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5. The silent majority: Targeting the undiagnosed and the
unaware will reduce the prevalence of chronic diseases

Infectious diseases in Latin America are quickly becoming a thing of the
past. The most resilient diseases, such as AIDS, tuberculosis, and
malaria account for less than 10% of deaths in the region." Chronic
diseases, on the other hand, are the principal causes of death for
countries in the advanced stages of their epidemiological transition,
such as Chile, Argentina, Mexico, Brazil and Uruguay.' Other countries
in the region are expected to follow suit, thus elevating the burden
region-wide.”?

These non-communicable diseases (NCDs) place a large strain on
healthcare resources due to the regular and sophisticated treatments
they require. This is particularly true when considering higher age
groups and the health complications that ensue. With a growing
geriatric base, these factors compound each other, further emphasizing
the challenged associated with chronic diseases.

Given the nature of chronic diseases, patients will continue to seek
treatment involving long-term care. Yet the levels of dissatisfaction
with public health systems is such that many seek out the services they
need privately with out-of-pocket expenditures. Private care providers
and equipment suppliers can capitalize on this trend to strengthen their
presence in key markets.

Prevention and awareness are the main strategies to combat chronic
diseases, and, indeed, public healthcare systems have been seeking
focusing on such activities to maximize returns on taxpayer-funded
expenditures. Outreach programs in the form of social events and
international collaborative efforts have been successful. The 2014
World Diabetes Day in Mexico City is an exemplary model for the kind
of prevention the region needs. Involving more than 15,000 people, the
International Diabetes Foundation (IDF) aimed to educate the local
population about lifestyle choices and also provided services such as
simplified blood sugar testing, healthy cooking workshops, and
exercise classes.” The region is ripe for similar awareness-raising events,
such as “World Hypertension Day”.

Awareness programs remain as a cost-effective way to gain traction
with at-risk populations and avoid the sophisticated treatment of
chronic disease management. The key to their success is empowering
local communities and ensuring proper outreach to unaware
populations by focusing the event on crowd-pleasing activities with
tangible health benefits. Properly designed efforts can potentially
unearth the large number of undiagnosed or uneducated patients, and
significantly prevent costly health expenditures. According to the
Diabetes Atlas, estimates show that of the 392 million patients with
diabetes in the world, 46% are undiagnosed.” The Prospective Urban
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and Rural Epidemiology (PURE) study released late 2014 also revealed
low awareness rates for hypertension throughout Latin America. At
the forefront of this trend are Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and Chile,
where only 57% of people with hypertension are aware of their
condition.® Unsurprisingly, cardiovascular, respiratory diseases, cancers
and diabetes rank as the main causes of death in these countries.

“The rapid progressive illnesses and
deaths of yesteryear (infectious
diseases and, more recently,
cancers) have been replaced by
vastly increased survival rate from
such illnesses and a pandemic-like
shift from acute to chronic iliness, with
long years of survival that are often
accompanied by a reduced quality
of life requiring more and longer
home care.”

Grace Christ and Sadhna Dawan from Council on Social
Work Education

Yet the disease profiles for Latin American countries also provide a
welcome focus for designing high-impact awareness and prevention
programs. Health-coaching applications and wearable technologies
can work in concert with prevention and are expected to continue
expanding throughout 2025, Surveys indicate consumers are ready to
lead healthier lifestyles and will use wearable technologies as a way to
exercise smarter, eat healthier, and track their medical histcvry.8 As
Latin American consumers continue to drive mobile adoption, the face
of awareness campaigns may well take on a technological component.
For example, the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) created
smartphone apps and online courses to deliver practical information
used in the management of population health. Such technological
progress will make outreach programs more effective than ever.

Awareness is the cornerstone of prevention. But more importantly, at-
risk patients are empowered through understanding. Prevention-
related activities will help counter the onset of chronic diseases
through  the power of
_ information’ thus promOting
early detection and improving
Legend quality of life. Such activities
also relieve some of the
expenditure from acute
symptoms such as strokes and
myocardial infarctions.
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