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he Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) serves
millions of low-income women, infants, and
children who are at nutritional risk by providing checks
or vouchers for nutritious foods, nutrition counseling, breastfeeding support, and health care referrals.1
Foods eligible for WIC are high in certain nutrients and
designed to meet the special nutritional needs of lowincome pregnant, breastfeeding, or postpartum women,
as well as infants and children up to age 5.2
Research has shown that WIC is a successful and
cost-effective program. Numerous studies find that
WIC participation improves pre- and postnatal
health outcomes; families’ overall nutrition; access
to prenatal care, health care for children, and immunizations; and children’s cognitive development and
academic achievement.3
In 2015, the average monthly WIC benefit was
$43.58 per person. Easing the costs associated with
buying nutritional foods frees up family resources
for other necessities, like housing and medical costs.
Families with pre-tax incomes up to 185 percent of
the federal poverty line are eligible for the program.4
WIC benefits are especially important for rural
families, as the poverty rate is higher in rural than in
urban areas (18 percent compared with 15 percent
in 2014).5 It is important to consider uptake differences by place type as research indicates that rural
women perceive more stigma surrounding participation in government assistance programs compared
with women in urban areas.6
Despite these important benefits, fewer than half
of families eligible for WIC benefits received them
in 2014.7 This analysis uses data from the 2015
Current Population Survey and identifies the characteristics of nonparticipating WIC-eligible families
to highlight populations that could be targeted and
thereby increase the reach of WIC.

Since 1997 WIC has been “fully funded,” meaning that it has received sufficient resources to
serve all eligible individuals who apply and has
not needed to turn away eligible applicants due
to funding constraints.8 Preliminary estimates
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture Food
and Nutrition Service, which runs the program at
the federal level, show that WIC served 8 million
participants during each month of 2015, with the
majority of recipients being infants and children.9
According to the Food and Nutrition Service, the
fiscal year 2016 total WIC budget is $6.7 billion,
an amount consistent with previous budgets and
enough to service the projected 8.5 million individuals expected to participate each month.10
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Who Receives WIC
Benefits Among WICEligible Families?
Just 43 percent of families eligible for
WIC benefits received them in 2014
(Table 1). The rate for rural families
(46 percent) was slightly higher than
for urban families (42 percent), despite
potentially greater barriers to WIC
participation in rural areas. The higher
WIC receipt in rural areas may be due
to the fact that WIC-eligible families
reported lower income in rural areas
than in urban areas, signaling greater
disadvantage (data not shown).
By region, WIC receipt among WIC
eligible families was similar in rural
places except that a smaller proportion of eligible rural families in the
Midwest received WIC compared
with families in the West (Figure 1).
Urban areas also reported similar
WIC receipt among WIC eligible families across regions, except that urban
WIC eligible families in the Northeast
were less likely to receive WIC than
families in the West. Reported WIC
receipt was higher in the rural South
compared with the urban South.
Box 1: Defining WIC-Eligible
Families
WIC-eligible families in this
analysis include those with
incomes less than 185 percent of
poverty, who have a child under
5 in the household, and have a
householder 18 or older. Due to
data limitations, pregnant and
breastfeeding women who may
be eligible are not included unless
they reside with an eligible child.
Additionally, foster children who
do not live in a WIC-eligible
family with young children are
excluded from this analysis.

TABLE 1. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY PLACE, 2014

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age
18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of poverty; poverty measures
use official poverty definition. * Indicates statistically significant difference (p<.05) between rural and urban.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

In terms of income, WIC receipt
was lower among eligible families with
higher incomes (Table 1). Despite
being eligible for the program, only
about one-third of families living
between 100 percent and 185 percent
of poverty reported WIC receipt,
compared to about half of households living at less than 50 percent of
poverty or living between 50 percent
and 100 percent of poverty. Within
rural and urban areas, similar proportions of families living at less than 50
percent of poverty and between 100
percent and 185 percent of poverty
received WIC benefits, but receipt was
higher in rural than in urban areas
among eligible households living at 50
to 100 percent of poverty.

WIC Receipt Less Likely
in White Than in Black or
Hispanic Eligible Families
Eligible white families were less
likely to receive WIC benefits than
black or Hispanic families in both
rural and urban areas (Figure 2).11
For example, among rural families eligible for WIC, 40 percent
of white, non-Hispanic families
received benefits, compared to 60
percent of black, non-Hispanic
families and 57 percent of Hispanic
families. WIC programs in rural
areas appear to have more successfully attracted minority populations than programs in urban
areas, as rates of WIC receipt were
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FIGURE 1. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY REGION AND PLACE, 2014
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substantially higher among blacks,
Hispanics, and other races in rural
compared to urban areas. Whites
were equally likely to receive WIC
benefits in rural and urban areas.
Rural foreign-born families
reported higher rates of WIC
receipt than their urban counterparts (54 percent and 44 percent,
respectively; see Figure 3).12 WIC
receipt was similar among U.S.born and native born families in
both rural and urban areas.

Family Structure
Differences in WIC Receipt

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age 18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for
WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of
poverty; poverty measures use official poverty definition.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY RACE AND PLACE, 2014

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age 18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for
WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of
poverty; poverty measures use official poverty definition.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

In urban areas, WIC receipt was
highest among families with a
parent who had never married
compared with families with a
married or previously married
parent (Table 1). In rural areas,
the pattern was somewhat different, as married- and single-parent
families had similar rates of WIC
receipt. WIC receipt was higher
among families with a previously
married parent in rural areas (46
percent) compared with urban
areas (37 percent).
Since food expenses are greater
in families with more children,
one might expect WIC-eligible
families with more children to
have higher WIC receipt. This
pattern is borne out in urban
areas; however, among rural families eligible for WIC, receipt was
similar regardless of the number of children (Figure 4). WIC
receipt is higher among rural than
urban families with three or more
children present.
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FIGURE 3. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY IMMIGRANT STATUS AND PLACE, 2014

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age 18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for
WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of
poverty; poverty measures use official poverty definition.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

FIGURE 4. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY NUMBER OF CHILDREN UNDER 5 AND PLACE, 2014

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age 18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for
WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of
poverty; poverty measures use official poverty definition.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

WIC Receipt Is Higher
at Lower Levels of
Education and Among
the Unemployed
WIC receipt was generally higher
among those with lower levels of
education in both rural and urban
areas (Table 1).13 However, those
with some college education were
just as likely to receive WIC as those
with less than a high school degree
in urban areas. Rates of WIC receipt
were low (approximately 23 percent)
among both rural and urban WICeligible families with college degrees.
Low WIC receipt among the highly
educated might be expected due to
the link between education level and
higher income, though one might
expect higher WIC receipt among
the eligible college educated as they
may have more knowledge about
government programs. However,
there may be confusion among
this group about eligibility criteria,
reluctance to accept government
assistance due to stigma, or fear of
mistreatment by program staff or
grocery store cashiers.14
In both rural and urban areas,
WIC-eligible families with an unemployed householder reported higher
rates of WIC receipt than those who
were employed and those not in
the labor force (that is, those who
are voluntarily not working, or who
have dropped out of the labor force;
see Figure 5). In contrast, in urban
areas families with an unemployed
householder reported higher levels
of WIC receipt than those who were
employed, but similar levels as those
who were not in the labor force.
Among those not in the labor force,
a higher proportion living in rural
areas reported WIC receipt than
those living in urban areas.
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FIGURE 5. PERCENTAGE OF WIC-ELIGIBLE FAMILIES RECEIVING WIC BENEFITS,
BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS AND PLACE, 2014

Note: All data are weighted. Characteristics refer to the householder. All estimates restricted to householders age 18 or older. Due to data limitations, pregnant and breastfeeding women who may be eligible for
WIC are not included unless they reside with an eligible child. WIC eligibility income criteria is 185% of
poverty; poverty measures use official poverty definition.
Source: Estimates from the Current Population Survey’s 2015 Annual Social and Economic Supplement.

Conclusion
This analysis shows that families
most in need of WIC assistance
are more likely to receive it. For
example, WIC receipt is higher
among the poor, the less educated,
the unemployed, the unmarried,
or those with multiple children.
Among those eligible for but not
receiving WIC benefits are families
living above the official poverty line
but below 185% of poverty, a group
typically considered low income
and often eligible for other government programs. In addition, only
37 percent of white families eligible
for WIC receive it. Policy makers
and service providers looking to
expand the reach of WIC could
target these populations.

There are a number of hurdles
to participation in government
assistance programs such as WIC,
including psychological barriers (social stigma), structural
barriers (lack of transportation), bureaucratic complications
(arduous application processes),
and financial costs (missed work
when applying for the program).15
Research on the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families program has found that rural women
feel more stigma surrounding
participation in government
assistance programs compared
with women in urban areas,16 and
stigma is cited as a major barrier to WIC participation among
qualifying women with relatively
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higher income.17 Those who are
employed or have a college education may view participation in a
government assistance program
unfavorably. Also, lack of knowledge of eligibility requirements
may deter eligible recipients from
applying. For example, new parents may not be aware of the WIC
program, or may not know if they
are eligible. Finally, family income
may vary from month to month
as family members gain and lose
employment or work hours fluctuate, perhaps leading some to question the usefulness of applying to
the program.18
Policy makers can expand
WIC’s role as a safety net for lowincome families and spread the
reach of WIC, thereby expanding
the positive nutritional, health,
and cognitive benefits for women
and children. However, the WIC
budget would need to increase
in order to meet the increased
demand. Without additional
funds, an increase in applications
could result in a waiting list.
WIC is an important safety net
program that successfully provides nutritious foods, nutrition
counseling, breastfeeding support,
and health care referrals, and it
has a proven record of improving
health outcomes, cognitive development, and educational attainment for children. Expanding
the reach of WIC to all eligible
families could benefit families
struggling to make ends meet.
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Data
The data in this brief come from the
2015 Annual Social and Economic
Supplements (ASEC) of the Current
Population Survey (CPS). The CPS
is a joint project between the Bureau
of Labor Statistics and the U.S.
Census Bureau. The CPS provides a
nationally representative sample of
approximately 50,000 households
and the individuals in those households, and collects demographic,
economic, and employment information, as well as information on
participation in select government
assistance programs. The ASEC
supplement analyzed here was
conducted in the spring of 2015
(released with the March CPS data)
and was obtained from the IPUMS
files compiled by the Minnesota
Population Center at the University
of Minnesota (www.ipums.org).
The question analyzed in this brief
refers to WIC receipt in 2014. The
CPS questionnaire asks respondents
whether, “At any time in the last
year, (were you/was anyone in this
household) on WIC, the Women,
Infants, and Children Nutrition
program?” Thus, the WIC receipt
question analyzed in this brief is
self-reported from a single household respondent (that is, the householder). Throughout this brief we use
the term “family” for ease of composition, even though the analysis is
done at the household level. It is possible that these estimates underreport
the receipt of WIC if the respondent
is unaware of other household members’ WIC receipt. Questions about
earnings and income also refer to
2014. All analyses are weighted using
household-level weights provided
by the Census Bureau. Differences
presented in the text are statistically
significant (at p<.05).
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