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Deanna M. Hoelscher, PhD, RDN, LD, is 
a John P. McGovern Professor in Health 
Promotion and the Director of Michael 
& Susan Dell Center for Healthy Living 
at the University of Texas School of 
Public Health (UTSPH), Austin Regional 
Campus. She teaches classes in Health 
Promotion Theory and Methods and 
Public Health Nutrition Practice, as well 
as directing the Dietetic Internship.  
She also co-teaches an obesity seminar 
class.  In addition to these duties, she 
directs the Michael & Susan Dell Center 
for Healthy Living, which includes 
overseeing research activities for the 
Center and the Austin Regional Campus 
of the UTSPH, as well as the translation 
and outreach activities of the Center. To 
learn more, read our interview below 
about her interesting and fulfilling career 
in nutrition research.

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

I started with a degree in food science 
and technology with the intent to go 
to either graduate or medical school.  
I decided to obtain a Master of Arts 
(MA) in nutrition combined with the 
internship and becoming a registered 
dietitian nutritionist (RDN), because I 
saw how important being a RDN was 
in terms of job stability and credentials 
for nutrition-oriented positions.  After I 
received my MA, I pursued a doctorate 
in biological sciences with a focus on 
nutrition.  During the last year of my 
doctoral program, I began working as 
the nutrition field coordinator for the 
NIH-funded Child and Adolescent Trial 
for Cardiovascular Health (CATCH, now 

the Coordinated Approach To Child 
Health), and was later hired as a research 
scientist at the University of Texas School 
of Public Health (UTSPH at UT Health).  
Although I didn’t have a formal post-
doctoral fellowship, my experiences at 
CATCH were similar since I participated 
in field research and worked on several 
manuscripts.  I later transitioned to a 
more permanent tenure-track faculty 
position at UTSPH Houston. While at 
UTSPH, I became Director of the Human 
Nutrition Center, and later assumed 
leadership of the Michael & Susan Dell 
Center for Healthy Living.  I have been at 
UTSPH for my entire career, but I moved 
to Austin to start the Austin Regional 
Campus of the UTSPH in 2007.

Could you please summarize your 
current research for us?

I am the Principal Investigator for 
research projects that examine the 
effects of an obesity prevention 
intervention on children aged 2-12 
years as well as a statewide student 
obesity prevalence study.  I am also an 
investigator on projects that include 
evaluation of a gardening intervention 
in elementary schools, a preschool 
obesity prevention intervention, and a 
natural experiment examining active 
transport and the built environment. 

My research is centered on examining 
dietary intake and chronic disease risk 
factors of children, adolescents and 
families.  Specifically, I am focused on 
the epidemiology of dietary intake 
and obesity-related behaviors, dietary 
assessment of children and families, 
and the development, implementation, 

evaluation and dissemination of 
behaviorally-based health promotion 
programs.  I am also interested in 
changing and evaluating policies, 
systems and environments to promote 
health.  A common theme throughout 
my research is the focus on children, 
adolescents and families.

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

I started my career by examining the 
effects of multiple nutrient deficiencies 
on rat brains – that was the topic of 
my dissertation!  Between my MA and 
PhD, I worked with Dr. Margaret Briley 
on a cardiovascular disease prevention 
program for police department 
employees and found the research 
really interesting.  I was then hired as 
the nutrition field coordinator for the 
NIH-funded CATCH trial in Austin; in 
this position, I was introduced to new 
research in behavioral-based child 
health promotion, dietary assessment, 
and epidemiologic methods.  CATCH 
was a fantastic learning experience.  I 
was working with internationally known 
researchers in a field that was new to me, 
but I loved the topic!  The mentorship 
and publications from CATCH led me 
to a tenure track position as well as a 
positive career trajectory.  

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

It is important for young researchers to 
find good mentors.  I was very fortunate 
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in that I had a constellation of mentors, 
each of whom provided me with 
different advice and resources.  A more 
senior mentor will offer opportunities 
for collaborating on grants, manuscripts 
and consulting as well as connecting 
you with a broader research network.  
In addition, more senior mentors often 
have a good overall perspective that can 
help prioritize your activities.  In contrast, 
peer mentors often have more time for 
answering questions and can provide 
more recent and explicit information 
about your next career step.

I would also advise a young researcher 
to focus on the basics of science, but to 
be flexible.  I like to joke that I am not 
doing anything that I was trained to do!  
Of course, that isn’t true – I had a good 
solid background in nutritional science 
and research methods and was able to 
build upon that basic training to learn 
about new subjects.  Nutritional science 
is an evolving science, so you have to 
be flexible.  I am still learning!

Finally, a young researcher should have 
a passion for what she or he is doing.  
Research is difficult, and it takes long 
hours and time away from your family 
or other interests you might have.  You 
need to really love what you are doing 
to spend that much time doing it.  Just 
remember - Malcolm Gladwell has been 
quoted as saying that it takes 10,000 
hours of work to obtain mastery in a 
topic. 

What are your career goals?

My career goals are three-fold:  (1) 
to conduct state-of-the-art research 

in child, adolescent and family 
nutrition; (2) to disseminate that 
knowledge broadly so that it can 
provide a population benefit; and 
(3) to nurture promising faculty and 
students.  Through my research and 
Center activities, I have been able 
to participate in excellent research 
work with good colleagues.  We also 
have several outreach events each 
year through the Center, which bring 
in world-class researchers to share 
their knowledge with our University 
and community partners.  Our Center 
also has an active communications 
focus, with a strong social media 
presence, which has been invaluable 
in disseminating our research and 
translational activities.  Finally, I have 
involved several junior faculty and 
students in my research activities, 
and have helped to launch several 
outstanding researchers and 
practitioners.    

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

The Academy has beneficially impacted 
my career in several ways.  First, being 
a RDN has opened doors to me in 
terms of job opportunities.  Second, 
participation in Academy activities 
has brought me great networking 
opportunities as well as expanding 
my skills in new directions.  I have 
been Chair of the Research DPG as 
well as the Chair of the Program 
Planning Committee for FNCE.  In 
addition, I have worked on the last two 
iterations of the Academy’s Position 
Paper on Prevention and Treatment 

of Child Overweight and Obesity.  
Through these activities, I formed new 
collaborations and friendships as well 
as learning more about the depth and 
breadth of our profession.  

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

Dietetics is a profession that is 
dependent upon a strong evidence 
base which needs robust research 
activities.  We are in an interesting 
field that is continually evolving, 
partly because of the complexity and 
context of eating behaviors, as well as 
the changing food supply.  It always 
amuses me when people remark to 
me that they don’t know what to eat 
because science keeps changing.  
Most of our key messages – eat more 
fruits and vegetables, whole grains, 
dairy products, avoid excess sugar, 
etc. – are actually old messages that 
are constantly refined.  However, it 
is important that we learn how to 
develop effective messages and that we 
know how to build environments that 
are conducive to encouraging healthy 
eating behaviors.  

One insight that we discussed in the 
Position Paper on Prevention and 
Treatment of Child Overweight and 
Obesity was that much of the research 
we reviewed did not explicitly state 
whether or not a RDN was involved,  – 
although most papers mentioned that 
nutrition education or behaviorally-
based education was conducted as part 
of a study, many were vague about who 
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had conducted the intervention or 
evaluation.  This was contrary to other 
fields in which physicians or nursing 
professionals were mentioned.  To be 
more visible as a profession, we need 
to make sure that papers are explicit 
about the role that RDNs play in 
research.  

One last observation:  when I am 
introduced to someone and tell them 

what I do, inevitably they tend to 
comment on ‘how interesting’ my 
work is.  We are in an exciting and 
ever-changing field that is definitely 
not boring, and I am extremely 
blessed to be able to participate in this 
profession.


