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As a federal nutrition assistance program, the
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) provides
access to healthy food, nutrition services, and
healthcare referrals to more than 6 million women
and children at risk of food insecurity. The COVID19 pandemic brought many challenges and put many
more citizens at risk of food insecurity, particularly
low-income families with children.
New legislation and emergency funding during the
pandemic led to changes to WIC and participants'
experiences in the program. Federal waivers for
WIC agencies allowed remote appointments and
expanded flexibilities in how services are offered. In
June 2021, the American Rescue Plan Act was
passed leading to a temporary increase in the cash
value benefit (CVB) WIC participants can use to
buy fruits and vegetables. This increased the benefit
amount from $9-11 per person per month to $35 per
person per month. In September 2021, the CVB
increase was extended and the amounts were
changed to $24 for children and $43 or $47 for
women.
To explore WIC participants' experiences with the
CVB changes, we held 10 online focus groups with
WIC participants in North Carolina in March 2022.
Each group had 4-8 participants from similar
racial/ethnic backgrounds. Half of the participants
lived in rural counties and half lived in urban or
suburban counties. Participants were also asked
about their experiences shopping with WIC during
the pandemic, their awareness of CVB changes, and
their experiences using the higher CVB amount. The
information collected in this study has the potential
to inform changes to the WIC program and provide
evidence for future emergency response policies.

Higher CVB Met Participants' Needs
Participants welcomed the CVB increase: Responses
to the higher CVB amount were overwhelmingly
positive.
"But when they increased the [CVB] amount we
loved it, we enjoyed every bit of it."
"...that's one of my kid’s main things. He loves fruits
and vegetables...So we were very grateful for it."
The increase met household needs: Participants viewed
the CVB increase as a beneficial change that helped meet
their needs during the pandemic.
"I can't stress this enough the amount that they gave
us in fruits and vegetables during the pandemic...was
an extreme help."
The pre-pandemic amount was not enough:
Participants were dissatisfied with the $9-11/person
amount and felt the amount only lasted one shopping trip.
"...But you know, anybody that shops for themselves
knows that $9 in the produce department is going to
last you maybe two days with children."
"It’s just not really enough money to buy much, you
know, it's almost like an insult."
The CVB is one of the most valued parts of the WIC
food package: Participants felt the CVB increase was
one of the best changes to the food package because they
use fruits and vegetables most.
"I think that's the most beneficial change that, that
WIC has made in a really long time..."
"So I would say like, it's definitely giving me a
reason to stay enrolled [in WIC] and everything."

Read more at go.unc.edu/cvbstudy

Increased CVB, Healthier
WIC Families
Higher CVB facilitates healthier eating habits:
Participants stated their family ate healthier with more
money for fruits and vegetables.
"I mean I liked it because it definitely changed
the way like we were eating as a household... it
became more convenient to grab an apple instead
of a bag of chips you know."
"Yes, it was the healthiest that we were able to
eat in a very long time."
Introducing new fruits and vegetables to young
children: Participants reported their children were
able to try new types of fruit and vegetables, a critical
part of forming healthy eating habits in childhood.
"With that increase in fruits and vegetables for
my kids, I got to introduce them to vegetables that
they would probably never eat at a young age."
"But with the increase, I've been able to do other
foods like cantaloupes, honeydew, other things
that she would not have wanted to try..."
Eating a more culturally appropriate diet: Some
mentioned that the increase allowed them to eat a diet
in line with their dietary/cultural preferences,
especially participants with plant-based diets.
"I live in, like what they call a Latino household.
So almost every meal that we have is based off
fruits and vegetables...So it [the CVB increase]
was very helpful for us."

Challenges with CVB
Change Implementation
Uncertainty: The many changes in the CVB amounts
in 2021 left participants confused about how much
they were getting.
"...if it was something that we could rely on and
was consistent, that would be better. But I mean,
right now, it's kind of you just got to play it by ear,
because you don't know what the changes are
going to be.”
Lack of awareness of changes: Many participants
were not told about the CVB changes and found out
while shopping or when checking their benefits in the
WIC app.
“I wish I would've got a text or a call from one of
the representatives...Instead of me going to store
and me looking crazy ‘cause I’m finna buy all this
fruit and I can’t ‘cause I ain’t got enough money.”

Based on our findings, recommendations for improving
the CVB and promoting nutrition security among WIC
participants are:

Make the CVB increase permanent to promote
long term healthy eating habits and reduce
disparities
Consider a new, higher CVB amount to account
for inflation and meet participants' needs
Allow substitution of CVB for baby food for
children ages 6-12 months to introduce fresh
fruits and vegetables to their diet at an early age
Increase efforts to inform participants of
changes to the WIC program, including changes
to CVB
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