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Dietitian

Sarah Wallace, University Hospital Coventry & Warwickshire 

[image: ]What qualifications do you have? 
BSc (Hons) Food & Human Nutrition 
PGDip (Postgraduate Diploma) Dietetics 

What does your job involve?
I help people with kidney disease to make food and drink choices to support their health. I feel education is essential to empowering people to make informed choices about their dietary intake. For example, when I review people on dialysis, I will assess their blood results, look at their body weight and talk to them about how they can practically change their diet to help them manage their chronic disease.

What, or who, inspired you to take your chosen career pathway?
I became interested in cooking at secondary school when I was entered for a national competition (“The Pasta Challenge”) and, to my amazement, I won it! The prize included a trip to London to meet a head chef at The Savoy Hotel with my parents. I’d say this definitely inspired me to go and think about food/catering as a potential future career. 

What route did you take from leaving school to your current job?  
My sixth form offered Food & Nutrition A Level, which is where my passion for nutrition started. I followed this up with a degree in Food and Human Nutrition at Newcastle University, where I learnt skills that could be used in both the food industry and the clinical nutrition setting. 

I didn’t realise I wanted to become a dietitian until I did some shadowing at a dietetics department in a hospital near my university and loved what I saw. Since I had an undergraduate BSc (Hons), I decided to choose the shorter, postgraduate route and I qualified as a dietitian in 2011.

My first dietetics job was at Burton NHS Foundation Trust and as the commute was over an hour each way, I was delighted when I got the job in nearby UHCW. I have been there since 2012 and absolutely love it. I’ve had a passion for renal since placements during my PGDip course, so when opportunities came up in UHCW’s renal team, I was thrilled. I’ve been working in renal now for seven years.

What is the key knowledge, skills and experience needed for your job?
· Communication skills with patients to explain complex science simply, within the medical team to relay, to groups, e.g. when doing education to other health professionals, or patients groups, or if you wanted to become teacher/lecturer
· Organisation and prioritisation skills when managing a wide and varied caseload of patients and you may be required to prioritise which patients need to be seen most urgently
· Research to ensure we’re providing evidence-based information
· Interest in human science (physiology, biochemistry) and psychology (particularly in respect to eating behaviours). 
· Business skills if you’re interested in becoming a freelance dietitian in the private sector.

What is the best thing about your job?
· You feel like you’ve made a difference to people’s lives by educating them and helping them make food choices suitable for their health condition
· I love that it is so varied; keeps you on your toes, e.g. I work on the wards, in outpatient clinics, on dialysis units. Also lots of opportunities once qualified to get into different areas, e.g. research, teaching, media, private sector
· Always on the go and interacting with lots of different people
· I love having a profession (accountable to HPCP) that a lot of people have an interest in too
What questions are you often asked about your job?
What is the difference between a dietitian and a nutritionist? Dietitians are the only nutrition professionals to be regulated by law and are governed by an ethical code to ensure that they always work to the highest standard. Nutritionists work in different roles, including public health, health improvement, health policy, local and national government, in the private sector, non-government organisations (NGOs) and in education and research. Nutritionists are qualified to provide information about food and healthy eating.

What advice would you offer to someone interested in doing what you do?
Do it! I couldn’t recommend it enough. It may not be the most financially rewarding job, but especially during the coronavirus pandemic, I have felt incredibly proud to be working for the NHS. My advice would be to try to get some work experience in a dietetics department in your local hospital and see for yourself if it is something you’d be interested in.
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