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Member Spotlight

Catherine A. Chenard, MS, RD, LD 
Erin Gaffney-Stromberg, PhD, RD
Nutrition Fellow, ORISE in support of USARIEM

Catherine A. Chenard, MS, RD, LD is a 
Research Specialist at the University 
of Iowa (Iowa City, IA). In her role 
as a research specialist, she has 
several positions providing nutrition 
research support services for several 
investigators who are conducting 
clinical studies that involve controlled 
feeding and/or food and supplement 
intake assessment. Her role varies with 
the project and may include tasks 
such as: developing controlled diets, 
collecting dietary data, training and 
supervising student employees, and 
assisting with the nutrition portion 
of the study design and manuscript 
preparation. Most recently she has also 
overseen the development of electronic 
data collection forms for a study using 
REDCap (Research Electronic Data 
Capture http://project-redcap.org/). 
We interviewed Ms. Chenard to learn 
about her dynamic and interesting 
career in research.

Please describe your background 
(academic, research, and anything 
else you want to tell us). How did 
you get to where you are now?

I graduated with a BS in Dietetics 
from Central Michigan University 
in Mt. Pleasant, Michigan, and 
completed my dietetic internship 
and master’s degree at the University 
of Iowa. It was very fortunate that 
a dietitian position was open at the 
University of Iowa General Clinical 
Research Center when I completed 
my internship. The position was a 
wonderful opportunity to obtain 
on-the-job training in controlled 
feeding studies, body composition 
measurement, and nutrient intake 
assessment from Head Dietitian 
Phyllis Stumbo, PhD, RD, LD. I was 
employed at the University of Iowa 
for my entire career until December 

2012. My last career title at the 
University was the Bionutrition 
Manager at the Institute for Clinical 
and Translational Science when 
the position was eliminated due 
to funding cuts. Since then I have 
continued to provide nutrition 
services for investigators although 
now directly employed by each of 
them. 

Please summarize the current 
studies you are involved with.

Principal Investigator (PI): Terry 
Wahls, MD, MBA, FACP; Clinical 
Professor, Department of 
Internal Medicine; Assistant Chief   
of Staff, Iowa City VA Medical Center 
•	 Replication	of	the	treatment	from	

a case report of a patient with 
secondary progressive multiple 
sclerosis (MS) who transitioned 
from scooter dependence to 
mild gait disability following the 
initiation of electrotherapy and a 
nutrition intervention (Wahls Diet) 

•	 Pilot	study	comparing	the	effect	
of the Wahls Diet and Wahls 
Paleo Plus Diet on fatigue, motor 
function, and quality of life in 
individuals with MS

PI: Gary Pierce, PhD; Assistant
Professor, Department of Health 
and Human Physiology
•	 Evaluation	of	the	effect	of	a	single	

beverage high in saturated or 
trans fat on endothelial function 
in sedentary middle-aged/older 
adults compared with younger 
adults and older adults who 
perform regular aerobic exercise 

•	 Investigation	of	the	effect	of	an	
anti-inflammatory medication on 
vascular function in obese, pre-
diabetic adults and in non-diabetic 
individuals

PI: Sabeen Syed, MD, Department 
of Pediatrics
•	 Double-blind,	placebo-controlled	

trial examining the effects of 
dietary fiber in treating childhood 
constipation

PI: Richard Ahrens, MD, Department
of Pediatrics
•	 Multi-centered,	controlled-fat	

feeding study to evaluate the 
efficacy and tolerability of a 
pancreatic enzyme preparation in 
individuals with cystic fibrosis 

PI: Nancy R. Downing, PhD, RN,
SANE-A; Assistant Professor, College
of Nursing 
•	 Evaluation	of	body	composition	

as a biomarker of disease 
progression in individuals with 
prodromal Huntington’s Disease 
and of the relationship between 
body composition, branched 
chain amino acids, and diet and 
physical activity on cognitive and 
functional outcomes

Ms. Chenard, how did you become
involved/interested in research?

While in college I had the 
opportunity to visit the metabolic 
kitchen in the Clinical Investigation 
Unit at the Hospital for Sick Children 
in Toronto, Canada. This trip, plus an 
experience conducting a small study 
for a food science class, sparked 
my interest in research. When I was 
deciding where to apply for a dietetic 
internship, I looked for programs 
that included a research component 
which is how I ended up in Iowa. 

What advice would you give to a 
student interested in research?

Look for opportunities to become 
involved in research – as a research 
subject, paid or volunteer employee, 
or with class projects. Contact 
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investigators who are conducting 
research that is of interest to you. 
Check into your university’s research 
opportunities for students. Attend 
professional scientific meetings 
and local research presentations. 
Take advantage of opportunities to 
present posters or write abstracts or 
enroll in research-related classes. Ask 
questions. 

What are your career goals? 

Honestly, my immediate goal is to try 
to continue making a living providing 
nutrition services to investigators 
now that I no longer have the luxury 
of a salaried position. Beyond that, I 
like to be of service to investigators, 
assisting them in whatever ways 
are needed. This gives me the 
opportunity to continue learning 
new things and grow intellectually. I 
also value offering opportunities for 
undergraduate students to work or 
volunteer with me so they can begin 
to explore research as a possible 
career. 
 

What affiliations have you found 
most beneficial to your career?

I’ve found it most beneficial to be 
part of organizations that focus on 
a specific content area and offer 
opportunities to learn from and 
share with others. Some examples 
include practice groups of the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics 
such as Dietitians in Integrative 
and Functional Medicine (http://
integrativerd.org/) as well as other 
organizations like the National 
Nutrient Databank Conference 
(http://www.nutrientdataconf.
org/) and the National Association 
of Bionutritionists (http://www.
nabconnection.org/). These groups 
offer webinars or conferences related 
to their content area and/or have 
active electronic mailing lists where 
people ask and respond to questions. 

Ms. Chenard, if someone were to 
ask you to explain why research is 
important to the field of dietetics, 
what would you say?

Research is the vital energy by which 
the practice of dietetics transforms 
and grows. It is how we answer 
questions, move forward, and 
identify best practices. As the result 
of future research, nutrition ideas 
that are controversial or unheard 
of today may one day form the 
foundation of dietetic practice. And 
with more research, some of today’s 
most accepted nutrition practices 
may seem quaint and ill-informed a 
hundred years from now as we learn 
more about food, nutrition, genetics, 
and the human body. 


