
Spotlight—the role of a WIC peer counselor 

We interviewed a peer counselor in the New Hampshire WIC program to learn about her role in 
helping moms and families along their breastfeeding journeys.  

Meet Mackenzie Presher, from Southern New Hampshire Services WIC Program 

Mackenzie Presher is a new Breastfeeding Peer Counselor at 
the Southern New Hampshire Services WIC Program, one of 
60 programs this community action agency runs, which 
serves 50 percent of the State’s population residing in 
Hillsborough and Rockingham counties. 

The Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 
Infants, and Children, known as WIC, is one of the federal 
nutrition programs. While funded through grants from the 
federal government, WIC is administered by State agencies, 
with services provided at a variety of clinics.  “WIC provides a 

variety of public health services to eligible families, including supplemental foods, nutrition education 
and breastfeeding support resources such as lactation consultation, breastfeeding peer counseling, and 
breastfeeding supplies including breast pumps,” explained Lizbeth Silbermann, Regional Administrator 
for the US Department of Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Program.  

Getting back into public health 

Presher, whose been a peer counselor for 8 months now, came to WIC in a roundabout way. With a 
degree in biology and a master's in public health, she previously worked in a microbiology lab for a 
pharmaceutical company. Once she started having children, she left the workforce to raise her family. 
When her youngest started going to school full-time she got a job in her local school district, but when 
the pandemic hit, she started re-evaluating what she wanted to be doing. She decided she wanted to 
find something that used the degrees she’d work so hard for. 

“When I started job searching and came across a breastfeeding peer counselor job at WIC, I thought it 
would be perfect as this is public health,” said Presher. “I feel strongly about breastfeeding, I breastfed 
my three children and felt I could make a difference.” 

Role of a peer counselor 

As a WIC peer counselor, Presher explains her role is to support breastfeeding, both for pregnant 
women and breastfeeding moms. She talks with moms about what to expect while they are pregnant 
and helps answer any questions or concerns they have. Once the baby is born, she checks in with moms 
to see how things are going and offers support to help them continue to breastfeed. 

“I always try to meet moms where they are at,” said Presher. “Some moms come into the program 
having breastfed before and they're really experienced so may not need a lot of support. But I always 
say every mom and baby combination is different, so I let them know I am here to support them. Other 
times new moms come in who have never breastfed but are passionate about it and have lots of 
questions and I’m here to support them throughout their breastfeeding journey.”  



“We’re lucky to have formula,” said Presher, explaining that not all moms can or choose to breastfeed, 
“but there are lots of benefits to breastfeeding for both moms and babies. For moms it helps reduce 
their risk of anemia and breast and ovarian cancers and there’s a lot of bonding that goes on between 
mom and baby. Breastmilk provides baby antibodies to every sickness mom has ever had. It’s really 
beneficial to baby. Mom’s body makes exactly what baby needs in terms of nutrition. It’s pretty amazing 
stuff.”  

According to the CDC, breast milk is the best source of nutrition for most babies. And as baby grows, a 
mom’s breast milk will change to meet his or her nutritional needs. The American Academy of Pediatrics 
recommends exclusive breastfeeding for about the first 6 months, with continued breastfeeding along 
with introducing appropriate complementary foods for up to 2 years of age or longer. 

Presher feels there is a misplaced mindset out there that says you must either exclusively breastfeed or 
do formula; that there is no in-between. In reality, Presher says “any breastmilk that a mom provides is 
beneficial to baby for as long as she can do it. I have a lot of moms who want to both breastfeed and 
supplement with formula, and I support their choice on how they feed their baby. I had a mom with a 
baby that wouldn’t latch during the day, only at night so she pumped her milk and bottle fed it during 
the day. The mom told me some people told her she’s not really breastfeeding because she is pumping. I 
felt she was putting in more work to ensure she fed her baby breastmilk as it’s a lot more work pumping 
and then cleaning all the supplies and that her level of commitment was amazing. She was so 
appreciative of hearing that.” 

“Our peer counselors play a vital role in supporting NH families with their breastfeeding goals. We are 
fortunate to have many wonderful and talented breastfeeding peer counselors, like Mackenzie, to 
support nursing mothers and their infants”, says Lissa Sirois, NH WIC Director. “NH WIC offers peer 
counseling services statewide through our in-person WIC clinics and via the telephone. All of our peers 
go above and beyond to support families from pregnancy through that critical first year of 
development.” 

Breastfeeding challenges 

Presher acknowledges breastfeeding is really hard and challenging. “For that first month, mom is 
breastfeeding 8 to 12 times in a 24-hour period and until mom and baby get the hang of it, each feeding 
can last 45 minutes, so it takes up a lot of your day,” explained Presher. “If you don’t have support at 
home, it makes it really difficult. I work with a lot of single moms that don’t have someone to help with 
the chores around the house, meal prep or laundry; they are doing everything, so it’s hard to focus on 
breastfeeding. 

Some moms I work with don’t have anyone telling them they are doing a good job; some come from 
difficult home situations. I always tell them what a good job they are doing and praise their choices. 
Moms often thank me for reaching out and tell me they were having a tough day and that they needed 
to hear that. I don’t think moms get enough credit, and I don’t think people understand how hard being 
a mom really is.” 

Presher recently called a mom who asked her to call back in 30 minutes. When she called back the mom 
thanked her saying it was the only 30 minutes she had to take a shower and she really appreciated that 



she was willing to wait to talk with her. “It’s those simple little things for a mom when they are in the 
trenches those first couple weeks, which can make a huge difference.”  

Returning to work presents another obstacle to breastfeeding moms. “During that first month there is a 
big learning curve of mom learning baby and baby learning mom and establishing your milk supply,” said 
Presher. “A lot of moms have to head back to work after 6 weeks so then they need to pump while away 
from baby and that’s a big barrier for lots of moms.” 

To help moms navigate these challenges, Presher talks to pregnant moms about building that support 
system. She advises them to tell their doctor of their intention to breastfeed and ask family and friends 
if they can help out once baby is born. “Bringing over a meal or having someone hold baby so mom can 
take a shower are simple things that are a huge help” says Presher.  

For moms that will be returning to work, Presher says “I start having them pump and store their milk to 
build up a stockpile so if something comes up and they can’t pump there is a backup of breastmilk 
available and that helps reduce mom’s stress.”  

Impact of the formula recall/shortage and the pandemic 

In terms of the formula recall and shortage Presher said, “I had a lot of panicked moms. I had a lot of 
calls from moms who were breastfeeding, but not exclusively breastfeeding and were supplementing 
with some formula that now wanted to increase their milk supply and try to reduce their need for 
formula. I’ve had a bunch of pregnant moms say they don’t want to use formula and want to learn all 
about breastfeeding before the baby is born.”  

In terms of the pandemic, WIC pivoted from an in-person approach to remote. While today, moms are 
starting to come back into the office for appointments, Presher said there is a real benefit to the remote 
aspect of connecting with moms via phone, text and email. “It’s hard for busy moms with a new baby to 
come in for an appointment, so connecting on the phone has been better in certain regards. It is always 
good to see them face to face, but I think having that constant support through phone and text is helpful 
to a lot of moms.” 

Presher’s favorite thing about being a peer counselor in the WIC program is, “I absolutely love 
supporting women.  I think women are amazing. What our bodies can do between pregnancy and then 
breastfeeding; it’s a woman’s superpower.”   

For more information about the Southern New Hampshire Services WIC Program, contact 
https://www.snhs.org/services/women-infants-children-wic 
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