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In 2018, we partnered with two local WIC agencies in California, Watts Healthcare 
Corporation WIC in Los Angeles (Watts) and Santa Clara County WIC in San Jose 
(SCC), to translate insights from our earlier research around barriers to the WIC 
experience into pilot experiments. With both agencies, we designed, implemented, 
and tested interventions to improve appointment attendance, which is necessary 
for families to claim their food benefits. Additionally, we designed an intervention 
to improve families’ attendance at the recertification appointment required to 
prove eligibility, a common drop off point for families nationwide.

Summary         
The United States Department of Agriculture’s Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) improves well-being  
for young children and their families by providing healthful food, breast-
feeding support, nutrition education, and health referrals. Evidence 
shows that WIC works—with participation linked to decreased infant 
mortality, and improved cognitive functioning in young children.1 

Eligible families can continue using the program until their children 
turn five.2 However, some families who receive support from WIC 
miss out on claiming all of their food benefits from the WIC agency. In 

particular, many researchers and practitioners have identified 

the recertification appointment around a child’s first birthday—

when participants are required to bring in documents that prove 

their eligibility for the program—as a common drop-off point. 

In an average month, about 365 participants are eligible to recertify at Santa Clara County WIC in San 
Jose (SCC), while about 280 participants are eligible to recertify at Watts Healthcare WIC in Los Angeles 
(Watts). Historically, at both SCC and Watts, around one-third of these participants do not complete the 
process, which means they lose future benefits. For example, during a span of several weeks in 2018, one 
in every five participants scheduled for an appointment at SCC did not show up. When participants miss 
appointments, they are able to come back to the agency at a later date to receive their food benefits. 
But some participants miss appointments and don’t return to the program, even though their family is still 
eligible to receive support from WIC. If families drop off after their child turns one, that means they lose up 
to four years of healthy food and services from WIC.

1  Carlson and Neuberger (2017). WIC Works: Addressing the Nutrition and Health Needs of Low-Income Families for 40 Years, Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities.

2  See how WIC coverage varies by child’s age in Table 4.6 in Carole Trippe et al., “National- and State-Level Estimates of WIC Eligibility and WIC 
Program Reach in 2017, Final Report: Volume I,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, December 2019”

Highlights

 } Missed WIC appointments 

can result in families leaving 

the WIC program and losing 

up to four years of healthy 

food and service benefits.

 } Confusing or ambiguous 

appointment information  

is more likely to result in 

missed appointments. 

 } Behaviorally informed 

reminders can increase 

attendance, but behavioral 

science also makes the case 

for simply eliminating onerous 

requirements to support 

health and well-being.

http://www.ideas42.org
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/I42_WIC-Paper-Final.pdf
http://ideas42.org/wic
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/wic-works-addressing-the-nutrition-and-health-needs-of-low-income-families
https://www.cbpp.org/research/food-assistance/wic-works-addressing-the-nutrition-and-health-needs-of-low-income-families
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/WICEligibles2017-Volume1.pdf
https://fns-prod.azureedge.net/sites/default/files/resource-files/WICEligibles2017-Volume1.pdf
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Our earlier research in 2016 identified that when participants don’t attend WIC appointments, or stop 
participating in the program altogether, it’s not always because they don’t want or need the services. 
Instead, some participants don’t find the long-term value of the program salient, are unclear about 
the purpose of appointments, or simply forget to prepare for their appointments before it’s too late.3 
Administrators at both Watts and SCC were interested in using behavioral design to create solutions 
that overcome such barriers to improve appointment attendance and increase the number of families 
continuing to participate in the program, after the one-year mark.

Solution 

Design 1:  
Behaviorally informed appointment reminders to increase appointment attendance.
Before our partnership with Watts and Santa Clara, both local agencies had an appointment 
reminder system in place that sent out generic text message reminders the day before a scheduled 
appointment. We leveraged principles from behavioral science to update the language and timing 
of the reminders to make the actions necessary to prepare for a WIC appointment even more 
salient to participants. 

Figure 1: Design Features of Behaviorally Informed Appointment Reminders

Control Appointment  
Reminder at Watts

Treatment Appointment  
Reminders at Watts

1   Personalizing the message by including the specific items participants are expected to bring.

2   Framing the benefits using loss aversion to emphasize the immediate value of the appointment.  

3   Timing an additional reminder to be sent out a week before recertification appointments to give participants 
time to prepare their documents. 

3  Grodsky, Violante, Barrows, and Gosliner (2017). Using Behavioral Science to Improve the WIC Experience: Lessons for the Field from San Jose, 
California, ideas42.

1 2

http://www.ideas42.org
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/I42_WIC-Paper-Final.pdf
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/I42_WIC-Paper-Final.pdf
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/I42_WIC-Paper-Final.pdf
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Design 2:   
WIC Roadmap to improve retention after one year.

To address the behavioral bottlenecks associated with continued WIC participation after the first 
year, and specifically with attendance at the recertification appointment, we designed a participation 
“Roadmap” illustrating two years in the program for staff to share with clients. The purpose of this 
Roadmap was to decrease the perceived hassles of the recertification appointment, increase the 
perceived value of the program, and ultimately boost intentions to remain in the WIC program for 
longer than a year. The Roadmap aimed to do this by leveraging three key behaviorally informed 
design features.

Figure 2: Design Features of Watts WIC Pathway and SCC WIC Journey

Watts WIC Pathway 
(portion of front page)

I’ll learn from WIC 
 T  Hunger & fullness cues
 T  Signs it’s time for  
solid foods

 T  Food allergy risks  
& signs

MONTH 3: _________ MONTH 5: _________

I’ll learn from WIC 
 T  How to start soft  
solid foods

 T  My baby’s self-feeding 
progress

MONTH 8: _________MONTH 7: _________ MONTH 10: ________ MONTH 11: _________

I’ll learn from WIC 
 T How to prevent anemia
 T How to bottle wean
 T  Healthy recipes using  
my child’s favorite foods

MONTH 14: ________MONTH 13: ________ MONTH 16: ________ MONTH 17: ________

I’ll learn from WIC 
 T Healthy snack ideas
 T Oral care tips
 T  My child’s growth  
and nutritional progress

MONTH 20: _______MONTH 19: ________ MONTH 22: ________ MONTH 23: ________

MONTH 1: _________

 Baby  
Welcome

$

$

$

$

MONTH 2: _________

Wellness  
Check-In

 � Baby starts smiling!

MONTH 4: _________

 Nutrition  
in Action

 � Baby starts babbling!

MONTH 6: _________

Wellness  
Check-In

 � Baby rolls over!

MONTH 9: _________

 Nutrition  
in Action

 � Baby sits on his/her own!

MONTH 12: ________

  Birthday  
Upgrade!

 �  Baby tries to say 
words you say!

MONTH 24: ________

  Birthday  
Upgrade!

 �  Baby speaks  
in sentences!

MONTH 15: ________

 Nutrition  
in Action

 � Baby plays peek-a-boo!

MONTH 21: ________

 Nutrition  
in Action

 �  Baby can use  
a spoon to eat!

MONTH 18: ________

Wellness  
Check-In

 � Baby walks alone!

____________________’S PATH TO HEALTHY DEVELOPMENT
Welcome to WIC! We’re excited to start this journey together!

 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

See what’s next to help your child grow and thrive!

 �= Growth Milestone

SCC WIC Journey 
(front page, back page)

CONGRATS! 
Your baby is now enrolled in 

MONTH 3-5 
•  Nutrition and  

 Breastfeeding Chat
 �  Milestone:  
Your baby can roll over!

BIRTH-  
MONTH 3
• Baby welcome

MONTH 5-7
 ` Growth Check-In

 � Milestone:  
Your baby likes to play with you!

MONTH 8-10
•  Nutrition and  

 Breastfeeding Chat
 �  Milestone:  
Your baby uses fingers to point!

MONTH 14-16
•  Nutrition Chat

 �  Milestone:  
Your baby starts  
to use a spoon!

MONTH 17-19
 ` Growth Check-In

 �  Milestone:  
Your baby can walk alone!

MONTH 20-22
•  Nutrition Chat

 �  Milestone:  
Your baby can sort things 
based on size or color!

HAPPY 2ND  
 BIRTHDAY!

MONTH 23-25
 ` Birthday Update

 �  Milestone:  
Your baby can throw a ball!

HAPPY 1ST  
 BIRTHDAY!

MONTH 11-13
 ` Birthday Update 

 �  Milestone:  
Your baby tries to say 
words you say!

Bring your baby to all  
`  Milestone + Yearly Checkups!

Find appointment details on 
the back side of this sheet!

Now what? 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

 

 YOUR WIC JOURNEY
Your family deserves the healthiest start  
as you welcome a new member!

At WIC, we provide:

 `  Free sessions with trained  
nutritionists, registered dietitians,  
and breastfeeding experts.

 `  More than $3,000 in nutritious food per  
child if you are enrolled from the start of  
your pregnancy until your child turns five  
(over half of this is in years 2-5!)

 WIC APPOINTMENT TYPES
Appointment Brief Description What should you bring?

Nutrition 
Chat

 T Expert nutrition tips for you and your 
growing baby!

 T Pick up your voucher for free healthy food

 T Just your WIC folder

Breastfeeding 
Chat

 T  Meet with a WIC breastfeeding expert  
one on one

 T  Your WIC folder and your baby

Growth 
Check-in

 T Find out how your baby is growing!

 T Pick up your voucher for free healthy food

 T Your WIC folder and your baby

Birthday 
Update

 T Renew your participation in the program 
for the next year

 T Pick up your voucher for free healthy food

 T Your WIC folder and your baby

 T See checklist below

 WHAT DO I NEED FOR THE BIRTHDAY UPDATE?
Most people bring:

 � Current Photo ID with Current Address:  
      (as proof of address and identification) 

 �  Medi-Cal Card OR Pay Check Stubs: 
(as proof of income) 

 �  Health Information: 

______________________________ 

______________________________ 

______________________________

**Remember to also bring your child! 


Ask a WIC staff member  
if you need an alternative  

to the documents suggested!

If you forget a document,  
you will need to return to the WIC office  

to bring it within the next month. 

Avoid this by bringing everything  
you need the first time!

What could  
you do with the 

 money you’ll save?

Rent     Car Payments

Savings Clothes

Other

USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

1   Simplifying information about the purpose of upcoming appointments, including using icons to denote 
the items participants are expected to bring with them (the backside of the Pathway included a key defining 
what each of the icons mean).

2  Reframing program to align with baby development milestones in the first two years of life. 

3  Enhancing the perceived value of five-year participation by making long-term financial gains more salient. 

1

2

3

2

http://www.ideas42.org
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Results 

Design 1:  
Behaviorally informed appointment reminders to increase appointment attendance.
We ran a randomized controlled trial to test the effectiveness of our redesigned appointment 
reminders. All participants who had an appointment scheduled in October 2018 at Watts, and March 
2019 at SCC, and who had already opted to receive text message appointment reminders, were 
randomly assigned to receive updated, behaviorally informed appointment reminders or continue 
receiving the typical reminders sent by the agency. At Watts, families who received the redesigned 
appointment reminders were 3% more likely to attend their appointments—the equivalent of helping 
15 additional families per month come to the agency to claim their food benefits and receive 
nutritional or breastfeeding support from WIC staff. At SCC, where an implementation error in the 
SMS platform led to messages sent with improperly customized information to participants about 
their appointments (increasing ambiguity and confusion), there was a 4% decrease in appointment 
attendance. Together, these results present clear evidence that many participants who 

miss their appointments are indeed influenced by barriers like ambiguity or confusion, 

and there is an opportunity to improve outcomes in program engagement by enhancing 

existing communications with principles from behavioral science.

Design 2:   
WIC Roadmap to improve retention after one year.

We ran another randomized controlled trial to understand the impact of our Roadmap on 
recertification rates. The rollout of the Roadmap began in April 2018 at Watts and June 2018 
at SCC. Over a three-month period, staff in the treatment sites provided the Roadmap to all 
participants attending their infant enrollment appointment. We found that the WIC Roadmap 
was not successful at increasing retention when the child turned one year old or improving 
appointment attendance more generally. We hypothesize that the Roadmap intervention, despite 
its behaviorally informed content, added another task to staff’s to-do list during an appointment 
already packed with information, making it difficult to implement effectively. Additionally, we 
learned that families would’ve found the Roadmap more effective if they were prompted to use 
it a day or two in advance of their next appointment, when they would be actively taking steps to 
prepare for it. While the results were disappointing, this experiment provides useful information for 
future interventions—especially around the importance of delivering new materials to participants 
at the appropriate times, in a way that doesn’t burden WIC staff.

http://www.ideas42.org
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Lessons Learned and a Path Forward 
Our appointment reminder intervention demonstrated that the way WIC agencies communicate with their 
participants matters, and enhancing messaging with behavioral design (and proper pilot testing) can make 
real differences in program participation. 

An additional lesson underscored from this pilot is that the channel used to deliver materials to participants 
is essential to success. We imagine that the content of the WIC Roadmap could be more successful as a 
series of tips sent via text message to participants about the long-term value of WIC and its alignment with 
a child’s development, in addition to timely reminders of what to bring to appointments in the days before 
they are scheduled (rather than months in advance).

However, the insights from our work aren’t limited solely to the optimization of WIC agency communications. 
We can imagine bigger and bolder improvements in program participation with smart policy redesign that 
removes hidden costs to participants’ time and attention, and encourages participants to use the benefits 
of the program in ways that they know are best for their families. For example, the number of participants 
exiting the program prematurely would likely decrease if the recertification requirement at a year was 
eliminated, and children who qualified for the program as infants are able to continue receiving benefits 
until they turn five without providing any more documentation. 

Overall, reforming the program to create slack for families living in a context of uncertainty, 

identifying and removing aspects of the program that cost participants significant amounts of 

time and attention, and creating a dignified user experience for participants will be the most 

reliable way to increase long-term participation and reduce the drop in participation at the 

one-year mark nationwide.

You can find more details on the results and insights learned in our white paper, Learning How to Improve 
Retention in WIC.

http://www.ideas42.org
http://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/I42_PovertyWhitePaper_Digital_FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/I42-1225_CA-WIC-Paper_May1.pdf
https://www.ideas42.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/I42-1225_CA-WIC-Paper_May1.pdf

