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Methodology
This report is based on qualitative research conducted between March 24 - April 21, 2008 among WIC employees, employees at WIC partner agencies, WIC vendors and WIC participants and a quantitative survey of WIC participants conducted April 24 – April 30, 2008.  The discussion guides and questionnaires were written by PSB in consultation with WIC and Burson-Marsteller.  
The names and contact information for WIC employee focus group discussants and for the partner and vendors IDIs were provided by WIC.   The WIC participants for both qualitative and quantitative studies were recruited and contacted randomly by PSB’s fieldwork team.  

WIC Partners (in-depth interviews) included: 13 employees of WIC partner organizations, including physicians, nurses, nutritionists, social workers, supervisors and managers working in private and non-profit health clinics, government, food banks and other NGOs. Interviews were conducted by telephone April 7-21, 2008.

WIC vendors (in-depth interviews) included: 13 WIC vendors, including managers, directors, presidents, and owners of either neighborhood markets and convenience stores or chain grocery stores.  Interviews were conducted by telephone March 31-April 10, 2008.

WIC participants (focus groups) included: 20 participants total for two focus group discussions, one for English-speaking participants and the other for Spanish-speaking participants.  Focus groups were held April 5, 2008 in San Antonio, TX. 

WIC employees (focus group) included: 15 WIC employees, including WIC program managers, directors, service coordinators, and nutritionists, across seventeen different WIC chapters.  Groups were held March 24, 2008 in Austin, TX. 
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WIC participants (quantitative poll) included: 611 phone interviews with current WIC participants, including English and Spanish speaking participants.  Interviews were conducted from April 24 – April 30, 2008.  


Strategic Recommendations Based on Research Findings 
●WIC participants are strongly supportive of specific aspects of the new food package:  the addition of fruits and vegetables, whole grains and switching to lower fat milk.

●The challenge will be in explaining that the current package gives them too much milk, cheese, and juice, and that the new package is decreasing the quantities of these foods in order to supplement their diets with healthier foods.    
●Discussions around the new food package will also provide opportunities for WIC partners and staff to give participants broader advice and guidelines about the importance of a healthy diet and lifestyle, the benefits of breastfeeding and portion control to prevent child obesity.  

●The most effective ways to educate participants about the new changes are:  fold-out guides with pictures showing the new WIC food items, one-on-one consultations with WIC staff, pamphlets, and brochures.  Flyers at grocery stores, materials at doctors’ offices, group WIC classes, in-store tastings and cooking demonstrations are also deemed useful. 

● Materials and classes should be offered in English and Spanish.
●WIC participants would also welcome supplementary materials containing recipes and nutrition tips, coloring books, DVDs and stickers geared toward children, health and fitness tips. 
●While WIC participants may have limited access to the Internet, online courses might be a more feasible way to train WIC staff, partners and vendors.  These training sessions could include interactive software that takes users shopping to a virtual grocery store for the new WIC products. 
●WIC staff encourage the development of a foldout guide that would show the proper food amounts at various stages in a child’s growth, and suggest using supermarket tours or mock grocery stores as creative ways to train WIC employees and vendors. 

●Vendors highlight the importance of posters, signs and handouts to train their staff and to hand out to participants for reference.  They also highlight the convenience of WIC labels on eligible products and the possibility of a WIC hotline.  

●WIC partners believe that interactive training sessions – in person or via teleconference – and printed materials – brochures and flyers – are the best ways to train their staff on changes.  
●WIC partners also suggest that cooking demonstrations and in-clinic viewing of an educational DVD can be effective educational tools.

Summary of Qualitative and Quantitative Results

→WIC Can Leverage Its Influence as a Trusted Advisor 
The quantitative survey among WIC participants shows they are very positive about the WIC program, with nearly all saying the program is good (97%, with 81% “very” good) and agreeing that WIC does a good job teaching participants how to eat healthy and feed their children healthy foods (96%, with 76% “strongly” agree).

While these findings demonstrate WIC’s positive influence, there is also the potential for confusion about the new food package changes because participants have placed such trust in the WIC program and the benefits of the current package.   In fact, survey findings show that most WIC participants agree that the foods included in the current WIC food package “meets the nutritional needs for you and your child or children” (95%, with 65% “strongly agree”).
The challenge in educating WIC recipients about the changes to the food package is to make it clear that the current WIC package gives them too much milk, cheese, and juice.  The message needs to be conveyed that the new package is decreasing the quantities of these foods in order to supplement their diets with healthier, high nutrition foods that will contribute to a healthy family diet.  As one WIC employee put it: “You could promote it with the fact that we've taken into consideration all the latest preventative disease issues, and now we're giving you the foods that we know are preventative.”  A WIC vendor described it another way, as “a prescription for health.”
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→Food Package Changes Seen as Positive but Many Want to Keep Current Portions
When WIC participants were read the details about the upcoming changes to the WIC package, their initial response was very positive (87% good, with 63% saying “very” good).  As predicted from the focus group results, participants are most supportive of the addition of fruits and vegetables. Participants also say they like the additions of whole grains and baby food.  
However, nearly half say they dislike the reductions in juice amounts and a third dislike the reductions in cheese – again demonstrating the need for articulating the nutritional rationale for these reductions. 
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The most frequently cited reasons for disliking a particular change were that they did not want their previous portion of cheese/eggs/milk reduced or that their family doesn’t eat/doesn’t like the taste of new items. 
After specifically asking about the various components of the new food package, participants were asked whether on balance – given the additions of some products and the reductions in others – they supported or opposed the changes.  Large majorities across racial lines favor the changes. 
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→Special Attention to Whole Grains  

Qualitative discussions among WIC employees, staff and vendors touched on the need to focus on whole grains – to explain what they are, their health benefits, how to identify them and how to prepare them.  Focus groups among participants also demonstrated a lack of knowledge about whole grains; but once it was made clear that whole grain breads, tortillas, etc were part of that category, participants were positive.  The quantitative survey shows solid majorities across all ethnicities of WIC participants saying they are confident that they can select a whole grain product (slightly lower among Hispanic participants (67% “very” confident) than among African American (80%) and White (80%) participants).  Perhaps these high levels of confidence are influenced by the wording in a previous question, which described whole grains, as including “whole grain bread, brown rice, and whole wheat tortillas, corn tortillas or oatmeal).  
→Most with Infants Very Likely to Use Baby Foods; Confusion over Formula Amounts 

About a third of WIC participants surveyed say they have an infant between 6 and 12 months old, and most of them already regularly buy baby foods for their infant.  The minority who do not say that their baby is too young or doesn’t like it/won’t eat it, or that they prepare their own baby food. 

WIC staff seemed most concerned about the shift in baby formula amounts. They worry that some recipients will lie about whether they breastfeed, for fear that they will not get any or enough formula. This is an area where group members see a role for OB/GYNs and pediatricians to help explain the positives of breastfeeding and that with the new supplementary baby foods, mothers will not need the baby formula.   
Focus groups among WIC participants showed their knowledge of the benefits of breastfeeding, not just in terms of health but also for psychological bonding.  Many in the groups had breastfed themselves or plan to (if pregnant).  When presented with the new WIC package summary rule, many were confused about the new package adjustments regarding baby formula.  A few commented that the allowance for baby formula is too low (whether breastfeeding or not), but especially if a mother is primarily breastfeeding yet still combining that with formula (for example, if she is working, or if the baby isn’t taking to breast milk right away).  
→Best Methods to Educate and Disseminate Information to WIC Participants
All the key groups interviewed – WIC participants, vendors, partners and staff – emphasized the importance of guides, foldouts and brochures to help educate WIC participants on the new changes. These materials should be presented at a basic level, in both English and Spanish, containing lots of visuals – pictures of approved WIC offerings and quantities.  Such materials can be easily transportable; participants will be able to bring the brochures with them for reference when they shop for food.

The quantitative WIC research among WIC participants underscores these findings.  WIC participants identify fold-out guides with pictures showing the new WIC food items, one-on-one consultations with WIC staff, pamphlets, and brochures as the most helpful ways to learn about the new WIC food changes.  Slightly smaller majorities say that flyers at grocery stores, materials at doctors’ offices, group WIC classes, in-store tastings and cooking demonstrations, and take home DVDs would be very useful.  
While six-in-ten say that online classes and internet would be very helpful, few WIC participants say they have ever taken a WIC class online (no more than 18%).  In addition, WIC staff, vendors and partners felt that online methods would be less inclusive because many participants may not have internet access or the ability to watch DVDs in their homes.  
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→Partners See Excellent Opportunities for Broader Dialogue on Health
Importantly, partners believe their discussions with WIC participants about the food package changes will afford unique opportunities for a broader discussion of the importance of a healthy lifestyle, of which healthy eating is a critical component.  These discussions should also touch on the issues around the growing problem of childhood obesity, portion control, overuse of bottle feeding and other bad habits. 
WIC participants are interested in learning more about nutrition and health, fitness and exercise and diet and weight loss.  Along with the materials they are to receive explaining the new food package changes, large majorities say they would like to receive recipes, cooking tips, nutritional, health and exercise tips, and materials geared for children (especially DVDs, coloring sheets, story books and stickers). A WIC calendar that included recipes, health and exercise tips for families was mentioned in one of the participant focus groups and received very positive feedback.  Similarly, others suggested that WIC could provide material for various menus (to add variety to their meals), a cookbook to give ideas for using the new WIC food items, in-store or at WIC office demonstrations and a WIC nutrition hotline.  

→Communicating the Changes to WIC Staff

Interactive training sessions – in person or via teleconference – and printed materials – brochures and flyers – are believed to be the best ways to train staff on changes.  Interactive forums are especially effective because staff members have the opportunity to have their questions answered, troubleshoot problems, and learn how best to work with WIC participants.  Employees pointed out that their clerical staff will need training as well, because it is they who often answer recipients’ direct questions about what types of food qualifies under WIC.   WIC staff also emphasized outreach to pediatricians and OB/GYN offices as other ways to get information into participants’ hands.

→Educating Vendors

Vendors underscore that their employees’ thorough understanding of WIC changes is imperative to enable them to guide WIC participants to WIC-approved offerings and ensure vendors remain compliant.  
Those vendors interviewed say that brochures and posters illustrating changes are staples for education as they can be distributed quickly and easily and are a great reference tool.  Posters and brochures are sometimes placed near the checkouts, so that checkout cashiers and WIC participants can refer to them if necessary. Vendors also like the idea of downloading posters and pamphlets from the WIC website to distribute in their stores.
Additionally, formal onsite training sessions, workshops, online training and the use of DVDs can be effective methods for some vendors, but not all.  Scheduling difficulties across companies are mentioned as inhibiting training with these methods.

While some WIC vendors currently group some WIC food brands and items together, several thought the addition of certain frozen or fresh produce would make this difficult.  Others suggest that a WIC aisle might draw attention to WIC recipients who may be sensitive about their participation.  For the same reason, they tend to think that announcements over the PA system are a bad idea. 
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→Educating Partners
WIC Partners say that interactive training sessions – in person or via teleconference – and printed materials – brochures and flyers – are the best ways to train their staff on changes.  Interactive forums are especially effective because staff members have the opportunity to engage partners and co-develop a more effective approach to working with WIC participants.  WIC partners also suggest that cooking demonstrations and in-clinic viewing of an educational DVD can be an effective educational tool.  Several partners suggest playing DVDs in waiting areas.  The DVD could explain the benefits of the new changes in “keeping their heart healthy, and decreasing obesity, the complications of prevention of heart disease and diabetes, and anything that may be impacted by being overweight.”

I think … you could promote it with the fact that we've taken into consideration all the latest preventative disease issues, and now we're giving you the foods that we know are preventative ...'  We want to help you and your family stay more healthy. [WIC staff]





I don’t want them to reduce them [eggs]… Even with the 2 dozen they give us right now, we still end up having to buy more.	[WIC Participant]





I think if they look at the overall picture they’re going to like what they’re getting.		[WIC Partner]





We’re in a poverty pocket here and there’s a very low literacy level and not everyone has a computer or access to one.  We’re still dealing with families that don’t have running water in some areas.  [WIC Partner]





That’s great! Because sometimes you know you’re beating your head trying to figure out what to cook, what to do… Last time I went there they gave me a calendar that did have some recipes.  		 [WIC  participant] 





The most effective tool has to be posters that are self-explanatory so a 16 year old cashier would take note …. Put a poster up in the break area near the time clock and they’re forced to look at it every day.  [WIC Vendor]





The materials should also be in English and Spanish and point to the fact that the new package is complying with dietary guidelines. We also need consistency of the message between the agencies. 


 [WIC Vendor]
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