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It is well known that nutrition is at the forefront 

of health, disease management, fitness and 

performance. As such, all of the professions that 

deal with these areas of human physiology have some 

role in providing guidance for consumers, clients 

and patients. This has been clearly identified in role 

delineation studies and curriculum preparations for 

fields such as exercise science, nursing, personal 

and athletic training, health coaching and strength 

and conditioning. Some programs require intro to 

nutrition or basic nutrition for health, whereas others 

extend into advanced nutrition, sports nutrition and 

even nutritional biochemistry. This supports the 

fact that all of these professions maintain the right 

to use their nutritional knowledge to help others 

within their defined scope of practice; where it gets 

questionable is in representation and overreaching.

There are currently 48 states, Puerto Rico and the 

District of Columbia that have statutory provisions 

that regulate the dietetics profession or associated 

titles such as “dietitian” and “nutritionist”. Most 

states require a degree in dietetics, hours of clinical 

practice and the passing of a nationally recognized 

exam such as that from the Commission on Dietetic 

Registration or American Nutrition Association for 

application for licensure. The important take-away 

here is the titles are legally protected and enforced 

in some states but not all. Currently Arizona and 

Michigan have no laws protecting title or scope of 

the nutrition profession.
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Most states classify the regulatory oversight 

to title and function/application of regulated 

processes. Some states protect the title but do not 

require a state license to practice. For instance, 

California, Colorado and Virginia require those 

holding themselves out to be a dietitian meet 

specific criteria. 

The language from the California Statute states:  

(a) Any person representing himself or herself as a 

registered dietitian shall meet one of the following 

qualifications:

1. Been granted, prior to January 1, 1981, the 

right to use the term “registered dietitian” 

by a public or private agency or institution 

recognized by the State Department of Public 

Health as qualified to grant the title, provided 

that person continues to meet all requirements 

and qualifications periodically prescribed by 

the agency or institution for the maintenance 

of that title.

2. Possess all of the following qualifications:

a. Be 18 years of age or older.

b. Satisfactory completion of appropriate 

academic requirements for the field of 

dietetics and related disciplines and receipt 

of a baccalaureate or higher degree from 

a college or university accredited by the 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges 

or other regional accreditation agency.

c. Satisfactory completion of a program of 

supervised practice for a minimum of 900 

hours that is designed to prepare entry 

level practitioners through instruction and 

assignments in a clinical setting. Supervisors 

of the program shall meet minimum 

qualifications established by public or 

private agencies or institutions recognized 

by the State Department of Public Health to 

establish those qualifications.

d. Satisfactory completion of an examination 

administered by a public or private agency 

or institution recognized by the State 

Department of Public Health as qualified to 

administer the examinations.

e Satisfactory completion of continuing 

education requirements established by 

a public or private agency or institution 

recognized by the State Department of 

Public Health to establish the requirements.

Other states protect the title only but regulate 

it using licensure. This means anyone wanting to 

use the term licensed nutritionists and/or licensed 

dietitian or the acronyms (depending on the state 

statutes) would have to demonstrate they meet the 

state standard to apply for licensure. Again, in most 

cases it is simply meeting the education, practicum, 

and national board exam requirements to apply for 

licensure, and maintaining licensure often comes 

with an ongoing annual fee and may or may not 

require state-approved continued education. Within 

this group are 18 states including Vermont, New 

Hampshire, Massachusetts, Connecticut, New York, 

Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Indiana, Wisconsin, 

Oklahoma, Texas, Utah, Wyoming, Idaho, Oregon, 
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Washington, Alaska, and Hawaii. Again, in these 

states only title use is regulated.

The other 28 states have additional regulatory 

requirements beyond using the title of nutritionist 

and/or dietitian. In many cases they are related 

to practices employed by nutrition health care 

providers and in public schools. According to the 

American Dietetic Association common areas that 

states regulate include:

• Inspection or certification of some food 

establishments and food products

• Administration of programs that provide food 

assistance and nutrition education 

• Establishment of educational standards and 

wellness policies for schools

• Administration of public health programs

• Regulation of nursing homes

• Oversight for insurance programs

• Ensuring residents have coverage for important 

health care needs

These areas of public interest commonly have 

oversight of some level when there are public funds 

used to support the activity, when activities fall 

under another regulated area or when health care 

services are provided; particularly with third party 

reimbursement. Interestingly, this also extends 

into telehealth services and states now regulate 

activities by practitioners offering telehealth across 

state lines. Many states have adopted exemptions 

for these novel health care approaches. 

As one can see that it is important to have an idea 

of what is regulated within the state of practice, 

including which states are in play for regulated 

online services. This should also demonstrate 

that health and fitness professionals can enjoy 

providing services that include nutrition education, 

dissemination of nutritional science research/

guidelines and providing nutrient information to 

support health, fitness, and performance. While 

writing a food-by-food specific diet plan may be 
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regulated in a state, providing nutritional strategies 

for weight loss, mass gain and health improvement 

are often not. Staying within the national guidelines 

for health, fitness and performance provides a 

useful model as the nutrition is evidenced-based. It 

also allows for ranges of macro- and micronutrient 

intakes based on a number of individual 

characteristics such as size, activity status, and the 

presence of any diseases.

When dietary supplements are added into the mix, 

it is important to recognize this non-food category 

has very grey regulation. Manufacturers are required 

to self-regulate so it is considered a buyer’s beware 

area within nutrition. Professionals recommending 

nutritional supplements, whether licensed or not, 

are still subject to liability based on any direct 

recommendation. Not surprising, states report 

the greatest negative issues with anabolic dietary 

supplements and weight loss supplements. Being 

knowledgeable in nutrition and supplementation 

helps reduce the risk of making a bad decision or 

getting into a negatively impactful professional 

situation - and best helps athletes, clients and 

patients to achieve positive outcomes.  n
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