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Helen Rasmussen, PhD, RD, LDN, 
FADA is a Senior Research Dietitian 
in the Metabolic Research Unit at the 
Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition 
Research Center on Aging (HNRCA) 
at Tufts University in Boston, MA. 
Her commitment to education and 
research compelled her to return to 
graduate school later in her career 
to obtain a doctorate in Educational 
Studies. The skills she gained in her 
doctoral work proved to be invaluable 
in her current position at the HNRCA. 
Read on to learn all about her 
interesting career and the path she 
took to get where she is today.

Could you describe your current 
position for us?

As a Senior Research Dietitian in 
the Metabolic Research Unit at the 
HNRCA, I am primarily responsible 
for all dietary aspects of human 
feeding studies. Our center’s mission 
and focus is to determine nutritional 
requirements during the aging 
process. Elderly and young subjects 
who volunteer for these studies have 
to consume concoctions and potions 
designed to answer the question of 
how food and nutrition affect how 
we age. I am also an Instructor at the 
Friedman School of Nutrition and 
Science Policy, and work with the 
Frances Stern dietetic interns as part 
of their exposure to research.

What is your education 
background?

I completed my undergraduate 
work in Food and Nutrition at 
the University of Nevada-Reno, 
where for 4 years I also had a job 
as a teaching assistant, grading 
Nutrition 101 exams, setting up the 
experimental food labs experiments, 

and buying food for the Food 
Culture class. I have a vivid memory 
of one student’s presentation on 
food culture in nomadic tribes. I 
helped construct a tent and the class 
sampled a delicious stone-ground 
maize dish, surrounded by livestock 
(actually 3 baby chickens in a tiny 
cage) borrowed from a ranch supply 
center. The other memory from this 
job was helping a student dig a pit in 
the back of the school for a pig roast 
as part of her project on ceremonial 
feasts for South Sea island cultures.
 
I went on to get a Master’s in Food 
and Nutrition from Arizona State 
University. I next relocated to Boston, 
got my RD and worked as the 
Research Dietitian in the Metabolic 
Research Unit at University Hospital. 
I then took a position with the 
Peripheral Vascular Department, 
where I managed the vascular testing 
research. This wasn’t a departure 
from dietetic research, as one of the 
main studies was on hyperlipidemia 
and vascular complications. I 
decided to learn all that I could in 
research: I took all vital signs, drew 
blood, started intravenous lines, 
and gave injections. I used physics, 
trigonometry, and calculus in 
blood flow testing, endocrinology, 
cardiovascular physiology, and 
psychology. The work I did there 
answered the question, which I 
had posed in my freshman and 
sophomore years of college: “When 
and how will I ever have to use this 
stuff?”. Most importantly, for my 
own learning odyssey, I took away a 
new sense of professionalism, ethics, 
a broader knowledge base, and a 
reverential respect for patients.
 
Once the HNRCA opened in the 
1980’s, I took a position as senior 

research dietitian, the position 
I currently hold. I also had two 
children, and when they were old 
enough to let me work on my own 
homework, I returned to school for 
my PhD, which I received in 2008 
in Educational Studies at Lesley 
University in Cambridge, MA. I 
had been accepted into the Tufts 
Nutrition doctoral program, but put it 
on hold while my kids were still small, 
and it was the best decision I’ve 
ever made. In my doctoral research, 
I had to step outside my narrow 
nutrition niche world to pursue 
how to make nutrition relevant to 
others. My research provided me 
a bigger picture of how nutrition 
fit into health, and how health fit 
into an individual’s sense of well-
being. My dissertation turned out to 
be the big picture: “Social Capital, 
Social Networks and Well-Being in a 
Longitudinal Cohort of Elderly Men 
and Women: A Mixed  
Methods Study.”

Please summarize the focus your 
current research and describe how 
you became involved/interested in 
your current line of research?

I currently enjoy very dynamic 
collaborations with nutrition 
scientists at the HNRCA, including 
feeding studies involving bone 
health, carotenoid research, and 
flavonoid/phytochemical clinical 
trials. During my work with subjects 
at the HNRCA I became very 
interested in learning more about 
how to better understand how 
subjects live their daily lives. This 
past summer I presented a piece 
of my doctoral research on photo 
elicitation, one of the qualitative 
pieces of my dissertation, at the 
“Communications, Medicine and 
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Ethics” international conference. 
Photo elicitation is a research tool 
I developed as part of my doctoral 
work. I asked subjects to take 
pictures of their daily lives. The 
photos then served as conversation 
starters to help understand what the 
subjects do each day and perhaps 
more importantly, the photos helped 
the volunteers to trust  me more.

What are your career goals?

My current goal is to expand upon 
my doctoral research, in particular, 
one finding of my doctoral research 
was that the subjects scored  
very high in social capital. This 
Boston-based elderly cohort is 
very sophisticated in the area of 
research, so I have started to look  
at rural elders. I am in the early  
stages of duplicating the survey  
with the Olympic Area on Aging  
in Washington State. I have started  
to receive data from some of the  
rural participants.

What advice would you give to a 
young researcher for developing a 
successful line of research?

Although not absolutely necessary, 
exposure to clinical settings will 
give an aspiring researcher the best 
preparation for nutrition research. 
New graduates may not want to work 
in hospital-based settings. However, 
understanding what can and does 
go awry in complex chronic diseases 
will give one an appreciation for how 
the body utilizes nutrients. Nurture 
your intellectual curiosity; sign up for 
conferences; keep a log of your ideas 
for possible research areas. Network 
both in the field and out; use Google 
to find those who are also interested 
in similar lines of thinking. Find a 
mentor. Volunteer (read: for no pay) 
to work on projects.

How has your affiliation with ADA 
impacted your career progression?

My affiliation with ADA has been 
invaluable, especially at the state 

Elected RDPG Officers for 2011-12
The officers elected last spring for the current year are 

Chair-elect 
Christopher Taylor, PhD, RD 
Associate Professor, Medical Dietetics  
The Ohio State University 

Secretary
Marilyn Briggs, RD, PhD 
Co-Director, Center for Nutrition in Schools
UC Davis 

We want to thank Janet Roseland, MS, RD and M Ruth Williams, EdD, MS, RD  
for participating in this election. The RDPG is honored to have talented  
members willing to take leadership positions in our group. 

and local level. When I think of the 
organization I view ADA as a fantastic 
way of keeping our professional 
network together. ADA has many 
faces, and they are all of my terrific 
mentors, colleagues and friends.
 
If someone were to ask you 
to explain, “why research is 
important to the field of dietetics” 
what would you say? 

It is a professional responsibility, as 
shown by the adoption of evidence-
based reviews of research as the 
sine qua non of clinical practice 
to conduct and use research in 
education and practice settings. 
The field of Nutrition and Food 
policy is becoming the new favorite 
field of study; we need to capture 
data to document our worth to our 
employers and policymakers, and 
to further validate our skills and 
expertise in newly found arenas. 
Research is imperative to this goal.
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