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About the Author

Susan Finn, PhD, RDN, FAND is a recognized leader and a 
respected communicator in food, nutrition, and health. As a top-
level advisor to professional societies, educational institutions, 
governmental bodies, and industry professionals, Dr Finn eval-
uates, interprets, and brings context to nutrition research and its 
implications.

After graduating with a bachelor of science degree in educa-
tion from Bowling Green State University, Dr Finn went on to 
earn a master of science degree in public health nutrition at Case 
Western Reserve University and a PhD in nutrition science from 
The Ohio State University. Both Ohio State and Bowling Green 
have honored her with distinguished alumni awards.

For nearly 30 years, Dr Finn headed nutrition services for 
the Ross Products Division of Abbott Laboratories (now Abbott 
Nutrition), where she advocated for making nutrition screening 
and support integral elements of health care. She was the chief 
architect behind multifaceted campaigns to advance nutrition 
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support, particularly for women, the elderly, and those with dis-
eases placing them at nutritional risk.

Dr Finn has served as president of the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics, the largest organization of nutrition and dietetics practi-
tioners in the world, which supports more than 100,000 credential 
practitioners. She has also served as chair of the Academy of Nutri-
tion and Dietetics Foundation. Dr Finn remains deeply involved in 
championing dietetics professionals as nutrition authorities. She has 
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presented the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics prestigious Dis-
tinguished Lecture Award (formerly the Lenna Frances Cooper 
Memorial Lecture Award), and has received the Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award (formerly the Marjorie Hulsizer Copher Award), the 
highest honor bestowed by the Academy of Nutrition and Dietet-
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Century Initiative, she has been intimately involved in shaping the 
organization’s future direction. Over the past several years, Dr Finn 
has focused on strengthening the authority of registered dietitians 
as the profession moves into its second century, effectively commu-
nicating food and nutrition science, and exploring the intersection 
of food, nutrition, agriculture, and sustainability.

Dr Finn serves on the board of the Royal Academy of Sci-
ence International Trust and participated in the inaugural World 
Women’s Health and Development Forum at the United Nations. 
As a result of this initiative, the United Nations General Assembly 
adopted a groundbreaking resolution to establish an annual Inter-
national Day of Women and Girls in Science.
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Foreword

I had the good fortune of meeting Susan Finn while 
we were both pursuing our PhD degrees at The Ohio State 

University. As Dr Finn was completing her PhD in 1972, I was 
beginning to work on mine. 

I have followed her amazing career for several decades. With-
out question, Dr Finn has been a trailblazer, making significant 
contributions to policy, corporate nutrition, higher education, and 
the nonprofit sector. She is highly respected as a leading nutrition 
authority and strategist. In recognition of her many accomplish-
ments, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics has honored her 
with the prestigious Marjorie Hulsizer Copher Award, the highest 
honor they bestow. Similarly, both The Ohio State University and 
Bowling Green University have recognized her as an outstanding 
graduate.

I can say with complete confidence that Dr Finn’s book 
Nutrition Authority: Perspectives on Opportunity should be required 
reading for all students who aspire to a career in food, nutrition, 
and dietetics.
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In the first section, Dr Finn focuses on one of her favorite 
topics: history. She emphasizes that understanding the past is key 
to navigating the future and demonstrates the concept by high-
lighting significant historical events that laid the foundation for 
the food, nutrition, and dietetics profession.

Dr Finn then turns her attention to the importance of under-
standing nutrition science in the second section. Asking the right 
questions and vigorously pursuing meaningful answers are the 
building blocks of our profession, and they are essential to being a 
credible and influential authority. 

In the third section, Dr Finn explores the complexity of 
food systems. Understanding the elements of global food systems 
and their synergy empowers food, nutrition, and dietetics pro-
fessionals to think comprehensively about their contributions to 
health along a broad spectrum of opportunities. In addition, as 
the profession entered its second century in 2017, using technol-
ogy to expertly deploy information is fundamental to assuming 
our rightful place as an authoritative voice and to communicating 
effectively with colleagues and consumers.

I hope you find Nutrition Authority: Perspectives on Opportu-
nity an inspiring read and an incentive to move the food, nutri-
tion, and dietetics profession forward. 

Judy Bonner, RDN, PhD
28th President of the University of Alabama

50-Year Member of the Academy of  
Nutrition and Dietetics
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Preface

Why did I write this book? This is an easy question 
for me to answer: I wrote Nutrition Authority: Perspectives 

on Opportunity as an expression of my dedication and commit-
ment to the profession of food, nutrition, and dietetics. I hope 
my words motivate nutrition and dietetics students, registered 
dietitians, and dietetic technicians newly entering the profession, 
and seasoned professionals to take on challenges and new oppor-
tunities that reflect our authority on these fronts.

My appreciation for our profession runs deep. My registered 
dietitian nutritionist (RDN) friends and colleagues have always 
been a source of strength and inspiration for me. The princi-
ples and values of the profession encourage me to do good work 
and strive for the best. My work with the Academy of Nutrition 
and Dietetics has given me leadership opportunities that remain 
invaluable in all aspects of my life. I wrote this book because I 
want to share my perspective on things I’ve learned along the way. 
What I say here is not the only possible interpretation; it’s simply 
my point of view. I know that some people will not agree with me.
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I have spent most of my career in the corporate setting, even 
though I didn’t start out in that direction. My first job was in 
public health with Project Head Start, then I moved on to work 
in education at Whittier College and The Ohio State University. 
After retiring from a 30-year career at Abbott Nutrition, I led the 
American Council for Fitness and Nutrition, a nonprofit food 
industry collaborative to raise awareness about obesity. All these 
experiences were formative and have helped shape my views about 
what makes an authority and a leader. I have worked with amaz-
ing people who showed me how to turn challenges into opportu-
nities and become a voice that people listen to.

My approach to this book included citing relevant literature 
from experts and sharing diverse viewpoints to remind us how 
important it is to understand an issue or challenge, appreciate 
other people’s perspectives, and strive to see the big picture.

As I developed each section of the book—history, science, 
and new frontiers—I realized how interconnected these areas are 
and how they have shaped who we are today and will be in the 
future. I believe we are now witnessing how nutrition science and 
public health can develop effective strategies to work together to 
improve health. And I certainly believe our profession can lead 
these efforts.

I hope this book will encourage you to look at your work 
from different perspectives and seek challenges that move our pro-
fession into new spaces, as some of the new leaders in our field 
are doing. Fresh opportunities are emerging, and what you do 
matters to the future of nutrition and dietetics. You are critical 
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to attracting the best and the brightest to our profession and to 
promoting diversity in Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics mem-
bership. All of us have a responsibility to position RDNs and the 
Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics as leading voices in food, 
nutrition, and dietetics.
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Introduction

Since the early 1900s, food and nutrition professionals* 
have contributed to important advances in nutrition interven-

tion, nutrition research, food and nutrition policy, and food safety 
standards.

Regardless of specialty and career path, the questions for the 
profession—and for you as a practitioner—are the same: How will 
we make our mark and shape nutrition care for the future? What 
must we do to grow and promote our authority as trusted pro-
fessionals? And how do we leverage that authority into dynamic 
leadership?

Much has been written about authority, and many words are 
used to describe it. Merriam-Webster dictionary defines authority as 
“the power to influence or command thought, opinion, or behav-
ior.” As simple as this definition seems, the concept of authority 
is far more complex. In its multifaceted forms, authority is deeply 

* The terms food and nutrition professionals, registered dietitian nutritionist, nutri-
tion professional, and nutrition and dietetics professional are used interchangeably 
throughout this book.
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bound to trust, belief, and credibility—all of which underpin nutri-
tion authority. These connections must be built over time by each 
of us as individuals and by the profession as a whole.

Being an authority in food and nutrition means being firmly 
grounded in science. In a world with instantaneous access to 
information, scientific expertise is challenged every minute. An 
explosion of information—only some of which is valid—creates 
confusion. Today, anyone can use their own interpretations (or 
misinterpretations) of science to present themselves as a nutrition 
authority. We see this daily as social media give a highly visible 
platform to users with differing views on food and nutrition.

Controversial issues (such as the amounts of fat, sugar, and salt 
to consume) continue to come under intense scrutiny, while newer 
controversies surrounding plant-based vs meat-based diets, processed 
vs fresh foods, and sustainability have entered the fray. We have the 
responsibility and unprecedented opportunity to break through this 
noise and elevate registered dietitian nutritionists (RDNs) as scien-
tific, rational, trustworthy authorities. Practitioners must listen care-
fully to the customer, examine the science supporting what is factual 
and what is not, and provide the best advice, which require a clear 
focus and a united voice from our profession.

Academics who write about authority distinguish between 
formal authority, which rests on knowledge of facts that are under-
standable and explainable, and moral authority, which depends 
on the ability to demonstrate credibility and inspire trust.1 Moral 
authority is the term used to describe the persuasive aspect of 
authority. Formal authority can be grabbed, assumed, elected, or 
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appointed; moral authority, however, must be earned through gar-
nering—not demanding—respect. 

Formal authority and moral authority can work in tandem. 
For example, evidence supporting the causes, prevention, and treat-
ment of type 2 diabetes mellitus is well documented, constituting 
formal authority based on knowledge. Persuading people to manage 
their diabetes by losing weight, exercising, and not smoking, how-
ever, depends on the patient’s perception of the practitioner’s  
decision-making autonomy, credibility, and, thus, trustworthi-
ness—in other words, the practitioner’s moral authority.

As nutrition science has progressed, the profession’s author-
ity—both formal and moral—has grown in significance and 
impact. Our profession started in hospital kitchens, where dieti-
tians with little or no professional recognition provided food ser-
vices first for patients in hospitals in the late 1800s and then for 
troops during World War I.

Today, our profession includes sought-after experts in research, 
disease treatment, sports nutrition, agribusiness, and more. Klaus 
Schwab, founder and executive chairman of the World Economic 
Forum, notes2: 

From the perspective of human history, there has never 
been a time of greater promise or potential peril. My con-
cern, however, is that decision-makers are too often caught 
in traditional, linear (and nondisruptive) thinking or too 
absorbed by immediate concerns to think strategically about 
the forces of disruption and innovation shaping our future.
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As RDNs, we must think about how to position our jobs 
in an ever-changing food, health, and wellness environment. To 
succeed, we must bring a bold vision forward to ensure nutrition 
professionals are positioned as authoritative voices. Achieving this 
goal demands our efforts as individuals and as a united profession.

As I wrote this book, I organized my thoughts into three pil-
lars—history, science, and new frontiers—as a useful structure for 
a broad exploration of our profession. Such exploration provides 
a more nuanced understanding, which, in turn, enables us to 
strengthen our position. Throughout the book, you’ll find my point 
of view as well as various other perspectives from respected litera-
ture. I also conducted interviews with experts, some of whom work 
outside the profession and offer valuable points of view and advice 
from different fields. Most interviews were with dietitians who have 
made—and continue to make—significant contributions.

History

I have always valued history, as is attested to by the many history 
books and commentary in my home. I’m especially intrigued by 
stories about women who blazed new trails, such as those who 
secured the right to vote and those, in particular, who established 
our profession on October 18, 1917, in Cleveland, OH.*

As a profession, our history and our future are both deeply 
intertwined with the women’s rights movement, social justice 

* Cleveland, OH, happens to be my hometown, and I was born on the anniver-
sary of the founding of the profession!
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movements, and the continued need for qualified people from 
many backgrounds in nutrition and research. Two major efforts will 
build and strengthen our profession: attracting people from under-
represented groups to STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) professions, including nutrition science, and bringing 
greater diversity to our ranks. Efforts to increase inclusion, diversity, 
equity, and access in our profession are central to attracting and 
retaining inspiring new voices and leaders.3

science

Science is the foundation for our authority. In the midst of wide-
spread confusion about nutrition, people want to know what we 
believe. It is up to us to communicate sound science effectively by 
presenting what we currently know, as well as what is up for debate.

One outstanding example of this essential communication 
is the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics almost 40-year-old 
spokespeople program. The volunteer RDNs who comprise this 
corps provide reliable advice to the media and consumers, bal-
ancing the results of seemingly conflicting studies and translating 
nutrition science into language consumers can easily understand. 
One pioneer in this program is multi–award-winning broadcast 
journalist and cookbook author Carolyn O’Neil, MS, RDN, who 
over several decades went from popular print journalism to pro-
ducing, writing, and anchoring CNN’s news segments On the 
Menu and Travel Now.
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Now more than ever, we need to ramp up our outreach in all 
areas of dietetics practice and take the lead in analyzing evidence, 
recognizing bias, reporting conclusions honestly, and suggesting 
where findings might lead. This is what it means to be a science- 
based profession.

new Frontiers

It is impossible to be an authority unless you are willing to look 
at the future and embrace change—or even create it. Early in my 
career in the corporate sector, I saw the importance of change 
and the critical nature of moving forward when the window of 
opportunity opens. When I was at Abbott Nutrition (then Ross 
Laboratories), Nobel laureate Maurice Maeterlinck’s words were 
displayed prominently in the president’s office: “At every cross-
roads on the path that leads to the future, tradition has placed 
10,000 men to guard the past.” This reminder about the role of 
change, as well as its challenges, is as applicable today as it was at 
the beginning of my career. While we acknowledge the value of 
past achievements, we must break through barriers that hold us 
back from embracing and leading change.

As you read this book, my hope is that you will ask your-
self questions such as: What is my role today? How has my role 
changed over time? What tools will I need to advance my career? 
What will my future look like as I join other RDNs and profes-
sional colleagues to lead the profession in the decades to come? 
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Where and for whom can I make the greatest difference to ensure 
parity in our profession and in the care we provide?

My hope is that Nutrition Authority will stimulate discussion 
in classrooms, workplaces, and wherever dietitians have opportu-
nities to reflect on the future.
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