
GroundbreakinG federal rules released by 
USDA in December 2007 will enable WIC households to pur-
chase a variety of fruits and vegetables, whole grains, and soy 
products. They will also give WIC’s families more variety in 
food choices, with lower fat and cholesterol and higher fiber, 
while limiting added sugar and sodium. The revisions will bring 
the WIC food packages in line with the 2005 Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans and current infant feeding practices guidelines of 
the American Academy of Pediatrics. 

To prepare for the changes, in July-
August 2007, California WIC surveyed 
3,085 WIC families to learn what foods 
WIC participants favor and what they 
would be likely to choose if WIC of-
fered new foods. In most cases, the 
mother was interviewed; the responses 
pertain to 4,559 participants in the 
families selected. The survey results 
will help California establish new food 
package policies, inform the design of 
effective nutrition education and promotional messages, and 
provide baseline information for future assessments of changes 
in participant preferences and behavior.

The survey data provide a rich and representative snapshot 
of current WIC participant food shopping practices, consump-
tion habits, and attitudes in a large and diverse state. The data 
will help inform California WIC’s approach to implementing 

the new rules and may be useful to other state and local WIC 
practitioners as they plan for implementation of changes to 
WIC foods and design nutrition education materials and pro-
motional campaigns for WIC families.

Survey Method
The survey used a random, stratified sample design so 
that the results statistically represent California’s WIC popu-

lation. Data were collected from clin-
ics in rural, metropolitan (area with 
50,000 or more persons) and “micro-
politan” (area with 10,000–50,000 per-
sons) locations across the state. To se-
lect the 57 survey sites, data from WIC 
offices and the census were reviewed 
and target populations’ characteristics 
were examined. 

The survey was developed using 
Vanguard Vista (www.vista-survey.
com), a web-based survey instrument. 

The survey included 74 questions to elicit information on each 
family’s current intake trends and their preferences for the new 
WIC foods, including baby food, cow’s milk, soy milk, cheese, 
tofu, fruits and vegetables, whole grains and canned beans. 
University students were recruited and trained to administer 
the survey. Depending on family characteristics and food hab-
its, the survey took between 10 and 20 minutes to complete. 
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Survey Sample Population  
The 3,085 families surveyed represented California’s WIC 
caseload of 1.4 million participants. 

• About two-thirds were Hispanic, with nearly half 
speaking Spanish at home (46%). 

• Two-fifths (40%) spoke English at home.
• The rest spoke Vietnamese, Chinese, or another  

language. 
• Nearly all the survey participants were between 18 and 

35 years old, and most had some high school education. 
• The “average” mother interviewed reported that she 

purchased groceries for four people.
Survey results are presented below by type of WIC food, 

along with considerations for using the results in planning for 
the WIC food package changes.

BABY FOOD AND  
OTHER INFANT FOODS
WhaT families feed Their babies noW: Two-
thirds of the infants consumed table foods, primarily fruits and 
vegetables, but also bread, tortillas, or rice, and, to a lesser ex-
tent, beans, meat, and cereal. About three-fourths of infants 
(78%) drank beverages other than breastmilk, formula, or wa-
ter, and virtually all of those infants (95%) drank juice, with 
no difference between English-speaking and Spanish-speaking 
families. For most families, infants started drinking juice be-
tween 4 and 6 months of age.  

WhaT families buy noW: Four-fifths (79%) of the 
families with infants purchased baby foods, primarily fruits 
and vegetables. Only a small number of households with in-
fants reported making their own baby food. 

WhaT They Would buy: If WIC checks included 
baby food, almost all families would purchase baby food 
fruits and vegetables, similar to their current practice; about 
two-thirds would buy baby food meat, an increase from the 
number of families that currently purchase meat for their  
infants (42%).
CONSIDERATIONS:

• Education and messages about infant feeding should 
emphasize fruits and vegetables and meat as recom-
mended complementary foods after 6 months and 
should encourage families to delay or forgo juice and 
other beverages until after the first birthday. 

• WIC’s education on introducing complementary 
foods will be reinforced with checks for baby cereal 
and baby food after six months and elimination of 
juice for infants.
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• Since a large portion of WIC families are already pur-
chasing baby food, the inclusion of baby food in the 
WIC package may not greatly increase purchases of 
baby food, although the types of food purchased may 
shift toward more fruits and vegetables.

• WIC will need to educate families about the baby food 
options provided by WIC and to explain the difference 
between fruits, vegetables, and meats, or dinners and 
desserts.

MILK, CHEESE, SOY-BASED BEVERAGE, 
AND TOFU 

Milk 

WhaT families buy noW: More than half of the fami-
lies bought whole milk (55%) and/or 2% milk (46%) for drink-
ing by both the adults and children in the household. With 
either choice, the parent felt that was the healthiest choice for 
her family. Very few families (4%) bought soy-based beverage 
(“soy milk”), Lactaid, or lactose-free milk (2%). 

Most (63%) participants thought they got enough milk from 
WIC, although nearly one-third—mostly in larger-than-aver-
age households (5 or more people) thought it was not enough. 

WhaT They Would buy: If WIC provided only low-
er-fat milk, three-fourths of participants (78%) would buy 2% 
milk, but only 15% would buy 1% milk. When asked to create 
WIC checks with a combination of cow’s milk, soy milk, cheese 
and tofu, nearly three-fourths (73%) would choose mostly 
cow’s milk with some amount of soy milk and other options, 
10% would choose mostly soy milk with some of the other op-
tions, 15% would choose only cow’s milk, and a small number 
(2%) would choose all soy milk. 
CONSIDERATIONS:

• Perception of the adequacy of the amount of milk 
WIC provides is influenced by the number of people 
in the household.

• The primary reason for the type of milk (whole, 2%, 
1%, or skim) that children are drinking is that their 
caretaker believes it is best (healthiest) for their child. 

• Because milk choice for both adults and children is 
most influenced by interest in the healthiest choice, 
WIC can play a significant role in educating families 
about the health benefits of choosing lower fat milk.

• Most participants appear to be ready to switch to 2% 
milk, but changing to 1% milk may be much more 
challenging.



of the adults who drank soy milk did so for the taste, although 
30% drank it due to lactose intolerance or milk allergy, and one-
fourth (26%) drank it because they felt it was good for their 
health. The main reason (45%) for children drinking soy milk 
was lactose intolerance or milk allergy; one-third (31%) drank 
it because they or their parent felt it was good for their health.

CONSIDERATIONS:
• The quantity of soy milk currently purchased by 

families is small, possibly due to the cost or possibly 
because those who consume soy milk drank smaller 
quantities than those who drank cow’s milk.

• Because this survey did not separate lactose intoler-
ance from milk allergy as the reason for drinking soy 
milk, it is possible that if lactose-free milk is provided 
as the first choice for lactose-intolerance, fewer par-
ticipants would need soy milk.

Tofu

WhaT families buy noW: All the Asian participants 
bought tofu, while few English-speaking and Spanish-speaking 
participants did.

WhaT They Would buy: If WIC checks could be  
used to purchase cow’s milk, cheese, soy milk and tofu, nearly 
one-third (30%) of participants who would choose mostly 
cow’s milk would also choose tofu and nearly half (46%) who 
would choose mostly soy milk would also choose tofu. 

CONSIDERATIONS:
• As expected, tofu is popular among the Asian partici-

pants. However, many English-speaking and Spanish-
speaking participants would also choose tofu in 
combination with other milk and milk substitutes. 

• Very few families buy soy milk and lactose-free milk 
now, but more would likely buy some along with cow’s 
milk if they have the choice. 

Cheese

WhaT families buy noW: Nearly all Spanish-speak-
ing and English-speaking participants ate cheese, as well as 
three-fourths of Chinese participants. Vietnamese participants 
were less likely to eat cheese, and fewer than half answered 
that they do. Most participants who ate cheese (71%) felt the 
amount of cheese available from WIC was just right, but larger-
than-average households (5 or more people) were significantly 
more likely to say it was not enough.

WhaT They Would buy: When asked what they 
would buy with WIC checks if given the choice to mix-and-
match cow’s milk, soy milk, tofu and cheese, most families re-
port wanting cheese regardless of whether they want mostly 
cow’s milk or mostly soy milk. 

CONSIDERATIONS:
• Families would like WIC to continue to offer cheese 

in the food package and they may be disappointed to 
learn that the maximum amount they can have is one 
pound. 

Soy-Based Beverage (“Soy Milk”) 

WhaT families buy noW: Half of the households 
that purchase soy milk buy only half to one gallon per week 
and most (86%) select the refrigerated form. The Chinese- 
and Vietnamese-speaking families overwhelmingly prefer the 
regular or plain flavor, whereas the English-speakers prefer the 
vanilla flavor. More Spanish-speaking families prefer regular 
or plain (60%) than vanilla flavor (40%). More than half (53%) 
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WHOLE GRAINS
WhaT families buy noW: Corn tortillas were eaten 
more than any other grain product, as nearly 60% of respon-
dents consumed them daily. In addition, many participants re-
ported eating whole wheat bread daily (38%) or at least three 
times a week (40%). Other popular whole grain products pur-
chased by families included oatmeal, brown rice, and whole 
wheat tortillas. For those who did not choose to eat whole 
wheat bread or corn tortillas, the primary reason was that they 
did not like the taste. The main reason participants did not eat 
whole wheat tortillas and brown rice was that they had never 
tasted these items. 

WhaT They Would buy: If WIC offered whole grain 
products, nearly all participants said they would use their 
checks to buy whole wheat bread (95%), most would purchase 
oatmeal (87%) and corn tortillas (84%), and more than half 
(63%) would buy brown rice. For each of these products, the 
numbers were higher than the number of families that cur-
rently purchase these items.

FRUITS, VEGETABLES, AND JUICE 
WhaT families buy noW: Adult participants and 
their children, on average, ate fruits twice a day and vegetables 
twice a day. Most families bought fresh fruits (88%) and veg-
etables (87%); they purchased canned or frozen fruits and veg-
etables infrequently. 
Juice was frequently consumed, with 58% reporting children 

drinking two to three servings of juice 
daily, in serving sizes ranging from small 
(up to 4 ounces for 43% of respondents) to 
medium (5-7 ounces for 27%) or large (8-11 
ounces for 26%). Only 6% of the families 

thought they got too much juice from WIC, 
66% thought the amount was just right, and 28% 

thought it was not enough. Larger-than-average households 
(5 or more people) were significantly more likely to feel the 
amount of juice WIC gave was “not enough.” 

WhaT They Would buy: All participants said they 
would use WIC checks to buy fresh fruit and vegetables. About 
two-thirds would also purchase canned or frozen vegetables 
and canned fruit while almost half of the families would also 
buy frozen fruit if these choices were offered.

CONSIDERATIONS:
• WIC families already buy fresh fruits and vegetables 

and will use WIC checks to buy them. This find-
ing confirms what the California WIC Program has 
learned in previous focus groups with participants 
and in fruit and vegetable projects in Los Angeles and 
Calaveras County.

• Because participants, especially children, are con-
suming quantities of juice that are much higher than 
recommended, WIC education will need to emphasize 
appropriate quantities of juice. 



beans and PeanuT buTTer 
WhaT families buy noW: Fewer than half the re-
spondents bought canned beans, preferring to purchase dried 
beans.

WhaT They Would buy: If they could create their own 
WIC checks with a combination of canned beans, dried beans, 
and peanut butter, nearly three-fourths of participants would 
use the checks to purchase dried beans and peanut butter.
CONSIDERATIONS:

• Most families would continue to choose the options 
currently available to them—dried beans and peanut 
butter—even if canned beans are offered.

ORGANIC FOODS
abouT one-Third of families had ever bought 
organic foods. Although one-third felt organic was better for 
them, half had no strong opinion about organic foods or didn’t 
know anything about them, and only 2% stated that WIC 
should offer organic foods. 
CONSIDERATIONS:

• There appears to be low demand for organic foods 
among California’s WIC population.

CONSIDERATIONS:
• Most participants are either choosing whole wheat 

bread or think they are doing so, indicating that they 
have a positive attitude about whole wheat bread. WIC 
education may assist them in understanding how to 
select whole wheat/grain products.

• Participants are open to eating more whole grains if 
WIC offers these foods. Taste testing of unfamiliar 
foods may be helpful since many report having never 
tasted whole wheat tortillas or brown rice.

The survey resulTs Provide an excellent snapshot 
of current shopping and consumption practices and preferen-
ces among California WIC families. Although it is heartening 
to note that families are enthusiastic about making healthier 
choices with updated WIC checks, the data also reveal areas 
where careful and strategic nutrition and consumer education 
will be needed to promote the new WIC food packages ap-
propriately. 

California WIC is gathering additional information to 
inform decision making about the new WIC food packages. 
Since local WIC staff will be frontline ambassadors for the 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
new WIC food packages, it will be critical for them to have an 
in-depth understanding and appreciation for what WIC will 
soon be offering to millions of participants. Building on this 
Participant Survey, California WIC is completing a WIC Staff 
Food Shopping and Consumption Habits Survey. Breastfeeding 
surveys will be conducted this summer with participants and 
frontline WIC staff in relation to the food package changes that 
would affect breastfeeding mothers and their infants. To gather 
input from WIC vendors, a series of food-specific Vendor Fo-
cus Groups will be conducted. California WIC looks forward to 
sharing the results of these additional activities in the future.
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