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Breastfeeding Peer Counselor 
(BPC)  Program 

 Started in 2006 

 County of Sonoma WIC was one of the original 15 
pilot BPC programs in California 

 48 out of 84 WIC agencies in CA have BPC 
programs   

 Not every BPC program has a support group 

 Some WIC agencies without BPC programs have 
breastfeeding support groups 

 



Breastfeeding Peer Counselor 
Program 

 Peer counselors are: 
 Hired from within the WIC population  

 Bilingual and Bicultural  

 Successful exclusive breastfeeders  (for at least 
one year) 

 Para-professionals 

 



The Role of the Peer Counselor 
 Establish a connection and provide 

anticipatory guidance prenatally, to get 
breastfeeding off to a good start 

 Provide breastfeeding support and education 
postpartum, throughout the first year of life. 

 Support is provided primarily over the 
telephone 

 Facilitate Mothers’ Groups 
 



Training the Peer Counselors 
 Initial 25 hour training developed by the 

State WIC Branch 

 First 120 hours of phone calls with 
participants are on speaker phone and directly 
supervised 

 Additional training on more than 20  different 
breastfeeding topics given 
 



Training the PCs to Facilitate the 
Mothers’ Groups 

 Often the first time the peer counselors have 
done public speaking (most of our peer 
counselors previously worked in factories and 
retail) 

 Trained using techniques I learned from being a 
La Leche League Leader 

 Some are naturally confident, some are 
terrified! 
 



Training the PCs to Facilitate 
the Mothers’ Groups 

 I observe and evaluate each Mothers’ Group 
until they demonstrate competency. 

 They also fill out  a self-evaluation form after 
each Group that they lead. 

 It is much more difficult to facilitate than to 
teach a class! 
 



Training the PCs to Facilitate 
the Mothers’ Groups 

 Common mistakes:  

 Answering the mom’s question instead of re-
directing the question back to the other 
moms 

 Talking too much  

 Letting a few moms dominate the 
conversation 

  Letting moms go off topic 
 



Nuts and Bolts of Our 
Mothers’ Groups 

 Every WIC agency has their unique type of  support 
group. 

 Our Mothers’ Groups are modeled after La Leche 
League 

 We call them Mothers’ Groups, not support groups, 
because some women don’t feel they need 
“support” 



Nuts and Bolts of Our 
Mothers’ Groups 

 Open to all WIC moms, whether or not they 
have a peer counselor. 

 Moms are automatically signed up to attend 
when they are 1-2 months postpartum.  

 The majority of the moms come on their own, 
not to receive vouchers, but to be part of a 
community, get their questions answered, and 
connect to their peer counselor. 
 



Nuts and Bolts of Our 
Mothers’ Groups 

 Has to meet the needs of the moms! 

 This will vary depending on the population you 
are serving. 

 Timing: twice a month 

 Very flexible: can drop in or sign up ahead of 
time, can come late, leave early, can bring 
older kids 

                                               



Nuts and Bolts of Our 
Mothers’ Groups 

 No males allowed due to moms not feeling 
comfortable breastfeeding in front of men.  

 Need reminder calls! (some participants don’t 
keep written reminders  and/or are illiterate) 
 



What Happens At a Typical 
Mothers’ Group? 

 Pregnant moms see how others breastfeeding, 
sometimes for the first time.  

 New moms who are struggling with 
breastfeeding hear moms with older babies 
talk about how they overcame their 
difficulties.  

 Moms with older babies serve as important 
role models for the new moms! 
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Typical Mothers’ Groups 
 Everyone  sits in a circle 

 Always 2 peer counselors: Leader and Greeter 

 Introductions: their name, their baby’s 
name/age, and whether they are exclusively 
breastfeeding 

 “The most important thing we want to talk 
about today is  to hear how breastfeeding is 
going for you, and what concerns and  
questions you have.” 
 



Typical Mothers’ Groups 
 If no one talks, then the facilitator moves 

onto the format for that day. 

 However, a very successful Mothers’ Group is 
one in which there are no formats used! 
 



Typical Mothers’ Groups 
 No curriculum that needs to be covered. 

 Every Mothers’ Group is different, and is 
there to meet the needs of the moms 
attending on that day! 

 That is why moms can come to every Group 
without being bored, because every Group will 
be different! 
 



What It Isn’t: 
 It is not a breastfeeding class 

 It is not a place to receive hands-on help with 
breastfeeding problems 

 It is not a place for in-depth counseling for 
complex breastfeeding problems 
 



Educating the WIC Staff: 
Have the WIC staff take turns 

attending the Mothers’ Groups, so 
they make the appropriate 
referrals! 
 



     Formats Used:  
 

 Dice 

 Scenarios 

 Myths 

 Basket of items related to breastfeeding 

 Open ended questions, some that deal with 
adjusting to the emotional aspects of 
parenting, not just breastfeeding 101 

 Needs to be adjusted to meet the needs of 
the moms 
 



     
 

Incentives 
 

 Moby wraps 
 Weight checks 
 Chance to talk informally with peer counselors 

after the Mother Group 
 Certificates/gifts  and applause given for 

breastfeeding exclusively for 3, 6, 9 and 12 
months 

 Can get vouchers 
 The emphasis is on recognizing moms who 

exclusively breastfeed! 



Lessons Learned: 
 Weekly is too often 

 English Groups are not needed 

 Be as flexible as possible 

 Patience is the key: it takes years to establish 
regular attendance! 

 Very low/no attendance when it rains 
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Lessons Learned: 
 Takes a long time to integrate into the flow of 

the WIC clinic 

 No formats that require reading! Don’t put 
moms on the spot! 
 



Program Outcomes: 
 Exclusive Breastfeeding Rates: Sept. 2012 

 

 

 
 

Participants without a Peer Counselor 

Baseline data: 
5/2006          

  0-3   Months                                                4-6 Months   7-9 Months 10-12 Months Overall 

Overall       25.1%           50% 28% 24% 29% 33% 

Participants with a Peer Counselor   

Baseline data:       
5/2006          

  0-3   Months                                                4-6 Months   7-9 Months 10-12 Months Overall 

Overall       25.1%           69% 51% 46% 42% 53% 



Experience a Mothers’ Group 
In Action! 

 If you have never been to a breastfeeding 
support group, it can be hard to visualize what 
it is really like!  

 Visit a local WIC agency’s support group  or 
attend a La Leche League meeting, before 
trying to set up your own. 
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Thank You! 
 Susie McCulloch, BA, IBCLC 

 Senior Lactation Consultant 

 Breastfeeding Peer Counselor Program 
Coordinator 

 WIC Breastfeeding Coordinator 

                                                                           

 707-565-6584 
 susie.mcculloch@sonoma-county.org 

 


