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Purpose: This study aimed to explore the perceptions held by practicing dietitians of the importance of their tasks performed in current work environments,
the frequency at which those tasks are performed, and predictions about the importance of those tasks in future work environments.

Methods: This was a cross-sectional survey study. An online survey was administered to 350 practicing dietitians. They were asked to assess the importance,
performance frequency, and predicted changes in the importance of 27 tasks using a S-point scale. Descriptive statistics were calculated, and the means of the
variables were compared across categorized work environments using analysis of variance.

Results: The importance scores of all surveyed tasks were higher than 3.0, except for the marketing management task. Self-development, nutrition education/
counseling, menu planning, food safety management, and documentation/data management were all rated higher than 4.0. The highest performance frequency
score was related to documentation/ data management. The importance scores of all duties, except for professional development, differed significantly by work-
place. As for predictions about the future importance of the tasks surveyed, dietitians responded that the importance of all 27 tasks would either remain at cur-
rent levels or increase in the future.

Conclusion: Twenty-seven tasks were confirmed to represent dietitians’ job functions in various workplaces. These tasks can be used to improve the test speci-
fications of the Korean Dietitian Licensing Examination and the curriculum of dietetic education programs.
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Introduction

The Korean Dietetic Association (KDA) defines a dietitian as “a
food and nutrition expert with a legal qualification who performs
food service management and provides nutrition services for indi-
viduals, organizations, and communities to prevent diseases and
promote health” [1]. To be qualified as a dietitian, one must com-
plete a degree program specified by the Ordinance of the Ministry
of Health and Welfare and must pass the Korean Dietitian Licens-
ing Examination (KDLE) [2].

Most Korean dietitians are employed in hospitals, schools, busi-
nesses/industries, public health centers, social welfare facilities,
and centers for children’s food service/social welfare food service
[1]. Environmental changes including the aging population,
changes in lifestyles and dietary habits, an increase in public inter-
est in health and nutrition, and sustainable food production and
food security require dietitians to perform more diverse roles than
before and to change how they provide services [3-5]. It is period-
ically necessary to review the kinds of work performed by dieti-
tians, since the test items of the KDLE should be developed based
on dietitians’ current tasks in order to identify potential dietitians
who are able to meet the requirements of a contemporary work-
place.

The purpose of this study was to explore the current job func-
tions of Korean dietitians prior to revising specifications for job-
based test item development for the KDLE. We examined dieti-
tians’ perceived importance of tasks in their own work environ-
ments, the frequencies at which those tasks are carried out, and
predictions regarding the importance of those tasks in future work

environments.

Methods

Ethics statement
This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board
of Wonkwang University (WKIRB-202306-SB-044). Informed

consent was obtained from participants.

Study design

This was a cross-sectional survey study.

Setting

A total of 1,000 KDA members who were selected randomly in
dietetic practice groups representing various work environments
received an invitation email that contained an online survey link
(www.moaform.com) and participated in the survey voluntarily

from June 30 to July 6,2023.
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Participants
The study population was made up of practicing dietitians who
are also members of the KDA. A total of 350 dietitians voluntarily

participated in the survey.

Variables

Dietitians’ perceived importance, performance frequency, and
predicted future importance of 27 tasks were outcome variables
to be measured.

Data sources/measurement

For the survey questionnaires, the authors reviewed the litera-
ture on the dietitians’ job analysis [3,6-8] and identified S duties
(nutrition management, food service management/food safety
management, community nutrition management, organizational
management, and professional development) and 27 tasks per-
taining to those duties for the questionnaire. For each task, the di-
etitians were asked to rate perceived importance and performance
frequencies in their own position. To understand the changing
work environment, they were asked to predict how the impor-
tance of the tasks would change in the future.

The perceived importance of the tasks was rated using a 5-point
Likert-type scale (1: very unimportant to S: very important). The
performance frequency was rated based on a 5-point Likert-type
scale (1: do not perform at all to S: perform very frequently). The
participants were also asked to predict how the importance of the
tasks would change in the future using a 5-point Likert-type scale
(1: will become very unimportant in the future to S: will become
very important in the future) (Supplement 1).

Bias

KDA members participated in the online survey voluntarily.
The survey was closed when it reached the target number of re-
spondents. Therefore, there may have been some selection bias.

Study size
Since all voluntary participants were targeted, no sample size

estimation was done.

Statistical methods

The collected data were analyzed using IBM SPSS ver. 25.0
(IBM Corp.). Descriptive statistics were calculated, and the
means of the variables were compared by work setting using one-
way analysis of variance. When a significant difference was found,
the Duncan post-hoc test was performed with a significance level
0f 0.05. The raw data are available from Dataset 1.
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Results

Participants

Most of the respondents were female (98%), and 35% were
aged between 31 and 40 years (Table 1). The average length of
employment was 13.6 years. Sixty-eight percent of respondents
were employed in schools/kindergartens/daycare centers
(25.4%), hospitals (22.6%), and public health centers (20.0%).

Main results

The tasks with high importance scores were self-development
(4.22), nutrition education/counseling (4.16), menu planning
(4.09), food safety management (4.09), and documentation/data
management (4.07) (Table 2). With the exception of marketing
management (2.99), all tasks were rated higher than 3.0. The per-
formance frequency scores ranged from 2.33 to 4.24; the highest
score was related to documentation/data management and the
lowest score was related to community nutrition program plan-
ning. When asked to predict how the importance of the tasks
would change in the future, all listed tasks were rated 3.50 or high-
er (with a score of 3 meaning that the respondent believes the
current level of importance of the task will remain unchanged in
the future). The dietitians perceived that the importance of tasks

related to nutrition management, such as nutrition assessment/

Table 1. General characteristics of the respondents

Characteristic No. (%)
Age (yr)
<30 66 (18.9)
31-40 122 (35.0)
41-50 91 (26.1)
>51 70 (20.1)
Work experience (yr)
<5 84 (24.1)
6-10 85 (24.4)
11-15 60 (17.2)
16-20 31(8.9)
21-25 32(9.2)
>26 67 (16.3)
Work setting
Schools/kindergartens/daycare centers 89 (25.4)
Hospitals 79 (22.6)
Public health centers 70 (20.0)
Centers for children’ food service/social welfare food 48 (13.7)
service
Business & industry food service/contract food 32(9.1)
service companies
Social welfare centers 32(9.1)
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diagnosis, nutrition management planning, nutrition education/
counseling, and nutrition support, would increase in the future. In
addition, food and nutrition research was also expected to be-
come more important.

The importance of 27 tasks was compared collectively under
representative duties across the workplaces. The importance
scores of all duties, with the exception of professional develop-
ment, differed significantly by work setting (Table 3). The nutri-
tion management duty was rated significantly higher by dietitians
working in hospitals and public health centers (P < 0.001); while
the duty of food service management was rated significantly high-
er by those working in schools/kindergartens/daycare centers,
business/industries/contract management companies, and social
welfare institutions (P < 0.001). The duty of community food and
nutrition service was rated significantly higher by those working
in public health centers (P <0.001). The duty of organizational
management was rated significantly lower by hospital dietitians
(P=0.001).

Within any given work environment, there was a similar ten-
dency between the high perception of importance of a duty and
the high frequency at which that duty was performed. Dietitians
at hospitals and public health centers performed the duty of nutri-
tion management with a high degree of frequency and placed a
high level of importance on the duty. Likewise, dietitians working
in schools/kindergartens/daycare centers, business/industries/
contract management companies, and social welfare institutions
performed tasks related to the duty of food service management/
safety management with a high degree of frequency and placed a
high level of importance on the collective tasks falling under that
duty (P <0.001). Perceptions of future changes in the importance
of the duties differed significantly by the work environment and
often did not correspond to the current perceptions of impor-
tance and frequency of performance, but the mean scores were all
3.0 points or higher regardless of the work environment.

Discussion

Key results/interpretation

The purpose of this study was to explore the current job func-
tions of dietitians and to identify future needs in their work envi-
ronments. In total, 350 practicing dietitians participated in the
survey. The tasks of the study were considered to represent dieti-
tians’ jobs, since the importance scores of all except one were rat-
ed higher than 3.0 on a S-point Likert scale.

The overall importance of collective tasks falling under specific
duties differed by work environment, with the exception of those
tasks comprising the duty of professional development. The col-

(page number not for citation purposes) 3
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Table 2. Perceived importance, performance frequency, and expected change of importance scores of tasks among Korean dietitians

Duty Task Current Frequency of Change of
importance” performance” importance?
Nutrition management Nutrition assessment and diagnosis 3.63%£1.30 3.16%£1.43 4.16%£093
Nutrition management Nutrition management planning 3921 1.1 3.26%£1.32 4.0910.94
Nutrition management Nutrition education and counseling 4.16%1.03 3.67£1.21 4231093
Nutrition management Nutrition support 3.50%1.28 2.78+£1.37 4.03£1.00
Nutrition management Nutrition monitoring 3.50%1.23 3.10+1.46 3.92+1.02
Nutrition management Nutrition evaluation 3.61+1.20 3.15%£1.41 3.99+0.98
Food service management/safety Menu planning 409+1.19 3.57+143 3.95%1.00
management
Purchasing 3.67%£1.32 297%1.52 3.54%1.03
Food ingredient management 3.8311.34 3.3811.64 3.65%1.08
(receiving and storage management)
Food production/service management 3.72+£1.43 3.44+1.70 3.63%1.06
Equipment and facility management 3.55%11.43 3.20%1.62 3.562+1.05
Foodservice operations planning and 3.70+1.34 2.87%£1.41 3.74+£1.04
evaluation
Food safety management 409+ 1.31 3.63%1.51 3.93%1.03
Workplace safety management 3.76+1.34 3.12£1.48 3.84%£1.05
Community nutrition management  Community need assessment 3.39+1.37 243%£1.37 3.78£0.99
Community nutrition program planning 3.28+1.39 2.33+1.33 3.74£1.02
Nutrition service in community 3.27%£1.40 2.52%1.48 3.78%£1.01
Networking in community 3.29+1.33 242%1.30 3.77£1.00
Program evaluation 3.25+%1.41 2.39%+1.38 3.70£1.01
Organizational management Finance/accounting management 3.86+1.24 3.44£1.30 3.61£0.98
Human resource management 3.84+1.25 3.26+1.36 3.77£0.97
Marketing management 2.99%1.32 2511134 3.61£0.99
Documentation/data management 4.07£1.03 4.24+1.03 3.60+0.96
Professional development Cooperation with various stakeholders 3.57%1.21 2.82%1.21 3.61+0.93
Work improvement activities 3.89%1.01 3.21+1.10 3.80+£0.92
Food and nutrition research 3.86+1.03 3.29%+1.17 4131091
Self-development 422%0.88 3.29%£0.99 3.92+0.96

Values are presented as meantstandard deviation.

JA 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important). ”A 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (do not perform at all)
to 5 (perform very frequently). “A 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (will become very unimportant in the future) to 5 (will become very important

in the future).

lective scores pertaining to a high frequency of performance of
tasks comprising a given duty corresponded to the collective scor-
ing of the perceived importance of said duty across work environ-
ments. This means that dietitians perceived the tasks performed
more frequently as more important. Dietitians in schools/kinder-
gartens/daycare centers evaluated the importance of food service
management/safety management and organizational manage-
ment highly; correspondingly, they performed the collective tasks
of both these duties frequently. The importance of organizational
management was rated lower by dietitians working in hospitals
than by dietitians in other workplaces. While many dietitians
work as the sole dietitian in schools/kindergartens/daycare cen-
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ters, social welfare institutions, and business/industries food ser-
vice operations, multiple dietitians can be found in a hospital,
with one designated dietitian overseeing management functions.
In terms of the future importance of the tasks surveyed, the re-
spondents perceived that all tasks would become more important
or at least remain at their current levels of importance in the dieti-
tians’ future work environments. In order to select dietitians with
the capabilities to meet the changing demands for dietetics, the
test specification of KDLE should be based on the jobs that dieti-
tians perform. Based on the findings of our study, current test
items and item development specifications need to be reviewed.
Documentation/data management was the only task that was

(page number not for citation purposes) 4
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Table 3. Comparisons of perceived importance, performance frequency, and change of importance of tasks among Korean dietitians by
work environment

Business and
Centers for

i'chools/ . Public health mdl{stry et Social welfare  children's food
Duty indergartens/  Hospitals centers service/contract institutions service/social  P-value
daycare centers (n=79) management
(n=89) (n=70) TS (n=32) welfare food
(h=32) service (n=48)
Current importance”
Nutrition management 348+085"  4.18+099°  426%079°  276%107°  343%1.04°  3.48%091° <0.001
Food service management/safety ~ 4.50%0.55° 359+ 1.15° 2.75%1.21° 4.39+0.96° 4.48+0.55° 3511082 <0.001
management
Community nutrition management 2.87 +1.23° 2.65*1.32° 4.43+093° 2.69%1.12° 3.36+1.07° 3.86+0.95° <0.001
Organizational management 365+080°  3.29+094°  377+109° 390079  3.70+069°  398+0.85° 0001
Professional development 406%0.73 3.84%£0.79 4.14%0.89 4.00£0.76 3.92%0.76 3.92%0.88 0.257
Frequency of performance”
Nutrition management 281£095"  3.85%122°  387+086°  222+109°  301£100° 256%1.00°  <0.001
Foodservice management/safety ~ 4.22+0.62° 297%1.26° 195+ 1.04° 4.27%1.02° 4.18+0.60° 2.68+0.87° <0.001
management
Community nutrition management 1.86+ 1.09° 171£1.00° 367107  231£1.12°  251£104° 281107 <0.001
Organizational management 331%0.77° 2.82+0.95 331+1.09° 3.81+£0.72° 3.31£0.70° 3.35%0.80° <0.001
Professional development 3.28+0.82° 3.19+0.81° 3.30+1.01° 3.72£090° 3.27%0.62° 3.01£0.89° 0.018
Change of importance”
Nutrition management 3.79+0.81° 436+0.74° 436+0.76° 3.50+0.91° 4,09+0.80™ 4,07 £0.95™ <0.001
Food service management/safety ~ 3.84%0.81"°  353%067°  353%125°  4.14%078°  408+076°  3.62+0.74°  0.001
management
Community nutrition management 3.44+095°  3.63+0.83°  429+091°  333£102°  374t087° 406*080°  <0.001
Organizational management 352%077"  334%0.64° 3.95+0.95° 380+073*  376+069" 373+076" <0001
Professional development 384£082°  388+074°  422+088° 390+079° 387075  398%076° 0048

A different superscript in the same row means a significant difference at the significance level of 0.05 by the Duncan post-hoc test.

JA 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (very unimportant) to 5 (very important). A 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (do not perform at all)
to 5 (perform very frequently). °A 5-point Likert-type scale was used from 1 (will become very unimportant in the future) to 5 (will become very important
in the future).

evaluated higher than 4.0 for both importance and performance
frequency. This means that this task is both important and per-
formed frequently by dietitians in all work environments. In addi-
tion, it is expected to be important in future work environments.
However, competencies related to this task cannot be appropriate-
ly evaluated on a pencil-paper test. Instead, related knowledge and
skills can be integrated into various courses and projects of under-
graduate programs. The collective tasks comprising the duty of
professional development were evaluated as important across all
the work environments. In an optional open-ended question,
many respondents answered that competencies related to identify-
ing new scientific findings and trends and incorporating them into
dietetic practice were important. The related competencies should
be obtained through continuing education during a dietitians ca-

reer as well as through undergraduate programs.

Comparison with previous studies
The tasks with high importance scores in the study, such as
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menu planning, food safety management, and nutrition educa-
tion/counseling, were reported as important in previous research
[3,7,8]. In a study with dietitians working in schools, determining
nutritional standards, inspecting products, preparing production
schedules and work management, planning menus and preparing
purchase orders, educating food service staff on safety education,
and teaching in class were rated as highly important tasks [8].
Similar to the findings of this study, Choi and Lee [3] reported
that the task of marketing management received the lowest im-
portance score among Korean dietitians. Documentation/data
management was the most frequently performed task in this
study; the performance frequencies of office work administration,
performing paperwork, and preparing reports, which were related
to documentation/data management, were rated highly by dieti-
tians [3,8].

A systematic review by Blair et al. [4] reported 52 emerging or
expanding areas of dietetic practice, including aged care, agricul-

ture, animal nutrition, author, business, catering, and corporate

(page number not for citation purposes) 5
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wellness. To meet current and future needs, they also suggested
21 different skills, including clinical skills, social media skills, busi-
ness skills, collaboration, client/customer focus, computer litera-
cy, and financial management. In this study, the tasks of self-devel-
opment and food and nutrition research were rated important
and expected to be more important in the future. Dietitians
seemed to be well aware of the need to prepare for a changing

work environment.

Limitations

The respondents were recruited through the KDA and partici-
pated in the survey voluntarily. The survey was closed when it
reached the target number of respondents. Therefore, the age,
work experience, and workplace distribution of respondents may
not represent the actual employment distribution of practicing di-
etitians. However, respondents were recruited from a national
sample with more than 30 workplace environments represented.
The findings may not be generalizable, but they do reflect the var-

ious natures of dietitians’ job functions.

Implications

To improve the KDLE for selecting competent dietitians, the
test specifications should be revised and the questions of the test
item inventory can be reviewed based on the findings of the study.
In addition to the content of the test items, the number of items
per test subject should be revised. To facilitate the survey, the
study questions were limited to tasks. However, there is a need for
agreement on the task elements comprising each task so that test
writers can develop valid task-based items. Lastly, both dietetics
educators and practitioners need to be involved in the test specifi-

cation review and item development process.

Conclusion

The tasks that were analyzed in the study were evaluated as im-
portant and performed frequently in current work environments
and would either continue to be or become more important in
the future. Therefore, these tasks can be used for updating testing
materials covered by the KDLE. Dietetic professionals work in
rapidly changing and evolving environments. The test specifica-
tions of the KDLE need to be revised and updated periodically to
reflect the professional requirements of dietitians. Not all compe-
tencies related to the tasks are testable by the KDLE, but they are
still important. In such cases, it is desirable to receive education
through an undergraduate curriculum or continuing education af-
ter obtaining a license.
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