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ABSTRACT

Introduction: A project to compile and analyse the key messages and scientific rationale
of the officially published food-based dietary guidelines (FBDGs) in six Southeast Asian
countries was undertaken to understand their similarities and differences. Methods: Key
messages and the accompanying scientific rationale in the FBDGs of Indonesia, Malaysia,
Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Vietham were compiled, with similar messages
grouped together by topics. For each topic, the key message and scientific rationale were
analysed for similarities and differences. Results & Discussion: A total of 17 topics were
identified, covering a wide range of subjects. Twelve of the topics were present in FBDGs
of at least four of the countries studied. Hence, there are more similarities than differences
in these key messages. This can be expected as countries in the Southeast Asian region
do share general socio-demographic similarities. They also face similar problems of the
co-existence of under-nutrition and over-nutrition, the latter afflicting an increasing
proportion of the population. The scientific rationale used by the countries to substantiate
the key messages are rather similar for almost all the topics. Future work in FBDGs should
therefore focus on ensuring effective implementation of these messages so as to ensure
sufficient understanding and greater adherence to the key messages by the community.
Conclusions: Countries generally realise the importance of establishing a set of dietary
guidelines, developed through consensus and based on current understanding of nutrition
science. There could be greater sharing and collaboration among the countries in the
region particularly in the areas of development, effective dissemination, promotion and
implementation of FBDGs.
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INTRODUCTION

Food-based dietary guidelines (FBDGs)
are sets of science-based, positive advisory
statements that provide dietary advice
for the population, aimed at promoting
healthy eating in relation to all diet-related
conditions, i.e., nutrient deficiencies
as well as nutritional excesses. FBDGs
translate nutrient recommendations in
terms of food, and are intended to provide
consistent, simple and practical dietary
guidance to enable populations to select
healthy diets and prevent diseases. FBDGs
have therefore become almost universally
accepted tools to provide the public
practical advice and information on healthy
diets and lifestyles. Dietary guidelines can
also guide food production, processing,
consumer protection, consumption
as well as utilisation patterns at the
individual, family and community levels.
In this conjunction, FBDGs are useful in
guiding countries to formulate food and
agricultural policies (FAO, 2015).

TheFood and Agriculture Organization
(FAO) and World Health Organization
(WHO) have long encouraged all countries
to develop national FBDGs that are
adapted to their nutrition situation, food
availability, culinary cultures and eating
habits. A Joint FAO/WHO Consultation
was organised to provide guidance in the
preparation and use of FBDGs almost two
decades ago (WHO, 1998). Countries are
also encouraged to review and update their
national dietary guidelines periodically.
This is to ensure greater relevance of the
key messages to the prevailing nutrition
situation and consumer understanding.
More than 100 countries worldwide have
developed food-based dietary guidelines
including several countries in the Southeast
Asian region. It is important that FBDGs

address priority nutrition and health
problems of the country and are developed
based on sound scientific principles. The
guidelines must not be in conflict with
prevailing socio-cultural and religious
values.

The need for FBDGs cannot be under-
estimated as most countriesin theregionare
facing the double burden of malnutrition
due to the coexistence of under- and over-
nutrition, along with issues of food safety.
The importance of FBDGs becomes more
apparent with new scientific understanding
of the relationships between diet, nutrition
and health. In addition, rapid urbanisation,
changing lifestyles, food supplies and
eating patterns have highlighted the
need to develop FBDGs and review them
periodically.

In cognisance of the importance of
FBDGs, the Southeast Asia Public Health
Nutrition (SEA-PHN) Network! undertook
a project to compile and analyse the official
dietary guidelines of six countries in
Southeast Asia. Part 1 of this Supplement
summarises the key messages and scientific
rationale of the officially published FBDGs.
Commonalities as well as differences
in the key messages and scientific basis
are identified. Part 2 of this Supplement
analyses the pictorial food guides of these
FBDGs (Florentino et al., 2016). In line with
the objectives of the Network to document
and share nutrition information, this
compilation of the FBDGs can serve as a
reference for other countries in the region
intending to establish or review FBDGs.

METHODS

Authors of this paper, who are also
Council Members of the SEA-PHN
Network, provided official FBDGs of
Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand

1 The Southeast Asia Public Health Nutrition (SEA-PHN) Network is a partnership of key stakeholders in the
region, namely nutrition societies/associations and corporate companies, dedicated to promoting public
health nutrition among the populations and alleviating nutrition problems in the region (http;/sea-phn.org).
Authors are founding members of the SEA-PHN Network Council.
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and Vietnam for the compilation and
analysis. A search was also made on the
internet for FBDGs in other Southeast
Asian countries and found only Singapore
had comprehensive official guidelines. The
Singapore FBDGs were therefore included
in the analysis. Brunei Darussalam has a
number of dietary messages in separate
leaflets or booklets for dissemination
to the public. Myanmar has a complete
document on dietary guidelines, but it is
not in English. This compilation therefore
focuses on FBDGs from the six countries
mentioned above, not including Brunei
Darussalam and Myanmar. It only focuses
on FBDGs for the general population (age
from 2 years and above). It is recognised
that FBDGs for specific population
groups have been established in several
countries in the region, e.g., for children
and adolescents, pregnant and lactating
women and the elderly.

All key messages of each country
FBDG were listed with their respective
scientific rationale. Similar messages were
grouped together by topics. The exact
wordings used by the countries to express
these messages and the scientific rationale
adopted were compared and analysed.
For each topic, the key messages and
scientific rationale were compared for the
six countries in the survey.

RESULTS

Development and format of country
FBDGs

The six FBDGs identified for this
analysis have widely differing years of
implementation with most of the FBDGs
being published in the late 2000s or early
2010s. These FBDGs have been published
by nutrition and health authorities in the
respective countries, usually with input
from experts from various organisations.
They have been published as reference
documents targetted for use by healthcare
professionals and policy makers. The

information in these guidelines is being
used to develop educational materials
for the public and in designing and
implementing nutrition-related programs.
A focused symposium on progress of
FBDGs in Asia was organised in 2011
and reviews of the status of guidelines
from six countries in Southeast Asia were
presented by Usfar, Takano & Zhang
(2011), namely for Indonesia (Soekirman,
2011), Malaysia (Tee, 2011), Philippines
(Tanchoco, 2011), Singapore (Lee, 2011),
Thailand (Sirichakwal, Sranacharoenpong
& Tontisirin, 2011) and Vietnam (Hop,
Van & Thanh, 2011). These publications
provided wuseful information on the
development and promotion of FBDGs in
the six countries in Southeast Asia.

Indonesia

In 1995, the Indonesian food-based dietary
guidelines with 13 messages was launched
by the Ministry of Health, and formally
incorporated into the nutrition policy. The
review of the guidelines in 2010 recognised
the persistence of under-nutrition and the
increase in prevalence of degenerative
diseases (Soekirman, 2011). The revised
Indonesian FBDG, known as ‘Pedoman Gizi
Seimbang’ (Guide to Balanced Nutrition)
was introduced in 2014 (MOH Indonesia,
2014).

The Pedoman Gizi Seimbang has 10
key messages explained in a chapter on
messages on nutritional balance. These
messages are for healthy adults in the
general population. Explanatory notes are
contained within each message, including
the scientific rationale. Besides the general
key messages outlined above, the Pedoman
Gizi Seimbang also has specific guidelines
for various physiological groups (namely
pregnant women, lactating women; infants
0 to 6 months; children 6 to 24 months,
children 2 to 5 years, children 6 to 9 years;
teenagers 10 to 19 years and the elderly).

Besides the main chapter on dietary
recommendations, the guideline has a
chapter explaining several key elements
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of balanced nutrition. The concept of
consuming a variety of foods is explained
in some detail for four food groups,
namely cereals and tubers; fish, eggs, meat,
milk and legumes; vegetables; and fruits.
For each food group, a table of several
examples of foods is presented, with the
household serving size and weight for
each.

A separate chapter discusses the main
principles of balanced nutrition, focusing
on four pillars, namely eating a variety of
foods, practising personal hygiene; being
physically active; and monitoring body
mass index regularly. The Pedoman Gizi
Seimbang also has a section on slogans
and visuals where pictorial guides in the
form of a tumpeng on balanced nutrition
and a food plate are explained. There is
also a section on FBDG’s communication,
information and education strategies and
implementation. Useful appendices on
recommended dietary allowance for
macronutrients and micronutrients are
also included.

Malaysia

The first dietary guideline for Malaysians
with 8 key messages was published in
1999. It was reviewed and updated in
2010, prompted by the changes in dietary
patterns and lifestyles of Malaysians over
the last decades, coupled with increasing
prevalence of diet-related chronic diseases
and obesity in the country (Tee, 2011).

In the Malaysian Dietary Guidelines
2010, all 14 key messages have explanatory
sub-sections including terminology used,
introduction, scientific basis for the key
messages, and the current status of the
population’s practices related to that key
message. Each key message also has its
respective key recommendations followed
by advice on ‘how to achieve’ each of
the recommendations. A food pyramid
is presented in key message 1 on eating
a variety of foods. In key message on ‘be
physically active’, an activity pyramid is

provided. For some relevant key messages,
a section of additional recommendations is
included for specific groups of population
or conditions, for example, children and
adolescents, pregnant and lactating women
and the elderly. Where appropriate in the
key message, useful appendices have also
been included to provide more details
(NCCFN Malaysia, 2010).

The Philippines
In the Philippines, the first set of FBDG
(Nutritional Guidelines for Filipinos(NGF))
was formulated in 1990 and consisted of
five main messages. The sub-messages of
the NGF were updated and the second
edition of the NGF was published in 2000
(Tanchoco, 2011). This revised NGF has 10
key messages, contained in a document
with 10 chapters (FNRI Philippines, 2000).
The Nutritional Guidelines for
Filipinos was further revised in 2012 (FNRI
Philippines, 2015) and this is the edition
used for compilation and analysis in this
paper. The 10 key messages and the format
of this new NGF are rather similar to those
in the 2000 edition. Each chapter includes
a write up on the scientific rationale for
the key message. For messages related
to food groups, information is provided
on the role of the relevant foods, sources
and functions of the foods and associated
nutritional deficiencies or excesses. There is
also a frequently-asked-questions (FAQs)
section presenting answers to the common
questions related to the key messages.
For other messages such as breastfeeding,
food safety, body weight and physical
activity, the scientific rationale for these
recommendations are provided. At the
end of each chapter, an action plan section
is included to summarise the advice to
achieve the recommendations. Where
appropriate, the key message also includes
recommendations for specific age groups
(children & adolescents, adults, pregnant
& lactating women, older persons) as well
as their special nutrition concerns.
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Singapore

In Singapore, initiatives aimed at
addressing the role of diet in preventing
non-communicable chronic diseases began
during the 1980s with the release of dietary
guidelines in 1988 for Singaporeans aged
2 years and above (Lee, 2011). To aid the
public in making healthier food choices, a
Healthy Diet Pyramid was subsequently
introduced in 1995. Recognising that
food-based guidelines were more helpful
to Singaporeans than the nutrient-based
guidelines, food-based dietary guidelines
for adults aged 18-65 years were officially
proclaimed in 2003 (HPB Singapore, 2003).
There is a total of 8 key messages in the
Singapore Dietary Guidelines. Each key
message is accompanied by explanatory
notes which include scientific rationale
for the key message, food sources, advice
to achieve the recommendation and
a ‘nutshell’ section to summarise the
recommendation. A frequently-asked-
questions section is also included. The
2003 dietary guidelines are currently
being revised, and the Singapore Health
Promotion Board website has retained its
8 key messages for adult Singaporeans
(18-69 years)(HPB Singapore, 2014). One
major change in the website information is
the introduction of the My Healthy Plate.
Nonetheless, this compilation and analysis
is still based on the 2003 dietary guidelines.

Thailand

Dietary guidelines based on 5 food
groups served as the main nutrition
education tool in Thailand wuntil 1996
when the FBDGs were published after two
years of formulation and development
(Sirichakwal & Sranacharoenpong, 2008;
Sirichakwal, Sranacharoenpong & Tonti-
sirin, 2011). The current Food-Based
Dietary Guidelines for Thai people consist
of 9 key recommendations for a healthy
population aged 6 years and above (MOPH
Thailand, 1998). Each of the key messages

is accompanied by paragraphs explaining
the terms used, principles and rationale
underlying the dietary recommendation
and sources of the food groups. The
guidelines were developed with Thai
food habits and culinary culture in mind
and supported by scientific evidence.
The publication is meant to create public
awareness about these guidelines and offer
suggestions for improving one’s diet. At the
end of the booklet, a user ‘self-evaluation
of Thai Food-Based Dietary Guidelines’
section is provided for use by consumers
and for cooks or those who prepare food
to evaluate their food intake patterns and
cooking practice/methods, make suitable
modifications, and then continually monitor
their diets.

To promote greater understanding of
the dietary guidelines for Thai people, a
food guide model in the form of a ‘Nutrition
Flag’ was published (MOPH Thailand,
2001). It provides suggestions for the kind
and amount of foods to be consumed each
day. The recommended amounts of foods
are given in household units with various
food choices for each food group according
to three levels of energy requirements: 1600,
2000 and 2400 kcal. A user “self evaluation’
table for the amount of each food group
consumed daily is provided at the end of
this manual.

There have been various other
activities on food-based dietary guidelines
in Thailand. In 2009, a set of guidelines
for Thai infants and young children was
published with 10 messages. Examples
of menu and nutritive values are shown
in the last section (Suthutvoravut, Tantra-
cheewathorn & Khunsanong (2009). A
draft report of dietary guidelines for the
Thai elderly has been presented and is
being edited for publication (Sirichakwal,
2015). The Thai Ministry of Public Health
is planning to carry out a qualitative and
quantitative revision of the Thai FBDGs,
in 2016.
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Table 1. Key messages identified in the FBDGs of six Southeast Asian countries

Topic Indonesia  Malaysia  Philippines ~ Singapore  Thailand ~ Vietnam
(14/17) (14/17) (12/17) (8/17) (11/17) (13/17)

1 Variety of foods \/ J V V \/ V
2 Fruits & vegetables Xl \/ V V V
3 Salt v v v v v v
4 Fats & oil \/ V V V V V
5 Sugar \/ V \/ \ \ \/
6 Healthy body weight V V \/ V V
7  Fish, lean meat, y y N X v v

poultry, eggs, beans

or nuts
8 Cereals & grains V J X \ \ X
9 Milk & milk products X V V X \ V
10 Physical activity l J \/ X X V
11 Food safety X J V X \/ V
12 Alcohol X X v v v v
13 Water v v X X X v
14 Breastfeeding X V \/ X X J
15 Food and v v X X X X

nutrition labels
16 Breakfast l X X X X X
17 Personal hygiene \/ X X X X X

Notes. The numbers in parentheses in the row header indicate number of topics present in the FBDG of each
country. The ticks and crosses in the table indicate the presence or absence respectively of each topic in the

country FBDG

Vietnam
Vietnam published a set of food-based
dietary guidelines in 1995. Revised
versions were published in 2001, 2006
and 2013 (Hop, Van & Thanh, 2011). The
present Vietnam Food-Based Dietary
Guidelines called “10 tips on proper
nutrition for period 2013-2020" consist of
10 key messages. An English version of the
complete Vietnam FBDG is not available
however; notes for the comparisons in this
paper wereprovided by one of the authors
(Hop, 2015).

A summary of the format and number
of key messages in the six FBDGs are
provided in Appendix 1.

Comparison of the FBDG key messages
A total of 17 topics was identified, ranging
from eating a variety of foods, specific food

groups, healthy body weight, physical
activity, breastfeeding, reading food
labels and food safety. The presence or
absence of key messages for these topics
in the FBDGs of the six Southeast Asian
countries is indicated in Table 1. The
topics are listed in the table in descending
order of their presence in the number of
countries studied. The six topics that are
common to all six countries in this study
are listed on the top part of the table. This
is followed by a single topic present in five
of the countries. Five topics that are found
in four of the countries, followed by three
topics adopted by three countries are then
tabulated. A topic found in two countries
is next listed. The last two topics are found
in only one of the countries.

For each topic, the key messages and
scientific rationale in the FBDGs of the
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six countries studied are summarised in
the following paragraphs. The similarities
and differences in the wordings used are
pointed out. The actual wordings of the
key messages from the country FBDGs and
a summary of the scientific rationale for the
respective message are given in Appendix
2.

Topic 1: Variety of foods

All six countries surveyed have included
a message on eating a variety of foods.
The words used are rather similar: eat/
enjoy a variety of foods; eat diversified
meals. The scientific rationales provided
by the six countries are rather similar: each
type of food provides different nutrients;
hence the body needs a variety of foods to
obtain the required nutrients. In addition
to nutrients, Indonesia and Singapore also
referred to the supply of “other healthful
substances” through a variety of foods

Topic 2: Fruits & vegetables

All six countries encourage eating plenty
of /more fruits and vegetables everyday/
regularly, in their dietary guidelines. All
countries supported this recommendation
by explaining that fruits and vegetables are
good sources of various vitamins, minerals
and dietary fibre. Malaysia, Singapore and
Thailand also emphasise the presence of
phytochemicals in fruits and vegetables.
The presence of these micronutrients,
fibre and phytochemicals are said to be
protective  against non-communicable
diseases such as type 2 diabetes,
cardiovascular diseases, hypertension and
certain types of cancers. All countries use
this as the scientific basis for including this
key message of promoting more fruits and
vegetables in the dietary guidelines.

Topic 3: Salt

FBDGs in all the six countries have
included a message on salt intake. Malaysia
and Singapore FBDGs have the same key
message for salt intake: choose and prepare

foods with less salt and sauces. FBDGs of
Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam use the
words: limit intake of food high in salt,
avoid excessive intake of salty foods and
do not use too much salt, respectively. The
FBDGs of Philippines and Vietnam also
specifically recommend the use of iodised
salt to prevent iodine deficiency disorders.

All the six countries provided the
same scientific basis for recommending
reduction of salt intake. Excessive intake
of salt/salty foods is associated with high
blood pressure which in turn increases
risk of stroke and cardiovascular diseases.
The FBDGs of Singapore and Thailand
also refer to a higher risk of stomach and
nasopharyngeal cancers with excessive salt
intake. Reducing the average salt intake
of the population is likely to decrease the
health burden associated with high blood
pressure.

Topic 4: Fats and Oil

All countries surveyed have cautioned
against the excessive intake of foods high
in fats and oil. The FBDGs of Indonesia,
Malaysia and Philippines recommend
limiting the intake of foods high in fat
while the Singapore FBDG recommends
choosing and preparing food with less
fat, especially saturated fat. The FBDGs
Malaysia, Thailand and Singapore also
advise a total fat intake of no more than
30% of the total dietary energy intake.

The basis of the recommendation to
reduce fat intake given in the FBDGs of
Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand is that
excessive fat intake leads to overweight
and obesity, which in turn increases the
risk of degenerative diseases. FBDGs of
all the countries studied, except Indonesia,
also mentioned that a diet high in saturated
fat increases risk of coronary heart disease
and stroke.

Topic 5: Sugar
A message on sugar intake is included in
the dietary guidelines of all six countries.
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Most of the countries use the words: limit
intake/avoid excessive intake of food high
in sugar/sugar rich foods/sweet foods;
limit the consumption of soft drinks and
sweets. Malaysia and Singapore use the
words: consume foods and beverages low
in sugar and choose beverages and food
with less sugar, respectively.

The scientific rationale provided by the
countries is rather similar: excessive intake
of sugary foods/beverages promotes
dental caries; contributing towards
excess energy intake which can cause
weight gain/obesity - the risk factors for
other diseases such as type 2 diabetes,
heart diseases and high blood pressure.
Singapore and Malaysia also state that
excessive sugar intake lowers consumption
of more nutritious foods and displaces
micronutrient-dense food from the diet.

Topic 6: Healthy body weight

All six countries have similar recom-
mendations on key message of healthy
body weight: maintain/attain normal/
appropriate body weight; maintain body
weight in a healthy/normal range. The
explanatory notes of most of the countries
also recommend maintaining body weight
through a healthy diet and regular physical
activity.

In the scientific rationale provided,
the majority of the countries pointed
out that maintaining a normal/healthy
weight helps to reduce overweight and
obesity, which subsequently minimises
the risk of many chronic diseases such
as hypertension, diabetes, heart disease
and cancer. Most of the countries also
highlighted the undesirable health effects
of underweight, e.g. anaemia, low bone
mass, increased risk of infection, irregular
menstruation in females and infertility.

Topic 7: Fish, meat, poultry, eggs & legumes

FBDGs of all countries, except Singapore,
included a key message on the importance
of consuming fish, meat, poultry, eggs and
legumes. Indonesia and Vietnam used the

words ‘eat foods that are high in protein/
protein-rich foods” whereas Malaysia,
Philippines and Thailand used similar
words such as ‘consume fish, meat/lean
meat, poultry, eggs and legumes’. The
scientific basis given by these countries is
that foods in this group provide several
essential nutrients, including protein, B
vitamins, ironand zinc. All the six countries
also included legumes and products in this
food group so as to encourage consumption
of plant protein sources. Malaysia and
Philippines included nuts as well in this
key message.

The FBDG of Philippines recommends
eating these foods daily for growth
and repair of tissue. The Thai FBDG
recommends eating these foods regularly
as they help in growth, immune functions
and body maintenance. The Malaysian
FBDG also recognises the importance of
consuming foods in this group to prevent
nutrient deficiencies. However, it also
advises the avoidance of excessive intake
of some foods in this group as they are
high in saturated fat and/or cholesterol.

Topic 8: Cereals & grains
Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore included a message on
consumption of cereals and grains
with similar key words: eat adequate
amounts/variety of rice, grains/staple
food. Malaysia and Singapore specifically
highlighted the importance of consuming
whole grains in their key message. Both
these countries suggested choosing at
least half of the grain products from whole
grains. The key message of the Indonesian
FBDG does not use the term whole grain.
However, the supporting message in
prescribing the intake of carbohydrates
provided by staple foods, encourages
the consumption of whole grain cereals.
The FBDG of Thailand also does not use
the term whole grain, but the supporting
message encourages the consumption of
"home-pounded’ rice or undermilled rice.
The FBDGs of Philippines and Vietnam do

Thailand and
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not include a specific message on cereals
and grains.

Similar scientific rationales are used to
explain the intake of foods in this group,
i.e,, cereals and grains are the major dietary
sources of energy. Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore and Thailand also explained
the importance of consuming more whole
grain or undermilled grains, highlighting
that unrefined cereals and grains are great
sources of vitamins, minerals, fibre and
phytochemicals.

Topic 9: Milk & milk products

The FBDGs of Malaysia, Philippines,
Thailand and Vietnam included a specific
message promoting consumption of milk
and milk products but not the FBDGs of
Indonesia and Singapore. Similar words
are used for the key message: consume
adequate/sufficient amounts of milk and
milk products.

In the Indonesian FBDG, consumption
of milk and milk products is included
in the food group of animal foods with
the key message ‘consume foods that are
high in protein’. In the Singapore FBDG,
consumption of milk and milk products
is embedded in the first key message of
enjoying a variety of foods.

The scientific basis provided by most
countries for having this key message
is that milk and milk products are a rich
source of several essential nutrients,
including protein, vitamin A and D. The
FBDGs of Malaysia, Philippines and
Thailand also highlighted that these foods
contain calcium which is important for
building and maintaining bone mass.

Topic 10: Physical activity

Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines and
Vietnam included a key message on
physical activity in the dietary guidelines
with similar wordings: ‘Be physically
active; do adequate/increase physical
activities.” The FBDGs of Singapore and
Thailand do not have a separate key
message on physical activity but there is a

brief discussion on health benefits of regular
physical activity and advice on physical
activity in the message on achieving and
maintaining ideal body weight.

The rationale provided in the countries’
FBDGs are similar. Regular physical
activity burns off excess energy thereby
assisting weight control or reduction.
It also helps improve blood circulation,
muscle tone and the efficiency of heart and
lungs. It is able to assist one to relax, cope
with stress, and promotes sound sleep.
Exercise enhances psychological well-
being, improves self-esteem, and maintains
motivation. Physical activity is therefore
important for the health and well-being
of people of all ages and is an important
factor in enhancing health and reducing
the risk of various chronic diseases.

Topic 11: Food safety

Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand and
Vietnam have their respective key message
on food safety in the FBDGs. Similar
wordings are used: Consume safe and
clean foods and beverages or eat clean
and uncontaminated food or ensure food
safety rules in food selection, processing
and preserving.

The scientific rationale provided
for this key message is rather similar
for the four countries. Food and water
are essential to life, but they may also
carry disease-causing organisms like
bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites, or
harmful chemical substances. Consuming
such contaminated food and beverages
causes food poisoning and other gastro-
intestinal diseases, resulting in serious
morbidity and mortality consequences and
significant economic losses. Proper food
choice, preparation, storage and cooking
can prevent most food-borne illnesses.

Topic 12: Alcohol

Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and
Vietnam FBDGs recommend avoiding or to
reduce/limit the consumption of alcoholic
beverages. Indonesian and Malaysian
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FBDGs do not have a key message on
alcohol consumption.

The ill effects of excessive alcohol
intake on nutritional status and health
form the basis of this key message for all
the four countries. Excessive consumption
of alcoholic beverages may lead to nutrient
deficiencies as well as to numerous other
serious health problems, including cirrhosis
of the liver, weight gain and related chronic
diseases. Excessive alcohol consumption
alters an individual’s judgement and this
may cause motor and industrial accidents,
violence, suicide, social and psychological
problems.

Topic 13: Water

Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam FBDGs
included a message on drinking adequate
amounts or plenty of water. In addition, the
Indonesian FBDG highlights drinking water
that is free from contamination while that of
Vietnam emphasises drinking boiled water.
Philippines and Singapore FBDGs do not
have a separate message on drinking water.
However, in their message on eating a
variety of foods, the importance of drinking
water is emphasised.

The scientific rationale provided to
support this message on water intake is
similar for all the countries. Water is the
principal chemical constituent of the human
body and is needed for a number of vital
metabolic processes in the body. It is the
most essential of all nutrients.

Topic 14: Breastfeeding
A message on promoting breastfeeding
is included in the dietary guidelines of
Malaysia, Philippines and Vietnam. The
message by the three countries is similar,
i.e, to practise exclusive breastfeeding
from birth until six months and continue
to breastfeed until the child is two years
of age. The FBDGs of Philippines and
Vietnam also included the need to provide
proper complementary feeding when the
baby is 6 months of age.

Clear benefits of breastfeeding for both

child and mother contitute the scientific
rationale for this key message. Exclusive
breastfeeding provides the essential
nutrients a baby needs to grow and
develop normally. It also reduces mortality
and morbidity from infectious disease and
decreases rates of sudden infant death
syndrome. Important benefits have also
been described for mothers, which include
more likely return to pre-pregnancy
weight as well as reduced risk to various
health problems, including decreased risk
of breast cancer and ovarian cancer.

Topic 15: Food and nutrition labels

Only Indonesia and Malaysia have
included a message on reading food and
nutrition labels in their dietary guidelines.
The message in the Indonesian FBDG is
stated as: ‘Read the food labels of packaged
foods.” The message in the Malaysian
FBDG is focused on nutritional aspects
of the food label: ‘Make effective use of
nutrition information on food labels.”

The two countries have provided
similar basis for providing this recom-
mendation. Information on food labels,
including  nutrient  content,  helps
consumers make better food choices when
planning daily meals. The Malaysian FBDG
message is focused on nutrition labelling,
and nutrition and health claims. On the
other hand, the Indonesian FBDG message
is broader, including ingredients, expiry
date and contaminants in the prepackaged
foods.

The FBDG of Thailand does not have
a separate key message on nutrition
labeling but there is a brief discussion in
the appendix on how to read the nutrition
information on the food package and
use the information to make better food
choices.

Topic 16: Breakfast

Only the Indonesian FBDG has included
a key message: ‘Eat breakfast regularly.’
The FBDG explains that the message is
included as many Indonesian people do not
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have the habit of consuming breakfast. Not
having breakfast would adversely affect
the learning process in schools for school
children, may reduce physical activity,
increase the risk of unhealthy snacking and
increase risk for obesity in adolescents and
adults.

Topic 17: Personal hygiene
Only the FBDG of Indonesia has included
a key message on personal hygiene: “Wash
hand with soap and clean running water.”
The message is included to emphasise
that washing hands properly is to maintain
overall cleanliness and to prevent bacteria
from spreading from the hands to the food
that is to be consumed and to prevent our
body from being exposed to bacteria. The
explanatory notes also recommended the
use of special hand washing soap either
in the form of bars or liquids to ensure
maximal cleanliness of the hand.

DISCUSSION

Comparison of key messages in the
FBDGs

Examining the 17 topics compiled from the
FBDGs of six Southeast Asian countries,
finds more similarities than differences in
these key messages. Six of the topics are
present in all the countries studied, namely
consume a varied diet, consume more fruits
and vegetables; reduce intake of salt, fat
and oil; and the importance of maintaining
healthy body weight. Another six topics
are found in four of the countries studied,
namely consume cereals and grains as the
main source of energy; consume sufficient
milk and dairy products; consume fish,
lean meat, poultry, eggs and legumes; be
physically active; consume safe foods and
beverages; and avoid or reduce intake of
alcoholic beverages.

There are also a few significant
differences between the key messages in
these guidelines. Three of the topics are
only found in one or two country FBDGs,
namely eat breakfast regularly, read food

and nutrition labels and importance of
personal hygiene.

In addition, the scientific rationale
used by the countries to substantiate the
key messages are rather similar for almost
all the topics. It is also noted that countries
have generally established the rationale
based on scientific evidence. Most countries
also have made efforts to document the
scientific basis used. It is desirable that a
uniform set of dietary messages, based on
available scientific information, be used by
all healthcare professionals in a country.
This will enable uniform messages to be
disseminated to the general population.

It is not surprising that there are
general similarities in the key messages
in the FBDGs in the six countries studied.
This is because countries in the South-
east Asian region share similarities in
terms of background, socio-demographic
characteristics, cultural heritage and a
dietary pattern. All countries in the region
have undergone significant socio-economic
development in the past decades. This has
resulted in marked changes in lifestyle of
the population, including qualitative and
quantitative changes in the diet as well
as reduced physical activity. Countries in
the region now face similar problems of
the double burden of malnutrition, with
undernutrition affecting some segments
of the population whilst over-nutrition is
afflicting an increasing proportion of the
population (Soon & Tee, 2014).

In addition, the general similarities in
key messages are also probably because
countries refer to often-used international
references, especially publications of the
World Health Organization and Food
and Agriculture Organization. It is also
probable that countries refer to the FBDGs
of other countries when drafting their own
official guidelines.

The key messages in the FBDGs
reviewed are reflective and pertinent
to the prevailing nutrition issues in
the respective countries. The general
similarities in the nutrition problems
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facing communities in the region suggest
potential for collaboration in implementing
intervention programs. This compilation
of the key messages provides insights
into how the six countries word their key
messages and the scientific basis for the
recommendations. Information presented
should be useful for countries intending
to establish new guidelines or review their
FBDGs. Based on various considerations,
including  prevailing  socio-economic
condition, dietary pattern, health and
nutrition situation and current level of
nutritional sciences knowledge, a periodic
review of FBDGs need to be undertaken.

Ensuring effective dissemination and
implementation of FBDGs

Countries in the region do recognise
the importance of empowering the
community with appropriate knowledge
in food and nutrition through a set of food-
based dietary guidelines. The majority
of the countries in Southeast Asia have
established such guidelines and the other
countries are making efforts to do so.

It is however imperative that the
developed FBDGs be widely disseminated
to all stakeholders and their participation
in spreading the messages to the public
is encouraged. Furthermore, to ensure
effective  implementation of FBDG
messages, health literacy of the other
stakeholders in interpreting the meaning
of the dietary guidelines should be studied.
The relevant healthcare professionals in
both the public and private sectors must be
sufficiently familiar with the guidelines and
utilise these to provide uniform messages
to the public. These would certainly include
allied health professionals especially
nutritionists, dietitians and nursing staff
who frequently give advice to the public
on food and nutrition. It is however vital
that doctors should also be participating in
disseminating dietary guideline messages,
especially general practitioners and family
doctors as they interact with the public.

Professional bodies such as nutrition

and dietetic societies/associations have
traditionally been playing an active role in
disseminating dietary guideline messages.
These organisations can partner with other
stakeholders, including the private sector
and government agencies, to reach out to
the public with a variety of approaches.
Non-governmental organisations should
also be encouraged to disseminate dietary
guideline messages to various segments
of the community. These could include
women organisations and youth groups.

The private sector, including the food
industry and the fitness and wellness
centres do provide food and nutrition
advice to the public. These organisations
should be encouraged to use the national
FBDGs for their educational activities
rather than relying on materials that
they pick up from different sources. The
regulatory authority can consider allowing
the food industry to include the official
key messages of FBDGs on their food
labels. However, this should be carried
out in accordance with the criteria in the
Codex guidelines on nutrition and health
claims (FAO/WHO, 2013). These messages
should not be disguised as health claims of
company products.

Dietary = guidelines  should be
disseminated to the young generation in
order to establish healthy lifestyle practices
from a young age. An excellent channel of
passing on dietary guidelines would be
the schools. Realising that teachers may
not be burdened with the additional role
of teaching nutrition to school children,
nutrition messages need not be imparted
through formal school curriculum. It
would be more impactful if nutritionists
are assigned to disseminate FBDG
messages through specifically developed
nutrition education modules (Tee et al.,
2013). These nutritionists should also be
assigned to conduct all nutrition related
activities in schools, including monitoring
of body mass index of the children.

Much less effort has been made
into ensuring that there is sufficient
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understanding and utilisation of the
messages by the community. Future
work on FBDGs should therefore focus
on ensuring effective communication
and adoption of these messages. Effective
messaging must result in positive
behaviour lifestyle changes of the
community. We must first determine if
our messages do reach those who are
most in need of these kinds of advice. We
need to know if consumers understand
the messages, and how they perceive and
interpret the messages. We need to gauge
if and how they utilise the messages. We
need to ensure that our messages are
locally relevant and appropriate and can
be put into practice. There is a need to find
communication channels to effectively
reach out to different segments of the
population. While print media would still
be necessary for some purposes, it is vital
to explore utilising newer approaches
including the Internet and social media.

Indeed, to optimise the formulation
and communication of appropriate and
effective  FBDG messages, through all
channels, from schools, to clinics, to mass
media, the collaboration of communication
and social marketing experts can be critical
for achieving the intended results. This will
entail, amongst others, a detailed analysis
of nutrition and health problems of the
target population.

CONCLUSIONS

It is generally recognised that empowering
the public with appropriate nutrition
knowledge is the long term solution to
reducing the twin faces of malnutrition in
the country. Countries generally realise
that the first step towards this end is the
establishment of a set of dietary guidelines,
developed through consensus and based
on current understanding of nutrition
science. Countries in the Southeast Asian
region do recognise this importance. The
majority of the countries in the region have
established food-based dietary guidelines

and the other countries are making efforts
to do so.

Examining the 17 topics compiled
from the FBDGs of six Southeast Asian
countries, it was found that there are
more similarities than differences in these
key messages. Twelve of these messages
were found in at least four of the country
FBDGs studied. Nevertheless, there are
also a few significant differences between
the key messages in these guidelines.
In addition, this study showed that the
scientific rationale used by the countries
to substantiate the key messages are rather
similar for almost all the topics.

The similarities in the key messages
noted in this Supplement would suggest
that there could be greater sharing among
the countries in the region in the area
of FBDGs. This would include sharing
of approaches to development of a
national FBDG, selection of key messages,
establishing effective messages and sources
for scientific rationale. More importantly,
collaboration in the effective dissemination,
promotion and implementation of FBDGs
would be wuseful for countries in the
region. In addition, future work could be
undertaken to compile and analyse the
FBDGs for specific population groups
that have been or are being developed by
several countries in the region.

The Southeast Asia Public Health
Nutrition Network will continue to provide
a platform for all stakeholders, from the
public and private sectors, to deliberate
and share their experiences in FBDGs.
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