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BOLD UPSTREAM INTEGRATED  LOCAL DATA-DRIVEN  
Address social isolation 

and suicidality in 
seniors by breaking 

down systemic barriers 
impeding their ability 
to participate in social 
activity/connection, 

including transportation, 
location of services, and 

affordable housing 

Implement interventions 
related to social 

connectedness and 
simple acts of kindness 

that support elder 
well-being through the 

community, not just 
health professionals 

Bring together a vast 
array of organizations 

and policymakers 
to work together to 

address the root causes 
of health issues in 

seniors

Create a governance 
structure and culture 

that ensure participation 
of residents and key 

community leaders in all 
aspects of the program’s 
design, implementation, 
evaluation, and potential 

expansion/replication 

Advocate with funders 
and legislators 

using data from the 
community health 

needs assessment and 
University of Nevada, 

Reno 

POWERED BY

COMMUNITY IMPACT

2,500 senior citizen 
participants in  
It Starts with  

HELLO meetings

400 senior  
households surveyed  

about their  
health needs 

20 community  
partners involved in 
bettering the lives of  

our area seniors

IN PARTNERSHIP WITH
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INTRODUCTION 
Janet, in her mid-70s, lives in low-income 
housing in Reno, Nevada. Even before 
the pandemic, she often felt alone and 
isolated. Anna, another low-income 
senior in the area, had trouble accessing 
fresh food due to her mobility issues. Bill 
suffered from mental illness as he aged, 
and didn’t know where to seek support.

While Janet, Anna, and Bill each came 
from different backgrounds, they all sought 
connection and support as seniors in need. 
The HELLO Project in Reno helped Janet 
find connection, Anna access food, and 
Bill get crisis support. Janet showed up 
for Zoom calls, made new friends, and 
found ways to get resources for issues 
in her home—including to address flood 
damage. Anna relied on Meals on Wheels, 
and brought her friends into The HELLO 
Project to benefit from lunch deliveries. 
Bill found mental health support with the 
National Alliance of Mental Illness (NAMI) 
of Northern Nevada from one of the 
collaborative’s events. 

BACKGROUND
Reno, Nevada, had settlers starting in 
the mid-1800s. Located near Lake Tahoe 
along the Nevada-California border, it’s 
known as “The Biggest Little City in the 
World.” Reno is famous for its casinos and 

tourism industry. Recently, with an influx 
of investment in the tech sector from the 
San Francisco Bay Area and Seattle, local 
industries and demographics are shifting. 
Gone are the days of plentiful affordable 
housing, wages that keep pace with the 
cost of living, and walkable neighborhoods 
where seniors can easily access community 
resources. Situated along the Truckee River, 
Reno is the largest city in northern Nevada. 
The Reno metro area occupies a valley 
colloquially known as the Truckee Meadows.

In 2022, Reno’s population was 523,000, 
15 percent of whom were over 65 years 
old. Data showed particular ZIP codes in 
the Reno area with increased needs. One 
of these identified ZIP codes was 89512, 
chosen as the program’s focus due to its 
extremely high rates of health disparities 

and low social determinants of health 
scores (poverty, health concerns, crime, 
etc). It also has hospital admission rates 
for many health conditions—asthma, COPD, 
hypertension, cancer, diabetes, and kidney 
and liver disease—that far exceed Washoe 
County rates. In addition, 89512 has a higher 
proportion of seniors than other high-need 
ZIP codes, and seniors in this neighborhood 
are poorer and have reduced access to 
transportation. Crime is much higher here, 
potentially contributing to senior hesitation 
to engage in community activities. According 
to the Senior Quality of Life Data Dashboard 
developed by Truckee Meadows Tomorrow 
for their innovative NevadaTomorrow.org 
Community Data Portal in 2022, 77 percent 
of seniors in Washoe County felt isolated, 
likely stemming from a combination of 
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1 https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/factors/index.html
2 https://www.nevadatomorrow.org/indicators/index/view?indicatorId=343&localeId=1813&comparisonId=927
3 https://www.washoecounty.gov/coroner/files/statistical_reports/2016_annual_suicide_report.pdf

crime, housing issues, and poor health. Social 
isolation is known to be a key indicator in 
risk factors for suicidality.1 In Washoe County, 
8.5 percent of seniors (65 and older) live in 
poverty.2 Higher rates of poverty also are 
associated with higher prevalence of poor 
health behaviors and outcomes. 

Data has shown that loss of mobility, 
independence, social networks, and health 
status all contribute to social isolation 
and hopelessness. Social isolation is linked 
to poorer health, poorer quality of life, 
and lower life expectancy. More than 

25 percent of seniors in Washoe County 
experience poor health and reduced 
quality of life. The 89512 population has 
an approximately 13 percent higher rate of 
using the emergency room and their costs 
were generally 2 percent higher per visit 
than the total population in the county. 
Of people who died by suicide in Washoe 
County in 2016, 18 percent had a history 
of chronic pain, 38 percent had a history 
of chronic illness, and 47 percent had a 
mental health history—with 79 percent 
diagnosed with depression and/or anxiety.3

With changing economic realities, many 
residents—particularly seniors—are finding 
it difficult to maintain a residence. The 
challenges faced by aging residents have 
led to more high-density apartments and 
more renters needing housing assistance. 
The county’s 2022 median home price, at 
$620,000, is more than triple what it was 
in 2015. Rents have increased with equal 
measure during the past seven years. 
When people are forced to move often, 
it becomes more difficult to build and 
maintain a community with neighbors. By 
convening more events that bring seniors 
out of their homes and engage them with 
the larger community, the collaborative 
helps make immediate neighbor 
connections less important. 

Seniors aged 65 and older within 
Washoe County have the highest 
rate of attempted and completed 
suicide in the nation. Our goal 
with The HELLO Project is to ease 
this isolation and loneliness and 
provide resources to enhance 
the lives of the elderly in our 
community.—Kelly Glenn,  
The HELLO Project
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APPROACH
Seeing the acute unmet needs of the senior 
population in the Truckee Meadows, a team 
from The HELLO Project brought together 
a group of partners with the help of The 
BUILD Health Challenge® (BUILD). This 
group sought to improve the mental health 
and well-being of seniors, specifically by 
reducing the number of unplanned hospital 
and emergency admissions, the cost of 
care, and the attempts of and deaths by 
suicide in the 65-plus population. They 
aimed to achieve these goals by using a 
project/implementation plan that the 

C.A.R.E. Collaborative (renamed The 
HELLO Project) had designed to specifically 
address loneliness and isolation. The plan 
treats loneliness and isolation as social 
determinants of health, as they are linked 
with chronic disease, stroke, shortened life 
span, and suicide. While these aims remain 
pillars of the work, the approach has 
completely changed due to the pandemic 
and its devastating impacts on senior 
citizens.

[The] resilience of community 
partners who recognize the value 
of this work is significant—trying 
to address a critical need for  
this population. Things might  
be happening independently  
and we’ve been able to build 
bridges to new partners. 
—Nicole Lamboley, Food Bank  
of Northern Nevada

The partners in the project each bring 
vital perspective and resources to the 
work. Two partners focus on data, or 
data-related elements: Truckee Meadows 
Tomorrow (representing the merger of 
Truckee Meadows Healthy Communities and 
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow), developed 
a dashboard of community-focused data 
indicators related to seniors. The Nevada 
Department of Aging and Disability is 
developing a standardized training and 
certification curriculum, data collection 
standards, and training plan for its 
statewide Resource Navigators program. 
Other partners are focused on direct 
service to the community: the Food Bank 
of Northern Nevada has developed a 
program that includes education, health 
services, and healthy foods; Reno Housing 
Authority/VOA Housing are engaged 
in delivering neighborhood events and 
reaching/engaging residents; and Renown 
Health is the only nonprofit health care 
provider in the area. A third group of 

ADVANCING HEALTH EQUITY: We seek to address loss of mobility, 
independence, social networks, and health status that increasingly impact 
marginalized members of the community by advocating for improved access 
to transportation, increased walkability and safety, and more affordable 
senior housing in safe places. While The HELLO Project has broad aims, the 
single most important goal was to reduce isolation and loneliness in our elder 
community. If we can do that, then we have succeeded.
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partners—comprised of local federally 
qualified health centers, the University 
of Nevada, and the Sanford Center for 
Aging and Geriatric Specialty Care—work 
on strategies such as distributing a senior 
survey, educating and engaging seniors on 
initiatives (including continuing medical 
education), and hosting a befriending an 
elder volunteer program. The Community 
Foundation of Northern Nevada and 
the Reno Transit Commission work to 
expand the reach of The HELLO Project 
by educating constituents and partners 
and improving access to programming, 
respectively. With so much history and 
expertise among the partners, the team 
has tried to lift up existing initiatives 
serving seniors in Reno whenever possible, 
rather than develop new programs.

Seniors operate at a different 
pace than the outside world. 
There is a lot of fear among 
seniors, and things coming back 
to normal is happening much 
slower for seniors.—Erica Mirich, 
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow

As with so many other parts of the 
country, Reno residents have seen that 
race equity is an undeniable issue. The 
team has specifically tried to engage the 
Spanish-speaking community (hardest 

hit by COVID-19 and the largest minority 
population in the area) by translating 
the survey into Spanish and English, and 
ensuring that the photos on the website 
are culturally representative of all 
residents. The Black population, which 
accounts for 2 percent of Reno/Sparks 
residents, is another target population 
that the team is trying to reach. The 
team also recognizes that different ethnic 
communities have different norms around 
taking care of elders. For example, Latinx 
and Filipino communities in the area have 
more situations where elders are living 
with and cared for by their adult children. 
Sensitivity to cultural differences requires 
nuance in how solutions or programs are 
presented. The team has also engaged a 
diverse group of community members who 
can help build bridges with communities, 
particularly the Black, Asian, and Spanish-
speaking residents who call the Truckee 
Meadows home. 

PANDEMIC IMPACTS
The pandemic has had an outsized impact 
on seniors all across the country. In addition 
to the devastating mortality in that 
demographic, COVID-19 was also incredibly 
detrimental to community building and the 
overall social fabric for this group. Kelly 
Glenn of The HELLO Project shared that 
when the project kicked off more than two 

years ago, it revolved around two in-person 
meetings per week where people could 
gather and get resources. The pandemic 
necessitated canceling these in-person 
gatherings. With seniors in a high-risk 
category, services and locations related 
to them (such as senior centers) have 
remained shut longer than other facilities.

With COVID-19, the team initially shifted 
to Zoom meetings—called It Starts with 
HELLO—with a focus on how to stay safe 
and healthy. The group had mental health 
professionals join, and started doing 
other activities, like cooking demos and 
meditation, to bring levity. Meetings 
were advertised in local media, and in 
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demographic-specific outlets like “Aging 
and Awesome,” a local TV show. While this 
worked for many seniors, others lacked 
adequate technology to participate. The 
team distributed 30 iPads and Kindles; 
however, many residents still weren’t able 
to join virtually.

Since the pandemic had such a big impact 
on seniors, the project experienced 
fundamental shifts. Truckee Meadows 
Healthy Communities merged with Truckee 
Meadows Tomorrow during the pandemic, 
and the merger brought about dramatic 
changes in approach. These included using a 
quality of life data dashboard as a sustained 
data resource and bringing in the local, 
highly regarded Food Bank of Northern 
Nevada. While aspects of the original 
project were put on hold, new avenues for 
connecting to seniors emerged. Flexibility 
and nimbleness became tremendous assets 
for the HELLO team during this period 
of transition. The HELLO Project had 
planned asset mapping around a ride-share 
program, but did not complete it due to 
the shutting down of most public transport 
options in the region. In addition to losing 
the in-person meetings, the team was not 
able to continue this effort or engage in 
a participatory process due to COVID-19. 
The collaborative has had to make major 
pivots to be able to serve seniors in a way 
they couldn’t have imagined at the time of 
writing the application for BUILD.

Notably, the politically divided climate 
experienced by the nation was felt deeply 
by Truckee Meadows seniors. Not all senior 
residents feel welcome at all gathering 
locations. As COVID-19 brought out political 
tensions, it amplified divisiveness around 
issues like masking. This created situations 
where locations didn’t feel neutral, and 
not all seniors felt comfortable sharing 
spaces. COVID-19 has also made it 
particularly difficult to reach those who 
are not at all engaged. While the team 
can still check on and access those who 
are partially engaged, they have had a 
hard time reaching those who are totally 
cut off, particularly with events not 
happening in person. The initial hope was 

that there would be senior champions who 
would spread the word about services and 
resources among their friend networks. 
With the breakdown of the social fabric 
due to pandemic concerns, this intended 
ripple effect was greatly reduced. 

We are most proud that 
we haven’t given up. With 
everything that has happened, 
we continued to do whatever we 
could to engage with our elderly 
population and provide them 
with resources, speakers or, in 
some cases, just to lend an ear. 
—Kelly Glenn, The HELLO Project
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As things have opened, a pivot to a new 
normal is still taking place. For seniors, 
these shifts have been particularly 
difficult. Erica Mirich, President and CEO 
of Truckee Meadows Tomorrow, shared, 
“Reno Housing Authority, for example, has 
community rooms that have ebbed and 
flowed between being closed and being 
open—each new wave of the virus leaves 
our vulnerable seniors more and more 
wary of gathering together. The Washoe 
County Senior Center still isn’t back to 
normal. This makes planning for connection 
events challenging because senior-focused 
programming is moving so slowly.”

COVID-19 also brought about some policy 
changes for seniors. The state revamped 
their 211 program to expand social services 
programs for seniors. While welcome, 
this revision was a challenge for the team 
because it was done without the inclusion 
of The HELLO Project. After the acute part 
of the pandemic is over, the collaborative 
hopes to get involved in taking over these 
programs. 

MITIGATING ISOLATION
A big thesis of the project has been that 
mitigating isolation among seniors will lead 
to improved health outcomes. Working 
around COVID-19 challenges, the team 
started with engaging the community. The 
HELLO Project has been able to involve 

seniors in creating and planning events. As 
Kelly Glenn noted, “It is our aim to have 
the [seniors] provide input, contribute, 
and evaluate each of The HELLO Project 
programs in an effort to ensure we are 
communicating effectively and developing 
programs/materials that are engaging 
and effective.” This engagement will 
ensure that programming is tailored 
to the population, and is effective and 
appropriately contextualized. To further 
ensure that programs were targeted well, 
the team used data to choose where to 
focus resources and understand where 
agencies and nonprofits could create new 
programming. 

Many [seniors] are still staying 
home. Many of the systems they 
relied on have changed, and 
they don’t know what’s changed. 
They still live in fear. Part of the 
challenge is, how does the new 
normal address their needs? 
—Nicole Lamboley, Food Bank  
of Northern Nevada

Several successful initiatives have brought 
seniors in the community together. It Starts 
with HELLO was a huge success and took 
off during the pandemic. Partners such as 
Renown Health’s Sterling Silver Club have 
been very influential in its growth. These 

groups focused on senior socialization and 
outreach, including promoting a Medicare 
Advantage product, Senior Care Plus. As 
Glenn reflected on other benefits of the 
program, “We are finding that the people 
who attend It Starts with HELLO like to tell 
stories and introduce others to their lives. 
We have had multiple shows that went off 
script by someone sharing a story and it 
becoming a nice group conversation. This 
has given all of us a warm heart to see 
them interact with one another and not 
just listen to people talk to them.” 
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We were so grateful to have 
the opportunity to meet seniors 
where they are through The 
HELLO Project Senior Connection 
events. Thanks to the events, 
we have seen an increase in 
interest in our Family Support 
Group program4 and, for us, that 
is a win.—Janet Glaittli, National 
Alliance of Mental Illness of 
Northern Nevada

Food also always engages and brings 
community together, and the local food 
bank has used Senior Produce on Wheels 
distribution as another successful anchor 
activity or incentive to bring neighbors 
together to address needs. Food is also 
a critical driver of health; the food bank 
has a mission to be at tables where 
other community partners are addressing 
residents’ quality of life. Along the same 
lines, the local United Way chapter 
(United Way of Northern Nevada and the 
Sierra) partnered with Truckee Meadows 
Tomorrow to bring the community together 
by delivering care packages to isolated 
seniors through their Ride United program 
sponsored by DoorDash. These efforts are 
aimed at reaching members of the senior 
population who do not engage with the 
team or community connection offerings.

A unique art-related event proved to also 
be a contributing factor in bringing the 
senior community out. The team suggested 
that the local Boys and Girls Club include 
seniors in the annual Art Town event, and 
they were excited about the idea.  
A local woodworking organization made  
500 wooden hearts (each approximately 
three feet across). The team purchased 
paints and brushes and asked local 
banks and partner organizations to help 
distribute the hearts and art supplies to 
decorate them. The group then took these 
500 hearts, creatively painted by seniors, 
and displayed them along a fenceline in 
one of the most traveled areas along the 

river path for the community to view and 
enjoy over a four-month period.

After learning about the importance of 
correspondence with this community group, 
The HELLO Project team started a custom-
designed card program where local service 
organizations could make hand-written, 
personalized cards for seniors. The card 
program is gaining some momentum through 
partnerships with the area credit union and 
schools to write notes on these cards. Erica 
Mirich shared, “We are also expanding this 
to seniors who are in the hospital receiving 
treatment as a way to brighten their day. We 
are hopeful that more people will begin to give 
us addresses so we can grow the program.”

4 https://naminorthernnevada.org/support-and-education/support-groups/nami-family-support-group/ 
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As a longtime community elders 
advocate, I think the HELLO/
BUILD Health [award] brought 
elders who have become isolated 
since COVID out of their homes, 
and connected them to each 
other and to services they need 
to live healthier lives, with shot 
clinics, fresh foods, information 
about accessing affordable 
housing and transportation, 
and warm social interactions 
with each other.—Donna Clontz, 
Reno Senior Citizen Advisory 
Committee

While these initiatives were successful at 
bringing seniors out into the community, 
the team also realized the need to reset 
programming and build on plans to make 
the most possible impact at a systems level 
during the remainder of the award period. 
One positive shift was recognizing that a 
local publication, Senior Spectrum, has a 
calendar of senior events and was willing 
to partner to share The HELLO Project’s 
events in that calendar. This relieved a 
large burden surrounding outreach. 

ACCESSING RESOURCES & DATA
The collaborative has worked to use data 
effectively, particularly to improve access 
to resources. The first step was to look at 

seniors in need. As Erica Mirich pointed 
out, “The focus has been on location 
89512, an area with many seniors in need. 
It is part of the conversation to ask—are 
we reaching everyone we need to reach?” 
Partners must gather data about quality of 
life, when possible, and use that data to 
inform policy change at the county, city, 
and organizational levels. In particular, 
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow is playing a 
big role as a data resource. They are doing 
dashboard work specifically for seniors 
that helps track, measure, and report 
on how they’re doing as a community on 
quality of life measures. Their role has 
also been to get high-level data on aging 
and disability services that is also hyper-
local. Mirich further commented, “Our 
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community didn’t have a good benchmark 
or understanding of what senior data 
is available, let alone how to use that 
information effectively to improve lives. 
We wanted to bring data together across 
intersections between mental wellness, 
access to parks and recreation, access 

to healthcare providers, and diabetes 
[care]. In collaboration with the University 
of Nevada, Reno, we also created mini-
dashboards for specific types of data to 
question isolation and, specifically, suicidal 
tendencies among seniors.”

Building on the data work, the partners 
have pushed to improve access to 
resources in a targeted way. The team 
published the Senior Resource Guide, 
focused on maintaining social connection 
during isolation, that was distributed to 
5,000 community members. The Nevada 
Department of Aging and Disability Services 
(ADSD) has also developed a standardized 
training and certification curriculum, data 
collection standards, and a training plan 
for its statewide Resource Navigators. 
The collaborative was able to lift up this 
existing project and amplify its reach as 
part of the BUILD work.

Not everyone can navigate the 
complex system of Medicare and 
Medicaid and long-term services. 
There is an array of services: 
in-home services, long-term care 
facilities, long-term support 
system, cleaning services. BUILD 
gave us resources to create 
curriculum and train navigators 
for this program.—Dena Schmidt, 
Nevada Department of Aging and 
Disability Services

While navigating complex systems was 
difficult, accessing basic resources also 
wasn’t trivial. Nicole Lamboley, President 
and CEO of the Food Bank of Northern 
Nevada, shared, “We wanted to better 
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understand the challenges facing seniors. 
The biggest ones emerged as transportation 
and housing, followed by health care costs 
and access to resources.” Seniors could 
access some public programs for assistance 
with housing and transportation. The 
food bank adopted a model called Family 
Health Festival that became a connection 
event to food and community. Lamboley 
shared, “We had anecdotes and comments 
that seniors came because they wanted 
to see people.” The team also worked 
to bring services like vaccines, arts and 
entertainment, and haircuts to a central 
location. While seniors appreciated these 
efforts, there were challenges with COVID. 
The team hoped to create a monthly 
event; however, ongoing restrictions 
have meant that planning gatherings with 
seniors is still sometimes difficult.

The team has also worked to share 
resources with homebound seniors in the 
form of backpacks. United Way utilized a 
partnership with DoorDash to secure free 
home deliveries of backpacks containing 
essential toiletries, hats, gloves, blankets, 
masks, hand sanitizer, nail kits, cards 
with handwritten notes, activity guides 
(Sudoku/crosswords for improved mental 
acuity), night lights (to reduce the risk of 
nighttime falls), Senior Resource Guides, 
and Girl Scout cookies (through bulk 
purchase from a disadvantaged Girl Scout 
troop). As Devin McFarland, Community 
Administrator of the Village on Sage Street 
that houses many homebound seniors, 
shared, “Receiving the backpack donations 
was really impactful to our community. The 
bags were encouraging, as they provided so 
much useful and educational material for 

the lodgers. Many did not realize the Elder 
Services Resources they have access to 
here in the community, and now they have 
a guidebook that simply outlines resources 
for a variety of needs they may have. 
Additionally, they were so pleased with 
the goodies inside, such as the cookies, 
socks, and activity books. Thank you to 
Truckee Meadows Tomorrow for allowing 
us the opportunity to spread resources and 
gratitude to our seniors in our community.” 

There is an amazing amount 
of resources for seniors in our 
community. The hard part is 
making sure seniors can connect to 
those resources.—Nicole Lamboley, 
Food Bank of Northern Nevada 
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Sometimes, receiving the simplest 
gifts really does mean the world 
and they can make such a positive 
impact.—Devin McFarland, The 
Village on Sage Street

FUTURE
Since much of the originally intended 
work is just now starting, The HELLO 
Project plans to continue efforts to engage 
seniors in Reno going forward. Specifically, 
the team is looking at six main goals to 
continue into the future: gain insights on 
social isolation and loneliness of seniors; 
educate health care providers and the 
community on the impacts of social 
isolation and loneliness; further develop 
the statewide Nevada resource and 
service navigator program; create greater 
connection in the local neighborhoods; 
drive policy change and reform by 
developing a senior-focused community 
data dashboard; and increase engagement 
of senior organizations and representatives 
in advocacy for senior issues. The team has 
also created five-year sustainability plans 
for both the dashboard—one of the pillars 
for the BUILD work—and  administrative 
leadership. 

In addition, the team has listed goals for 
the future around neighborhood-based 
experiences that connect residents to 
each other and to community assets. 
These assets may also include more 
formal resources, such as SNAP assistance, 
nutrition education, immunizations, 
housing/rental assistance, and case 
management (with a connection from 
the team). In an effort to build cohesion 

and community, neighborhood-based 
experiences would include an informational 
and/or recreational element and help 
advance seniors’ role in advocacy through 
training and information.

It’s uplifting to see so many 
seniors smiling again—we may 
not even know the number of 
connections our events have 
inspired.—Kelly Glenn, The 
HELLO Project



The Build Health Challenge® is contributing 
 to the creation of a new norm in the U.S.— 

one that puts multi-sector, community-driven
 partnerships at the center of health in order to 

reduce health disparities caused by systemic 
or social inequity.

BUILD is a national program designed to support partnerships between 
community-based organizations, health departments, hospitals/health 
systems, health plans, and residents that are working to address important 
health issues in their community. Each community collaborative addresses 
root causes of chronic disease (also commonly referred to as the social 
determinants of health) in their local area by moving resources, attention, 
and action upstream. To date, BUILD has supported 55 projects across 
the U.S. over the course of three award cycles.

To learn more about BUILD, visit buildhealthchallenge.org.
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