
THE bad news is: overweight 
and obesity increases your 
risk to coronary heart disease, 

stroke, diabetes, and high blood 
pressure. It also aggravates arthritis 
and breathing problems. More bad 
news is that overweight and obesity 
causes certain cancers. 

The good news is: overweight 
and obesity is largely preventable. 
There is therefore no option – 
measures must be taken to prevent 
overweight or obesity. It is particu-
larly important to prevent our chil-
dren from excessive weight gain. An 
overweight child is more likely to 
become an overweight or obese 
adult. Prevention must therefore 
start from childhood. 

The solution is: maintain body 
weight in a healthy range. This is 
the second key message of the 
Malaysian Dietary Guidelines 
(MDG) 2010 and is the focus of this 
instalment of NutriScene. 

The MDG 2010 is a set of advisory 
statements that aim to promote 
appropriate food habits, physical 
activity, and wiser food choices. 

Overweight and 
obesity in Malaysia

Available data show that over-
weight and obesity rates in 
Malaysia has been on the rise. The 
nationwide Third National Health 
and Morbidity Survey (NHMS III) 
conducted in 2006 showed that 
29.1% of the adult population stud-
ied was found to be overweight 
(BMI 25.0 to 29.9). The prevalence 
of obesity (BMI >30) was reported 
to be 14.0%. 

The proportion of the adult popu-
lation that are overweight and 
obese is therefore 43.1%. This means 
that almost half of the adult popula-
tion in the country could be over-
weight or obese. 

This rate of occurrence of over-
weight and obesity is much higher 
than the rates found in the Second 
National Health and Morbidity 
Survey (NHMS II) carried out in 
1996. Overweight in NHMS II was 
16.6% while obesity was 4.4%. The 
percentage of adults that were 
overweight and obese in 1996 was 
21.0%.

Comparing the data for 2006 and 
1996, it is clear that the current 
prevalence of overweight is at least 
1.8 times higher than that 10 years 
ago. Furthermore, the rate of obesi-
ty is now 3.2 times higher than that 
a decade ago. The combined prob-
lem of overweight and obesity is 
now two times higher than in 1996. 

NHMS III also included children 
below 18 years in the survey. The 
prevalence of overweight among 
children was 5.4%. There was a 
slightly higher prevalence of over-
weight among boys (6.0%) com-
pared to girls (4.7%). The proportion 
of overweight children in urban 
areas (6.3%) was higher than that 
observed for rural areas (4.0%). 
NHMS II in 1996 did not include 
children in that survey. Recent stud-
ies among primary school children 
have reported high prevalences of 
overweight and obesity of over 20%. 

Causes of overweight 
and obesity

We take in energy from food and 
drinks, which is used to carry out a 
variety of body functions and physi-
cal activity. If we take in more ener-
gy than we use, we are said to be in 
a positive energy balance, and we 
gain weight. Excess energy is stored 
mostly as body fat laid down at var-
ious sites around the body. This 
excess energy can come from car-
bohydrates, fats, or proteins con-
tained in the food we eat. Yes, it can 
also come from ethanol in the alco-
holic drinks. 

Positive energy balance can also 
be caused by a sedentary lifestyle or 
lack of physical activity. I do believe 
that in the case of Malaysians, the 
problem of overweight and obesity 
is largely due to overeating and eat-
ing too much energy-dense foods, 
combined with lack of physical 
activity. 

We need to achieve energy bal-
ance by adopting an appropriate 
dietary pattern and an active life-
style. We will then be able to main-
tain our body weight in the healthy 
range. 

What is a healthy 
weight range? 

One of the easiest ways to check 
if you’re in the healthy weight 
range is by calculating your Body 
Mass Index (BMI). This indicator 
calculates the range of healthy 
weights for different heights and is 
a useful guide for most adults. 
Follow the simple procedures 
below: 

1. Weigh yourself in kilograms 
(kg) and measure your height in 
metres (m). 

2. Divide your weight by your 
height squared. This figure is your 

BMI. 
For example, if a person is 1.6 m 

tall and weighs 65 kg, your BMI 
would be 25.4.

If your BMI is less than 18.5, you 
are underweight and your risk of 
weight-related illness is low.

If your BMI is from 18.5 to 24.9, 
you are in the normal range and 
your risk of weight-related illness is 
average.

If your BMI is From 25.0 to 29.9, 
you are overweight and your risk of 
weight-related illness is increased. 

If your BMI is 30 or above, you 
are obese and your risk of weight-
related illness is moderate to 
severe.

Hence, for the example above, the 
person is said to be overweight and 
is not in the healthy weight range. 
His risk to various weight-related 
problems is increased. 

It must be noted that the above 
guide to interpretating BMI is only 
for those 18 years and above. For 
children and adolescents, a different 
BMI cut-off value must be used for 
each age group. Furthermore, it 
should be noted that BMI may not 
be a suitable indicator for athletes, 
elderly people, and pregnant 
women. 

The emphasis on overweight and 
obesity and its related health haz-
ards should not overshadow the 
fact that the other extreme of 
weight problems can also occur and 
should not be ignored. When a per-
son uses up more energy than he 
takes in, he is said to be in negative 
energy balance and loses weight. 

A low body weight is also 
unhealthy because it increases the 
risk of other clinical conditions. 
Severely underweight persons often 
have poor nutritional status and are 
prone to infections, low immune 

status, anaemia, low bone mass, and 
difficulty recovering from illnesses. 

Hence, it is important for all 
Malaysians to maintain a healthy 
body weight range throughout life.

Take action 
Key message two of the MDG 

provides guidelines for maintaining 
a healthy weight range. It has five 
key recommendations, and within 
each of these, the MDG has provid-
ed several tips on how to achieve 
these recommendations. 

1. Maintain body weight in the 
healthy range by balancing calorie 
intake with physical activity.

l Eat according to calorie recom-
mendation by age, sex and physical 
activity level.

l Be physically active everyday
l Reduce sedentary activities.
2. Weigh yourself regularly, at 

least once a week.
l Use a suitable weighing scale.
l Weigh in light clothing and 

without shoes.
l Weigh yourself at the same 

time of the day, preferably before 
breakfast.

3. If you are an adult, prevent 
gradual weight gain over time.

l Reduce intake of high calorie 
foods.

l Eat smaller portions of high 
calorie foods.

l Increase physical activity to 
increase daily energy expenditure.

4. If overweight, aim for a slow 
and steady weight loss.

l Set a realistic weight loss goal 
of ½ to 1 kg per week.

l Decrease calorie intake without 
sacrificing other nutrients.

l Increase daily physical activity 
to 90 minutes gradually.

5. If underweight, increase energy 
intake as recommended.

l Eat three main meals and one 
to three snacks in a day.

l Choose foods with higher calo-
rie content.

l Eat larger portions of food.

Take charge today
Maintaining a healthy weight 

range must become the goal of all 
Malaysians at all stages of life. It is 
important to minimise the risk of 
chronic diseases in adults. 
Maintaining a healthy weight 
throughout childhood may reduce 
the risk of becoming an overweight 
or obese adult.

It is not about looking good. It is 
about being healthy. 

I do believe that the recommen-
dations above are achievable – we 
just have to tune our mind towards 
believing in them and actually 
doing them. Every Malaysian should 
know his body weight. He should 
monitor this weight regularly and 
take steps to maintain it within a 
desirable range. 

For those who are overweight or 
obese, use these guidelines to help 
you reduce body weight and main-
tain it at the healthy range. Losing 
excess body weight is notoriously 
difficult. It is nevertheless possible; 
what is required is determination 
and discipline. There are no short 
cuts or quick ways to losing the 
extra kilos. Do be wary of the vari-
ous programmes that promise quick 
weight-loss, that do not require any 
diet control or exercise. 

Complete text of the Malaysian 
Dietary Guidelines 2010 can be 
downloaded from the Ministry of 
Health website: www.moh.gov.my. 
The Nutrition Society of Malaysia 
has also made available leaflets of 
these MDG suitable for the public 
(www.nutriweb.org.my). 

n NutriScene is a fortnightly column 
by Dr Tee E Siong, who pens his 
thoughts as a nutritionist with over 
30 years of experience in the research 
and public health arena. For further 
information, e-mail starhealth@thes-
tar.com.my. The information provided 
is for educational and communication 
purposes only and it should not be 
construed as personal medical advice. 
Information published in this article is 
not intended to replace, supplant or 
augment a consultation with a health 
professional regarding the reader’s 
own medical care. The Star does not 
give any warranty on accuracy, com-
pleteness, functionality, usefulness or 
other assurances as to the content 
appearing in this column. The Star 
disclaims all responsibility for any 
losses, damage to property or person-
al injury suffered directly or indirectly 
from reliance on such information.
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Oversize me

The proportion of the adult population that are overweight and obese in Malaysia is estimated to be 43.1%. 
This means that almost half of the adult population in the country could be overweight or obese. – AFP

Overweight children are more 
likely to become overweight 
adults. – Reuters
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Overweight and 
obesity increases the 
risk of many chronic 
diseases.


