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MS. ERBE:  What's going to sway undecided women voters this late into the 

election cycle, or will they just sit it out? 

 

MS. SOSA:  Undecided women voters equal job security, minimum wage, 

healthcare, and yes terrorism, and more than ever they're likely to vote. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I, too, believe they'll turn out to vote in great numbers, 

and they'll turn out to vote for whomever they believe they can trust. 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Undecided women are going to vote for the candidate they 

think is going to improve their lives. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  Undecided women voters are facing many cross-pressures, but 

it's who they can trust. 

 

(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, the 

presidential candidates compete urgently for key, swing, undecided women voters.  Then, 

the Army wants women soldiers ever closer to combat to fill personnel shortages in Iraq 

and Afghanistan.  Behind the headlines, flip-flopping family values?  Some say the 

Kerrys are beating the Bushes as strict parents. 

 

Up first, the less gaping gender gap.  In the final days of the '04 presidential 

campaign, the famed gender gap is still with us, but it's apparently slimmer than four 

years ago due more to changes in men's voting patterns than to women's.  A To The 

Contrary Women's Vote Analysis of Democracy Corps data shows women favor John 

Kerry by a 9-point margin.  Men support President Bush by a 6-point margin.  In 2000, 

women supported former Vice President Gore by a slightly higher 11 point margin, while 

men supported Bush by an 11 point margin.  In other words, by five points more than 

they are supporting him this year.  Kerry's strongest supporters are upscale college 

educated women and unmarried women.  Bush enjoys a clear advantage among married 

women, and remains competitive among non-college educated women. 

 

MS. REALE:  Both candidates are going towards their base.  You know, Kerry's 

base is women, he has to energize his base, and that's just reassuring women that he's 

their candidate. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In recent years, married white women, the highest income group of 

women, has trended Republican.  Single women and women of color trend Democrat.  

Single women tell pollsters they're most concerned about jobs and the economy, very 

different from the concerns of older women voters. 

 



MS. GREENBERG:  What we've seen over the last six or eight months is a real 

turnaround with younger voters in general, and in particular younger women, and there's 

been a real bottoming out for Bush with younger voters. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Older women are more concerned about healthcare.  When asked 

about their top government priority, 37 percent of women ages 55 to 64 said healthcare, 

only 18 percent of younger women ranked healthcare as a top priority. 

 

MS. REALE:  Older women, ages 55 to 64, those who are nearing retirement, 

about 10 percent of those women are still undecided at this point, which compared to the 

average is about 4 percent more than undecideds on the whole.  These women are 

typically social issue voters.  They are secure with Bush on his views on terrorism in Iraq, 

but are a little less sure about who is the better candidate as far as Social Security and 

Medicare. 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Older women have been tougher for Kerry in the last few 

months, probably because they haven't really been hearing about the issues they care 

about most.  They have been hearing about the war on terrorism, they've been hearing 

about Iraq.  What they really worry about is healthcare.  I think if Kerry can keep the 

focus on these economic issues, he'll do well with older women as well. 

 

MS. ERBE:  So, Leslie Sanchez, how are last minute undecided female voters, the 

key swing block in this election, going to break? 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think the reality is, if by now after $350 million on two 

presidential campaigns, hundreds of millions on grassroots, all this advertising, if these 

individuals have not made a decision by now, it's such a small percentage, especially if 

you take down even half of the undecided to women in swing states, they're probably so 

cross-pressured the reality is they're probably not going to vote.  And that's a hard thing 

to say, but academic studies will show --  

 

MS. ERBE:  But you hear stories, particularly women, let's face it, we retain the 

right, not all of us, but it's a vast generalization, to change our minds.  So, why can't you 

walk into the voting booth and say, A, B, A, B, B. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  The reality is, that a lot of that will happen on Tuesday.  But the 

circumstances surrounding that, the real game is what -- you have two very polarized 

groups, who is going to get their base out, and women are going to be looking at the war 

on terror, who is going to keep America safe.  Kerry would like that focus to be on 

domestic issues, healthcare, jobs, creating that, but as long as the debate is on war on 

terror, and that is at the top of women's minds, the president is going to do very well with 

women. 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Well, first of all, I agree that I think that there's a good 

chance that a lot of these women just aren't going to vote if they are probably less 

ideological, they're less political, it's a part of the reason why they're undecided is they 



just aren't sort of in touch with themselves politically.  I think that's right.  I think if the 

war on terrorism is the agenda setting issue, I think that is a tough thing for Kerry, it's 

tough for women.  I think, though, he's been pretty effective at shifting both the debate to 

one about the war on Iraq, and the conduct of the war there, certainly the munitions issue 

today, and the last couple of days.  But also, if you look at the advertising in the 

battleground states, it's primarily on domestic, economic issues.  So, we have to be 

careful because the larger national debate is on Iraq/terrorism, but actually what people 

are seeing and what those women are seeing is about 50 percent of the ads on healthcare. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Right. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  It's interesting because IWF did this massive 

communications study right about the time of the State of the Union, and it looked at in a 

psycholinguistic way what women cared about, what they retained, and there really was 

not a serious concern about the war at that point, or about terrorism.  It's almost like their 

anxiety had gotten stuck to other issues, domestic policy issues.  That's really evolved, as 

you mentioned, post the terrible tragedy in Russia with the schoolchildren, and I don't 

know how that will play out in the final days, but we were surprised to see the evolution. 

 

MS. SOSA:  I think that's a lot about what segment of the women voters you look 

at.  In the undecided, even in that group, there is a variety of segments.  The less 

educated, the more likely, particularly the very Christian conservatives, the more likely 

they are looking into terrorism, and they're going to go for Bush.  The more socially 

conscious are going to go for Kerry, again healthcare issues are very important, minimum 

wage issues very important, he scores very high in the debate when he goes to minimum 

wage.  I think this election is now about trust and turnout.  I actually think they're going 

to take it a step further in terms of letting them not vote.  I mean, I think the campaigns 

are working so hard in very much pushing everybody to vote. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is there going to be a different way to turn out male versus female 

voters, or is it all the same? 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Well, I think in some ways it's the same, in some ways it's 

sort of the mechanics of it, knocking on doors, driving someone in a van, there's nothing 

different about men or women.  I think the message is different, and certainly for the base 

support of the Kerry campaign, unmarried women are base Kerry supporters.  They vote 

by 60-65 percent for Kerry.  They're going to talk about minimum wage.  They're going 

to talk about healthcare.  They're going to talk about education.  If they were talking to, 

say, college educated women, they might talk about a woman's right to choose, and the 

Supreme Court.  So I think the mechanics of getting them out is the same, but I think 

what they say to them is different. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  Interesting also is, in that swing vote, especially with women 

voters, you're looking at Bush -- if you take out women of color, Bush is almost at parity 

in terms of support with Kerry on women's vote, which is a huge step in terms of closing 

the gap from 2000.  If you also look at women of color, I mean, they are looking at the 



economic issues, the domestic issues.  So, in terms of how targeted that is, I think the 

campaigns have done a very good job of targeting out their base, and talking specifically 

to them. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do you agree that he's at parity if you take among white women? 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Actually, Kerry is losing among white women, but that's not 

a new development, that's been true for the last four or five election cycles.  The reason 

why Democrats win women voters is because they win African American women with 

90-95 percent of the vote, they win Hispanic women with 65 percent of the vote.  It's not 

a new development for Kerry to be losing white women. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  Social issues, like the gay marriage issue, can start to 

erode that base, and you all are the experts on the polls, so I defer to you on that, but 

certainly in the speeches that I've attended, and the public events, we've seen more of a 

cross-section, and actually more questioning, because while traditionally you had a pro 

choice/pro life divide, now you've got people who might have endorsed -- might have, 

rather, been willing to not criticize a certain life style, but they do not feel comfortable 

because of their religious beliefs endorsing it.  And I think that that does -- that could 

undercut some of the Democrats traditional base among women. 

 

MS. SOSA:  Just remind ourselves, the gender gap is still there.  I mean, we are 

doing a very thorough analysis, but the fact is that Kerry is still 7 percent ahead in terms 

of the women vote.  So the gender gap is still there.  There is a very interesting trend, I'm 

going to change the subject a little bit, which is men, particularly college educated men, 

trending more and more for Kerry because they are doing more analysis in terms of the 

position on war, and others in terms of domestic issues. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Tell me about that Anna, because it came from your data.  Let's talk 

about, is the education gap going to outpace the gender gap in this election? 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  I think in some ways it might, and this is an analysis that 

Stan Greenberg and I did together in the last couple of days.  If you look at college-

educated men, they voted for Bush in 2000 by 18 points.  Right now, he's winning them 

by about 3 or 4 points, that's a very big transformation.  And what you see is, college-

educated men pulling away from Bush on a variety of issues.  First of all, Iraq, just 

complete dismay with the situation in Iraq.  But more, they are fiscal conservatives, very 

upset about the size of the deficit, and they're social moderates, the stem cell debate is not 

a good debate for Bush with college-educated men.  And so there's this shift, and it 

means actually the gender gap is a little bit smaller, not because women are dropping off 

in their support for Kerry, because men are actually looking weaker for Bush.  And the 

size of this education gap, if you look at college-educated men versus men without a 

college education, there's about a 30-point gap between the two of them with men 

without a college education voting for Bush, and the weakness of college men. 

 



MS. ERBE:  Leslie, you may disagree with the data, but before we get to that.  I'm 

thinking that Kerry has successfully for the most part, because the voter analysis we did 

showed him 9 points ahead with women, ahead of President Bush, versus Gore had 11 

percent.  But I'm thinking about wooing women, and women of color, also wooing back 

educated white men, is that because of the reporting for duty?  Because he plays with 

more macho images than Gore did, say, in 2000. 

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I don't actually buy that argument yet.  I think it's going to be 

wait and see after the election.  I still think the game is with women in terms of the 

vacillation, which side they're going to go to.  We've seen a lot of that movement since 

the conventions, and that is really what's swaying a lot of the polls.  And I think if you 

look at white women in the aggregate, they are still double-digit for the president. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about white college-educated men, do you agree --  

 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I put that in the same framework, I think that you're going to 

see the shift continue, college-educated, and lower educated for the president, the gap is 

still going to be there, and it's going to be quite wide. 

 

MS. ERBE:  We'll come back and look at it next week in exit polling.  From the 

voting booth to the supply lines.  Female soldiers in Iraq may soon officially be serving 

in combat.  The U.S. Army wants to punch more holes in the long-time ban on women in 

combat by placing them as support personnel in combat divisions as early as January.  

The Army claims partnering mixed sex support units with all male combat units will 

improve efficiency and combat readiness.  This proposal is part of a restructuring plan to 

increase the number of combat brigades from 33 to 48.  Opponents of women in combat 

want the Bush administration to block the program, and originally the president 

appointed a citizens advisory panel that wanted to keep women farther away from, not 

closer to combat roles.  When asked last year about women in combat, President Bush 

said he would leave that decision to military leaders.  Twenty-four female soldiers have 

already died in combat in Iraq. 

 

So, in saying let's leave it to the military as opposed to when he first came into 

office appointing a citizens advisory panel that was decidedly in favor of keeping women 

away from combat, in fact, even pushing women back in terms of getting closer to 

combat jobs, what are conservative women thinking about this movement? 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  Not just conservative women, but I think people who 

follow this issue are a little bit stymied, because Article I Section 8 of the Constitution is 

pretty clear on this.  Personnel policy is supposed to be determined by the Congress, and 

it's supposed to be determined by the Congress for very good reason, because these type 

of decisions are:  a) incredibly important for societal purposes, but also b) have serious 

political ramifications.  And, therefore, they deserve a public debate, and they deserve to 

be debated and voted on by people we have voted on and selected.  So, I think there is a 

feeling that maybe in the desire to pass a hot potato that they have done something that is 

at odds with the process that we all agreed upon when our country was formed. 



 

MS. ERBE:  But this doesn't seem to be registering.  It's important to women, 

obviously, but it doesn't seem to be a huge issue in the election.  Why is that? 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  Well, I think because it's so crowded right now with 

ideas, and with conversations.  I mean, I have seen thoughtful people disagree on this 

topic because some folks come at it from the standpoint of, women are just as good as 

men, we're brave, we want to serve our country, and other people saying, this is about 

military readiness and political correctness has no role in determining policy on military 

readiness.  But those are important issues that deserve to be fully fleshed. 

 

MS. SOSA:  And I have to say that what's happening is people like me, who 

objected to this war, and objected to this war because of what's happening militarily, are 

saying we told you so.  It was a bad idea.  You're putting everybody at risk.  From a 

military perspective, basically what's happening this is a war that it doesn't matter where 

you are in Iraq or what is in the combat unit, whether you are support, you are behind the 

man, you're at risk, because you're getting attacked from all angles.  So, what the military 

is trying to do is reorganize these combat units in a way that makes sense for everybody, 

including women, but then it gets into the middle of this debate. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  Although, you should keep in mind -- we should keep in 

mind, rather, that part of the reason that women are in the support roles that are 

endangering them is because there was a change in policy under the Clinton 

administration.  Whether you agree with it or not, it was different before then, and now 

you've got situations like Jessica Lynch and others, who have been not really designed to 

be in front line situations, but are in support roles now that just as well -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  But is not the real reason for President Bush, who in principle, based 

on his appointments to the Dachowitz panel, wanted to rollback women's roles in the 

military far away from combat duty is now forced to enlarge them because we have 

this -- nobody is signing up anymore.  Witnessing what's happening in Iraq, nobody 

wants to join the Guard or the forces because they don't want to go over and die for a war 

that's not super popular. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  You're showing your own views here, Bonnie.  First of 

all, Dachowitz, and I understand Dachowitz is the name of the advisory committee, the 

citizen panel that Bonnie referred to earlier.  But, it really depends on where you're sitting 

if you think those appointees were going to dramatically rollback the policy, because 

there were basically a lot of complaints from both sides of the ideological spectrum when 

those appointments were made, and it's just human nature for one side to go, they've 

stacked the deck against us.  And both parties genuinely feel that way.  The former 

chairman of our board sits on the Dachowitz panel, and I can tell you she went in and 

said, this is going -- it's going to be very difficult to get any genuine consensus and policy 

out of this committee.  We're going to work hard, but it's just going to be difficult. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But how much of this is driven by the strapped personnel situation? 



 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think to some degree it is.  I think a lot of ways folks are using 

it as a political football.  Like they're focusing on Iraqi mismanagement, they're trying to 

tie all those elements together, and make this a campaign issue, when it's really, I think, 

speaking to Nancy's point, this is something that needs thoughtful time consideration, 

especially in terms of military readiness.  And I don't think you're going to hear any of 

that until this election is over. 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  I just think it's incredibly interesting that you have a 

fundamental debate about gender roles in our society, and this really gets at the heart of 

that debate about the advances women have made and what their proper roles are.  It's 

right in the middle of a whole question about there's a war in Iraq, when we know that 

generals told this president that we didn't have enough troops there, that we were going to 

be stretched thin, that we were not going to be able to meet our other military 

commitments, it's an interesting moment that we're going to be forced now to have this 

debate. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, and, again -- yes. 

 

MS. SOSA:  My point is that, in some ways, it's really not a gender -- it's turned 

into that, obviously, because the bigger picture is that.  But I think what's driving this is 

just military necessity.  What's driving this is not only the lack of people, the need of 

more soldiers, but what's driving this is the military reality of what's happening in Iraq, 

and the vulnerability of the units, and how they need to reorganize. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  Although, it does speak to the policy debate itself, 

because there are people, frankly, who were saying, you have to think about military 

readiness who objected to the changes that were made years ago because they predicted 

scenarios like this, and said, if you put women into those support positions, understand 

that they will be in the way, wars will be fought in the future, they will face torture, 

capture and fatalities. 

 

MS. ERBE:  What about the public reaction to that torture, that killing, et cetera?  

We've had 20-something die in combat, more die in noncombat situations, plenty injured.  

And yet you don't see the public up in an uproar about this. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  They were when Jessica Lynch was captured.  I think the 

concept -- 

 

MS. ERBE:  But wasn't it more about her treatment as a prisoner, it wasn't -- I 

mean, yes, she's a woman, but it wasn't like, oh, this poor woman, it was what a creep. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  No, I think it was that for some reason if someone is 

killed outright that it's tragic and it's sad, but when we -- as a country, we face the thought 

each night when we went to bed, and most of us prayed for her, let's face it, of some 

young woman being held and intentionally tortured, and we all knew what that meant, we 



didn't like it as a country.  And I think for good reasons.  Bottom line is, chivalry ain't all 

bad.  And we didn't like it.  And so, for some reason, I think that nightmare hit us harder 

than a mortar shell. 

 

MS. ERBE:  And, excuse me, a moment ago, when I said what a creep I was 

thinking of Lynde England.  Big difference there. 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I was assuming what a creep was whatever the doctor -- 

 

MS. SOSA:  Can I make a point about, the reality is, this country is not in uproar 

because women are dying in Iraq, they are not in an uproar because women and men are 

dying in Iraq, and I think we just moved, in terms of the role of women in the military 

there's an acceptance that women are part of the military and they should be fully 

participating in it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  And on that explosive note, we move on from the front 

lines to the home front.  What do Americans want in a first family?  Polls show 

Americans prefer traditional first ladies.  Which family would be more traditional, the 

Bushes or the Kerrys?  If traditional means a full-time first lady, the Bushes stand out.  

During her stay in the White House, Mrs. Bush worked successfully on nonpartisan 

social issues earning her a public approval rating of 74 percent, way above that of her 

husband.  Teresa Heinz Kerry, who polls at a much lower 40 percent, has made it clear 

that her stay in the White House would be different.  She plans to continue her work as 

CEO of the Heinz Family Foundation if her husband is elected. 

 

But the families seem to reverse themselves on approaches to child rearing.  The 

Kerrys self-identify as strict parents.  Heinz Kerry remembers making her sons write 

reports on TV shows they watched.  One may call them old school, or dare we say 

conservative when it comes to parenting, at least compared to President and Mrs. Bush.  

They claim a more easy going, kids will be kids, approach to parenting some say appeals 

to every day voters. 

 

So, how are the first -- would-be first families, family of the Heinz Kerrys and the 

family of the Bushes appealing to women voters differently? 

 

MS. SOSA:  Well, if the first lady had an influence in terms of where we were in 

the elections, with a 74 percent approval rating by Laura Bush, President Bush should be 

ahead by 20 points.  But the reality, that is not.  She's charming, she's lovely, and if this 

was a vote about who I should have coffee with, I would definitely vote for Laura Bush.  

She is absolutely lovely.  But it's not, it's about the issues, it's about the candidates, it's 

about their ability to perform or their lack of ability to perform in the case of President 

Bush, but it's a nice package and it helps, it softens the campaign.  They have many 

surrogates.  You know, their daughters, the Kerry daughters are fabulous.  I saw them the 

other day on television.  The twins are doing great.  They're lovely.  They do lots of 

wonderful things.  But the reality is that the election is not going to be about the wives, 

and it's not going to be about the daughters. 



 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I have to say I agree with that one.  You know, it's 

interesting to me.  I don't think first wives, or potential first wife is going to sway an 

election until the American really live with her for a while.  I will say that I think that 

now Senator Clinton in her first -- in President Clinton's first term was in danger of 

hurting her husband because there was that whole Hillary Care thing that just didn't work 

for her, let's face it, across the country.  And you had people rallying on street corners 

with very strident signs.  And they were personal.  So, she had somehow overstepped her 

boundaries in the public's eye.  And that could potentially cost somebody a point or two.  

But when they don't know them that well, I don't think it's going to affect the vote. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But what about the -- what really bothered me, I quite frankly can't 

believe it, that in this day and age the USA Today poll shows even though women are 

now 50 percent of the workforce, women are single heads of households, they are in 

many couples out-earning their husbands --  

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  They're starting small businesses right and left. 

 

MS. ERBE:  American voters prefer a full-time homemaker first lady, a recent, 

this month, USA Today poll.  Why?  Why do they want tradition in the White House if 

they don't have it in their own lives? 

 

MS. PFOTENHAUER:  I sure as heck don't know.  But my guess might be that it 

could be something like understanding that being first lady is a full-time job.  It may not 

come with the honor or with the power, but it is a full-time job.  Let's face it, those 

women have unbelievably punishing schedules.  And, frankly, are exposed to a low of the 

downside without that much upside.  I mean, there's only so much joy you can take in 

redecorating the White House as it's been redecorated how many times. 

 

MS. GREENBERG:  Bonnie, I would say a couple of things.  First, while I think 

we've made great progress as a society about women's role, and women's role in the 

family, and the workplace, a lot of women work out of necessity.  They'd rather stay 

home with their kids.  And so we shouldn't assume just because women are out there 

working that that's what they would like to be doing.  And I think that there's still is a 

comfort with traditional, with the notion of a traditional relationship, and I think there's a 

comfort level.  I'm not saying that I agree with that, but I do think that there is a 

perception, a comfort there.  One of the things that I think is so interesting about this 

whole Bush family versus Kerry family thing is that I think people see it through partisan 

lenses.  And so even though you have a Kerry and Heinz family that is "traditional," quite 

conservative, because they're Democrats, because we had a previous administration that 

might have had some issues around personal morality that we tend to assume that 

somehow Democrats are less traditional.  And I think it's a partisan line.  And there's an 

assumption that somehow the Bushes must be more traditional, even though there's every 

indication that they're fairly liberal in the way they've raised their daughters, and I think 

that people have a hard time getting rid of those lenses when they look at political 

families. 



 

MS. SANCHEZ:  I think Teresa Heinz Kerry, though, has done a lot to promote 

that image, I think both with her statements that Mrs. Bush doesn't have a job, or also the 

additional statements.  She's seen more as a European than she is an American.  And I say 

that under the auspices that she really doesn't look like the comforter, the nation's 

comforter. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hold the rest of it for after credits.  That's it for this edition of To 

The Contrary. 

 

Next week, the results are in, we hope.  We'll discuss how women voted and 

women's success as candidates.  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.) 

 

 


