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A Pilot Study To Evaluate The Development And Implementation Of A 
Virtual Nutrition Education Program In Older Veterans
Sarah Cassatt, MS, RD1; Jamie Giffuni, MS2; Heidi Ortmeyer, PhD2; Leslie Katzel, MD, PhD2,3; Odessa 
Addison, PhD, DPT2,4; Elizabeth A Parker, PhD, RD2,4

Curriculum Development
• The 14-week nutrition education series included content relevant to 

healthy aging. Guided by the social cognitive theory framework, it 
focused on self-regulation skills, e.g., goal setting, overcoming barriers 
and identifying triggers that cause less optimal dietary choices.

• The curriculum was created to accommodate online learning and 
contained an instructor guide and participant materials (Figure 2).

• Instructor guides contained instructor notes, key points, and take-
away messages providing connected learning week to week.

• Participant materials included an educational participant handout, 
applied activity (group or individual), and recipes for the weekly 
produce.

• Planned open discussion time during class allowed for comradery and 
Veterans to share recipe ideas/suggestions for produce preparation.

• As the program progressed, additional information was included about 
produce preparation, storage, and basic cooking skills.

• Following the 14-week program, participants completed a feedback 
survey over the phone. Common themes related to positive and negative 
feedback and suggestions for improvement are summarized in Table 1.

Program Overview
• Despite evidence to support CVD prevention and disability 

management, <50% of older adults consume healthy diets.

• Among older adults with mobility challenges, common tasks 
like food shopping, meal preparation, and cooking are barriers 
to consuming a healthy diet, causing poor dietary intake. 

• Poor diet contributes to chronic disease risk and loss of muscle 
mass and strength, consequently limiting function and mobility.

• Interventions that improve diet quality among older, urban 
dwelling adults with mobility challenges are needed.

• This study describes the development of a 14-week virtual 
group nutrition education intervention paired with produce 
delivery in older Veterans with mobility challenges participating 
in an exercise and health promotion program (Gerofit).

Results and Conclusions
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Community Partnership
Through a partnership with Therapeutic Alternative of Maryland 
(TALMAR) Farm, participants received 14 weeks of assorted 
locally grown fresh produce. The VAFARMS program is a 
compensated work therapy program for Veterans eligible for 
behavioral healthcare services at the VA. This partnership allowed 
for a unique experience of our Veterans participants receiving 
produce grown by other Veterans in the sustainable agriculture/VA 
FARMS training program. 
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Themes Participant Quotes 

Impact and 
feasibility of 
produce delivery  

 “The fresh produce boxes added greatly to the class in that there was an opportunity to 
revisit familiar items and to introduce new produce into my diet.”

 “Produce was a welcome thing. I would take some of the fruits and vegetables and 
make smoothies. All the healthy stuff in the bag, it was good to receive that”

 “Thought it was too much produce for one person to handle, only negative thing, still 
have produce in freezer weeks later” 

Experience of 
using an online 
platform and new 
technology 

 “I don’t have a computer so I couldn’t print out the handouts, and could not create files 
or directories from a cell phone…”

 “I don’t do computers, and my amputation is the loss of my dominant hand..”

 “The first few classes were a little awkward trying to figure out technology,  gained a lot 
of awareness about some of the different nutritional values and about some of the 
things I was doing or not doing.” 

Cooking 
knowledge and 
cooking skills 

 “…the cooking part I had no use for as I don’t cook. Recipes and that kind of stuff was 
wasted on me because recipes mean nothing to me. I really enjoyed the class.”

 “How we can improve these classes?...cooking class on various cuts how to prepare 
and best ways to eat them”

Nutrition 
information and 
class experience 

 “The information I received from the classes, all good and I tried to apply it most of the 
time, but without the classes I wouldn’t have done any of it. The classes helped keep 
me on track.”

 “The classes are helpful, but could be more helpful to me if I weren’t 100% disabled.” 

Figure 1. Images of the weekly produce boxes from TALMAR Farms

Figure 2. Sample instructor guide content and participant materials for a weekly 
lesson.

Introduction

Table 1. Themes from satisfaction surveys

Participant Demographics

• N=12 Veterans

• 92% male; 75% Caucasian; aged 74 years

• BMI: 32.2 kg/m2

• Number of comorbidities: 16

• Number of prescribed medications: 8

Class Participation and Satisfaction

• Attended 9.3 out of 14 optional sessions 

• Mean rating: 9.2 out of 10

Teaching older adults with impaired mobility how 

to overcome barriers to consuming a healthy 

diet provides an opportunity to significantly 

impact this group’s dietary intake. Improving 

dietary intake is important to delay further 

progression of disability and maintain functional 

independence among this aging population.

Activity: “Nutrition Facts Decoder”

We have discussed a lot of information today. Now its time to 
practice. Using the nutrition fact label you brought to class we 
will do a short activity:

1. Take 30 seconds to determine the serving size of your 
product.

2. Take 30 seconds to determine how many servings you 
usually eat.
a. Have participants share at this point. Were they 

surprised by this? Was it hard to determine? 
3. Take 1 minute to identify three nutrients of interest to you. 

Write it down.
4. Take 30 seconds to rate your item: green, yellow, red?

a. Have participants share: Is this an item that they want to 
continue to eat? Is it helping them achieve their goals? 
Were they surprised by anything?

Section: Recipes and Produce Box
a. Review contents of produce box.
b. Identify one piece of produce. 

i. Provide info on how to
store, prepare, and cook       
with this item.

c. Provide 1-2 recipes                                                           
using ingredients from                                                         
your produce box. 


