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Ted Barnett, MD:  
The High-Tech Doctor  
with Low-Tech Solutions
by Ted Barnett, MD, FACLM

Let me introduce myself. I am a third-
generation physician who was drawn 
to diagnostic imaging during a Tufts 

medical school elective, when a brilliant 
woman radiologist and Holocaust survivor 
told me in a thick German accent, “You 
have a very good eye, you should become 
a radiologist.” It turns out that I also have 
pretty good hands, and I like to make and fix 
things. This combination has served me well 
in my nearly 40-year practice of diagnostic 
and interventional radiology. In recent 
years, I do fewer major interventions, but I 
still do plenty of biopsies and other similar 
procedures.

How did this line of work merge with lifestyle 
medicine and other “low-tech” solutions? My 
wife, Carol, had been drawn to vegetarianism 
for decades, but it wasn’t until after our 
marriage that she saw a pamphlet about a 
downed cow that drew her compassion and 
started us both on the plant-based journey. 
In 1990, we went to a Sierra Club gathering 
where the guest speaker spoke eloquently 
about the environmental reasons to be 
vegan. I was a member of the Sierra Club 
and an ardent environmentalist, and that’s 
when I “got religion”; I told the assembled 
crowd that I would be vegan from that day 
forward. I knew that a vegan diet reduced 
animal suffering and reduced harm to the 
planet. But was it safe?

At around that time, I read the new books, 
Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing 
Heart Disease and Dr. John McDougall’s The 
McDougall Program. These very plausible 
books, by physicians no less, were at once 
reassuring and unsettling. This new plant-
based diet that our family was embarking 
on—at the time we had two little girls, later to 
add a son—was not just safe, it was optimal. 
At the same time, the received truths about 
diet that were part of my upbringing and 
medical training were now undergoing a 
serious re-evaluation. 
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from that day forward.

Things proceeded from there. The speaker 
at the Sierra Club gathering that had 
prompted my conversion happened to be the 
cofounder of the newly-minted Rochester 
Area Vegetarian Society (later Rochester 
Area Vegan Society). Before long, my wife 
and I were members, then members of 
the board; then, in 1995, we took over as 
coordinators. Also in 1995, we went for the 
first time to the North American Vegetarian 
Society’s Summerfest—a transformative 
experience which became a yearly family 
tradition which continues to this day. 
It’s been an important part of our kids’ 
upbringing. 

Hearing experts talk about a plant-based 
diet at Vegetarian Summerfest gave me 
the courage to share my own growing 
expertise and peculiar vantage point on 
the topic. I wrote a piece called “How Not 
to Prevent Disease: A Brief History of U.S. 
Dietary Recommendations.” That became a 
Summerfest presentation, then the germ of 
a six-week course on a plant-based diet that 
I gave in the Rochester area (with my wife 
providing recipes and food samples) from 
2012 to 2020. In 2015, I founded Rochester 
Lifestyle Medicine Institute (RLMI) with the 
purpose of helping people take charge of 
their own health. 

In 2018, we developed the 15-Day Whole-
Food, Plant-Based Jumpstart and started 
giving it to monthly cohorts of 25–30 people 
in our brick-and-mortar office. They’ve 
resulted in amazing improvements in 
blood sugar, blood pressure, weight, and 
cholesterol, which we have been able to 
demonstrate with on-site before-and-after 
testing. Our results were incorporated into 
peer-reviewed publications, which led to the 
program being certified by the American 
College of Lifestyle Medicine (ACLM).

Then COVID changed everything. In March of 
2020, RLMI pivoted and began offering the 15-
Day Whole-Food, Plant-Based Jumpstart on 
Zoom and an online platform. In the ensuing 
years, Jumpstart has reached over 2,500 
people from 44 states and 9 foreign countries, 
and over 360 doctors from around the 
country have referred patients to the program. 
RLMI now offers a suite of programs online, 
including Jumpstart, Lift, health coaching, 
cooking classes, monthly lifestyle-as-medicine 
lectures, and our unique and highly popular 
Lifestyle Medicine Grand Rounds (LMGR), 
where experts discuss a challenging, real case 
from a lifestyle perspective. We recently made 
LMGR events available to the general public 
and not just doctors. 

Through all these years, I have maintained 
my busy radiology practice. It pays the bills, 
and it gives me an invaluable perspective 
on the healthcare system, which helps me 
to guide the path of RLMI. It also helps 
me work with other plant-based health 
professionals to change the system, as 
when I served on the board of the American 
College of Lifestyle Medicine and chaired 
the committee that wrote the Diabetes Bill 
of Rights. I currently divide my time between 
radiology and working towards a plant-based 
world by serving as President of RLMI and 
giving talks, interviews, and presentations—
though, truth be told, I would be just as 
happy out in the woods birding.
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That brings me back to the environmental 
pledge to change my diet that I made more 
than 30 years ago. I have always considered 
myself an environmentalist, at least since the 
age of 18 when I joined the Sierra Club, but 
really before that, as I grew up in a family of 
birders who helped save an island in Long 
Island Sound from being taken over by a 
nuclear power plant. As the issue of climate 
change has become ever more pressing, 
the contribution made by diet has become 
harder to ignore. The plant-based way of 
eating—which prevents so much human and 
animal suffering—also stands ready as the 
solution to the climate crisis, if only people 

would adopt it on a large scale. RLMI is 
doing its part to start people on the plant-
based path. 

To bring it all together and take things to 
a new level, RLMI has established Pale 
Blue Dot Community (www.paleblue.
community). PBDC is at once a platform 
for RLMI programs and a community 
forum where people can pursue personal 
and planetary health in a setting that is 
refreshingly positive and free of commercial 
interference and toxic messages. Pale 
Blue Dot Community takes its name from 
the image showing earth as a single pixel 
captured when Carl Sagan, an astronomer 
on the NASA team, asked that Explorer 1 
train its camera on Earth before departing for 
outer space. That “pale blue dot,” as Sagan 
observed, contains all the human hopes and 
dreams of the past, present, and future, and 
yet it is incredibly vulnerable. It is my hope 
that the RLMI team, along with the larger 
community of plant-based advocates, can 
unite in a shared enterprise to turn things 
around: to use plant-based diets as a way 
to bring life and health to humans and every 
living creature on this precious planet, “the 
only home we’ve ever known.”   

TED BARNETT, MD, FACLM 
(also known as Dr. Veggie) is 
the president and board chair 
of Rochester Lifestyle 
Medicine Institute, which he 
founded in 2015. Known as 
the High-Tech Doctor with 

Low-Tech Solutions, he is an interventional 
radiologist, mammographer, body imager, and 
partner with Borg and Ide Imaging in Rochester, 
NY, where he has practiced since 1986. He 
received his BS in 1976 from Yale and his MD 
in 1980 from Tufts, where he also completed 
his diagnostic imaging residency, and he 
became board certified in 1984. Eleven years 
later, in 1995, he became one of the first 
physicians to be board certified in vascular  
& interventional radiology, and in 2017, he 
became one of the first 204 physicians to be 
board certified in lifestyle medicine. As a fellow 
and former board member of the American 
College of Lifestyle Medicine, Dr. Barnett is 
dedicated to transforming the practice of 
medicine using the principles of plant-based 
nutrition and lifestyle medicine. Ted lives with 
his wife, Carol, in an old farmhouse near 
Rochester, NY. They have three amazing, 
lifelong-vegan children. You can learn more  
at RochesterLifestyleMedicine.org, and  
PaleBlue.Community.
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