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Future Careers
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This is the final instalment of the three-part series focusing on ‘less
conventional’ career paths within nutrition and dietetics. This month we
feature the queen of podcasting, Laura Thomas, and the public health guru,
David Johns. Both have made a mark in their fields, and demonstrate how
a nutrition qualification can take you in diverse and exciting directions!

Laura Thomas

THE STUDENT ROOM

Laura Thomas has a BSc in Health Sciences (Health &
Nutrition) from Aberdeen University, a PhD in Nutritional
Sciences from Texas A&M University and did her postdoctoral training at Cornell University in Community
Nutrition and Behaviour Change. She is a Registered
Nutritionist and founded the London Centre for Intuitive
Eating. She works one-to-one with clients and offers
continuing professional development (CPD) for nutrition
professionals in Intuitive Eating and Non-Diet approaches
(like mindful eating). She also hosts the popular podcast
‘Don’t Salt My Game’ and was the nutritionist for the recent
BBC1 documentary ‘Mind Over Marathon’.
What inspired you to take the leap of faith and launch
your podcast ‘Don’t Salt My Game’?

I think there were two main reasons. Firstly, I was so
fed up of hearing about clean eating, nutribollocks and
pseudoscience and wanted to create a platform to call it
out and be a voice of reason in all the madness. Secondly,
I was at a crossroads with my business; I’d just moved to
London and didn’t know anyone. I thought this would
be a fun way to meet and talk with other nutrition
professionals and people shaking up the conversation
about health, wellness, body positivity, mental health,
food and entrepreneurship.
We constantly hear about the paradox of social media.
What influence has social media had on your brand/
podcast?

In the beginning, social media was great to help find
guests for the podcast, and it still is. But for my own
wellbeing I try not to spend too much time on there.
I love engaging with my followers, but if I spend too
long trawling other people’s content I find I fall into
the comparison trap or I get annoyed at people who
are scaremongering food. I’ve found that breaking up
my content with animals and funny memes is a good
buffer though. I found that people respond better to
considered posts that might be a bit long but are a
lot more meaningful than just what I’m eating for
lunch, or what I’m doing that day.
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How has your background in research shaped the
content of your podcast and blog?

I like to think my training helped me build a toolkit
of transferable skills that I can apply to my business.
For example, I was trained in conducting semi-structured
interviews for qualitative research purposes, but I use that
all the time now with clients and podcast guests to get
deeper into an issue. I’ve also developed keen critical
evaluation skills, which help me spot limitations in the
research, as well as call BS on weird fads!
You regularly feature ‘game changers’ on your podcast.
What do you take into consideration when choosing
who to collaborate with?
I have a rule that if you’re going to talk about nutrition,
you must have an appropriate qualification; an RD/RNutr
are non-negotiables. Likewise, if you’re going to talk about
health you had better have a PhD or be a medical doctor.
Otherwise I’m looking for people who have something
interesting and valuable to add to the conversation; I don’t
care about how many followers they have. I want people
who are responsible with their message and platform
and not pushing unrealistic standards or disordered eating.
I want people who challenge the status quo and aren’t just
talking about something because it’s cool at that moment.
I want to work with people who have substance!
If you could go back in time, what advice would you
give to yourself as a newly qualified nutrition grad?

To realise that I don’t know everything and I never will.
To surround myself with people who know more than
I do and learn
from them.
To know that
it’s OK to
make mistakes;
science is
humbling.
And to never
read the
comments
section on
social media!
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David Johns
Having completed an
undergraduate degree and
registered as a dietitian,
David was lucky enough to be
offered PhD at the University
of Cambridge, funded by the
Medical Research Council in
Nutritional Epidemiology.
After three-years of this, David
became a post-doc researcher
working on a variety of weight
management related projects until he decided to apply for
the Public Health Registrar training scheme on which he
remains today.
What is a Public Health Registrar?

Public Health Registrars are just like other medical
specialties; they are training to be specialists or
consultants in their field. However, public health training
differs in several key aspects. Firstly, it focuses on the
health of a population and, secondly, it is open to
applications by medical doctors and non-medical
professionals (with 5 years full-time postgraduate
experience, including 2 years at band 6 or higher).
The latter aspect is not widely known and provides the
opportunity (for those with the right core skills) for the
chance to play a role in the health of the UK population
at a wider level.
Can you give us an insight into the ‘typical’ work of
a public health registrar?

To give you an idea, here are some of the activities
I’ve undertaken as part of my role:
• Helped lead a re-design of the local weight
management pathway
• Helped deal with an outbreak of shigella in school
children
• Handed in my Masters in Public Health dissertation
(completed part-time as part of my specialty training)
• Held stakeholder meetings to find ways to improve
physical activity across a city.
What led to you choosing to become a Public Health
Registrar?

The career path I find myself on now was not planned.
The three years that followed my PhD in Nutritional
Epidemiology had, probably, the greatest impact,
giving me a new confidence and broader skill set.
After completing my PhD, I stayed in Cambridge to

facebook.com/completenutritionmagazine

work as a post-doctoral researcher and found myself part
of a small team producing an evidence review to inform
the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence’s
guidance on weight management in adults. During this
time, I realised, as much as I love research, I wanted to
be on the other side of the table, making evidence-based
guidance, policy and action to improve population health.
What is the application process like for a Public Health
Registrar from a non-medical background?

The application process for the public health specialty
is challenging. Firstly, there is an online application form
(typically November-December time) which assesses
whether you meet the basic criteria in terms of work
experience. Those meeting the minimal requirements
will then be invited to an assessment centre in early
January, where candidates undergo standardised tests
of numerical/verbal reasoning and situational judgement.
Those who pass are invited to the final stage of the
process at the selection centre in late February. The is
a half-day of written tests, group exercises and short
interviews. Successful candidates, usually between
60 to 70 people nationally, get notified in early March.
The application process is intense – so prepare well
in advance!
What have you learnt from your experience as a
Public Health Registrar so far?

I am, and always will be, interested in nutrition, but this
job has exposed me to the breadth of public health. It has
been daunting working on the variety of issues that public
health encompasses, but the core skills I learnt during my
dietetic training were an advantage – such as the ability
to critically appraise evidence and communicate this to
multiple audiences. Aspects of public health make an
appearance in the day-to-day life of a dietitian, as
everyone’s health and healthcare journey are influenced
by a multitude of factors, such as deprivation, ethnicity,
social capital, or even the political landscape upon which
policy is based.

Useful links:
• The UK’s Faculty of Public Health: www.fph.org.uk
• Health Careers: www.healthcareers.nhs.uk
• Health Education England Specialty Training:
www.specialtytraining.hee.nhs.uk
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