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Member Spotlight

Suzanne (“Suzi”) Domel Baxter, 
Ph.D., R.D., L.D., F.A.D.A
Erin Gaffney-Stomberg, PhD, RD

For this edition of The Digest, we are 
spotlighting RDPG member Suzanne 
(“Suzi”) Domel Baxter, PhD, RD, 
LD, FADA. Dr. Baxter is a Research 
Professor in the Institute for Families 
in Society in the College of Social 
Work at the University of South 
Carolina, Columbia, SC. She conducts 
nutrition research, usually as Principal 
Investigator or Co-Investigator. As 
such, she writes research grants to 
obtain funding; obtains approval 
from the Institutional Review Board 
to conduct research; recruits school 
districts, schools and children to 
participate in research; hires, trains, 
and supervises research staff; prepares 
protocols for data collection, entry, 
and coding; conducts team meetings; 
collaborates with statisticians, co-
investigators, and consultants on 
analyses and interpretation of results; 
writes abstracts and manuscripts 
of research results; gives poster and 
oral presentations of research results; 
reviews manuscripts for peer-reviewed 
journals; serves on the Board of Editors 
for the Journal of the Academy of 
Nutrition and Dietetics; reviews grant 
applications for NIH on an ad hoc basis; 
writes book chapters; and participates 
in professional activities at the local, 
state, and national levels. Read our 
interview with Dr. Baxter below to 
learn about her interesting career as an 
academician.

Dr. Baxter, please tell us about 
your background. How did you get 
to where you are now?

After receiving an Easy Bake Oven as 
a Christmas gift when I was 6 years 
old and baking every mix within a 
couple of days, I knew my career 
would involve food! I started college 
at Valparaiso University, IN, as a 
double major in home economics 

and music. Because I was born and 
raised in the Dallas, TX area, I lasted 
one semester in the cold north 
before begging my mother to let 
me come home, attend community 
college, and regroup. That fall, I 
started attending Texas Christian 
University in Fort Worth and three 
years later (1981), graduated with a 
BS having completed a coordinated 
undergraduate program, and 
became a registered dietitian. 
However, I knew clinical dietetics 
was not for me so I pursued non-
clinical opportunities. My past 
experiences include working as an 
out-patient RD at the following: 
at a residential school for cerebral 
palsy children; in school foodservice 
program; and with the Women, 
Infants, and Children Program. At 
that point in my career, I decided to 
go to graduate school. For several 
years during graduate school, I 
worked as a graduate assistant which 
involved teaching and counseling in 
the nutrition center. My thesis and 
dissertation involved developing and 
pilot-testing weight loss programs 
for low-income black and Hispanic 
women in Dallas, TX. After receiving 
my masters’ followed by a PhD in 
1990 from Texas Woman’s University 
in Denton, TX, I accepted a post-
doctoral fellowship at the Medical 
College of Georgia under Dr. Tom 
Baranowski and Dr. Bill Thompson 
for 2.5 years. After completing 
my fellowship, I remained at the 
Medical College of Georgia for the 
next 10 years as an Assistant and 
then Associate Professor, with my 
responsibilities centered primarily 
around research. In 2003, I became a 
Research Professor at the University 
of South Carolina in Columbia where 
I currently work. 

What is your current research 
interest?

The primary area of my work is 
methodological research concerning 
the accuracy of children’s dietary 
recalls. This work is funded through 
the NIH Research Project Grant 
Program (an R01 grant). This R01 
grant is a four-year project with 
fourth-graders with three aims 
to identify the combination of 
retention interval and prompts that 
maximizes dietary recall accuracy. 
Aim 1 compares dietary recall 
accuracy using a 2 x 4 factorial 
design: prior-24-hour recall obtained 
in the afternoon or previous-day 
recall obtained in the morning 
combined with four prompts 
(forward; reverse; open; meal). Each 
of 480 children is observed eating 
school breakfast and school lunch, 
and then interviewed to obtain a 
24-hour dietary recall using one 
of the eight conditions, with 60 
children (30 per sex) per condition. 
Aim 2 assesses relationships of social 
desirability, food security, body mass 
index, socioeconomic status, and 
achievement test scores with dietary 
recall accuracy of the 480 children in 
Aim 1. Aim 3 investigates one-month 
test-retest reliability for a 14-item 
social desirability survey and a 5-item 
food security survey via classroom 
administration to approximately 100 
children. 

The secondary area of my work 
concerns childhood obesity. A 
current project is funded through 
the NIH Exploratory/Developmental 
Research Grant Award (an R21 grant). 
This grant is a two-year secondary-
analyses project that uses data 
from a previous R01 grant for 1,542 
fourth-grade children from schools in 
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Augusta, GA. This grant encompasses 
2 Aims. Aim 1 investigates a possible 
relationship between childhood 
obesity and participation in school 
meal programs. Aim 2 examines 
behaviors and selections in a subset 
of 344 children to understand 
differences in actual (observed) 
school-meal intake. 

Although NIH funding has ended, we 
are writing manuscripts for a third 
grant with two aims. Aim 1 was to 
develop, pilot-test, and validate an 
interview protocol to be used with 
children. This protocol utilized an 
integrated recall of dietary intake 
and physical activity that occurs 
at school. Aim 2 determined the 
influence of grade (third through 
fifth) and retention interval (same 
school day with an afternoon 
interview; or the previous school day 
with a morning interview) to validate 
our interview protocols for diet and/
or physical activity.

How did you become involved / 
interested in your current line  
of research?

I thank Dr. Tom Baranowski for 
exposing me to the research 
bug and giving me the idea for 
methodological research! After 
receiving my PhD, I interviewed 
with Tom and, when he offered me 
a position, I told him I had another 
offer to teach. He asked me whether 
I wanted to keep reinventing the 
wheel, or whether I wanted to 
investigate what makes the wheel 
roll faster and further. I embarked 
on a post-doctoral position with 
Tom performing research. My work 
experience with Tom instilled my 
interests conducting methodological 
research concerning the accuracy of 
children’s dietary recalls. 

What advice would you give to a 
young researcher for developing a 
successful line of research?

Find one or more mentors or 
experienced collaborators. Learn 
from the critiques provided by 
reviewers. This is especially true with 
NIH grant applications. Some get 
funded on first submission while 
others take several revisions (e.g new 
title and one or two new aims) before 
being funded. If you truly believe 
you have a good idea, keep applying 
until funding is obtained. Offer to 
serve as a grant reviewer for NIH to 
help learn the process. Be willing to 
think outside the box. Some of the 
best collaborators in my career have 
been cognitive psychologists. Their 
expertise in memory crosses paths 
with my primary research focus.

What are your career goals?

I would like to reach and exceed 
the century mark for research 
publications in refereed journals; 
be more involved professionally at 
the national level; and be a mentor 
to one or more post-doctoral 
fellows. I enjoy serving others and 
my profession. One of my favorite 
sayings is, “We make a living by what 
we get, but we make a life by what 
we give.”

How has your affiliation with the 
Academy impacted your career 
progression?

Because of my affiliation with 
the Academy, I was awarded the 
Kraft-General Foods Foundation, 
Inc. Fellowship (through what 
was then ADA Foundation) for 
two consecutive years during my 
dissertation research. Being awarded 
this generous fellowship impacted 

my career. It allowed me to focus 
my time and effort to complete my 
PhD. The Fellowship has impacted 
my ability to increase my donations 
and efforts to the AND Foundation 
for Research. In honor of a dear 
friend and research colleague, Amy 
Joye, MS, RD, I led the effort with 
Amy’s family and friends, the South 
Carolina Dietetic Association, and 
the Georgia Dietetic Association to 
create a Named Fund through what 
was the ADA Foundation (now the 
Academy Foundation) to raise a 
minimum of $50,000. The $50,000 
minimum endowment level needed 
to establish the Amy Joye Research 
Fund was reached in March, 2009, 
just a few months prior to Amy’s 
passing. The principal will remain 
intact in perpetuity and the interest 
will be used to award nutrition 
research grants on an annual basis. 
To date, three Amy Joye Memorial 
Research grants have been awarded. 
Although Amy is no longer with  
us, her memory and potential 
continue to bless our profession  
and nutrition research.

If someone were to ask you to 
explain why research is important 
to the field of dietetics, what 
would you say?   

Dietetics is science; every science 
progresses to the degree to which  
its research has been developed  
and refined. We become what we 
behold. We shape our research, 
and then our research shapes us. 
Research is our future.


