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Invited editorial

Nutritional research in Malaysia

W.Z. Wan Ngah
B.A.K. Khalid

The nutritional status of a country is closely associated
with the gross national product (GNP)'. An increasing
GNP gives rise to improved nutritional status. As a
country that is undergoing a rapid and progressive
change from an agrarian to an industrialized economy,
Malaysia is experiencing a shift in problems associated
with undernutrition to that of overnutrition. Previously,
due to the limited comprehensive data available on the
nutritional status of the Malaysian population, research
concentrated on the determination and evaluation of
nutritional status generally through such indirect health
indicators as life-expectancy at birth and mortality rates
of infants, toddlers and mothers®. The results obtained
over the period from 1957 to 1982 showed a marked
improvement in mortality rates for the groups con-
cerned, hence better health. It is not surprising that the
GNP also showed a remarkable improvement during
this period. However, considerable variations linked to
local economic factors were observed. The richer states
registered a higher life expectancy than the poorer
states. There were also different mortality rates be-
tween different communities and in various parts of the
country. Studies using assessments of nutrient intakes
from food consumption and anthropometric indicators
provided data on vitamin A deficiency’, anaemia in
children and women*®, prevalence of endemic goitre®’.
Acute malnutrition and severe chronic undernutrition
were minimal, but chronic undernutrition and under-
weight were rampant; in communities with a higher
income health status was better. Apart from providing
community health indicators, studies on dietary
patterns and food consumption carried out in recent
years has also acted as a basis for continuing research®?
and for the nutritional research of Malaysia in the
future.

As Malaysia continues to move progressively towards
being a more developed industrialized nation, nutrition-
al problems associated with those of the more affluent
and developed countries of the North and the emerging
‘tiger economies’ would obviously be a major research
target of nutritionists. In addition to the evidence from
indirect health and nutrition indicators, such conditions
as obesity, non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus
(NIDDM), cardiovascular disease and cancers of the
lung, breast and colon are indicative of affluence and
also of changing lifestyles and dietary habits. High-fibre,
‘natural’, carbohydrate rich dietary intake is giving way

_to more processed food, particularly fast food, to food

that is rich in fat, salt and sugar, and to increased alcohol
consumption.

The impact of urbanization on certain communities in
selected towns, rural settlements and remote rural areas
has been carried out using NIDDM and endemic goitre
as indicators. The prevalence of NIDDM in recent years
is closely correlated with the more affluent and modern
lifestyles of the Malaysian population in general’®. It
should be stressed that studies on aspects of under-
nourishment and deficiencies in the less fortunate
segments of the Malaysian population, especially the
remote and rural communities, the poor and the lower
income groups, are still being carried out. The pre-
valence of endemic goitre in some parts of Peninsular
Malaysia and Sarawak bears testimony to cassava being
still the staple diet of the communities involved and an
important source of goitrogens!!.

The economy and Malaysia’s primary produce con-
tinues to influence the trend of nutritional research. The
overt economic implication of the Tropical Palm Oil
labelling policy by the United States government prob-
ably almost singlehandedly shaped the present trend in
nutritional research. An integrated, concerted approach
has been initiated to research on the relationship be-
tween palm oil and its by-products to health and
nutrition. Studies comparing the effects of palm oil,
compared to thosé of other types of vegetable oil, on lipid
profiles in man'*!3 have been carried out. The effect of
palm oil and its by-products, particularly tocopherols and
tocotrienols, on serum lipoproteins, free radical for-
mation and chemical carcinogenesis in humans and
animals have been reported. Studies have shown that
tocotrienols purified from palm oil could reduce the
severity of chemical carcinogenesis in the rat'*!>. The
effect of palm oil on artherosclerosis and its relationship
to lipid profile and lipid peroxidation is being studied by
several groups. Similarly, the effect of tocotrienols on
protein glycosylation in diabetics, muscle contractility in
thyroid disorders and their relationship to peroxidation
are being keenly investigated with support from local
palm oil research funds.

It may well be that Malaysia can count itself well off,
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for example in terms of information. As more infor-
mation is revealed through the publication of numerous
scientific reports, how could this knowledge be made
useful to the Malaysian population in general, and to
medical practitioners and other scientists and professions
concerned with nutrition in particular? The ideal sotution
would be a continuous, integrated effort involving re-
searchers, the relevant authorities and the mass media in
different educational activities that would make good
nutritional habits and healthy lifestyles attractive to the
public as a way towards a better quality of life.
Ultimately, what nutritional researchers have been
working for is Malaysians who are healthy, wealthy and
wise.
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