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Significance to Public Health: Low-income families too often face barriers to accessing food assistance through supplemental programs like WIC, which may exacerbate nutritional risks. In 2013, out of 500,000 eligible residents in Illinois, only 52.5% were actually enrolled in WIC. Nationwide, WIC enrollment has continued to decline since 2010. 
Background and Rationale for the Project: In order to improve the efficacy of WIC services in Lee County, IL, this project served to identify and understand barriers that inhibit WIC participants from utilizing supplemental nutrition benefits.
Methods: A systematic quality improvement process was employed for strategic planning amongst Lee County WIC staff. Targeted questions were developed and included in written surveys, in-person focus groups, and phone interviews with current WIC participants. Qualitative response data were evaluated to identify recurring themes and patterns.
Results: Evaluations from 94 WIC participants pointed to several barriers. The most important barrier involved redeeming food vouchers at grocery stores. Participants’ primary challenges at stores included deficiencies in stocked WIC foods, frustrations during checkout, and poor customer service. Other notable barriers identified were transportation access, appointment scheduling conflicts, and social stigma.
Implications for Practice: Findings from this programmatic study serve to guide quality improvement measures in Lee County. This study indicated opportunities for practical interventions to improve effectiveness of WIC services.
