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New USDA rUleS (released December 2007) will en-
able WIC households to purchase a variety of fruits and veg-
etables, whole grains, and soy products. In 2009, the foods 
we offer to WIC participants will finally be aligned with the 
nutrition education messages we share 
with them. This alignment presents 
WIC with an historic opportunity to 
support and promote positive choices 
in a meaningful way.

As a first step to designing new, com-
mon marketing messages and nutrition 
education to help WIC families take full 
advantage of the opportunities provid-
ed by the WIC food package changes, 
California WIC set out to learn more 
about food consumption patterns and preferences among 
its participants and staff. In April, 2008, we published the 
results of the Summer 2007 survey of food shopping and 
consumption habits among WIC participants (available at 
http://www.calwic.org/docs/food/branchsurveyreport.pdf). 

This report provides findings from a survey of WIC staff 
who work in local agencies throughout California. WIC 
staff are critical frontline communicators about WIC foods 
and nutrition. Close to 3,500 California WIC employees 
work in 650 sites to assist WIC families as they enroll in the 
program, pick up their WIC checks, engage in nutrition or 
breastfeeding counseling or attend classes. Because of their 

daily interaction with California’s 1.4 million WIC partici-
pants, their own shopping habits and food preferences, as 
well as their opinions about the new WIC foods, will be piv-
otal in supporting the potential of the new packages to im-

prove community nutrition status.

The Survey and  
Survey Respondents
DUriNg JANUAry AND Feb-
rUAry 2008, California WIC invited 
staff from local offices throughout Cali-
fornia to take a brief and easy online 
survey about their food shopping and 
consumption habits, their reasons for 
various food choices, what might influ-

ence them to make healthier food choices, and their opinions 
about the upcoming food package changes. The survey was 
developed using Vanguard Vista (www .vista-survey.com), a 
Web-based survey instrument. It took only about 10 minutes 
for survey-takers to complete the 55 questions online.

The survey covered the following topics:
•	 Cow’s milk and cheese •	Whole grains
•	 Soy milk and tofu  •	 Beans and eggs
•	 Fruits and Vegetables •	 Baby foods
•	 Juice and other beverages •	Organic foods
•	 Education and training on the food package

SUrvey-tAkerS
1,801 staff  in 89% of local 
agencies took the survey

95% women

88% 25 years or older

30% had child 1-5 years old

17% had a child 2-5 years old



•	 A higher percentage of WIC staff than WIC par-
ticipants think organic foods are healthier but cost 
more.

•	 Some WIC staff are concerned about reduction in 
milk, cheese, and especially eggs in the WIC food 
package.

•	 Many WIC staff support WIC giving baby foods, al-
though some think families can make their own.

•	 WIC staff would prefer handouts, classes, one-on-
one contacts, videos, and easy/quick food prepara-
tion ideas for educating participants.

All local agencies were encouraged, but not required, to 
participate. Nonetheless, there was a strong response. Staff 
from 89% of the 82 local agencies in California participated, 
with 1,801 individuals completing a survey. Nearly all (95%) 
were women, and most (88%) were 25 or older. About 13% 
of the households had an infant (less than a year old) in 
the household, and about 17% had a child between 2 and 5 
years old. 

English was spoken at home in more than 60% of the 
households, with Spanish the primary language in 28%; 
Chinese or Vietnamese was the primary language for less 
than 3% of the survey-takers. Twice as many taking the sur-
vey identified themselves as Hispanic (60%) as white (30%), 
with nearly 15% Asian and 8% African American. 

Most of the respondents were frontline WIC staff who 
provide direct service to WIC families every day. More 
than half of the survey-takers were WIC Nutrition Assis-
tants, or WNAs (55%), nearly 17% were Registered Dieti-
tians, 13% clerical staff, 10% in supervisory positions, and 
8% degreed nutritionists.

Only 12% had been on the job for less than a year, while 
nearly three-fourths had been with WIC for more than three 
years. Fully 41% of all the survey-takers were longtime WIC 
staff, with WIC resumes of longer than 10 years. 

KEY FINDINGS
the FollowiNg key FiNDiNgS describe current 
shopping and eating preferences for the majority of WIC 
staff. Where useful, information about the results of the 2007 
survey of  California WIC participants is provided. Because 
of survey method and sampling differences, data from these 
two surveys cannot be statistically compared, but results are 
of interest nonetheless.

•	 WIC Staff give their young children an appropri-
ate amount of juice, whereas WIC participants, es-
pecially children, are consuming quantities of juice 
that are much higher than recommended.

•	 WIC staff are generally drinking lower-fat milk, al-
though some still drink whole milk. In contrast, WIC 
participants are more likely to buy whole milk.

•	 Like WIC participant families, more WIC staff eat 
fresh fruits and vegetables daily, and canned and fro-
zen once in a while.

•	 WIC staff need information on tofu, sweetened bev-
erages, whole grains, and dried beans.

Milk Consumption
Adults

Most of the time drink. . .

26%
2% milk

26%
1% milk

7%
Whole

Choose because. . .

20%
Skim

9%
Soy

5%
Lactaid

64%  Most nutritious
33%  Likes the taste
23%  Family prefers
11%  WIC recommends
11%  Lactose intolerance 
         or milk allergy 

Milk Consumption
Children 2–5 Years Old

Most of the time drink. . .

43%
2% milk

24%
1% milk

17%
Whole

Choose because. . .

6%
Skim

3%
Soy

2%
Lactaid

52%  Most nutritious
33%  Family prefers
24%  WIC recommends
23%  Likes the taste
3%  Lactose intolerance 
 or milk allergy
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WIC STAFF FOOD PREFERENCES

Milk and Soy 
oNly 18% oF StAFF pUrchASeD whole milk, 
with the rest mainly purchasing 2% (42%), 1% (41%), skim 
(27%), or soy (27%) milk; 10% purchased lactose-free milk. 
They chose their milk based on what they felt was the “most 
nutritious.” Only 11% said they made their choice based on 
WIC recommendations. 

Most children were given 2% milk (43%) or 1% milk 
(24%) or whole milk (17%) on the understanding that it was 
the “most nutritious” (52%). Only 6% drank skim milk, and 
a mere 3% drank soy milk. Of those responding, 24% said 
they chose the milk they did for their children because “WIC 
recommends” it. 

When asked if they would change from whole to 2% milk, 
53% said they either already “sometimes drink” the lower-fat 
milk (29%) or were “ready now” to switch to doing so (24%). 
Another 14% had “considered switching,” but 11% said they 
would “never” switch. A similar pattern occurred among 
those who drink 2% in relation to switching to 1% milk. 

When asked what might help adults choose lower-fat 
milk, nearly half said “better taste” would be the greatest 
motivator; consideration of the health benefits was relevant 
for about 22%, lower cost would make a difference for about 
18%, and only about 9% would be influenced by a doctor’s 
recommendation to choose lower-fat milk. 

Tofu
toFU wAS rArely choSeN by WIC staff. Most of 
the respondents (64%) either didn’t know what to do with it 
(39%), their family didn’t eat it (34%), or they didn’t like the 
taste or texture (28%). About one-quarter (23%) had never 
tried it, and 10% didn’t know what it is.

Fruits and Vegetables
All the SUrvey-tAkerS ate fresh fruit. A satisfy-
ing 79% ate fresh fruit daily, with another 16% saying they 
ate fresh fruit weekly.  In contrast, only 3-4% of staff said 
they ate canned or frozen fruit “daily,” and about half of the 
survey-takers ate canned or frozen fruit “once in a while.”

Similarly, most of the staff members ate fresh vegetables 
daily (73%); 12% ate frozen vegetables daily, and only 6% 
ate canned daily. Frozen and canned vegetables were pri-
marily eaten “once in a while” (34% and 40% respectively), 
followed by “weekly” (32% and 24% respectively).  

 FreSh cANNeD FrozeN

Daily 79% 3% 4%
Weekly 16% 16% 10%
Monthly 1% 13% 10%
Once in a while 4% 52% 47%
Never 0% 17% 30%

 

How Often Eat Vegetables
 FreSh cANNeD FrozeN

Daily 73% 6% 12%
Weekly 23% 24% 32%
Monthly 1% 14% 14%
Once in a while 2% 40% 34%
Never 0% 17% 9%

How Often Eat Fruit
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When asked what might induce them to eat more fruits 
and vegetables, one-third said they already ate enough, but 
45% said they would benefit from quick and easy ideas of 
how to prepare these foods, and 40% would buy more if the 
price were lower. “More health information” would only be 
persuasive for 13% of the respondents. 

Beverages
other thAN milk, JUice, or wAter, most work-
ers drank either nothing (30%) or coffee or tea with sugar 
(31%). Diet soda (24%), regular soda (18%), and not-100%-
juice drinks (15%) were also favored.

Their children were more likely to drink not-100%-juice 
fruit drinks (30%) and regular soda (14%), although 42% 
said their children drank nothing other than milk, juice, or 
water.

When asked what might help them drink fewer sweetened 
beverages, the largest motivator would be “information on 
other healthful beverages” (about 33%). Again, “doctor rec-
ommendation” would hold little sway (about 11%). 

Among those who fed juice to their children under five 
years old, most of the children (71%) drank less than 4 ounc-
es daily, while 22% drank between 5 and 7 ounces, and only 
4% drank between 8 and 11 ounces. Most interesting is that 
75% of survey takers diluted the juice given to children. 

Whole Grains
NeArly All reSpoNDeNtS (94%) said they purchased 
whole grain bread, while 45% purchased brown rice and 43% 
purchased whole wheat tortillas. Most purchased white rice 
(87%) and corn tortillas (82%), while 75% purchased oatmeal 
and 67% purchased flour tortillas. Barley was less frequently 
bought (18%) and bulgur rarely (9%). 

Of those who didn’t buy whole grain bread, the main reason 
given was that they or their family didn’t like the taste. Brown 
rice was unknown either because the respondent had never 
tasted it (28%), the family didn’t like it (26%), they didn’t know 
how to cook it (21%), or it took too long to cook (20%).

Most of those who didn’t buy corn tortillas said they 
didn’t eat tortillas (42%) or they or their family didn’t like the 
taste (20% and 31%). Whole wheat tortillas were more of an  
unknown, never tasted by 29% and rejected by 26% of their 
families. Only 14% of respondents to this question said “I just 
don’t eat tortillas.”

Although more than one-third (36%) felt they already ate 
enough whole grains, 40% said they might eat more if they 
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knew of quick and easy meal ideas, and one-third were in-
terested in “taste tests.” Nearly one-fourth (23%) would like 
help identifying whole-grain foods. Only 18% said that edu-
cation on the health benefits would help them eat more of 
these foods. 

Beans
moSt StAFF boUght DrieD beANS (79%)  
although half also bought canned beans because they were 
more convenient and faster cooking.

OPINIONS ON THE  
WIC FOOD PACKAGE 

Should WIC Offer Baby Foods?
moSt oF thoSe reSpoNDiNg (61%) felt WIC 
should offer baby foods as a way to introduce fruits and veg-
etables; 22% thought it would be a convenience. Another 
29% felt that WIC should not offer baby foods because fami-
lies can make their own. 

WIC Food Changes
wic StAFF voiceD eNthUSiAStic SUpport 
for WIC reducing juice, milk, and cheese (7% had “serious 
concerns” about the reduction in dairy products). They were 
least supportive of the reduction in eggs, with 14% having 
“serious concerns” about it. 

Organic Foods
hAlF oF thoSe who took the SUrvey felt 
that organic foods would be a healthier option, while 31% 
had no strong opinion on the matter. Another 16% felt that 
organic foods are no different than “regular” foods. At the 
same time, four-fifths of respondents felt that organic foods 
were more expensive than non-organic and nearly half 
(48%) felt that organic foods were too expensive for most 
shoppers. Only 18% were willing to pay more for organics.

Of those who buy organic foods, vegetables top the list 
at 77%, fruits are a close second at 75%, with eggs a distant 
third at about 36%. About 30% of this group buy organic 
milk, and 28% buy organic breads and cereals..
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Education and Training
oF All the wAyS oF gettiNg iNFormAtioN 
to clients, nearly all staff thought that handouts (89%) and 
classes (82%) were best, with one-on-one teaching (65%) or 
video (58%) next in appeal. Much lower in preference were 
computer programs, telephone counseling, Internet infor-
mation, and email—each of which were thought useful by 
fewer than 10% of respondents.

Similarly, handouts were seen by about 83% as the most 
effective tools to prepare staff, followed by ideas for quick 
preparation of various foods (62%), and videos (55%). 
Learner-centered training, cooking demonstrations, and 
taste testing were identified less often, and Web-based train-
ing or grocery store tours the least appealing. 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

locAl wic StAFF will serve as WIC’s frontline am-
bassadors for the new WIC food packages, so it will be criti-
cal for them to have an in-depth understanding and appre-
ciation for what WIC will soon be offering to millions of 
families. 

These survey results provide detailed information on 
the current shopping and consumption practices, as well as 
opinions and training needs, of a large number of Califor-
nia WIC employees. It is gratifying to see that WIC employ-
ees who responded are already putting nutrition knowledge 
into practice by shopping for healthier food choices—in-
cluding lowfat milk, whole grains, and fresh produce. WIC’s 

nutrition education has been effective with our own staff! 
The data clearly reveal that careful staff preparation and ad-
vance training will be needed to promote the new WIC food 
packages appropriately, particularly with some current food 
items that will be reduced to make room for the new foods. 

Building on both the WIC Participant and the WIC Staff 
Food Shopping and Consumption habits surveys, California 
WIC is now completing a frontline staff survey on Breast-
feeding and Early Feeding issues related to the food pack-
age changes. California WIC looks forward to sharing the 
results with the WIC community in the near future.


