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Susan Higginbotham, PhD, RD is 
currently the Director for Research 
at the American Institute for Cancer 
Research (AICR). Dr. Higginbotham 
was a member of the secretariat that 
helped produce the joint World Cancer 
Research Fund (WCRF)/ AICR 2007 
expert report entitled, “Food, Nutrition, 
Physical Activity and the Prevention of 
Cancer: A Global Perspective Policy.” 
As part of her position at AICR, Dr. 
Higginbotham helps translate new 
cancer research findings into clear and 
accurate messages and educational 
materials for health professionals, 
researchers and the public. Read below 
to hear more about Dr. Higginbotham’s 
exciting career in nutrition and cancer 
prevention research.

Could you describe your current 
position for us?
AICR is involved in a wide variety of 
research-related activities. We have a 
grant program that provides funding 
to investigators studying diet and 
cancer, we host an annual research 
conference, and we actively look for 
opportunities to collaborate with and 
support diet and cancer researchers. 
When we talk about ‘diet’ we mean 
food, nutrients, physical activity 
and weight management, so we are 
interested in many types of research. 
In my position I am fortunate to  
be involved in all of these  
different activities.

What is your education 
background?
Like many dietitians, I had a bachelor’s 
degree in another discipline (for me, it 
was psychology) before I realized that 
dietetics programs existed, and that 
they were perfectly suited to people 
like me who loved both the science 
of nutrition and the practical aspects 
of food and cooking. I completed 

most of my dietetic coursework 
at California State University, Los 
Angeles, and did my internship 
through the University Affiliated 
Program at Childrens Hospital. I was 
interested in nutrition epidemiology, 
and ended up completing a master’s 
degree in epidemiology at UCLA. 
After working for several years on a 
variety of nutrition and diet studies at 
the university, I went back to school 
to study epidemiology again, this 
time for a doctoral degree. My career 
path has taken a few turns, sometimes 
in unexpected directions, but I’ve 
ended up with a diverse background 
that is serving me well, and I’ve been 
meeting all kinds of wonderful people 
along the way. 

Please summarize the focus your 
current research and describe how 
you became involved/interested in 
your current line of research?
I was a member of the secretariat 
for the AICR/WCRF expert reports 
on diet and cancer and am now 
part of the working group for our 
Continuous Update Project, which 
will keep the reports up to date. The 
updating project is being done by a 
team at Imperial College in London. 
The team is systematically collecting 
evidence as it accrues for each cancer 
site and will conduct new meta-
analyses as appropriate. This evidence 
is presented to our expert panel, 
which judges the strength of the 
evidence and if necessary updates our 
recommendations. 

Another part of my job at AICR is to 
help put new research results into 
a meaningful context and I work 
closely with the education and 
communication staff here to make 
sure our messages and educational 
materials are clear and correct. 

What advice would you give to a 
young researcher for developing a 
successful line of research?
Mentorship is vital. I would advise 
young researchers to find and develop 
mentors who will take an interest 
in and help them throughout every 
phase of their research and careers. It 
can be important to have more than 
one mentor and to communicate 
openly with them to make sure you’re 
getting what you need. Having said 
that, it’s essential that new researchers 
discover what they are truly interested 
in and develop their own research 
ideas. I would advise them to join the 
professional organizations in their 
area of interest and get to know the 
junior and senior researchers who are 
working in their field. They should 
take posters to conferences, apply 
for grants, and talk to anyone and 
everyone who may be interested in 
their ideas. Here at AICR we get a fair 
number of grant applications from 
post-docs and junior investigators. 
Many of these applicants don’t realize 
how important it is to work with a 
senior investigator in order to get 
their application in top shape while at 
the same time demonstrating to the 
reviewers that they are pursuing their 
own independent research ideas. 

What are your career goals?
An exciting aspect of working with 
research and researchers is that 
there is always something new to 
learn and always ample opportunity 
for intellectual challenge and 
engagement. My primary career goal 
has always been to be in a position 
where I can keep learning about how 
diet and nutrition affects our health, 
to share this knowledge with others, 
and to support and encourage people 
just entering the field.
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Nuts and Bolts

Stepwise Regression

Inés M. Anchondo DrPH, RD, LD, CSP, MPH 

Stepwise modeling is a multiple 
regression procedure to analyze the 
association between a dependent 
variable (Y) and large set of 
independent variables (Xs). The point 
is to choose the best independent 
set of variables to create a model  
that has the best predictive ability. 
The model that explains 100% of  
the variance. 

The step by step procedure for 
stepwise modeling involves: 
• Identify an initial model that   
 includes the regression intercept  
 (unless there is no intercept).  
• Enter or remove, depending on   
 the method forward or backward,  
 one independent variable (X) at  
 a time.  
• Evaluate if the independent vari- 
 able (X) entered or removed is the  
 best predictor variable e.g.  

 statistically significant and   
 with the highest R2 (explaining   
 more of the variance in the   
 dependent variable (Y)). 

There are two stepwise model 
building methods: forward and 
backward. In the forward method 
the initial model includes only the 
intercept. Then, one by one, each 
independent variable is entered 
into the model. The independent 
variable that has the highest R2 and it 
is statistically significant (p = <0.25)1 
is considered for inclusion in the 
model. This stops when none of the 
remaining variables are significant. 
In the backward method the initial 
model includes all the independent 
variables. Then, one by one, each 
variable is removed from the model. 
The variables that remain in the 
model are the ones with the  
highest R2 and desired statistical 
significance level. 

It is important to keep in mind that 
stepwise regression is an ‘exploratory 
tool to identify potentially important 
predictors’.2 To create the best model 
it is necessary to validate the model 
by testing it with ‘new’ sample 
data (data that was held from the 
initial sample). Validating the model 
involves applying the model to the 
held-out sample data to see what the 
model predictive accuracy is.3
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How has your affiliation with ADA 
impacted your career progression? 
I first joined ADA when I was a dietetic 
student, and I have continued and 
valued my membership ever since. 
ADA brings together an incredible 
diversity of information and resources 
that support registered dietitians in 
all kinds of careers and through all 
phases of their careers. I especially 
appreciate the opportunities through 
ADA for networking, collaboration, 
and lifelong learning.  

If someone were to ask you to 
explain “why research is important 
to the field of dietetics” what 
would you say?  
Everything we do is based on research 
– the recommendations we make 
to the public, the advice we give 
clients and patients, the practice 
guidelines we follow. Dietitians are in 
a great position to identify important 
questions that need to be addressed, 
and then to conduct studies that will 
add to what we know. 
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