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The Family Wellness Program at St. Vincent de Paul (SVDP), established in 2000, focuses on the prevention and management 

of chronic diseases through nutrition, physical activity, and overall wellness. Families, youth, and individuals are taught how to 

make lifestyle changes with the support of their community and the passionate and culturally competent staff at SVDP. Elva 

Hooker is a Registered Dietitian Nutritionist and Certified Diabetes Educator at St. Vincent de Paul Family Wellness Program. 

She is a native Arizonian and a graduate from Arizona State University. She has been committed to working with the 

underserved low income populations in Maricopa County for the last 8 years. Her focus has been in diabetes prevention and 

management education in order to empower individuals and families to improve their health. 

Please describe your background, current position at St. Vincent de Paul, and work with the Center for Health 

Promotion and Disease Prevention. 

I have been with St. Vincent de Paul (SVDP) since June of 2008. I graduated from Arizona State University with a Bachelor’s in 

Spanish. After some time here at SVDP I decided to go back to school for a Bachelor’s in Dietetics. The previous SVDP Family 

Wellness Program Director, Yolanda Konopken, was really my mentor and my inspiration to pursue the field of nutrition. I am 

now a Registered Dietitian Nutritionist and recently became a Certified Diabetes Educator. My role here has changed from 

Community Health Educator to Registered Dietitian and Manager and now, as of this week, the Family Wellness Program 

Director. My career goals became really focused once I started working here because of the passion I have for what I do.  

My work with Dr. Gabe Shaibi and the Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention began since I started working for 

SVDP. Since 2005, the SVDP Every Little Steps Count (ELSC) diabetes prevention program was being delivered successfully in 

the community, but we recognized that the impact needed to be concretely demonstrated. Yolanda met Dr. Shaibi and the 

collaboration between ASU and SVDP really took off from there. Our organizations have really learned from each other along 

the way. We have learned to apply scientific rigor to our strategic plans. 

The program began as individual consults; soon the need for classes became evident as the demand grew.  Nutrition classes for 

families with pre-diabetic youth were developed, which also incorporated some physical activity topics. The data showed our 

program supported lifestyle changes in our families and so our first pilot with ASU and the YMCA started. Through our shared 

expertise, the curriculum for ELSC has evolved over time and vastly improved to include physical activity and wellness 

components to address all aspects of healthy living for families. This includes families learning about food, how to eat well, 

how mental wellness has a big impact on their overall health decisions, and how to incorporate physical activity. tour overall 

goal is to improve mental and physical wellbeing in high risk families.  

How would you describe SVDP Family Wellness Center’s offerings to the community?  

SVDP in itself is a gem! The organization is very innovative and creative in looking for and creating ways to better help those in 

need. Our clinic services and the Family Wellness Programs are all offered free to the low-income, working-poor families. A 

vast amount of services here are to empower the community and get people on the right road to becoming healthier! Offering 

education on managing or preventing diabetes is extremely important within these high-risk populations. At the Family 

Wellness Program we try to make the information straightforward, understandable, and evidence-based. I think we do a good 

job supporting the families by showing them that lifestyle change is for everyone and it can be manageable.  The main campus 

in Phoenix is the largest SVDP campus in the United States. It has a variety of services for the community from shelters, dining 

halls, clothing needs, and more. It also provides opportunities for others to serve through volunteer opportunities; volunteers 

are the engine of our organization.  

The Family Wellness Program is actively involved in the many services the organization offers such as providing education in 

the dining halls, transitional living, and partnering with the Urban Farm.  

Our center mission, as a transdisciplinary and collaborative research center, is to focus on enhancing the health and 

well-being of diverse populations across the lifespan with the help of community partners. How do you see SVDP and 

CHPDP benefitting from this partnership in regards to our missions and your patients? 

We are grounded with the community, especially the Hispanic community. We’re that bridge that helps the community get 

back on their feet and transition their lives in a healthier and more productive path. We have always grounded our program on 

evidence-based practice…scientifically proven methods. We encourage all of our community health workers, independent of 
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their anticipated career path (medicine, dietitian, etc.), to get to know their community on a genuine level and meet their 

needs closely. It is important to us to make a true impact on our community, the data demonstrate it and the partnership with 

the CHPDP definitely moves us all in that direction. Our objectives are aligned as we believe in identifying overlooked 

community needs and serving each individual in a meaningful way. We are not a silo organization. We cannot do this work 

alone! Partnerships help us all fill the gaps in services in all areas through shared expertise and resources. To make a larger 

impact on addressing obesity-related disparities in Arizona and hopefully the nation. At the end of the day we want healthier 

and happier communities.  

What are the primary health concerns in the communities you serve? 

There is a high prevalence of obesity and diabetes in the populations we serve, this is what kick-started our program. We see 

food insecurity, high levels of obesity and prediabetes/diabetes in families as a whole and particularly more and more in kids.  

What do you hope for both SVDP as a whole and your work here in the future?  

Sustainability and expansion are my biggest goals for the Family Wellness Program. I’d love to share our program with other 

organizations and really expand the reach we have to impact more children and families. I could see it becoming a training 

center for community health workers or healthcare providers interested in working with the community. We have high 

expectations for our program, a culture of “familia” which make us successful, especially when speaking to the community. We 

look for employees and volunteers that are working towards professional growth. The beautiful part is that they will take this 

experience and impact other organizations when they leave.  Maybe our programs become a state or national diabetes 

prevention education model for children and families, especially for underserved minority groups. It is greatly needed and 

many are asking how they can help their communities to prevent diabetes and obesity. I believe we’re a model that can fill that 

need! Our partners and collaborations are paving the road to reach our goal for expansion and sustainability.  

What makes you most passionate about the work you do at SVDP?  

This job is challenging, rewarding, and I am allowed to be creative while being an advocate and mentor to others. I have always 

enjoyed being in a position where I am able to inspire individuals to see that a healthy life is within their grasp and they can 

improve their health and be happier individuals without complicating their lives. It makes my day to deliver a class or see a 

patient…I could talk about diabetes prevention all day! It’s outstanding to see a patient or family from the beginning to the  end 

of the program. People are very grateful and have much better health in the end. That is the beauty of community and 

outpatient services and that is what makes me passionate and excited about my job. Seeing the self-esteem rise in kids, have 

better perception of themselves, encouraging them to be healthier, and teaching them how to deal with certain life situations 

(at home or school) is what made me want to pursue this career. Knowing they are heading toward a better quality of life is 

the story we see time and time again. Makes my work very satisfying!  


