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Introduction
The mission of the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) 
is to safeguard the health of low-income women, infants and children up to age 5 who are at nutrition 
risk by providing nutritious foods to supplement diets, information on healthy eating, and referrals to 
health care. The United States Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service (USDA/FNS) has 
made breastfeeding a priority and strongly encourages WIC mothers to breastfeed their infants except 
for medical considerations.1

The National WIC Association (NWA) is the non-profit education 
arm and advocacy voice of WIC, the over 6.3 million mothers 
and young children served by WIC and the 12,000 service pro-
vider agencies who are the front lines of WIC’s public health 
nutrition services for the nation’s nutritionally at-risk mothers 
and young children. NWA’s efforts on behalf of WIC have been 
effective in gaining broad support for the program, including 
bipartisan support of the US Congress, successive Administra-
tions, advocacy groups, the health care sector, religious organi-
zations, and the business community.

NWA recognizes the life-long positive and impactful health 
outcomes associated with breastfeeding and has made breast-
feeding promotion and support one of its core missions while 
respecting the parent’s or the caregiver’s infant feeding choice. 
The provision of supplemental iron-fortified infant formula 
serves as a safety net to partially breastfed and non-breastfed 
infants who may not otherwise have access to adequate
 nutrition.

This paper:

Provides background on why WIC continues to provide iron-fortified infant formula

The role of WIC in providing iron-fortified infant formula

Describes ways WIC staff can support parents and caregivers who formula feed their infants
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Why WIC continues to Provide Iron-Fortified Infant Formula
At the start of the WIC Program in the early 1970s, few women chose to breastfeed and only 24% of 
mothers initiated breastfeeding in the hospital.2  Bottle-fed babies were introduced to whole cow’s 
milk by six months of age or earlier – a feeding practice that contributed to a high prevalence of 
anemia in infants and children.3  To ensure that infants in WIC received proper nutrition for growth 
and development, the program adopted the recommendations of the American Academy of Pediatrics 
(AAP) by supplying iron-fortified infant formula to partially breastfed or non-breastfed infants under 
12 months of age.4,5

As mandated by the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010, the WIC food package undergoes a com-
prehensive review every 10 years.6  Revised for the first time in 2007, changes to the food package in-
centivized participants to breastfeed, thereby, resulting in an increase in breastfeeding initiation rates 
and a decrease in the rates of early introduction of solid foods. 7,8,9,10,11

Charged with the most recent review of the WIC food package, the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine’s (NASEM) Expert Committee published its recommendations in a 900+ 
page report in January 2017. Titled, Review of the WIC Food Packages: Improving Balance and Choice: 
Final Report, the committee proposed further incentivizing breastfeeding initiation and maintenance 
through additional food package changes and ongoing data collection and analysis while continuing to 
support the provision of iron-fortified infant formula to participants.12

The Infant Feeding Decision
The 2020 USDA WIC Participant and Program Characteristics re-
port showed that the proportion of breastfeeding women continued 
to exceed non-breastfeeding postpartum women, which was first 
observed in 2012.13  There are still, however, known barriers that 
interfere with WIC’s breastfeeding promotion efforts causing some 
women to choose formula feeding. Healthcare-related challenges 
such as inadequate and/or inappropriate breastfeeding support in 
hospitals, misconceptions about breastfeeding, inflexible employ-
ment and childcare options, as well as social norms and cultural 
beliefs all influence what women consider normal feeding practic-
es.14  In addition, WIC mothers identified a number of social, cultur-
al, and structural barriers to breastfeeding including  returning to 
work, lacking support from health care providers, as well as having 
family members and partners as deterrents to breastfeeding.15  
These barriers often prevent women from choosing to breastfeed 
or cause them to stop breastfeeding prematurely.  

Achieving optimal growth and development in a nurturing environment and developing a foundation 
for healthy eating patterns are desired health outcomes for all WIC infants regardless of feeding 
method. In low-income households, a lack of access to iron-fortified infant formula may encourage 
early introduction of cow’s milk or over-dilution of formula with water.16  This bears particular rel-
evance with the 2022 Abbott formula recall17 where WIC agencies nationwide anecdotally reported 
participants choosing to switch their infants early from iron-fortified formula to cow’s milk instead of 
switching formulas. These practices may result in inadequate nutrition, iron-deficiency anemia, and/
or water intoxication.18,19 The provision of iron-fortified infant formula through WIC provides a safety 
net for these families. 2



The Role of WIC in Providing Iron-Fortified Infant Formula 
In the US, unlike many other countries, infant formula 
manufacturers often provide conflicting and misleading 
infant feeding information to parents through a variety 
of marketing practices.20,21 The role of WIC is to be the 
trusted source of infant nutrition information to help par-
ents make informed decisions regarding breastfeeding, 
infant-formula feeding, use of bottles/open cups/sippy 
cups, introduction of complimentary foods and others. In 
building a committed partnership with WIC families WIC 
staff is in the position to provide the necessary support 
and guidance to enable success regardless of the feeding 
choice that the parents make.  

Recommendations: How WIC Staff Can Support Parents and Care-
givers Who Feed Their Infants Formula
Parents and caregivers who feed formula to their infants deserve respect and must be provided infor-
mation and guidance to safely deliver formula to their babies. Formula feeding parents and caregivers 
may feel shamed or judged for their choices, which are often outside of their control. WIC is in the 
unique position to support all parents and caregivers regardless of their feeding method. Because 
WIC staff are trained to offer participant-centered education to parents and caregivers, they should 
continue to educate them on: 

Formula storage and preparation.

Paced bottle-feeding.

Infant hunger and satiety cues and feeding behaviors.

Healthy and nurturing feeding relationship, including ways to hold infants during feedings.

Conclusion
Achieving optimal growth and development in a nurturing environment and developing a foundation 
for healthy eating patterns are desired health outcomes for all WIC infants regardless of feeding 
method. In low-income households, a lack of access to infant formula may increase the early intro-
duction of cow’s milk or formula over-dilution with water. These practices may result in inadequate 
nutrition, iron-deficiency anemia, and/or water intoxication.22,23  It is the responsibility of WIC staff to 
respect the feeding choice made by the parents and caregivers and provide assistance and support 
accordingly. 
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