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What is the issue? 

Nearly half  of the children born each year in the 
U.S. rely on WIC to begin life with healthy 
nutrition. The Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) 
serves over 6 million women, infants, and children 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ�ĂŐĞ�ϰ�ǁŚŽ�ďĞŶĞĨŝƚ�ĨƌŽŵ�t/�͛Ɛ�ĨŽŽĚ�
package, breastfeeding and other nutrition 
counseling, and from referrals to other services. 
t/�͛Ɛ�ďĞŶĞĨŝƚƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ƐƚƌĞƚĐŚ�ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚ�ĨŽŽĚ�
budgets, save medical costs, and boost local 
economies. Studies show that $1 invested in WIC 
saves about $2.48 in medical, educational, and 
productivity costs. 

Early efforts to reduce COVID-19 transmission 
ƚŚƌĞĂƚĞŶĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƐĞǀĞƌ�ĞůŝŐŝďůĞ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛�ĂĐĐĞƐƐ�ƚŽ�
WIC benefits. Recognizing the critical importance 
of WIC benefits, Congress authorized the USDA to 
issue a set of waivers that have permitted WIC 
agencies to deliver benefits and services in new, 
largely technology-based ways, without 
compromising safety. Also, during the pandemic, 
the WIC cash value benefit to purchase fruit and 
vegetables was temporarily increased from $9 or 
$11 to $35 per month. The cash value benefit is 
now $24 for children and $43/$47 for women. 

In 2020-2021, UC Nutrition Policy Institute and 
,ĞůƵŶĂ�,ĞĂůƚŚ͛Ɛ�W,&�-WIC Program and their 
partners took advantage ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�͞ŶĂƚƵƌĂů�
ĞǆƉĞƌŝŵĞŶƚ͟�ƚŽ�ĞǀĂůƵĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞǁ�ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ�ŽƉƚŝŽŶƐ͘�
Through interviews, surveys, and conveningsʹ
local, statewide, and multi-stateʹresearch 
revealed what these operational changes 
achieved, and, based on these findings, key 
stakeholders developed policy recommendations. 
This brief brings the voices of WIC participants and 
local agency directors in California, as captured in 
our research, to inform Congress. 

There are several opportunities for Congress and 
the USDA to strengthen WIC: 

x Child Nutrition Reauthorization 
x annual appropriations 
x WIC-specific bills 
x USDA Rule-Making 

What are the Major Recommendations? 

Overarching recommendation: a hybrid model. Strong consensus 
supported a full range of options, giving WIC agencies and participants 
the ability to use both new, largely technology-based, virtual service 
delivery and the traditional, mostly in-person processes. In a 2021 
survey of over 26,000 WIC participants, 45% said they would prefer to 
receive WIC services entirely remotely. This hybrid model can help 
meet participants where they are. 

͞tĞ�ǁŽƵůĚ�Ɛƚŝůů�ůŝŬĞ�ƚŽ�ŐŝǀĞ�ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ�ƚŽ�ƌĞĐĞŝǀĞ�ŽƵƌ�
ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ�ƌĞŵŽƚĞůǇ͘�:ƵƐƚ�ŐŝǀĞ�ƚŚĞŵ�ŽƉƚŝŽŶƐ͘͘͘ĨŽƌ�ƵƐ�ƚŽ�͞ŵĞĞƚ�ƚŚĞŵ�
ǁŚĞƌĞ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ͟�ĂŶĚ�ŶŽƚ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŝƚ�ďĞ�ƐŽ�ĚŝĨĨŝĐƵůƚ�ƚŽ�ŐĞƚ�ŽƵr benefits." 
- WIC agency director 

 

Recommendations for strengthening WIC are:  

x Permit women, infants, and children to enroll and to recertify 
for benefits remotely, actions that previously were required to 
be done in person. Apart from COVID safety concerns, office 
visits often require women and caregivers to take time from 
work, to find childcare, and to face transportation complications.  

͞/�ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ�ĨŽƵŶĚ�ŝƚ�ŵƵĐŚ͙ĞĂƐŝĞƌ�;ƚŚĂŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƐƚͿ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�/�ĚŝĚŶΖƚ�
have to go into the office and talk to them in person. Because with 
kids, especially if you can't find a babysitter. So I found it more 
convenient for me, because I have such a busy schedule because 
ŽĨ�ƐĐŚŽŽů͘�^Ž�ŝƚ�ǁŽƌŬƐ�ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚůǇ�ĨŽƌ�ŵĞ͘͟�- WIC participant 

 



  

x Extend the grace period to recertify children from 30 to 90 days. Recognizing caregiverƐ͛�difficulties in gathering 
necessary documentation and the other demands for their time, the longer grace period will help protect 
participants from unintended loss of benefits.  

"[It] would be really great to have that tool (extended certification) in our back pocket and if it comes to we either 
recertify in three months, or we lose this client, I would like to have the option to bump it and recertify in three 
months." - WIC agency director 

x Offer remote access to food benefits, nutrition education, and counseling. Issuing food benefits on an EBT card 
and continuing to offer remote education when appropriate save non-essential office visits. 

͞/ƚΖƐ�ũƵƐƚ�unnecessary at times to have a person come in physically, when we can deliver the benefits 
electronically....What a waste of time to have them walk into an old-ĨĂƐŚŝŽŶĞĚ�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�ƐŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ�ƐĂǇ͕�͞/Ζŵ�ŐŽŝŶŐ�
to press a button. I did it. Okay, now leave." - WIC agency director 

"It can be very hectic for them (WIC participants at an agency visit). And we don't really have their attention when 
we're trying to counsel them. But when it's at home, they're more relaxed and they're just happier." - WIC agency 
director 

x Eliminate separation of agency duties. Before COVID, as potential fraud protection, separate WIC workers were 
required to certify eligibility and to issue benefits. Agency directors concurred that the increased efficiency and 
personalization from consolidating those services outweighed the likelihood of potential fraud. 

"It's easier for the staff and for the client; they don't have to talk to two different people...The (staff) person that's 
asking a question are (sic) getting more information when they're going through the whole thing. And I think the 
clients are more comfortable just talking to whoever [is] the one person they started with rather than getting passed 
along." - WIC agency director 

x Authorize funds to support technology modernization. The remote processes introduced by the COVID waivers 
require funding for more and more up-to-date technology and equipment. 

͞΀/ŶĐŽƌƉŽƌĂƚŝŽŶ�ŽĨ�ǀŝƌƚƵĂů�ŽƉƚŝŽŶƐ΁�ŚĂƐ�ũƵƐƚ�ƌĞĂůůǇ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞĚ�ŚŽǁ�ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ�ĚŽ�ƚŚŝŶŐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚΖƐ�ŽƉĞŶĞĚ�ŵǇ�ĞǇĞƐ�ƚŽ�ũƵƐƚ�ŚŽw 
ǁĞ�ĐĂŶ͙ŵĂŬĞ�ŝƚ�ĞĂƐŝĞƌ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͘͟ - WIC agency director 

x Permanently increase the Cash Value Benefit for fruits and vegetables. WĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛�ĨƌƵŝƚ�ĂŶĚ�ǀĞŐĞƚĂďůĞ�ŝŶƚĂŬĞ�
increased with the larger amount, and the higher benefit was found by participants to allow for a greater variety of 
fruit and vegetable purchases. 

͞΀dŚĞ�ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ΁�ŝƐ�ũƵƐƚ�ƌŝŐŚƚ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ǇŽƵ�ǁĞƌĞ�ĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ƉůĂŶ�ŽƵƚ�ǇŽƵƌ�ƐŶĂĐŬƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŵĞĂůƐ�Ă�ůŝƚƚůĞ�ďŝƚ�ďĞƚƚĞƌ�ĂŶĚ�ŐĞƚ�Ăůů�ƚŚĞ�
fruits and vegetables you needed. Like bell peppers, onions, things like that, that you would normally cook, salad, you 
ŬŶŽǁ�ƚŚŝŶŐƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǇŽƵ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ŶŽƌŵĂůůǇ�ƵƐĞ͘͟ - WIC participant 

͞/ƚ�ŚĂƐ�ĂĨĨŽƌĚĞĚ�ŵĞ�ƚŽ�ŐĞƚ�Ă�ǀĂƌŝĞƚǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝŶŐƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�/�ǁĂƐŶΖƚ�ĂďůĞ�ƚŽ�ŐĞƚ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ�ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞ�ŵǇ�ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ�ƚŽ�Ă�
lot more veŐĞƚĂďůĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŽƵƚ�ŽĨ�ŽƵƌ�ƌĞĂĐŚ͘͟- WIC participant 
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