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ABSTRACT

Background: Older adults face unique and often unmet needs concerning food and nutrition, crucial for ensuring food security and supporting socialization. However, the current U.S. Senior Nutrition Program, offering congregate and home-delivered meals, has limited reach and effectiveness, particularly among underserved older adults. The Nutrition for Underserved Elders Via Application (NUEVA) project seeks to address these challenges through an innovative technological approach by developing a multi-domain application. The application aims to expand the reach and effectiveness of existing programs, enabling multilevel interventions, and generating data to inform policy, systems, and environmental changes, strengthening food security and social connections across a large region of Texas.

Methods: A qualitative research method was employed, utilizing user-centered design (UCD) and the think-aloud method to iteratively review and enhance the prototype of NUEVA engaging end-users and stakeholders. This prototype includes four key modules: sign-up, referral, meal selection for home-delivered meals, and the assessment with validated food security and loneliness measures. Informed by the socio-ecological model and principles of community engagement, the team obtained feedback from stakeholders, including an Advisory Board and community partners, throughout the concept generation, iterative development, and prototype testing phases of NUEVA. We incorporated all findings from the consultations with stakeholders and older adults to build and enhance the prototype. We conducted a focus group method to collect data from stakeholders while utilizing the interview method to collect data from older adults. Demographic information of the participants was collected via the Qualtrics survey.

Results: A new model was created to facilitate PSE (policy, system, or environmental) changes by linking community meal providers, food security partners, health and social service providers, Area Agencies on Aging, and older adults, and their families. Five focus groups with stakeholders were conducted via Zoom, and fourteen older adults were interviewed in person. Both groups of participants provided feedback to enhance the functionality, intuitiveness, and accessibility of the NUEVA application. Feedback included adjustments to font size and color, modifications to date formats, changes in imagery, the addition of clear instructions, as well as discussions on cyber security concerns, access to technology (devices, data plans, broadband), and competing priorities for meal and service providers. Thematic analysis of transcripts from the focus groups and interviews revealed six key themes: (a) technology experience and perceived usefulness, (b) perceived self-efficacy in using technology, (c) intention to use the NUEVA application, (d) perceptions of support for technology use, (e) nutritional risk among older adults, and (f) perceptions of the organizational impact of NUEVA.

Conclusions: Preliminary results have highlighted the benefits of a community-engaged and UCD approach, such as designing features to reflect sociocultural values and existing community assets. Findings will inform prototype modification, including the addition of new modules (e.g., nutrition education, grocery delivery), and subsequent testing in collaboration with stakeholder groups. Ongoing research will identify opportunities to maximize the impact of senior nutrition programs. 
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