
Kia Ora Koutou, Talofa Lava, As-salamu alaikum. My name is Hannah O’Malley and I am a Lifestyle 
Pharmacist and Health Innovator based in the sunshine capital of Aotearoa, Nelson. I am also a member 
of OraTaiao: The NZ Health and Climate Council, and the Australasian Society of Lifestyle Medicine.  

I’d like to thank the Shark Tank panel for inviting me along today to discuss one of my favourite topics: 
Lifestyle As Medicine.  

Let me ask a question: If you had access to a pill that could significantly reduce the risk of heart disease, 
obesity, diabetes and bowel cancer, without any side effects, would you recommend it? This just some of 
what lifestyle medicine can do - except it doesn’t come in a pill form.  

Today we’ll be exploring why we need to focus more on lifestyle to make progress on health issues, my 
story of how I became involved, what Lifestyle Medicine is and what I am working on with a team of 
wonderful people in Nelson and across Aoetearoa. 

So how did I end up being an advocate for healthy living?  

Well during my time working in clinical pharmacy in hospitals, I came to realise that despite our best care, 
medicines and procedures, I wasn’t doing anything to prevent patients from getting chronic illnesses, and 
I wasn’t able to return them to health.  

We know that our health system is struggling and our hospitals are bursting at the seams. Someone dies 
every 90 minutes from heart disease.  

There are hundreds of thousands of Kiwis living with diabetes and millions who are overweight or obese.  

Our tamariki have the third highest rate of obesity in the world.  

The good news is that we can do something about it. The majority of cases of heart disease, diabetes and 
obesity are preventable. This is not about blaming individuals, rather looking at what we can do as a 
system and primary health sector to promote health, support disease prevention, and shift away from 
being the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff. 

Whilst medicines will always play an important role, these health epidemics are not going to be solved by 
pharmaceuticals alone and our system needs to evolve.  

To truly be a health service rather than a disease service, we must place a much greater focus on public 
health, prevention and utilisation of Lifestyle Medicine to help treat Lifestyle diseases. 

Lifestyle is almost always the first line prevention or treatment recommendation in therapeutic guidelines 
and it deserves more attention. As pharmacists, we have a duty to optimise the use of medicines. This 
means that we should utilise all effective, evidence based treatment options available, including non-drug 
options. Especially when they have low to no risk of causing harm.  

A whole discipline of Lifestyle Medicine is emerging that is complementary to pharmaceuticals. The six 
key areas of Lifestyle Medicine include a plant-predominant diet, regular exercise, sleeping well, stress 
management, strong social connections, and avoiding tobacco, alcohol and illicit drugs. There are 



international bodies around the world leading this discipline, including the Australasion Society of Lifestyle 
Medicine who recently held their annual conference here in Auckland. 

Nutrition deserves special attention for two reasons. Firstly, poor nutrition has now overtaken smoking as 
a leading cause of health loss in New Zealand.  

That’s right, dietary choices are the leading cause of health loss in NZ. Yet food choices are not routinely 
raised with patients.  

Evidence shows that eating a diet of mostly whole plant foods can help prevent, manage and treat many 
of the chronic conditions that are plaguing our country.  

Observational studies of tens of thousands of people show a stepwise reduction in BMI and diabetes 
prevalence as people eat more plants. The same trends have been demonstrated with blood pressure 
and cholesterol, and even climate emissions in NZ. 

The climate emergency is the second reason that nutrition deserves special attention. This is a critical 
health risk that our system has neglected. Healthy people need a healthy planet and this is under threat. 
The Lancet Medical Journal have named climate change as the greatest threat to human health of the 
century, but it could also be the greatest opportunity.  

Our children are calling on us to act, and the health sector needs to play an urgent leading role in this. 
Our Ministry of Health are also calling on us to act, and last week released a report titled ‘Sustainability 
and the Health Sector’. There are huge co-benefits between sustainability and human health and The 
Lancet have named food as the number one lever for optimising both human health and sustainability on 
Earth.  

Upon discovering this, I completed a certificate in plant-based nutrition in 2017, and then launched a 
platform called The Better Base. This collaborative health promotion platform uses a blend of online and 
face to face methods to support people to eat more plants and take steps towards a healthier lifestyle. 

Over the last 18 months I have worked with pharmacies, charities, diverse health professionals, 
academics, athletes, chefs, an organic gardener and compost expert, and other community leaders 
across NZ and Australia.  

Together we have provided several sell out events, public/staff education sessions (including at two 
pharmacies), cooking classes, online webinars, web-based learning material and recipes. I have spoken 
at the Veg & Vines conference, presented at the Wellington Food Show and will be speaking at the 
Nelson Arts Festival.  

Since inception in 2017, The Better Base has engaged over 10,000 people with the website, provided 
evidence-based information to over 2000 via email, over 600 people have attended face to face events 
and over 300 have taken part in free educational online webinars. We have also attracted mainstream 
media attention.  

A social movement is underway to embrace lifestyle as medicine. 

In May this year, with the support of a wonderful team at Life Pharmacy Prices in Nelson, I transitioned to 
a ‘Lifestyle Pharmacist’ role. We are now committed to designing a package of lifestyle services including 
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free recipe cards, events, supermarket tours, staff trainings, a special interest education group and we 
have started selling organic plant-based food products. You can even get a can of jackfruit with your 
Janumet. We also offer free Lifestyle Check Ups for anyone wanting support to get started. 

Small steps and achievable goals are important. Some patients aren’t interested, and that’s OK. But for 
those that are, a transformational journey lies ahead. 

Through promoting a shift in eating habits across our community, we aim to reduce the risk of - and help 
manage - heart disease, obesity, diabetes and certain cancers, improve access to quality information, 
reduce inequities and reduce environmental degradation. 

Patients like Lorraine are an example of what a healthy lifestyle can do. After decades of accumulating 
weight and medications, she tried a healthy diet for one month and has never looked back. She lost 20kg, 
came off insulin and feels like she is out of jail. At 70 years old, Lorraine is still on some medications, but 
far fewer, and it was lifestyle change that empowered her to become happier, fitter and healthier than 
ever. 

Our next steps in the Pharmacy are to introduce targeted approaches for engaging patients with lifestyle 
diseases or risk factors, then measure how effective our interventions are. We aim to evaluate the impact 
of Lifestyle Assessments on blood pressure, blood sugar, BMI and cholesterol. 

Qualitatively, we will use surveys to understand how services are impacting staff and patients. Will will 
then refine and improve these and develop a Lifestyle Pharmacy package that others can adopt. The 
package will include staff training resources, patient handouts and ‘how-to-guides’ of services that could 
be provided to optimise patient outcomes. 

We have just scratched the surface and see Lifestyle Medicine as a new frontier for primary health. The 
health sector is waking up to the need to act urgently and innovatively on the health and environmental 
crises facing our planet. It is now up to us to implement the recommendations and act, for the benefit of 
our health, our planet and future generations. 

Pharmacists can play an important, leading role in this. We must recognise that pharmaceuticals are one 
piece of the puzzle, and that we also need to optimise lifestyle services. Better prevention of long-term 
conditions can bring major benefits for people & the planet.  

Designing a Lifestyle Pharmacy package will help interested pharmacies provide better care for our 
communities. This will not only help to futureproof our profession, but it will help mitigate worsening of the 
health and environmental crises facing our country and our world. 


