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APPENDIX A

The Women, Infant, and Children Program (WIC) is a federal assistance program, implemented in the 1970s by the Food 

and Nutrition Service (FNS) of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to provide supplemental nutrition for 

pregnant, postpartum and breastfeeding women, infants, and children up to age five, who are at nutritional risk and who 

fall within established income guidelines. 

Two major types of nutritional risk are recognized for WIC eligibility:

(I) Medically-based risks (designated as “high priority”) such as anemia, underweight, maternal age, history of 

pregnancy complications, or poor pregnancy outcomes; and

(II) Diet-based risks such as inadequate dietary pattern (i.e. failure to meet USDA Dietary Guidelines).

A web-based pre-screening tool, a 15-minute questionnaire provided in 7 languages, is available to the public and allows 

applicants to assess their eligibility. A formal assessment is utilized for nutritional risk. Nutritional risk is determined by 

a health professional such as a physician, nutritionist, or nurse, using federal guidelines. This health screening can be 

conducted at WIC clinics or by an applicant’s physician; it is free to program applicants.

An applicant’s income eligibility for the program is determined by family income. The basic eligibility requirement is a 

gross family income (i.e., before taxes) that falls at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level ($40,182 for a family 

of three in 2020). Applicants who already participate in certain benefits programs, such as Medicaid, or Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families, may automatically meet the income eligibility requirements. 

In most WIC state agencies, WIC participants receive checks or vouchers to purchase specific foods each month that are 

designed to supplement their diets with specific nutrients that benefit WIC’s target population. Different food packages 

are provided for different categories of participants. Depending on the category of the participant, WIC foods may 

include infant cereal, iron-fortified adult cereal, vitamin C-rich fruit or vegetable juice, eggs, milk, cheese, peanut butter, 

dried and canned beans/peas, and canned fish. Federal guidelines recently added soy-based beverages, tofu, fruits and 

vegetables, baby foods, whole-wheat bread, and other whole-grain options to better meet the nutritional needs of 

certain WIC participants. WIC is a complex federal program and much has been written about how to reduce barriers 

to access and increase utilization; however, it is widely perceived as an effective federal program for improving dietary 

intake. Research has shown that overall diets of young children enrolled in WIC are more nutrient-rich and lower in 

calories from solid fats and added sugars than the diets of income-eligible nonparticipants.25  It has been shown to be a 

cost-effective intervention as well. A study of birth outcomes showed benefit-to-cost ratios ranging from $1.77 to $3.13 

in Medicaid costs saved for each $1 spent on WIC.26
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