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Ms. Betty E. Darnell, MS, RD, LD, FAND 
is the Director of Nutrition Research, 
at the Clinical Research Unit (CRU), 
a Clinical and Translational Science 
Awards (CTSA) center at the University 
of Alabama at Birmingham.  As 
director of the Bionutrition Research 
Unit of the CRU, she supervises staff 
of the metabolic kitchen, works 
with investigators who utilize the 
research unit, and works with research 
participants who consume research 
diets.  The Bionutrition Research Unit 
supports numerous research protocols 
encompassing volunteers of all age 
groups and many different diagnoses, 
as well as normal control volunteers for 
research studies.  Read below to learn 
about Ms. Darnell’s exciting career in 
nutrition research that spans nearly 
four decades.

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

I completed a Master of Science degree 
in nutrition and accepted my first job as 
a research dietitian at the new National 
Institutes of Health (NIH)-funded 
General Clinical Research Center (GCRC) 
at the University of Kentucky.  After 
leaving that first job to be closer to my 
family, I accepted a position teaching 
nutrition at the University of Alabama 
in Tuscaloosa for seven years.  While 
I was on maternity leave with my 
second child, University of Alabama 
Birmingham (UAB) called; they had 
learned of my background in research 
and had been without a research 
dietitian for almost a year.  The director 
wanted to start a major nutrition 
research protocol, so at first I took the 
job part-time but then became a full-
time researcher and have stayed on at 
UAB since 1977.  During my time here 
I have seen the ending of the GCRC 
program at NIH and the beginnings of 
the CTSA program. 

Could you please summarize your 
current research for us?

Our team at CTSA has been conducting 
obesity research for the last 30 
years.  When one NIH-funded study is 
finished, we have been successful in 
building on that study and obtaining 
continued funding.  Our research has 
evolved over the years, and we now 
have several protocols that focus on 
insulin sensitivity, obesity, diabetes, 
and body composition.  I have 
personally performed several thousand 
anthropometric assessments over 
the years for these studies, some on 
the same participants yearly for 
multiple years.

In other studies, we are comparing 
a standard diet to a controlled 
carbohydrate diet in order to test the 
efficacy of a reduced carbohydrate 
diet in improving metabolic outcomes 
and achieving weight loss in an 
overweight pediatric population.  We 
have also begun a series of protocols 
with advanced glycation end products 
(AGEs); AGEs in foods are known to 
contribute to increased oxidation and 
inflammation, which are linked to 
the recent epidemics of diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease. Finally, we are 
also looking at phosphate additives 
and the relation to inflammation in 
renal disease.

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

 My goal as director of nutrition 
research for the CRU is to facilitate the 
research of investigators throughout 
the university. The investigator who 
began the obesity studies came to 
me with a suggestion for a controlled 
feeding study using a commercial 
formula with sodium and potassium 
tablets added to achieve the desired 
composition.  Since this was a weight 
loss study, I suggested we could use 

food instead 
of a purchased 
formula. That 
interaction 
began a long, 
successful 
working relationship that continues 
today.  I have worked closely with 
many investigators and have served 
as co-investigator on several research 
protocols throughout the years.  The 
CRU has been an ideal setting for many 
of these studies as we provide special 
diets for the participants on controlled 
feeding studies.  Throughout the years, 
we have established a reputation 
for our willingness to help young 
investigators with their research and are 
continuing to begin new and exciting 
research protocols on our unit.

Ms. Darnell, what advice would 
you give to a young researcher 
for developing a successful line of 
research?

For the last several years, we have 
offered graduate nutrition traineeships 
on the GCRC and now CRU for  both 
master’s and doctoral students in 
nutrition.  These traineeships were 
funded by a series of cookbooks that 
I co-authored and were published by 
Oxmoor House:  Cookbook for Diabetics 
and Their Families, All New Cookbook 
for Diabetics and Their Families, and 
Complete Cookbook for Diabetics 
and Their Families.  The books were 
extremely successful, so we used the 
small royalty fee we got to fund the 
traineeship, along with many other 
items/activities/supplies on the CRU.  
We have funded a total of 29 master’s 
students and 6 PhD students in order 
for them to complete their graduate 
studies.  We currently have one master’s 
student and one PhD student with us.

As a research mentor to the trainees, I 
saw many get excited about their area 
of research, and these students have 
completed their PhD degrees and post-
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doctoral fellowships.  So, it is important 
for a young investigator to seek out an 
area of research they can be passionate 
about.  Then, they often find that area 
of interest which subsequently opens 
doors to other opportunities.  Also, 
each of the students with whom I have 
worked developed excellent writing 
skills during their research experience 
and have been successful in publishing, 
which is crucial as a researcher.
 
What are your career goals?

Retirement years are approaching, so I 
would like to finish the current research 
protocols that we are now conducting.   
Since I have trained numerous dietitians 
who are now involved in research, some 
at CRUs and others who work with 
individual investigators, I would like to 
see one of the people I have trained 
step into my position when I retire.  

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

I have been associated with the 
Academy for many years and 
continue to believe it is an important 
organization for anyone in the 
nutrition/dietetics field.  I applied 
and became a Fellow of the American 
Dietetic Association (FADA) and am 
now a FAND.  I feel this fellowship has 
benefited me in my career as 
a researcher. 
  

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

I have been involved over the years 
with clinical research. Research is vital 
to the field of dietetics/nutrition. For 
example, clinical research is important 
in the study of the etiology of human 
obesity.  Although epidemiology and 
basic studies may provide a strong 
indication of important mechanisms 
in the prevention of obesity, clinical 
studies also can provide strong 
evidence. Animal studies and basic 
science studies provide the foundation 
for clinical studies, as well as the 
models on which clinical studies are 
based. No single class of research can 
stand by itself. Rather, all three types of 
research—clinical, animal, and basic—
are required before we can understand 
the etiology and treatment of obesity. 

Clinical research is usually considered 
the “gold standard” of research and 
can influence a change in our practice 
and improve current treatments. 
Clinical nutrition studies give us the 
opportunity to create  new diagnostics, 
therapeutics, and prevention strategies 
for the public.  Through 38 years in 
my position at the CRU, I have been 
involved with research that is on the 
cutting-edge of some of the most 
exciting clinical discoveries today.


