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Review

Food based dietary guidelines in Vietham: progress and
lessons learned

Le Thi Hop phD, Tran Khanh VVan mpH, Hoang Kim Thanh phD

National Institute of Nutrition, Hanoi, Vietnam

The food based dietary guidelines (FBDGS) is a crucial tool for nutrition education and communication in Viet-
nam. Together with the changes of socio-economic situation, Vietnam needs to deal with different nutritional
problems including malnutrition, overweight and undiversified diets at the same time. From 1995 to the present,
three versions of FBDGs have been developed and revised in a period of every 5 years. The FBDGs, Food Guide
Pyramid and Food Square made a good set of nutritional education tool which were disseminated through a wide
range of activities and communication channels. The evaluation of FBDGs will be carried out before its revi-
sions to reflect eating patterns and lifestyles of consumers whom the nutritional education programs wish to
reach. In developing countries like Vietnam, the socio-economic situation is changing over short period of time.
Therefore, the assessment of appropriateness and implementation progress of the FBDGs is necessary and
should be done after a period of every 5 or 10 years. The implementation of the FBDGs should be closely con-
nected with the activities of the National Plan for Nutrition and should have involvement from multi-sectoral or-
ganizations. Training, monitoring and evaluation for implementation of the FBDGs are essential for the success
of guiding consumers to convert advices into action. The lessons learned from previous FBDGs’ implementation

can be used to develop a new version of FBDGs that is more appropriate.
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INTRODUCTION

In medical history, proper eating to prevent some serious
diseases has a long tradition. Hypocrate — the mentor of
modern medicine advised to eat liver to cure night blind-
ness. In 1753, James Lind was in charge of British Navy
medicine and knew that British sailors did not get Scurvy
on long trips at sea as a result of regularly eating yellow
lemon (rich of vitamin C). Many diseases have been
cured through application of a proper diet. Recently, one
proved that there was a strong association between eating
vegetables and fruits and lower risk of chronic diseases,
such as cardiovascular diseases, some cancers. Nutritional
science has shed light on the role of "protective" sub-
stance in foods for the prevention of above mentioned
diseases. Therefore, the application and dissemination of
the food based dietary guidelines (FBDGs) are of much
interest around the world and become the general princip-
al guidelines on proper nutrition for the community, ap-
propriate to each stage of development process.*?

In Vietnam, malnutrition is a very important health
burden. The prevalence of stunting in children under 5
years was very high at 46.9%." Therefore, Vietnam
should have nutritional solutions appropriate for different
sub-populations. It is undeniable that continuing efforts to
improve meals quality are needed to improve nutritional
status for most people, especially those in rural and dis-
advantaged areas.

The FBDGs is crucial tool for nutritional education
and communication in Vietnam. The FBDGs provides a
framework for advice to improve food consumption pat-

terns, nutritional well-being, and encourage healthy life-
styles of individuals and population. Together with the
changes in the socio-economic situation during the transi-
tion period, Vietnam needs to deal with different nutri-
tional problems; including malnutrition, overweight and
undiversified diets; at the same time. There is a demand
to keep Vietnamese people in the safe corridor between
two dangerous edges of which one is a high prevalence of
undernourishment and the another an emergence of over-
weight and obesity. From 1995 to the present, three ver-
sions of FBDGs have been developed and revised in a
period of every 5 years.

FOOD BASED DIETARY GUIDELINES IN VIET-
NAM

From 1995 to the present, three versions of FBDGs have been
developed and revised in a period of every 5 years. After the
National Plan of Action was ratified by the Prime Minister in
2005 the first version of FBDGs was developed which consisted
of 10 advices to communicate within socio-cultural context and
focus on locally available foods. The first set of FBDGs had
special advice for better organization of meals and development
of VAC system (garden, pond and cage) to self-guarantee fami-
ly food security. Due to high prevalence of malnourished child-
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ren in Vietnam, all versions of FBDGs carry one advice on
promoting breastfeeding and proper complementary feeding for
children under five years of age. In 2010, the new version of
National Strategies of Nutrition was developed and is going to
be ratified in the year 2011. The evaluation of FBDGs, therefore,
will be carried out before its revisions to reflect eating patterns
and lifestyles of consumers whom the nutritional education
programs wish to reach. In developing countries like Vietnam,
the socio-economic situation is changing over short period of
time. Therefore, the assessment of appropriateness and imple-
mentation progress of the FBDGs is necessary and should be
done after a period of every 5 or 10 years.

Food based dietary guidelines in the period 1995-2000
Plan of action of the International Nutrition conference at
Roma (1992) mentioned the development of FBDGs for
individual countries. In 1995, both FAO and WHO sup-
ported this was implemented in Vietnam. FBDGs are a
tool for nutrition education and should be based on scien-
tific results. However, in order for FBDGs to really
comes to life, and be effective, nutritional educational
activities should be organized with specific methods. In
order to develop human resources to meet industrializa-
tion and modernization requirements, health improvement;
especially improvement of nutritional status; is crucial
and urgent. The Prime Minister ratified the National Plan
of Action for Nutrition (NPAN) in the period 1995-2000
in September 16, 1995.° That was the first document on
nutrition strategies in Vietnam, in which the Vietnamese
Government required that local authorities at all levels
include goals of nutrition, poverty reduction, malnutrition
reduction into their annual plans for socio-economic de-
velopment. Therefore, several important goals of the
NPAN have been achieved and gradually socialized.

One of the important solutions of NPAN is to
strengthen the development of human resources and
nutrition education. In order to effectively implement
NPAN in the period 1995-2000, The National
Institute of Nutrition developed the FBDGs (1995-
2000) as the following:
® Eat to meet the body’s nutritional needs. Maintaining

a healthy weight
® Breast milk is the best for babies. Mothers should eat

well, drink enough, and sleep well to have enough

milk for exclusively breastfeeding babies in first 4

months of the babies’ life and continue breastfeed un-

til babies reach 18-24 months. Only give quality com-
plementary food to babies from the fifth month and af-
ter.

® Limit salt intake, less than 300 grams salt per month
per person.

® Eat less sugar. Children and adults should not eat cake,
candy, soft drinks before a meal. One person should
consume only 500 g sugar per month on average.

® Eat fat in moderation. Eat more oil, sesame, peanuts.

® FEat protein foods in moderation, with appropriate
amounts of protein from animal resource. Each at least

3 servings of fish in a week. Eat more food products

made from soybeans.
® FEat enough vegetables, roots and fruit to get more

vitamins, minerals and fiber.

® Ensure that foods should be hygienic and safe and
must not be contaminated. Wash hands before eating.

® Family meals should be well organized, to provide
adequate nutrition, good flavor, good feeling and sav-
ings. Development of nutritional square in VAC eco-
systems (VAC means pond, garden and cage) to self
provide high nutritional valuable foods for the family
meals.

® Together with balanced diets, active lifestyles, regular
and appropriate healthy sports activities should be
maintained.

Food based dietary guidelines in the period 2001-2005

Because, nutritional education continue to be the first

priority solution in NPAN of the period 2001-2010,°

FBDGs play an essential role in the implementation of the

plan. From experiences of implementing FBDGs in the

previous period (1995-2000), the FBDGs was developed

to conform with nutrition situations and diets in the new

period. Its content was updated new recommendations of

WHO. Also the National Strategies from 2001 to 2010 was

approved by the Prime Minister. The FBDGs, therefore, was

revised accordingly. The second version of FBDGs also showed

political will to tackle nutrition-related health problems.

FBDGs brought about communication to increase know-

ledge to prevent non-communicable diseases caused by

diets and traditional foods of the Vietnamese people. In

March 27, 2002, the Minister of Health approved the

FBDGs for the period 2001-2005 with the following con-

tent:

® Eat various foods and regularly change dishes.

® Breastfeed new born babies right after birth, and ex-
clusively for the first 6 months after birth. Give proper
supplementary food to babies and continue breastfeed-
ing until babies reach 18-24 months.

® Eat protein rich foods with the balance ratio between
proteins from animal and plant resources. Increase
consumption of tofu and fish.

® Consume fat at a proper amount, consume a combina-
tion of animal fat and vegetable oil at appropriate pro-
portion. Eat more sesame,

® Use iodized salt. Do not consume too much salt.

® FEat fresh and safe foods, eat more vegetables and
fruits daily.

® Drink soy milk. Increase consumption of the calcium-
rich foods such as milk, dairy products, and small fish.

® Use clean water for food preparation. Drink enough
water daily.

® Maintain a healthy weight.

® Maintain a healthy lifestyle, active, regular physical
activity. Do not smoke. Limit beer, wine, sweetened
foods.

Food based dietary guidelines in the period 2006-2010

In 2006, through scientific data from national surveys carried
out by National Institute of Nutrition, it appeared that food ha-
bits and eating patterns of Vietnamese had changed. So is there
any solution to limit and prevent nutritional problems
emerging such as: "the metabolic syndrome", overweight,
obesity and non-communicable chronic diseases related
to unbalanced diets? How do we enhance and maintain
good health in fast growth socio-economic circumstances?
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Only a proper and balanced diet with moderate fat con-
sumption, reduced meat consumption and increase con-
sumptions of fish, vegetables, and fresh fruit can helps to
maintain good health and prevent the proliferation of the
above mentioned diseases. The third version of FBDGs was
developed and implemented at nation-wide level in a compre-
hensive process with the involvement of multiple stakeholders
such as Ministry of Health, Ministry of Agriculture, and women
union. The FBDGs, Food Guide Pyramid and Food Square
made a good set of nutritional education tool which were disse-
minated through a wide range of activities and communication
channels. We expect in the future that Vietham will have
more nutritional counseling centers to provide healthy
nutrition guidelines for people, where people can learn
how to prepare food for their families, and how to select
good foods to ensure food hygiene and nutritional value
to bring about good health, according to the FBDGs.
From the beginning of the 21st century, Vietnam faces
double burdens of malnutrition of which one is stable
reduction of malnutrition prevalence while stunting re-
mains high in children under 5 years of age (prevalence
of stunting in children under 5 years old is 29.6% in

2005), and another is the increase of overweight, obesity

and non-communicable diseases related to nutrition, es-

pecially in big cities. Therefore, Vietnam should have

nutritional solutions appropriate for different audiences.
Depending on scientific results of the National Insti-

tute of Nutrition and conclusions of scientific conferences

and workshops, the Ministry of Health approved the

FBDGs for the period 2006-2010 in January 17, 2007

with the following contents:

® Eat various foods and regularly change dishes.

® Breastfeed new born babies right after birth, and ex-
clusively for 6 months after birth. Give proper sup-
plementary food to babies and continue breastfeeding
until babies reach 18-24 months.

® Eat protein rich foods with the balance ratio between
proteins from animal and plant resources. Increase
consumption of fish.

® Consume fat at a proper amount, consume a combina-
tion of animal fat and vegetable oil at appropriate pro-
portions. Eat more sesame,

® Consume milk and dairy products according to age.

® Do not consume too much salt. Use iodized salt when

Main characteristics of FBDGs in several countries
No | Advices Thailand | Malaysia | Philippines | China | Japan | South | VN VN VN
Africa | 1996-2000 | 2001-2005 | 2006-2010
1 F_ood diversifica- X X X X X X X X X
tion
2 Eat rice and X X X X
cereal
3 Eat more X X X X X X
vegetable
Limit animal fat X X X X X X X X X
5 Eat more bean,
nuts, sesame, X X X X X X X X
peanut
6 Eat poultry, fish, X X X X X X X
egg...
7 Do not consume X X X X X X X X X
too much salt
8 Limit sweetened X X X X X X
food
9 Food safety X
10 | Drink milk,
soybean milk
11 | Breastfeeding/
proper X X X X X
complementary
feeding
12 | Drink enough
X
water
13 | Energy balance
14 Mqlntaln healthy X X X X X
weight
15 | Physical X X X X X X X
activities
16 | Family meals X X X X
17 | Limit alcohol X X X X X X
18 | Do not smoke X X X
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preparing food
® Eat more vegetables and fruits daily.

Choose and consume clean and safe foods and drinks.

® Drink enough boiled water daily, limit consumption of
beer, alcohol and sweetened foods.

® Maintain a healthy lifestyle, regular physical activity.

Maintain a healthy weight. Do not smoke.

In 2010, the new version of National Strategies of Nutrition
was developed and is going to be ratified in the year 2011. The
evaluation of FBDGs, therefore, will be carried out before its
revisions to reflect eating patterns and lifestyles of consumers
whom the nutritional education programs wish to reach.

IMPLEMENTATION OF FBDG IN VIETNAM AND
LESSONS LEARNED

FBDGs is a key content in nutrition education of the
NPAN. It should be learned by every person, every fami-
ly to effectively take action to improve nutritional status,
health and quality of life.”

The achievement of nutritional health goals, as de-
picted in science-based dietary guidelines, is unlikely
unless considerable effort is made to translate the science-
based guidelines into action.? The FAO/WHO consulta-
tion group suggested that the development of FBDGs
should be informed not only by science-based public
health issues, but also by the social, economic, agricultur-
al, and environmental factors affecting food availability
and eating patterns.’ In Vietnam, the FBDGs was devel-
oped with the involvement of multi-sectoral organizations
to ensure that it did not miss key contents for nutrition
care. The involvement of various organizations also con-
tributed to wide dissemination of FBDGs by agencies,
scientists and educators.

The advices in FBDGs were communicated by not on-
ly health care system but also through public associations
such as women’s uniosn, famer union, and youth unions
which are common in grass-root levels of Vietnam. Train-
ings were provided for those associations by the technical
institute of Ministry of Health — the National Institute of
Nutrition.

FBDGs in Vietnam always carried advice on breast-
feeding and complementary feeding due to the high pre-
valence of undernourished children. The FBDGs in Viet-
nam was tested before it was implemented to guarantee
its validity and credibility.

CONCLUSION REMARKS AND RECOMMENDA-
TIONS

In developing countries like Vietnam, the socio-economic
situation is changing over short periods of time. Therefore,
the assessment of appropriateness and implementation
progress of the FBDGs is necessary and should be done
after a period of every 5 or 10 years.

The implementation of FBDGs should be closely con-
nected with the activities of the National Plan for Nutri-
tion and should have involvement from multi-sectoral
organizations.

The training, monitoring and evaluation for implemen-
tation of the FBDGs are essential for the success of guid-
ing consumers to convert advices into action. Lessons
learned from previous FBDGs’ implementation can be
used to develop a new version of FBDGs more appropri-
ate for the future.
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