
Nutrition education can improve nutrition and health for refugees. Directors of 

Extension programs providing nutrition education to refugees were surveyed 

regarding current program implementation, successful program strategies, program 

challenges, and future program needs. Grounded theory was used to explore 

qualitative data. Hands on skill-based learning emerged as a main theme of 

successful programs. Language barriers emerged as a main theme of challenges to 

programs. 

v A 31-item online (Qualtrics) survey was sent out to Extension program directors 

in the US. 

v Four open response questions were transcribed and coded in Dedoose by two 

independent researchers using grounded theory and inductive reasoning. All 

discrepancies were discussed and agreed upon. Broader themes were 

developed from the codes identified.

v Responses from the four open-ended questions were:

1. What techniques used in this program did you find to be especially successful in 

educating refugees about nutrition? 

2. What were your biggest challenges in this program regarding educating 

refugees about nutrition?

3. What barriers to healthy eating do the refugee populations that you work with 

have?

4. What strengths do the refugee population have that support healthy eating? 

Abstract

Conclusion

v Education programs targeted to refugees should implement engaging 

learning activities to familiarize refugees with the new food environment, 

ensure cultural competence, and create open and safe learning 

environments in which refugees feel comfortable sharing their unique 

experiences. 

v Future programs should focus on improving the success of nutrition 

education delivered to refugees by eliminating barriers to food access and 

using innovative strategies to address language barriers. 
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Essential Components of Nutrition Education 
“Hands on activities and a lot of visuals work best for ELL [English Language 
Learners].”
“Often several different cultures are in the classes together, so they can learn from 
each other.”
“Before the program started, we determined the need to use Halal recipe ingredients. 
We purchased specific food items from local and known retailers used by the target 
participants.”
Challenges to Providing Nutrition Education
“It is more difficult to work with groups of refugees that come from varied countries 
where it would be easier to work with one translator for the entire group.” 
Barriers to Healthy Eating
“Clients are challenged by US grocery stores where most foods are covered by 
packaging that makes it difficult to tell what you’re buying.”
“The issues include the cost of food, the lack of availability of culturally familiar foods at 
large stores along with poor quality of fruits and veggies.”
“Integration into American diet pattern. Children often prefer American foods, Older 
generations prefer cultural dishes.”
Strengths to Healthy Eating
“Most populations enjoy cooking and sharing meals as a family.”
“Their traditional foods are often quite healthy if they can continue to prepare and eat 
them.”
“Most [refugees] are motivated to learn about healthy eating practices and want to 
make changes.”
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Methods

v One major theme (engaging learning activities) and three minor themes 

(shared experiences, cultural relevance, and community collaboration) 

were identified regarding the question about essential components of 

nutrition education programs.

v The biggest challenge that emerged in providing nutrition education to 

refugees was language barriers. Other prominent but less common barriers 

include fostering a safe learning environment in which learners feel 

comfortable sharing, program attendance, and program evaluation. 

v Adjusting to the new food environment, limited food access, and 

assimilation to Western eating styles were themes that emerged regarding 

refugees’ barriers to healthy eating. 

v Strengths to healthy eating refugees have were evident in the following 

themes: cultural food practices, strong support systems, and high 

receptivity to nutrition education. 

**Major themes were defined as characteristics commented on by more than half of respondents; minor 
themes were characteristics stated by less than half, but a minimum of three respondents. 

Results

Introduction/Objective
v Refugees have increased rates of nutrition-related disease. This may be in part 

due to high prevalence of food insecurity and assimilation to a Western lifestyle. 

Providing nutrition education may help refugees adjust to their new food 

environment, while still maintaining the healthy practices they often bring from 

their home country. 

v The objective of this research was to determine what programs are currently 

being offered to refugees, as well as their perspectives regarding successful 

strategies and challenges.  


