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PUBLIC HEALTH AND NUTRITION PROBLEMS IN SINGAPORE AND WAYS IN WHIP< 

THE MASS MEDIA COULD BE USED MORE EFFECTIVELY FOR THE PROMOTION OF L U ( i ̂  \JL 

BETTER HEALTH AND NUTRITION 

Use of Mass Hedia in Health Edcuation In Singapore 

The Training & Health Education iTHE J Department of the 

Ministry of Health is responsible for the planning, organisation ana 

implementation of health education programmes for the Ministry of 

Health, as well as the Information, Edpt)ation and Communications (IEC) 

activities of the Singapore Family Planning and Population Board. 

Health education activities cover all health areas including dental 

health and nutrition. 

In the past 16 years, since 1968, a total of 9 national health 

campaigns have been held. These campaigns are listed below in 

chronological order: 

196B "Keep Singapore Clean" Campaign 

(focused on environmental cleanliness and littering problems) 

1969 "Keep Singapore Clean and Mosquito Free" Campaign 

(focused on mosquito control) 

1970 "Keep Singapore Clean & Pollution Free" Campaign 

(focused on general pollution problem including air, water, 

solid-waste and noise pollution) 

1971 "Keep Singapore Pollution Free" Campaign 

(focused on water pollution in particular) 

1972 "Family Planning" Campaign 

(focused on the need for small families) 

1975 "Better Food for Better Health" Campaign •*'• - ~» 

(focused'on nutrition, food hygiene and food standard) 

1976 "Combat Infectious Diseases" Campaign 

(focused on infectious diseases including tuberculosis, 

venereal disease, leprosy, cholera, typhoid, malaria and 

dengue haemorrhagic fever) 
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19/9 "Combat Diseases due to Harmful Lifestyles" Campaign 

focused or. lung cancer, lschae-nic heart 

disease, hypertension, diabetes mellitus and nental illness. 

19(3- "Stop That Spitting Habit" Campaign 

'.focused on the consequences on spitting in public places: 

The themes of the campaigns reflect the public health problems 

or issues causing concern at that time. In all the campaigns, all 

available mass media were used. The media used were television, 

radio, newspapers, films, pamphlets, posters and other print media. 

The extent of use of each medium varied from campaign to campaign, 

depending on the nature of the campaign and funds available. The 

planning of media coverage was done by the staff of the THE Dept. 

Advertising agencies were consulted on some ocassions. 

In all health education campaigns prior to 1979, mass 

media were used as a short term and immediate measure to raise public 

awareness of the problems arising. 

With the changing pattern of disease, the health problems and 

issues confronting Singapore now are behaviour related. Since the 

1979 "Harmful Lifestyles" Campaign continuing mass media usage becomes 

a necessary strategy to establish a healthy lifestyle as a social 

norm. 

On the other hand IEC activities supporting the Family 

Planning 4 Population Programme has consistently used .'the &&kA$£k~mass 

media p4 arming- since 1972. The mass media strategies were planned in 

advance not only to create awareness but also to set a new norm in 

desired family size. Research and evaluation of IEC activities were 

carried out in a systematic manner. The consistent reinforcement in 

the mass media together with other supportive measures contributed to 

the success of the National Family Planning 4 Population Programme. 

The successful use of the mass media in the National Family 

Planning 4 Population Programme bears repeating as a strategy for the 

promotion of better health and dealing with our present health 

problems. 
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URGENT PUBLIC HEALTH AND NUTRITION PROBLEMS 

With immunization, improved environmental health standards and 

improved socio-economic standards, the common infectious diseases and 

malnutrition prevalent in developing countries are now under control 

in Singapore. Instead, like the industrialized societies, we are 

facing diseases that are related to modern lifestyles. 

The top killers in 1983 were cardiovascular diseases which 

consisted mainly of ischaemic heart disease, cerebrovascular disease 

and hypertensive disease, cancer and diabetes. Other major problems 

were overnutrition and mental illness. 

As we know now, all these diseases/problems share the 

following common risk factors: 

. Smoking 

. Overweight 

. Over-eating of food with high fat, high cholesterol, high 

salt and sugar content 

. Lack of exercise 

. Mental stress 

These risk factors to a large extent can be controlled, and 

the related diseases/problems can be prevented, through modification 

of individual behaviour. 

It was pointed out at the 37th World Health Assembly (1984) 

that: 

"In industrialized countries an increasing amount of disease 

is related to individual behaviour, especially for long term behaviour 

pattterns referred to as lifestyles. 

This is also becoming true in developing countries. But 

accumulated evidence has shown that carefully conceived and developed-

media campaigns aimed at excessive smoking, alcohol abuse and healthy 

diets have had a positive effect in altering health damaging 

behaviour." 
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Singapore's current strateg> i; to use carefully planned and 

developed media campaigns to complement interpersonal commumcations 

methods '.such as perso.n-to-person and small group communications, 

towards establishing a behavioural norn. that can help to reduce the 

mortality and morbidity from the degenerative diseases. 

WAYS TO USE MASS MEDIA MORE EFFECTIVELY FOR THE PROMOTION OF BETTER 

HEALTH AM) NUTRITION 

A number of surveys have been conducted by the Singapore 

Family Planning and Population Board and the Ministry of Health to 

find out the impact of the various media and the preferred media. 

From 1973 to 1977 Family Planning KAP surveys: 

Mass Media 

Pamphlets/Posters 

Television 

Radio 

Newspapers 

Films/Movies 

Magazines 

Books 

Rediffusion 

No. of TV/Radio licenses 
issued 

No. of Radio licenses issued 

% of respondents received 
family planning message from 
mass media 

1973 

76. OS 

66.0% 

36.8/o 

51.7% 

26.9% 

20.5% 

18.7% 

13.0% 

230,652 

69,966 

1977 

Poster 73.3% 
Pamphlet 34.5% 

77.2% 

54.8% 

51.7% 

32.9% 

21.0% 

15.0% 

15.0% 

329,119 

58,357 
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In 1V77-, ,,.-.• i''i et s and posters were t.he leading nseuia. i'ron 

1977, however television became the leading medium due to increased 

TV ownership. In Lot' the 1973 ana 1977 surveys, the top 4 <!iass r.edici 

lr! terms of effectiveness as sources of family planning were 

pamphlet/posters, television, radio and newspapers. 

These same media were also the preferred source of health 

information as found in the 1982 survey on "Medical Care Benefits and 

Health Service Utilization in Singapore": 

Preferred Source of Health 
Information 

Television 

Newspapers 

Radio 

Pamphlets 

Magazines 

"Health Educator" 

Books 

Talks by doctors/nurses 
at hospitals/clinics 

Video shows at hospitals/ 
clinics 

Public talk 

Company newsletter 

°o of Respondents 

23 

19 

12 

8 

8 

7 

6 

6 

4 

h 

3 

As expected though, a comparatively higher proportion of the 

primary educated preferred television and radio whilst a higher 

proportion of the tertiary educated books and magazines. The least 

favoured sources were talks given at public places and articles in 

company newsletters. Video shows at hospitals/clinics were not 

implemented at the time of survey, so this was conjuctional and not 

within ttie realm of the respondents' experience hence the- low 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



<o 

These sui veys indicate the important role of mass media in trie 

dessimination of health information in Singapore, especially the 

broadcast media and newspapers. Hence, to promote health and 

nutrition more effectively various means of working more closely with 

the broadcast media and press, must be explored. The following are 

suggested: 

1 Establish closer ana systematic collabortion with the broadcast 

media. 

This collaboration can be divided into two areas. 

A; Commercial air time 

Even though the radio and television services were 

previously solely owned by government and later (from 1980) by 

quasi-governmental organisation, to publicise its educational 

messages and activities, the Ministry of Health pays 

commercial rates similar to profit making commercial 

organisations. Similarly, press advertisements are also 

charged the normal advertisement rates. The high cost using 

these media especially the broadcast media has resulted in 

unsatisfactory and/or porrly planned media exposure becuase 

the budget for most health campaigns could only afford very 

brief exposures. 

It is hoped that with closer collaboration, media 

publicity of health messages which concern everyone in 

Singapore could be viewed separately from commercial 

advertisements, especially where commercial advertisement 

rates are concerned. 

B) Programme and features 

Liaison for scheduling and features of health education is 

on ad hoc and piece-meal basis. Initiation usually depends on 

interested individual producers or reporters who may include 

health information in their programmes, do a health feature or 

news item. 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



for proueri) planned health education, a much closer 

collaboration is needed to work out a long tenr. stratea\ for 

health programmes over the mass media. further, programme 

content should be carefully considered to ensure that messages 

are not conflict. For example, while a television campaign is 

to persuade the public about the danger of smoking is on, 

other TV programmes should not protray smoking as a desired 

lifestyle. Or immediately following a programme on 

balanced diet and reduction of fat and salt intake, a fast 

food dommercial should not appear to negate the message. 

Another effective method is the subtle inclusion of health 

messages in existing programmes aimed at different target 

groups on a planned basis. 

2 Strengthen the control of advertisements through the mass 

media. 

Currently, the following legislations and codes provide a 

fairly adequate coverage in the control of mass media advertisement. 

A) Medicines Act. Medical Advertisement Regulation 1974 

Under this regulation, all advertisements on medicines 

and drugs must be approved by the Ministry of Health 

before appearing in the mass media. 

B) Sale of Pood Act Section 17 

Under this Act, no person shall sell any food which is 

labelled or advertised in a manner that is false, 

misleading, or deceptive, or is likely to create erroneous 

impression regarding its value, merit or safety. 

C) The Prohibition on Advertisements Relating to Smoking 

Act 1970 

The Act prohibits advertisement of tobacco products in 

all mass media. 
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D.• The S 1 nuapore Code of Auvertising Practice 

This code served as a guide for .all mass media agencies 

and advertismu agencies to control and regulate advertising 

activities on a voluntary basis. The watchdog of the Code is 

the Advertising Standards Authority of Singapore (CASE), with 

members frorr media agencies, advertising agencies, nealth 

authorities, CASF and others. 

The problefT: is that the Code of Advertising Practice depends on the 

ethics of the agencies concerned and is not legally enforcible. 

Perhaps legislation could be introduced for better control. 

3 Provide suitable training for both media professionals and 

health educators for better mutual collaboration. 

A) Media professionals should be trained in proper interpretation 

and verification of information on health issues and to ways 

of securing such information. 

B) Health eaucators should be trained on the effective use of 

mass media to promote health-related knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour. They should also be trained in communications 

techniques. 

4 Research and evaluation of mass media usage. 

This is necessary to understand the processes by which people 

respond to health related messages through mass communications, and 

ways to present images of health to the public in the most effective 

way. 
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