
Risk for Obesity

Obesity is experienced at a 
greater rate among low-income 
households, especially women 
and children.1 

More frequent and skillful food 
preparation has been shown 
to be associated with more 
healthful dietary intake among 
young adults,2 adolescents,3 
and low-income women.4

Mobile Health

Mobile health (mHealth) 
technology includes text 
messages, apps, sensors, 
wearable devices, and other 
wireless monitors, used to 
improve health outcomes, 
healthcare services, and 
health research, and may 
facilitate more modest 
improvements that encourage 
healthy behaviors.5 

Over 77% of Americans own 
a smartphone, 64% living in 
households earning less 
than $30,000 per year, demon-
strating the potential reach of 
mHealth in lower income 
populations.6

In June 2017, Share Our Strength’s Cooking Matters, in partnership with Savvy Apps, 
launched the Cooking Matters Mobile App (CM App), a resource for meal planning and 
preparation. The Gretchen Swanson Center for Nutrition aimed to evaluate the CM App’s 
ability to help low-income users make positive changes with regard to recipe use, shopping 
list development, and meal planning.
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53% ate home-prepared meals 
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participated in at least 1 
federal food assistance program

Meals

Participants were highly confident 
in meal planning

Participants highly valued cooking 
well-balanced meals at home, 

but only sometimes planned meals 
before grocery shopping 

but were less confident in their 
ability to cook meals at home 

Generally did not consider themselves 
to be meal planners
 
Were comfortable with grocery list 
development & usage

Prepared quick and simple meals 
that they knew their family would eat

The recipe feature of the CM App was liked because it inspired interviewees to 
make minor changes to current habits

Interviewees were mostly habitual in grocery shopping and meal preparation

“I’ll buy the same things over and over 
because of replenishing things like milk, 
eggs, bread.”

“We just go and try to remember what 
we eat and what we need, which is 
almost every time the same.”

Food purchasing was often dependent on store sales and/or family preferences

“Some months we eat a lot of chicken 
because that is what is on sale.”

Lack of time and family preferences were often cited as barriers to meal 
preparation

“… being confident to cook it well and 
knowing that my kids will eat it, so we 
don't waste, is for me, where I struggle 
the most.”

“After working all day, and between 
practices, homework, and getting the 
kids ready for bedtime, the meal is 
gonna get cut short.”

“Sometimes you get into like a routine 
because this is what your family will eat, 
this is what you have. From the app, I’ve 
been able to make different stuff or 
make some of the stuff I make in a 
different way and they’ll still eat it.”

“Not a single recipe asked for a piece 
of cookware that I didn’t own, and 
that’s a nice change from some of the 
other websites which get really 
crazy.”

Interview ResponsesParticipants

Survey Responses

Interviewees

“Sometimes we [say no to children’s 
requests], but it depends on [the 
item], how long we've been at the 
store, how cranky they're getting.”



In this evaluation, among a mainly low-income 
population, meal planning, shopping list 
development, and food purchasing behaviors 
appeared to be based on habit and influenced by 
family preference and food costs. These findings 
have shown that early users of the CM App, 
much like other apps of this nature, may engage 
and/or are motivated to engage in healthier 
behaviors. However, the generally positive 
outcomes suggest the CM App may be 
associated with more healthful dietary patterns. 
CM App users may benefit most from 
incorporating new ways into their routines to 
prepare easy, cost-efficient, healthy meals at 
home that their families will enjoy. Because few 
apps of this type have been scientifically 
evaluated, lessons learned may be highly 
valuable to future versions of the CM App, as 
well as potentially contribute to the development 
and evaluation of other evidence-based dietary 
behavior apps.

• Evaluate future version of the CM App for usability and relation to changes 
in behaviors (such as fruit and vegetable intake)

• Consider making changes suggested by interviewees

• Tailor to audiences of varying levels of confidence in and attitudes toward 
meal preparation, grocery list usage, and meal planning

• Market CM App as tool for participants of Cooking Matters courses

• Incorporate "Meal Concepts" into recipe feature to help users learn how to 
substitute foods, reduce food waste, freeze ahead, add more fruits and 
vegetables into meals and snacks, etc.

• Incorporate “how to” videos for recipes or “Meal Concepts,” such ideas to 
incorporate more fruits and vegetables into meals and snacks, to increase 
user confidence

• Consider ways to encourage users to update app and/or be notified about 
improvements

• Consider whether to continue the meal planner and/or grocery list  features 
or reallocate resources to other app features, such as the recipe feature 

Conclusion Key Recommendations

The Gretchen Swanson Center for Nutrition is an Omaha-based, 
independent nonprofit research organization providing research, 
evaluation, and partnership in childhood obesity prevention, food 
insecurity, and local food systems.
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