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WIC Works: A Cost-Effective Investment
in Improving Low-Income Families’ Nutrition
and Health

Sound investments that reduce early childhood adversity can strengthen the foundations of physical and
mental health, delivering lifelong benefits.? Extensive research finds that the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) is just such a cost-effective investment,
improving the nutrition and health of families with low incomes — leading to healthier infants, more
nutritious diets and better health care for children, and subsequently to higher academic achievement for
students.

As a result of the research documenting WIC's effectiveness, administrations and congresses of both
parties have provided sufficient funding since 1997 to ensure that WIC can serve all eligible new and
expecting parents, infants, and young children who apply. WIC's effectiveness reinforces why the Trump
Administration and states must continue to do everything they can to keep these critical benefits flowing
during the current federal government shutdown, and then provide enough funding to provide all eligible

applicants with full benefits for the remainder of the fiscal year.

WIC provides nutritious foods, nutrition education, breastfeeding support, and referrals to health care
and social services for millions of low-income families, and it plays a crucial role in improving lifetime
health for new and expecting parents, their infants, and young children. Part of the nation’s nutrition
safety net for 50 years, WIC serves over 6 million adults, infants, and children in families with low incomes
until their fifth birthday.

Over nearly five decades, researchers have investigated WIC's effects on key measures of child health
such as birth weight, infant mortality, diet quality and nutrient intake, initiation and duration of
breastfeeding, cognitive development and learning, immunization, use of health services, and childhood
anemia. Comprehensive, systematic reviews of the research literature consistently demonstrate WIC's
effectiveness.®

¢ Healthier babies. Nutrition influences health at every stage of life.# Individuals who participate in

WIC during pregnancy give birth to healthier babies who are more likely to survive infancy.



FIGURE 1

WIC Participation Reduces Risk of Adverse
Birth Outcomes
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Source: Fingar et al., “Reassessing the association between WIC and birth outcomes using a
fetuses-at-risk approach,” Maternal and Child Health Journal, published online August 16, 2016.
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More nutritious diets. WIC supports more nutritious diets and better infant feeding practices.
WIC participants buy and eat more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and low-fat dairy products
following the introduction of improved WIC food packages more closely aligned to current dietary
guidance and increases to the cash value benefit for purchases of fruits and vegetables.

More health care access. Children in families participating in WIC are just as likely to receive
immunizations as children in more affluent families and are more likely to receive preventive

medical care than children in low-income families who don’t participate in WIC.

Stronger cognitive development. Children whose parent participated in WIC while pregnant
scored higher on assessments of mental development at age 2 than similar children whose parent

did not participate, and they later performed better on reading assessments while in school.

Narrowed inequities. Participation in WIC may reduce racial and ethnic disparities in birth
outcomes and breastfeeding.

High participant satisfaction. WIC has worked to modernize participants’ experiences,
including offering electronic benefits and remote services. Participant satisfaction is generally

high, with some participants highlighting the services provided in WIC clinics. Caregivers especially



appreciate higher fruit and vegetable benefits available since 2021 and report improvements in
the quality of their child’s diet.

e Neighborhood food access. Improvements made to the WIC food packages since 2009 have
contributed to healthier food environments in low-income neighborhoods, enhancing access to
fruits, vegetables, and whole grains for all consumers regardless of whether they participate in
WIC.

Poverty and adversity during early childhood can have lifelong consequences for physical, mental, and
economic well-being. WIC supports sound nutrition and health at critical points in a child’s development
— in utero, during infancy, as a toddler, and during the early childhood years. An extensive body of
research showing that WIC participation improves children’s health and development highlights the

importance of ensuring that all eligible parents and young children can get WIC benefits.
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