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California FIT WIC Program

 Participant Survey Results

This report presents the results of the Fit WIC participant survey conducted during the winter of 2000, to assess participant knowledge, practices, intervention ideas, and perceived barriers to implementation of programs to prevent overweight among WIC children. 

Description of Survey

California Fit WIC staff developed the survey instrument.  The surveys done at intervention sites (see Appendix) had 32 questions, most of which could be answered by checking “almost always”, “sometimes” or “almost never”.  The survey used at control sites was shortened to 27 questions; therefore, responses to some questions are reported only for the interventions sites. 

Survey respondents were recruited by asking WIC participants with children between the ages of 2 and 5 years to complete the survey. A bilingual staff member administered the surveys in Spanish or English, according to participant preference.  Nearly all of the interviews were done on a one-on-one basis, though a few were done with small groups of 4 participants.  Surveys took an average of 15-20 minutes to complete.  Before participating, all participants gave their informed consent and all were given a small toy for their child (e.g., ball, jump rope) as a thank you gift. Respondent anonymity was maintained by identifying participant surveys only by number.

Participating Fit WIC Sites

Surveys were collected from participants at six Fit WIC sites in three counties: 3 intervention sites (I) and 3 control sites (C):

County
Sites
Total number of surveys collected

Los Angeles

Ventura

Sacramento

TOTAL
Pico Rivera (I)

Flower Street (C)

Santa Paula (I)

Ventura (C)

Grand Avenue (I)

County Main (C)

Intervention (I)

Control (C)
35

34

34

29

37

36

106

99

Survey Results

A total of 205 surveys were completed; approximately equal numbers from control and intervention sites. More than half (66%) of the surveys were completed in Spanish, the rest in English.

Characteristics of WIC Participants Surveyed

· 90% were mothers.

· 78% were between the ages of 20 and 34 years.

· 84% were Hispanic (Figure 1).

· 60% were born in Mexico, 22% were born in California.

· 54% had completed at least some high school (Figure 2).

· 59% worked at home taking care of their children; 33% were employed outside of the home or were going to school (average hours at work or school was 31 hours per week).

· Fewer than half of the families (92) used childcare: 66% of these relied upon a friend or relative for childcare; only a small percentage (less than 2%) said their children were enrolled in the Head Start program.

· Household size averaged 5.4 persons: 2.4 adults (range 1 – 9) and 3.0 children (range 1 – 9).  

Figure 1.  Ethnicity of survey respondents.
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Figure 2. Respondents’ highest level of education completed. 
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Participants’ perceptions of their own weight and health

· About half of WIC participants classified themselves as average weight. Given pictures of body types to match to their own body type, 8% identified themselves as underweight; 45% average weight; 38% somewhat overweight; 6% very overweight (Figure 3).

Figure 3.  WIC participants’ self-classification of weight status.
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· 56% of respondents reported they were trying to lose weight.  Among those trying to lose weight, the most popular means were trying to eat more fruits and vegetables, eat low-fat foods, eat less food, do regular physical activity, and watch less television (Figure 4).  

Figure 4.  What WIC participants were trying to do to lose weight.
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Participants’ attitudes and behaviors about their own physical activity and TV viewing
· Compared to other adults of the same age and gender, 59% described themselves as having a similar level of physical fitness, 21% said they believed they were more physically fit and 20% said they believed were less physically fit.
· 80% reported that they almost always or sometimes watched television for at least 3 hours a day.
· 78% of respondents reported participating in regular physical activity at least once per week.  

· The amount of time people spent being active varied greatly:

· 24% reported no daily physical activity; 18% averaged less than 10 minutes of physical activity per day; 15% averaged 11-20 minutes per day; 18% averaged 21-30 minutes per day; and 24% averaged more than 30 minutes per day.  
· Among those who exercised, the most popular activity reported was walking.  Aerobics/dance, ball sports, and jogging/biking/swimming were other popular activities (Figure 5).

Figure 5.  Percent of WIC participants reporting various physical activities.
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Participants’ attitudes and behaviors about their child’s physical activity and TV viewing

· 66% of respondents thought that their 2- to 5-year-old child was as physically active as she/he should be.

· 79% reported doing physical activities together with their 2- to 5-year-old child.

· Activities done with children included the same kinds of activities reported above, with more emphasis on bicycling and ball sports and less emphasis on walking.

· Participants reported an average of 28 minutes per day spent doing physical activity with their child. 
· Nearly equal numbers of participants reported that their 2-5 year old child watched less than 1 hour of television per day or more than 1 hour per day (Figure 6).

Figure 6.  Two to 5 year old children’s television viewing time.
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 Perceived barriers to regular activity for WIC parents and children

Respondents said that regular physical activity was “almost always” difficult due to:

· having to watch the children (38%)

· not having a place to exercise (18%)

· not having enough time (16%)

· having to exercise alone (15%)

· feeling unsafe in the outdoor neighborhood (11%)

· feeling too tired (6%).

Only 25% of respondents reported that they “almost always” did as many physical activities as they would like with their 2-5 year old child.  The following barriers “almost always” kept them from doing desired amounts of physical activity with their child (Figure 7):

· insufficient time

· unsafe play areas.

· insufficient activity programs for parents and young children

· having to take care of other children

Figure 7.  Reasons for not doing desired amount of physical activities with 2- to 5-year-old child
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Parents’ concerns and practices regarding their child’s weight and eating habits

· The majority of respondents did not worry that their 2- to 5-year-old child was too fat or too thin (Figure 8).  

· 62% “sometimes” or “almost always” worried about their child eating too much.

· 45% “sometimes” or “almost always” worried about their child eating too little.

· Over one-quarter (28%) of respondents said that their 2- to 5-year-old child “almost always” wanted to “eat all of the time”.

· Over 50% reported that their child consumed excessive amounts of sweets (9% “almost always” and  44% “sometimes”).    

Figure 8.  Percent of participants worrying that their child is too fat or too thin.
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Family eating behaviors

· 74% of intervention site respondents reported being responsible for preparing the family’s food “almost always” and another 26% reported preparing the family's food “sometimes”.

· 69% of intervention site respondents reported that the family eats the evening meal together “almost always” and another 28% reported that the family eats together “sometimes”.

· 46% of respondents from intervention and control sites reported that their child refused foods that had been prepared [almost always (13%) or sometimes (33%)].  When children refused food, a majority of caretakers “almost always” (23%) or “sometimes” (49%) prepared something else for their child to eat.  

· 18% of participants reported feeling out of control of what their children eat.  

· 50% reported that they make their child clean her/his plate.

· 42% said they let their child to choose the quantity she/he wants to eat.

· 50% reported that their child almost always liked to eat vegetables; only 12% of children almost never liked eating them.

· 18% of children were considered to be picky eaters “almost always” while nearly half (45%) were “almost never” picky.  

Fast Food consumption

· 19% reported that their 2-5 year old child had eaten fast food 2 or more times in the past week, 46% had eaten fast food at least once in the past week, and 33% had not eaten any in the past week.

· The most commonly reported age at which children started eating food from fast food restaurants was 1-2 years (44%).  Approximately 12% of children were introduced to fast foods before 1 year of age and 30% at 2-4 years of age.

Food security

· Approximately half of respondents “almost always” or “sometimes” worried about running out of food during the month (Figure 9).  

· Approximately one-third reported inadequate amounts of the following resources: 

· money to purchase healthy foods (36%)

· transportation (35%)

· support from family and friends (34%)

· access to fresh foods because suitable stores did not exist in their neighborhood (30%).

Figure 9.  Percentage of participants who worry about running out of food during the month.
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Suggestions for WIC interventions to prevent childhood obesity

In general, participants liked the ideas presented on the survey instrument.

· Participants were in favor of Fit WIC intervention ideas such as:

· increasing the safe play areas in the community for children (82%)

· meetings to help parents and children be healthy (81%)

· exercise classes for parents with their children (79%)

· cooking classes (77%)

· meetings with other WIC parents to learn about successful parenting strategies (76%).

· Participants expressed an interest in having/using WIC materials on the following topics:  

· making foods healthier for children (90%)

· good nutrition for children (89%)

· physical activities to do with children (89%)

· community resources (88%).  

· 84% of participants surveyed also expressed a strong interest in having educational materials (i.e., books and videos) available at WIC to borrow and use at home.      

Fit WIC Participant Survey: Summary and Implications

· WIC participants are enthusiastic about the services they receive at WIC and are interested in participating in new activities at WIC, like cooking classes, group discussions, and lending libraries. Participants also express interest in receiving additional educational materials about community resources and physical activity.
· Most participants report doing some physical activity on a regular basis. Learning about the kinds of activities the participants enjoy doing and helping them build these activities into their lives could increase active time.

· Most participants think that their activity level is about the same as others of their age and sex. In order to influence people to increase their physical activity, it may be important to help them understand why “average” may not be enough.

· Responsibility for watching children was the biggest barrier to being physically active, followed by a lack of place/programs. Linking WIC families to free or low-cost places where adults and children can be active may help them increase their activity levels. Working with communities to increase free and low-cost activity programs and partnering with agencies like Parks & Recreation departments or YMCAs to offer exercise classes at or near WIC sites could benefit many WIC families.

· Most WIC participants said they are not worried that their child is overweight or underweight. However, many worry at least sometimes about their child eating too much or too little. Helping parents understand variations in children’s eating patterns and teaching them feeding-related parenting skills may help ease parents’ worries and improve children’s nutritional status. 

· While only 42% of participants identified themselves as overweight, 56% said that they are trying to lose weight. Participants seem to be more concerned about preventing overweight for themselves than for their children. Helping parents to adopt healthful practices for themselves could positively impact the health of the entire family. It is important to understand how parents view issues of weight when talking with them individually about weight issues.

· While half of the respondents said that their children watched 1 hour or less of television per day, 80% of parents said that they almost always or sometimes watch 3 hours or more. It is important to counsel parents on the impact of role modeling on their children’s activity.

· Many families say they experience food insecurity during the month. It is critical to link families to community food resources to ensure the nutritional health of WIC children. For example, very few participants said that their children are participating in childcare centers/Head Start—which would provide children with free meals.

· All of the respondents said that they were “almost always” or “sometimes” responsible for preparing the food their family eats. Most also said that they are interested in cooking classes. Teaching WIC participants how to cook low cost, healthful meals could impact the family’s nutrition. Linking recipes and food preparation tips with seasonal foods available at Farmer’s Markets may encourage families to utilize both resources.

· Families are regularly eating fast food, and children are being introduced to fast food at very early ages. It may be more effective to educate families about making better choices at fast food restaurants than to counsel them to avoid these convenient food sources.
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