Letter to Editor

The midwife’s role in prevention of non-
communicable diseases in Iran

Noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) are the leading
cause of death worldwide and the underlying causes
of almost two-thirds of global deaths. Although all
countries face this epidemic, low- and middle-income
countries, and the poor people in these countries, are the
most vulnerable.[" It is a global necessity to implement
an effective strategy for preventing NCDs because the
cost of treatment in the future will be uncontrollable.”?!
NCDs account for 73% of global mortality™ and 59.7% of
disability-adjusted life years (DALYs). It should be borne
in mind that the prevalence of and mortality from these
diseases are distributed unevenly around the world so
that NCDs account for 79.2% of all deaths and 74% of
the DALYs in Iran.™

Diabetes, hypertension, cancer, and chronic respiratory
diseases are the most important diseases of NCDs
that may result from four risk factors of sedentary
lifestyle, unhealthy eating habits, and alcohol and
tobacco consumption.”! The four mentioned diseases
have a higher global and national prevalence, more
mortality rates, and a higher financial burden for their
control in all countries.! That is why the World Health
Organization (WHO) has determined control of these
four diseases and their underlying causes as its main
goal in reducing mortality resulting from NCDs by
25% by the year 2025.°! Remarkable changes in lifestyle
over the past 30 years have increased the prevalence
of sedentary lifestyle and obesity.l"l' A study on 30,541
adults in 30 Iranian Provinces reported a high prevalence
of physical inactivity, especially in women (62%).["!
The prevalence rates of obesity and abdominal obesity
in Iranian women are 32.2 and 81.4%, respectively.!®!
However, with the shift in tobacco consumption from
industrialized countries to developing ones, tobacco use
has also become pandemic among women in the majority
of the developing countries.”’” Consequently, many
NCDs such as osteoporosis, cardiovascular diseases, and
hypertension can be prevented by changing lifestyles
and controlling the risk factors.™!l

The Deputy Minister of Health and Medical Education
in Iran developed the prevention and control service
package for the mentioned four diseases and the four
risk factors related to them. This package was prepared
based on past experiences, the new guidelines issued by
the WHO and the “National Document for Prevention
and Control of NCDs and Related Risk Factors in the

Islamic Republic of Iran from 2015 to 2025,” and in
cooperation with the other health centers and offices of
the Deputy Minister of Health and Medical Education.
This package, entitled Iran’s Package of Essential NCD
Interventions (known as IraPEN), is being implemented
throughout the country according to the trend of change in
the health sector and received the top priority in the health
system of the country. Making a personal health record
and myocardial infarction (MI) and stroke risk assessment
and early diagnosis of breast, cervical, and colon cancers
and of tuberculosis are among the activities having top
priorities in this service package. Cardiovascular stroke
risk assessment is an important step that is expected to be
carried out for everyone over the age of 30 to identify the
10-year risk of MI and stroke and to prevent them by taking
preventive measures. The health-care providers including
midwives at health-care centers provide this package.!'”

Midwifery in Iran is a 4-year course and graduate students
called bachelor of midwifery. Graduate midwives can be
employed in hospitals in the maternity or neonatal wards.
They also can be employed in the health system who have
duties such as prenatal care, vaccination, screening women
regarding breast and cervix cancers, screening people
regarding cardiovascular diseases, and providing care for
middle-aged and elderly people. Although the master and
Ph.D. of midwifery are existing in Iran, most graduates of
these periods work as instructors in universities.

The growing prevalence of NCDs involves all health
professionals in community health. As the key members
among the providers of primary health care at the
community level, midwives have access to all levels of the
population."” They have the necessary skills to enhance
the strengths of individuals and communities in order to
improve prevention and therapeutic outcomes. As a part
of the multidisciplinary teams for dealing with NCDs and
for reducing their related risk factors, midwives can offer
substantial help. In Iran, midwives are the largest group of
health workers at health centers. Besides providing care for
women in prenatal and postnatal periods, breastfeeding,
family planning, vaccination, healthy eating, and smoking
cessation, they play a major role in the prevention,
screening/early diagnosis, and treatment of NCDs and in
promoting the health of the general population.!'*'*!

Atpresent, in Iran, midwives are the majority of health-care
providersin the Iranian health system, and 10,517 midwives
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are providing services at health centers for prevention of
NCDs. As health-care providers, midwives provide many
services related to the program for prevention and control
of NCDs and for control of their related risk factors.
These services include 10-year fatal and nonfatal MI and
stroke risk assessment, cervical, breast, and colorectal
cancer screening and provision of care for cancer patients,
assessment of the four risk factors (unhealthy eating
habits, sedentary lifestyle, and consumption of alcohol
and tobacco) and provision of necessary education in this
relation, blood pressure control, blood sugar and lipid
profile, fecal immunochemical test, and anthropometric
indicator measurement."? Furthermore, in order to prevent
cardiovascular and osteoporosis diseases, midwives
provide education and counseling for middle-aged
women (during pre- and postmenopausal periods) to
modify their lifestyle. Furthermore, midwives conduct
HIV rapid screening tests in pregnant women and provide
counseling for affected women with this virus. Therefore,
midwives are vitally important members in a community’s
health-care system and play a substantial role in preventing
and controlling NCDs.

With the announcement of 2020 as the “Year of the Nurse
and Midwife” by the WHO, investments in the midwifery
workforce will have a substantial, rapid, cost-effective,
and high-quality share of global health care.™ Therefore,
itis recommended that the national authorities consider
reviewing the Health System Evolution Plan while taking
the various articles in the Document for General Health
Policies into account. By giving more emphasis to the
role that midwives play and by utilizing this powerful
and inexpensive workforce, pave the way for achieving
fundamental changes in the community health status,
especially for preventing NCDs and mortality resulting
from them, and prevent the loss of the economic and
human resources in the health sector.
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