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Social Poverty
Low-Income Parents and the Struggle for Family and Community Ties

Sarah Halpern-Meekin, University of Wisconsin-Madison
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The government can’t 
“sprinkle magic dust on 

poor unmarried parents, 
hook them up and expect 

poverty to disappear.” 
– Julieanne Malveaux, USA 

Today

“a little noticed twist on 
social engineering by 

government.”
- Alexandra Starr, Business 

Week“Marriage will not fix 
poverty.”

- Rebecca Rosen, 
The Atlantic

3



1/6/23

2

“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 stronger 

each week.”
- Robert, 21, first-time father

“With Family Expectations you get 
peace of mind. You’re around good, 
positive people. Nothing negative. 

Nothing.”
- Denelle, 30, mother of two

4

5

G e tty  Im ag e s

6



1/6/23

3

Social Ties & Social Capital
• Mistrust and a lack of durable or reliable 

relationships (Desmond 2012; Hartigan 1999; Miller-
Cribbs & Farber 2008; Smith 2007) 

• Even relatives, romantic partners, and friends may 
be viewed with distrust (Burton et al. 2009; 
Desmond 2012; Edin and Kefalas 2005; Levine 2013)

• Social capital = social connections that are 
convertible into economic resources (e.g., job 
referrals, loans, a place to crash)

• Previous research focuses on the use-value of social 
ties, even as studies show real relational needs that 
are unmet
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Why does social poverty matter?
• Social isolation and lacking emotional 

supports are tied to poorer health 
behaviors and mental and physical 
health outcomes, including mortality 
(Cacioppo & Patrick 2008; Holt-Lundstad
et al. 2015) 

• Emotional supports during pregnancy 
are associated with a lower risk of 
postpartum depression and better birth 
outcomes (Collins et al. 1993; Luecken et 
al. 2013; Nylen, O’Hara, & Engeldinger
2013; Stapleton et al. 2012)

• Social support facilitates better 
parenting and promotes children’s 
development (Angley et al. 2015; Bono, 
Sy, & Kopp 2016; Byrnes & Mill 2012)
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Vulnerability to 
Social Poverty

• Age

• Multiple transitions
• Transition to adulthood
• Transition to partnership
• Transition to parenthood

• Instability undermines trust in self and 
partner
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What is it like to take part in Family Expectations?
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How Family 
Expectations 
Mattered
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How do 
parents see 
Family 
Expectations 
building their 
relational 
resources?

Assistance navigating transitions

Establish shared expectations/norms

Sense of shared commitment to building 
relationship

Social supports within program environment

Stronger sense of partnership as a relational 
resource
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Social Poverty and Child Welfare
Social supports—individually and in one’s neighborhood—
are protective against risks to children

How might the stigma of child welfare system involvement 
limit the social resources parents have?

In the process of preparing for and supporting reunification, 
how can we help to build social resources for parents and 
children to increase odds of success and permanence?

Im ag e  fro m  S u rve y  C e n te r o n  A m e rican  L ife

13

Addressing 
Social Poverty 
in Public 
Policy

Design programs to promote dignity and human connection 

Deliver social services in a way that builds relationships
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