
 

New parents benefit from participating in
family education program, study shows

January 5 2023, by Marianne Stein

  
 

  

A group of new or expectant parents attend a session at the Family Expectations
program in Oklahoma City. Credit: Family Expectations

The birth of a child is a major life transition, and it can be a stressful
time for new parents. Family and relationship education programs are
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available to help individuals and couples deal with these challenges. But
do such programs work as intended?

A new study from the University of Illinois has evaluated Family
Expectations, a federally-funded parenting and couple enrichment
program for expectant parents. The researchers found significant
improvements in participants' mental health, couple functioning, and
parenting skills after completing the program.

"In the last 20 years or so, there's been significant federal funding
towards couple and relationship education. We wanted to learn if such
programs are effective, in order to ensure we are making good use of the
time and resources that are being devoted to them," says Allen Barton,
assistant professor in the Department of Human Development and
Family Studies at U of I and lead author on the paper.

Family Expectations is a program for new and expectant parents based in
Oklahoma City, funded through the Administration for Children and
Families under the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.
Program participants meet once a week for 12 weeks, starting in their
second or third trimester of pregnancy.

"Family Expectations has had a large reach in terms of number of
couples participating, but it is also important to evaluate impact, or
change, in program participants," Barton says.

"It is a holistic, multifaceted program that includes content about birth,
caring for a newborn, parenting together, stress management, and how to
strengthen the couple relationship—all important areas for families to
navigate during this time."

The study included 339 couples who were enrolled in Family
Expectations between 2017 and 2019. Most were first-time parents,
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while 29% already had another child. The researchers conducted surveys
with respondents before they started the program, at its conclusion, and
12 months later.

"We found positive effects across the board," Barton states. "Participants
at the end of the program report lower psychological distress, better
mental health, and improved couple functioning. For parenting
outcomes, we see improvement particularly for those who were already 
parents. They had lower levels of harsh parenting, as well as higher levels
of co-parenting satisfaction, or sense of working together as a team."

After a year, changes appearing immediately after the program were
associated with continued benefits, including lower psychological
distress, better couple functioning, and improved parenting skills in
individuals.

"These are people who are going through a major transition. If you can
make changes in how they approach this time so they are less anxious
and nervous, that's going to have long-term benefits for their mental
health, as well as for the couple relationship, as our results show."

The researchers cannot conclude with certainty that the program directly
caused the improvements, as no data were collected from a control group
at the end of the program for comparison. But Barton points out the birth
of a child is generally a difficult time where people rarely get better in
these areas on their own.

"Typically, life is more stressful with the birth of a new baby. But we're
seeing that individuals who went through this program are actually
reporting less psychological distress. Given that, it's unlikely these are
just natural changes happening during this time period. Our findings
suggest the program is successful in helping individuals and families," he
says.
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The research included an ethnically diverse sample, including 55%
white, 28% Black/African American, 12% Native American, 3% Asian,
and 1% other. Twenty percent identified as Hispanic/Latino/a. Most
were low-income couples, with a median combined income under
$15,000.

Less than half (39%) of couples were married but 91% were
cohabitating. The researchers found few differences in results for
married versus unmarried couples, though married couples seemed to
benefit slightly more from the program in areas where differences were
observed. Barton says this may be because these couples have already
made a public commitment to the relationship; therefore, devoting
attention to strengthening the relationship is consistent with the
commitment and desire.

He notes these types of education programs must continue to adapt as
family patterns evolve.

"We know that stable, healthy families matter for adults, for kids, and
for communities. But there's an increasing amount of complexity in
families today. Family scholars and practitioners need to think about the
fluidity in relationship formation," he says. "How can we take this
complexity into account and create programming that will be effective
for individuals across the spectrum of relationship statuses and types?"

  More information: Allen W. Barton et al, Changes in couple,
parenting, and individual functioning following Family Expectations
program participation, Journal of Marital and Family Therapy (2022). 
DOI: 10.1111/jmft.12613

Provided by University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

4/5

https://phys.org/tags/couples/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12613


 

Citation: New parents benefit from participating in family education program, study shows
(2023, January 5) retrieved 26 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2023-01-parents-benefit-
family.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2023-01-parents-benefit-family.html
https://phys.org/news/2023-01-parents-benefit-family.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

