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Virtual avatar coaching with community context for adult-child dyads 

 

Virtual reality avatar-based coaching shows promise to increase access to and extend the reach 

of nutrition education programs to children at risk for obesity, according to the  

Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 

Philadelphia, March 8, 2021 – Virtual reality avatar-based coaching shows promise to increase 

access to and extend the reach of nutrition education programs to children at risk for obesity, according to 

a new study in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, published by Elsevier.  

 

Researchers introduced 15 adult-child dyads to a virtual avatar-based coaching program that 

incorporated age-specific information on growth; physical, social, and emotional development; healthy 

lifestyles; common nutrition concerns; and interview questions around eating behaviors and food 

resources and counseling.  

 

“We developed a virtual reality avatar computer program as a way to get kids engaged in learning about 

nutrition education. The goal was to make this a program that could work to prevent childhood obesity,” 

said lead investigator Jared T. McGuirt, PhD, MPH, Department of Nutrition, University of North Carolina 

Greensboro, Greensboro, NC, USA. “We were primarily interested in how kids and parents reacted to this 

program – particularly lower income kids and parents who may not have been able to access this kind of 

experience in the past.” 

 

A key finding in the study was the avatar’s ability to spark dialogue between the children and adults 

around dietary habits and behavior. All children and adults reported liking the program and planned to use 

it in the future, as they found it fun, informational, and motivating. The personalized social aspect of the 

avatar experience was appealing, as participants thought the avatar would reinforce guidance and 

provide support while acting as a cue to change health behaviors.  
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Caption: Selected scenes of the virtual reality avatar experience seen by participants (Credit: Journal of Nutrition 

Education and Behavior). 

 

Looking to future implementation of this program in the public health field, Dr. McGuirt noted: “We feel we 

have a good start. The program was designed so others can build on it, and hopefully advance this 

technique into community nutrition education programs. 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Virtual Avatar Coaching With Community Context for Adult-Child Dyads With Low Income,” 

by Jared T. McGuirt, PhD, MPH; Basheerah Enahora, MS, MBA, RDN, LDN; Omari L. Dyson, PhD; Gina 

L. Tripicchio, PhD, MS, MSEd; Lauryn Mallard; and Christopher K. Rhea, PhD 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2020.12.004). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

volume 53, issue 3 (March 2021), published by Elsevier. 

 

Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 732 

238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain a copy. To schedule an interview with the author(s), 

please contact Jared T. McGuirt, PhD, MPH, at jtmcguir@uncg.edu.  

 

An audio podcast featuring an interview with Jared T. McGuirt, PhD, MPH, and other information for 

journalists are available at www.jneb.org/content/media. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced 

by the media with permission from Eileen Leahy. 
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The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policy makers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 

 

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare professionals 

advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by facilitating insights 

and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health ecosystems.  

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and funders.  

 

Elsevier employs 8,100 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and valuable 

analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital solutions such as 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research management, R&D 

performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and healthcare professionals 

rely on our 2,500+ digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 40,000 eBook titles; and our 

iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier Foundation and our external Inclusion 

& Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse stakeholders to advance inclusion and 

diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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