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Executive Summary

The New York State WIC (NYS WIC) Program used state funds to conduct a six-month
statewide vegetable and fruit demonstration project from January 1, 2006 through June 30,
2006. This innovative project was the first of its kind in the country. It involved over
158,000 child participants, all 103 NYS WIC local agencies (representing over 500
program sites) and all 4,400 authorized grocery stores.

This report includes a description of the demonstration project and its outcomes, and
includes valuable information that WIC Programs nationwide can use to design and
implement the changes to the WIC food packages proposed by the United States
Department of Agriculture (USDA).

ChapterI: Leading the Way

This chapter provides a brief summary of the ideas that helped promote the concept that
the low-income, culturally diverse women, infants and children participating in the WIC
Program could benefit greatly from the consumption of vegetables and fruits.

In 2001, the National WIC Association released a position paper (WIC Culturally Sensitive
Food Prescription Recommendations) that addressed strategies to enhance the cultural
acceptability of the WIC food packages. The paper also included information on the
general health benefits of consuming vegetables and fruits.

At the request of the USDA, the Institute of Medicine (IOM) evaluated the WIC food
packages; in April 2005 the IOM issued a report (WIC Food Packages: Time for a
Change). The report recommended several modifications, including the addition of
vegetables and fruits which was considered to be one of the most fundamental changes.

Given the body of knowledge on the importance of including vegetables and fruits in the
diets of WIC participants, the USDA released a proposal rule in August 2006 (7 CFR Part
246; Proposed rule: Revisions in the WIC Food Packages) which incorporates these
benefits.

Chapter Il: Project Development and Implementation

This chapter presents a description of the demonstration project which was designed and
implemented exclusively with state funds; about $2.5 million was available for this
initiative. Developing this benefit required the coordinated effort of program
administrators, nutritionists and information technology staff. Its successful
implementation was made possible due to the commitment and cooperation of WIC local
agency staff and NYS WIC-authorized vendors.

There were several goals of this project which was developed with an awareness of the
IOM recommendations which strongly supported the addition of vegetables and fruits in
the WIC food packages. In addition to promoting the health benefits of these foods to
participants, this project served as a method to evaluate the impact of incorporating
vegetables and fruits into the WIC food packages on a permanent basis.
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Due to the limited funding that was available, WIC children (age two to five years old)
were the target group for this benefit. These participants were selected because they
typically have the lowest retention rates and face a high risk of childhood obesity. From
January 1, 2006 through March 31, 2006, these children received three cash-value ($5.00)
checks (each valid for a one-month period) allowing the purchase of “Up to $5.00 of
Fresh, Frozen or Canned Vegetables and/or Fruits.”

The computer system modifications necessary to complete this demonstration project were
relatively minimal as the $5.00 checks were modeled after the regular food instruments
issued by NYS WIC. For ease of administration and to keep the check redemption process
as simple as possible for participants and vendors, most vegetables and fruits were allowed
for purchase. Given the uncertainties regarding participant preference and the general
availability of vegetables and fruits among the 4,400 NYS WIC-authorized grocery stores,
three product forms were allowed (fresh, frozen, canned).

To help ensure its success, the demonstration project was widely promoted to key
stakeholders including participants, WIC local agencies and vendor management agencies,
NYS WIC-authorized vendors, and vendor organizations. A wide variety of materials
were developed to efficiently and effectively educate these groups about all aspects of the
demonstration project.

ChapterIIl: Project Outcomes

The success of this demonstration project exceeded NYS WIC’s most optimistic
expectations. This chapter provides detailed information on the outcomes of the vegetable
and fruit demonstration project based on the analysis of check issuance and utilization data,
and the review of participant and vendor survey results. The findings are clear: The
positive acceptance of the new benefit by both participants and vendors indicates that
implementing these changes to the WIC food packages can be successfully accomplished
by WIC programs nationwide.

The outcomes highlight several guiding principles with respect to developing a successful
vegetables and fruits benefit for WIC program participants:

The benefit design needs to be easy for participants to understand and simple for
vendors to administer. Input from the vendor community on the benefit design is
critical to its success.

Program information and educational materials designed for WIC local agencies,
participants, and WIC vendors must be effective and easy to understand.

Promoting the benefit using a variety of methods to successfully reach key stakeholders
is important.

Participants should be authorized to purchase processed alternatives (canned and/or
frozen) in addition to fresh produce with cash-value food instruments (vouchers).

Fresh produce needs to be made widely available. Scales for weighing fresh produce
should be available to enable participants to determine the price of their purchases
prior to reaching the cash register.



During the project period, 475,740 checks ($5.00 each) were issued to more than 158,000
children. The overall redemption rate for these checks was 81 percent. Participant survey
information suggests that almost all participants used at least one $5.00 check, and nearly
61 percent used all three checks that were issued to them. The average statewide
redemption amount was $4.69, and almost all NYS WIC-authorized grocery stores handled
at least one vegetables and fruits check.

A representative sample of 885 grocery stores provided direct feedback to NYS WIC
during the project period. The majority of these vendors reported very positive experiences
with the new vegetables and fruits benefit which greatly contributed to its success. Almost
90 percent indicated that accepting the checks was easy, and nearly all indicated that the
food list developed for participants was helpful. In all areas of the state, the majority of
stores had sufficient stock of fresh, frozen and canned products, and nearly all reported that
they had enough vegetables and fruits to accommodate participant purchases.

A comprehensive survey of all 4,400 NY S-authorized grocery stores vendors conducted at
the conclusion of the demonstration project yielded an impressive response rate of 43
percent (representing 1,904 stores from all areas of the state). The responses received from
vendors demonstrated their support of the vegetable and fruit benefit; almost 90 percent
indicated that they would like the NYS WIC Program to continue allowing participants to
purchase these products with their WIC checks. These survey results also highlighted the
following general observations:

1. The $5.00 check value was considered to be either “just right” or “too low” by
almost all stores (99 percent).

2. With the exception of frozen fruits (in the New York City area), vegetables and
fruits in all forms are widely available among NYS WIC-authorized vendors.

3. The majority of participants bought fresh vegetables and fruits with their $5.00
checks; frozen products were the least popular.

4. Allowing participants to purchase most vegetables and fruits (with only a few “not
allowed” items) was widely supported; 88 percent indicated that this project feature
made check redemption ““easy” for their stores.

5. The majority of vendors statewide (54 percent) believed that more specific
information (amounts and sizes) for canned and frozen products may have made
check redemption easier.

6. Most participants were successful in keeping their purchases below the $5.00 value
of the check, but a significant percentage (ranging from 20 to 31 percent depending
on the region of the state) had difficulties.

7. Almost all stores reported having scales for weighing fresh produce, but a
significant percentage only have them available at the cash register (ranging from
22 percent to 43 percent depending on the region of the state).



8. Concerning weighing and pricing fresh produce, the majority of participants
statewide were self-sufficient. However, a significant percentage of vendors
(ranging from 32 percent to 50 percent depending on the region of the state)
reported that participants “always” or “very often” needed assistance.

9. Most vendors statewide (69 percent) thought that program material developed to
assist participants with their fresh produce purchases was helpful.

WIC local agencies reported that participants were very excited about the vegetables and
fruits benefit. To assess participant opinions, a survey was conducted in April 2006 to
obtain feedback from a representative sample of the 158,000 children who participated in
the demonstration project. A total of 1,590 surveys were received, representing a one
percent sample. The responses received from caregivers indicated that they were very
pleased with the vegetables and fruits benefit. Almost all indicated that they would buy
more vegetables and fruits if these foods were included in their WIC food packages. The
survey results also highlighted the following general observations:

1. Almost all redeemed at least one $5.00 check; nearly 61 percent used all three
checks.

2. Nearly one-third purchased a vegetable or fruit they had never tried before.

3. Nearly 81 percent always found the vegetables and fruits that they wanted to
purchase in the store.

4. The majority typically purchase fresh vegetables (82 percent) and fruits (94
percent) most often.

5. Most participants used their $5.00 checks to buy fresh vegetables (78 percent) and
fresh fruits (83 percent); a significant percentage also purchased canned and frozen
products.

6. Almost all considered the educational material designed to assist them with the
vegetables and fruits benefit to be helpful.

7. The majority (almost 75 percent) indicated that store personnel always knew how
to handle the $5.00 checks.

Since the vegetable and fruit demonstration project was of limited duration, most NYS
WIC-authorized vendors did not modify their computer systems to allow for the
identification of specific participant purchases. However, two members of the vendor
community offered to collect some information on participants’ purchases using the $5.00
vegetables and fruits benefit. The information collected supported the findings from both
the grocery store and participant surveys; fresh produce was preferred by participants over
canned or frozen products.



Chapterl

Leading the Way

The National WIC Association

“Fruits and vegetables have been found to be beneficial in reducing the risks of
many chronic diseases and medical conditions, including obesity. With the rapidly
escalating incidence of obesity and other diet-related diseases, WIC can contribute
to ongoing childhood obesity prevention and treatment efforts by offering fruits and
vegetables to the program participants.” *

National WIC Association

The National WIC Association (NWA) issued a position paper in 2001 (WIC Culturally
Sensitive Food Prescription Recommendations) proposing strategies to enhance the
cultural acceptability of the WIC food packages. Although the main purpose of this
position paper was to address cultural issues with respect to the current WIC food
packages, the recommendations concerning the health benefits of vegetables and fruits
apply to all WIC program participants.

One recommendation suggested that the program “Offer fruits and vegetables to partially
or fully replace juice. A combination of nutrient-dense and other fruits and vegetables
should be offered to ensure optimal nutrient intake while providing variety.” > The NWA'’s
rationale for this recommendation was as follows:

“Adding fruits and vegetables would improve the acceptability and health value of
the food packages. Fruits and vegetables offer a wide range of vitamins and
minerals as well as fiber. Utilizing the Farmers Market Nutrition Program
(FMNP) to provide fruits and vegetables has limitations. The FMNP is not offered
in all states and it is offered only during the summer months in a limited capacity.
In addition, fruits and vegetables in the FMNP are dependent on locally available
agricultural produce.”*

NWA notes that the cost of purchasing vegetables and fruits has been recognized as a
barrier for those with low incomes. Accordingly, including vegetables and fruits in the
WIC food packages would serve to increase participants’ intake of these important foods.
Concerning costs, the position paper indicates that “Costs associated with the addition of
fruits and vegetables to the WIC food packages can be contained by offering frozen and or
canned products, fresh produce in season, and by limiting high-priced produce items.” *

! National WIC Association. “NWA WIC Culturally Sensitive Food Prescription Recommendations”. 2001,
page 4.
2 |bid., page 3.
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The Institute of Medicine

“The goal of the study was to improve the quality of the diet of WIC participants
while also promoting a healthy body weight that will reduce the risk of chronic
diseases. The committee concluded that it was time for a change in the WIC food
packages....” !

Institute of Medicine of the National Academies

Dietary practices and recommendations have changed considerably since the inception of
the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) in
the 1970’s. In addition, the population served by the WIC Program has changed over the
years and lifestyles have become more sedentary. In recognition of this situation, the
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) requested that the Institute of Medicine
(IOM) of the National Academies evaluate the current WIC food packages included in
federal regulation (7 CFR Part 246) and make recommendations for improving them.

The IOM review was completed in two phases. In Phase I, the nutritional needs of the
WIC population were assessed and recommendations on priority nutrients and general
nutrition were proposed. In Phase Il, specific changes to the WIC food packages were
considered based on the results from Phase 1. In April 2005, the IOM released a report
entitled “WIC Food Packages: Time for a Change” which recommended several
modifications to the current WIC food packages.

Among other proposals, the IOM report recommended that WIC participants increase their
consumption of vegetables and fruits. To accomplish this goal, the IOM proposed that the
WIC food packages be changed to partially or completely replace juice with vegetables
and fruits. As proposed, the quantity of juice for children would be ““limited to an amount
that is consistent with the recommendation by the American Academy of Pediatrics.” 2 For
women, “Juice was decreased in the packages by approximately 50 percent.....”” 3

The 10M suggested that the WIC Program provide monthly vouchers to WIC participants
for the purchase of fresh vegetables and fruits in the amounts of $8 for children and $10 for
pregnant and postpartum women. As proposed, WIC infants (six months and older) would
also receive vegetables and fruits in the form of baby food (and fresh bananas). To allow
for participant preference and the variation in the availability of fresh produce, the IOM
also recommended allowing the purchase of processed products (frozen, canned, dried).
Instead of issuing cash-value vouchers for processed products, the IOM suggested using
the WIC program’s standard food instrument system.

! Institute of Medicine of the National Academies. http://www.iom.edu/CMS/3788/18047/26667.aspx, 2006.

2 Institute of Medicine. WIC Food Packages: Time for a Change. Washington, DC: National Academies
Press; April 2005, page 8.

® Ibid., page 11.
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According to the IOM:

“The single most fundamental change in the revised WIC food packages is the
inclusion of a variety of fruits and vegetables in all packages for individuals 6
months of age and older.... Regardless of the form, the principle is consistent- to
increase fruit and vegetable intakes by WIC participants.” *

Proposed Rule - Revisions in the WIC Food Packages

“This proposed rule would implement the first comprehensive revisions to the WIC
food packages since 1980.” 2

United States Department of Agriculture

August 2006 proved to be an exciting month for all those interested in the future of the
WIC Program. Based largely on the recommendations of the 10M, USDA released a
proposed rule for revisions to the WIC packages that would significantly expand the
benefits offered to participants. As expected, vegetables and fruits were included in the
revised WIC food packages for women, infants (six months and older) and children.

While the USDA thoroughly supported the concept of issuing cash-value vouchers
allowing the purchase of fresh produce, the proposed monthly benefit level offered to
women and children would be $2.00 less per month than recommended by the IOM. This
required modification was made to achieve cost neutrality with respect to the overall
revisions to the WIC food packages. * Accordingly, as proposed, women would receive a
monthly benefit of $8.00 and children would be offered a $6.00 benefit. Consistent with
the IOM recommendation, infants six months to one year old would receive this benefit in
the form of baby food (and fresh bananas).

Concerning the processed options for vegetables and fruits recommended by the 10M, the
USDA concurred that canned, fresh, and dried products could be “substituted when fresh
produce is limited and to accommodate participant preference.” * In contrast to the check
issuance method proposed by the IOM for processed vegetables and fruits, the USDA
supported the use of the cash-value voucher option to provide the greatest flexibility for

the participant and to “reduce the administrative complexity for State agencies and
vendors.”

Institute of Medicine. WIC Food Packages: Time for a Change. Washington, DC: National Academies
Press; April 2005, page 101.

Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 7 CFR Part 246, August 2006. Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC): Revisions in the WIC Food
Packages; Proposed Rule, page 44784.

® lbid., page 44786

* lbid., page 44798.
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Chapter II

Project Development and Implementation

“Let’s use the funding to enhance the Division’s childhood obesity prevention
efforts by providing vegetables and fruits to WIC participants.”

Patricia Hess, Director
NYS Division of Nutrition

Overview

NYS WIC was challenged with only four months to develop and implement a statewide
initiative to provide vegetables and fruits to program participants. From September 2005,
when funding was identified, through January 1, 2006, when check issuance began, all of
the technical and programmatic features of this project were planned, designed, finalized
and implemented statewide. This initiative required the dedication of a variety of state
staff, including administrators, nutritionists and information technology representatives.
The project also required the commitment of WIC local agency staff and WIC authorized
grocery stores.

Funding

In September 2005, the New York State Division of Nutrition (DON) identified $2.5
million in State Nutrition Assistance Funds (SNAP) to be used for childhood obesity
prevention, a major goal of the New York State Department of Health and the Division of
Nutrition. With an awareness of the IOM recommendations and the likely changes to the
WIC food packages, DON allocated the funds to NYS WIC to pilot providing vegetables
and fruits to child participants. These funds were required to be obligated by June 30,
2006.

Offering this special food benefit to NYS WIC participants was exclusively a state
initiative since vegetables and fruits are not currently included in the USDA-approved
WIC food packages. Accordingly, federal food dollars could not be used to fund the costs
of providing this benefit. Consequently, DON developed a methodology to cost allocate
(i.e., separate out) all the funds exclusive to this NYS WIC special food benefit and made
adjustments to the check reconciliation reports for federal reporting purposes.

Project Goals

NYS WIC was pleased to be able to take a leading role in providing an additional food
benefit to WIC participants. Based on the funding available and the six-month time period
for check redemption, NYS WIC chose to target over 150,000 child participants between
the ages of two and five. Participants in this age group traditionally show the lowest
retention rates, and are at risk of childhood obesity. From January 1, 2006 through March



31, 2006, these children were provided a $15 benefit ($5.00 per month) to purchase
vegetables and fruits from any participating NYS WIC food store.

There were several project goals, including:

* promoting the consumption of vegetables and fruits among program participants as a
complement to the state’s existing Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program;

* enhancing the goals of the NYS Obesity Prevention Plan and other Department of
Health initiatives designed to promote healthy lifestyles, such as “Just Say Yes to
Fruits and Vegetables™, ““5 A-Day”’, and ““Activ8Kids™;

* assessing the impact of the anticipated permanent addition of vegetables and fruits to
the list of WIC acceptable foods in New York State’s diverse participant and grocery
store communities; and

* evaluating the project and sharing information with other states and the USDA to shape
the implementation of the new WIC food packages.

Computer System Modifications

To accommodate the new food benefit, changes were made to the NYS WIC automated
system (WICSIS). Appendix A includes the Business Rules for the project. As specified,
the checks for vegetables and fruits were generated through WICSIS along with the
standard food packages for children in the age group targeted to receive the new benefit.

Several options for benefit issuance were researched before the optimal method was
selected for implementation. Program administrators and nutritionists worked closely with
information technology staff to plan for the required changes and to test the system
modifications. Through this coordinated effort, NYS WIC was successful in effecting the
required system changes for this project without affecting the integrity of the current
system and its processes.

The system design included the development of a unique food instrument that resembled a
typical NYS WIC check. A sample NYS WIC vegetables and fruits check is shown in
Appendix B. As with regular WIC checks, each check was valid for 30 days.

The check design specified the purchase of “Up to $5.00 of Fresh, Frozen or Canned
Vegetables and/or Fruits.” The section on The Vegetables and Fruits Checks (page 12)
describes this aspect of the project design. The system modifications enabled the issuance
of $5.00 checks to child participants in the target age group from January 1, 2006 through
March 31, 2006.

Since most WIC participants receive three months worth of benefits during a certification
or nutrition education appointment, most children with visits between January 1, 2006 and
March 31, 2006, received three $5.00 checks (each valid for 30 days). The system
modifications enabled the issuance of checks with “Not-Good-Before” dates ranging from
January 1, 2006 to May 31, 2006. Given that a check with a “Not-Good-Before” date of
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May 31 is valid for 30-days, check redemption at NYS WIC participating grocery stores
continued until June 30, 2006.

Acceptable Foods

Concurrent with the system design work, decisions were made on the types of vegetables
and fruits to allow for purchase during the demonstration project. A dedicated project team
consisting of nutritionists and program administrators researched various options and made
decisions based on a variety of factors including, the limited time frame for project
development and implementation, the 10OM report which recommended offering
participants a wide variety of options, and advice from the retail food store community.

Program staff used their personal grocery shopping trips as an opportunity to research
product varieties, prices, container sizes, and product availability. Originally, the project
team planned only to allow fresh and frozen vegetables and fruits. However, to
accommodate participants with insufficient space for storing fresh or frozen vegetables and
fruits, and uncertainties with respect to the variety/availability of frozen and fresh products
in small stores in New York City, NYS WIC decided to also offer canned products as an
allowable alternative. Appendix C includes the food card (Acceptable Foods List for
Vegetable & Fruit Checks) that was developed for participants. The associated food list
(designed to be posted) that was distributed to NYS WIC authorized grocery stores is
shown in Appendix D.

The list of “not allowed” items was small for ease of administration at the store given the
short time frame for training store personnel and insufficient time to effect modifications to
stores’ computer systems (i.e., those that identify WIC-approved items). Instead of
requiring store personnel to screen purchases, participant education on the new food
benefit included information about making good choices, and avoiding products with
added ingredients, including sugar and butter. The section on Educational Materials and
Project Promotion (page 12) includes more information on this aspect of the project
design.

The following table shows the products that were not allowed for purchase with the $5.00
vegetables and fruits checks:

List of “Not Allowed” Products

Fresh Canned Frozen
* white potatoes (all varieties) * white potatoes * white potatoes
* jtems from the salad bar * jtems in plastic * french fries, hash browns,
* nuts, including peanuts containers or glass jars tater tots, or other shaped
potatoes

* vegetables with sauces
* vegetables mixed with
pasta or rice
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While they are a nutritious food, white potatoes were excluded from the list of allowable
vegetables because the IOM report cites research that indicates that the consumption of
starchy vegetables already meets or exceeds the USDA suggested amounts, and that white
potatoes are the most widely used type of vegetable.! Excluding white potatoes was a way
to encourage participants to select a greater variety of vegetables and fruits.

The Vegetables and Fruits Checks

The project design included the requirement that the checks for vegetables and fruits be
modeled after regular NYS WIC Program food instruments to facilitate check redemption
for both participants and grocery stores. Due to the decisions made concerning the
allowable foods for the demonstration project, unlike regular WIC checks, the checks for
vegetables and fruits only listed a total cash value ($5.00). They did not specifically name
foods, or indicate the quantities of the items to be purchased. To give participants optimal
flexibility, the checks allowed the purchase of up to $5.00 worth of fresh, frozen, and
canned vegetables and fruits (any combination was acceptable) from any NYS WIC-
authorized grocery store.

An important goal of the demonstration project was to make the check redemption process
for the vegetable and fruit checks similar to the process for regular WIC checks to avoid
confusion at the store and to mitigate the need for specialized training. One suggestion
made in the IOM report to facilitate check redemption when participants chose fresh
produce was to allow them to pay the difference when the selected fruits and vegetables
cost more than the value of the WIC cash-value vouchers. ? This proposal is contrary to
NYS WIC Program rules for WIC check redemption, and NYS WIC grocery stores are
contractually required not to accept such payments from participants. Accordingly, this
feature was not allowed for this demonstration project.

Educational Materials and Project Promotion

The project team was challenged with developing creative and efficient ways to educate
WIC local agencies about the project, including the computer system modifications, and to
help them educate participants about shopping for vegetables and fruits. The team also had
to evaluate and address the needs of nearly 4,400 NYS WIC authorized food stores and the
caregivers of the children eligible for the special benefit. In order for the vegetable and
fruit demonstration project to work smoothly, the project team had to inform and educate
these key stakeholders.

WIC Local Agencies

A variety of educational and training materials were developed for local agency staff.
During the month prior to the January 1, 2006 implementation date, the project team
successfully distributed the educational materials and trained local agency staff on the

! Institute of Medicine. WIC Food Packages: Time for a Change. Washington, DC: National Academies
Press; April 2005, pages 118-119.
2 |bid., page 174.
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necessary computer system changes. A notice, announcing the new project, was sent to
local agencies in October 2005 and is included in Appendix E.

An important component of promoting the demonstration project to local agency staff was
a series of onsite presentations. During October and November 2005, project team
members attended four regional meetings of the WIC local agency directors. The project
was also featured at the annual conference of New York State WIC Association in October
2005. To illustrate the “value” of the $5.00 benefit, several baskets were displayed
(combinations of fresh, canned, and frozen products) at these onsite meetings, each
containing up to $5.00 worth of vegetables and fruits. This visual aid clearly demonstrated
that a good quantity and variety of vegetables and fruits could be purchased with $5.00.

Several resources were provided to WIC local agencies to encourage the promotion of the
demonstration project, to assist staff with issuing the benefit through the automated
system, and to help them educate participants.

*  Two flyers were designed to promote the vegetables and fruits benefit to eligible child
participants (Appendix F). These flyers were posted at local agency sites in November
and December 2005.

* A reminder notice for participants about the special promotion of vegetables and fruits
was developed (Appendix G). This notice was inserted in the check folders for eligible
child participants who visited local agencies in November and December 2005.

*  Special notices designed to be placed on computer monitors were developed to help
remind staff to issue the vegetables and fruits checks to eligible participants (Appendix
H).

* In response to local agency questions concerning issuing the new benefit though
WICSIS, a document which addressed various identified scenarios was prepared
(Appendix I).

* A script was prepared for local agency staff to use to educate participants on the special
benefit, including how to use the checks and make healthy choices (Appendix J).

* A list was distributed of previously developed nutritional education materials that were
appropriate for the demonstration project (e.g., food guide pyramids, materials for
Farmers’ Markets Nutrition Program), and is included as Appendix K.

Participants

WIC local agency staff played a leading role in educating participants about New York
State’s demonstration project and the $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks. To assist in this
effort, the project team developed materials for participants to help them to successfully
shop, including a brochure listing the acceptable foods and an informational guide to
encourage healthy eating and good shopping behaviors. These products were made
available in a variety of languages.
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*  The purpose of the “Acceptable Foods List for Vegetable & Fruit Checks” (Appendix
C) was to provide participants with the list of allowed and not allowed products, and a
tool for weighing fresh produce and calculating the purchase price. This tool was
developed because one of the greatest challenges identified was how to help
participants ensure that their fresh produce selections did not exceed $5.00.

*  The “Shop Smart!” guide (Appendix L) was developed to provide information on the
products available during the season, the benefits of eating vegetables and fruits, and
included suggestions for getting the most nutritious foods with the $5.00 vegetables
and fruits check. This guide also included an example to illustrate how to use the fresh
produce chart included in the “Acceptable Foods List for Vegetable & Fruit Checks.”

* The “Benefits of Vegetables and Fruits” (Appendix M) was developed to show
participants the many rewards they will realize when they consume vegetables and
fruits.

Vendor Management Agencies

The Vendor Management Agencies (VMAS) are specialized local agencies that are
contracted by New York State to perform WIC vendor (both grocery store and pharmacy)
enrollment, training, and monitoring. The project team provided training to the VMAS on
the demonstration project through a series of conference calls. In October 2005, the VMAS
began promoting the project among the vendor community during routine onsite
monitoring visits and discussed the new benefit during vendor training sessions.

State and VMA staff developed a preliminary grocery store survey to obtain information
on the status of the demonstration project throughout the six-month check redemption
period. This survey was distributed and collected by the VMAs during onsite visits to
stores and during vendor training sessions. Valuable information was obtained on product
availability and store perceptions on the project. A copy of the preliminary vendor survey
tool is provided in Appendix N. The results of this initial grocery store survey are
described in Chapter 111 (pages 20-23).

Vendors and Vendor Organizations

One of the major challenges of implementing a project of this magnitude within such a
short time frame was obtaining the cooperation and understanding of the vendor
community. Project team members met with two major grocery store associations in
October and November 2005, to brief them on the demonstration project prior to formally
notifying the 4,400 NYS WIC authorized grocery stores.

Given the timeframe for implementation and conflicts with the busy holiday season, the
grocery store associations identified serious issues with the initial project design which
included a large list of “not allowed” products. They noted that there would be insufficient
time for training store personnel and making modifications to stores’ computer systems to
only identify the allowable products. In response to these valid concerns, the project team
made modifications to the list of allowable products so that most vegetables and fruits
were allowed.
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All 4,400 NYS WIC grocery stores were notified about the demonstration project though
an informational bulletin that was distributed in early December 2005. Appendix O
includes the bulletin that includes general information on the project, check redemption
specifications, the list of acceptable foods and a sample $5.00 vegetables and fruits check.
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Chapter 11l
Project Outcomes
“I am glad to be able to sell new types of foods to WIC participants.”
WIC Vendor, New York City

“I really love buying fruits with my WIC checks. Please continue this special
program.”
WIC Mom, Syracuse, NY

Overview

The quotes above are representative of participants’ and vendors’ overall impressions of
the NYS WIC 2006 Vegetable and Fruit Demonstration Project. A variety of information
was collected to assess the effect of the project on grocery stores and WIC participants, and
to determine whether the design features (e.g., the dollar amount of the checks and the
types of products allowed and not allowed) had performed well when they were put into
practice.

Throughout the duration of the project, VMA representatives administered survey
questionnaires to grocery store personnel during routine monitoring visits and training
sessions. After several months experience with the project, NYS WIC conducted formal
written surveys of participants and grocery store personnel. Check issuance and
redemption data were analyzed to determine the proportion of checks utilized and the
distribution of check usage among the state’s WIC-authorized grocery stores. In addition,
a major upstate chain store and a wholesale firm responsible for supplying products to
stores in New York City and adjacent areas provided information on the types of products
purchased in their stores with the $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks.

Reporting Regional Information

New York State is comprised of a variety of regions, including rural areas and densely
populated cities. Due to the unique demographics and socioeconomic conditions of New
York City and its surrounding areas, whenever available, information was analyzed at both
the statewide and regional levels (Upstate and Downstate) to determine if the outcomes
were substantially different.

More than 75 percent of New York State’s WIC participants and authorized vendors are
located in the Downstate region. For this reason, findings that illustrate strong regional
differences are important and have implications for the development of program policies.

For reporting regional differences, the state is categorized as follows:
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*  Upstate representing all areas north of the lower Hudson River valley extending to the
Canadian border, and west to Buffalo, New York. Upstate New York has four main
urban centers — Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, and the Capital District (Albany-
Schenectady-Troy). The balance of the region is made up of small cities and rural
sparsely-populated areas with little or no public transportation available. Upstate
grocery stores are primarily large full-service supermarkets that offer a wide array of
foods year-round, in addition to small to medium-sized grocery and convenience
stores.

*  Downstate representing New York City, Long Island, and counties located in the lower
Hudson River valley (Dutchess, Orange, Putnam, Rockland, Sullivan, Ulster and
Westchester). The Downstate region is a mixture of urban and suburban communities
with over 3,000 grocery stores of all sizes and types serving a geographically-small but
demographically-diverse area. In most areas, public transportation is widely available.

The stores in this region range from full-service supermarkets to small independent
supermarkets, corner “mom-and-pop” stores, and tiny bodegas. There are multiple
stores catering to every ethnic and cultural groups represented in the region. The
extremely high cost of retail space in the most densely-populated communities in the
region has prevented the establishment of large supermarkets. As a result, grocery
stores in those communities are characterized by limited shelf space, low inventories,
and a small number of brands.

The data presented in this chapter includes regional information whenever notable
differences were found in the outcomes.

Check Issuance and Utilization

Number Issued

From January 1 through March 31, 2006, all 103 WIC local agencies (representing over
500 program sites statewide) issued the $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks through the
program’s automated system (WICSIS) to WIC participants in the targeted age group.

During the project period, 475,740 checks were issued to over 158,000 children (each
received three checks). Due to the project team’s focus on WIC local agency education
and training on the new benefit, no significant issues were encountered during the three-
month issuance period.

Proportion Redeemed

Overall, 81 percent of the vegetables and fruits checks issued to participants were
redeemed at grocery stores. This is only slightly lower than the redemption rate of 87
percent for regular WIC checks provided to child participants.  The section on the
Participant Survey (pages 37-38) includes additional information on check redemption.

NYS WIC was pleased with this relatively high rate of redemption because it reflects the
immediate acceptance of the project by WIC participants, and is an excellent utilization
rate for a new benefit. This finding indicates that vegetables and fruits will be a welcome
addition to the WIC food packages.
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Redeemed Amounts

The 10M proposed that the WIC benefit allowing the purchase of fresh vegetables and
fruits be issued in $2.00 increments to control for product spoilage.* (Issuing the benefit in
small denominations was supported by the USDA). ? For the demonstration project, NYS
WIC chose to test market issuing a per check benefit of $5.00 given that participants could
purchase fresh, frozen and canned products (a concept supported by the USDA). 3

Statewide, the average redeemed amount per check was $4.69, which represents 94 percent
of the value of the $5.00 check. As expected, given the higher cost of living in the
Downstate region, the average redeemed amount per check varied by region:

*  $4.77 per check in the Downstate region, and
*  $4.46 per check in the Upstate region.

This finding illustrates that participants were interested in obtaining the most value
possible for the $5.00 check, and that this check value appears to be appropriate. The
section on the $5.00 Check Value (pages 24-25) presents findings from a comprehensive
grocery store survey that support the concept that checks for $2.00 may be insufficient and
thus more difficult to redeem.

Grocery Store Receipts

A total of 4,658 grocery stores were enrolled in the NYS WIC program for all or some
portion of the project duration. This number is higher than the average number of grocery
stores enrolled at any one time (about 4,400) because it includes stores that ended contracts
or began contracts at any time during the six-month check redemption period (January 1,
2006 - June 30, 2006).

Figure 1 illustrates how check receipts were distributed among grocery stores statewide
and within the two major regions.

Figure 1
Check Distribution
Percent of Percent of Percent of
Number of Checks Vendors Vendors Vendors
Redeemed Statewide Downstate* Upstate*

None 5.8% 6.3% 3.9%
1to 25 38.7% 39.5% 35.5%
26 to 50 16.0% 17.3% 10.9%
51to 75 8.9% 8.9% 8.7%
76 to 100 5.2% 4.9% 6.8%
More than 100 25.4% 23.2% 34.1%
Total 100.0% 100.1% 99.9%

* Percentages do not add to 100.0% due to rounding.

! Institute of Medicine. WIC Food Packages: Time for a Change. Washington, DC: National Academies
Press; April 2005, page 173.

2 Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 7 CFR Part 246, August 2006. Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC): Revisions in the WIC Food
Packages; Proposed Rule, page 44798.

® Ibid., page 44798.
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An interesting (and perhaps unexpected) finding was that almost all of authorized stores
benefited from participating in the demonstration project. The data indicates that:

*  Ninety-four percent of stores redeemed at least one vegetables and fruits check.

*  Twenty-five percent of stores redeemed 100 or more vegetables and fruits checks.

In the Downstate region, particularly in New York City, many WIC vendors are “mom-
and-pop” grocery stores, bodegas or small supermarkets, and for each vendor enrolled
there are about 100 participants. In contrast, the Upstate region has several large
corporations operating chain stores in all or part of the region, and about 140 participants
for each vendor enrolled. This difference is reflected in the table above in that:

* A greater proportion of vendors in the Downstate region (56.8%) only redeemed 1
to 50 checks compared to those in the Upstate region (46.4%).

* 34.1% of vendors in the Upstate region redeemed more than 100 fruits and
vegetables checks, while only 23.2% did so in the Downstate region.

Preliminary Grocery Store Survey
“The Government helps the people and the people help our store.”
WIC Vendor, Buffalo, NY

Purpose and Process

Vendor acceptance of the demonstration project was critical to its success, so a survey
process was implemented to assess its impact through onsite visits. As soon as participants
began utilizing their vegetable and fruit checks, VMA staff began interviewing grocery
store personnel to assess the stores’ stock of allowable vegetables and fruits, and to collect
feedback regarding the ease or difficulty of accepting the checks. A copy of the survey
instrument is included as Appendix N.

The survey was administered in the course of routine monitoring visits and training
sessions; completed surveys were continuously forwarded to the project team for review
and assessment. If the early results of this survey raised concerns, this process would have
allowed for corrections or improvements to be made to the project design or educational
materials. Instead, the markedly positive character of the accumulating results provided
assurance that the project design was functioning well and the pilot would yield useful
information for developing a permanent WIC vegetables and fruits benefit.

Vendors from a total of 885 grocery stores (constituting a representative sample of NYS
WIC vendors) were interviewed during the six-month project period. This sample
represents 14 percent of all Downstate stores and 38 percent of all Upstate stores enrolled
in the NYS WIC program over the course of the project. (The difference in representation
rates is due to differences in VMA monitoring and training schedules.)
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The following is a summary of the major survey results:

Overall Assessment

The majority of store personnel interviewed reported positive experiences with the project,
highlighting the fact that the project design was acceptable and that the educational
materials were helpful to participants. As shown in Figure 2, almost 90 percent of all
vendors interviewed indicated that accepting checks for vegetables and fruits was “Easy”
(i.e., shoppers selected the right items and purchased amounts that did not exceed the
$5.00 check value). There was only a small difference between Downstate (87 percent)
and Upstate (93 percent) respondents.

Figure 2
Statewide
100%
89.26%
90% -
80% -
70%
60% 1 o Easy
50% | Not So Easy
40% 4 O Difficult
30%
20% A
) 8.82%
0%
Accepting WIC Checks for Vegetable & Fruit w as:

Other key findings included the following:

* 94 percent of the stores statewide reported that they did not have to change the
codes in their cash registers to accommodate the new benefit. This was important
given the short time frame for project implementation.

* 95 percent said that the “Acceptable Food List for Vegetable & Fruit Checks”
designed for participants which listed the “allowed and not allowed products” was
“Helpful”. The highest marks came from Upstate vendors (99 percent), however
almost all Downstate vendors agreed (94 percent).

It is clear that the positive perceptions of the demonstration project upon its inception
greatly contributed to its overall success.

Vegetables and Fruits in Stock

NYS WIC was very interested in assessing the availability of the types and forms of
vegetables and fruits among WIC vendors since two-thirds of the stores located in New
York City are small stores with limited shelf/cooler space. Accordingly, VMA staff
evaluated store stock to determine whether there were few (0-10), moderate (11-20), or
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several (21+) varieties of fresh, frozen and canned vegetables and/or fruits available to
customers. The survey called for the combined assessment of vegetables and fruits.

The information collected indicates that the majority of stores statewide had moderate or
several varieties of all forms (fresh, frozen and canned) of vegetables and/or fruits and as a
result, had sufficient stock to accommodate the new benefit. The responses are illustrated
in Figure 3.

Figure 3

Product Availability

Percent of Percent of Percent of
Vendors Vendors Vendors
Product Variety Statewide Downstate Upstate
Fresh
Few 36.3% 38.1% 33.6%
Moderate 29.0% 33.6% 22.1%
Several 34.7% 28.3% 44.2%
Frozen
Few 38.0% 40.7% 34.3%
Moderate 28.9% 33.0% 23.1%
Several 33.1% 26.3% 42.6%
Canned *
Few 24.1% 19.7% 30.2%
Moderate 33.7% 41.0% 23.5%
Several 42.2% 39.3% 46.3%

* 14-16 ounce cans which reflects the sizes allowed for the demonstration project.

Key findings are described below:

* The greatest variety available was for canned products, with 80 percent of
Downstate vendors and 70 percent of Upstate stores stocking moderate or several
varieties of canned vegetables and/or fruits.

*  About 66 percent of Upstate stores had moderate to several varieties of both fresh
and frozen products.

* |n the Downstate region, 62 percent of stores had moderate to several varieties of
fresh products, and 59 percent had moderate to several varieties of frozen products.

*  Nearly all stores (88 percent Downstate and 95 percent Upstate) reported that they
had enough vegetables and fruits in stock for everyone who tried to buy them.

With regard to stocking there was one problem identified by a small but significant
percentage of Downstate vendors: 17 percent indicated that they had increased their stock
of vegetables and fruits and did not end up selling it. This is likely related to the size of
stores in the Downstate region, where the majority of vendors have only 1 or 2 cash
registers. Small stores may not have the resources to accurately estimate the impact of
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initiatives such as the vegetable and fruit demonstration project on their stocking needs and
sales volume. As illustrated in the section of Grocery Store Receipts (page 19), the
majority of Downstate vendors actually handled less than 50 checks during the six-month
redemption period.

In summary, the wide variety of vegetables and fruits available for purchase was another
key factor in the overall success of the demonstration project. Looking ahead, considering
the current availability of vegetable and fruits as measured by the findings of this survey, it
appears that NYS WIC vendors are already poised to handle the demand for these projects
once they become part of the WIC food packages.

Survey of All Grocery Stores

“I believe the program is great and has been very positive for my WIC customers.”

WIC Vendor, Syracuse, NY

Purpose and Process

The project team conducted a more extensive vendor survey soon after the vegetable and
fruit demonstration project concluded. The goal of this survey was to assess the vendor
population’s overall experience with the project to help NYS WIC plan for the permanent
addition of vegetables and fruits to the WIC food packages. The survey instrument and the
informational bulletin, highlighting the importance of vendor feedback on the
demonstration project, are included as Appendix P.

In mid-July 2006, surveys were mailed to all 4,400 stores enrolled in the NYS WIC
program statewide as of mid-June 2006. The response rate to this one-time mailing
(without follow-up) was exceptionally high. A total of 1,904 stores responded to the
survey, reflecting an overall response rate of 43 percent. This favorable response rate most
likely indicates the stores’ positive experiences with, and support of, the demonstration
project.

There was a regional difference in the overall response rate, with almost 40 percent of all
authorized Downstate vendors completing surveys and slightly more than 50 percent of all
authorized Upstate vendors providing responses. This difference may be attributed in part
to language barriers (the survey was only provided in English) for those who operate small
neighborhood stores in New York City whose first language is not English.

The information presented below indicates that the mix (based on store size using the
reported number of cash registers) of vendors responding to the survey was different
between the two geographic regions.

Cash Registers  Downstate Upstate

Small 1-2 65.7% 25.7%
Medium  3-10 25.6% 41.6%
Large >11 8.7% 32.7%
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As expected (see section on Reporting Regional Information, pages 17-18), the data on
store size shows that the majority of Downstate vendors that responded are small
neighborhood stores; some are medium-sized grocery stores; and very few are large chain
stores. In contrast, the responses from vendors in the Update region reflect predominately
medium-sized grocery stores and large chain stores, and some small convenience stores.

With this high survey response rate which includes the feedback from a representative mix
of stores, NYS WIC is confident that the survey results reflect the experiences and
opinions of the entire NYS WIC vendor population.

The following represents a summary of the survey results:

Overall Assessment

Similar to the findings of the preliminary grocery store survey, most store personnel felt
very positive about the project. As shown in Figure 4, close to 90 percent of all stores
responding indicated that they would like to see the NYS WIC Program continue to allow
participants to buy vegetables and fruits with WIC checks. There was no regional
difference in how this question was answered.

This finding is not unexpected given the results of the initial survey (page 21) which found
that nearly 90 percent of those interviewed reported that accepting WIC checks was
“Easy”, and most stores had vegetables and fruits in stock to sell to participants.

Figure 4
Statewide
7.67%
2.95%
@ Yes
m No
O Not Sure
89.44%
Would you like to see the NY'S WIC Program continue to allow participants
to buy vegetables and fruits with WIC checks?

$5.00 Check Value

Prior to the implementation of the demonstration project, NYS WIC was aware that the
IOM proposed that vouchers for the purchase of fresh vegetables and fruits be valued at
$2.00. Accordingly, NYS WIC was interested in obtaining information from vendors on
the $5.00 value of the checks used for the demonstration project. Figure 5 illustrates that
almost all stores (99 percent) thought that a $5.00 check was either “just right” or “too
low”. The responses from Downstate vendors were similar to those from Upstate vendors.
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Although the reasons for vendors responding in such a way to this question may vary, it is
clear that a $2.00 check would not be well received by NYS WIC vendors. This very
significant finding has implications for the design of the vegetable and fruit benefit as it is
incorporated into the WIC food packages on a permanent basis. From both the vendor and
state agency perspective, the costs of issuing and handling a large volume of food
instruments with such low values (e.g., $2.00) need to be considered.

Figure 5

Statewide

1.14%

0,
40.17% @ Too Much

m Just Right
O Too Low

58.96%

WIC Participants were able to buy "Up to $5" of fresh, frozen or canned
vegetables and/or fruits. In your opinion, the $5 amount was:

One of the major challenges identified by the project team was how to help participants
ensure that their fresh produce selections did not exceed $5.00. Accordingly, vendors were
asked how often participants presented more than $5.00 worth of vegetables and fruits to
the cashier. As presented in Figure 6, the majority of vendors (over 71 percent) indicated
that this situation never occurred or happened infrequently. This was a promising finding,
and points to the success of participant education efforts by the WIC local agencies and the
effectiveness of the informational materials developed by the project team.

Figure 6
Statewide

60%
50% -
40% o Always

m Very Often
30% -

O Not Too Much
20% O Never

10%

0%

How often did WIC participants exceed the $5 "Not to
Exceed" amount of the check at the register?
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Vendor responses to this question reflected a notable regional difference. Figure 7 shows
that Downstate stores were more likely to report that participants ““always” or ““very often”
selected more than $5.00 worth of vegetables and fruits (31 percent) than Upstate stores
(20 percent).

Figure 7

Downstate Upstate

70% 70%

64.84%

60% 60%
50.82%
50% 50%
o Aways

DAlways
@ Very Often

40% @ Very Often 40%

0% 26.91% 0 Not too much 30%

0 Never 18.26% 15.30%
20% Wik 20%
10% 10% 1
' e ’ 160%
0% 0%

How often did WIC participants' purchases exceed the $5 "Not to Exceed' amount How often did WIC participants' purchases exceed the $5 ‘Not to Exceed' amount
of the check at the register? of the check at the register?

In part, this regional difference may reflect the greater challenge in the more expensive
Downstate marketplace to keep purchases below $5.00. As presented in the section on
Redeemed Amounts (page 19) participants worked to obtain the most benefit possible from
their $5.00 checks. To complicate matters, this is particularly more difficult in the small
neighborhood stores in New York City which only have scales for weighing fresh produce
at the register. The section on Weighing and Pricing Fresh Produce (pages 29-30) includes
information relative to this finding.

Choices Allowed

By design, the list of “not allowed” products for the demonstration project was small (see
Chapter I, Acceptable Foods, page 11). As a result, participants were allowed to purchase
a very wide range of fresh produce, and canned and frozen products. In addition, the $5.00
vegetables and fruits check (see Appendix B) was unlike other NYS WIC checks in that it
only listed a maximum dollar amount, not items specified by size and quantity.

NYS WIC was interested in the effect of this project design feature on the check
redemption process. Figure 8 illustrates that statewide, most vendors (88 percent) felt that
the expansive choices made redeeming the checks “Easy””. Responses from Downstate
stores were similar to those from Upstate stores. Once again, this observation mirrors the
finding from the preliminary vendor survey when almost 90 percent of stores reported that
accepting vegetables and fruits checks was ““Easy”. This finding suggests that the design
of the permanent WIC vegetable and fruit benefit should be as simple as possible.
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Figure 8

100%
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@ It made redeeming the
vegetables and fruits
checks EASY.

| It made redeeming the
vegetables and fruits
checks DIFFICULT.

I

WIC participants were allowed to buy most
vegetables and fruits. Only a few items were
"Not Allowed" (for example: items from salad
bar, french fries). What is your opinion about

giving participants such a large choice of
products?

The results clearly show that allowing the purchase of most vegetables and fruits was
considered a very positive feature of the demonstration project. However, as shown in
Figure 9 there was another dimension of participant choice where vendors felt that more
restrictive language would have made redeeming vegetables and fruits checks easier.

For forms of vegetables and fruits where package sizes and numbers of items could be
specified (canned and frozen), more than half of the stores statewide indicated that they
would have preferred to have product sizes and amounts specified on the checks. Of
interest is the relatively high number of vendors who were not sure if this feature would
have made check redemption easier. This finding could reflect the fact that vendors are

familiar (and hence more comfortable) with WIC checks that specify purchases.

20%

10%

0%

For CANNED and FROZEN wegetables and fruits, would it
have been easier for you to redeem these checks if the
specific amounts and sizes were listed on the check?

Figure 9

60% Statewide
54.01%
50%
40%
oYes
0,
30% 28.24% @ No
17.91% O Not Sure
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Figure 10 illustrates the geographic differences, which indicate that a greater percentage of
stores in the Downstate region thought that more specific information on canned and
frozen products would have been helpful.

Downstate Upstate
60% 56.09% 60%
47.57%
50% 50%
39.60%
40% o Yes 40% oYes
24.41%
30% @ No 30% BNo
19.50%
20% O Not Sure 200% 0 Not Sure
10% 10%
0% 0%
For CANNED and FROZEN vegetables and fruits, w ould it have been easier for you For CANNED and FROZEN vegetables and fruits, w ould it have been easier for you
to redeem these checks if the specific amounts and sizes w ere listed on the check to redeemthese checks if the specific amounts and sizes were listed on the check
(for example: 5 Cans Vegetables and/or fruits, 14-16 oz cans)? (for example: 5 Cans Vegetables and/or fruits, 14-16 oz cans)?

These inconclusive results highlight the need for additional analysis on this topic and the
importance of working with the state’s vendor organizations to develop a permanent
vegetable and fruit benefit that is easy to administer for all types of projects authorized. It
appears that canned and frozen products that are marketed in many forms, sizes and
container types, present more challenges than fresh produce.

Store Stock

The preliminary grocery store survey (pages 21-23) focused on the variety (quantities) of
vegetables and/or fruits available within each form (fresh, frozen, canned). Information on
the specific availability of vegetables compared to fruits was not assessed. To enhance the
data attained from the initial survey, vendors were asked to provide information on the
forms of vegetables and fruits they sell in their stores. For each combination of product
(vegetable or fruit) and form (fresh, frozen or canned), stores indicated whether they
stocked it. The results are displayed in Figure 11.

Figure 11
Product Availability
Percent of Percent of Percent of
Vendors Vendors Vendors
Type of Product Statewide Downstate Upstate
Vegetables
Fresh 83.1% 79.1% 93.1%
Frozen 86.1% 81.8% 97.0%
Canned 97.9% 96.5% 99.6%
Fruits
Fresh 85.9% 82.5% 92.0%
Frozen 65.8% 58.1% 96.5%
Canned 96.2% 93.6% 99.4%
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Chapter 111 Project Outcomes

As expected, canned products were the most frequently-stocked of all the choices with
almost all vendors in both regions reporting that they sell both canned vegetables and
fruits. NYS WIC was pleased with the finding concerning fresh produce. As shown, the
majority of vendors in the Downstate and Upstate regions reported carrying both fresh
vegetables and fresh fruits.

With regard to frozen products, Figure 11 illustrates that the stocking levels of frozen
vegetables is comparable to fresh vegetables for both regions of the state. However, the
results show that while the majority of Upstate vendors sell frozen fruit nearly as
frequently as frozen vegetables, Downstate vendors are much less likely to stock frozen
fruits. This result is not unexpected, as a majority of small neighborhood stores in New
York City have limited freezer space and stock products based on customer demand. Most
likely, for most shoppers frozen vegetables are more popular than frozen fruits.

Generally, these findings complement those of the initial survey and highlight the fact that
with the exception of frozen fruits in the Downstate region, vegetables and fruits in all
forms are widely available among NYS WIC-authorized vendors. This discovery appears
to indicate that there are no significant barriers to implementing the permanent changes to
the WIC food packages with respect to the vegetable and fruit benefit.

Weighing & Pricing Fresh Produce

Fresh vegetables and fruits are often purchased by the piece, with each group of pieces
weighed and priced by the pound. Compared to a packaged product with a clear unit price,
it can be difficult for a customer to determine the cost of loose pieces because they must be
weighed first and then the weight must be multiplied by the price per pound. For this
reason, the project team developed materials to assist participants with weighing and
determining the price of fresh produce (see Appendices C and L).

A key factor in helping participants to correctly price fresh produce selections is the
availability of scales. Accordingly, the survey included several questions about scales and
their use by WIC participants to gain insight into how by-the-piece fresh vegetables and
fruits purchases are currently managed by NYS WIC-authorized stores. The responses to
these questions illustrated notable regional differences.

Concerning the general availability of scales, Figure 12 illustrates that about 10 percent of
stores statewide do not have any scales for weighing fresh produce. Most likely, these are
small stores that do not sell any fresh produce, or stores that assign unit prices to each
piece (or to each package of several pieces).
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Figure 12

Statewide
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Does your store have scales for weighing fresh produce?

Figure 13 illustrates the regional differences which shows that a greater percentage of
stores in the Downstate region do not have scales.

Downstate Upstate
10.60% - 5.83% O Yes, in the fresh produce
B Yest in the fresh pmq“ce section AND the registers.
section AND the registers. )
i 22.03% | Yes, in the fresh produce
37.46% -] Yes,v in the fresh produce section.
section. .
X O Yes, at the registers.
O Yes, at the registers.
3.46% N
9
43.11% aNo 68.68% oo
8.83%
Does your store have scales for weighing fresh produce? Does your store have scales for weighing fresh produce?

These findings show that while almost all stores have scales, a significant percentage of
vendors (43 percent Downstate and 22 percent Upstate) only have scales at the cash
register (but not in the fresh produce section). This arrangement would make it particularly
difficult for customers to estimate the total price of their selected produce and to stay
within a fixed dollar amount. It should be noted that some small stores (especially in New
York City) probably do not have a designated fresh produce section.

The more limited availability of scales in the fresh produce section in Downstate stores
seems to explain the finding reported in the section on the $5.00 Check Value (pages 25-
26), whereby a greater proportion of WIC participants shopping in these stores “always”
or “very often” selected more than $5.00 worth of vegetables and fruits.

The project team was also interested in knowing how often vendors needed to help WIC
participants weigh fresh produce and figure out the cost to assess the effectiveness of the
educational efforts and materials.
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As presented in Figure 14, based on vendor reports, the majority of participants statewide
(nearly 55 percent) were self sufficient with regard to weighing and determining the price
of their fresh produce. However, about 45 percent of vendors statewide indicated that WIC
participants “always” or “very often’ needed assistance. This finding highlights the need
for additional participant education in this area. Although uncertain, it seems likely that
the responses to this question reflect WIC participants’ difficulties in determining the cost
of products as opposed to the actual process of using scales.

Figure 14

Statewide
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Figure 15 illustrates that the proportion of participants requiring assistance was
significantly higher Downstate (50 percent) than Upstate (32 percent). Again, this
difference may be partially attributed to the fact that a higher percentage of Downstate
vendors only have scales at the cash register, thus participants have less opportunity to
independently weigh their purchases.

Downstate Upstate

50% 50% 47.97%
40% 40%

31.93%
20% o Always 30% O Always
2451%  25.09% m Very Often @ Very Often
18.47% O Not too much 19.37% 20.05% O Not too much
20% = 20%
O Never O Never
12.61%
10% 10%
0% 0%
Did you need to help WIC participants w eigh fresh produce and Did you need to help WIC participants w eigh fresh produce and
figure out the cost? figure out the cost?
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To obtain direct feedback on one of the techniques developed to assist participants
determine the cost of their fresh produce selections, vendors were asked whether they felt
that WIC participants were helped by the “Chart for Fresh Produce” included in the
Acceptable Food List for Vegetable & Fruit Checks (see Appendix C.)

As shown in Figure 16, more than two-thirds (69 percent) of vendors statewide thought
that the chart was helpful to participants, and very few vendors thought that the chart
provided no assistance. This finding indicates that providing materials to help participants
successfully shop for fresh produce is important and appreciated by vendors.

Figure 16
80.00% Statewide
R 69.39%
60.00% O Very Helpful &
Somewhat Helpful
40.00% B Not helpful at all
25.92%
O Not Sure
20.00% A
4.69%
0.00%

The WIC program gave participants a shopping

guide that included a CHART to help figure out

the cost of fresh produce. In your opinion, was

the chart helpful to participants?

The regional differences, indicating that a significantly greater percentage of Downstate
vendors thought the chart was helpful, are presented in Figure 17. Of interest is the
sizeable percentage of vendors (21 percent Downstate and 40 percent Upstate) who were
not sure whether the chart was helpful. While unknown, this finding may generally reflect
the frequency at which vendors directly observed participants using the material in contrast
to its value as a shopping tool.

Figure 17
80.00% 24 neos DOWNState 80.00% Upstate
60.00% B Very Helpful & 60.00% - @ Very Helpful &
Somewhat Helpful Somewhat Helpful
40.00% B Not Helpful at all 20.00% B Not Helpful at all
20.00% 21.44% 0O Not Sure O Not Sure
U070 20.00% +

4.50%

0.00%

0.00%

The WIC program gave participants a shopping The WIC program gave participants a shopping

guide that included a CHART to help figure out guide that included a CHART to help figure out
the cost of fresh produce. In your opinion, was the cost of fresh produce. In your opinion, was
the chart helpful to participants? the chart helpful to participants?
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Store Reports of Participant Purchases

The project design allowed WIC participants to purchase any combination of fresh, frozen
and/or canned vegetables with their $5.00 checks. NYS WIC was very interested in
learning which products were actually purchased by participants based on vendors’
observations over the six-month check redemption period. Overall, the results indicate a
participant preference for fresh produce.

As shown in Figure 18, vendors reported that the majority of participants statewide chose
fresh vegetables, about one-third chose canned, and a relatively small percentage chose
frozen products.

Figure 18

Statewide

70%
59.00%

60%
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@ Fresh

40%

m Canned

30%
O Frozen

20%
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10%

0%

What kinds of vegetables were purchased most?

While there was no regional variation in the percentage of participants choosing frozen
vegetables, Figure 19 illustrates that fresh products were more popular Upstate (67
percent) than Downstate (57 percent), and canned vegetables were more favored by
Downstate participants (36 percent) than Upstate participants (25 percent).

Figure 19

Downstate Upstate

70% 0% 66.89%
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What kinds of vegetables w ere purchased most?

What kinds of vegetables w ere purchased most?
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Figure 20 illustrates that based on vendor reports, the relative popularity of the forms of
fruit was the same as for vegetables, with fresh being the most often purchased and frozen
the least. These results indicate that fresh fruit (69 percent of purchases) is more popular
than fresh vegetables (59 percent of purchases as shown in Figure 18).

Figure 20
Statewide
68.84%
70%
60%
50%
40% @ Fresh
29.59% m Canned
30%
0O Frozen
20%
0,
10% 1.74%
0%
What kinds of fruits were purchased most?

The regional variations are presented in Figure 21. As with vegetable purchases, there was
not a notable difference in the percentage of participants choosing frozen fruit. As shown,
fresh products were more popular Upstate (79 percent) than Downstate (66 percent), and
canned fruits were more favored by Downstate participants (32 percent) than Upstate
participants (20 percent).

Figure 21

Downstate Upstate

79.04%

80% 80%

0% iy 0%

60% 60%

0% OFresh 50% o Fresh
40% 0415 @ Canned 40% 8 Canned

30% O Frozen 30% O Frozen
20.05%
20% 20%
)0/
1% : 10% - T14%
0% 0%

What kinds of fruits w ere purchased most? What kinds of fruits w ere purchased most?

Questions from Participants

The project team compiled a list of common participant questions regarding the $5.00
vegetables and fruits checks based on anecdotal reports from vendors and food industry
representatives. As part of the vendor survey, store personnel were asked to indicate
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whether they had received any of these questions at their stores during the demonstration
project.

Figure 22 provides a summary of the vendor reports in rank order (based on statewide
responses). It is important to note that this information does not measure the frequency at
which the questions were posed by participants (only if they were asked at all during the six-
month demonstration project).

Figure 22
QUESTIONS ASKED BY PARTICIPANT OF PERCENTAGE OF VENDORS
VENDORS RECEIVING QUESTION
Statewide | Downstate | Upstate

Can | buy fresh, frozen and canned at the same time? 54% 58% 42%
What happens if the cost of my vegetables and fruits is 49% 50% 46%
more than $5.00?
Is this vegetable/fruit on the list of acceptable foods? 45% 48% 37%
How much will this (fresh produce) cost? 35% 36% 32%
What happens if the cost of my vegetables and fruits is 34% 37% 24%
less than $5.00?
Why aren’t white potatoes allowed? 24% 23% 28%
What is a white potato? 9% 10% 4%

These results show that, in general, a greater proportion of Downstate vendors than those in
the Upstate region received questions. The proportion of vendors receiving questions
regarding white potatoes was lower than expected, since anecdotal reports indicated that it
was the most frequently-asked question. Instead, participants were primarily concerned with
selecting allowable items and understanding the cost aspect of the transaction.

This information will help NYS WIC develop guidance for WIC local agency staff, and
additional participant educational materials that clarify these issues.

Participant Survey
““Using the checks was easy. | was able to buy many items with $5.00.”
WIC Mom, New York City

Purpose and Process

The quote featured above illustrates the success of the NYS WIC 2006 Vegetable and Fruit
Demonstration Project; the checks were easy to use and allowed participants to purchase a
variety of products. Throughout the check issuance period, reports from WIC local agencies
indicated that caregivers were very excited about receiving the checks for vegetables and
fruits for their children.
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NYS WIC was interested in receiving feedback on the project from a representative sample of
participants. In April 2006, WIC local agencies were asked to distribute surveys to
participants (while onsite at the agency) who had received vegetables and fruits checks during
January, February and March 2006. The survey instrument and the instructions for WIC local
agencies are included in Appendix Q.

Each WIC local agency was provided with a number of surveys approximately equivalent to
one (1) percent of its average monthly child caseload. A total of 1,590 surveys were received
for analysis by the project team, representing a one percent sample of the more than 158,000
children who received the $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks. All survey information
collected was analyzed (on a per question basis) even if participants did not provide a
response to all the items on the survey instrument.

The following represents a summary of the survey results which are only available on a
statewide basis:

Overall Assessment

One of the goals of the demonstration project was to promote the consumption of vegetables
and fruits among program participants. Accordingly, NYS WIC was interested in measuring
the effect of the project on participant perceptions of vegetables and fruits. As a way to
measure this outcome, participants were asked whether they would buy more vegetables and
fruits if these foods were allowed in the WIC food package.

Figure 23 illustrates that nearly all participants are interested in purchasing more vegetables
and fruits. This very positive finding appears to indicate that the addition of vegetables and
fruits to the WIC food packages will greatly contribute to the overall health of WIC
participants by promoting interest in wholesome food choices.

Figure 23

Statewide
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Would you buy more vegetables & fruits if it were allow ed in your WIC Food Package?

-36 -



Another exciting finding relates to the effect of the demonstration project on changing
participant behavior which is key to effecting positive health outcomes. As highlighted in
Figure 24, nearly one-third of the participants surveyed indicated that they had purchased
vegetables or fruits that they had never tried before.

Figure 24

Statewide

2.57%

32.35%

OYes
B No
O Unsure

65.21%

Did you use the check to buy a vegetable or fruit you have never tried before?

This information suggests that the permanent addition of vegetables and fruits to the WIC
food packages will cumulatively result in participants trying an even greater variety of
vegetables and fruits. Along with enhanced nutrition education on the benefits of vegetables
and fruits, participants may be successfully encouraged to routinely incorporate these foods
into their diets (resulting in positive health outcomes).

Check Utilization

As reported in the section on Check Issuance and Utilization (page 18), 81 percent of the
vegetables and fruits checks were redeemed by participants. NYS WIC was interested in
obtaining information on per check usage by participants. As displayed in Figure 25, almost
all (98 percent) participants surveyed reported that they redeemed at least one of their $5.00
checks; nearly 61 percent of participants reported using all of three checks.
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Figure 25 *

Statewide
70%
60.99%
60% Number of
checks
50% - used
O None
40% - ml
o2
30% -
22.19% os
20% | 14.89%
10%
1.93%
0%

Did you use the fruit & vegetable checks?

* The percentages in this chart, when weighted by the number of checks utilized, combine to equal the
overall 81% check redemption rate.

Although they account for less than two percent of participants responding to the survey, of
interest are the observations of the 25 participants who reported that they did not use any
checks. The most common reasons cited (of 11 possible reasons) for not taking advantage of
the vegetable and fruit benefit are as follows:

Forgot to use the checks

Checks expired before able to use

Had a bad experience at the store (Note: reason not specified)
Lost the checks

* * ¥ %

The reasons presented above appear to reflect issues with the general WIC check redemption
process and are most likely not specific to the vegetable and fruit benefit. NYS WIC was
pleased to find out that there does not appear to be any significant problems with willingness
to prepare or consume vegetables or fruits, knowing how to redeem the check at the store, or
finding the desired products. (These were other possible reasons listed on the survey).

Project Educational Materials

The project team was aware of the critical importance of developing effective educational
materials to help ensure the success of the demonstration project (see Chapter 11, Educational
Materials and Project Promotion, pages 12-15). Findings from the two vendor surveys
conducted (pages 21 & 32) indicated that the materials designed for participants were
generally considered to be helpful. These observations are supported by the outcomes of the
participant survey.
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As shown in Figure 26, almost all (98 percent) of those participants responding indicated that
the wide variety of informational handouts that they received were ““Helpful” or *““Very
Helpful””.  While indicative of the usefulness of the educational materials in general, these
results do not measure the perceived value of each product.

Figure 26

Statewide

23.83%

O Very Helpful
m Helpful
O Not Helpful

0O Unsure

73.99%

How helpful w ere the vegetables & fruit informational handouts you received
fromthe WIC office?

As discussed previously, a major challenge identified by the project team was how to help
participants ensure that their fresh produce selections did not exceed $5.00. The “Chart for
Fresh Produce” included in the Acceptable Food List for Vegetable & Fruit Checks (see
Appendix C) was designed for this purpose. Figure 27 illustrates that when specifically asked
about the value of this shopping tool, 94 percent of the participants surveyed found it to be
“Helpful’” or *“Very Helpful.

Figure 27

Statewide

@ Very Helpful
| Helpful
53.35% O Not Helpful
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Was the price chart on the Acceptable Foods List handout helpful?
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It is interesting to note that this finding contrasts somewhat with the outcomes of the grocery
store survey reported in the section on Weighing & Pricing Fresh Produce (page 32) in which
only 69 percent of vendors statewide reported that the chart was helpful to participants, and
almost 26 percent were unsure of its effectiveness. In addition, vendor survey results (pages
30-31) clearly indicate that a significant percentage of participants experienced some degree
of difficulty weighing and/or pricing fresh produce and needed assistance.

While NYS WIC was pleased that participants found the price chart helpful, these vendor
observations appear to highlight the need for a greater focus on participant education in this
area prior to the implementation of the WIC food package changes.

Grocery Store Personnel

The project team was charged with the challenging task of developing effective training
materials for all 4,400 NYS WIC authorized grocery stores (see Appendix O). The survey
results indicate that store personnel performed very well given the short period of time
provided for vendor training on the new benefit.

As presented in Figure 28, nearly 75 percent of the participants responding indicated that store
cashiers always knew how to handle the $5.00 checks for vegetables and fruits. In contrast,
fewer than 2 percent of participants indicated that they “always™ encountered cashiers who
did not know how to process the checks.

Figure 28

Statewide

1.54%

24.34%

o Always

B Sometimes

O Never

74.12%

Did the cashiers know how to handle the vegetable & fruit checks?

This finding complements the observations from the preliminary grocery store survey (page
21) in which the majority of vendors indicated that accepting WIC checks for vegetables and
fruits was “Easy.” Again, these findings point to the value in designing a permanent
vegetable and fruits benefit that it is simple for participants to understand and easy for
vendors to administer.

- 40 -



Store Stock

As reported in the results of the preliminary grocery store survey (page 22), almost all
vendors perceived that they had enough vegetables and fruits in stock for participants to
effectively use their $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks. In addition, both grocery store
surveys (pages 21-22, 28-29) provided information indicating that vegetables and fruits in all
forms are widely available among NYS WiIC-authorized vendors. The results of the
participant survey supported these findings.

Figure 29 illustrates that nearly all participants reported that they “always™ or “sometimes”
found the products that they wanted; less than 1 percent never found what they wanted.
Again, looking to the future, it appears that NYS WIC vendors are already prepared to
successfully serve WIC participants when vegetables and fruits become part of the WIC food
packages.

Figure 29

Statewide

0.64%
18.37%

O Alw ays
B Sometimes

0O Never

80.99%

Did the stores you shopped at have most of the vegetables and fruits you
w anted?

Participant Purchases and Preferences

NYS WIC was interested in obtaining information on the forms (fresh, frozen, canned) of
vegetables and fruits purchased most often by WIC participants to gain an understanding of
their general preferences, and desired feedback on the purchases made with the $5.00
vegetables and fruit benefit.

As shown in Figure 30, participants (who could only choose one response on the survey)
indicated an overwhelming preference for fresh produce over frozen or canned alternatives.
This was particularly the case for fruits, where only six percent of those surveyed indicated
that they usually purchased canned or frozen fruit. For vegetables, less than 18 percent
responded that they most often purchased canned or frozen products.

-4] -



Vegetables Purchased Most Often
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What kind of vegetables do you buy most often?

Regarding purchases using the $5.00 checks, the
indicate all the forms of products purchased. As
bought fresh vegetables and fruits, again reflecting their preference for these products. These
results support the findings of the grocery store survey (pages 33-34) which cited fresh

Figure 30

Fruits Purchased Most Often
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produce as being the most frequently purchased products.

This information also shows that a significant percentage of participants reported using their
$5.00 checks to also buy alternative forms of vegetables (38 percent) and other forms of fruits
(23 percent). This finding supports the concept of allowing participants to purchase a wide
variety of vegetables and fruits with their WIC benefits, and points to the success of using a

cash-value voucher for all product forms (not just fresh produce).

Vegetables Purchased with $5 Checks

Figure 31

survey instrument allowed participants to
illustrated in Figure 31, most participants

Fruits Purchased with $5 Checks
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*Percentages total greater than 100% in these charts since participants could select more than one choice on the survey instrument.
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Additional Reports on Participant Purchases

As reported in Chapter Il, the demonstration project was developed and implemented in a
very short period of time. In response to requests by the vendor community, the list of “not
allowed” foods was small for ease of administration. Accordingly, it was not necessary for
stores to make modifications to their computer systems to identify WIC-approved items. As a
result, WIC-authorized stores were not able to provide the project team with specific
information on participant purchases.

Reflecting their support of the demonstration project, two members of the vendor community
graciously volunteered to collect some information on WIC participants’ purchases using the
$5.00 vegetables and fruits benefit. This information supported the findings from both the
grocery store and participant surveys; fresh produce was preferred by participants over
processed alternatives.

Upstate Information

Wegmans Food Markets, a very large supermarket chain operating in Upstate New York,
provided sample data on participant purchases made with the $5.00 vegetables and fruits
checks very early in the project period (February 2006). The following information reflects
the relative popularity of the forms of vegetables and fruits purchased based upon about 300
sales transactions (this does equate to the number of participants) from a representative
sample of stores:

*  Fresh produce (58 percent); Canned (34 percent); Frozen (8 percent)

While these percentages differ somewhat from those reported in the results of the grocery
store survey (pages 33-34), the data is comparable and supports the relative popularity of the
three forms, with fresh being the most popular and frozen the least preferred.

Figure 32 provides a summary of the most frequently purchased fresh, frozen and canned
products based on the sample data from five stores provided by Wegmans Food Markets:

Figure 32
Rank Fresh Frozen Canned
1 Oranges Corn Corn
2 Bananas Broccoli Green/Waxed Beans
3 Apples Mixed Vegetables Mixed Fruit
4 Grapes Green Beans Peaches
5 IS_S:E;:% Cabbage, Peas Pears
6 Cucumbers Other Vegetables Pineapple
7 Carrots Fruits Black/Other Beans
8 Strawberries Carrots Other Fruits
9 Tomatoes Squash Mixed Vegetables
10 Other Cauliflower Carrots
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Downstate Information

The Krasdale Food Company, a wholesale business which provides services to a wide range
of stores in the Downstate region, monitored a representative sample of 38 of their affiliated
stores to track purchases made with the $5.00 vegetables and fruits checks. Information on
purchases was collected during most of the six-month demonstration project. During this
time period, the overall relative popularity of the forms of vegetables and fruits purchased by
WIC participants was as follows:

*  Fresh produce (74 percent); Canned (22 percent); Frozen (4 percent)

Similar to the data collected by Wegmans Food Markets, these proportions are different that
those reported in the grocery store survey (pages 33-34), but are comparable in that they point
to the strong preference for fresh produce and the relative unpopularity of frozen products.

Figure 33 shows the most frequently purchased fresh produce based on the sample data
provided by Krasdale Foods. (Specific information on canned and frozen products was not
provided). It is interesting to note that six of the foods reported by Krasdale Foods
(bananas/plaintains, grapes, tomatoes, apples, cucumbers, and lettuce) were also among the
most popular fresh produce items reported by Wegmans Food Markets.

Figure 33
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New York State WIC Program
Vegetable and Fruit Demonstration Project

Business Rules
The WIC Program Vegetable and Fruit Demonstration Project will provide
children between two and five years of age participating in WIC the opportunity to
purchase vegetables and fruits at WIC approved grocery stores during the months of
January through June of 2006.

The following are the Business Rules for implementation of this project:

Who is eligible

e Participants between two and five years of age at the time of the check
issuance including special needs children.

Check Issuance

Participants must be 2 years of age at time of issuance;

Maximum benefit value per check is $5.00;

Three months of benefits (total of $15.00) per participant;

Issuance period from January 1% — March 31* 2006;

Checks must have NGB dates of January 1, 2006; NGA date is June 30",

2006;

e Checks must be a separate set from the standard WIC checks and set up
as a new food commodity (vegetable and fruit);

e Checks must be uniquely identified in the issuance file;

e Proration is not allowed.

Reporting Requirements

e Reconciliation report may need to be modified to back out costs and
remove from agency report.

Check Logo

e “Fresh, frozen or canned vegetables and fruits”






L1. What was the reason you did not use your vegetable and fruit checks? Please check all that apply.

Child does not eat vegetables

Child does not eat fruits

Forgot to use the checks

Lost the checks

Store did not have the desired vegetables/fruits

Did not know how to prepare vegetables/fruits

Did not know what vegetab]esfﬁ*uits could be purchased
Did not understand how to use the checks

Cash value of the check was not enough

Had a bad experience at the store

B B M O B B8 8 B B 8 0O

Check expired before able to use

April 2006






