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Dear Editor, 

 

Physical activity is important for our health. 

Physical activity is well known and proven to 

prevent non-communicable diseases. In a report by 

WHO, it is the 4th leading risk factor of mortality 

globally.1 A review showed that, physical activity 

has positive impact on 26 diseases.2 The important 

of physical activity as important risk factor of 

chronic diseases is undeniable. The evidence of the 

impact of physical activity on health outcome is 

overwhelming. Why is this not a common 

knowledge among healthcare professional and why 

it is hard to translate it into action? 

Physical activity is proven to reduce 

morbidity and mortality. Study has shown, it reduces 

30% risk of all-cause of mortality. It also reduces 

risk of getting chronic diseases such as heart disease, 

hypertension, diabetes type 2, depression, dementia, 

breast cancer, colon cancer, osteoporosis and 

osteoarthritis by 40%, 52%, 50%, 30%, 30%, 25%, 

45%, 40% and 50% respectively.3 The more 

exercise is done, the more reduction in mortality 

risk. This is called dose-response relationship. It 

clearly has a lot of beneficial effect on non-

communicable diseases. 

Physical activity is not only known to 

prevent and reduce risk of getting non-

communicable disease (NCD). It is also proven to 

treat non-communicable disease. It is clearly stated 

in Malaysian clinical practice guideline, physical 

activity is a treatment for obesity4, hypertension5, 

diabetes type 26, coronary artery disease7 and 

dyslipidemia.8 Improvement is seen on chronic 

disease by being physically active. It reduces blood 

pressure by 5 -17 mm Hg for systolic blood pressure 

and 2 - 10 mm Hg for diastolic blood pressure.9 

Improvement of glucose profile by reducing 0.5 - 

0.73% of HbA1C level.10 The effect is as good as 

metformin therapy.2 Lipid profile is improved by 

increasing HDL level for 2.2 mg/dL.11 

Looking from health economic 

perspective, physical activity is proven to save a lot 

of healthcare cost. Globally, physical inactivity cost 

USD53.8 billion worldwide (direct cost) & 

USD13.7 billion (indirect cost). Total cost saving is 

USD67.5 billion. Most of the cost (USD31.2 billion) 

is borne by the public sector. For Malaysia, direct 

cost is USD284 million and indirect cost is USD119 

million. The total amount that could be saved if all 

the Malaysian population are physically active is 

USD403 million, which is about RM1.3 billion. 

However, this study only includes 4 diseases as 

outcome of physical inactivity; breast cancer, colon 

cancer, stroke and coronary heart disease.12 More 

cost saving is expected if all diseases related to 

physical activity is included in the study. 

Smoking is an established risk factor for 

non-communicable diseases. Heart disease and lung 

cancer is the known diseases related to smoking. On 

the other hand, physical inactivity is also known risk 

factor of non-communicable diseases. Wen & Wu13 

compared both by looking at prevalence, hazard 

ratio, population attributable fraction and global 

death per year. Apparently, both risk factors 

(smoking & physical inactivity) have similar and 

comparable effect on health and diseases. 

Malaysia is not doing well on prevalence of 

physical inactivity. Over years, our level of physical 

inactivity shows reducing trend, from 88.4% in 

199614 to 33.5% in 2015.15 However, our level of 

physical inactivity is higher than the global 

prevalence of physical inactivity. Global physical 

inactivity level is 27.5%.16 Malaysia is rank at 

number 31 of being physically inactive out of 168 

countries.16 More work needs to be done, to increase 

the physical activity level in Malaysia. 

World Health Organisation (WHO) has 

published Global recommendation of physical 

activity in 2010.17 However, it is not clear how 

member country should follow and implement the 

guideline. It is only 8 years later, WHO published 

the Global action plan on physical activity (GAPPA) 

2018-203018 in 2018. The document clearly state 

how member country could react and plan their own 

strategic plan, to increase physical activity level in 

their own country. In Malaysia, we have our own 

guideline on physical activity19, published in 2017. 
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In 2018, we launch our strategic plan; National 

Strategic Plan for Active Living (NASPAL) 2017 - 

202520, to increase level of physical activity, through 

involvement of many stake holders. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Only in the last decade, physical activity is seen as 

important for public health and action has to be 

taken to increase physical activity level in the 

community. It is still not too late for the government, 

professional bodies, NGOs and the community to 

promote and advocate physical activity as a mean to 

reduce non-communicable disease in Malaysia. We 

hope, by having NASPAL, it will intensify our effort 

to reduce physical inactivity level and further reduce 

prevalence of NCD. 
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