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WIC WEIGHT LOSS PROGRAM

CAN AN INTERNET PROGRAM HELP MOTHERS
LOSE WEIGHT AFTER PREGNANCY?

Adrian Mercado and Suzanne Phelan*

Department of Kinesiology and Public Health, California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, CA, United States

Gaining weight in pregnancy is important for the health of the mother and child.
However, after having a baby, if a mother keeps the extra weight she gained
BROCK during pregnancy, this can be harmful to her long-term health. This study tested
whether an Internet weight-loss program could help mothers to lose weight
after having a baby. We worked with WIC, which is a program that gives low-
income families food and support. Half of the women in the study received
regular WIC and half received WIC plus an Internet weight-loss program. We
found that the Internet program helped mothers lose five more pounds than
regular WIC, and it also helped more mothers get back to the weight that
they were before pregnancy. WIC serves half of all US mothers; the Internet
weight-loss program in WIC could help many women get closer to the weight
they were before pregnancy and avoid weight-related diseases later in life.

REVIEWED BY:

INTRODUCTION

Pregnancy is a miraculous time when a woman’s body goes through major
changes to support the life of a growing baby. One of the most obvious
changes is weight gain. Why do women gain weight during pregnancy?
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PLACENTA

A temporary organ that
joins the mother and
fetus, transferring oxygen
and nutrients from the
mother to the fetus and
permitting the release of
waste products from the
fetus.

CARDIOVASCULAR
DISEASE

This is heart disease and
means that there are
problems with the heart
and blood vessels.

TYPE 2 DIABETES

Diabetes is a disease that
affects how the body uses
glucose, which is the main
type of sugar in the blood.

FIGURE 1

During pregnancy, a
woman gains weight to
support the health of their
growing baby. The weight
gain comes not just from
the baby but from many
different body systems
changing to support the
baby’s health.
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One reason, of course, is because they carry extra weight from the grow-
ing baby. However, pregnant women also carry extra weight from the
placenta, which is a temporary organ that gives nutrients from the mother
to the baby. During pregnancy, mothers also carry extra weight from water,
blood, protein, other fluids, and fat. Women need all of this extra weight
to support their baby’s growth and health (see Figure 1).

After the baby is born, does all that extra weight go away? Not exactly.
After having a baby, women immediately lose the weight from the baby
and from the placenta. After about 6 weeks, they lose the extra water, other
fluids, blood, and protein. However, the extra fat that was gained during
pregnancy often sticks around after the baby is born. It can be hard for
women to lose the extra fat after pregnancy. Having body fat is important
for good health but keeping on extra fat from pregnancy can be harmful.
Research has shown that mothers who keep on extra fat after having a baby
are more likely to have serious health problems later in life. Some of those
health issues include heart problems (called “cardiovascular disease”) and
problems turning food into energy (called type 2 diabetes) [1]. These are
serious diseases. So, it’'s important to find ways to help support mothers
who have just had babies, to make sure that they get back to the weight
they were before pregnancy and do not keep on any extra fat.

Many women do not lose the extra fat gained during pregnancy. Of the
four million women who give birth in the United States every year, about
one million experience extra weight gain after pregnancy [2]. Some women

Example of Weight Gain in Pregnancy

Baby: Blood:

6-8 pounds 3-4 pounds
(3-4kg) (1.5-2 kg)
Placenta: Protein and fat
1-2 pounds storage:

(@=L 8-10 pounds
Womb: (=5kg)

1-2 pounds Body fluids:
@=ley 3-4 pounds

- (1.5-2kg)
Fluid in

the womb: Other:
2-3 pounds 1-2 pounds

el (0.5-1 kg)

Total weight gain: 25-35 pounds

FIGURE 1
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This is when a person has
too much body fat.
Obesity can lead to health
problems.
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are more likely to keep on extra weight than others. Women who do not
have a lot of money and who sometimes do not have enough money to
buy food are more likely to keep on extra weight after having a baby and
develop obesity.

What makes losing that extra fat so tough? To lose the extra fat, mothers
have to eat less and exercise more. That can be difficult after having a baby!
New mothers are often tired from waking up several times during the night
to feed their babies. Mothers may find themselves eating at different times
of the day and eating more food than usual. New mothers may also spend
more time sitting and less time exercising, because they are feeding the
baby and trying to rest. Stress can also make it tough to lose the extra fat.
After having a baby, a mother may take time off from work to care for the
new baby. Less work can mean less money for the family, which is stressful.
Caring for a baby takes time, and mothers may not have the time to plan
healthy meals and exercise.

There are many programs that can help a person lose extra fat. These
are called “weight-loss programs” and they are like classes—groups of
people meet and work with a counselor who teaches and supports them as
they strive to eat healthy, exercise more, and lose weight. These programs
work well for most people but have not worked very well for new mothers.
Mothers often start these programs but then drop out because they cannot
make it to the classes; new mothers have schedules that change every day
based on their babies’ needs. Also, weight-loss programs can be expensive
and might require mothers to hire babysitters too. The expense can stop
some mothers from joining weight-loss programs altogether. So, there is
a big need to discover a weight-loss program that is made just for new
mothers, that does not cost a lot of money, and that motivates mothers to
stay in the program, lose the extra fat, and get back to the weight they were
before pregnancy.

We decided to test whether a weight-loss program that was delivered over
the Internet on a website could help new mothers lose the extra fat they
gained during pregnancy. We thought that if a weight-loss program were
delivered on a website, new mothers could decide when to receive the pro-
gram and not have to worry about leaving their babies to go to a weight-
loss program. An Internet program could be received from the comfort of
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home. A mother could pause the program if her baby were to start crying
and resume when the baby was settled. The Internet costs money, but it still
would not cost as much as a typical weight-loss program. So, we wanted
to find out if this approach would work to help mothers lose weight after
having babies.

We worked with an organization known as WIC. WIC stands for “Women,
Infants, and Children” Special Supplemental Nutrition Program. This is
a US government program that helps mothers and children by providing
free food and counseling in healthy eating for low-income pregnant women
and children under the age of five. However, WIC does not give mothers
weight-loss counseling. Since low-income mothers are most likely to keep
on extra weight after having babies, we thought working with WIC would
be a wonderful idea.

Our study’s hypothesis was that an Internet weight-loss program provided
through WIC would produce more weight loss than the regular WIC program
over 12 months, in women who kept on extra fat after having babies.

We recruited 401 women from 12 WIC clinics in CA, USA. Even though
the women were all low income, most already had computers and Internet
in their homes. If they did not, we gave those to them. Women joined the
study when they were about 5 months postpartum—which means that their
babies were about 5 months old. When they joined the study, mothers had
all reported keeping on extra fat since having their babies. On average, the
mothers were 17 pounds (7.7 kg) heavier than they were before having their
babies. When they joined the program, most mothers were still breastfeed-
ing. Also, most of the women in the study were Hispanic and many (about
40%) spoke only Spanish.

At the beginning of the study and after 6 and 12 months, we measured women’s
weight and waist circumference. We also asked the women to fill out a survey
asking about their eating and exercise. We paid each woman $25 for complet-
ing these measures at the beginning of the study and at 6 months and paid
them $50 for completing the 12-month measures. The money was given to
them because we wanted to thank them for the time it took (about 60 min)
to complete the measures as part of our study.

We wanted to know if our program would be better at helping women lose
weight than the services that WIC usually provides. If our program was not
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better than regular WIC, then, there would be no point in having our program!
So, our study included 12 WIC clinics in California. A computer randomly
picked six clinics to receive the Internet weight-loss program and six clinics
to receive the regular WIC program.

Women in the regular WIC program saw their WIC counselors about every
1-3 months and received free food and information about healthy eating and
nutrition.

Women in the new Internet weight-loss program received everything that
the women in regular WIC received. They also received an Internet-based
weight-loss program. The program was in English and Spanish (Figure 2)
and had lots of information in it! See Table 1 to check out everything that the
website offered.

The women in the new weight-loss program also received text messages on
their phones a couple of times every week. The text messages reminded and
encouraged the mothers to stay motivated to lose the extra fat from pregnancy.
The women could also attend monthly group meetings at WIC if they wanted
extra support or needed help using the website.

We found that mothers in the Internet weight-loss group lost five pounds more
than mothers in the regular WIC group at the end of the 12-month program!
The Internet weight-loss group lost 7.0 Ibs (3.2 kg) and the usual WIC group
lost 2.0 1bs (0.9 kg). This difference between the groups was big enough that
it could not have just happened by chance.

We also found that the Internet weight-loss program helped more women get
back to the weight that they were before pregnancy; 32.8% of women in the
Internet weight-loss group were back to their original weight, compared with
18.6% of mothers in the usual WIC program. Also, mothers who received the
Internet weight-loss program reduced their waist size by 1.6 inches (4.0 cm),
which was 1.1 inches (2.8 cm) more reduction than mothers in the usual WIC
program. These differences were also big enough that they could not have just
happened by chance.

This study is the very first to show that an Internet weight-loss program can
help women lose weight after having babies. The Internet weight-loss program
helped low-income women from all different backgrounds.
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FIGURE 2

Fit Moms/Mamas Activas *
webpages were available : }@ Suzanne 3phelarn
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Quick Links: To Do | Diary | Lesson

< For You Today

Please enter your weight on the website as soon as possible so that the Fit Moms team can
provide you with the best support. Entering your weight each week is an important part of the

program.

% Lessons (ARcHIvE] % Tip of the Week (aRcrive)
SMART SNACKING FOR MOMS
Lesson 52: Hungry (or are you bored)? If you are really hungry
+ 5 but do not know what to grab, try some of these
Congratu_latlons' A smart snacks options here. They will get you through
You Did It! . to your next meal without breaking your calorie bank.

These ideas are good for the whole family, too.

Click on the "Go To
Lesson" button above
to read the lesson.
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Thank you for participating Last Post Fit Moms have walked
in the Walk across CA! We N Subject: [[POST_SUBJECT]) 12,843,877 steps. That's
.
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Enlaces Réapidos: Hacer | Diario | Leccion

< Para Usted Hoy

Por favor apunte su peso en el sitio web tan pronto como sea posible para que el equipo de
Mamés Activas le pueda dar el mejor soporte. Apuntar su peso cada semana es una actividad
esencial en este programa.

(ARCrivo) (RATALECSIN) | ¥+ Sugerencia de la Semana (ARCHIVO) (FALASUGERENGIA)
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aguantar hasta la préxima comida sin sobrepasar su
Pulse "IraLa presupuesto calérico. Y son buenas para toda la
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* Mamas Activas * ) * q :
{Gracias por participar en Ultimo Anuncio Las Mamés Activas han
la Caminata a través de N Tema: [[POST_SUBJECT]] caminado 12,843,877
CA! Esperamos que le / o Fecha: [[POST_DATE]] pasos. Esas son 6422
haya motivado a moverse. ;/ ?\> Hora: [[POST_TIME]) millas (jsin gastar plata en
\ L asolinal

FIGURE 2

Women who received the Internet weight-loss program lost five more pounds
than women in the usual WIC program. That may not seem like a lot, but even
that amount can lower risk of several diseases later in life [3]. The weight-loss
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Activas website offered
tools to help mothers get
back to the weight they
were before pregnancy.
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The website had:

A weekly lesson to read/video to watch that gave instructions on ways to eat healthy,
exercise, and lose weight.

An online “tracker” where women could record their daily food and drinks and also
keep track of their daily minutes of exercise.

A resource area that provided several recipes and information about places where the
women could exercise with their babies.

A “chat room” where the women could write questions and comments to each other
and ask for support.

“Diaper Points.” These points were given every time a woman visited the website and
tracked her eating and activity. Women also got points for going to WIC meetings.
Women could exchange the points for prizes, like diapers, books, creams, and other
small gifts for mothers. Diapers points were designed to motivate women to visit the
website.

A weekly episode of a soap opera. This entertainment was designed to keep women
motivated to view the website at least once per week.

program also reduced women’s waist circumferences, which can also help
promote long-term health.

WIC serves half of all mothers in California and 54.8% of mothers in the
United States as a whole. If the Fit Mothers/Mamas Activas program becomes
part of the regular WIC program, it could help many women get closer to the
weight they were before pregnancy and to avoid serious diseases later in life.
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