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Spotlighting the Role of a New York Breastfeeding Peer Counselor 
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With more than half of the infants in the country participating in WIC, USDA shines a spotlight on the 
important role of the WIC Program’s Breastfeeding Peer Counselors. 

Hear from a Breastfeeding Peer Counselor in New York 
In New York mom of two Nikki Shaw has been helping moms breastfeed since 2007, when she started 
her career as a Peer Counselor for Washington County WIC in Hudson Falls, NY.   

Shaw said she grew up in a multi-generational matriarchal household, where breastfeeding was thought of 
not as a choice, but rather part of the motherhood experience. “The one thing we all knew,” said Shaw, 
“WIC was where you went to get information and support to have a healthy pregnancy and childhood.” 

Shaw sought out WIC in 1999 when she was pregnant with her first child Raynebow. At that the time 
Breastfeeding Peer Counselors were volunteers who were few and far between. “Coming from a strong 
woman-run family asking for help was no easy task, and did I ever need help,” said Shaw. “My Peer 
Counselor was kind, patient, knowledgeable and real. Just another mom like me willing to help me feed 
my baby without judgment. She helped me immensely, giving me real life tips to take home and continue 
to successfully breastfeed for 12 months.” 

Shaw’s Peer Counselor was no longer at the Agency when Xaivier was born in 2003, but she said, “I was 
able to use what she taught me, along with the help of the WIC Nutritionist, to successfully breastfeed my 
son for 12 months as well.”  

By 2007 Shaw said WIC felt like part of her family so “when asked if I 
would be interested in training to be a Breastfeeding Peer Counselor, there 
was no doubt as I felt destiny had intervened,” said Shaw. “Fourteen years 
later I am still committed to helping parents feed their babies the best way 
they choose to. With loving guidance, respect and compassion like I was 
shown many years ago.” 

“Peer Counselors play an essential role in assisting families with their 
breastfeeding goals and are available both during and in between 
appointments when families need them most,” said Corie Nadzan, WIC 

Director for New York. “New York is fortunate to have such devoted staff in our WIC Peer Counseling 
Programs to support families throughout their entire breastfeeding journey.” 

Peer Counselors become invaluable, knowledgeable friends who are there to help when parents need 
it.  Shaw is now a Senior Peer Counselor, “offering breastfeeding/chest feeding information, tips and 
support in a nonjudgmental, caring environment,” said Shaw. “I make myself available 24/7 by phone and 
text. I enjoy helping parents set feeding goals and working through challenges. We celebrate successes 
and cry together during the tough times.” 

Whether you breastfed for 1 day, 1 hour or many years, Shaw says it is worth it because “the endless 
health aspects of breastmilk are amazing, but so is that ability to intimately bond with another human 
being. It’s a bond that lasts a lifetime. “ 

Breastfeeding is very personal, and Shaw takes an honest and direct approach. “I share my personal 
experiences with moms and tell them how breastfeeding made me feel,” said Shaw. “Breastfeeding is the 
hardest thing you will ever do. You will love and hate it at the same time.  It is full of self-sacrifice, pain, 



humor, regrets, tiredness, overwhelming feelings and love. Years later when your children are grown you 
can look back, know you tried your best at the time, and that’s what matters.” 

The pandemic changed how WIC serves parents, switching from in-person to remote services. “Pre-
COVID, I had set office hours with walk-in services available along with 24-hour phone accessibility,” 
explained Shaw. “Since we switched to full remote services, all my counseling is done via phone and text. 
Our local hospital, Glenn Falls Hospital, has a great Lactation Department in its Joyce Stock Snuggery 
Childbirth Center, where I make frequent referrals for in-patient care. It has been invaluable during this 
time.” 

Parents face many challenges during pregnancy and delivery and the pandemic has added to that as 
families’ support networks shrank. During this time Shaw said, “WIC has been the light at the end of the 
tunnel for many families.” 

Illustrating that point, Shaw told the story of “working prenatally with a teen mom when the stress 
overwhelmed her, and she delivered at 32 weeks; her baby was placed in the NICU,” explained Shaw. 
“We spoke nightly when she was in the hospital and while she stayed at a charity house for parents of 
NICU babies. I was able to support this mom while isolated, alone and far from home. WIC provided a 
breast pump and support for when they returned home. We worked on latching the baby who started on a 
feeding tube, moved to being bottle fed, then to a nipple shield and eventually to breastfeeding. I am so 
proud of this mom and all her hard work to meet her breastfeeding goals. Currently mom and baby are 
exclusively breastfeeding 3 months strong! My ability to share in her experience empowers me to know 
I’m doing the right thing for society.” 

Shaw said one of her favorite aspects of being a Peer Counselor is the ability to stay at home to raise her 
family, while providing financially to her household. Another favorite part Shaw said, “is helping other 
families grow and flourish by passing on the love and knowledge of the breastfeeding experience. I am 
grateful and blessed to be part of such an important and unique Public Health Program.” 

WIC and Breastfeeding 
A major goal of the WIC Program is to improve the health of infants through breastfeeding; WIC staff 
encourage and support a mother’s individual breastfeeding goals and provide breastfeeding educational 
materials, counseling and guidance. Research suggests that breastfeeding lowers a baby's risk of certain 
infections and diseases, including ear infections, asthma, lower respiratory infections, diarrhea and 
vomiting, childhood obesity, eczema, type 2 diabetes, childhood leukemia or SIDS. Breastfeeding gives 
babies a healthy start in life. But it’s not just good for babies—it’s good for mom too. Breastfeeding can 
help moms recover more quickly from childbirth. 

“WIC is a trusted resource with many moms and caregivers turning to WIC for information on feeding 
their baby, second only to their doctors,” said Lizbeth Silbermann, Northeast Regional Administrator for 
USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service. 

The United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for 
Women, Infants, and Children - better known as WIC - serves to safeguard the health of low-income 
pregnant, postpartum, and breastfeeding women, infants, and children up to age 5 who are at nutritional 
risk by providing nutritious foods to supplement diets, information on healthy eating including 
breastfeeding promotion and support, and referrals to health care. More information about WIC can be 
found at www.fns.usda.gov/WIC. In New York, contact the Department of Health at 
https://www.health.ny.gov/prevention/nutrition/wic/ to find out more about WIC services. For WIC 
breastfeeding resources, visit https://www.health.ny.gov/prevention/nutrition/wic/breastfeeding/. 
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