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Introduction

Social Poverty in America

Oklahoma couple Ashleigh, twenty, and Mark, twenty- one, arrive hand 
in hand twenty minutes early for our first meeting.1 Ashleigh, seven 
months pregnant, has beautiful blue- green eyes and teeth stained a deep 
yellow. She is engaged and dramatic while we talk, frequently marking 
her points by making different faces or acting out moments of her sto-
ries. Mark’s eyes are noticeably bloodshot— perhaps from working the 
graveyard shift at KFC last night or from his pot habit. His manner of 
speaking is at once intense and distracted, leading him to talk emphati-
cally and off topic. They continue to hold hands throughout the hour or 
so we talk.

The two had been friends before their relationship turned romantic; 
they moved in together after only a month, and Ashleigh got pregnant— 
the first child for both— a few months later. Ashleigh feels more emo-
tionally cared for by Mark than she has in previous relationships. She 
says, “I don’t think of him as just a fiancé. I think of him as a best friend, 
and he is. He’s my best friend. If I didn’t have him, I’d probably be the 
loneliest person on the earth right now.”

When it comes to social support, Ashleigh and Mark lean heavily on 
one another. They explain that they’ve distanced themselves from their 
former group of friends, with whom they’ve had a good deal of con-
flict since getting together (they even say they’d like to move to another 
state to get away from what Mark describes as the “high school drama”). 
The couple had lived with Mark’s mother but had struggled to get along 
with her and Mark’s siblings. They now live with Ashleigh’s mom, which 
seems to be working out so far, although neither she nor they want the 
arrangement to last for very long.

With strained relations with family and friends, they’re trying not 
to enter parenthood alone. They’ve enrolled in a relationship education 
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program called Family Expectations that teaches couple communication 
and parenting skills. When I ask why, Mark explains, “At least be able to 
have some type of stability or being nearing stability by the time we’re 
done.” I seek to clarify, “Do you mean financial stability?” imagining 
how a couple that relies on Mark’s $1,000 a month in earnings— putting 
them well below the poverty line— would be laser- focused on dollars 
and cents. But Mark corrects me: “Not the case of financial, ’cause with 
the way kids are nowadays, we’re not going to be financially stable for 
years now. And I know that. But just get to the case where we’re not try-
ing to rip each other’s heads off. . . . Just family stability.”2

An engaged couple like Ashleigh and Mark, with the man working 
full- time, isn’t usually what we think of when we hear the term “welfare 
recipient,” but due to a little- known twist in the sweeping welfare re-
form act of 1996, some states now use welfare dollars to fund programs 
popularly referred to as “marriage promotion”— but known to program 
developers and staff as “relationship education.” Programs like the one 
Ashleigh and Mark attend, Family Expectations, aim to teach new par-
ents concrete skills for managing conflict in productive ways; the end 
goal is to have more children raised by both parents in a healthy, com-
mitted relationship. In a series of group workshops, couples learn about 
fighting fair and communicating well. And so, although Ashleigh and 
Mark do not receive cash assistance from welfare, welfare dollars flow 
their way nonetheless, paying for the relationship education workshop 
leaders, the reclining love seats where they relax during their classes, and 
the dinners they eat during workshop breaks.

Relationship Education: Its Critics, Its Supporters, and a Puzzle

These programs are not new, nor is criticism of them. Journalist Kath-
erine Boo’s 2003 assessment of such programs in the New Yorker was 
withering. While the programs funded with welfare reform dollars had 
yet to be instituted across the country, Oklahoma positioned itself at the 
vanguard of this effort, offering relationship education programs to its 
low- income residents. Boo painted a vivid picture of men who were not 
interested in committed relationships and women too weighed down 
with the struggles of poverty to attend to much else. Although her por-
trayal of these men and women was sympathetic, her depiction of the 
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programs was not. She posed the question, “Is wedlock really a way out 
of poverty?” Her conclusion in the article was so self- evident that she 
never had to directly articulate the answer— it was a resounding no.

A few months before Boo’s article was published, USA Today colum-
nist Julianne Malveaux critiqued such relationship education programs 
by saying the government can’t “sprinkle magic dust on poor unmar-
ried parents, hook them up and expect poverty to disappear.”3 Business 
Week columnist Alexandra Starr referred to the Bush administration’s 
proposal to fund such programs as “a little- noticed twist on social engi-
neering by government.”4

Such criticisms had not gone away by the time Ashleigh and Mark 
made their way to a relationship education program. Particularly with 
same- sex marriage now legal, the tendency in the relationship education 
field to focus efforts on opposite- sex couples was out of date and exclu-
sionary.5 To some, a focus on any kind of two- parent families was out 
of sync with the rapid changes in family structure we’ve seen in recent 
decades. In a 2016 New York Times editorial, Eduardo Porter said, “Mar-
riage is increasingly unpopular. . . . [I]nstead of trying to reconstruct 
the conventional family of yore, why not devote resources to improving 
the welfare of families as they are?” National Public Radio’s Marketplace 
hosts The Uncertain Hour podcast, which spent an entire show discuss-
ing Oklahoma’s relationship education efforts, returning to the ground 
Boo tread years earlier.6 The reporter’s takeaway was that these programs 
were a waste, with funds misdirected: “In the fifteen years the program 
has been going, the state’s poverty rate has barely budged. Its marriage 
rate has continued to decline.” The headline of Rebecca Rosen’s 2016 
Atlantic article on the topic stated flatly: “Marriage will not fix poverty.”

Clearly, media reports have been damning across the board. Mean-
while, in the political arena, liberals love to hate these programs, and 
few conservatives seem very interested in defending them.7 This is, 
perhaps, unsurprising given the limited evidence supporting their ef-
ficacy. Randomized controlled trials have shown a modest impact— at 
best— in terms of keeping couples together. Among the initiatives that 
were funded under President George W. Bush were the Building Strong 
Families (BSF) and the Supporting Healthy Marriage (SHM) evalua-
tions; these examined relationship education programs that focused on 
helping participants to develop skills to facilitate positive interactions 
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and manage conflict in a healthy way. The BSF evaluation focused on 
unmarried parents and found no significant impacts on participants’ re-
lationship quality or stability.8 SHM, targeting married parents, found 
small but significant improvements in couples’ happiness, distress, and 
communication, among other relationship qualities. However, couples 
who enrolled in the program were no more likely to still be together two 
and a half years after the program than those who did not.9

And yet, despite all this evidence, one group staunchly comes to the 
defense of these programs: the participants themselves, like Ashleigh 
and Mark.  I spent a year diving deeply into one of these programs, 
perhaps the most famous (or infamous) of them— a program for low- 
income couples in Oklahoma City, the city that Katherine Boo visited 
years earlier. Over that year, I talked to thirty- one couples multiple 
times, both individually and together, for a total of 192 interviews. These 
parents were about twenty- five years old, on average; more than eight in 
ten had a high school diploma or less; around a third were white, just 
under a quarter were black, and more than a third were in interracial 
relationships; and, on average, they had two children and a family in-
come of about $1,450 a month.10 Starting from when they first enrolled 
until their time in the program was coming to an end, I met with these 
parents, often in their homes, but sometimes in fast- food restaurants 
or public parks, to learn about their experiences. And what I observed 
surprised me. Again and again, participants gushed with praise for the 
program.

Robert, a twenty- one- year- old first- time father, says of the relation-
ship education program he attended, “It was like Family Expectations 
put a phrase or a word above the problem we had. It was like ‘This is 
your problem here’ so now we knew how to take  .  .  . what steps we 
needed to . . . take care of it, so that was definitely building us up stron-
ger each week.” Otis and Denelle, a couple in their thirties, contrast the 
atmosphere of the housing project where they live with that of Family 
Expectations. Otis says of their apartment complex, “If we was not here 
a lot of things would be a lot different. We could get out and laugh and 
do other things. When you’re sitting here, [you’re] stuck in this black 
cloud.” Denelle compares this to their relationship education program, 
saying, “With Family Expectations you get peace of mind. You’re around 
good, positive people. Nothing negative. Nothing.”
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In short, couples seem to be getting something vital out of the pro-
gram. Perhaps the value of such programs is not what the program’s 
architects imagined it would be or researchers had been measuring and 
statistically modeling. After all, “building us up stronger” and “peace 
of mind” don’t sound like the hallmarks of failed social policy, so what 
do we make of this puzzle? Why do the survey data and commenta-
tors conclude these programs have failed at “fixing poverty” and sup-
porting families while participants tout their success? I was perplexed 
by the enthusiasm parents— including those who dropped out of the 
program— displayed for its lessons about healthy relationships, its staff, 
and its influence on their relationships. If programs like Family Expecta-
tions were not an answer to material poverty, to which of clients’ other 
needs were they responding?

In this book, I explain how they are speaking to a fundamental need 
that young, poor Americans who are transitioning to parenthood feel 
keenly. In doing so, I urge a reconsideration of the conceptualization 
of poverty as solely a financial experience, which currently dominates 
our attention to what it means to lack essential resources. The program 
addressed the sources of what I term  “social poverty,” which so many 
parents experience— the “black cloud” Otis describes. Social poverty in-
volves lacking dependable friends or family members who provide emo-
tional support and companionship, and to whom you can safely disclose 
your vulnerabilities. Recall how Ashleigh says of Mark, “If I didn’t have 
him, I’d probably be the loneliest person on the earth right now.” Her 
young relationship with Mark is all that stands between her and social 
poverty, and so Ashleigh is on a precipice. Young adults like Ashleigh 
and Mark often lack the social supports they deeply desire, particularly 
as they are transitioning to parenthood.

For further proof, we can even listen to the words of the people Kath-
erine Boo interviewed for her article all those years ago. While Boo con-
cluded that relationship programs did not offer “a way out of poverty,” 
like so many other journalists and researchers, she missed that poverty 
is not just an economic experience; there is a form of poverty that is 
profoundly social as well.

One of the women Boo profiled in her article, Kim, described being 
“heart over heels” in love with her new boyfriend, Derrick, whom she 
hoped to marry. “The first time I slept with Derrick he asked, ‘Is this 
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O.K., does this feel right?’ And, after, I just burst out crying. Because 
when he held me I felt, this is it— this is the something I’ve been missing 
my whole life.” Kim’s mother lived in another state, her dad had never 
been a stable figure in her life, and her other relatives were less than 
trustworthy— one found her journal and passed it around for others to 
laugh at. This made Derrick’s caring arms feel like that much more of a 
safe haven. Another single mother in Boo’s story described her divorce 
as “a living death.” Even the pastor delivering the relationship program 
Boo visited— a man in his second marriage— said,

I’m not going to lie and say it’s easy. So I know some of you will wonder 
whether it’s worth it. But when you know how it feels to go home at night, 
to have them there every night, to have them trusting you, and to know 
you trust them back. . . . To find that person and have that feeling— that 
is worth struggling toward, it’s worth crying over. It is the worthiest of 
personal goals.

Perhaps the profound loneliness— the social poverty— of Kim and 
others like her is best captured in a detail Boo shares about Kim’s work 
as a telemarketer:

Some nights while Kim was trying to pitch A.T.&T.’s services to residents 
of Long Beach or Dayton or Scarsdale, the computers connected her to 
women who, she suspected, were struggling even harder than she was 
to get by— women who didn’t want to switch phone carriers, who just 
wanted to keep another voice on the end of the line. Sometimes . . . Kim 
asked the women about their jobs, the men who disappointed them, the 
bills they couldn’t pay. She learned the callers’ names, gave them her own, 
promised to stay in touch.

Their isolation is starkly on display in this desire to connect with and 
feel understood by someone, anyone— even a stranger halfway across 
the country.

This book’s premise is that the core need that these relationship edu-
cation programs address is not marriage or financial poverty but social 
poverty. It’s what gets parents in the door of such programs and what 
keeps them coming back. This draws our attention to the need for social 
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policies and programs to be crafted and evaluated with an awareness of 
social, not just economic, needs; our research studies of poverty need to 
do the same. To productively debate whether or not relationship pro-
grams should exist— Is this an area to which government funds should 
ever be directed? Is this an arena in which interventions can success-
fully effect change?— we must have an accurate understanding of the 
motivations and experiences of the people targeted by the policy. A key 
motivation for many young parents, I argue, is avoiding or escaping so-
cial poverty, and their responses to programs and policies flow, in part, 
from this motivation.

Social Poverty

Research on low- income families has traditionally presented theirs as 
lives of contrast: a struggle with material poverty set against rich kin 
ties; these relationships, Carol Stack11 and others have argued, serve as a 
protective buffer against financial scarcity. More recently, scholars have 
begun to call this into question, however, showing that the lives of lower- 
income families are often marked by mistrust and a lack of durable or 
reliable relationships.12 This research does not point to these as flaws in 
lower- income individuals; rather, relations are shaped, on the one hand, 
by power hierarchies between low- wage workers and their employers, 
and public benefit claimants and their case workers and, on the other 
hand, by an environment of limited resources and opportunities shared 
among poor people and their kin. Even relatives, romantic partners, and 
friends may be viewed with distrust,13 leaving a lack of emotional sup-
port and few allies in the fight against economic struggles. That is, social 
ties may not offset material circumstances— in fact, material poverty can 
perhaps be exacerbated by social poverty. Social relations are no longer 
the cozy refuge from financial struggles they were once portrayed to be.

While scholars are increasingly recognizing the multidimensional na-
ture of poverty, as a condition that goes far beyond whether or not one’s 
income falls above or below the government’s official poverty line,14 the 
research community still has not fully developed an adequate under-
standing of the social dimensions of poverty. The existing studies on 
poverty’s social component attend to the economic consequences of hav-
ing or lacking relationships. For example, researchers administer survey 
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questions that query whether people have friends or family members 
who could lend them money in a pinch, or they engage in in- depth ex-
plorations of the tenuous nature of the ties forged between those who 
make ends meet by doubling up in an apartment after an eviction.15 An 
extensive set of studies outlines the benefits of what scholars term “social 
capital,” or having social connections with those who can provide es-
sential resources, like a character reference or a job lead, that are key to 
financial success.16 However, this conceptualization of poverty’s social 
domain still maintains that poverty is a fundamentally economic experi-
ence, with relationships serving as a form of currency that can be used to 
get by or get ahead— a “rich” social network in this view is one that offers 
fungible resources, not emotional connections.17

I propose an expanded sense of what poverty means by taking more 
seriously the relational and emotional meaning and consequences of so-
cial poverty. Many of the parents I met described purposely separating 
themselves from their friends because they didn’t believe their friends 
had their best interests at heart; they talked about wanting to be more 
dependable for their children than they found their own parents to be 
for them; and they laid out their struggles in trying to trust one another 
and even trying to trust themselves in their romantic relationships. 
What they lacked was not just financial; they were coming up short in 
matters of the heart, not just the wallet.18

The consequences of social poverty are far more than hurt feelings. 
Feeling socially isolated or lacking in the emotional supports to buffer 
stressful times has been tied to poorer health behaviors and mental and 
physical health outcomes, including mortality.19 Better emotional sup-
ports during pregnancy are associated with a lower risk of postpartum 
depression for mothers and better birth outcomes for babies.20 Greater 
social support also appears to facilitate better parenting, such as efficacy 
and feelings of competence, and promotes children’s development.21 In 
short, just as with economic poverty, the effects of social poverty rever-
berate throughout families’ lives, including impacting the well- being of 
the next generation.

This social poverty is not unique to those struggling financially, but 
the circumstances of the parents I met seem particularly ripe for such 
social disadvantage. These low- income parents, like Ashleigh and Mark, 
are in the midst of a flurry of transitions that may disrupt other rela-
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tionships with friends and family and challenge the creation of secure 
romantic unions. Pregnancies often come relatively early on in relation-
ships, before firm commitments have been made. Therefore, there are 
multiple transitions taking place, as they work to embrace the roles of 
partner and parent and to figure out the responsibilities and daily ac-
tivities of these new roles. At the same time, most of these parents are 
quite young— in their early twenties— and, as such, are still engaged in 
the explorations of this stage of life: developing an identity independent 
from their parents, completing their educations, pursuing careers, and 
gaining residential and financial independence. And while our culture 
expects young adulthood to be an unfettered time, this notion conflicts 
with the requirements for successful, responsible parenting and partner-
ship; there is a fundamental mismatch between the demands of these 
parents’ new roles and their youth. Their difficulties in progressing down 
the path to adulthood can stand in the way of their fully occupying the 
roles of partner and parent in the ways they would like and our society 
dictates.

These many transitions create a real risk of social poverty. With these 
parents’ selves and lives so in flux, many of their relationships need to 
be renegotiated, including those with friends and family. For couples, 
developing trust in one another is challenging; doing so requires believ-
ing that your interests and expectations are aligned with those of your 
partner, which may well not be the case when so much of who you are 
and what you do is changing rapidly. Further, with little money in their 
pockets, their romantic relationships and possibilities for success as par-
ents feel constantly under threat, buffeted by the stresses of being unable 
to afford the lives they want for themselves and their children: having 
an income adequate to cover needs, and maybe a few wants, and stable 
enough to do so not just day to day but month to month. But as Mark, 
whom we met at the start of the chapter, explains, while these financial 
needs may not go away, he would like to be able to weather them with 
Ashleigh without “trying to rip each other’s heads off.” Ashleigh and 
Mark say they can get by without phone service, but they don’t want to 
get by without one another.

While the parents I met are unique insofar as they’ve chosen to par-
ticipate in a relationship education program, their wish to create lasting 
relationships is a common one. In a study of about 5,000 couples in cit-

Halpern_i_295.indd   9 3/15/19   10:07 AM



10 | Introduction

ies across the United States, researchers found that, at the birth of their 
child, the vast majority of unmarried parents— 73 percent of moms and 
88 percent of dads— said they wanted to raise the child together and get 
married.22 This embrace of marriage is not unique to unmarried parents 
either. Monitoring the Future, an annual survey of American adoles-
cents, has consistently found over the last forty years that approximately 
three- quarters of young people say having a good marriage is “extremely 
important” in life.23 Although lower- income men and women may 
struggle with financial and social poverty, that does not mean that their 
desires and hopes for trusting, lasting relationships have evaporated. 
Like their counterparts all along the socioeconomic spectrum, Family 
Expectations participants don’t want to be told to get married— which 
the program does not do24— but most do want to be married one day,25 
and they hope this program can help them secure that future.

I argue that by understanding social poverty, public policy can be 
recast to better meet the needs of young, poor parents, like the couples 
profiled here, and help them build stronger social networks that can sus-
tain them as they try to raise their children, in whatever family form 
they choose. Attending to financial needs alone does not come close 
to truly addressing poverty in all its forms, as it neglects people’s social 
lives and social needs. To this end, I explore the role social poverty may 
play in parents’ experiences with the Family Expectations program.

Welcome to Family Expectations

When you walk through the front door of the loft- style brick build-
ing in downtown Oklahoma City, as hundreds of couples do each year, 
friendly staff immediately greet you, inviting you in and offering you 
something to drink.26 The building is fresh, modern, and well main-
tained. On the first floor, you walk down a colorful hallway, decorated 
with black- and- white photos of babies— the decorations are family- 
friendly but not overly feminine. Here you can visit the nursery, which 
cares for children under two while their parents are in workshops down 
the hall or with their family support coordinators in private meeting 
rooms upstairs. The workshop rooms feature leather loveseat recliners 
with knitted throws available, appreciated by women in the late stages 
of their pregnancies. In a nearby kitchen and eating area, couples share 
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a meal during their workshop breaks. Off the dining room is the Crib, 
the onsite store at which couples can use the “Crib Cash” they earn for 
participating to obtain a wide array of new items for babies and children, 
ranging from diapers to cribs, educational toys to baby bathtubs. The 
overall impression is more of a professional organization than a stereo-
typical run- down social service program.

What Is Family Expectations?

Family Expectations provides skills- based relationship and parent-
ing education to low- income couples who are new parents. It uses 
the Becoming Parents Program (BPP) infused with relationship skills 
materials from the Prevention and Relationship Education Program 
(PREP).27 As a site for the federally funded, relationship education dem-
onstration projects Building Strong Families and Supporting Healthy 
Marriages, Family Expectations has been serving Oklahoma families for 
more than a decade.28 Since it began in 2005, the program has served 
nearly 16,000 individuals.29 It receives funding through the Oklahoma 
Department of Human Services and the Office of Family Assistance, 
including funds allocated from the state’s Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families block grant— its federal welfare money.30

Family Expectations is open to married and unmarried new par-
ents who have just experienced, or will soon experience, the birth of a 
shared child; the mother must be pregnant or have an infant under three 
months old. Couples may be having their first child, have had other 
children together, or have children from previous relationships. Partici-
pation is voluntary— not court ordered— with parents recruited via ad-
vertisements and information in doctors’ offices and baby expos and via 
word of mouth. It consists of attendance at weekly workshops for two to 
three months and regular meetings with a family support coordinator 
for a year.31 Workshops are intended to help couples create or preserve 
a positive bond, emphasize communication skills and healthy ways of 
coping with anger and stress, and offer lessons about understanding and 
parenting a new baby.32 Participants may opt to take part in supplemen-
tary activities, like movie nights or instruction in infant CPR, once they 
have completed their workshops. Each December, all couples who took 
part in Family Expectations that year are invited to a holiday party held 
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at the state fairgrounds; in addition to providing a holiday meal, live en-
tertainment, presents for the children, and a frozen turkey to take home, 
the party offers an opportunity for couples to catch up with program 
staff and other participants from their workshops. More than a thousand 
people— and one bison in a Santa costume, the Oklahoma City Thunder 
mascot, Rumble— attend each year.

Participants can opt for six-  or ten- week workshops, for a total of 
thirty workshop hours.33 Couples are eligible to continue meeting with 
their family support worker until their babies have their first birthdays— 
this could be a minimum of nine months (if they begin the program 
when their baby is three months old) to a maximum of eighteen months 
(if they begin the program as the woman is starting the second trimester 
of her pregnancy). The frequency of these meetings declines over the 
course of the program.

Participants are assigned to a workshop cohort when they enroll in 
the program. This means that they have repeated contact with their three 
workshop leaders, cohort members (ten to fifteen couples), and family 
support worker during the program, allowing ongoing relationships to 
develop. Couples’ participation is facilitated by both assistance and in-
centives. Assistance includes cab rides or gas cards for transportation to 
and from workshops and meetings, on- site child care for children under 
two and vouchers to cover babysitters for older children during work-
shops, and the program is free for participants. Participation incentives 
include free meals and snacks at workshops and meetings, gift cards, 
and Crib Cash, which can be spent on new baby items.

During the year I met with couples, more than 1,500 people partici-
pated in Family Expectations.34 Thus, in the evening hours and on week-
ends, the building is filled with the hustle and bustle of young families 
who share a common purpose for their visit. People coo over one anoth-
er’s newborns and share parenting advice— which bottles to buy, which 
diaper brands to avoid. Because multiple sessions run simultaneously, 
and each session may include as many as fifteen couples, there’s a feeling 
of activity that draws participants in. There is also a sense of hospitality 
at the program— when workshops are running, staff are at both the front 
and back doors to greet everyone as they come in. In keeping with this 
warm hospitality, each workshop has a “host couple” who helps serve 
the hot meals and chats with participants, sharing their experiences with 

Halpern_i_295.indd   12 3/15/19   10:07 AM



Introduction | 13

having recently completed Family Expectations themselves and setting 
the tone for a friendly atmosphere.

Relationship Education: A Programmatic Attempt to 
Overcome Instability

All those who walk through the door of Family Expectations have 
decided not to navigate the challenges of building their personal, cou-
ple, and family lives by themselves— they have sought help through a 
relationship education program. Sociologist Frank Furstenberg notes 
that young people have “vastly different capacities to make good deci-
sions and . . . very different resources to implement the decisions they do 
make. Access to the institutions that can provide guidance, support, and 
resources to better see the road ahead and stay on course is enormously 
different for those with and without the economic means.”35 For these 
young parents, a relationship education program could be one such 
institutional attempt at overcoming the challenges they bring to their 
transitions to adulthood, parenthood, and partnership.36

Through parents’ experiences with Family Expectations, we can see 
how the program tries to create and solidify social supports, in part by 
minimizing uncertainty and decreasing socioemotional risks. Although 
not overtly identified as a goal, the Family Expectations program is about 
establishing expectations; in effect, this means creating an environment 
of clear norms for how partners are meant to behave in their romantic 
and parenting relationships— for example, what counts as a healthy way 
to argue (is yelling off- limits? name- calling?). During workshops and 
private meetings with their family support coordinators, couples work 
on setting personal and family goals, making sure they are on the same 
page about what they are working toward, and laying out the steps nec-
essary to achieve such goals; this makes couples feel they are planning 
as a team and moving in the right direction. Couples also describe being 
treated in a consistently positive way by all members of the staff, which 
itself offers at least a short- term form of social support.

In these ways, Family Expectations provides clear ways of behav-
ing that can potentially reduce volatility in both relationship quality 
and stability. It offers a set of prescribed ways of interacting that make 
one another’s responses to situations more predictable and more un-
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derstandable. For example, before the program, when a couple got into 
an argument and the man stormed off, the woman was left to wonder 
what this meant— was he avoiding an important discussion, just cool-
ing down, or was their relationship over? After the program, the couple 
knows about the “time out” technique; the man can leave the room or 
the house, and the woman knows that this means he’s cooling off so 
the fight doesn’t escalate. The couple now has a set of shared behavioral 
expectations. This brings a greater feeling of security, being able to an-
ticipate how one another will behave and understand what these behav-
iors mean. This provides a sense of security beyond a relationship’s legal 
status— having a comprehensible, stable way of relating to one another 
on a day- to- day basis. Valuing a lasting relationship isn’t enough— you 
need to understand and implement the skills necessary to secure such 
a relationship. As a result, Family Expectations may create an environ-
ment for each couple’s relationship in which trust is possible and their 
relationship can be built up as a bulwark against social poverty.

Book Overview

Couples come to Family Expectations because their lives are profoundly 
unstable and they are negotiating several difficult transitions— to adult-
hood, partnership, and parenthood— all at once. They feel they need 
help accomplishing these tasks. The personal, family, and community 
resources at their disposal don’t feel to them like adequate support to 
secure the family lives they so deeply desire. Family Expectations seems 
to be a reasonable response to their needs in the relationship realm; 
the program’s lessons align well with the skills and norms couples want 
to develop in their own unions. As Robert, a young father welcoming 
his first child, puts it, the program is “building us up stronger.” This is 
enough for some couples to feel their relationship is moving forward on 
the right path.

But for others Family Expectations is not an adequate response on its 
own to their many needs, which are inextricably intertwined with how 
their relationships unfold. Fully addressing mental health issues, felony 
records, painful family histories, and a lack of transportation, the need 
for stable housing, or employment that offers some upward mobility are 
outside the scope of the program. This ultimately limits the program’s 
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ability to set some couples firmly on a path toward the more positive, 
stable family life they desire. As I discuss in the conclusion to this book, 
some programs, including Family Expectations, are now experimenting 
with ways to address these other issues; hopefully, my work here can 
inform those efforts.

The first four chapters of the book share the stories of young parents 
who are strained by the demands on them, of becoming adults, navigat-
ing romantic relationships, and raising young children. Without being 
able to fully rely on their partners, many feel very alone in managing 
these strains. And while most couples, nationwide, who are unmarried 
at their child’s birth will break up sooner rather than later,37 they are 
nonetheless anxious to avoid such an outcome for their own families.

Most have seen their parents’ relationships end. Single parenthood 
and relationship dissolution are rife today, particularly among those 
with less education and limited incomes. The parents we meet here hope 
to carve a different path for themselves, to offer their children a different 
future; their desires are so fervent that they are willing to go to “relation-
ship school.” As we see in the last four chapters, the value they see in this 
experience and the lessons they draw from their time at Family Expecta-
tions tell us a lot about the ongoing dedication to lifelong relationships 
that remains even in today’s individualistic culture, of the need for so-
cial connection and support even— or perhaps especially— in a world of 
brittle relationships. While much of the research on lower- income par-
ents’ romantic relationships has focused on their breakups, telling the 
stories of men and women separately, the present study reminds us that 
despite high divorce rates and the spread of cohabiting unions, poor and 
working- class couples still believe in the possibility of a future together, 
and they are striving to shape that happy family for themselves. But they 
don’t feel they can do it alone. With this backdrop, the last four chapters 
describe and analyze their experiences in Family Expectations, with a 
particular eye on the program’s ability to address issues of social poverty.

The first four chapters of the book lay out the context in which we 
need to evaluate the relationship education program, with a particular 
focus on the role of social poverty as being shaped by and shaping par-
ents’ lives. In chapter 1, I introduce the concept of social poverty and 
detail the multiple challenges faced by the young, low- income parents 
studied in this book. In chapters 2, 3, and 4, I draw on narratives from 
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the couples to reveal the complex transitions (to adulthood, to partner-
ship, to parenthood)— and the resulting challenges and instability— that 
young, poor couples can face.

The next three chapters detail couples’ experiences in the relationship 
education program and reflects on how to interpret these experiences in 
light of the larger context of their lives. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 explain the 
setup of the Family Expectations program and examine its impact on 
the participants, as couples and individuals, both in the immediate term 
and as they reflect back on their year in the program. Throughout, we 
see how the felt experience of social poverty and the desire to hold on 
to existing social resources shape these young parents’ behavior, objec-
tives, and experiences— from their choice to participate in the program 
to what they take away from it, regardless of the program’s intentions. 
Despite quantitative evidence that relationship education programs have 
a relatively limited effect on the likelihood of couples staying together, 
participants themselves describe a variety of ways in which they see 
their lives benefiting from their time in the program. In the conclusion, 
I reflect on how a focus on social poverty might shape our public policy 
efforts, particularly for lower- income families.

I use this in- depth examination of one relationship education pro-
gram to explore the nature of social poverty and to consider the po-
tential of this policy approach to combat this often- ignored form of 
hardship. I urge a more expansive view of poverty and, therefore, of 
what poverty policy can and should be. More than presenting a story 
about a particular program in a particular city, the subsequent chapters 
will tell the tale of lower- income couples who want to raise their kids 
together, as partners. They want healthy relationships; they want to find 
forever, together. But the odds feel long.
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