Texas WIC Breastfeeding Peer Counselor Program

SUMMARY:

Mother-to-mother support has proven to be one of the most successful approaches to encourage mothers
to breastfeed their babies. It has been so successful that Pat Daniels, our national WIC director, has
established a national USDA goal to institutionalize breastfeeding peer counseling as a core service in
the WIC Program. Texas has a head start on this initiative; our state was one of the first in the nation to
implement a Peer Counselor Program.

Since the program began in April 1991, over 3,000 mothers have been trained as breastfeeding peer
counselors in Texas. Today approximately 350 peer counselors are working in 64 WIC local agencies
and 48 hospitals. They work an average of 32,650 hours per month (approximately 188 full-time
equivalents).

CONCEPT:

WIC mothers who have successfully breastfed their infants are trained to serve as peer counselors who
offer encouragement, information, and support to other WIC mothers. The idea at the heart of the Peer
Counselor Program is that, as peers, these mothers have an ability to help and influence other mothers
that health professionals do not have. The peer counselors serve as role models sharing relevant personal
experiences and complete a 20-hour training course that enables them go beyond their own experience
and give mothers in normal breastfeeding situations help and advice based on current research and
consensus of knowledge from breastfeeding experts. Their peer status gives them credibility to build
trust and rapport with clients, as they share similar experiences and social norms and can therefore
provide relevant, meaningful, and explicit information.

SERVICES:

Providing role models: Many women, in areas where breastfeeding rates are low, have never seen a
baby being breastfed. Many have never talked with a mother who has breastfed her baby. Breastfeeding
peer counselors are role models, breastfeeding their infants and discussing their breastfeeding
experiences in WIC classes and waiting rooms.

Classes and counseling. Breastfeeding education, information, and management are labor-intensive and
time consuming. Though some WIC staff time is committed to breastfeeding, ratio of caseload and
other necessary staff duties limit the quantity of staff time available to support breastfeeding.
Breastfeeding peer counselors teach or assist with group classes, provide one-to-one counseling,
telephone counseling, home and hospital visits, and provide support above and beyond the support
available from other WIC staff.

Availability outside regular hours and locations: A national study of best practices for Peer
Counselor Programs produced the USDA model, “Loving Support through Peer Counselor Programs.”
Researchers found that peer counselors are often available outside regular clinic hours and locations and
offer services immediately after hospital discharge and when help is needed beyond the usual 8 to 5
availability. They cited this commitment to fill the gap in services as a critical strength of the program.
For example, many Texas WIC agencies offer peer counselor services through hospital and home visits,
high school classes for pregnant and breastfeeding teens, and after-hours telephone hotlines.



Hospital counseling: Peer counselors help mothers initiate breastfeeding and provide information on
what to expect during the first few days and weeks of breastfeeding. They provide follow-up counseling
during the critical days and weeks after hospital discharge by phone or in the clinic.

Referral: Immediate, appropriate referral is a key role of the peer counselor. The Peer Counselor
Program design includes developing an appropriate referral system.

FUNDING:

In 2004, Congress began appropriating funds specifically for the purpose of supporting breastfeeding
peer counseling in the WIC Program. Texas receives approximately $1.3 million annually from this
special allocation to assist local agencies in supporting their Peer Counselor Programs. The Peer
Counselor Program is also supported by a portion of mandated breastfeeding and nutrition education
funds from the regular WIC grant and WIC Operational Adjustment funding.

GOALS:

The Breastfeeding Peer Counselor Program was initiated to improve infant health through increases in
the practice of breastfeeding. Program goals are:

1. To increase the number of pregnant WIC mothers who choose to breastfeed their infants.

2. To provide follow-up support for mothers to help them initiate and continue breastfeeding.

3. To provide a long-term neighborhood based network of breastfeeding support.

LACTATION CONSULTANT SUPPORT:

Local WIC agencies have lactation consultants on staff or on contract to provide back up support and
follow-up training for peer counselors. Peer counselors are trained to help mothers with normal
breastfeeding and to make immediate referral when they encounter a mother and baby with a problem
outside the realm of normal breastfeeding. They may refer to their site supervisor, breastfeeding
coordinator, nurse, nutritionist, lactation consultant, the mother’s physician, designated health
professional, or for other needed services.

HEALTH PROVIDER TRAINING:

An integral part of the success of the peer counselor program is the simultaneous training of WIC staff
and health care professionals. The Texas Department of State Health Services and the Texas
Association of Local WIC Directors coordinate a statewide effort to provide breastfeeding training for
health professionals that facilitates delivery of consistent information to WIC clients.

EVALUATION:
Breastfeeding rates have increased at all locations where Peer Counselor Programs have been
implemented. A research brief is available at the national WIC website.

UNANTICIPATED BENEFITS:

¢ WIC Directors report peer counselors rejuvenate staff enthusiasm for promoting breastfeeding.

¢ Peer counselors gain skills, self esteem and work experience that enables them to go on to other
employment. Approximately 300 peer counselors have been hired into full-time jobs in the WIC
Program, many others have gone on to other full-time employment or returned to school.

¢ Many peer counselors have become IBCLC certified lactation consultants.

For more information contact: Texas WIC Peer Counselor Program website:
Jewell Stremler, Peer Counselor Coordinator http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/wichd/lactate/peer.shtm
Nutrition Services Section MC 4554 National WIC Peer Counselor Program website:

Texas Department of State Health Services http://www.nal.usda.gov/wicworks/Learning_Center/support_peer.html
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