California FIT WIC Program

 Staff Survey Results

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

Description of Survey

Project staff at UC Berkeley, the State WIC Branch, and Samuels & Associates consulting group developed the survey instrument.  Many of the questions were adopted from a list of “core assessment” questions compiled by the group of 5 states participating in the FIT WIC Project.  The survey asked 40 questions, most of which were open-ended, and was designed to take 30 minutes or less to complete (see Appendix). WIC staff members were surveyed during regularly scheduled staff meetings and surveys were collected by UCB staff. Surveys were self-administered and individuals’ names were not collected.

Participating Fit WIC Sites

Surveys were collected from nearly all staff members at six Fit WIC clinics in three counties, 3 intervention sites (I) and 3 control sites (C):

Sites
County
Total number of surveys collected



Pico Rivera (I)

Flower Street (C)

Santa Paula (I)

Ventura (C)

Grand Avenue (I)

County Main (C)


Los Angeles

Ventura

Sacramento


21

10

20



Survey Results

A total of 51 surveys were completed; approximately equal numbers from control and intervention sites. Because not all staff members answered every question, the percentages reported include only the staff people who did respond to any given question. 

Characteristics of WIC Staff Surveyed

· 96% female

· 94% between the ages of 25 and 54 years 

· 49% Hispanic (Figure 1)

· 98% completed high school or higher; more than half completed some college; approximately 8% had an associates degree, 14% a bachelors degree and 16% a masters degree 

· 69% Nutrition Assistants or other paraprofessionals; 6% agency administrators, 8% site supervisors, 14% Registered Dietitians, and 2% Licensed Vocational Nurses 

· 7.4 mean years worked at WIC (range 0.1 to 26 years) 

· see an average of 19 clients per day
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Figure 1.  Most of staff surveyed were Hispanic.

WIC staff perception of their own weight and health 

· About half of WIC staff members classified themselves as overweight. 

Given pictures of body types to match to their own body type:

· 2% identified themselves as underweight

· 47% average weight

· 39% somewhat overweight

· 12% very overweight.  

Given descriptive categories to choose from: 

· 47% said they were average weight

· 51% said they were overweight (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Staff members’ self-classification of weight status
· 80% of staff said they were trying to lose weight.  

Among those trying to lose weight, the most popular methods for losing weight were eating more fruits and vegetables and doing regular physical activity (Figure 3). 



                        Figure 3. What staff members are doing to lose weight 
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· 78% of staff said they participate in regular physical activity. 

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

· 20% of staff reported no daily physical activity; 10% averaged less than 10 minutes of physical activity per day; 30% averaged 11-20 minutes per day; 16% averaged 21-30 minutes/day; and 24% averaged more than 30 minutes per day. 

· Among those who exercised, the most popular activity reported was walking (Figure 4).
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Figure 4.  Number of staff doing various physical activities.

· 65% of WIC staff said they are free from health problems.  However, of those with  health concerns, 14% experience back pain, 6% have high blood pressure, 6% high   cholesterol, and 2% diabetes.

Perceived problem of overweight among WIC children

· Nearly half the staff said overweight was the biggest nutrition problem facing WIC children. (Figure 5).  
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Figure 5.  Single greatest nutrition-related problem facing WIC children according to WIC staff.

· Staff members felt that WIC parents are far more concerned about their children being underweight than overweight (Figure 6). 

· Three-fourths of staff felt that parents are concerned or very concerned about their child becoming underweight, while only one-fourth felt parents are concerned or very concerned about a child becoming overweight.
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Figure 6.  Staff perception of WIC parents’ levels of concern about children’s underweight vs .overweight

Perceived causes of overweight

· The most commonly cited causes of overweight in both adults and children were not enough physical activity and inappropriate diet (Figure 7).  

· For adults, lack of self-control was also considered a major contributor to overweight, while for children parents were more often seen as being responsible for the problem.   

· The dietary practices cited as the largest contributors to nutrition problems specifically for WIC children included: bottle feeding too long (24%), too many high fat foods (24%), not enough fruits and vegetables (16%) and too much sugar (12%).
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Figure 7. Different causes of overweight in adults and children according to WIC staff.

What staff think parents should do to prevent overweight

· 82% of staff members felt that parents should provide a well-balanced, healthy diet (Figure 8), such as offering plenty of fruits and vegetables; limited juice, soda, sweets, junk food, and fast foods; healthy snacks; and low-fat instead of high-fat foods and milk.  

· About half of the staff said that parents should encourage their children to be physically active.  Several staff members talked about the importance of parents modeling good behavior by being active with their children. 

· Many mentioned earlier weaning from the bottle and an appropriate division of responsibility between parents and children in regards to food and eating.  

· A few staff members noted the importance of regular doctor check-ups, regularly scheduled meals and snacks eaten at home with family, appropriate portion sizing, and breast-feeding.
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Figure 8.  What staff said parents should do to prevent overweight children (number

                 of respondents). 

Staff suggestions for how WIC can help prevent childhood overweight

· 94% of staff surveyed saw education (counseling, classes, pamphlets) as the key role of WIC staff. 

· A few staff members suggested referral to community programs such as physical activity programs or recreation facilities.  Other ideas included changing WIC food vouchers (see below) and providing incentives to parents for increasing physical activity. 

· The majority of staff (61%) thought that WIC should talk to parents about healthy weight before the birth of their child or during the first 6 months of the baby’s life (Figure 9).     

Figure 9.  Age of child when staff members believe WIC should teach 
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parents about promoting healthy body weight (% of respondents).

What WIC staff currently do to prevent childhood overweight

What staff reported they were already doing personally to deal with overweight children (Figure 10) at WIC was similar to their suggestions for what WIC should do.
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Figure 10.  What WIC staff do to deal with overweight children.

· More than 80% of staff said they currently provide information on a healthy diet, physical activity and weaning from the bottle. 

· About a third of staff members said they refer families to a doctor or physical activity programs, or provide parents with a diet plan for their child.

· 91% of staff said they routinely told parents if their child was overweight.

How WIC staff feel about working with weight issues

· Fewer than half (45%) of staff members reported being confident or very confident that they could help WIC children maintain a healthy body weight (Figure 11).   

· Over one third of WIC staff were only somewhat comfortable discussing overweight (Figure 12).  

Figure 11.  Confidence level of staff in their ability                    Figure 12.  Comfort level of staff in discussing
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Barriers to working with parents about childhood overweight 

· The reaction of parents was the most frequently cited barrier to talking with parents about children’s weight issues (98%).  Denial and defensiveness were the difficult reactions staff reported most. Staff gave many examples of and reasons why they thought parents reacted defensively or in denial. These included:

· cultural preference for fat children

· sensitivity to weight issues because parents themselves were overweight

· the belief  that “a fat child is a healthy child” 

· the child “does not look fat” to the parents

· the parents think the child “has big bones”, a trait that runs in their family.  

· the feeling of parents that WIC staff are accusing them of poor parenting when they discuss overweight  

· the child’s doctor told the parents that the child was healthy without mentioning the issue of weight  

· A lack of parental concern was another barrier staff mentioned. Even when parents acknowledge that their child is overweight, they are not always concerned. Reasons staff mentioned for a lack of parental concern included:

· their child is otherwise healthy

· they themselves are overweight and don’t see a problem with it

· not understanding the long-term health implications of overweight

· Another barrier to working with WIC parents to prevent overweight that some staff members mentioned is that many lack the adequate time, knowledge, skills, or resources to deal with overweight effectively.  Some parents are “too overwhelmed with other issues” to deal with their child’s overweight.  

· Inadequate training was a concern expressed by some staff who felt that they were not trained well enough to deal with sensitive weight issues in a non-judgmental way. 

· Other staff felt that their own overweight was a barrier since they did not appear to model the behaviors promoted to parents of overweight children. 

· Children’s eating preferences also make it difficult for staff. According to WIC staff, parents often complain that their children are picky eaters and do not like fruits or vegetables, but instead prefer fast food, junk food, high fat or high sugar snacks, juice and milk.  

Staff feelings of success in handling overweight

Despite these barriers, two-thirds of WIC staff reported feeling some success helping parents with overweight children.  

· The approach that most commonly resulted in success reported by staff (37%) was counseling clients to improve their child’s diet.  Examples of dietary changes made included lowering fat intake, increasing fruit and vegetable consumption, providing healthy snacks, reducing excessive milk intake, and weaning from the bottle.

· Counseling to increase physical activity was mentioned by 16% of the staff.

· Counseling techniques leading to success included talking to parents in a non-judgmental fashion, focusing on the entire family rather than singling out the overweight child, and explaining the consequences of overweight.

Staff feelings of success in handling other nutrition issues

Staff members felt significantly more successful in handling other nutrition issues. 

· Ninety three percent of staff members felt that they had been successful in handling a nutrition issue with one or more WIC clients.

· Weaning from the bottle and/or bottle mouth caries (51% of respondents), and anemia (35% of respondents) were most frequently mentioned successes.

· Promotion of breast feeding, healthy snacking, and fruit and vegetable intake were other success issues less frequently mentioned.

· Counseling strategies leading to success included giving detailed instructions, providing pamphlets, showing pictures (e.g., of dental caries), individualizing the counseling, providing creative and alternative solutions, talking to rather than at parents, and using life experiences to illustrate successful strategies.

Current WIC Counseling

· The nutrition and health education topics staff said they talk about most often were bottle use and weaning and a healthy diet (each by 60% of respondents). The “healthy diet” category included: healthy snacking, following the food guide pyramid, increasing fruit and vegetable intake, and decreasing juice, high fat and high sugar foods. 

· Other health education topics less frequently mentioned included anemia (42% of respondents), overweight (28%), breast feeding (19%), underweight (9%), and physical activity (7%). 

· All staff responding said that they discussed physical activity with parents at least sometimes.

· Counseling on physical activity was done more often with parents of overweight children than with parents in general. 
· The content of discussions with parents about physical activity included:

·  telling parents to increase their child’s physical activity (80%)

· suggesting that parents reduce television watching (38%)

· emphasizing the importance of parents participating with their children in family activities (20%)  

· referring parents to community recreation programs and explaining the benefits of physical activity (infrequently)

Staff knowledge of age-appropriate physical activities

The knowledge level of WIC staff about the kinds of physical activities children should do at different ages varied widely. While a number of WIC staff had many activity ideas for each age group, others were unable to list age-appropriate activities for children of some or all ages.

Staff suggestions for a WIC guide to help them talk with parents about overweight All staff surveyed said that they would use a guide developed to help staff talk with parents about healthy weight for WIC children.  Staff suggested the guide include information about:

· diet (59%), including: how to choose and access healthy, low-fat snacks and 

other foods; sample recipes and menus; a daily food guide for meals and snacks; appropriate total amounts and portion sizes of foods; childhood eating behavior and how to get children to eat appropriate foods; and how to use the issued WIC foods. 

· physical activity (55%), including: different types of culturally- and income-

appropriate physical activities for various ages; activities that could be enjoyed by the entire family; using photographs or pictures to illustrate various activity choices; and providing a daily guide for physical activity. 

· other information regarding childhood overweight (41%), including: the 

consequences and causes of overweight; information on normal weight range, body size and shape for children; how to sensitively explain overweight to parents; how to teach parents to adopt a healthy lifestyle; and resources for referral.

Ideas about WIC food package changes

A majority of staff members felt that changes should be made to the WIC food package (Figure 13).  While many acknowledged that WIC’s supplemental foods provide a great benefit to recipients or felt that WIC foods were not a problem in regards to overweight (“I don’t believe in ‘good’ or ‘bad’ foods.  (We) need to address the issue of appropriate portions and daily intake.”), others felt that the WIC food package could be improved.  Among those who felt change was needed:

· 74% felt foods should be added to make WIC foods more representative of the food guide pyramid: more fruits and vegetables, grains, culturally-appropriate foods (e.g., corn tortillas, rice, tofu, soy milk) and healthy snacks (Figure 14).  

· 52% said that less of certain WIC foods, particularly juice and dairy, should be provided.  

· 22% recommended that existing foods be changed to be lower in fat (e.g., low or nonfat instead of whole milk, low fat instead of regular peanut butter). 

· A few suggested that WIC recipients be surveyed to determine the culturally-appropriate food vouchers they would prefer.

[image: image13.wmf]Not 

comfortable

0%

Somewhat 

comfortable

39%

Comfortable

39%

Very 

comfortable

22%

Figure 13.  Response to the question of whether the WIC food package should be changed.
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Figure 14.  Types of changes recommended to WIC food package (number of respondents).
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