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We are what we eat; Food and Culture
Katy Wilkens, MS, RD                                                                               May 2019

• Work at the not for profit 
Northwest Kidney Centers, 
world’s first dialysis unit. 

• No financial interests, darn! 

• Stereotyping; members within 
group show more variability 
than outside group

• Generalizations often don’t 
cover the specifics 

• From Seattle, born in Alaska, 
but have southern family roots, 
so I love fresh seafood, and any 
foraged foods, but also grits, 
collards and gizzards. 

Disclaimer

Picture of ?NKC? 

• All people photos are 
patients and staff at 
Northwest Kidney 
Centers. 

• All food photos are from 
them or from my KDIGO 
colleagues

Special Photo credits and Thank Yous
• Pts from 80 countries, staff from 64
• King county=diverse ethnic groups, 

Columbia City, Skyway, 98178 
• In-person interpreters for week of…..

– Punjabi
– Spanish-3
– Mandarin-3
– Russian
– Cantonese
– Cambodian
– Laotian
– Vietnamese
– Somali

• Plus about 40 skype type 
interpretations week

Diverse pts & staff

How comfortable are you with specific foods and eating behaviors 
for the top three ethnic group you work with?  

1. I know a lot about the specific foods and I am able to share 
my understanding with students, staff and patients.

2. I know some things about specific foods that give my patients 
difficulty, but I wish I was more skilled in finding them 
ethnically appropriate alternatives. 

3. I don’t know much about some ethnic groups. I wish I had 
more understanding of the specific foods, eating pattern, and 
the culture. 

Poll: Question 1 
• Cultural and ethnic food 
preferences and eating 
habits are usually the last 
traditions people change 
because they preserve 
ethnic identity

If you really want to make a 
friend, go to someone’s house 
and eat with him… the people 
who give you their food give 
you their heart.”
-Cesar Chavez

Culture
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• Patients with no interpreter = 
30-50% increase death/serious 
injury 

• Family or friends interpret 10 
min conversation = 33 major 
interpretation errors

Why worry about 
culture?

• 250 choices/day

• Integral to culture

• No peanut sauce, no more 
ketchup, no soy sauce?

• Food choices based on the 
land, the climate, the crops, 
the water, the fuel

• Food, literally, becomes you & 
those you care about

What is important 
about food?

The little people who live on the rocks

The little people who live on the rocks
Also known as Goose Neck Barnacles

Carol Valkenier, 
Victoria BC

• Plate

• Utensils

• Napkins

• Tablecloth

You don’t understand the food of my country
• Portion sizes
• Ethnic lunches

Injera
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• Culturally sensitive foods to ask 
about

• Holiday foods

• Scheduling around fasting or 
feasting

• What may be causing high/low 
labs 

• Suggest acceptable alternatives

• Help save money on food 

• Immense psychological support

Knowing about food and culture helps We are cooking!

• In order to help someone eat for 
dialysis, you have to understand 
the whole person

• Understand medical needs, but 
also understand their culture: 

– Who cooks, who shops? 
– Typical food choices & 

patterns
– Food taboos
– Religious preferences
– Biological intolerances
– Financial resources
– Family hierarchy 

• Westernization of diet

Person centered care

www.nwkidney.org

Just tell him not to drink milk

• Your plate
• Your tortilla
• Your injera
• Your rice bowl
• Your fufu
• Your taro leaf
• Your banana

The RD translates science into what 
to put on:

Nigeria; Yam Porridge with Efo Riro, 
(vegetable soup without melon), 
and roast chicken.

3 morning meals

Japanese

Indian; Parantha

Full English
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3 noon meals

Wonton Noodles, pork dumplings, 
BBQ pork, spinach, Singapore

SNF patients bedside, USA

Ẹfọ riro with beef stew. 
Efo riro: locust beans, 
fish, shrimp, cow skin, 
organ meats, Nigeria

3 evening meals

Stir-fried pork chop potato, fried 
egg with tomato, Hong Kong

Beans and rice, Brazil 

Fresh clams with 
noodles, NY

www.nwkidney.org

Padma’s story
Group question: 

What are potential issues for 
renal patients? 

1. Valentines Day

2. St. Patrick's Day

3. 4th of July

4. New Year's Day

5. SuperBowl Day

US Holidays 

1. Valentines Day:
Chocolate, nuts

2. St. Patrick's Day:
Corned beef, cabbage, beer

3. 4th of July:
BBQ or picnic foods, potato 
salad

4. New Year's Day:
Ham, collard greens, black-
eyed peas

5. SuperBowl Day:
Chips, guacamole

Group question possible answers

Black-eyed pea salad recipe at www.nwkidney.org

• Lent: abstaining

• Passover: Latkes

• Mardi Gras: pancakes

• Dia de los Muertos: Sugar 
skulls

• Ramadan: Fasting followed 
by feasting

• Children’s Day: Mochi, 
cakes

Other US holidays
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Chinese New Year

– Food prepped ahead so no 
knives are used as you may 
“cut your luck”

Japanese New Year

– Roe for fertility, black beans 
for health, seaweed for 
happiness. Mochi rice cakes

Vietnamese New Year

– Bahn chung (glutinous rice 
cake with beans and meat 
cooked in banana leaves)

Asian New Years in US Soul Food

• Cornbread, Grits, 

• Hushpuppies

• Pork; fatback, shank, jowl, hocks, 
ribs

• Black-eyed peas, peanuts, pecans

• Greens; collard, turnip, mustard

• Sweet potatoes, okra

• Fried chicken, fish, gizzards

• Cobblers, pies, upside down cake

Foods of the World • Fish, tofu, egg, meat

• Salted, dried seafood

• Rice

• Often high K veggies

• Noodles (soba/udon)

• Miso/Dashi Broths

• Seaweed

• Kim Chee, pickled vegies

• Street food, BBQ meats

• Pots of tea

• Salty Sauces: soy sauce, fish 
sauce, shrimp sauce, black 
bean sauce, hoisin sauce, 
teriyaki sauce

Japan/Korea

• Meat prominent; steaks, cutlets

• Lots of dairy,  

• Lots of cheese

• Butter, lard

• Salads

• Wheat based; pasta, bread 
dumplings, pastries

• Grape wine

• Beer

Western European
• Olive oil, whole grains, pasta, bread, veggies

• Pulses: chick peas, lentils

• Flat breads; Naan, pita

• Lamb, goat 

• Smaller meat portions

• Eggs, cheeses, milk

• Pork often avoided

Catholic church, Coptic church, Greek Orthodox, 
Jewish, Hindu, Muslim: 

• All have many religious fast/feast days; foods 
avoided or included

Middle East/Mediterranean
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• Cheese

• Canola oil

• Beef

• Corn

• Wheat

• Oats

• Barley

• Potatoes

• Apples, tree fruit

• Multi-ethnic

• Mixture of 
French/British/ 
Indigenous foods 

Canada
• Soups, broths

• Rice, dumplings

• Vegetables

• Fish, Beef, Pork, Chicken

• Dried, salted, pickled 

• Congee (rice soup)

• Sauces: soy, oyster, lobster, 
plum sauces

• Yin and Yang Foods; 

– Hot or Cold Foods

• Traditional medicines

China

www.nwkidney.org

Angel Food Cake & Peanut Butter cookies

Sunny Angel Food Cake recipe at nwkidney.org

• Soups are important

– Borscht (beets)

– Potato

– Cabbage

• Piroshkies, Blini, meatballs or 
dumplings

• Potatoes 

• Root vegetables

• Noodles

• Breaded meats

• Pickled vegetables, krauts

• Compote

Eastern Europe 

• North East Africa (Ethiopia)
– Central plate
– Injera, Berbere, Wat 
– Meat; Beef, chicken, eggs, 

Greens, Lentils
– Cheese; dry cottage cheese
– Halal; traditional meat slaughter 

(similar to Kosher), No pork

• Northern Africa (Morocco)
– Couscous
– Root Vegetables
– Meat

African
• Central Africa

– Peanut stews
– Greens
– Root Veggies

• West Africa
– Salt
– Bananas
– Fish
– Cassava, Yams, Maize, Fufu

• East Africa
– Green Leafy Vegetables
– Root vegetables
– Cattle, sheep, goats
– Milk, cheese

Africa
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• Often Vegetarian

– No beef for Hindus

– No pork for Muslims

• Daal (lentil base), rice or bread

• Chutneys, Pickles 

• Dairy; Paneer (cheese), 
Yoghurt, Lassi, Raita

• Spices 

• Ayurvedic medicine 

India
Mix of European, African and Indigenous recipes

• Corn based; tamales, tortillas

• Potatoes 

• Quinoa

• Peppers, tomatoes

• Rice and Beans

• Grilled and BBQ meats

• Seafood

• Empanadas; Meat/sweet filled pastries

• Dulce de Leche

• Yerba Mate, Horchata

Mexican/South American 

• Colonization in the south (Italy, 
Germany), north by Portugal, 
brought slaves from Africa. South is 
close to Argentina and Uruguay

• South; Lots of red meat. Not a lot 
of manioca, (cassava). Breakfast 
similar to Italian breakfasts.

• North: More fish, coconut oil, 
cassava and other starchy roots. 
Foods spicier in general.

• Both tend to eat a good portion of 
fruits and vegetables but varieties 
differ

Brazil
Breakfast: toast, butter, kaya, 
(coconut based, brown sugar 
jam), 2 soft boiled eggs, dark 
soya sauce, pepper, coffee with 
condensed milk, sugar.

Singapore

Malay Nasi Lemak; rice, 
coconut milk, garlic, pandan
leaf. Eaten with fried chicken, 
fried egg, anchovies, peanuts.

• English fish and chips, 
Australian style. 

• Chicken Parmesan

• BBQ

• Burgers 

• Pavlova

• Meat pies

• Anzac cookies

• Vegemite

Australia, 
New Zealand Multiple imperial cultures; 

Spain, US Japan, Holland
Catholic, Muslim 

• Taro, Cassava
• Rice, noodle dishes
• Salty sauces
• Beef, pork, goat
• Canned meats
• Fresh Seafood, salt cod
• Canned milk
• Tropical fruits 
• Bananas, Plantains
• Coconut

Pacific Islands



3/5/2019

8

• Noodle Soups

• Meat & vegies cook in soup

• Meat as a condiment

• Fresh Herbs

• Fish Sauce, shrimp paste

• Chili Sauce, curries

• Buddhist-Vegetarians

• Herbal medicines

• French Coffee/tea with milk

• French baguettes, Bánh mì

Southeast Asia

• The Jessas; Hindi, 
Tanzania, Canada

• Adi & Rami’s parents; 
Romanian & Syrian

What about mixed cultures? 

• Foraged food, homegrown food

• Keeping Kosher

• Native Americans

• Indigenous peoples

• Many Island cultures

• Scandinavia

• Immigrants to other countries: Fuji, 
ethnic Chinese

• About 60 other countries, religious 
practices and languages! 

What have I left out? 

www.nwkidney.org

• Somali market buying meat

Fluent in 5 languages, just not English

Where do you shop? 

www.nwkidney.org

Where do you shop? Poll 2: Where do you shop mostly? 
1. Chain Grocery Store (Safeway/ 

QFC/Krogers

2. Discount grocery store: 
Walmark/Winco

3. Bulk grocery store: 
Costco/Cash & Carry

4. Upscale grocery; Whole foods, 
Trader Joe’s

5. Ethnic Market

6. Online

7. Farmers Market
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1. Chain Grocery Store (Safeway/ 
QFC/Krogers

2. Discount grocery store: 
Walmark/Winco

3. Bulk grocery store: Costco/Cash & 
Carry

4. Upscale grocery; Whole foods, 
Trader Joe’s

5. Ethnic grocery

6. Online

7. Farmer’s market

8. They don’t shop

Poll 3: Where do your patients shop?

• Best produce

• Fresh fish

• Best prices

• Widest variety

Try an Asian or Latinx Market

• Group question

• What food taboos can 
you think of? 

Food Taboos
It’s the difference between 
dialyzing to live, and living to 
dialyze.

How important is it really? 

• What Mom made: Orange juice, 
chicken soup, tapioca pudding, 
ginger ale, peanut butter toast, 
mac & cheese, hot cocoa

• Hospital foods: Jell-O, Popsicles, 
mashed potatoes/gravy, mac 
and cheese, grilled cheese 
sandwich, broth

• Consider times when you need 
comfort: what foods you 
gravitate towards?

Comfort foods

• Stairway of food

• See through 
backpacks 

• Somalia: 800 
calories/day

Food deprivation can leave its mark
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• The average American eats 
two of three meals a day 
away from home

• Average  in restaurant 4-5 
times a week. 

Eating Out What about other countries? 

How often do you eat out? ie, food 
you did not cook yourself, and you 
don’t know the person did. 

1. Once a year

2. Once a month

3. Once a week

4. Twice a week

5. Three times a week

6. More than 3 times a week

7. Once a day

8. Twice a day

9. I never cook 

Poll Question 4

www.nwkidney.org

Your take away

Some people 
I know from _______ eat/do: ______. 

Is this true for you? 

The Million Dollar Sentence! 

• Some people I know from India don’t eat meat, is this true for 
you?

• Some people I know eat out at McDonalds every day, is this true 
for you?

• Some people I know get meat from the hunters in their family, is 
this true for you?

• Some Muslims I know fast during Ramadan, others I know do not, 
what is true for you?

• Some people do ________. Is this true for you? 

Examples, Make up your own? 
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• Ethnic Lunch, Grocery Food 
Network

• Cable TV

• Social media, eg. Instagram

• Travel

• Cooking classes

• Read

• Ask! 

Fun ways to learn! 
• Korean Senior Club +4 others; Korean meals
• Vietnamese Senior Assoc +2 others : Vietnamese meals
• Senior City +4 others: Asian meals
• Des Moines Senior Center +6 others: Latino meals
• Redmond Sr Center, Indian Ass of WWa: East Indian meals
• Filipino Community Center+2 : Filipino meals
• Yester Community Center: Ethiopian and Eritrean meals
• American Polynesian Organization +1: Tongan, Samoan meals
• Hmong Senior Club: Hmong meals
• Kawabe Memorial House +1: Japanese meals
• Laotian Sr Club: Laotian meals 
• The Central: Soul food meals
• Ukrainian Community Center Federal Way +2: Ukrainian meals
• Indian Health Board +1: Native American Meal

Not just Meals on Wheels….

• Burrowes, JD. Influence of culture on adherence to the renal 
diet. Adv Ren Replace Therapy 11:97-104, 2004

• Rosa Lo San Ross; Beyond Bok Choy; A cooks guide to Asian 
vegetables. 1996, Artisan publishing, NY. 

• Van Aken, Norman,  Exotic Fruit Posters, Celestial Arts Pub, CA
• Austin, Nancy, Ken Home’s Guide to Asian ingredients Posters, 

Celestial Arts Pub, CA. 
• Immerwahr, Daniel How to Hide an Empire: A Short History of 

the Greater United States
• Kimmerer, Robin Wall, Braiding Sweetgrass; Indigenous 

Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants 

Biography & Resources

• Good to Eat: Riddles of Food & Culture. Marvin Harris
• The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down. Anne Fadiman
• Where Our Food Comes From; Gary Nabhan
• Foods of the World: Time Life Series: Michael Field
• Food, a Universal Language; American Red Cross
• Hungry Planet; Peter Menzel
• What I Eat; Peter Menzel
• Spirit of the Harvest; Beverly Cox
• Culture & Nursing Care; Juliene Lipson
• Salt, a World History; Mark Kurlansky
• Riding the Waves of Culture

Bibliography & Resources

Katy Wilkens, MS, RD
Northwest Kidney Centers
700 Broadway, Seattle, 98122
(206)720-3987
Katy@NWKidney.org

Great kidney friendly recipes: 
www.NWKidney.org

Contact me 


