
Letter to the Editor
Response to Fornasaro-Donahue et al, Increasing
Breastfeeding in WIC Participants: Cost of Formula
as a Motivator
The core underlying interest here is
in increasing breastfeeding among
clients of the Special Supplemental
Nutrition Program for Women,
Infants and Children (WIC). The au-
thors1 focus on the clients' percep-
tions of the cost of formula as a
factor in that decision, but WIC cli-
ents might give that little weight. To
illustrate, some clients might feel
that the government's providing
infant formula at no cost to the family
amounts to government endorse-
ment of formula. That feeling could
outweigh worries about costs in the
distant future.

Also, the idea of getting something
free now might overshadow the pros-
pect of having to pay considerable
costs later.

The study did notmention whether
the formula prices surveyed were for
the well-known brands that have con-
tracts with WIC, or the less-expensive
store brands. It makes a difference.
Mothers who exhaust their free sup-
plies could be advised by WIC to
switch to store brands. Of course, that
might upset the manufacturers that
have contracts with WIC. Their pri-
mary motivation is to build up brand
loyalty among WIC clients, not only
for infant formula but also for their
follow-on baby food products.
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The article concludes, ‘‘Informa-
tion on supplemental formula cost
could be provided as a motivator for
women intending to breastfeed.
Future research should investigate
how cost information could be used
to support breastfeeding initiation
and duration among WIC mothers.’’
This is certainly true. But its impor-
tance is difficult to assess because
money cost is just one of several fac-
tors that are considered when
choosing how to feed one's infant.

The conclusion centers on the idea
that WIC could provide better cost in-
formation to the clients. The authors
could have also discussed the idea of
having WIC discontinue its provision
of free formula to its clients. That
certainly would reduce the incentive
to choose formula feeding. Instead of
providing free formula,WIC could pro-
vide other things of comparable value,
whether food, other goods, or money.

The authors could have expanded
their conclusion to point out that bet-
ter information, not only on money
costs but also on likely impacts on
the health of both infants and
mothers, could be provided by WIC
to its clients. WIC does not systemati-
cally provide its clients with good
user-friendly information on these
matters in forms that could help
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clients choose between alternative
methods of feeding. Rather than
helping clients make a well-informed
choice between formula feeding and
breastfeeding, WIC defines its role as
coming into play after clients have
made that choice. Perhaps WIC has
taken this approach in order to avoid
offending the infant formula manu-
facturers. WIC staff members have
an incentive to retain the current
formula program because the rebates
from the manufacturers are used to
help WIC reach more families.

Sincerely,

George Kent, PhD,
Professor Emeritus

University of Hawaii, Honolulu, HI
kent@hawaii.edu
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