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THE IOWA CAFÉ (2020-2023) & TEXAS CONGREGATE MEAL 
INITIATIVE (2019-2022): BOTH ARE INNU GRANT PROGRAM

ACL INNU Grant Program

 ACL funded “Innovations in Nutrition” grants to support the 
testing and documentation of innovative and promising 
practices within the aging services network since 2017

 TCMI, funded in 2019, is a partnership between Texas 
HHSC, Texas A&M University, SNAP-Ed, 16 Selected 
Nutrition Providers & their Area Agencies on Aging

 The Iowa Café, funded in 2020, is a partnership between 
Iowa Dept. of Aging and Elderbridge Area Agency on 
Aging

--INNU GOALS--

Enhance Quality

Increase Participation 

Best Practices

Results-Oriented Strategies

Cost-Effectiveness

Enhance Quality of Life



41,337

21,882
20,628

18,635
16,369

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

30,000

35,000

40,000

45,000

2010 2016 2017 2018 2019

60% Decline in 
Participation 
in 9 Years

Iowa Congregate Nutrition 
Consumer Participation

Source: Iowa Department on Aging, Aging & Disability Database



Barriers Addressed:

Nutrition

Menu

EnvironmentFunding

Intake Form

Marketing



The Iowa Café Key Innovations
Goal: Modernize Iowa’s congregate meal program infrastructure, 
delivery mechanisms, and outreach to increase the number of 
consumers and meals served.

Outcomes: Improved infrastructure and delivery mechanisms; 
strategic outreach to reach targeted senior population.



Iowa Service Area

o 99 counties in Iowa 
with a total population 
of 2,697,968 

o Elderbridge Agency on 
Aging serves 29 
counties with a total 
of 428,307

o 15.9% of the 
population

o Mostly rural



INNOVATIVE
MENUS



Critical Marketing Strategies



Revamped Intake & Registration



REPLICATION 

GUIDES…



January-November, 2021 
Success Measures

• 13 Sites opened in 9 
Counties

• 2,006 unique new 
participants registered

• 17,031 meals served



Participant  Testimonials

A gentleman who was a regular at a participating Iowa Café 
restaurant lost his job. When he stopped coming in, the restaurant 
manager inquired about his whereabouts. She was told he had lost 
his job and was living on a can of soup a day. She contacted him 
and informed him about our program and he now gets a hot meal 
every day.--Iowa Café participating restaurant owner

“I don’t know what we did to deserve 
this. We are so happy we get to enjoy 
these delicious meals.” - Iowa Café 
Participant from Garner, Iowa

“This man was so emotional when he 
came in to apply. His case worker told him 
to come in. He was thanking me over and 
over. So sweet. I’m so glad we’re doing 
this.”-- Iowa Café participating restaurant 
owner



What’s Next?



TEXAS CONGREGATE MEAL INITIATIVE: 

DEVELOPING CUSTOMER FOCUSED SUSTAINABLE & LOW-COST 
CONGREGATE PROGRAM MODELS AT 16 SITES

Texas HHSC, Public Policy Research Institute & Mays Business School, Texas A&M University



WHY MODERNIZE & RETHINK CONGREGATE 
MEAL PROGRAMS IN TEXAS?
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Improve the 
well-being of 

older Texans by 
modernizing 

local congregate 
nutrition 

programs

K
e
y
 O

b
je

ct
iv

e
s

Conduct a 
comprehensive gap 

analysis

Increase business 
acumen and program 

development

Implement and 
evaluate a learning 

collaborative
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Increased business 
acumen and program 

development skills 

Increase participation 
in OAA C1 

Congregate Nutrition 
Programs

Increased satisfaction 
and participation; 

Improved well-being 
and social integration 

KEY GOAL, OBJECTIVES & DESIRED TCMI OUTCOMES



TCMI PROJECT PHASES & WHERE WE ARE 

PHASE 1 

RESEARCH & GAP 
ANALYSIS

• Surveys of individuals 
60+ and senior 
serving orgs

• 29 Focus Groups with 
28 AAAs and 
Nutrition Providers

• Survey of Community 
Health Providers 

PHASE 2 

COACH & PREPARE

• 16 Meal Provider 
Proposals $2,500 
each

• 6-Month Targeted 
Learning

• Learning 
Collaborative
Workshop & TA

• 16 Pilots $7,500 each

• 7-Month
Implementation

• Evaluation to develop 
Texas specific 
evidence base

• 3 National 
Conferences

• 2 Academic Journal 
Submissions

• 1 State Summit to 
showcase best 
practices

PHASE 3 

IMPLEMENT & 
EVALUATE PILOTS

PHASE 4 

SHARE RESULTS

28 AAAs

254
counties

Nearly 200
Providers

16 Pilot 
Sites



KEY FINDINGS
RESEARCH & GAP ANALYSIS

• Lack of Awareness; Marketing

• Transportation 

• Changing Senior Demographics & Roles

• Stigma & Pride; Unappealing & Unwelcome Settings 

• Meals & Activity Limitations

WHY DECLINE IN 
PARTICIPATION?

• Regional Adaptations

• Strategic Marketing

• Revitalization of Activities & Settings

• Updating & Creative Rethinking of Meals

WHAT WORKS IN 
INCREASING 

PARTICIPATION? 



TCMI LEARNING COLLABORATIVE:  
THE BUILDING BLOCKS FOR INNOVATION

Selection of 16 Pilot Nutrition Providers

Virtual 3-Day Workshop October 2020

Targeted & Tailored Technical Assistance 
Curriculum 

Providers Develop & Refine Innovative Low-
Cost Business Plans

TCMI Pilot Innovations

20



FOUR TYPES OF TCMI INNOVATIVE PILOTS

Technology 
Based 

Programing

Creative 
Dining 
Models

Rebranding 
& 

Marketing

Health & 
Wellness

21



MORNING PERK 

CAFÉ

Breakfast Café Experience

• Set up a distinctive process and area 

for breakfast and discussions

• Engage early bird seniors with light 

breakfast and discussions

• Provide enhanced social connection 

experience

Partnerships
• Host local elected officials 

and other community 

partners as conversation 

leaders at the café once a 

month 

• Lead conversations on current 

events, history, etc.

Marketing

• Flyers distribution

• Social media use

• One Call Software



Connection Focused Programming

• Programming geared towards fostering 

social connection

• Development of key community 

partnerships for delivery

CONNECT ION 

CAFÉ

Dining Model Enhancements

• Component-based grab-n-go meal 

concept

• Menu development and efficient 

production schedule

Marketing/Rebranding

• Rebrand: Connection Café

• Targeted outreach to both previous & new 

clients

• Utilize social media and digital billboards 



Café-based Meal Service

• Update décor

• Update seating arrangements

All  Day Energy 

Under  One Roof Expanded Meal Options

• Cappuccino machine

• Salad bar

• Frozen drink machine

• Partnerships with donut shops

Removing Senior Center Stigma

• Target younger senior population

• Target with creative advertising



Offer a New Program 

Focused on Arts & Crafts 

• Target a different set of older 

adults

• Promote creative aging

• Provide social engagement

• Provide opportunities to connect 

with the community and bridge 

generational divides

Offer a New Menu

• Different from regular Meals 

on Wheels offering

• Different packaging and 

display of food offering 

• Get quick and constant 

feedback re menu for 

continuous improvement

Marketing

• Dedicated Facebook and 

Instagram accounts

• Showcase seniors work  at 

a craft fair, exhibition, etc.

• Work with local media to 

promote the program

• Network with local arts and 

crafts groups

S E A S O N E D  C R E AT I V E S



U V A L D E  C O U N T Y  

N U T R I T I O N

Lunch & Learn

Expanded Activities

• Create menu options with help from local restaurants and 

chefs

• Provide technology training on Zoom and social media as 

programing components

• Partner with local educators to develop curriculum that can 

later be implemented by recruited volunteers

Marketing
• Work with local media and restaurants to 

market the program

Monthly Café based Meal Service

• Enhanced ambience 

• Local restaurant & chef partners



OUTCOME MEASURES OF SUCCESS

Increased Client/Program Outcomes

Participation

Satisfaction 

Awareness and Knowledge

Nutrition

Health and wellness

Technology 

Program Offerings

Engagement in the Program 

Social Isolation/Connection

Program Visibility & Reach



FACTORS PROMOTING SUSTAINABILITY & SCALING

 Low Cost Innovations

 In-Kind Community Partnerships

 Volunteers & Client Ambassadors

 Repeatable Sponsorships

 Equipment & Resources

 Overall Institutionalization



Thank You!
Any Questions? 

Iowa

Alexandra Bauman, RD LDN
Contact: alexandra.bauman@iowa.gov

Danielle Crail
Contact: dcrail@elderbridge.org

Texas

Nandita Chaudhuri, Ph.D.
Contact: nchaudhuri@ppri.tamu.edu

Gina Carter
Contact: gina.carter@hhs.texas.gov 

Linda Netterville
Contact: linda.netterville@comcast.net



Panel 
Questions & 
Answers


