
Food IS 
Medicine
RDNs Needed!

Melissa Bernstein, PhD, RDN, LD, FAND, DipACLM, FACLM, FNAP
Associate Professor and Chair, Nutrition Department
College of Health Professions and Chicago Medical School
Rosalind Franklin University of Medicine and Science 
Melissa.Bernstein@rosalindfranklin.edu



Disclosures
Melissa Bernstein collects 
royalties as an author of 
numerous textbooks on nutrition



Session 
Learning 
Objectives

• Appraise the evidence 
supporting the benefits of a 
Food Is Medicine diet 
prescription, in promoting 
health and for the treatment 
and reversal of chronic 
diseases

• Describe the role of RDNs as 
Food Is Medicine experts

• Confidently apply Food Is 
Medicine to enhance the 
overall wellness of patients, 
clients, and community.

• Explain the way in which 
RDNs can take a leadership 
role as part of the 
interprofessional healthcare 
team in educating and 
empowering patients to 
adopt healthy dietary 
patterns



My 
Journey



My “Ah-Ha” 
Moment

What I eat affects how I feel



Defining Food is Medicine

Adapted from Volpp KG et al. Food Is Medicine: A Presidential Advisory From the American Heart Association. 
2023. Circulation 148;18. https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001182

Integrates food & nutrition 
interventions into healthcare

Emphasizes the strategic 
use of nutritious foods

Aims to reduce disease 
burden through food-based 
interventions

Recognizes that proper 
nourishment is essential for 
well-being and resilience 

Fosters a deeper 
understanding of the link 
between nutrition and health

https://doi.org/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001182


Defining 
Food as 
Medicine

Building Healthy Eating 
patterns

Access to Healthy and 
Affordable Food

Preparing wholesome 
Nutrient-Dense Meals

https://www.eatrightfoundation.org/resources/food-as-medicine#definition



“Let Food be Thy Medicine”
Hippocrates
-The Father of Medicine-
460 BC – 370 BC



Chronic Disease 
Prevalence is at 
an all-time high

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 
https://www.cdc.gov/chronicdisease/about/index.htm. Published July 21, 2022



“If you look at the largest study of 
human risk factors for disease in 
history, the number one cause of 

death in the US is the American Diet. 
What we put in our mouths is more 

important than anything else"
Dr Michael Greger



Diet is the 
Leading 
Cause of 
Chronic Disease 
and Disability in 
the US

Figure 2. Number of Deaths and Percentage of Disability-Adjusted Life-Years Related to the 17 Leading Risk Factors 
in the United States, 2016. The US Burden of Disease Collaborators. The State of US Health, 1990-2016: Burden of Diseases, 
Injuries, and Risk Factors Among US States. JAMA. 2018;319(14):1444–1472. doi:10.1001/jama.2018.0158



The Health Effects 
of Dietary Risks 

Global Burden Disease Study 2017 Lancet 2019; 393:1958-72

Global Burden of Disease Study on 
population intake of 15 foods and 
nutrients for adults ≥ 25y across 195 
countries from 1990-2017

Dietary factors accounted for 11 
million deaths in 2017 from non-
communicable diseases and 25 million 
disability-adjusted life years (DALY’s)

Dietary impact more than smoking: 22% 
of deaths and 15% of DALY’s

High sodium: 3 million deaths
Low whole grains: 3 million
Low fruits: 2 million

Figure 3 Number of deaths and DALYs and age-standardised
mortality rate and DALY rate (per 100 000 population) attributable 
to individual dietary risks at the global and SDI level in 2017



Food Choice & Life 
Expectancy

Life table analysis of data and meta-analyses from 
Global Burden of Disease Study, 2019 (195 countries)
• Compared typical western (TW) and optimized diet 

(OD); OD had substantially higher intake of fruits, 
vegetables, legumes, whole grains, and fish; some 
nuts; reduced red and processed meats, sugar-
sweetened beverages, and refined grains

• At age 20y, change from TW to OD increases life 
expectancy by 10.7y for women and 13.0y for men

• At age 60y, change from TW to OD increases life 
expectancy by 8.0y for women and 8.8y for men

• At age 80y, change from TW to OD increases life 
expectancy by 3.4y for women and 3.4y for men

• Biggest gains from more legumes, whole grains, 
and nuts; less red meat and processed meat

Fadnes LT et al. PLoS Med 2022; 19(2): e1003889



https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2025/01/13/why-is-the-american-diet-so-deadly



What are 
Americans
Eating?



Americans Are 
Not Eating 
Enough

• Fruits 
• Vegetables
• Whole Grains

• Fiber
• Antioxidants
• Phytochemicals



Americans are 
Eating Too Much

• Ultra-Processed Foods
• Sugar
• Sodium
• Saturated Fat
• Calories 





CVD

Dyslipidemia

Oxidative 
Stress

Microbiome 
Dysbiosis

Inflammation

Endothelial 
Dys-function

Obesity

Hypertension

Dys-glycemia 
& IR

Adapted by Presenter from:  Juul, F., Vaidean, G., & Parekh, N. (2021). Ultra-processed Foods and Cardiovascular Diseases: Potential Mechanisms of Action

DIETS HIGH IN ULTRA PROCESSED FOODSX
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXROOT CAUSE & DIRECT EFFECTSXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX

High refined CHO and 
added sugar; High GI and 
GL

High total fat, saturated 
fat and trans fat

Additives, glyphosate, 
emulsifiers, artificial 
sweeteners, etc.

Energy Mediated Effects

Indirect Effects

High Energy Density/Low 
Nutrient Density

Alterations in Appetite 
Regulating Hormones

Low F, V, WG Intake

Low Fiber Intake

Other CVD Risk Factors:
• Smoking, Alcohol
• Poor Sleep, Stress
• Low Exercise

High NA:K Ratio

Degraded Food Matrix
& Nutrient Loss

X X

XX

Addictive Nature of UPF



“If nothing changes, 
nothing is going 

change”
Atomic Habits, James Clear

“No problem can be 
solved from the same 

level of consciousness 
that created it.”

Albert Einstein



Poor Diet is 
Harming Health

An estimated 75-90% of 
chronic disease has been 
shown to be preventable 
by lifestyle modification, 
such as physical inactivity 
alcohol, tobacco and most 
particularly diet



Dietary Guidelines for Americans

"Common characteristics of dietary patterns associated 
with positive health outcomes include relatively higher 
intake of vegetables, fruits, legumes, whole grains, low- or 
non-fat dairy, lean meats and poultry, seafood, nuts, and 
unsaturated vegetable oils, and relatively lower 
consumption of red and processed meats, sugar-
sweetened foods and beverages, and refined grains"

"In addition, dietary patterns characterized by higher 
intake of red and processed meats, sugar-sweetened 
foods and beverages, and refined grains are, in and of 
themselves, associated with detrimental health outcomes"



• Ultra Processed Foods 
• Sodium, Sugar, Processed oils, 

Trans fat
• Animal Protein Including 

• Red and Processed Meats
• Saturated Fat, Cholesterol 

High In 

• Fruits, Vegetables, Whole Grains, 
Beans, Nuts, Seeds and Legumes 

• Antioxidants and Phytonutrients
• Water
• Fiber

Low in

• Fruits, Vegetables, Whole Grains, 
Beans, Nuts, Seeds and Legumes 

• Antioxidants and Phytonutrients
• Water
• Fiber

High In 

• Saturated Fat, Trans Fat, Highly 
Processed Oils

• Cholesterol, Sodium, Sugar
• Ultra Processed Foods
• Red and Processed Meats

Low in

Typical 
Western Diet

VS

Health Promoting 
Eating Pattern



Current National 
and International 
Nutrition 
Recommendations

Many Voices: One Theme
“Dietary guidelines and 

consensus statements from 
a variety of organizations 
have recognized the key 

role for nutrition, both in the 
prevention and treatment of 

chronic diseases” 
J. Rippe AJLM 2018



Dietary Recommendations in 
Clinical Practice Guidelines



Vegetarian Dietary Patterns for Adults: A Position of 
the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

in adults, appropriately planned vegetarian and vegan 
dietary patterns can be nutritionally adequate and can offer 
long-term health benefits such as improving several health 
outcomes associated with cardiometabolic diseases.



“For the treatment, 
reversal and prevention of 

lifestyle-related chronic 
disease, the ACLM 

recommends an eating 
plan based predominantly 
on a variety of minimally 
processed vegetables, 

fruits, whole grains, 
legumes, nuts and seeds”   

ACLM Dietary Position Statement 
https://lifestylemedicine.org/positions



American Heart Association- Life’s Essential 8

 Lower blood pressure
 Improved lipid profile
 Improved endothelial 

function
 Healthier body weight
 Lower inflammation
 Inverse association 

with CVD and all-
cause mortality 



Figure 2. Evidence-based dietary guidance to promote cardiovascular health. Reprinted with permission from Lichtenstein et al.16 Copyright © 2021 American Heart 
Association, Inc.

https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000001182#core-R16


2019 ACC/AHA 
Guideline on the 
Primary 
Prevention of 
Cardiovascular 
Disease

A Report of the American College of Cardiology/American Heart 
Association Task Force on Clinical Practice Guidelines. Journal 
of the American College of Cardiology, Volume 74, Issue 10, 
September 2019



The Joint National 
Committee (JNC 8) 
Guidelines for 
Hypertension



Figure 2 Cardioprotective mechanisms of healthy 
vegetarian diets. 
Eur Heart J, Volume 44, Issue 36, 21 September 2023, Pages 3423–3439, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehad436

https://doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehad436




Expanded guidance to encourage evidence -based eating patterns 
focused on food group recommendations including incorporating 

plant-based proteins and fiber to keep nutrient quality, total calories 
and metabolic goals in mind for individuals with T2DM

Prevention or Delay of Diabetes and Associated Comorbidities: 
Standards of Care in Diabetes—2025
Nutrition:
"Observational studies have also shown that vegetarian, plant-based (may 
include some animal products), and Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension 
(DASH) eating patterns are associated with a lower risk of developing type 2 
diabetes (20–23). Evidence suggests that the overall quality of food 
consumed (as measured by the Healthy Eating Index, Alternative Healthy 
Eating Index, and DASH score), with an emphasis on whole grains, legumes, 
nuts, fruits, and vegetables and minimal refined and processed foods, is also 
associated with a lower risk of type 2 diabetes (22,24,25)."



2016 AACE/ACE 
Guidelines for the 
Management of 
Overweight and Obesity 
in Adults

"Patients with overweight or obesity 
should be screened for prediabetes, 
type 2 diabetes mellitus (T2D), 
dyslipidemia, hypertension, metabolic 
syndrome, cardiovascular disease, 
nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, 
osteoarthritis, and mental depression"

Source: https://www.ajmc.com/view/review-of-current-guidelines-for-the-
treatment-of-obesity



Practice Point 3.3.1 
“Advise people with CKD to adopt 
healthy and diverse diets with a 
higher consumption of plant-based 
foods compared to animal-based 
foods and a lower consumption of 
ultraprocessed foods.”

Source: Levin, A.  et al. Executive summary of the KDIGO 2024 Clinical Practice 
Guideline for the Evaluation and Management of Chronic Kidney Disease: known 
knowns and known unknowns. Kidney International, Volume 105, Issue 4, 684 - 701

Figure 18 Holistic approach to chronic kidney disease (CKD) 
treatment and risk modification.



AICR Cancer Prevention 
Recommendations 

https://www.aicr.org/cancer-prevention/healthy-eating/



Processed Meat is a Group 1 Carcinogen

https://www.iarc.who.int/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/pr240_E.pdf

https://www.iarc.who.int/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/pr240_E.pdf


WHO GUIDELINES 
FOR RISK REDUCTION 
OF COGNITIVE 
DECLINE AND 
DEMENTIA

https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/312180/9789241550543-eng.pdf



Plant Based 
Diets Promote 
Longevity: 
Blue Zones



Plant Based Diets Are Good For The Planet

"Transformation to healthy diets by 2025 will require 
substantial dietary shifts. Global consumption of fruits, 
vegetables, nuts and legumes will have to double, and 
consumption of foods such as red meat and sugar will 
have to be reduced by more than 50%. A diet rich in 

plant-based foods with fewer animal source foods confers 
both improved health and environmental benefits" 

Walter Willet, MD Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health 

“Our food systems are harming the health of people and 
planet…..………….and account for almost one-third of 

the global burden of disease. Transforming food 
systems is therefore essential by shifting towards 

healthier, diversified and more plant-based diets........  
eight million lives could be saved annually by reforming 

food systems in this way"
World Health Organization Director General 



The benefits of Plant- Based Nutrition https://lifestylemedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/ACLM-Benefits-of-Plant-based-Nutrition-White-Paper.pdf



How many food-related choices do we 
make every day?



Eating Healthy is a Lifelong Journey



Key Points for Dietitians Prescribing 
Food Is Medicine Diet RX: Well-Planned

“Well-planned plant-based diets 
can lead to significant 

improvements in dietary quality and 
provide a framework for individuals 
to adjust lifestyle factors to prevent 

chronic conditions like obesity, 
hypertension, cardiovascular 

disease, and type II diabetes.”

"…These diets should be well-
planned to meet nutrient 

requirements and should be high in 
vegetables, fruits, whole grains, 

legumes, nuts and seeds, and other 
whole plant foods. Supplements for 

vitamin B12, and as needed, 
vitamin D, should be incorporated.”



Vegetarian Dietary Patterns for Adults: A Position of 
the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

RDNs and NDTRs can work with their clients to 
create tailored, lifestyle-oriented, nutritionally-
balanced, and culturally-suitable vegetarian and 
vegan dietary patterns that optimize health 
benefits while reducing concerns about nutrient 
inadequacies.



Plant- Based Diets:  Nutrients to Watch

Protein B12 Ca Vit D

Iron Choline Iodine Omega-3



“The findings of this cohort study of 
126,394 middle-aged adults from the 

UK suggest that a healthful plant based 
diet was associated with lower risks of 

CVD, cancer, and total mortality. 
On the contrary, an unhealthy plant 

based dietary pattern characterized by 
higher intakes of sugary drinks, snacks 
and desserts, refined grains, potatoes, 

and fruit juices was associated with 
higher risk.”

Healthy vs Unhealthy 
Vegetarian Diets





Key Points for Dietitians Prescribing 
Food Is Medicine Diet RX: Dosage

The importance of appropriate 
dosing in the context of lifestyle 

modification can hardly be 
overstated. Dosing is of prime 

therapeutic importance in a 
pharmaceutical context; with LM it 

is no different.

Sufficiently intensive lifestyle 
modifications are capable of 
producing significant clinical 

improvements in patients with T2D 
and that the optimal treatment to 
bring about remission includes a 
whole food, plant-based (WFPB) 

dietary pattern coupled with 
moderate exercise.



Good 
Nutrition is 
a Journey







Meet Ed
• At the age of 65 Ed was 275lbs, he was on the strongest 

(multiple) RA meds his MD would prescribe, he had HTN 
(medicated), prediabetes (medicated) and high 
cholesterol (medicated) 

• Ed had stiffness in his hands and fatigue from the RA 
needing naps throughout the day and struggled to enjoy 
fishing and other hobbies such as woodworking and 
architectural glass making

• When he was 68 Ed and his wife began meeting with a 
RD who recommend that they start following a WFPBD 
and that he begin exercising regularly 

• In December of 2022, Ed sought a new cardiologist 
because he was interested in getting off some of his 
diabetic, RA and cardiac medications



4 Years later... Same Lake, 
Same Size Bass Fish
• Ed is now 72 and he has successfully lost and maintained 

over 100 pounds
• Medication Deprescription

Reversed RA (unmedicated) 
BP and cholesterol are both normal (unmedicated) 
HGBA1C is 5.4 (unmedicated)

• Ed’s wife (who is a nurse) also lost weight and reversed 
her obesity

• Ed is now more active than he was in his 60s and he 
continues to increase his activity levels and strength. He 
still enjoys bass fishing and started playing golf again.  Ed 
now regularly uses his woodshop in the basement to build 
furniture for friends and family 

• Ed will tell you that his "diet" has truly become his lifestyle 
and not a "diet" and that he wishes someone had told him 
decades ago about the impact of diet on health instead of 
just giving him pills for his medical problems



Food is Medicine encompasses a broad 
range of approaches that promote optimal 
health and healing and reduce disease 
burden by providing nutritious food

• Recognize that ongoing nourishment is 
essential for good health, well-being, and 
resilience.

• Facilitate access to healthy food across a 
health continuum in the community. 

• Cultivate understanding of the relationship 
between nutrition and health.

• Unite partners with diverse assets to build 
sustained and integrated solutions. 

• Invest in the capacity of under-resourced 
communities.

Food is Medicine: RDNs are Needed!

USDA Food is Medicine Landscape Survey
https://odphp.health.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/Food%20Is%20Medicine%20Landscape%20Summary%20FINAL%20508%20EO%20Compliant%202%204%202025_0.pdf

https://odphp.health.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/Food%20Is%20Medicine%20Landscape%20Summary%20FINAL%20508%20EO%20Compliant%202%204%202025_0.pdf
https://odphp.health.gov/sites/default/files/2025-02/Food%20Is%20Medicine%20Landscape%20Summary%20FINAL%20508%20EO%20Compliant%202%204%202025_0.pdf


How can an RDN help your patients or organization 
implement Food as Medicine?

• Provide expert guidance while understanding the patient and meet them where they are. Cooperate within the clinical 
community to become an extension that is valued

• We desperately need RDNs in rural areas. What kind of creative virtual RDN services could be offered? Could Rural 
Health Clinics “share” the services of an RDN? 

• Advocate for changes in hospital food!
• Determine nutritional content (macro and micronutrients) of recipes for medically tailored meals
• Provide nutrition education for community health workers
• Shift diets in ways that are culturally appropriate, accessible, unapologetically delicious
• Offer additional education and counseling on practical dietary interventions that seamlessly blends with my clinical care 

as a physician and encourages non-judgmental participation.
• Support physicians and care teams to put diseases into remission with a FIM approach
• Provider technical assistance and oversight of CHWs engaging in FIM work
• To help them find healthier options that fits their cultural foods and their health needs. To teach them what real food is 

and why it is important to move away from processed food.
• Can RDNs effectively teach patients how to prepare, I.e. cook, healthy delicious meals from scratch



How can an RDN help your patients or organization 
implement Food as Medicine?

• Think about engaging a project echo model. App based interactive platforms for patients teaching guides / toolboxes.
• Teach nutrition to medical students and residents
• In the community;  Review unsheltered emergency food kits.  Create healthier snacks and menu items for unsheltered 

food access programs
• Give individualized evidence based, detailed dietary advice to my primary care patients. Looking for a dietician who is 

trained about the benefits of lifestyle medicine and whole food plant-based eating patterns
• Become trained in using food AS medicine for disease remission.
• Patient monitoring and coaching
• Train up in integrative/lifestyle/functional medicine
• Deliver food as medicine content in a shared medical appointment setting with a provider
• Nutrition education and guidance in research for tertiary pediatric obesity clinics
• RDNs are needed to design medically tailored meals
• Developing culturally tailored recipes and handouts, building culinary literacy in the dietitian community so that they 

can advance the practical support patients need
• Titrate and implement the appropriate FIM program type



Food Is Medicine: RDNs Needed

• Consumer/Patient 
Education

• In Depth Personalized 
Nutrition Therapy

• Design, Implementation and 
Evaluation of FIM Programs

• Nutrition in Medical 
Education

• FIM Research



Food is Medicine:
Helping Patients Make 
the Healthy Choice the 
Easy Choice
• Nutrition Education (Community 

and Clinical Settings)
• Community Based Programs
• Food Assistance Programs
• School Breakfast/lunch 

programs
• Medically Tailored Meals
• Medically Tailored Groceries
• Produce Prescriptions 
• Culinary Medicine Teaching 

Kitchens/Programs

Image source: https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/do-restaurants-have-responsibility-customers-health-scott-friedman



RDNs are a Trusted Source of Nutrition Information



Putting Food is Medicine 
into Practice

• Nutrition Education in 
Medical Education 

• Culinary Medicine 



Putting Food Is Medicine into Action: 
What Suggestions Do You Have?

BREAKFAST
COFFEE 
TOAST 

MUFFIN/ CAKE 
EGGS & CHEESE (VEG 
SAUSAGE) ON BAGEL

LUNCH
VEGGIES NUGGETS

MAC & CHEESE
GRILLED CHEESE

PIZZA
LEFTOVERS FROM DINNER

SNACKS
CHIPS

CANDY
SWEETS- MUFFINS, COOKIES, 

CAKE

DINNER
MEATBALLS & SPAGHETTI

SLOPPY JOE
BURGERS & FRIES

WINGS/NUGGETS & FRIES
BEEF WITH BROCCOLI, WATER 

CHESTNUTS & BABY 
CORN OVER RICE

HOT DOGS & FRIES
POT ROAST WITH ROOT 

VEGETABLES
SAUSAGE & PEPPERS WITH 

MASHED POTATOES
WEEKEND LEFTOVERS

PIZZA
MAC & CHEESE

BEVERAGES
DIET SODA

DIET SNAPPLE
CRYSTAL LIGHT



RDNs are an Essential Part of the Interprofessional 
Healthcare Team

Benefits of IP Healthcare Team to 
Address Nutrition and Food is Medicine

• Higher level of treatment 
compliance

• Improved health outcomes

• Enhanced patient engagement

• Improved chronic disease self-
management 



Next Steps
• Continue learning about Food is 

Medicine
• Personal Lifestyle Inventory
• Gain tools to help patients, clients, 

community transform their health 
through transitioning to a healthier 
dietary pattern

• Consider how you can make an 
impact



Plants & produce before pills & procedures

Tuso, et al. (2013)
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