
Suzanne P. Murphy, PhD, RD, now
Research Professor at the Cancer
Research Center of Hawai’i (University
of Hawai’i) started her professional
career far from nutrition.  Read how
Suzanne’s career journey has taken her
down an exciting and interesting path
that has landed her in a most
important dietetic role.

My undergraduate degree is in
mathematics, and I worked for IBM as
a Systems Engineer in the 1960’s.  This
was an exciting time in the computer
world, and I enjoyed learning, and
then teaching, computer
programming.  However,
programming seemed to be a tool to
answer questions, and I wanted to
become more involved in asking the
questions.  Thus, I decided to learn
more about the biological sciences,
and became very interested in
molecular biology and the early
applications of genetics.  After
finishing an MS in this field, I finally
realized that applied biology was my
real calling, and I finished my
doctorate in nutrition at UC Berkeley
in 1985.  It took many years to find my
niche in the scientific world, but
almost 25 years later, I now know that
I made the right decision.

Sometimes, a wandering course such
as mine can lead to a unique
combination of skills.  Much of my
research involves analyses of large
nutrition datasets, so my
programming skills have been
invaluable.  And, of course, because
nutrigenomics is such a rapidly
growing field, all research nutritionists
must be able to understand molecular
biology concepts.  As a result, I have
found that I can contribute to a wide
range of research topics in a Cancer
Research Center.  My current position

involves conducting research on the
role of dietary intake (from both foods
and dietary supplements) in the
etiology of cancer.  I have been
fortunate to be part of the team that
is analyzing data from the ongoing
Multiethnic Cohort Study in Hawaii
and Los Angeles, which enrolled
215,000 older adults in the mid-
1990’s.  The participants have filled
out an extensive set of
questionnaires, including two food
frequency questionnaires, so it is
possible to examine associations
between dietary patterns and
subsequent cancer outcomes.  We
regularly report findings from these
analyses.

Some of my current research reflects
my interest in investigating better
methods of dietary assessment.  For
example, one of my recent projects
was focused on ways to measure
intakes of dietary supplements, with
the ultimate goal of examining
whether regular supplement use can
decrease (or possibly increase) the risk
of various cancers.  The purpose of
the study was to compare self-
reported use of supplements with
actual use that was measured by
visiting study participants’ homes
several times over a year and
counting the pills in their supplement
bottles—sort of a supplement
inventory.  The study team is now in
the process of writing several
manuscripts on our findings.  

I also work with the dietitians in our
Nutrition Support Shared Resource to
maintain comprehensive nutrient
composition tables for both foods
and supplements that are used in
Hawai’i and California, and we
frequently present and publish the
methodology and results from this
work.

In addition, I have been able to
pursue my ongoing interest in
international research topics, and
continue to investigate nutritional
adequacy in a variety of settings.  For
example, I am working on a WHO-
funded project to develop a
computer system that can help
developing countries design
micronutrient fortification programs.

My unusual background largely
shaped my interest in applied
nutrition research, but I could not
have succeeded without wonderful
mentors along the way.  Foremost of
these was Professor Doris Calloway,
who guided me through the doctoral
program at UC Berkeley and then
helped me launch my research career.

My advice for any young researcher
who wants to develop a successful
line of research is to find a research
niche that excites you and develop
the skills to pursue it.  Then find a
mentor who can help you excel in this
area of research, and learn all that you
can from him or her.  Gather a team of
colleagues to start a small, well-
designed research study of your own,
and publish the results.  Then build on
each successful study until you
become an acknowledged expert in
your chosen field.  Nutrition research
is surely one of the most exciting
careers because your work has the
potential to contribute to better
health for entire populations.

In the remaining years of my
professional career, I would like to
continue to participate in setting both
national and international nutrition
policy.  My most satisfying activities
have been translating research
findings to nutrition programs
through organizations such as the
Food and Nutrition Board of the
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