
The WIC Participant Journey:  
Enhancing Equity Throughout the WIC 
Participant Journey

Project Background: 
Through the Advancing Health Equity to Achieve 
Diversity and Inclusion in WIC (AHEAD) 3.0: 
Enhancing Equity throughout the WIC Participant 
Journey project, the National WIC Association 
(NWA) aims to identify and address barriers to 
WIC participation, particularly for Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous families. In partnership with 
Urban Metrics Consultants (UMC), the project 
team conducted a literature review, facilitated WIC 
participant focus groups across racial and ethnic 
groups, and incorporated stakeholder feedback 
and findings from a national participant survey 
to better understand what works well in WIC and 
where challenges persist. This work culminated 
in the creation of a comprehensive journey map to 
understand participant experiences and areas for 
improvement in enrollment, participation, service 
delivery, and retention. To explore the full findings, 
please refer to the Journey Map Report.

Key Insights: 
1.	WIC performs best when services are 

relationship-centered and culturally responsive. 
Tribal WIC models and bilingual staffing 
demonstrate how intentional cultural and 
linguistic integration makes enrollment and 
education significantly more accessible.

2.	Persistent barriers like paperwork, limited hours 
and locations, and inconsistent language access 
deprive WIC participants of dignity and limit 
benefit use.

3.	Digital tools (i.e., the WIC app, eWIC card, and 
remote appointments) reduce burden, but only 
when features like document upload, product 
clarity, and reminders are reliable and consistent 
across the program.

4.	The shopping environment is a vital touchpoint 
where clear signage, staff training, and store 
compatibility can directly reduce stigma and 
support full redemption of benefits.

5.	Because families may enter, exit, and re-enter 
WIC at different life stages, every touchpoint 
must be welcoming, consistent, and accessible no 
matter when a family engages.

Legend

Barrier

Facilitator

Equity Lens Key

AA/PI Asian American/Pacific Islander

W/CA White/Caucasian American

A/AA African/African American

NA Native American

L/HA Latinx/Hispanic American

WIC 
Awareness

How families first hear about WIC 
through trusted sources such as 
community networks, healthcare 
providers, or program outreach.

Healthcare settings that 
provide WIC referrals

Limited outreach within community

Family awareness of WIC

Lack of cultural representation 
in WIC materials

Well, for me, it was when I was going to my pregnancy 
checkups. They told me about it there, but I didn’t really 
know what to do. After I left the hospital, they gave me the 
address I needed to go to... For me, that was a blessing.” 

Application and 
Enrollment

How families experience the process of 
applying for WIC, learning about eligibility, 
and enrolling in the program.

Culturally affirming and family-centered 
WIC staff and environments

Language barriers

Flexible, easy, and supportive enrollment process

Barriers to enrollment (including scheduling, 
transportation, time, and distance)

There was the follow-up application where they wanted to 
meet me in person and they were like, ‘Bring both your kids…’ 
I remember that [it] was a struggle. I brought the baby with 
me, but I left my toddler in daycare... I wasn’t in a place to run 
errands or have appointments with them both at that time.”

Nutrition Education 
and Appointments

How families participate in 
nutrition education, counseling, 
and health assessments.

Online options improve accessibility 
(including enrollment, nutrition classes, 
shopping online, and recertification)

Lack of options or accommodations 
for allergies

Breastfeeding support and nutrition information

Lack of culturally relevant 
education and options

I liked seeing the recipes, but that’s something I do think 
affects me as a Latina. Most of them are more Americanized 
recipes, and as a Latina, [I] eat different foods. So, the tips 
are good, but I mostly cook Mexican food.” 

Critical 
Communication

How families receive and respond to 
communication from WIC, including 
appointment reminders, follow-up 
messages, benefit notifications, and 
use of WIC apps or online portals.

Respectful, supportive, consistent, 
and proactive communication from 
WIC staff

Language barriers

Lack of cultural representation 
and diversity among WIC staff

It’s sad to see because I see the interaction that they give others 
of their descent, and I do see that they do give a lot more attention 
to those others that they [are] more familiar with or can relate to 
better, whether it’s having the same language or having the same 
background. I don’t see a lot of people of color working at the WIC 
office, and that is a difficult thing for me as I go to [the] WIC office...”

Shopping with 
WIC Benefits

How families experience using WIC benefits 
in real-world shopping environments and 
navigate store layout, food substitutions, 
and the checkout process.

Availability of WIC app and online options 
(including enrollment, nutrition classes, 
shopping, and recertification)

Perceived stigma and embarrassment

Difficult interactions with store cashiers

Confusing or inconsistent WIC 
signage in stores

I do like to check up and see what I have left instead of 
searching for that last receipt... I can just pull up the app, 
and it’ll show me the recent[ly] updated stuff, which is really 
helpful to me, and it reminds me what I’m approved for.” 

Recertification 
and Retention

How families stay connected to WIC, 
complete necessary eligibility verification, 
health assessments, and required 
appointments to remain in the program.

Supportive WIC staff

Flexible, easy, and supportive process

Availability of WIC app and online options 
(including enrollment, nutrition classes, 
shopping, and recertifiction)

Mine [was] pretty easy. I get the phone call right 
here, send a text, and I just go online and upload the 
[documents]. And then I go to the appointment, and they 
do it right at the front desk and reload my card, and I’m 
done [in] maybe 5 or 10 minutes. Pretty streamlined.”

https://media.nwica.org/ahead%203.0%20journey%20map%20report%20.pdf
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