UConn CSCH Podcast Episode #25 – the Zuri App: educating Black female adolescents about sexual and reproductive health

Helene Marcy: Hello and welcome to the CSCH podcast. My name is Helene Marcy, Director of Programs and communications at the UConn Collaboratory on School and Child Health, or CSCH. The CSCH mission is to facilitate innovative and impactful connections across research, policy and practice arenas to advance school and child health. CSCH is committed to social responsiveness and creating change. I invite you to take a look at our website at csch.uconn.edu.

Today, I'm here with Christina Ross and Neha Raghunath. Christina is an assistant professor in the UConn School of Nursing, and Neha is a research assistant for Dr Ross and manager of their project we'll be discussing. We're going to talk about the development of an app that helps educate black female adolescents about sexual and reproductive health. Welcome to both of you.

Christina Ross: Hi, Helene, thanks for having us. 

Neha Raghunath: Thank you so much for this opportunity. 

Helene Marcy: So Christina, you're primarily interested in educating black female adolescents about sexual and reproductive health. Tell us why you're looking at this population specifically.

Christina Ross: Yeah. So the population I focus on is African American young girls in their teenage years. Sometimes that spans from about 13 to 24 depending on who you're citing. But the reason why I focus on this population: they are the ones that are disproportionately affected by adverse sexual risk. So when you think of unintended teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections, African American young women, or even men, tend to have more elevated rates when you look at different populations. And when it comes to things such as historical racial trauma, things like sterilization that have happened in the past, a lot of people in this population tend to have a negative relationship when it comes to the healthcare system, so they're less likely to seek sexual health care and less likely to do anything when it comes to like contraception and things like that, because there's a lot of mistrust there. 

So when they're seeking information, they tend to avoid going to like doctors or healthcare centers for this information. So this is where we decided that we want to come in and work with this population to get them accurate, trauma informed, culturally appropriate sexual reproductive health information. 

Helene Marcy: And where does that population currently get information about sexual and reproductive health. 

Christina Ross: So in past studies that we have done, a lot of people primarily rely on the internet. So social media, Tiktok, is a very popular source for getting their questions answered. They also will go to a peer, or, you know, siblings. Also, a few of them do go to their relationship, their romantic partners, for information. If you can imagine, if a young woman is talking to a guy about you know what she should do when it comes to her sexual health, that information may not always be accurate. And in fact, we have had youth tell us that they have made mistakes because they relied on the information that their partner shared with them.

Helene Marcy: So you've developed a prototype of a mobile app that could help with this. Tell us how you did that and who was involved. 

Christina Ross: Yes, I wonder if you noticed, but right now, a lot of young people are on their mobile devices; they spend a lot of time just looking at content or streaming or for whatever reason, they're on their phones. And gone are the days when people will just sit down and read literature, when it comes to sexual health information, or any kind of health information, the quickest way is online. So speaking with some of these youth, we try to evaluate,: what do they feel they need to get this information? And many of them said—they read on the internet so much. So we thought of the idea of having something that's quick, easily accessible, just right in your hands, and have all this information that you know is evidence-based. So it's research, it's tested, and there's animation, things to keep them engaged on the app. So the reason why we chose this method is, again, just moving on with technology, something that's digital health based, and has everything that's quick and easy to find. 

So for instance, if you're going out on a date and you're trying to figure, okay, what kind of birth control is best for me right now, especially if you're taking, like, antibiotics, maybe your pills wouldn't work effectively. So those are the information we want, that in a quick situation, you can just run to the app and you can get any information that you need. And the unique thing about this app, beyond it being like, culturally appropriate and things like that: we have a chatbot where you can search for answers, and we also have a way for you to reach out to staff, because I'm a nurse also. But you can get  accurate information. 

Helene Marcy: Can you tell us a little bit about how it was developed and the name and the meaning behind it? 

Christina Ross: Yeah. So we were very fortunate to have this project funded by the UConn STEAM innovation grant. And this was funded with my partner, Ting Zhou, from the School of Fine Arts, Professor Zhou. So together, we came together and bring this project to life. So Ting Zhou is a designer, so she's very good with doing the design and basically taking the things that we wanted on the research side, on the health side, and bringing it to life. We also were blessed to have some good students who gave us ideas and things like that on how this should be phased. So that grant ended in 2024, in December, and it was for about two years with this project. But now we are currently funded by the Betty Irene Moore fellowship out of UCLA. So they're funding me for the next two years. So I'm very blessed to still have, you know, very good funding to continue this work and seeing it through to the end. 

Also, my work with young girls in the foster care system in Virginia is where, you know, when I was in my dissertation as a doctoral student, my project was just learning about the sexual health needs of young women in foster care, because this was a population that I really had a hard time getting data on, because it's an understudied population. The studies were about like them transitioning into the workplace and things like that, but nothing really about sexual health. And in fact, this population have even more disparities when it comes to sexual health, so they have things such as like having a repeat pregnancy while being in foster care, and then also, unfortunately, having their child taken away and placed into foster care like themselves, because they don't have the resources or the finances to take care of that child. So this is the population that I realized really, really need to be investigated and understood more. But I did not only want to just like, get the data and the stats. I really wanted to talk to these young women and really understand like what was happening, not just saying, you know, oh yes, they have these elevated rates of pregnancy and all these negative findings. I really wanted to understand what was happening. So we did a lot of interviews with them, and then that's where I saw that they just were unsupported. They didn't know who to talk to. There was a lot of judgment and mistrust on their part. So if they had, like a foster parent they were living with and they had a question about contraception, they'll often be judged like, Oh, you're having sex and all these type of things when they're really just trying to learn about their bodies. So I really appreciated the voice that they share, because they really wanted to talk about this. And you know, my thing is, as scientists most times we tend to do what we think is best for our population, but I want this to be like a user centered approach, where those youth are letting us know what they need, and then us that's coming up with solutions to help them meet that need. So this is kind of how it started, because then when I came to Connecticut, now I wanted to obviously continue the work, but one of the challenges we have had is just getting the support from the foster care system or the child welfare system. It’s because, you know, it's a system that is overworked; there's a lot of challenges there. So I understand that, you know, being in contact with them and things like that can be challenging, but we have actually extended the study because we started focusing only on youth in foster care. Well, we have found that youth out of foster care also face similar disparities and similar challenges. So why not make it applicable to African American girls who are not in foster care? So that is how our study is set up right now, is that we have those that are in foster care who wants to participate, and then some youth that are not in foster care. So that's basically the background into this project. So just come in here, recruiting participants here, and then asking them about their needs that they have in Connecticut, and what are some of the things we can do to address those needs.

Helene Marcy: and tell us about the meaning behind the name. 

Christina Ross: So Zuri, we wanted something that's representative. So representation is very important when it comes to like, African American population. They like to see themselves in any kind of intervention. So one of the things that we wanted to do with the app is to make it look and feel close to an African American culture. So Zuri means beautiful in Swahili. So it's all about empowerment. So when you're using the app, you understand a deeper meaning behind it. And in fact, like the music that we have on the app is also Afrocentric. And then when users log into the app, you actually create an avatar that kind of looks like you. So you can choose a skin color, color, the hair texture and things like that. So you see yourself represented in the app. And Zuri also, the avatar that we have, acts like a big sister that guides the user through the app. Because you want to address that, like lack of support piece that we heard about, so that you don't feel like you're learning alone. You have a big sister that's kind of learning with you. 

Helene Marcy: That's terrific. And you told us a bit about how the app works with the Chatbot and being able to ask questions and the avatar. But can you tell us more? When someone opens it up, what do they see?

Christina Ross: Yeah, so we try to put a lot of security measures in place cause one of the things they wanted also was something that was like, private, right? So, like, no one can, like their parents won't be able to log in and realize like, what they're learning, because you know this information, depending on your cultural background or your religious background, access to sexual health information at a certain age before marriage is considered taboo. So they wanted something secure. So we have different like secure features. When you log in, you'll choose if you want to use your fingerprint, a PIN, stuff like that. But once you log in and you choose your, the avatar, how you want your avatar to be represent you, we have about six to eight modules—we're still working on the modules—and the modules are, so you have an option to learn with Zuri. So this is where you get all your learning content. We have an animation. For instance, if a user wants to go to their OB GYN for the very first time, they will be able to click an animation, which is Zuri, just kind of demonstrating what to expect when you go to that visit. So it's a video and it's voice content, so you can understand what that process will be like. And then the Learn with Zuri section of the app has different modules based on reproductive health topics. So we have one about the  menstrual cycle; it explains what it is. We also try to incorporate a lot of bright colors, a lot of visual because, you know, nobody wants to just read text and text and text. So we have images, and then a short, quick way to get the information. So then we have, like, pregnancy, like, what is, how do you get pregnant? You know, what happens if you get pregnant, but you need options or support? We list that all there. And then we have like, sexually transmitted infections or diseases, what the signs and symptoms are, what what to expect, images of what a discharge may look like, things like that. And then also we have even when it comes to like relationship, like, what is a healthy versus unhealthy relationship? What are the signs there? The last iteration of our app, we didn't have much content regarding domestic violence and intimate partner violence, but that is something our recent focus group youth said they wish they had more information on. So this is something that we are currently incorporating. So, like, how to tell if you're in an unhelathy relationship, and what you need to do. So it's all organized based on, like, any kind of topic that you can think of about your body and when it comes to your reproductive health. 

And then we have, like I said, the Chatbot section, where you can just ask a question, and we have a database of Q and A's, again, any potential question you can think of that you're going to get a response. If you find you're not getting response with this AI chatbot, then you can be referred to like a live person, where we can try to give you the information you need, or connect you to the professionals who would may be able to help users with that. 

Another thing we're going to have is a gamification section, because beyond sharing information like the knowledge base, we also want them to have this efficacy skills, so that you feel confident in making certain decisions. So for instance, we have a game about condom negotiation. So let's say you're with a partner. You want to use protection, but they don't want to. We have a game where you're interacting with your partner, and we're trying to guide you as to the best responses and the things you want to say and how to advocate for yourself. A lot of youth also have a hard time just going to family members like your parents and talking about this topic. So we also have a scenario where we walk them through that, and then the other one is communicating with your health care provider, because remember, I spoke about the mistrust in those settings and feeling like, oh, intimidating to just talk to your doctor. So again, that game will kind of help you navigate that process. We have a game that has like, how to put on a condom, because a lot of people only know about the male condom, but it's also female condoms, so kind of guiding them just step by step game in making sure, like they know what it is, what to look for, how to apply it, things like that. 

Helene Marcy: This sounds amazing. So much information and useful tools. So you've developed the prototype. Tell us who's used it so far and what you're looking to do next. 

Christina Ross: I’ll have Neha, our research assistant, jump in. 

Neha Raghunath: So how we've gone about this so far is that we had a little prototype on Figma. So when I scheduled these focus groups and we set them up, one of the things that we did in the focus group was that we showed this prototype to them and we got their feedback on them. So we asked them about questions such as, what should we add? What are the colors looking like? What do we think of it? So as of now, they've only just seen the prototype, but they haven't actually used it. The next phase is to re-invite some of these people back from the old focus groups that we did, and then they can probably be able to access the app on their phones and really get to use it and then give us their feedback again, 

Helene Marcy: terrific. 

Christina Ross: So we got some really good information the things that, like Neha said, we need to add change, modify. So currently, we are working with our developers to incorporate those changes. And also this project, we did it with not only young women, we also had caregivers. So we wanted caregivers who had children that identified as African American to also give their input right on some of the things that they struggle with. So we are going to invite both some of the caregivers and some of the youth to come back and actually see what the app looks like now that it's on their phones, and walk through it and give us more suggestions. Once that is done, the next phase really is to try to do a pilot nationwide study. So kind of putting the study out for youth, not only in Connecticut, but across the US, because we want to really try to see now if we're heading towards efficacy, because we want the app to really be applicable, not just for this population, but, you know, something that we're going to roll out across the US. So the next phase is going to be a small pilot study, probably like less than 100 youth, where we're going to have them use the app for a while, monitor their use, give them some pre and post questions, and collect some data there, and then do some exit interviews, just to again, get this data. So that is what's considered the next phase. So around January or so in the spring, we're gonna start recruiting for people across the US that may be interested in that portion of the study. 

Helene Marcy: That's great. And if people listening to this podcast episode are interested in that or want to learn more just about the project in general, how can they find out more and get in touch with you? 

[bookmark: _Hlk210896732]Christina Ross: Yeah, so we can definitely give our email addresses. So mine is just christina.ross@uconn.edu and Neha, is neha.raghunath@uconn.edu and also we have some websites that we're working on right now, so we'll have our UConn Lab website running pretty soon, and then they can also go to that website to get information and sign up right there. We don't have that detail yet, but our email is the quickest way to get to us. 

We also have a website up and running right now. It's Ross Pro Ash Innovations, and we can send it to you so you make sure you have it right, that they can also go and just learn more about the things that we're doing. But our official UConn website will be rolling out pretty soon. So yes, we'll definitely need people you know to sign up and be a part of that study. 

Helene Marcy: Terrific. Thank you both so much for talking to me today about this app and this project in general. Thank you for being here. 

Christina Ross: Thanks for having us. Yeah, this is a great opportunity.

Neha Raghunath: Thank you for having us. 

Helene Marcy: We'll add links to Christina Ross's faculty page and emails in the podcast description, and you can find all our podcast episodes in your favorite podcast app by searching for UConn CSCH or by visiting the CSCH website, csch.uconn.edu

You can also follow us on social media at UConn CSCH, and you can look there for more information about the Zuri app when it comes. Thanks for listening.
