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EARLY CHILDHOOD RESEARCH BRIEF: THE ROLE OF WIC

BACKGROUND

Early childhood is a critical period of growth and development, and access to adequate food and nutrition in early
childhood can have long-lasting implications on health and well-being. Share Our Strength partnered with APCO
Insight to conduct a national survey among low-income families who have children five years old and younger (pre-
K). Between December 2016 and January 2017, a total of 1,000 parents and caregivers participated in the survey.!
The survey asked parents and caregivers about their experiences caring for and feeding their young children and
sources of support. This brief focuses on findings regarding families’ participation in the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program and their perceptions.

THE NEED FOR WIC
Food and nutrition is a top concern for more than eight in ten low-income families with young children.

When it comes to raising your young child or children, how much do you worry about each of
the following?

Food & nutrition %%
Health care 9%
Child care 13%

Housing 49% 17% 15%

Transportation 41% 18% 13%

m\Very much B Somewhat Not very much mNot at all

Low-income parents with young children acknowledged serious food challenges in the past year.

e More than two in three (68%) say they worried their food would run out before they got money to buy more.

e More than half (56%) say the food they bought did not last and they did not have the money to buy more.

e An alarming number report food challenges involving their children, including 42 percent who were not able
to feed their child a balanced meal. Nearly one in three (29%) even said their child was not eating enough.
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In the last 12 months, would you say each of the following statements was often, sometimes
or never true for your household?*

We worried whether our food would run out before we got

money to buy more 2 2
The food we bought just didn't last and we didn't have money 219 44%
to get more - -
We couldn't feed our child or children a balanced meal, . .
. p 14% 58%
because we couldn't afford it
Qur child or children were not eating enough because we just 11% 71%
couldn't afford enough food - -
mOften true m Sometimes true u Nevertrue

THE VALUE OF WIC

To help address food concerns, 81 percent of parents turn to WIC. WIC is one of the most commonly used programs
among low-income parents with young children, even more so than Medicaid (78%) or the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program also known as SNAP (73%).

WIC is considered by families to be among the most valuable nutrition programs. WIC parents rate all program
services as helpful, with food vouchers at the top of the list.

For you and your family, how helpful are/were each of these services?

Vouchers

Food and nutrition education

Clinic services

Breastfeeding education

Program referrals

m Very helpful m Somewhat helpful = Not very helpful mNot at all helpful mDon't know

WIC food packages provide supplemental foods designed to meet the special nutritional needs of low-income
pregnant and postpartum women, as well as infants and children up to five years of age who are at nutritional risk.
Two in three WIC parents responding to the survey agree their WIC food package helps feed their family every
month. Parents pair WIC with other programs to help make ends meet. One in five WIC participants also use food
banks to help fill the gap in their food budget. Seven in ten WIC participants also use Medicaid to cover health
expenses that might otherwise eat into their food budget.
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT AND PROMOTION

Parents were asked about WIC features that would make the program experience even better. Parents felt that
streamlined clinic visits and easier identification of WIC foods would optimize the WIC experience. Parents also
would like to be able to complete the program requirements online or via text. Many state and local agencies are
using apps and other technology to make the WIC shopping experience easier. In addition, some agencies allow
participants to complete program requirements online, and other agencies are making progress towards this goal.

If you could create your dream WIC experience, what features would be most important to you?
Select up to three.

Getting in/out of the clinic in a reasonable amount of time q%ﬂ%

i i . ____________|
Easily finding WIC foods at the store T 43%

Wiaiting for appts in a clean room w/ things for kids to do _2353:/“
Handing in required forms by text or email ECG—_——— 1%
Scheduling or rescheduling appts by text or online  EG_—_————————— 28%

Participating in WIC without being judged ' EEG—_—_—————————— 4%

Scheduling appts during lunch, weekends or evenings 13"5“0%

0 I
Flexible staff that allow you to reschedule your appt 1&;;"

Info on nutrition, health & parenting to make your job easier q%m%

Getting to the WIC clinic easily by car or some other way | EG—_—————8 13“1/%%
Better/different food choices/ healthier choices M 1?%

Card/cash rather than a coupon/check M 158

u Current participants (n=432)
Some other feature M W‘ .
° Former participants (n=378)

None ofthese. You are not interested in Wic. M_1% 5%

More than one in two parents (58%) would be interested in receiving information about WIC services from their
family’s doctors, which could assist with efforts to promote the program.

At which, if any, of the following places would it be helpful for you to get information about WIC
or services from WIC? Select all that apply.
Your or your child[ren]'s doctor's office | I NI 53%
Shopping centers or stores |GGG 36%

Your child[ren]'s school _ 34%
Child care - | 1%

Food banks or pantries [N 3%

Liorary | 22%
Church or other place of worship  [INNNNEEEEGEEEEE 20%
Phamacy |G 7%
Yourwork [NNENEGE 12%
Intemet/online/email [l 1%

Somewhere else I 1%

None ofthese |GG 11%
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BARRIERS TO WIC PARTICIPATION
Unlike Medicaid or SNAP, a nearly equal share of parents say they currently participate in WIC versus those who
formerly participated (43% versus 38%, respectively).

The most common reason that parents stop participating (or never participate at all) is a belief they don’t qualify,
even though all parents reported a current income that would have at least met the federal WIC income eligibility
requirements. Infant formula appears to be a driver as well, as not needing formula is another commonly cited
reason for not participating. This appears to align with the analysis of survey findings which found that families
tend to drop off the program after children turn one year old when formula is no longer covered.

What are the main reasons you stopped participating or have not participated in WIC?
Select all that apply.

Don't qualify - 37%
Don't need formula JF 29%
Don't need the food 7% 18%

Clinic was hard to work with EEGCGGG_—__————F— 7%

Other people need it more 16% 26%

Hard fo get to the clinic * 16%

No time for program requirements 15& 15%

Feel ke you would be judged @ 11%

Food choices dont work for family ~EEG——mp— 2%

Felt judged when shopping nla_ 1%

Got the food/sives from other prgms  FESEGG_—_—_———RR=———— 9% .,

Doesn't provide enough food EG————m 5%

Hard to find WIC foods at the store 'aee—" 7%
Felt judged at the clinic iFAEE———— 7% m Former participant (1=378)
Hard to get to WIC-approved stores F 4% Aware, but haven't participated (n=175)

Some other reason MEEE 3%

Across the country, WIC staff and advocates are working to boost program participation and ensure that all eligible
women, infants, and children who would benefit from the program are participating. For example, the National WIC
Awareness and Retention Campaign, based on marketing research conducted with WIC moms and staff, is using
advertising, branding, and messaging to increase WIC enroliment, improve perceptions of WIC, and retain moms
and children in the program longer.

CONCLUSIONS

Hunger is a serious issue among low-income families with young children and many say feeding their families over
the last year has been challenging. Most parents have experience with WIC and find it among the most valuable
programs. Parents identified ways to make the program even better, including more streamlined clinic visits and
more efficient ways to find foods at the store. Engaging doctors can also help promote WIC, as parents prefer to
receive information about WIC services from their doctor’s offices. Ineligibility was cited as a top barrier to WIC
participation and warrants further exploration as to whether this reflects perceived or actual ineligibility.

1600 online and 400 by telephone




