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Hungry for  
a challenge?
Some medical conditions can leave patients malnourished;  
dietitians create individualised nutrition plans to prevent that

U
p to 80 per cent of newborn babies 
become mildly jaundiced in the 
first few days of their lives. This 
usually resolves within two weeks 
from birth.

However, in a small percentage of  
babies, persistent jaundice may be a telltale 
sign of liver disease. And an operation may 
have to be quickly carried out to rectify the 
problem. In such cases, it’s a frantic race 
against time to help such infants — who may 
have problems putting on weight because of 
their condition — gain weight before their  
surgery. 

This is where dietitians like Ong Fangyi 
come in. Working alongside paediatricians 
and other health professionals at the Na-
tional University Hospital, Fangyi sees to the  
nutritional needs of young patients who re-
quire liver transplants. 

“In general, the risk of a poor outcome 
or complication is higher if the patient is 
malnourished,” she explained. 

Her patients also include adults and the 
elderly who suffer from end-stage organ 
failure, cancer and HIV, as well as those 
who need special diets because of chronic 
conditions such as diabetes and metabolic 
disorders. 

“Some patients can become emaciated 
because of their disease. The challenge for a 
dietitian is to help them improve their nutri-
tion intake and increase their body mass,” 

said the 25-year-old.
Preventing malnutrition in very sick or 

aged patients is a common challenge dieti-
tians face. 

One of the most challenging cases that 
Changi General Hospital’s dietitian Alvin 
Wong has encountered involves a cancer 
patient who had only less than one metre 
of his small intestine left after surgery. On 
average, a normal intestine is about four to 
five metres long. 

“That caused the patient to lose nutri-
ents faster than he could absorb them. So, it 
was extremely challenging to make sure that 
he was not dehydrated and that he received 
adequate nutrients in his diet,” said Alvin.

Fortunately, the patient was eventu-
ally well enough to be discharged from the 
hospital. 

To ensure that their patients get the 
best nutrition, dietitians don’t just talk about 
calories or “nag” their patients about eating 
right, said Fangyi.

They have to conduct nutritional assess-
ments, and take into account each patient’s 
medical condition, financial limitations and 
daily routines before coming up with indi-
vidualised nutrition plans for them. 

“For instance, patients who work as taxi 
drivers will probably have irregular meal pat-
terns. So, it’ll be unrealistic to ask them to 
stick to a strict meal plan,” she said. 

Dietitians also translate scientific food 

and nutrition knowledge into general advice 
that the public can understand.

“When we talk about nutrient intake, we 
tell patients how many servings or portions 
of food to take instead of using the scientific 
unit measurements,” said Jerlyna Wan, a 
dietitian at Alexandra Hospital. 

Jerlyna also uses plastic food models 
or pictures to help patients relate to her 
nutritional advice. 

Likewise, Fangyi’s office is furnished to 
look like a mini “supermarket”. Various food 
products are lined on the shelves to provide 
her patients with a more practical idea of 
what good nutrition is. 

What many people don’t know is that  
dietetics is grounded in science and re-
search, said Fangyi. In Singapore, dietitians 
require a degree in nutrition and dietetics. 

“People think dietitians only help you 
to lose weight. It’s not just about weight 
management. Apart from a background in 
nutrition, we also need a solid understanding 
of biochemistry and certain disease mecha-
nisms,” she explained. 

Ultimately, like other allied healthcare 
professions, dietetics is a career which al-
lows you to make a “tangible difference” in 
patient care, said Fangyi.

Added Jerlyna: “It’s really rewarding 
to see patients take your advice and make 
lifestyle changes that can help them improve 
their medical conditions.” 

Thanks to Serene, I can 
now enjoy yummy and 
nutritious food, even though 
I am 81 years old. When I 
suffered from constipation, 
she recommended that I 
try the fruit jam laxative 
formulated by the dietitians 
at the hospital. She spent time 
explaining my progress to my 
son and me, and even shared 
the jam recipe with me.
Mr Chew Leong Thing on 
Alexandra Hospital dietitian 
Serene Tay

Did you know?

1 The interest in eating healthily 
is not a newfangled notion: The 

ancient Greek physician Hippocrates 
prescribed physical exercise and 
eating food that is adapted to one’s 
temperament and to the time of year as 
the panacea to staying healthy.

2 In fact, during those times, 
dietetics — the science of nutrition 

planning and food preparation — was 
one of the three pillars of medicine, 
along with medication and surgery.

3 The common misconception that 
sugar causes diabetes is but one 

of many food myths. Dietitians can 
help you differentiate between food 
myths and facts so that you have the 
right information to keep you in optimal 
health.
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