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Enroll in

Enroll in

WIC ~1.5 weeks Receiving Benefit  ·  Renew every 6 (breastfeeding) or 12 (not breastfeeding) months Renew Renew End of Benefit

SNAP ~30 days Receiving Benefit  ·  Renew every 6 months Renew Renew Renew

TANF ~45 days Receiving Benefit  ·  Renew every 3 months Renew Renew Renew End of Benefit

The prenatal period is a critical time to learn and 
apply for benefits. Access to digestible and 
recurring information about relevant benefits, 
reinforced by touch points with trusted service 
providers, are fundamental to preparing expectant 
parents for the journey ahead. 

Birth is an overwhelming and impractical time to learn 
about and apply for benefits. Facts are easily forgotten and 
physical information is often misplaced. However, without 
adequate support in place before birth, families in need of 
assistance may experience a gap in meeting essential needs 
and may continue to struggle without benefits. 

The immediate postpartum period can 
be leveraged as an important touch 
point to provide information to those 
who didn’t learn about benefits during 
the prenatal period and fill immediate 
needs for essentials.

More communication around postpartum mental 
health care is needed to support new parents, though 
limited staff capacity can make this challenging. 
Postpartum checks can be better utilized to provide 
holistic care for families, including addressing postpartum 
anxiety/depression and connecting families to benefits.  

The postpartum period is a critical period for accessing 
benefits and applying for early childhood programs like Head 
Start and the childcare voucher. Competing life experiences like 
postpartum anxiety/depression, social isolation, health changes, 
and relocation can make accessing benefits both more difficult, 
yet more crucial for families during this stage.

There is a significant unmet need for childcare during the early 
childhood period which can force families to make painful tradeoffs, 
particularly low-income families and families of color. Programs like 
Head Start and childcare vouchers have long waitlists that can take 
years to get off, and there is a blind spot surrounding kindergarten 
readiness and special education resources for many parents.

PRENATAL TO BIRTH | 10 months postpartum | 1 year early childhood | 1-5 years

“For someone that is comfortable 
and wants to actually keep their 
baby, [...] as soon as someone 
says, ‘hey, you're pregnant,’ you 
need to know about WIC because 
you need to get that food and 
protein. You need to get those 
prenatal pills and everything 
into you as quick as possible to 
give your baby that best chance.”

—Mother of three.

“They left a lot of 
pamphlets in the 
room, but I mean, I 
was in and out of it 
because I was tired.”

—Mother of four.

“They already have all 
this information, why 
do I have to bring all 
the paperwork again 
like I'm applying for 
the first time?”

—Mother, North Carolina.

“With my first son I went 
back to work within four 
days. I was back at school in 
two days.”

—Mother of three.

“It's hard enough finding childcare 
with my infant. There's not a lot of 
places open that are even taking 
infants right now. But to know that  
we're not able to get on that list, 
because I don't have a job. I don't 
think that's fair. You can't work if you 
don't have childcare. And if you try to 
work, all you're doing is working to 
pay for childcare.”

—Mother of three.

“I was always sacrificing 
myself and getting certain 
low-paying jobs for fear of 
making too much money.” 

—Mother, New Hampshire.

“I believe there should be one 
[application] across the board, that 
WIC can reach into the food stamps 
database in order to get our 
information so that way it would be 
easier. Kind of like a one application 
and done for food stamps, Medicaid, 
WIC, and early Head Start.”

—Mother, recently moved to new state.

“I wish that all of them [WIC 
and other services] are right 
there together for people that 
don't have good transportation. 
Because if you don't have 
transportation, you can’t go 
from here, way across town, you 
know, back across town all over 
the place.”

—Single mother.

Learn About Benefits
After learning they’re pregnant, many 
moms begin searching for resources. 
To effectively digest this information, 
they need to learn repeatedly, in bite-
size chunks, and from a trusted source.

Cognitive Overload

Sudden floods of resources are 
difficult to digest.

Eligibility Misconceptions

Widespread misconceptions about 
eligibility deter moms from applying. 
This is particularly prevalent 
amongst mixed-status families.

Apply to Benefits
Moms face several barriers when applying to 
benefits and programs. 

Human Touch

Limited access to a human for support leaves 
moms feeling alone and confused as they 
navigate systems.

Families appreciate referrals to other benefits 
when enrolling in Medicaid and SNAP.

Digital Streamlining

Low availability of virtual (online, phone, or 
text) apps prevents moms from applying on 
their own time.

WIC offices often serve as information and 
referral hubs for other benefits and programs.

Transportation and Time Costs

Burdensome application processes take time to 
fill out, and sometimes require in-person visits 
to the benefits office. Moms with limited 
transportation access find it difficult to travel to 
benefits offices to complete their applications. 

Tracking Application Status

Lack of quick, proactive alerts causes moms to 
miss ‘make-or-break’ issues with their 
application and risk rejection.

Arrange for Time-Off 
Work if Available

Lack of Leave

Most companies don’t offer paid 
maternity leave, posing a financial 
challenge for pregnant people.

Only 23 percent of workers have 
access to paid leave. (KFF)

Return to Work
Moms struggle to balance going back to work 
while continuing to care for their newborn.

Initial Care Gap

New parents without benefits can’t afford 
time off after giving birth and most 
daycares don’t take babies until they are 6 
to 8 weeks old.

40% of female caregivers left the 
workforce or reduced their work hours 
since the pandemic began, largely 
because of childcare related challenges. 
(Rapid, Stanford University)

Bring Baby Home
Lack of Postpartum Support

Many moms do not have access to post-
birth wellness visits. Postpartum anxiety, 
depression, and health complications 
make it even more difficult to access the 
benefits and supports they need. 

Service Gaps for Physical Goods

Moms lack key physical goods like 
diapers and breast pumps after giving 
birth. Costs for these physical goods fall 
outside of inflexible benefit program 
coverage, and reimbursement can be 
slow and cumbersome. 

Baby food, formula, and diapers alone 
cost ~$200/month. Minimum wage 
workers only earn ~$1,250/month. 
(Parenting.com) 

Renew & Apply for Additional 
Benefits
Moms face barriers to maintain benefits as 
they juggle the responsibilities of parenthood.

Childcare Catch 22

Quality childcare is inaccessible and 
expensive, but finding or maintaining a job 
while looking after children is difficult. The 
problem is compounded by work 
requirements for benefit programs.

Tracking Timelines

Application & re-enrollment timelines are 
hard to track across multiple programs, and 
varied eligibility requirements causes 
confusion.

Painful Tradeoffs

Benefit cliffs force moms to forgo long-term 
opportunities in order to maintain short term 
income and keep their family afloat.

People are six times more likely to leave 
CalFresh in the month that they have to fill 
out paperwork to confirm their eligibility. 
(CalPolicyLab)

Find & Enroll in Formal 
Childcare
Moms often struggle to find affordable 
and adequate childcare, complicating 
their plans to return to work. 

Long Waitlists for Federal Early 
Childhood Programs

In some states, waitlists for Head Start 
programs can be as long as 1-2 years. 
CCDF vouchers often have long waitlists 
too. Because of this, moms feel they 
have to sacrifice their child’s 
educational development for more 
affordable family, friend and neighbor 
care.

Value of Formal Childcare

Parents value being able to enroll their 
children in formal childcare because it 
better prepares them for Pre-K and 
Kindergarten, compared to family, 
friend and neighbor care.

Strong Programs

Head Start programs provide children 
with a great education and help cover 
the cost of childcare for parents. 

Of the 12.8 million children who were 
eligible for childcare subsidies in an 
average month in 2018, only 15% 
actually received assistance. (ASPE)

“In my son's case we were not able 
to send him to pre-school. In 
Arizona, we were not aware of any 
public pre-school. Private pre-
school was way too expensive and 
then COVID hit and I took it as a 
sign that he wasn’t going.”

—Mother, recently moved to new state.

Find & Enroll in Pre-K
It can be difficult for moms to find free 
Pre-K programs.

Lack of Universal Pre-K

Many moms can’t afford private Pre-K 
and don’t have access to free programs. 
Because of this, they forgo Pre-K 
altogether. This can have detrimental 
effects on a child’s learning and 
preparation for Kindergarten. 

Find & Enroll in Kindergarten
Moms, especially new moms, are often unfamiliar 
with kindergarten readiness standards. 

Kindergarten Readiness

New parents or those who recently moved often 
aren’t aware of learning milestones 

their child needs to meet to enter Kindergarten. 
In some localities, this can limit a child’s 
Kindergarten enrollment options.

Child’s 5th 
Birthday

Confirm Pregnancy
Proof of pregnancy may be 
required for enrolling in Medicaid.

In 2020, 1 in 5 uninsured eligible 
women were not enrolled in 
Medicaid—2M Women. (KFF)

Medicaid ~45 days Receiving Benefit  ·  Renew every 12 months (may vary by state, federal law requires states to provide pregnancy-related Medicaid coverage through 60 days postpartum) Renew Renew

“One common myth that we heard 
was that they thought that if their 
children received SNAP or WIC 
then when their children became 18 
years old they would have to pay the 
government back. [...] Other ones 
that just fear of deportation, you 
know, immigration, that's huge. So 
a lot of in the Spanish-speaking 
community [...] did not access SNAP 
or WIC because of fear.” 

—Frontline Staff, North Carolina.

“[The doctor would 
respond] sarcastically if 
I would ask certain 
questions. And it made 
me feel uncomfortable. 
Because it's like, okay, 
I'm already doing this 
on my own.” 

—Mother of four.

Attend Pre-Natal Appointments
Pre-natal appointments are a key moment for 
applicants to learn about benefits and programs 
from their trusted providers.

Missing Information Touchpoint

Parents who miss pre-natal appointments, 
people with no insurance or LGBTQ+ parents 
in surrogacy agreements, may have fewer 
information touchpoints and miss key 
opportunities to learn about resources.

Resource Skepticism

Many moms (particularly BIPOC moms) 
distrust health and benefits systems due to 
negative past experiences. This distrust can 
thwart opportunities to learn about resources.

Benefits Referral
Staff Workload

Staff can be overwhelmed with their caseload 
and often don’t have the time to connect 
families to relevant information or stay up to 
date on the newest referrals.

Renew Benefits
Moms might have to renew some 
benefits during pregnancy if they 
applied early in the pre-natal period. 
SNAP needs to be renewed every 6 
months and TANF every 3 months.

Renewal Dropoff and Churn 

Renewals are a critical drop-off point 
with confusing timelines, masses of 
paperwork, and the burden of re-
proving eligibility. This imposes time, 
financial, and emotional costs on the 
expectant mother.

L L L LFind Family & Community Support
Friends, family, and community-based organizations 
are key supports for moms. 

Language Barriers

It’s hard for people with low English proficiency to 
find information in their language.

Community Misconceptions

Sometimes moms who rely on word of mouth 
resources from family and friends receive 
inaccurate information. Misconceptions about 
benefits can circulate this way.

Trusted Sources

Mom—especially undocumented or with low 
English proficiency—trust Community Based 
Organizations, places of worship, and friends 
and family as sources of reliable information.

Local & CBO Referrals
Lack of Centralized Information

It’s hard for Community Based Organizations to 
keep track of all the free and local resources 
available for families.

Detailed Local Knowledge

Staff at Community Based Organizations often are 
proactive and work with parents to assess needs 
they might not even be aware of. 

“Caseworkers are so 
overwhelmed. It takes them 
a while to get back to the 
participants [after they 
apply]. And then if the 
participant has a question, 
it's a whole big production 
to get answers, or callbacks.”

—Frontline Staff, Michigan.

“When I'm looking for 
help for families that are 
undocumented, churches 
are the best resources. 
They don't ask for any 
documentation.”

—Frontline Staff, North 
Carolina.

“It takes a lot of intentionality 
by staff members and volunteers 
to keep track of all the resources 
in the community, and it takes a 
lot of coordination to keep that 
up to date and relevant and 
make appropriate referrals.”

—Frontline Staff, North Carolina.

“My Medicaid moms, they depend on 
WIC to provide their breast pump for 
them. [Oklahoma] Medicaid doesn't 
cover them with a breast pump. And 
so if these moms deliver early, or if 
they experience lactation challenges 
in the hospital, they're going home 
without a breast pump, and then 
they're having to try to get in with 
WIC in a timeframe to get a breast 
pump and that's not always possible 
for these moms. [...] Sometimes it 
can take weeks to get into WIC.”

—Frontline Staff, Oklahoma.

“Parents expect that the pediatrician 
would bring up Kindergarten 
readiness but that’s not happening. 
They expect the school district will 
send a notice out when the child is 
three or four. This is all way harder 
for families that move around a lot 
or aren’t connected to the 
community.”

—Frontline Staff, New Hampshire 

Enroll Baby in Medicaid
Easy Process

Moms who are already on Medicaid 
can get their baby auto-enrolled 
without any additional paperwork.

Give Birth
Birth-Time Haze

Birth is an overwhelming and 
impractical time to learn about 
and apply for benefits. Facts are 
easily forgotten and physical 
information is often misplaced.

HEAD START ~varies End of Benefit

CCDF ~varies

ABOUT THIS MAP
The journey map illustrates the current experience 
of moms accessing supports and public benefits 
from pregnancy until their child turns five.

Key Learnings

The key learnings provide an overview of major 
themes and interventions for each journey phase.

Key Moments

Key moments provide a detailed look at the pain 
points and bright spots moms experience during 
each journey phase.

Mother Touchpoints

Frontline Staff Touchpoints

Pain Point

These are moments in the journey where 
moms expressed issues with current systems 
and processes. 

Bright Spot

These are moments in the journey that 
highlight parts of the system that are 
working well for moms.

L Learning Moment

There are many instances throughout a mother’s 
zero to five journey in which they learn about 
benefits and other resources. These moments 
are represented by a circle with an L.

G Government Interaction Point

Similarly, there are many instances throughout a 
mother’s zero to five journey in which they 
interact with public entities. These moments are 
represented by a circle with a G.

Stories

Included are first-hand stories from mothers and 
frontline staff navigating the zero to five journey. 
Quotes from these stories are represented by 
blue and gray blocks.

“Mother Quote”

—Source

“Frontline Staff Quote”

—Source
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