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The primary focus of my research is to understand and mitigate 

psychosocial mechanisms that negatively affect low-income young adult 

food behaviors that lead to disparities in dietary quality and related 

negative health outcomes.  

Young adults, globally, have the lowest quality diet compared to any other age group as they 

disproportionately consume more processed foods, which are high in fat and sugar and include the 

least amount of fruit and vegetables. Low-quality diets, if sustained, is a significant health risk that 

can lead to or exacerbate cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and other chronic diseases. There are also 

disparities in diet by socioeconomic status. Diets consisting of fresh healthier foods are more 

expensive than diets consisting of less-healthy processed foods. Therefore, low-income young adults 

are at a higher risk of consuming low-quality diets, and if left unaddressed, are at a higher risk of 

developing life-threatening diet-related illnesses. However, dietary interventions tailored towards 

low-income young adults that incorporate developmentally relevant psychosocial factors are scarce. 

Therefore, I focus on three main areas in my research:  

1. Describing how low-income young adult food experiences are affected by developmentally 

relevant mental health variables. Mental health variables are pertinent to young adults because 

the onset of mental illnesses predominantly occurs in young adulthood.   

2. Examining the social functions of food, such as how food and food behaviors play a role in 

relationships and social dynamics, and whether it affects dietary quality.  

3. Analyzing how poverty impacts food behaviors and food-related decision making in young 

adults, especially as many young adults lack access to informal and formal safety nets. 

These main focal points lead to a fourth area of research: to examine how these psychosocial factors 

may moderate the intention-behavior relationship through split second decision making. This will 

improve our understanding of why having adequate knowledge of healthy eating and the intention to 

do so, may not necessarily translate into healthy dietary behaviors, particularly among low-income 

young adults. This is an addition to nutrition intervention programs that focus on targeting constructs 

that are mediated through intention. Ultimately, my research program seeks to develop a psychosocial 

nutrition intervention program tailored towards low-income young adults using strategies that cater to 

their developmental and socioeconomic environments.  



 

During my residency in the doctoral program I have empirically examined each of these main areas 

and its intersections using qualitative and quantitative methods. For example, I have demonstrated 

that food and related behaviors have social functions, independent of nutritional considerations, as 

food communicates beliefs, values, and expectations in intimate relationships. My colleagues and I 

have also examined the intersections between mental health, income, and food insecurity. 

Specifically, we demonstrated the developmental effects of childhood food insecurity as food 

insecurity moderates the relationship between negative changes in household income during 

childhood and negative mental health outcomes in adolescence. As an advocate for food justice and 

equity, I have also engaged in policy research to identify discriminatory expectations ingrained in the 

U.S. food assistance policy that unfairly burdens low-income populations to make healthy food 

choices, despite financial limitations and barriers.  

The Dissertation 

The dissertation integrates my main areas of research. I conducted secondary-data analyses with the 

young adult subset of a nationally representative U.S. dataset, the National Health and Nutrition 

Examination Survey. Overall, the study aims to identify psychosocial determinants of dietary quality. 

First, the study describes variations in food security, food-related beliefs and values, and dietary 

quality by age, race, gender, education, socioeconomic status, and levels of depression. This aim 

provides a landscape of the U.S. young adult food experience. Second, the study examines how 

young adult demographic, mental health (depression), food security, as well as food-related beliefs 

and values are related to dietary quality using structural equation modeling. Specifically, it tests the 

effects of mental health and food security on dietary quality, mediated by food-related beliefs and 

values. Third, the study includes socioeconomic status in the model, an important but understudied 

variable in young adult dietary behavior, as a moderator in these relationships.  

Directions for Future Research 

I am building my research portfolio based on the NIH Stage Model for Behavioral Intervention 

Development. Each research project is a building block for designing a dietary intervention to address 

dietary disparities in low-income young adults. Accordingly, my immediate goal is to apply for 

exploratory grant mechanisms such as the National Institute on Minority Health and Health 

Disparities R21 or the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Healthy Eating Research Grant. My next 

aim is to understand how low-income young adults make dietary decisions and whether there are 

psychosocial barriers that inhibit their intentions to eat healthy. Based on my research on the role of 

food in intimate relationships, I am interested in incorporating trauma as a mental health variable to 

examine its effects on low-income young adult food behaviors and food-related decision-making. 


