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Breastfeeding Support Practices
Stacy Gleason, MPH1; Margaret K. Wilkin, MPH2; Linnea Sallack, MPH, RD2;
Shannon E. Whaley, PhD3; Catherine Martinez, MPH3; Courtney Paolicelli, DrPH, RDN4
1Food and N
2Center for
3Public Hea
4Office of P

andria, VA

Conflict of In

Address for

Children, A

margaret.w

� 2020 So

reserved.

https://doi.

680
ABSTRACT
Objective: To describe Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) site-
level breastfeeding support practices and associations with breastfeeding outcomes.
Design: Secondary analysis of WIC Infant and Toddler Feeding Practices Study−2, including data from in-
terviews with caregivers of infants and interviews and surveys with staff from 27 WIC state agencies and 80

study sites.
Participants: A total of 1,235 mothers of breastfed infants participating in the WIC Infant and Toddler
Feeding Practices Study−2.

Main Outcome Measure: Any and fully breastfeeding 2, 6, and 12 months postpartum.

Analysis: Descriptive statistics described WIC site-level breastfeeding supports. Multilevel mixed modeling
of breastfeeding at 2, 6, and 12 months, controlling for site- and participant-level characteristics.
Results: Five WIC site-level supports were significantly and independently associated with any and fully
breastfeeding: access to breastfeeding peer counselors, access to International Board Certified Lactation

Consultants, postnatal home visits, allowing any WIC staff member to provide breast pump education, and

having a policy not to provide formula during the first 30 days postpartum. Likelihood of any and fully

breastfeeding increased with each additional site-level support present (odds ratio = 1.09, 95% confidence

interval, 1.06−1.12; and odds ratio = 1.26, 95% confidence interval, 1.21−1.31, respectively).

Conclusions and Implications: Positive associations between site-level supports and breastfeeding at 2, 6,
and 12 months were observed. Additional research is needed to understand how site-level supports interre-

late and whether specific combinations are more effective, and to identify variations in implementation of

breastfeeding supports.
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INTRODUCTION

Breastfeeding rates are rising in the
US, yet for many infants, breastfeed-
ing does not continue for the dura-
tion recommended by the American
Academy of Pediatrics. Current guide-
lines recommend exclusive breastfeed-
ing for the first 6 months, followed by
the introduction of complementary
foods around 6 months and continued
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breastfeeding until at least 12 months
of age.1 According to the National
Immunization Survey,2 among US in-
fants born in 2014, 82% started breast-
feeding, 55% were breastfeeding at 6
months (25% exclusively), and 34%
at 12 months.

Nearly half of all US infants partic-
ipate in the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (WIC),3 a program
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administered by the US Department
of Agriculture (USDA), with services
delivered through state and local
agencies.4 Breastfeeding education
and support are core services pro-
vided by WIC, along with the provi-
sion of supplemental foods, nutrition
education, and referrals to health
and social services. Federal regula-
tions specify minimum WIC expen-
ditures for breastfeeding promotion
and support.5 Additionally, numer-
ous policies and initiatives ensure
breastfeeding support is provided
throughout the prenatal period and
first year postpartum. For example,
since 2004, the US Congress has ear-
marked funding for breastfeeding
peer counselors (BFPCs), and WIC
agencies have implemented BFPC
programs.6 Other breastfeeding sup-
port initiatives implemented by the
USDA include the Loving Support
Makes Breastfeeding Work campaign
with extensive resources for training
ehavior � Volume 52, Number 7, 2020
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WIC staff and educating participants
(recently updated as WIC Breastfeed-
ing Support, Learn Together, Grow
Together)7,8 and enhanced food pack-
ages for breastfeeding mothers and
infants.9

Although all WIC agencies pro-
mote and support breastfeeding,
there is considerable variation in the
staffing, resources, and practices
across WIC sites. This diversity is
described in the report of a USDA-
sponsored WIC Breastfeeding Policy
Inventory (BPI) conducted in 2013.10

The BPI was the first documentation
of WIC breastfeeding policies and
practices from a census of 90 state
and 1,800 local agencies. Among the
findings for local agencies, 69% had
BFPCs and 38% had ≥ 1 staff member
with the credential of International
Board Certified Lactation Consultant
(IBCLC). Other findings were that
58% trained all staff on breastfeed-
ing, one-third met with breastfeeding
mothers in the hospital or in their
homes, and 88% had a private space
for mothers to breastfeed in WIC
sites. The BPI also assessed practices
for recording breastfeeding data and
identified variation in collection of
outcome measures for initiation and
duration. The BPI did not analyze
the association between WIC breast-
feeding policies and practices and
outcomes, but it recommended this
for future research. To date, research
on this topic has largely focused
on WIC’s use of BFPCs, which has
been shown to improve breastfeed-
ing duration and exclusivity among
participants.11

In 2011, the USDA funded the
WIC Infant and Toddler Feeding
Practices Study−2 (WIC ITFPS-2).
This longitudinal study explored
feeding practices and health and
nutrition outcomes among a national
sample of children receiving WIC
benefits at birth. Breastfeeding inten-
tion, initiation, exclusivity, and dura-
tion were among the many outcomes
of interest in the WIC ITFPS-2. The
study previously found that 83% of
women initiated breastfeeding, 42%
were breastfeeding at 3 months post-
partum, and 18% at 12 months.12

Although the WIC ITFPS-2 reported
sizable increases in breastfeeding rates
compared with the rates from 20 years
ago, it also demonstrated that a gap
persists between WIC breastfeeding
rates and American Academy of Pedi-
atrics recommendations.

The WIC ITFPS-2 data present a
unique opportunity to examine the
relationship between individual site-
level breastfeeding support practices
and breastfeeding outcomes in a
large national sample of infants par-
ticipating in WIC. Although the BPI
report described local agency−level
breastfeeding practices, it neither
examined site-level variations nor
linked these practices to breastfeed-
ing outcomes. This secondary analy-
sis of WIC ITFPS-2 data was
conducted to (1) describe breastfeed-
ing support features of 80 WIC sites
randomly selected to participate and
(2) examine site-level predictors of
duration of any breastfeeding and
fully breastfeeding among infants
served at these sites.
METHODS

Study Sample

The WIC ITFPS-2 study incorporated
both a core longitudinal sample and
a supplemental cross-sectional sam-
ple (n = 3,777). The WIC ITFPS-2 core
sample of women and their infants
were recruited when enrolling in
WIC for the first time for that preg-
nancy prenatally or before their
infant was 2.5 months old in 80 WIC
sites across 27 states and territories
during a 20-week recruitment period
in 2013. Participant-level data were
weighted to represent the national
population of infants whose mothers
enrolled in WIC for the first time for
that pregnancy during the enroll-
ment period (July to November,
2013). Sites included in the study
had to enroll a minimum of 30
study-eligible participants per month
and recruited mothers needed to be
at least 16 years old and able to com-
plete the interviews in either English
or Spanish. A detailed description of
the study’s complex survey design
and data collection methods is pro-
vided in the WIC Infant and Toddler
Feeding Practices Study 2: Infant Year
Report.12 The WIC ITFPS-2 was
approved by Westat Institutional
Review Board and the Office of Man-
agement and Budget and by state
and local Institutional Review Boards
as needed. The secondary analysis of
WIC ITFPS-2 data presented here
focuses on the subset of mothers and
infants in the core longitudinal
sample who enrolled prenatally, ini-
tiated breastfeeding, and completed
bimonthly interviews through at least
the age of 13 months (n = 1,235).
Procedures and Measures

Site level. Site-level characteristics
related to staffing, policies, and prac-
tices that support breastfeeding were
collected via 3 methods for the WIC
ITFPS-2: (1) interviews with 27 WIC
state agency representatives affiliated
with study sites, (2) site visits to all
80 sites to collect data on facilities
and staffing and conduct a 1-hour
interview with a site supervisor or
coordinator, and (3) surveys of staff
(n = 802) working in each of the 80
sites during the period when partici-
pants were enrolled in the study.

State policy on the issuance of for-
mula to breastfeeding infants in the
first 30 days postpartum was captured
during WIC state agency interviews
and applied to all sites in the state.
The presence of a BFPC program and
information on site-level policies and
practices, such as whether BFPCs or
certified (IBCLC or other certification)
lactation consultants (LCs) met with
prenatal women during pregnancy,
visited breastfeeding women in the
hospital or at home after delivery,
or facilitated support groups for
breastfeeding mothers, were assessed
through interviews with site staff.
Additional data obtained through site
visits and staff surveys at each of the
80 study sites included a count of
BFPCs, staff with the IBCLC creden-
tial, and breastfeeding coordinators;
identification of staff roles and practi-
ces in breastfeeding education and
support; and the presence of a desig-
nated space for breastfeeding mothers
(Table 1).

Participant level. Outcome variables
of interest for this analysis were
derived from interviews conducted
over the first 13 months of the child’s
life and included any and fully
breastfeeding at the age of 2 months
(60 days), 6 months (180 days), and
12 months (365 days) as part of the



Table 1. WIC Site Characteristics (n = 80)

Variable %

Staffing
Site has a BFPC programa 80
Site has an IBCLCa 25
Site has a breastfeeding coordinatora 14

>75% of site staff provides breastfeeding education and supporta 50
Breastfeeding policies and practices

Issuance of 1 can of formula for breastfed infants during first 30 d permittedb 56

BFPCs or LCsa on-site 85
BFPCs or LCs visit breastfeeding mothers in hospitala 24
BFPCs or LCs visit breastfeeding mothers in homea 21

BFPCs or LCs provide breastfeeding support groupa 20
Breastfeeding mothers who request formula are referred to a registered dietitian, IBCLC, or LCa 51
Any staff member can provide breast pump educationa 43

BFPC contact new mothers ≥2.5 times during first 10 d (n = 64 sites with BFPC)c 56
Other site characteristics

Site has separate space for breastfeeding mothersa 74
Participant to direct service staff ratio higher than the average across all sitesa 45

BFPC indicates breastfeeding peer counselor; IBCLC, International Board Certified Lactation Consultant; LC, lactation consul-
tant (with or without IBCLC credential); WIC, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.
aFrom site interview and observation; bFrom state agency interview; cFrom staff survey.
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WIC ITFPS-2. Binomial variables for
any breastfeeding were derived for
each period based on the number of
days the mother reported the infant
was fed any amount of breast milk
exclusively or in combination with
any other nutritional source. Fully
breastfeeding was defined as receiv-
ing only breast milk up to 6 months,
with no introduction of formula or
complementary foods, and only
breast milk and complementary
foods from 6 to 12 months, with no
introduction of formula.

Demographic information used
for this analysis included mother’s
race/ethnicity, mother’s education
level, income, mother’s age at in-
fant’s birth, parity, marital status,
whether the father lived with the
mother at the time of the child’s
birth, mother’s previous WIC expe-
rience, previous breastfeeding expe-
rience, and the age of the infant
when the mother went back to
work. The Infant Feeding Intentions
(IFI) scale, a 5-item, validated ques-
tionnaire was used to measure
intention to breastfeed. Questions
were scored on a Likert scale from 0
to 4 and then summed for a total
IFI score ranging from 0 to 16, with
higher values indicating stronger
intention (Table 2).13
Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to
describe site-level variation in breast-
feeding staffing, policies, practices,
and other breastfeeding-related char-
acteristics that may affect WIC’s
influence on breastfeeding duration.
Weighted estimates are representa-
tive of WIC participants who met the
WIC ITFPS-2 study enrollment crite-
ria. For predictive analyses, site-level
characteristics were assigned to study
participants on the basis of the WIC
site in which they enrolled.

Logistic regression was conducted
using both overall participant-level
weights and participant-level replicate
weights to determine which demo-
graphic characteristics of the mothers
were associated with breastfeeding
outcomes. Mother living with the
father of the baby, poverty level
(>130% or <130% of the federal pov-
erty guidelines), race, ethnicity, moth-
er’s age at birth of the infant,
breastfeeding history, whether the
mother went back to work before the
infant was 12 weeks old, and IFI scale
were all significantly related (P < .05)
to the binomial breastfeeding out-
comes and thus controlled for in all
multilevel multivariate models. Mari-
tal status and parity were also shown
to be associated with breastfeeding
outcomes but were excluded from sub-
sequent models because marital status
was highly correlated with the mother
living with the child’s father (r = .76;
P < .001), and parity was correlated
with breastfeeding history (r = .55; P <
.001).

Mixed-effects logistic regression
modeling was conducted with binary
outcomes for any and fully breast-
feeding at 2, 6, and 12 months,
including site-level and participant-
level characteristics as independent
variables. Site-level weights and par-
ticipant weights scaled to the site
population (by dividing the partici-
pant weight by the average site
weight) were included. To account
for clustering within sites, site was
treated as a random effect. Prelimi-
nary models grouped similar site
characteristics (staffing-related, pol-
icy, and physical site features)
together. Final models included all
site-level characteristics that were
consistently and strongly associated
with the breastfeeding outcomes
modeled together with demographic
characteristics. Because many WIC
sites had >1 significant site character-
istic, a score was derived for each
site as the total number of site char-
acteristics that were related to



Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of WIC Participants—Weighted

Variable

Weighted %
(Unweighted n = 1,235;
Weighted n = 319,083) SE of %

Mother or caregiver’s highest education level
High school or less 59.5 1.7

More than high school 40.5 1.7
Mother living with father of baby at child’s birth
Yes 59.0 1.7

No 41.1 1.7
Marital status of mother at child’s birth
Married 35.3 1.6

Not married 64.7 1.6
Poverty level using 2014 guidelines
Below 100% federal poverty level 67.1 1.7

Above 100% federal poverty level 32.9 1.7
Prior WIC receipt
Yes 53.5 1.7
No 46.5 1.7

Race and ethnicity of infant
Non-Hispanic black 17.4 1.3
Non-Hispanic white 23.5 1.4

Non-Hispanic other 6.8 0.9
Hispanic 52.3 1.7

Age of mother or caregiver at child’s birth, y

16−19 12.1 1.2
20−25 38.2 1.7
≥26 49.7 1.7

Previous breastfeeding experience of

mother, mo
No history 47.5 1.7
≤3 21.8 1.4

>3 30.8 1.5
Birth order of infant
First born 42.6 1.7

Second born 27.6 1.5
Third or subsequent 29.8 1.5

Did mother return to work before infant was

12 wk old?
No 64.6 1.6
Yes 35.4 1.6

Infant Feeding Intentions scale
(range, 0−16) Mean 95% CI

10.7 10.5-10.9

CI indicates confidence interval; SE, standard error; WIC, Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.
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breastfeeding outcomes. One site was
not assigned a score because it did
not have any study participants who
met the inclusion criteria. Site score
was modeled as both a continuous
and categorical variable. Data analy-
sis was conducted using SAS software
(version 9.4, SAS Institute, Inc, Cary,
NC, 2012) and IBM SPSS Statistics for
Windows (version 25.0, IBM Corp,
Armonk, NY, 2017).
RESULTS

Table 1 describes the breastfeeding
supports available at study sites. All
sites selected for the WIC ITFPS-2
had ≥1 breastfeeding supports avail-
able. Breastfeeding peer counselors
were available in 80% of sites; how-
ever, there was a large range in the
ratio of BFPCs to participants among
sites that had these staff members
(0.01−1.24 BFPCs/1,000 WIC partici-
pants) (data not presented). In most
sites, a BFPC or LC met with prenatal
women (85.0%), and many had a
designated space for breastfeeding
mothers (74.4%). Approximately half
of the sites were in states that permit
the issuance of 1 can of powdered
formula to breastfeeding infants dur-
ing the first 30 days (56.3%). A policy
to refer breastfeeding mothers to a
registered dietitian, IBCLC, or LC if
they requested formula was in place
in half of the sites (51.3%). Much less
common were sites with an IBCLC
on-site, sites with BFPCs or LCs who
visited breastfeeding mothers in the
hospital or their home, and sites with
breastfeeding support groups (led by
a BFPC or LC).

Participant-level characteristics are
displayed in Table 2. Nearly 41% of
mothers who enrolled in WIC prena-
tally and initiated breastfeeding com-
pleted some education after high
school. Half of mothers were aged
≥26 years, more than one-third were
married (35.3%), and 59.0% were liv-
ing with the father of their child at
the time of the birth. More than
two thirds (67.1%) had family in-
comes <100% of the federal poverty
guidelines based on the 2014 stan-
dard. More than half of the mothers
had previous breastfeeding experi-
ence, received WIC previously, and
identified their infant as Hispanic.
Intention to breastfeed, measured
prenatally, was fairly high among
this population of women who initi-
ated breastfeeding, with a mean IFI
score of 10.7 on a scale of 0−16, in
which higher scores indicate stronger
intention to breastfeed.

Among infants whose mothers
initiated breastfeeding, 61.4% con-
tinued with any breastfeeding, and
34.7% continued to breastfeed fully
until at least 2 months. Duration
rates decreased with age, with only
about one-third of infants still receiv-
ing any breast milk, one fifth still
fully breastfeeding by age of 6
months, and one fourth still receiv-
ing any breast milk at the age of 12
months.

Results from multilevel multivari-
ate models including demographic
and site-level characteristics are
shown in Table 3. Presence of a BFPC
program had a significant and



Table 3. Association Between WIC Site Characteristics and Breastfeeding at Age 2, 6, and 12 Mo

Model 1: at 2 Mo Model 2: at 6 Mo Model 3: at 12 Mo

Site Characteristic OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P

Any Breastfeeding (yes vs no)
Site has a BFPC program 1.26 (1.18−1.35) <.001 0.89 (0.83−0.95) <.001 0.63 (0.59−0.68) <.001
Site has an IBCLC 0.90 (0.83−0.97) .005 1.09 (1.01−1.18) .02 1.45 (1.33−1.58) <.001
Issuance of 1 can of formula for
breastfed infants during first
30 d not permitted

1.23 (1.16−1.31) <.001 1.39 (1.31−1.48) <.001 1.01 (0.95−1.08) .72

BFPC or lactation consultant visit
breastfeeding mothers in home

1.05 (0.99−1.12) .11 1.41 (1.32−1.51) <.001 1.54 (1.43−1.66) <.001

Any staff member can provide
breast pump education

1.01 (0.95−1.07) .71 1.11 (1.04−1.18) <.001 0.85 (0.79−0.91) <.001

Model 4: at 2 Mo Model 5: at 6 Mo Model 6: at 12 Mo

OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P
Fully breastfeeding (yes vs no)

Site has a BFPC program 0.94 (0.86−1.02) .12 0.77 (0.71−0.83) <.001 0.76 (0.69−0.84) <.001
Site has an IBCLC 1.37 (1.25−1.50) <.001 1.68 (1.54−1.83) <.001 2.18 (1.97−2.42) <.001
Issuance of 1 can of formula for

breastfed infants during first 30
d not permitted

1.12 (1.04−1.21) .002 1.03 (0.96−1.11) .42 1.07 (0.98−1.18) .12

BFPC or lactation consultant visit

breastfeeding mothers in home

1.52 (1.41−1.65) <.001 2.13 (1.98−2.30) <.001 2.00 (1.83−2.20) <.001

Any staff member can provide
breast pump education

1.35 (1.26−1.45) <.001 1.37 (1.27−1.47) <.001 1.24 (1.13−1.36) <.001

BFPC indicates breastfeeding peer counselor; CI, confidence interval; IBCLC, International Board Certified Lactation Consul-
tant; OR, odds ratio; WIC, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.
Notes: LCs were those with IBCLC or other certifications. Models controlled for mother living with the father of the baby, poverty
level (>130% or <130%), race, ethnicity, mother’s age at the birth of the infant, breastfeeding history, whether the mother re-
turned to work before the infant was 12 weeks old, and the intention to breastfeed scale. Models included all site-level charac-
teristics modeled together.
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positive association with any breast-
feeding at 2 months (P < .001) but
not at the age of 6 and 12 months.
Presence of an IBCLC in the site was
associated with decreased odds of
any breastfeeding at 2 months
(P = .005) but increased odds of any
breastfeeding at 6 and 12 months of
age (P = .02 and <.001, respectively)
and fully breastfeeding at all ages
(P < .001 for all). There was increased
likelihood of fully breastfeeding at all
ages and any breastfeeding at age 6
and 12 months both in sites that pro-
vided home visits and in sites that al-
lowed any staff to provide breast
pump education to mothers com-
pared with sites where these practices
were not present (P < .001 for all). In-
fants in sites with a state policy pro-
hibiting the issuance of formula
during the first 30 days to breastfeed-
ing infants were more likely than in-
fants at sites allowing the issuance of
1 can of powdered formula to be
breastfeeding (any) at 2 and 6
months of age (P < .001 for both) and
fully breastfeeding at 2 months of
age (P = .002).

Because most sites had multiple
site-level characteristics present, mul-
tilevel multivariate models explored
associations between breastfeeding
outcomes and the number of site-
level characteristics present, as
shown in Table 4. The sum of 5 char-
acteristics was used to assign each of
the included 79 sites with a score:
presence of BFPC program, access to
an IBCLC, policy prohibiting the
issuance of formula to breastfeeding
infants in the first 30 days, provision
of home visits, and allowing any staff
to provide breast pump education. A
majority of sites had only 1 (n = 23),
2 (n = 30), or 3 (n = 22) characteristics
present. Presence of 4 or 5 character-
istics was much less common (n = 4).
There were no apparent differences
between these and other sites except
for the number of breastfeeding sup-
ports they had in place. For each
additional characteristic present, in-
fants were 26%more likely to be fully
breastfeeding at 2 months (P < .001)
and 36% to 40% more likely to be
fully breastfeeding at 6 and 12
months (P < .001 each). When exam-
ined as a dichotomous variable, in-
fants in sites with 3−5 characteristics
present were nearly 1.6 times as likely
to be fully breastfeeding at 2 months
and twice as likely to be fully breast-
feeding at 6 and 12 months (P < .001
for all) compared with infants in sites
with only 1 to 2 site-level characteris-
tics present.

DISCUSSION

To date, most national studies of
WIC breastfeeding supports have
been descriptive,10,14 and studies
examining associations between
breastfeeding supports and outcomes



Table 4. Association Between Number of WIC Site-Level Characteristics Present and Breastfeeding Outcomes at

Age 2, 6, and 12 Mo

At 2 Mo At 6 Mo At 12 Mo

Number of Site Characteristics Scale OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P OR (95% CI) P

Any breastfeeding
Total score, continuous 1.09 (1.06−1.12) <.001 1.19 (1.16−1.23) <.001 1.08 (1.04−1.11) <.001
Total score, 3−5 vs 1−2 characteristics 1.05 (1.00−1.11) .07 1.28 (1.21−1.36) <.001 1.05 (0.98−1.12) .17

Fully breastfeeding
Total score, continuous 1.26 (1.21−1.31) <.001 1.36 (1.31−1.42) <.001 1.40 (1.34−1.47) <.001
Total score, 3−5 vs 1−2 characteristics 1.59 (1.48−1.70) <.001 2.09 (1.95−2.23) <.001 2.11 (1.94−2.29) <.001

CI indicates confidence level; OR, odds ratio; WIC, Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children.
Notes: Models controlled for mother living with the father of the baby, poverty level (>130% or >130%), race, ethnicity, mother’s
age at the birth of the infant, breastfeeding history, whether the mother returned to work before the infant was 12 weeks old,
and the intention to breastfeed scale. Number of site characteristics scale (0−5) is based on the number of characteristics pres-
ent at each site: breastfeeding peer counselor program, policy does not permit formula issuance for breastfeeding infants in first
30 days, access to an IBCLC, provision of home visits, and allowing any staff member to provide breast pump education.
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have largely focused on the presence
of a BFPC program.15,16 In a recent
report, it was noted that WIC agen-
cies have the flexibility to operate
their programs in a way that best
meets the needs of their partici-
pants16; thus, variations in site opera-
tions certainly exist and may be
associated with different breastfeed-
ing outcomes for WIC participants.
This analysis found that several prac-
tices intended to promote and sup-
port breastfeeding are available in
WIC sites, supplementing findings
from the BPI study. This analysis
measured more than the prevalence
of these practices; it also examined
how the practices relate to breast-
feeding outcomes, both replicating
and extending existing research.
There were BFPC programs present in
a large percentage of study sites, and
they were associated with increased
odds of any and fully breastfeeding at
2 months. These results are consis-
tent with several studies that exam-
ined associations with breastfeeding
longevity.17−19

Data collected from a sample of
WIC local agencies during phase I of
the Loving Support Peer Counselor Pro-
gram Study14 indicated that more
than half (at least 56%) of contacts
between participants and BFPCs are
not in person (44% by phone and
12% by mail). Some literature sug-
gests it is important for peer coun-
selor support to be ongoing and in
person to improve breastfeeding
duration or that these types of sup-
port are more effective.20 Together,
these findings may help to explain
why this analysis did not find a BFPC
program to be positively associated
with breastfeeding at 6 and 12
months. Resources for BFPC pro-
grams are limited and therefore focus
on assisting women in the prenatal
and early postnatal periods, whereas
other types of WIC staff may be more
involved, influential, or accessible to
mothers later in the postpartum
period. For example, this analysis
found that 1 in 4 sites had a staff
member with an IBCLC credential
and that access to an IBCLC increases
the odds of fully breastfeeding at all
3 times and any breastfeeding at 6
and 12 months. Access to an IBCLC
may be important on its own or
indicative of sites that offer more
intense or comprehensive breastfeed-
ing support. The negative association
between presence of an IBCLC and
any breastfeeding at 2 months may
be related to when and how sites use
their IBCLC resources.

Approximately 20% of WIC ITFPS-
2 sites offer home visits by a BFPC or
LC. Home visits provide an opportu-
nity to identify potential breastfeeding
problems such as incorrect positioning
or latch of the infant and to encourage
mothers and address concerns in a
comfortable environment.21 Thus, it is
unsurprising to find an association
between home visits and continued
breastfeeding. Similar results were
observed among women at sites with
a policy that any staff member can
provide breast pump education. It is
possible that these practices are actu-
ally proxies for site characteristics that
are difficult to measure, such as the
quality, intensity, or comprehensive-
ness of breastfeeding support services.
This theory is further supported by
the finding that presence of multiple
significant site-level characteristics is
associated with increased odds of
breastfeeding at each period.

This analysis also examined the
association between policy for for-
mula issuance to breastfeeding in-
fants during the first 30 days and
breastfeeding outcomes. Approxi-
mately 60% of states permit the issu-
ance of 1 can of powdered formula to
breastfeeding infants during the first
30 days10; at the time of data collec-
tion, more than half of the sites in
the WIC ITFPS-2 were in states with
this policy. Based on evidence from
this analysis, allowing formula issu-
ance during this period may reduce
the likelihood that women who initi-
ate breastfeeding will continue to 2
or 6 months, which is consistent
with literature that suggests formula
introduction during the first weeks
after birth can lead to shorter dura-
tions of any and exclusive breastfeed-
ing.22 However, it is unknown how
this policy may affect women’s deci-
sion to initiate breastfeeding because
the sample excluded infants who
were never breastfed.
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This analysis was subject to several
limitations. First, 12−21 months
lapsed between when the site-level
data were collected and when the 13-
month participant interview was
conducted. To the extent that some
WIC site-level policies, practices, and
staffing changed, or infants and
their mothers relocated to a different
site during this period, the results
could misrepresent actual associa-
tions between site-level characteris-
tics and breastfeeding outcomes.

Second, the analysis was only able
to describe the breastfeeding support
practices available in the site and was
not able to link women with breast-
feeding support services they actually
received. Therefore, findings are lim-
ited to describing how site-level sup-
ports of breastfeeding are generally
associated with breastfeeding out-
comes among infants served at that
site.

Third, the sample was restricted to
include only women who enrolled
in the WIC ITFPS-2 prenatally and
who initiated breastfeeding. Women
who enroll prenatally likely differ
from those who enroll postpartum,
and potentially in ways that influ-
ence breastfeeding duration. A prena-
tal subsample was selected because
intention to breastfeed, a strong pre-
dictor of breastfeeding duration,
was assessed only during the prenatal
interview. Because only infants whose
mothers initiated breastfeeding were
included, the impact of site practices
on breastfeeding initiation could not
be explored.

Fourth, the data were collected for
WIC ITFPS-2 more than 6 years
before this analysis was conducted
and may not represent current WIC
site practices and policies.

Finally, although the WIC ITFPS-2
results are weighted to represent the
national population of infants whose
study-eligible mothers enrolled in
WIC for the first time during the
study enrollment period, the study
sites are not nationally representa-
tive of all WIC sites. Because WIC
ITFPS-2 sites were selected from
among all WIC sites enrolling
≥30 study-eligible participants per
month, results on the prevalence of
breastfeeding support characteristics
are representative of similarly sized
sites.
IMPLICATIONS FOR

RESEARCH AND

PRACTICE

This analysis demonstrated positive
associations between several site-
level characteristics and breastfeed-
ing outcomes and found that the
more breastfeeding support practices
present at a site, the better the breast-
feeding outcomes. These results
could be used to inform WIC site
strategies for improving breastfeed-
ing support (eg, strengthening BFPC
support beyond the early postnatal
weeks and having an IBCLC on the
WIC breastfeeding support team).
Although this analysis was unable to
identify which infants received for-
mula from WIC during the early
weeks, results indicate that the likeli-
hood of women who initiate breast-
feeding continuing to breastfeed at 2
and 6 months may be decreased in
sites where state agency policy allows
1 can of formula during the infant’s
first 30 days. Because this analysis
included only those who initiated
breastfeeding, additional research is
needed to understand how formula
issuance policies are implemented in
sites and how they relate to both
breastfeeding initiation and duration
outcomes.

These findings suggest that more
comprehensive or intense site-level
support may yield more positive out-
comes across the first year of life,
but that not all types of support are
influential at all points during that
first year. Additional research is
needed to understand how site char-
acteristics interrelate and to identify
variations in the implementation of
breastfeeding support practices at the
site level. Some site-level characteris-
tics that may influence breastfeeding,
such as the quality of services pro-
vided by a BFPC and the connection
a WIC mother feels to site staff,
were not examined in this analysis.
Thus, more research is needed to
understand the role and relative
importance of these factors, which
are notoriously difficult to measure.
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