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Chronic non- communicable diseases are assuming increasing importance among adult population in both developed and developing countries.  Cardiovascular diseases and cancer are at present the leading causes of death in developed countries accounting for 70 to 75 per cent of total deaths.  The prevalence of chronic diseases is showing an upward trend in several countries due to increased life expectancy of the population and changes in life style.  The commission on chronic illness in USA has defined "chronic diseases" as " comprising all impairments or deviations from normal, which have one or more of the following characteristics:
are permanent leave residual disability are caused by non-reversible  pathological alterations require special training of the patient for rehabilitation may be expected to require a long period of  supervision, observation or care.

Diseases result from a complex interaction between man, agent and the environment. The term natural history of disease signifies the way in which a disease appears overtime from the earliest stage of its prepathogenesis phase to its termination as recovery, disability or death.  

Clinically the disease has a latent period from the start of the etiologic process till the clinical manifestations that bring the patient under medical attention.  Each disease has also duration between clinical expression and outcome that may be complete recovery, recovery with residual effects or death.

From the Pathogenesis point of view, there are three stages in natural history of disease:

- Induction is the period from the start of the etiologic process to the start of the pathological process that may entail biochemical, physiological and/or anatomical changes.  These changes start as reversible and end being irreversible.

- Promotion is the period from the start of the pathological process to the start of the clinical manifestations of the disease.

- Expression is the period from the start of the clinical presentation till the final outcome of the disease (complete recovery, recovery with residual effects or death).

 Risk factors are associated with chronic diseases.  All share the fact that the presence of one of them in an individual increases his possibility of becoming a case of the defined disease or condition.  For example, smoking is a risk factor for bronchogenic carcinoma.  Being a smoker increases the possibility of developing this condition.  This possibility increases with increases level of exposure, i.e., heavy smoking carries a higher risk.  So, smoking may be a component cause in one or more of the sufficient causes of bronchogenic carcinoma.  But it is not necessary for developing this condition, as many cases of bronchogenic carcinoma occur within non-smokers.

This presentation will focus on the following points:

The role of risk in the development of chronic diseases during the period of latency.

The interaction between risk factors.

The interaction between chronic diseases.

The value of systemic approach in preventing chronic diseases.
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