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Being more
active cannot
fully offset
bad diet: Experts

Seemingly healthy foods can also contain
excessive calories, sugar, fat or sodium

Joyce Teo
Senior Health Correspondent

Nearly all residents in Singapore
consume double the global limit for
sodium, and more than half eat too
many calories, despite 87 per cent
of the population hitting recom-
mended physical activity targets.

Staying active remains a vital pil-
lar of health, but health experts
warn that physical fitness cannot
completely offset a bad diet.

Newly released findings from the
2025 National Nutrition Survey
show that more than half of Singa-
pore’s population consumes too
many calories relative to their ener-
gy needs, pushing average daily in-
take to 2,460 kcal, up from 2,410
kcal in 2022 and 2,360 kcal in 2019.

Total dietary fat intake has also
risen over the years.

And more than nine in 10 resi-
dents (95%) also consume too
much sodium, averaging roughly
4,000mg a day, double the recom-
mended daily threshold of
2,000mg, or about one teaspoon of
salt.

With more people eating out
more frequently, avoiding hidden
calories and sodium can be an
uphill battle, especially as com-
monly consumed dishes like fried
carrot cake with dark soya sauce,
mee siam and nasi briyani have be-
come saltier and higher in calories
over time.

At the same time, people contin-
ue to consume processed foods.

FIT BUT UNHEALTHY

Doctors say they often encounter
patients who think burning calo-
ries through some form of physical
activity, including just brisk walk-
ing or daily active commuting,
grants them a free pass at the
hawker centre.

“My patients are exercising more
today than before, but many of
them erroneously think they can
compensate for that with excessive
calorie and sodium intake,” said
Donna Tan, a family physician,
consultant and deputy director of
NHG Polyclinics’ clinical services
department.

Tan, who has a special interest in
weight management, said she re-
minds her patients that exercise
alone cannot offset poor diet, inad-
equate sleep, stress, or poorly con-
trolled conditions such as diabetes
and hypertension.

Continue exercising, but pay at-
tention to portion sizes and do not

overeat after a workout, she said.

HIDDEN TRAPS IN
'HEALTHY' FOODS

Tan cautioned that seemingly
healthy options such as granola,
smoothies, fruit juices, salads with
creamy dressings and large sand-
wiches may contain excessive calo-
ries, sugar, fat or sodium.

Even hydration habits can be
misconstrued as healthy. Tan said
that some people drink a bottle of
isotonic drink or more after 30 to
45 minutes of brisk walking, line
dancing or recreational cycling, but
this is unnecessary and adds extra
sodium and even calories.

The Health Promotion Board
said soupy dishes are among the
foods commonly consumed by res-
idents with the highest sodium in-
take. Certain gravy-based dishes
can also hide a lot of sodium. A
bowl of mee siam contains
3,800mg of sodium today, up from
2,700mg in 2023, HPB said.

Ng Teng Fong General Hospital’s
principal dietitian Lim Ruey Jiun
said most people opt for clear soup-
based meals as part of healthier
eating. But soup can be high in so-
dium, especially when made with
stock cubes, seasoning powders,
sauces and processed ingredients.

One teaspoon of stock powder
can add about 750mg of sodium,
while one teaspoon of dark soya
sauce can have 400mg of sodium,
she said. A bowl of sliced fish noo-
dle soup can have 1,400mg of sodi-
um, so people should halve their
sodium intake by drinking half the
broth or leaving most of it behind,
she said.

EXERCISE CANNOT WORK
IN A VACUUM

This disconnect extends beyond
daily eating habits to how patients
view chronic disease management.

At the National University Hospi-
tal, Tai E Shyong, a senior consult-
ant at the Division of Endocrinol-
ogy, said many patients refuse
medication, telling him instead
that they will just exercise.

“Patients often fall into the trap
of thinking in silos, for example,
believing that eating sugar is the
only thing that causes diabetes, or
that a high-salt diet is the only
thing that causes high blood pres-
sure,” said Tai.

But most conditions have multi-
ple risk factors, and every choice
interacts with bodies in different
ways and across different time

frames, he said. “People often un-
derestimate the amount of lifestyle
modification they make. They are
consuming less sugar, but if their
calories have gone up, they are not
going to lose weight””

Caloric excess can lead to obes-
ity, which already affects 12.7% of
residents aged 18 to 74, according to
the 2024 National Population
Health Survey, while rising sodium
intake can cause even higher rates
of hypertension.

“As blood pressure rises across
the board, we will see a corre-
sponding increase in severe, life-al-
tering complications, specifically
things like chronic kidney disease
and strokes,” warned Tai.

OVERESTIMATING ACTIVITY
LEVELS WHILE OVEREATING

Although total physical activity lev-
els here - defined as participating
in at least 150 minutes of moderate-
intensity physical activity or 75
minutes of vigorous-intensity
physical activity — are high on pa-
per, it is unclear if they align with
overall health.

Tai said there is evidence show-
ing that when people self-report
their activities in surveys — the Na-
tional Population Health Survey
was conducted via household in-
terviews — they tend to over-report
moderate- and high-intensity ac-
tivity and under-report the total.

Much also depends on the type of
exercise performed - active com-
muting may contribute to total
physical activity but may not be
sufficient to burn off excessive cal-
ories. “Walking to the bus stop,
some people will say that is moder-
ate intensity,” Tai said.

Meanwhile, Mary Chong, assis-
tant dean of education at the NUS
Saw Swee Hock School of Public
Health, said that relatively new cul-
inary options such as hotpots, mala
tang and xiang guo have gained
popularity here. As these dishes are
heavily seasoned, their intense
spicy or rich herbal profiles can of-
ten mask high sodium levels.

But as more people become more
aware that high sodium intake can
cause high blood pressure and oth-
er long-term health risks, they will
actively ask for less salt, gravy or
sauces, which would encourage
more eateries to use less sodium in
their cooking, Chong said.

“If someone’s salt intake is very
high and the blood pressure is bor-
derline high, I will typically say,
short of adding more medicine, just
by decreasing your sodium intake. I
am very confident that the blood
pressure will hit optimal control,”
she added.
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Are you overdosing on extra calories and salt?

Commonly consumed dishes in Singapore now contain higher levels of
calories and sodium than ever. In fact, some pack more sodiumin a
single meal than an entire day's recommended intake. They include:

CALORIE OVERLOAD

Nasi briyani Nasi lemak Chicken rice
More rice More rice QOilier rice and
and gravy and oilier more fatty meat

2023 (calories

Mala xiang guo
One typical serving,

Some emerging popular dishes
found in Singapore tend to have
larger portions, and be higher in
calories, fat and sodium.

Tomato hotpot
One typical serving,

970 749 557 720g 1,730g
2025/2026 (calories) -

1,310 922 646 1165 1152

A 351% A 231% A 16% 779 579

3100mg 4,900mg

Hack your hawker meal

Skip extra sauces.

e Ask for less gravy or skip it altogether.

Choose soupy dishes, but avoid drinking

all the soup.

Choose fresh lean meats over processed

items like luncheon meat.

Char kway teow Mee siam Fishball noodles (el e el gl _ &wE: 2
More noodles More noodles More noodles carrying Healthier Dining & > N
and oil and gravy and sauce Programme identifiers, as | >,
2023 (calories they are either offering at ' % ~”;
748 737 470 least one dish under 500 * Promaie®”
. calories, or using healthier
2025/2026 (calories) ingredients such as whole grains, cooking
989 870 532 oils that have lower saturated fat or
A 32.2% A 18% A 13.2% lower-sodium sauces or seasonings.
SODIUM
SPIKES

. . Prawn noodle soup Fishball noodles Ayam penyet Nasi briyani
Median sodium More noodles More noodles More rice More rice
content and soup and sauce and sambal and gravy
2,700mg 1,200mg 1100mg 2,300mg

(P78 3,400mg 4.25.9%  1,700mg 4 41.7%

1,500mg 4 36.4%

3,300mg 4.43.5%

+30mg +60mg

Difference
per 100g

+50mg +90mg

Did you know?

Around 3,000 food and beverage outlets in
Singapore are using lower-sodium salt or
sauces. A Health Promotion Board (HPB) study

of commonly consumed dishes found that the dishes prepared
with lower-sodium sauces and seasonings contain about 10%
less sodium on average, compared with the regular versions.

KEY NATIONAL NUTRITION SURVEY fiNDINGS

The salty truth i Calorie overload

More than half of
Singapore residents

over-consume calories daily
based on their physical activity

Nearly all
Singapore
residents

(95 per cent) : 'eve’s
STy Rl [V I Average calorie intake per day
sodium. 2025 2022 2019

Recommended limit:
Below 2,000mg

2,460 2,410 2,360

Total fat intake also increased,
and older adults continue to fall
short of protein requirements,
but the good news is that

residents’ sugar
intake fell.

Mean daily sodium intake
| | |
2025 2022 2019

4,000mg 3620mg 3,480mg

NOTE: Photos of food items are for illustration only.

Did you know?

Excessive sodium intake is

a key risk factor for high blood
pressure, which increases the
risks of:

e Stroke

e Heart attack

e Heart failure
and kidney failure

Studies have shown that when
daily sodium intake is reduced in
people who have kidney, heart and
liver problems, their conditions
improve, according to SingHealth.

An excess of 50 calories per day
can lead to 24kg of
weight gain per year,
HPB said.
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