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MS. ERBE:  This week on To The Contrary, taxpayer funded paid family and 

medical leave.  Are women's groups and church groups right to push for this when the 

nation is in a tax-cutting mood? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Caring for our families is the most important thing we do.  

Everybody needs to support that. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Women's groups and church groups might be right to push for 

this, but the real question is, will taxpayers pay for it? 

 

MS. SOSA:  Yes, we should never give up fighting for working families. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  No, creating flexible workplace options for families is 

preferable to federal mandates any day. 

 

 (Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To The Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from a variety of women's perspectives.  This week, bankruptcy 

reform could have a huge impact on American women and families.  Then, women's 

groups and church groups are fighting for taxpayer funded paid family and medical leave 

while the Bush administration pushes its own plan to scale back non-paid leave.  Behind 

the headlines, a new take on an old problem, Dr. Warren Ferrell explains why men earn 

more.  Up first, going bankrupt. 

 

It's going to be a lot tougher for women and families to shed crippling debt as a 

result of this week's congressional overhaul of bankruptcy laws.  President Bush says 

he'll sign the measure that supporters claim will lower prices for consumers, that by 

making it easier for companies and creditors to collect unpaid debts instead of passing 

along costs to everyone else. 

 

The number of bankruptcy filings is steadily rising, up eight-fold since Congress 

last rewrote the bankruptcy code, a record 1.6 million Americans nationwide filed for 

bankruptcy in 2002.  A study by SMR Research found about 5 percent more women than 

men file for bankruptcy, many of those women single heads of households.  More than 

half of those filing cite medical costs as the reason.  The Senate rejected amendments to 

the Bankruptcy Reform bill that would have protected families filing for medical 

bankruptcy, protected elderly filers from losing their homes, and protected members of 

the Armed Services and veterans. 

 

So, Michelle Bernard, who is going to get hurt or helped more women and 

families by this bill? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Unquestionably, this bill is a great boon for the credit card and 

financial services industry.  I mean, anything that you take a look at estimates that the 



financial services industry is going to see a 7 to 17 percent increase in profits if the bill is, 

in fact, signed into law. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, are those who are saying that what you just said is balderdash 

because what will happen is, consumer prices will go down because all these people just 

pass off their debts, they're wrong? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, it's interesting because some economists and lawyers and 

bankruptcy judges are actually saying that there's really no evidence that this is going to 

cause a decrease in bankruptcy filings, and that if you look in the "red states" what this 

law does is equivalent to what's been happening in the "red states" in the South for a very 

long time, where bankruptcy judges regularly force debtors into Chapter 13 bankruptcy 

versus Chapter 7, and basically what that does is force you to pay a portion of your debts 

over a five-year period of time.  So, I mean, there's just no evidence that this is going to 

reduce bankruptcy filings. 

 

We do know, and I actually do believe, that the bill can possibly have a negative 

impact on minorities, and on women, and on families. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In what way, explain that? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Well, for example, if, for example, you are a single mother and 

you are relying on your ex-husband for child support and alimony, and your ex-husband 

is forced into a situation where he has to file Chapter 13 versus Chapter 7. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Which is shutting down versus reorganization? 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Exactly.  If he is in a position where less of his debt is 

dischargeable, you're actually competing with the credit card companies for some of that 

income.  And that can make an already difficult situation even worse. 

 

MS. GANDY:  The difference there is that child support and alimony used to be 

in the top layer, it used to take precedence, and you used to be able to pay that off faster 

in Chapter 13.  But now, it's no longer at the highest level.  It now competes with the 

credit card companies, and most women who are owed past due charges don't have the 

ability to compete on a level playing field with the phalanx of lawyers and bill collectors 

that the credit card companies can throw at them. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I'm all for taking a wait and see approach.  Although it's been 

27 years since any major overhaul of the bankruptcy laws, I think it's been long overdue.  

But there have been a lot of concerns coming from the left and right, and people all over 

the political spectrum.  It may hurt women. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What I didn't get about this, okay, politicians in Washington all get 

contributions from the credit card companies, let's admit that up front.  But why not 



protect the homes of elderly citizens, veterans who come back from Iraq missing legs, 

and alimony payments and child support for women? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I think it's a very good question.  Apparently, they were 

concerned about so many amendments being added to this bill.  They wanted it to be a 

so-called clean bill so that it was dealing with strictly bankruptcy, not all the other 

extraneous issues, which would never have made it passed.  And I think that's what they 

were trying to do.  Whether, in fact, Congress can come back and tweak the bill in the 

future years is --  

 

MS. ERBE:  Come on, it took them 27 years to get to it this time. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I don't understand the political process in this case, because a 

consensus, even by well-known economists, is that this is a bad bill.  It's not a balanced 

bill.  It's benefiting one of the most predatory industries that everybody in this country 

can tell you, I mean, they're giving credit cards to college students, they are giving credit 

cards to people who are not even earning money.  It's outrageous, and they're not 

regulated, their interest rates are out of control, and they're the ones who are getting all 

the benefits, and the consumers are not.  And there was a letter written by economists to 

members in particularly the Senate, because they're going to be voting soon on the bill, 

saying this is like killing a mosquito with a shotgun.  It's just out of proportion. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But, let me play devil's advocate with you here, 1.6 million filers in 

2003.  That's an awful lot of people taking advantage of bankruptcy laws, and shedding 

debts that the rest of us are paying. 

 

MS. GANDY:  But, if you look at the reason people are filing, though, the 

implication is that it's a scam.  That people are just trying to get out from under-paying 

legitimate bills.  And, in fact, if you look at the people who are filing, the vast majority, 

over 90 percent of the filings are as a result of a serious illness, or something dramatic 

happening in the family, a divorce, a woman has been abandoned, left with her kids, left 

with a pile of debt that she can't pay.  There's got to be a way for people who are in good 

faith to make a fresh start.  And this makes it so much harder for people who are in good 

faith to make a fresh start.  Whereas, some of the real amendments that would have 

closed loopholes of people who have cash, who have property, and are simply avoiding 

their debts, those amendments were defeated. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  WorldCom, Enron. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Exactly, good examples. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  Those are examples where there's definitely a huge imbalance I 

this bill.  I mean, these people still have the ability to put a lot of money into homes, and 

homes in states like in Texas and Florida, and shed assets that way. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Protected trusts and the like. 



 

MS. SOSA:  And, Bonnie, this is part of the big issue which is consumer debt.  I 

mean, the reality of the American economy is that since 1978, salaries have only 

increased by 12 percent, our healthcare premium is at the same period by 160 percent, 

tuition payments for families that want to send their kids to college by 190 percent.  I 

mean, it's just out of sync.  And families have no choice but to go into debt. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But in the equation, I know too many people who have been 

faced with potential personal bankruptcies, and it's because of a divorce, and the husband 

has said, you know, I'm going to file for bankruptcy, you're not getting any of my assets.  

And I know people who have this absolutely uncontrollable urge to spend, the new MP3s, 

the new DVDs, the new every electronic gadget rather than remembering, if you had 

home economics classes, which I don't think they teach anymore, how to basically 

balance your own sheet and figure out what you can afford and what you can't afford, 

people are letting go of personal responsibility.  I know too many of them. 

 

MS. SOSA:  The data is showing, they've done a lot of studies about who is going 

bankrupt, and the overwhelming is healthcare costs, 40 percent; divorce; loss of a job. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  We're going to have to resolve this world problem at a later date. 

 

From bankruptcy to family leave.  Women's groups nationwide have joined an 

unusual coalition with church groups in a new push for taxpayer funded paid family 

leave.  One group called Take Back Your Time and its allies are pushing bills in 21 states 

to give workers paid sick days or paid family leave to take care of infants or seriously ill 

family members.  The group won a preliminary victory in Washington State recently 

when state legislative committees passed bills calling for five weeks paid family leave.  

This will be financed by a new tax of 2 cents per hour worked, or about $40 a year for 

each worker in Washington State.  Last year, California became the first state to offer 

paid family and medical leave funded by a state disability tax.  While state forces are 

trying to expand paid leave, the Bush administration is considering scaling back the 

National Family and Medical Leave Act according to one women's group. 

 

So, which side is right?  Is the Bush administration right to scale back or clarify 

unpaid Family and Medical Leave Act possibly taking away some of the benefits that 

Americans have been using, or are the women, the unusual coalition of church groups 

and women's groups, who are pushing for taxpayers to subsidize somebody's decision to 

have a baby or take care of an ill parent? 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  They are similar issues, but they're on two separate tracks.  

Under the Bush administration, there is not going to be anything to repeal or scale back 

any of the Family and Medical Leave Act which was passed under the Clinton 

administration. 

 



MS. ERBE:  It's one of the most popular bills that President Clinton signed. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  That's true, but any future changes to that would be 

regulatory, defining -- there are not enough definitions in the act.  There have been a lot 

of abuses by individuals, a lot of employers and other co-workers of individuals 

complaining that for what is supposed to be a serious medical condition is not.  For 

example, somebody who has a hangover -- somebody whose husband has a hangover can 

claim to stay home under the Family Medical Leave Act right now saying they have to 

take care of a family member.  That's an actual case in dispute right now.  Or if you have 

an ingrown toenail and your doctor continues to see you on a weekly basis, you can claim 

to stay home under the Family and Medical Leave Act. 

 

Whereas, in the states right now, they're setting their own individual pools to pay 

for paid family leave.  California, interestingly enough, tried to do this with their 

unemployment funds, and that didn't go anywhere. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But they are doing it now.  They were the first last year. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  In July of 2004, it went into effect. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And it's coming out of a disability fund. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  That's right.  But the employees are supposed to be paying 

for that because of the taxes that they levied on those.  I'm interested to see if any other 

states do that.  States are still having such tight budget crises and are unwilling to revamp 

a lot of their own systems, I would like to see if anybody follows in California's 

footsteps. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Essentially what we're talking about here, of course, the Federal 

Family Leave Act is unpaid leave.  And the administration is trying to narrow, narrow, 

narrow, even the unpaid leave to take care of a family member's, or even your own 

illness. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Let me ask you something, when and if that does happen, by 

changing the regulations, is there going to be an outcry from women's groups? 

 

MS. GANDY:  I don't think there's any question.  It's already started now.  In fact, 

the administration, on a lot of different issues, like Title IX, is using administrative 

regulations to narrow the scope of something that got through Congress.  In Washington 

State, essentially this is a family leave insurance program.  Essentially, each worker is 

paid about an average of $40 over the course of a year, which then guarantees that if they 

have a serious medical condition, or a new baby, that they can take up to five weeks of 

paid leave, only $250 a week.  It's not a lot of money, but it mean the difference between 

making the rent or making the mortgage and not if you've got a serious medical 

condition.  And $40 a year is really a good price to pay for that piece of mind. 

 



MS. ERBE:  The last couple of years, women's groups have been pushing for this, 

and what is the difference between coming up to another woman and saying, I can't 

afford to take care of my family, I can't afford to take care of my children, so I'm going to 

levy a tax on you and you're going to help me pay for that? 

 

MS. GANDY:  This applies to everybody.  In other words, there are very few 

workers in the country, and probably in the State of Washington, who are contributing 

that $40 that don't have some family member that they may need to take care of, a father, 

a mother, a grandfather, a grandmother, a spouse, a child that you may not have now but 

you may have in two years, or three years, or five years, or your own heart attack that you 

have to recuperate from.  This is essentially a broad-based insurance plan, every 

employee is contributing a modest amount of money, and every one of them is then 

ensured against the risk of disaster if there's a serious medical condition. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I think this is a critical issue coming in a very unfriendly political 

environment, no doubt about it.  Like I like to say, I like Republicans, they're wonderful, 

they know how to win elections, they are in power.  They are lousy on issues of quality of 

life for working families.  They are lousy.  And this is an example.  I really think we 

should just fight very hard, we have 76 percent of working families have no paid leave, 

no way to families.  Imagine, I think for many of us at this table, we take it for granted, 

but it's horrible that you can lose your job just because your child gets sick. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  The difficulty here, according to the legislation as proposed 

in Washington State, they want to be able to say, well, you can just shift the work of that 

employee to your other co-workers, I don't know how reasonable that is.  As a nation, we 

have the most productive workers in the world, and telling people to do more because 

their co-worker is taking time off is a difficult thing.  I think you're going see a growing 

pains with this issue, and it's not going to be as easy as everybody says.  I also think it's a 

first step to, because it's going to be partially paid at 55 percent of the wages, you're 

going to -- if this ever passes, you're going to see efforts for it to be 100 percent paid.  

There are a lot of us who know people who are small businesses, and if you're being told 

that you now have to offer this to your employees, when you're already stretched pretty 

thin, I think it's very difficult to do.  Large employers can afford to do something.  They 

may not like it, but the can afford to spread the work to others.  People with under 15 

employees, under 10 employees, and a lot of women are the fastest growing businesses in 

America, I don't know that they can afford to do this. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And I'm being told to move on to the next topic.  Behind the 

headlines, women in the workplace.  According to the American Association of 

University Women, college-educated women earn only 72 cents for every dollar a 

college-educated man makes.  The gender wage gap is still hotly disputed, why it exists, 

and whether it exists.  In a new book, Dr. Warren Ferrell explains why men earn more. 

 

DR. FERRELL:  Men earn more than women because men and women do 25 

different things in the workplace that lead to men earning more money, and women 

having better lives. 



 

MS. ERBE:  In Why Men Earn More, Dr. Warren Ferrell's main purpose is to 

show that men don't earn more simply because they are men, but rather because of four 

key areas, job selection, working hours, job relocation, and responsibility. 

 

DR. FERRELL:  The first category is choice of field and subfield.  Women are 

much more likely to choose fields in the arts and the social sciences, and those fields earn 

less money than fields in the computer sciences and engineering. 

 

When a person works 44 hours a week, they make almost twice as much as they 

do when they work 34 hours a week.  So this creates all sorts of arrangements for the 

family. 

 

The third area is moving, and this is a big area of difference between men and 

women.  Men are much more likely to move on the spur of the moment because they are 

likely to interpret their family obligations as earning money for the family by moving.  A 

woman is more likely to look at her family obligations as being home with the children.  

People who go to the top are far more likely to be involved in financial areas, bottom line 

areas, sales and marketing.  Women are more likely to choose fields like in public 

relations or human resources that don't lead to the top rung positions. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Since his reasoning emphasizes lifestyle choices instead of gender, 

we asked him what would happen if men and women choose the same profession? 

 

DR. FERRELL:  In any two cases, if you say there are male doctors and female 

doctors, you will always find that the male doctors aggregately will be earning more than 

the female doctors.  If you look at only private practice doctors, then the wage gap 

becomes less.  If we say, how about the ones that work equal hours, then the wage gap 

becomes even less.  How about the ones that are working in the same sub-specialty, like 

cardiac surgeon versus cardiac surgeon, with the same amount of advanced degrees and 

training in cardiac surgery?  The closer we get to all things being equal, that's when 

women end up earning more than men compared to men. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But sometimes even if men and women are on equal playing ground, 

cases of wage discrimination still take place.  In these circumstances, Dr. Ferrell believes 

women should use affirmative action to their advantage, which he doesn't think they do 

often enough. 

 

DR. FERRELL:  The combination of affirmative action and the desire of firms to 

have women have created a supply and demand issue.  And so, the undersupply of 

women, especially in male-dominated areas, if women wanted to be a sales engineer for 

example, the average sales engineer who is a female earns 146 percent, that's almost 50 

percent more, than the male sales engineer.  Why Men Earn More is designed to 

empower women, and it's basically to move from a focus on women are discriminated 

against that, therefore, justifies affirmative action, which is what I call victim power 

because the more you see women as the victim, the more you give women sort of 



governmental power to save them, and then say, we're moving from an era of focusing on 

victim power to focusing on genuine empowerment of women. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is he right, Kim Gandy? 

 

MS. GANDY:  You know, these are recycled arguments that have been, for the 

most part, discredited over and over.  And, frankly, Warren Ferrell is not known for being 

straight with the facts, like the fact that he keeps claiming or at least implying that he was 

on the National Board of NOW, which simply is not true, and has never been true.  He 

plays fast and loose with the facts.  He's got a book full of anecdotes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, what's your take on why men earn more? 

 

MS. GANDY:  If you look, for instance, at the top 20 jobs, top 20 highest paying 

jobs in every single one the men earn more than the women.  If you look at the 20 lowest 

paying jobs, guess what, the men still earn more than the women in every single one of 

the 20 highest paying and 20 lowest paying. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And you think this is because of gender discrimination? 

 

MS. GANDY:  There is a little piece of the wage gap that can be counted for by 

education, time on the job, number of hours worked and the like.  But, about 20 percent 

of it, about 20 cents on the dollar, after controlling for all of these other factors according 

to the government accounting office, GAO report, can't be accounted for by anything 

except discrimination. 

 

MS. CZARNECKI:  But according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics here, look at 

the occupations, the highest paid occupations you have a predominance of men in those 

fields.  The bottom line, you don't have women going into the fields, the high tech fields, 

and the science and engineering, where it pays.  He is right about some things, whether 

it's recycled arguments or not, women do choose the more compassionate fields, which 

don't pay as much, and that's got a huge -- that has a lot to do with it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the issue of hours worked?  Most career women, not all 

career women, but many career women do have children, children take time away from 

work, and that's the big struggle of this millennium. 

 

MS. SOSA:  That's real. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, if there are two people, a man and a woman in the same job, and 

she's putting in 30 hours a week, and he's putting in 60, does he not deserve more money? 

 

MS. SOSA:  But, Bonnie, when they look at the data, they look at equal amount 

of hours worked.  They control all those different factors that will justify, and then you 

come out with a different outcome.  Let's accept one thing, let's go back to the fields, and 

in some ways he's right.  I mean, we know there are certain fields that will pay more, 



engineering, for example, being one.  But, listen, the a debate about women in 

engineering and mathematics, there's been a lot of research as to the experience of 

women, and women in the engineering field are talking about a lot of discrimination.  So, 

it's very hard to break through not to get paid the same amount as the men do. 

 

MS. GANDY:  That's right.  And discouragement.  I ended up being a math 

major, but I tried to major in engineering, and I was discouraged at every turn.  And I 

finally went, a math department actually took me, it was a technical school, I ended up 

getting a math degree, but I tried to major in engineering, and was really told that women 

weren't welcome there. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  It's a double-edged sword, I think that in some of his 

arguments, he's probably correct.  If somebody is going to make $100,000 a year working 

on an oil tanker, I don't want to work on an oil tanker, more power to you, go and do it.  

But I know, for example -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  See, here's where I think the main point -- 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  But the point is, most men don't want to go work on an oil tanker 

either, but the ones that don't want to go don't make less money at whatever it is they do 

because they exist.  Whereas, the career women who devote themselves to their jobs 100 

percent may make less than the women who are taking time off to have kids, because 

they're all tagged together as a group. 

 

MS. BERNARD:  You have women who, for example, decide to have children, 

and decide after they have their kids that they are willing to take less money because they 

went to spend more time at home, but I can tell you from a personal perspective, coming 

out of law school and working in law firms before people in my class, for example, 

started having children, all of us worked like dogs.  You worked around the clock, it's the 

equivalent to doing a residency in a hospital.  And I would say more often than not, 

everything else being equal, I would say my male colleagues probably always made more 

money than the female associates first coming out of law school. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What are we going to try to do about this?  What's the solution? 

 

MS. GANDY:  I think we continue pursuing it.  There's federal legislation, but I 

think you have to change people's hearts and minds, we have to make people understand 

that our daughters are just as capable as our sons, that they need to do what they love, 

what makes them happy, and if that's mathematics and engineering and science, then we 

need to not be segregating our kids.  There's such enormous segregation at the high 

school level, at the vo tech level.  The counselors send girls, oh, you're a girl, you'll like 

this, rather than making that whole menu available to boys and girls.  Because, when 

these fields are all more integrated, I think that we will begin to see the wage gap start to 

close. 



 

MS. CZARNECKI:  I agree with you 100 percent.  I think starting in the high 

schools with the counselors, and giving equal treatment to both boys and girls, and 

encouraging them into a lot of these different fields is where to go.  You can only go so 

far with a discrimination lawsuit, it may take five to ten years in court to figure out if you 

are or aren't going to be discriminated against. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And we can only go so far in this topic.  So, hold that thought.  

That's it for this edition of To The Contrary. 

 

Next week, a special edition of To The Contrary on teen sex issues.  Whether 

your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time, and we want to 

hear from you, write to us at ToTheContrary@PBS.org, or visit our PBS Online Web site 

at PBS.org. 

 

(End of program.) 

 


