
Renowned Scientists Join  
UNC Nutrition Research Institute

The UNC Nutrition Research Institute 
(NRI) continues to grow with an increas-

ing level of activity and development. One 
visible example of this successful development 
is the addition of new faculty members and 
collaboration with visiting researchers.

In early 2010, internationally-renowned 
researcher and accomplished author, Martin 
Kohlmeier, MD, PhD, relocated to Kannapolis 
to join the NRI team. 

Dedicated to helping the public bene�t 
from the recent advancements in genetics 
and nutrition, Dr. Kohlmeier explains, �We 
can now read the body�s DNA blueprint 
down to very �ne details and I want to 
help translate this knowledge into practical 
directions for people�s health. For instance, 
I am currently developing software that can 
take detailed genetic information and tell 
consumers which foods are healthiest for 
them.� As a practical application example, 

Dr. Kohlmeier is now developing ways to 
reduce breast cancer risk by using genetic 
research to guide food selections. �I want to 
�nd out whether we can help each individual 
navigate safely their daily food choices and 
how that might affect cancer risk.�

Dr. Steven Zeisel, Director of the NRI, 
shares, �Dr. Kohlmeier is one of the world�s 
leaders in laboratory diagnostics, nutritional 
genetics and use of technology for nutritional 
education. He brings more than thirty 
years experience to the NRI, and he will 
contribute a signi�cant amount of research 
leadership to the Institute.�

Dr. Martin Kohlmeier joins the UNC 
NRI as a faculty member and opperates the 
UNC NRI Nutrigenetics Laboratory as 
Primary Investigator.

In August 2010, the NRI welcomed 
Andrew G. Swick, PhD, a visiting faculty 
member with over 20 years experience in 
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About the NRI
The UNC Nutrition Research 
Institute (NRI), located on 
the North Carolina Research 
Campus in Kannapolis, NC 
and part of the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, is developing the �eld 
of �individualized nutrition� 
- why people�s metabolism and 
nutrition requirements differ 
from one another. 

With their discoveries, NRI 
scientists will contribute to 
maximized wellness, enhanced 
brain development and improved 
outcomes for diseases like 
obesity, cancer and diabetes.

Martin Kohlmeier, MD, PhD

Andrew G. Swick, PhD
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From the 
Director

Steven H. Zeisel, MD, PhD

During this growing year 
of 2010, the UNC Nutrition 
Research Institute has 
experienced encouraging 
expansion and increasing 
momentum among our faculty 
members, with our research and 
in the community at large. We 
continue to recruit top scientists 
and generate signi�cant �nancial 
support in sponsored research 
funding. We were able to 
complete the �rst studies in our 
Metabolic Chamber and launch 
several new, ground-breaking 
research projects. Despite 
the tumultuous economic 
conditions, we are progressing 
toward our goal of developing 
the �eld of individualized 
nutrition to improve the health of 
people worldwide. 

I am encouraged that so many 
friends of the NRI continue to 
support our mission and share my 
vision for a better way to health. 
These are the people who keep 
us moving forward during these 
dif�cult economic times. And 
with your continued support and 
generous gifts, we will continue to 
build on our successes.

If you want to take an active 
role in building on success, visit 
uncnri.org/makeagift.asp to 
learn about various ways you 
can make a difference. The NRI 
is experiencing positive growth 
and increasing momentum, and 
you can be a part of it!

I hope you enjoy this edition 
of the Appetite for Life Academy 
SoundBites Newsletter, and 
share our hopefulness and 
energy about the prospects of a 
healthier future.

Sincerely,

the study of obesity, to collaborate on critical 
obesity research. 

At the NRI, Swick will study the 
relationship between the digestive system 
and the regulation of body weight and 
metabolism. A person�s body weight is a 
re�ection of the amount of calories eaten 
relative to the amount of energy that is 
expended. Both food intake and energy 
expenditure vary depending on genetics and 
the environment. After food is consumed, it 
is �rst sensed by the digestive organs. Dr. 
Swick studies how those organs sense the 
food and send signals to control appetite 

and metabolism. As an important element 
to his work, he focuses on the in�uence 
of genetics on energy expenditure and the 
effects of diet, exercise and pharmaceuticals 
on energy metabolism and body weight.

Dr. Swick shares, �Being able to 
research the impacts of nutrition on 
obesity in this cutting-edge environment 
is an extreme opportunity that will allow 
for invaluable advances.�

More faculty appointments are expected 
at the NRI in the coming months. Current 
searches will help expand the important 
research being conducted at the NRI. 

R ecently, the NRI received a $110,000 
gift from Balchem Corporation to 

renew an essential scholarship program.  This 
gift creates the Balchem Scholarship, a three-
year award that supports a doctoral student 
working in the area of choline metabolism.

Dr. Steven Zeisel, NRI Director, explains, 
�Partners like Balchem are critical to our 
research and to our success in generating 
ground-breaking discoveries.  Future 
advances in public health and nutrition are 
dependent upon strong partnerships like 
this one. The UNC Nutrition Research 
Institute leads innovation in the area of 

nutrition and genetics, and the gift from 
Balchem will enable us to continue this 
important work and to train the next 
generation of researchers in this �eld.�

The UNC Nutrition Research Institute 
is pleased to award Amy Johnson the 
Balchem Scholarship for 2010. Johnson, 
a doctoral student working in Dr. Zeisel�s 
laboratory, is working on her doctoral 
thesis on the essential nutrient, choline. 
One application of her research is the role 
choline plays in male infertility.

Choline is required by all cells for normal 
function. The Zeisel lab, where Amy 
Johnson works, has discovered that sperm 
cells, in particular, may be very sensitive to 
changes in choline metabolism. Johnson 
has initiated a human clinical study to 
determine if men with variations in the 
choline dehydrogenase gene are more 
likely to suffer from infertility than those 
who do not have those mutations.

Johnson expects to �nd that men who 
have this variation will be more likely to 
have decreased sperm function. �If this 
is the case,� Johnson explains, �it may be 
possible to use a nutritional intervention 
� for example, recommending eating more 
choline � to treat some forms of male 
infertility.�

Johnson adds that she is grateful to be 
able to continue her efforts as the Balchem 
Scholar. She has made signi�cant progress, 
and is looking forward to furthering her 
research.  Ultimately, her goal is to make 
discoveries that will translate into practical 
applications and potentially improve the 
nutritional value of everyday foods.

Private Gift Supports Young Scientist
$110,000 funds Balchem Scholarship

Amy Johnson, recipient of NRI�s Balchem 
Scholarship at work in the lab.
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NRI scientist Karen Corbin, PhD, R.D., 
recently received an award from the 

National Institute of Health (NIH), the 
leading federal government institution for 
public health sciences. This postdoctoral 
award, in the amount of $87,600, will 
support Dr. Corbin�s research regarding 
non-alcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD) 
and its relation to choline and obesity. The 
project, which is a collaboration between the 
NRI and Duke University, recognizes that 
up to 90% of overweight or obese people 
have NAFLD, and a certain percentage of 
these individuals may be predisposed to this 
disease due to a choline de�ciency.  This 
grant will enable Dr. Corbin to further 
explore the links between choline, genetics 
and this disease. Ultimately, this research 
could lead to the development of dietary 
interventions to prevent fatty liver disease.

Dr. Corbin explains, �My passion is to 
help people reach their personal health 
goals through better nutrition. In order 
to pursue my passion, science needs to 
advance to a level where we can accurately 
de�ne the nutritional requirements of an 
individual. With the NRI�s collaborative 

approach, state-of-the-art tools, and 
grants from supportive partners such as 
the NIH, I am now able to actively make 
a difference.�

NRI�s Corbin Receives  
National Institute of Health Award

NRI remembers  
James K. Polk,  
founding member of the 
NRI Board of Advisors

On November 11, 2011, the 

NRI Board of Advisors chaired by 

former Governor James G. Martin 

passed a resolution honoring 

the legacy of James K. Polk and 

remembering him for his service 

to the NRI.  Members of Mr. 

Polk�s family joined the board 

as a plaque was hung in the 

NRI�s Executive Conference Suite 

memorializing him.

Mr. Polk, a distinguished 

member of the Charlotte 

community, was instrumental in 

leading early civil rights efforts 

in the city of Charlotte.  At the 

NRI, he served as a founding 

member of the Board of Advisors 

where he continued his legacy of 

public service to build a research 

institute dedicated to improving 

the health of people across 

the state of North Carolina and 

around the world.  Mr. Polk, who 

passed away on July 29, 2010, 

will be long remembered at the 

NRI for his great leadership and 

lifetime of service.  In Spring 2010, NRI Director, Steven 
Zeisel, MD, PhD, was awarded a 

$101,000 supplement from the American 
Recover and Reinvestment Act to continue 
work on a Human Requirements for the 
Nutrient Choline grant initially funded 
by the National Institute of Health (NIH). 
With this supplement, Dr. Zeisel is leading 
his team through a unique opportunity 
to explore the physiological role that a 
particular enzyme, the PEMT enzyme, 
has on women�s health after menopause. 
This study is directly supportive of a larger 
program which will determine the dietary 

requirement for choline and the functional 
consequences of choline de�ciency. 

In this study, Dr. Zeisel explains, �If 
we discover that the PEMT enzyme is 
associated with a speci�c chronic disease in 
postmenopausal women, we might identify 
a new treatment for that disease. Further, we 
may be able to identify populations at risk and 
make recommendations for choline intake 
in order to improve their health.� Ultimately, 
this study may enable the NRI to identify 
previously unknown health conditions that 
can be signi�cantly improved through the 
essential nutrient, choline.

Federal Stimulus Funds  
Continue Choline Research at NRI

James K. Polk, Sr.

Karen Corbin, Ph.D




