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Executive Summary

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC)
provides supplemental nutritious foods, nutrition education and counseling, and screening and
referrals to other health, welfare, and social services. On average during 2010, the program
served 9.2 million people, providing benefits and services at a cost of $6.7 billion. Because WIC
is a Federal grant program for which Congress authorizes a specific amount of funds each year,
the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) requires estimates of the total number of individuals
eligible for the program to anticipate funding needs.

In 2003 the Committee on National Statistics of the National Research Council (CNSTAT)
published a report outlining recommendations for estimating the total number of people
eligible for WIC living in the US mainland and territories. WIC eligibility is restricted to infants,
children age 1 through 4, and pregnant and postpartum women. Participants must have income
below 185 percent of the federal poverty guideline or be “adjunctively eligible” based on
enrollment in another safety net program (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or
SNAP, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families or TANF, or Medicaid). Eligibility estimation
requires nationally representative data and numerous assumptions that take into account
program certification periods, enrollment in other programs, and breastfeeding choices. The
CNSTAT methods, originally used to create estimates for 1994, detail procedures for estimating
the total number of infants, children age 1 through 4, and pregnant and postpartum women
(breastfeeding and non-breastfeeding) eligible for WIC. The CNSTAT recommended relying on
the Annual Social and Economic Supplement to the March Current Population Survey (the CPS-
ASEC) for the national estimates.

This project extends WIC national eligibility estimates to single years of age for children,
produces estimates for each State and the District of Columbia, and updates methods for
estimating eligibility in the territories. The project began with a thorough review of current
procedures, examining each factor used to produce the national estimates. This review led to
some minor corrections to the 2008 national estimates and some modifications to adjustment
factors. This project also considered alternatives for extending the estimates to the 50 States,
which led to a recommendation for using the American Community Survey (ACS) as the basis
for the State eligibility estimates. The ACS has large samples for each State and provides the
income and program participation data required to estimate WIC income and adjunctive
eligibility. In order to ensure consistency with the national estimates, the numbers of WIC
eligibles in each State calculated from the ACS are converted to shares of the national estimates
to produce State-specific eligibility estimates.

The project required State-level estimates going back to 2000, the first year of the ACS.

One complication is the lack of Medicaid enrollment information (required for estimating
adjunctive eligibility) on the ACS prior to 2008. Procedures that use State-level Medicaid
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enrollment over time were used to approximate the effect of Medicaid adjunctive eligibility on
total WIC eligibility.

The review of existing procedures also showed that the method for estimating eligibility
in the territories (basically an adjustment to the national estimates) did not produce realistic
results. New methods estimate eligibility in the territories directly. The ACS sample for Puerto
Rico, available beginning in 2005, allows for direct WIC eligibility estimates using procedures
analogous to those implemented for the States. (Extrapolation methods are used to generate
estimates for years between the 2000 Census and the 2005 ACS data.) Since Puerto Rico
accounts for 80 percent of WIC eligibility in the territories, simpler methods that rely on
adjustments to Census population counts are used to estimate eligibles in other territories.

The project also implemented calculation of standard errors of estimate for national,
regional, State, and Puerto Rico estimates.

This report presents new national estimates for 2008 and 2009, including new estimates
for single years of children’s ages and new territory estimates. The 2009 total estimates show a
6.4 percent increase in WIC eligibility relative to 2008, indicating 15.075 million individuals
eligible in 2009 (Exhibit ES.1). WIC eligibility among children increased by 9.4 percent between
2008 and 2009. The weaker economy in 2009 increased the numbers of families with incomes
below 185 percent of the federal poverty guidelines. In identifying characteristics of WIC-
eligible infants and children, this report highlights the fact that the majority live in two-parent
families and in families with incomes below the federal poverty thresholds.

Exhibit ES.1: WIC Eligibles by Participant Group:
A Comparison of the Change from Calendar Year 2008 to 2009

Percent

Participant Group 2009 2008 Change
Infants 2,674 2,634 1.5%
Total Children Age 1to 4 9,469 8,657 9.4%
Children Age 1 2,431 2,292 6.0%
Children Age 2 2,399 2,144 11.9%
Children Age 3 2,374 2,117 12.1%
Children Age 4 2,266 2,104 7.7%
Pregnant Women 1,376 1,355 1.5%
Postpartum Breastfeeding Women 667 639 4.3%
Postpartum Non-Breastfeeding Women 889 886 0.3%
Total WIC Eligibles 15,075 14,171 6.4%

Source: 2009 and 2010 CPS-ASEC for U.S. estimate, PRCS and Census for territories
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State and regional estimates are presented for 2008 and 2009. California and Texas have
the largest shares of WIC eligibles, accounting for 13 and 11 percent of all WIC-eligible
individuals, respectively. Small population States, such as Delaware, North Dakota, Vermont
and Wyoming, account for small shares of WIC eligibles.

Coverage rates (participants divided by eligibles) for different WIC participant groups by
FNS regions and for total participants by State are presented in tabular and map formats. While
the regions clustered close to the national average of 60.9 percent in 2009, the rates varied
from a low of 52.8 percent in the Mountain Plains to 68.2 percent in the Western region
(Exhibit ES.2). Higher coverage rates indicate higher participation among those who are
eligible.

Exhibit ES.2: WIC Eligibles and Coverage Rates by FNS Region, CY 2009

FNS Region Eligibles Participants Coverage Rate

Northeast 1,249 796 63.7%
Mid-Atlantic 1,662 1,041 62.6%
Southeast 3,178 1,813 57.0%
Midwest 2,278 1,306 57.3%
Southwest 2,390 1,463 61.2%
Mountain Plains 1,148 606 52.8%
Western 3,170 2,162 68.2%
Total 15,075 9,186 60.9%

Source: 2010 CPS-ASEC, 2009 ACS, 2009 PRCS, Census International Data
Base, WIC Administrative Data

The standard errors for the national, regional, State, and Puerto Rico estimates are
presented. The standard errors indicate only a 2 percent coefficient of variation for the overall
estimate. Standard errors for many of the smaller States are quite large and suggest caution in
using the single-year, State-level estimates. Additional State estimates for 2000 through 2007
are presented that apply State shares from a time series of ACS data to historic national
estimates.

The report concludes with some recommendations for further research and refinement
of the eligibility estimation process. This review suggests the importance of regular updates to
the factor used to adjust the annual income data measured by the CPS and the ACS to account
for monthly certification periods. Another recommendation suggests the calculation of the
annual-to-monthly adjusters at the regional level to improve the State- and regional-level WIC
eligibility estimates. The factor used to estimate income and adjunctive eligibility for pregnant
and postpartum women also should be updated to reflect the most recent income volatility and
safety net program participation. The recommendations also suggest reviewing the methods
and data used to estimate eligible breastfeeding mothers, including the basic national and State
breastfeeding rate data and adjustments related to income and adjunctive eligibility and
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breastfeeding cessation rates. Other recommendations pertain to improving the estimates of
WIC eligibility in Puerto Rico and island territories. Incorporating Puerto Rico—specific
breastfeeding rates and Census 2010 data on income and adjunctive eligibility in the island
territories would improve the estimates.

Eight appendices are presented. Appendix A presents more detailed national tables,
following formats used in prior years, for 2008 and 2009. Appendix B describes procedures used
to estimate eligibility in the territories in more detail. Appendix C details the steps used to
produce the 2008 and 2009 State estimates. Appendix D describes the procedures used to
complete the 2000 through 2007 State estimates, starting with details on how the estimates of
Medicaid adjunctive eligibility were completed. Appendix E details the calculation of the
standard errors. Appendix F describes the calculation of WIC eligibility among postpartum
women, including how estimates of breastfeeding rates are used in the estimation. This
appendix describes current breastfeeding rate data and the adjustments to those rates
required to estimate postpartum breastfeeding mothers. Appendix G provides an analysis of
the series of adjustment factors used to account for monthly income certification. Finally,
Appendix H provides a series of maps showing WIC coverage rates over time.
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Introduction

This project updates national estimates of WIC eligibility for calendar years 2008 and
2009 and produces new, consistent WIC eligibility estimates for the 50 States, the District of
Columbia, and five U.S. territories for calendar years 2000 through 2009. National and territory
estimates are produced for infants, children by single year of age, pregnant women, and
breastfeeding and non-breastfeeding postpartum women. The national estimates use the
Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS-ASEC) data and
generally follow methods originally developed by the Committee on National Statistics of the
National Research Council (CNSTAT).! The State-level estimates are based on the American
Community Survey (ACS). WIC eligibility is estimated in each State and then and converted to
the States’ shares of WIC-eligible individuals. These shares are applied to the CPS-ASEC national
estimates to produce a consistent set of national and State estimates.

The project began with a thorough review of the most recent national estimates and the
separate adjustment factors used in their production. Subsequently, alternative methods for
producing State-level WIC eligibility estimates were considered. The method for producing
State-level estimates recommended by project staff and approved by the Food and Nutrition
Service (FNS) relies on the large State samples provided in the ACS. Estimates are provided back
to 2000, the first year of the ACS. The State-level estimates also required numerous decisions to
implement various adjustment factors at the State level. For the first time, standard errors of
estimates are provided for all of the 2008 and 2009 WIC eligibility estimates. Also, new
methods were developed to provide WIC eligibility estimates for Puerto Rico and four smaller
outlying island territories.

This report describes all of the analysis and results. It begins with an overview of the
CNSTAT recommendations for producing the annual WIC eligibility estimates. Subsequently, the
report describes the updated national estimates, new methods for territory estimates, and the
development of the State-level WIC eligibility estimates. The main body of the report
summarizes various decisions and results. The final section presents recommendations for
further refinement of the WIC eligibility estimates. The appendices present further details on
results and some of the methods used to produce the 2000 through 2009 WIC eligibility
estimates.

Overview of Methods for National Estimates through 2008

The national WIC eligibility estimates that have been produced for 1994 through 2008
have been based primarily on the recommendations of the CNSTAT Panel members. They
recommended using the annual CPS-ASEC data for an initial count of eligible infants and

! See Ver Ploeg and Betson 2003 for the CNSTAT report. The estimates were implemented for FNS by the Urban
Institute for 1994 through 2004, and updated by Mathematica Policy Research (MPR) for 2004 through 2008.
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children. Those figures are refined through a series of adjustment factors designed to more
closely mimic program procedures and to account for WIC eligibles in the territories. The
estimates of eligible infants are used to estimate WIC-eligible pregnant and postpartum
women. Postpartum women are divided into breastfeeding and non-breastfeeding mothers
since certification and benefits vary for these two groups. Various data sets must be used to
impute breastfeeding prevalence. As described below, a new adjuster was added recently to
the recommended CNSTAT procedures to refine the prediction of breastfeeding cessation.

Infants and Children: The CPS-ASEC survey conducted each spring is used to count the
number of infants (less than one year old) and children (age 1 through 4 years old) whose
family income in the prior calendar year was less than 185 percent of the federal poverty
guideline (the threshold for income eligibility) or whose families reported participation in
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly called Food Stamps), Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or their State’s Medicaid program (the programs that
confer adjunctive eligibility) at any point during the calendar year. Four proportional
adjustments are made to these weighted counts to arrive at the final estimates of the number
of eligible infants and children, as summarized in Table 1. Since the eligibility estimates of
pregnant and postpartum women are constructed through a series of proportional adjustments
to the eligibility estimates of infants, the estimates of infants play an especially important role
in the estimation process.

Table 1
Adjustment Factors Used in National-Level WIC Eligibility Estimation
for Infants and Children

PURPOSE DESCRIPTION

Population These factors apply to the sampling weights in the survey data to align the counts of infants
and children to the Census Bureau’s population estimates. These factors change annually and
are derived from the ratio of four years of Census population estimates to four years of
weighted counts of CPS-ASEC data. For each exact age (0, 1, 2, 3, and 4) there are six separate
factors, varying by sex and by race (white, black, and other).

Annual- to- This factor adjusts for the fact that the initial eligibility estimates are based on an annual
Monthly accounting period. (The CPS-ASEC asks annual income and whether the family ever participated
in various programs during the calendar year.) In reality, families’ incomes and participation
status may fluctuate over the year. Eligible individuals are certified for either 6 or 12 months
even if their circumstances change. The 2008 and 2009 factors for infants (1.18) and children
(1.01) are derived by averaging factors that account for the relationship between monthly and
annual income from the 2002, 2005, and 2006 Survey of Income and Program Participation

(SIPP) data.

Territories This factor—based on analysis of Census long-form data—reflects the additional eligible infants
and children residing in U.S. territories. (This is not needed if territories are estimated
individually.)

Nutritional This adjustment is made to the weighted count of WIC-eligible infants and children to reflect

Risk that otherwise-eligible individuals must also meet the nutritional risk criterion. These

adjustment factors, 0.97 for infants and 0.99 for children, are based upon an analysis
conducted by the CNSTAT Panel.
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In estimating whether an infant or child is income eligible for WIC, the filing unit
recommended by the CNSTAT Panel and used subsequently has been the broad definition of
family: all individuals who live in the household and who are related by blood, marriage, or
adoption.? Consequently, all subfamilies and individuals related to the householder (the owner
of the property or the person whose name is on the leasing agreement) are included in the unit
when determining both family size and family income. People unrelated to the householder are
treated separately. In particular, foster children are considered as filing units of one, and
subfamilies that are not related to the householder are considered as separate family units. For
example, if an unmarried partner of the householder and his or her children from another
relationship live in the household, they are considered as a separate unit in estimating WIC
eligibility. This would also be true in the case of an unrelated family rooming or boarding within
a larger household. Because the CPS-ASEC is a survey of the non-institutionalized population,
infants and children who are institutionalized are not captured in the CPS-ASEC weighted
counts of potentially eligible infants and children.?

The family’s annual income is compared to the poverty guideline amount based upon
the number of family members. Poverty guidelines for WIC eligibility are in effect from July 1 of
the year until June 30 of the next year. Consequently, a family’s calendar year income will span
two years of poverty guidelines. The CNSTAT Panel recommended that income eligibility be
determined by using a blended poverty guideline to construct the eligibility threshold. For
example, when estimating income eligibility for calendar year 2009, 185 percent of the simple
average of the poverty guideline used as of July 2008 and the poverty guideline used as of July
2009 is compared to the family’s income.

Individuals not income-eligible for WIC may gain adjunctive eligibility through
participation in another safety net program. As long as other, noneconomic eligibility criteria
are met, an individual is adjunctively eligible if the person’s narrowly defined family (parents
and dependent children) receives benefits from the TANF program, if the person’s household
receives benefits from SNAP, or if the person is enrolled in Medicaid.* The CPS-ASEC asks about

2WIC regulations define the family as “related or nonrelated individuals who are living together as one economic
unit” (Code of Federal Regulations, Title 7, Part 246). In some cases, the economic unit as defined by the local WIC
agency could be smaller or larger than the family unit used in the WIC eligibility estimates. For example, when a
household includes two unmarried parents, the current definition of the family includes only one of the parents.

® Some institutionalized individuals do receive WIC services, but food benefits are not provided if the institution
provides all meals. The CPS-ASEC sample also excludes military families living on base when there is no nonmilitary
adult, and it does not capture homeless families; both of these types of families could receive food benefits. The
CPS-ASEC includes some types of non-institutional group quarters (such as rooming houses), but these are
excluded from the counts.

* Enroliment in a State’s Medicaid-expansion program funded through the Children’s Health Insurance Program
(CHIP) also confers adjunctive eligibility, but enrollment in a separate State health program funded by CHIP does
not. However, if eligibility in a separate State health program is limited to individuals with incomes at or below the
WIC income threshold, and the program collects income information in the enrollment process, then participation
in such a program can serve as evidence of income eligibility for WIC. Because the CPS-ASEC data do not separately
identify the two types of CHIP programs, enrollment in CHIP is not counted as conferring adjunctive eligibility; this
may lead to a slight underestimate of the count of adjunctively eligible infants and children.
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enrollment in each of these programs during the prior year. However, adjunctive eligibility is
likely underestimated due to the underreporting of benefit receipt in survey data.’

After the preliminary counts of infants and children who appear to be eligible (income
or adjunctively), the CPS-ASEC person weights are adjusted so that the weights reflect Census
population estimates. These population adjustment factors are annually recomputed and
reflect the Census population estimates by age (five, one-year groups: age 0 through 4 years
old), race (three groups: white, black, and other), and gender (two groups: female and male)
over a four-year period relative to the weighted counts in the CPS-ASEC for the same period.
This adjustment has fluctuated dramatically since 1994, the first year for which estimates were
performed in the current historical series. For infants, the net effect has ranged from a
reduction of 2.1 percent in the weighted counts of infants in the CPS-ASEC (used for the 1994
through 1997 estimates) to an increase of 6.0 percent (used for the 2000 through 2002
estimates). The adjustment in the weights of young children has ranged from a reduction of 3.8
percent (for the 1999 estimates) to a reduction of only 0.3 percent (in the CY 2008 estimates).
Adjustments for subgroups are larger; for example, in producing the national estimates for CY
2000 through 2002, the weights of black male infants were increased b