain weight and even let’s children sleep better. Who 
wouldn’t like that! For adults it also keeps our bones strong, stretches muscles, keeps our blood 
pressure down, and the heart and lungs stronger. It is all about starting with small steps we are 
not asking anyone to run a marathon but we are saying fit it into your lifestyle and agree to do it 
every day. You’ll see the results. 

What are activities are small steps I can do?
Look at what you are already doing…and expand it. Walk more, introduce walking into your 
daily activities. Play games like football with your children or take walks with other mothers and 
fathers or your husband or wife. Even walking around the office or the house (inside or out) is 
exercise. Turn regular tasks into being active.



Frequently Asked Questions

Eat Healthy

I think I do eat healthy. But you don’t seem to think so? Who’s right?
Healthy does not mean more food or overly rich foods. When we talk about healthy it means 
food choices – adding fruits and vegetables; grilled fish and meat not fried; less sugar and avoid 
fast foods that are overly prepared and add calories and fats to your system. These are the 
guidelines from the world’s leading authority World Health Organization. The research shows 
the benefits of not overeating and not eating fatty or high-calorie foods. In a country like this 
where fish and fruit are native it is an easy small step to introduce into your diet.

So how do I do it?
Often our eating habits are habits rather than thought through plans. One way to eat better 
is to have fruits and vegetables in the house or at work and available to eat instead of last 
minute choices that are sweet or fatty foods. This eliminates the temptation to order fast food 
or impulse eating. Plan ahead and let your children help plan what to eat this will give them 
exposure to new healthy foods and expand their eating practices. 

Small Steps Lead to Big Results



Frequently Asked Questions

Using Medications Wisely

If I don’t have a shot or receive a prescription when I go to the doctor I 
doubt my doctor is very good or that I will get well.
That is a common misconception that a doctor’s visit means new medicine or an injection. 
Not every illness needs medicine. And in some incidents medicines are not appropriate for 
an illness. Research shows that as a country we are overmedicated and that actually can be 
detrimental in the long run.

Evaluating your doctor based on whether he or she prescribes an injection or medicine is 
inaccurate. Your doctor is making a medical decision based on the science and evidence he 
or she has on your condition. Not all sicknesses require medicines. WHO and other medical 
institutions are recommending that doctors and patients be more attuned to overly prescribing 
medication; share with your doctor what medicines you may already be taking and discuss with 
him or her your health.

Step Up for Your Health Campaign

Tell me about the Ministry of Health’s Step Up for Your Health Campaign.
The government of Maldives Ministry of Health’s five year strategic plan is focusing on the 
primary health issues in Maldives and that includes noncommunicable diseases. Maldives has 
the highest incidents of NCD in all of Southeast Asia. There is a limited amount of knowledge 
about NCDs or how to prevent them, so the Ministry along with WHO has developed a public 
awareness campaign on prevention for NCD. As you said, it is call Step Up for Your Health: small 
steps lead to big results.

I see the statistics – obesity, high blood pressure, smoking – these are a 
concern. Will a communication really make a difference?
The understanding about NCD is the first place to start. Having people and stakeholders 
understand two things: first, what a noncommunicable disease is and secondly, that by taking 
certain steps they can prevent getting sick. 

So yes, the communication will make a difference. And that prevention is do-able.

What if I want to know more about NCDs or ways to prevent them?
There are several ways to find out more – ask your doctor and visit the MOH and WHO web site 
(www.XXX). Information about prevention and what the diseases are can be found online.
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