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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, the stigma of being on the dole ebbs 

as more Americans rely on food stamps.  Then, working mothers hit the maternal wall.  
Behind the headlines, women’s friendships demystified.       

 
(Musical break.) 
 
MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, food stamp usage on the 
rise.   

 
More Americans are turning to food stamps and as a result the stigma surrounding 

the program is waning.  The program now helps feed one in eight adults and one in four 
children in the U.S.  If usage continues to rise at the same rate, half of American children 
will have received food stamps by age 20.  Nearly 20,000 people are being added to the 
food stamp rolls each day.  Due in part to the housing bust, residents of once booming 
suburban counties, some of whom shunned government assistance, are now relying on 
food stamps.  Experts say the recession and changes made to the program during the 
Bush administration have helped remove the stigma.  While the 36 million people 
currently on food stamps include singles, couples, newly unemployed and the lifelong 
poor, critics remain opposed to expansion saying it discourages work and marriage.   

 
So Irene Natividad, is the fact that the stigma surrounding food stamps is 

disappearing a good thing or a bad thing?   
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  A good thing.  I think hunger and need have a way of getting 

rid of shame.  And I think it’s great that American families are being bailed out in the 
same way we bailed out companies.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  It’s never a good thing when more people need to take from 

the taxpayer’s dollars to be on the government payroll, but this just desensitizes people to 
the coming nanny state that some people want this country.   

 
MS. SOSA:  Well, nutrition is a cornerstone of health and is essential that this 

country feed its people in moment of economic crisis.   
 
MS. WRIGHT:  Food stamps should be a safety net, not a hammock.  Stigma can 

be a positive thing if it prods people to find alternatives to relying on welfare.   
 
MS. ERBE:  So what are those alternatives and what should they be?   
 
MS. WRIGHT:  Yes, thankfully there are a lot of community services, people 

who are involved in their communities and can reach out to the people who are in need.  
When you build relationships, that helps to lift people out of poverty.  If there’s a 



distance between the giver and the recipient, it’s less likely that they’re going to get the 
real help that they need to get lifted out of poverty.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think just the fact that there’re so many more turning to 

food stamps that didn’t use them before clearly shows you that Americans are at a very 
difficult stage.  Nobody – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Despite at the end of the week the jobless figures came out showing 

that unemployment was much – dropped back to 10 percent, but that there were many 
fewer jobs lost than anticipated by economists.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  – which is great news and we hope it keeps dropping, but 

clearly for a lot of Americans, this is a temporary measure that they never thought about 
doing.  Tapping food stamps is not something people are proud to, which is why they 
probably hide it when they’re coming up for that kind of money.  And the fact that it’s 
crept into the suburbs that traditionally didn’t make use of that form of assistance I think 
tells us that it is very much needed.   

 
Most Americans – to argue a program on the basis of abuse I always think 

delimits that program.  There will always be, no matter what the program is that was 
intended to be helpful, may be abused by some people, but for the most part Americans 
are turning to food stamp – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But I want to ask Tara a question that isn’t usually asked in these 

kinds of situations.  And I don’t mean to be harsh.  But how many of these – clearly most 
people who’ve lost jobs in this recession – the recession was much deeper than anybody 
anticipated – but when you have, as was highlighted in the “New York Times”  article, a 
family with one earner an five children, did they play – by having all these children – and 
children are expensive today – did they get themselves into a situation that somebody 
could have said, “hey, the husband loses a job, that’s the end of taking care of this 
family.”   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  There’s a certain amount of personal responsibility here.  And 

I’m not someone that doesn’t think that welfare is a safety net that we don’t need.  Sure, 
as long as it’s temporary, as long as it’s not the system isn’t abused, and as long as people 
– when we see the stigma is no longer attached to receiving government assistance, I 
think that’s a problem.  It should be – you should still not be proud of the fact or you 
shouldn’t still feel comfortable – well, now it’s okay because we have a debit card instead 
of the paper food stamps we used to have before.  Should people take advantage of a 
program that they need legitimate help for a temporary period of time?  Yes.  But the 
fraud aspect of this and as someone who has personally worked in the social service 
arena for almost two years, starting at the Homeless Program down in the Florid Keys 
with my mom and seeing social service agencies there, the level of abuse and the level of 
just complete ingratitude toward getting that assistance runs rampant to the tune of $700 
million a year and that’s not small change.   

 



MS. ERBE:  In Florida, in Florida.   
 
MS. SOSA:  There has been a lot of work in the food stamp program.  And the 

interesting thing is the administration had started to – destigmatize -- is that the right 
word?  The program was actually – the Bush administration because of the sense that is 
very important for people to eat well and that is part of a healthy economy.  And all the 
testimony and all the data – and I did some research in the topic shows that the corruption 
is dramatically being curtailed, that they have put systems in place in order – 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  But it still exists.   
 
MS. SOSA:  – limit the corruption.  And I don’t think people are saying I’m 

proud I’m taking food stamps.  I think what people are saying is I am acknowledging that 
I’m in a crisis that hopefully is temporary, my economic crisis.  And I have the right as a 
citizen who’s been paying taxes to access benefits that are going to maintain my family 
afloat.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Is this not part of a larger trend?  For example, the stigma of unwed 

motherhood – that’s pretty much completely gone and more than a third of all American 
children are being born to unwed mothers.  Is this the same kind of thing we’re seeing 
with the food stamps?   

 
MS. WRIGHT:  Right.  And just like with unwed mothers, that ends up being 

detrimental to the child.  Children need to have a mother and a father.  So yes, whenever 
– there should be some stigma involved when there’s something that we don’t want to 
promote or encourage, that we don’t want people to rely on.  And just like you mentioned 
the sense of entitlement -- I have a right to this.  I have a right to someone else’s money.  
There’s a problem – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SOSA:  – you’re a taxpayer that contributed.  It’s not someone else’s money.  

It’s your money.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, wait, one at a time.   
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  If our tax dollars have been used to bail out companies who 

now drop workers because of risks they took that were unnecessary, then we ought to 
take that risk away from American families who need it in order to feed themselves.  And 
I don’t understand the correlation between unwed motherhood and taking the toll – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Society – well, I’ll explain it to you – that society is dropping 

stigmas of all sorts that used to force people to behave in a manner that was much better 
for the cohesion of the family.  And this is part of it.   

 



MS. SOSA:  You’re keeping families together, Bonnie, by them being able to 
feed their children and the stigma is that you are responsible citizen.  We know this is a 
short-term remedy.  Most of these families don’t want to be on food stamps.  They want 
to work for their food.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  They want a job before they want food stamps.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  So again, so we’re looking for the government to help keep 

families together as opposed to communities coming together or as opposed to the 
churches stepping up and doing so.  So it’s the government now coming in to keep 
families together.   

 
MS. SOSA:  All that is happening, Tara.  All of that is happening.  The church – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Wait, wait, wait, one at a time.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – in Europe – this is what Europe does.  They have a nanny 

state there.  In America – most of the American people do not want that.   
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  All the churches are already doing what they can, all the 

social services and organizations are doing what they can, but that’s not enough to keep 
people – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Irene, Irene, let me ask you a tough question.  I’m not talking about 

two working parents, one or two or even three children, but one working parent and five 
children, isn’t that a recipe for disaster when – especially a low-income family, when a 
recession is – you know recessions are going to come.  You know people are going to 
lose jobs.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  To use Tara’s argument, do you want government dictating 

how many kids families should have?  Frankly, a five-child family is not the norm in the 
United States.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Okay, but wait a second.  Wait a second here, okay?  The 

government could easily, without dictating how many kids you could have, can say – 
food stamps only for four people in a household.   

 
MS. SOSA:  And the problem, Bonnie, is that the increase that you’re talking 

about and what’s causing the demand for the services are not the single mom with four 
children.  The demand is coming from the suburbs, it’s coming from the two-parent 
household with three children that started the year making $70,000 and both lost their 
jobs and now they have to go for food stamps.  That’s where the increase is coming.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And because the eligibility requirements don’t include the 

value of your home or your vehicle, depending on the state, so then now the eligibility 
has expanded, so that both services are available to people, which is – 



 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  So wait a second, are you saying that they should roll back the 

expansion, what you’re talking about, what was done in the Bush administration of not 
including the value of your car and what else, the value of your house?   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  – your home and the land.  I think there should be a limit.  As 

of right now, as far as I know and dealing with the programs in Florida, it’s open ended.  
Until you get a job or until you are honest about that, it’s open ended.  So you can be on 
food stamps indefinitely for the rest of your life if you don’t get work or don’t clean work 
or – that becomes – it’s one of those areas where there should be a limitation.  I don’t 
have a problem with helping people, but there should be a limitation on it and absolutely 
a stigma.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Okay, from economic struggles to workplace bias.  Despite making 

major strides in the workforce, many women still hit a wall -- a maternal wall that is.  
According to a just released study, employers still believe women are more conflicted 
than men when it comes to balancing work and family -- that even though new research 
finds the opposite is true, with more men reporting stress when it comes to juggling work 
life responsibilities.   

 
The study also finds employer bias deepens when women use company sponsored 

work-life benefits such as flex time and onsite daycare.  Women’s rights advocates say 
this maternal wall leads to more women being denied jobs and/or promotions because 
their employers assume they lack commitment, don’t want to advance or would prefer to 
be full-time homemakers.  Some experts say the best defense for women is to tell their 
employers about their job objectives, set realistic goals for advancement, and work hard 
to achieve them.   

 
So do you agree that employers tend to view women in a sort of a discriminatory, 

I would say, fashion, that if they’re going to make use of these flex-time benefits, which 
is to everybody’s benefit, they’re going to be looked down on as not being career 
oriented?   

 
MS. WRIGHT:  Actually this exposes the flaw in this so-called study.  This study 

was only done at one company and then the researcher took a huge leap to then say that 
employers are going to be biased against women if they take advantage of the various 
benefits like an onsite daycare center.  There’s no evidence of that happening.  Now, how 
women can ensure that they’re treated fairly is be a productive employee, just like for 
men.   

 
MS. ERBE:  You don’t think that there’re women out there who are very 

productive and they still get discriminated against?   
 



MS. WRIGHT:  As an employer, you want to be sure that a job gets done, that 
you’re meeting the bottom line, and that’s what matters most.  And if you’ve got an 
employee that can make use a boss to reach your goal, that’s the employee you want.   

 
MS. SOSA:  I think we’re making tremendous progress.  I actually was looking 

that the EEOC has some guidelines on how companies can set programs and send very 
strong messages – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. 
 
MS. SOSA:  – Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.  But I believe that 

the study is correct – reflective of a sector.  I think it wasn’t in one company, one sector, 
was that a group of transportation companies.  And you will see – I always thought 
transportation very male dominated, so I wouldn’t be surprised that – with the results.  
But there’s a lot of ways and strategies out there for companies to implement in order to 
overcome the bias.  And it’s very important that we have this dialogue and we talk about 
it because in a recession, particularly now that so many households are headed by 
women, is very important that we’re aware of the situation so we can protect ourselves 
because you’re making a lot of families very vulnerable when employers discriminate 
because their biases are with working women.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think there has been progress, but it’s piecemeal.  It’s 

company by company.  Some are better than others.  Even the government doesn’t do it 
that well.  Stereotypes take a long time to form.  They take a long time to take away as 
well.  So even if there are good policies in place, even if we have lawsuits that set up 
ground rules as to what you cannot do, the attitudes remain.  So I agree with you.  I 
thought it was a too small a study and also how did they measure the men were more 
stressed than the women?  Parents are stressed about – and when you have two working 
at the same time, which is now the norm, of course they’re stressed about their kids.  But 
the onus is on the woman to take care of the kids.  So when a company sees, “oh, my 
God, she’s got triplets on top of two others,” they start thinking, “we’re not going to get 
most of her.”  I think the attitudes are there and hard work doesn’t do promotions.  Many 
women work very hard.  They don’t make partner.  They don’t make – they don’t become 
senior vice presidents for a whole – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Or they don’t even get promoted to manager on a much more 

average level.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  And like Irene said, that goes along with the change in culture 

from are women capable of doing – giving themselves equally the way men do when it 
comes to corporate America because women are traditionally the heads of the household.  
We have made a lot of progress and we shouldn’t pooh-pooh that because it’s true.  And 
companies have – from government intervention with Family Medical Leave Act and 
things like that, not to talk about – 

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  Which we pushed for.   



 
MS. SETMAYER:  – yes, well.  (Laughter.)  There’s pros and cons to that.  But 

there’s different things here that have been put in place with flex time, with daycare, with 
telecommuting, but it is all about the bottom line.  If you can produce and the company 
sees you as a valuable asset, then more than likely you will be able to remain there 
because it would be against their interest to get rid of someone who produces for them.  
So women need to consider the career choices they make.  They need to understand that 
going into, you might have to work twice as hard.  And we will – women like us – 
continue to try to break those barriers down.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  We also need the men to take the flex time.  We also need 

the men to take the leave when a child is born or adopted.  The more male employees 
take advantage of those benefits, the less stigma there will be – 

 
MS. SETMAYER:  As I was saying, taking stigma away from that – 
 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  – on women taking advantage of those measures that are 

meant to protect the family.   
 
MS. SOSA:  Although the study actually showed that men were having trouble 

getting access to those benefits because the assumption was that they didn’t need the 
benefits.  So it’s an interesting dynamic.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Well, it’s a shift in family dynamic.  It’s the shift in the 

family dynamic in corporate America that seems to catch up.   
 
MS. ERBE:  But let’s be real about how quickly this is happening.  Do anybody 

here – I used to follow this.  I haven’t followed it in a few months.  But as of six months 
ago or so, the most recent data were showing something like half of women were taking 
advantage of corporate flex time.  And again, we’re talking about a very high echelon, the 
highest women in corporate America, not your average woman.  When it comes to 
average women and average men, the men don’t take family leave and the women do 
have to take it because they’re the only ones left to take it.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  The Family and Medical Leave bill only provides 12 weeks 

unpaid leave and no family can afford that, especially if the woman is giving birth.  The 
father can’t take the time off either.  So the route is paid leave. 

 
MS. :  No.  (Laughter.)   
 
(Cross talk.)    
 
MS. ERBE:  We are leaving that for another show.  Behind the headlines, female 

friendships.  From childhood through the golden years, friendship is one of the most 
important aspects of a woman’s life.  Yet a new book called Toxic Friends explains how 



women can find and nurture lasting friendships and how women can recognize and get 
rid of toxic friends.   

 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
MS. SUSAN SHAPIRO BARASH:  This is a friend you’re avoiding.  You no 

longer want to get together with.  You no longer share the same morals or values.  And 
she’s done something that’s reprehensible and you know about it, to you or to someone 
else.  And your sensibility – you were offended by it and can no longer abide it.  It’s a 
friend who is spilling into other parts of your life.  You find yourself talking about it to 
your husband, your other friends, someone where the relationship is no longer healthy or 
contained.   

 
MS. ERBE:  In her book, Barash says there’re 10 types of friends.  The categories 

apply to women of all ages, ethnicities, and social strata.  Barash found 90 percent of 
women say their sense of self is tied to their female friendships.  And for some women, 
breaking up with a friend, even if she is toxic, can be more devastating than losing a 
husband.   

 
MS. BARASH:  We expect our female friends to understand us and to support us 

in ways that husbands or children, even our mothers and sisters will not.  So we carefully 
choose our female friends and then we expect a lot in return.  And women often stay in 
these friendships because they’re afraid of rocking the boat, afraid of what they’ve 
confided, and also because so many times the friends have friends – the friend is a friend 
in common and women don’t want to lose their place in a group of friends by having a 
schism with one of the people in the group.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Barash says high expectations and constant communication through 

text messages and social networking websites make today’s female friendships more 
complex than in past generations.   

 
MS. BARASH:  Today’s female friendships are so much more intimate.  We 

share so many different things with our friends.  We can share our careers.  We can share 
our children.  We can share being single.  We can share travel.  We can have friends at 
the gym.  You can have friends through mothers.  You can have friends through work.  
Whereas before, even 40 or 50 years ago, women were really relegated to house and 
home and the friendships were all about your small circle in which you lived.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Women’s friendships have always been popular subjects for TV 

shows from “I Love Lucy,” to “The Golden Girls” to “Sex and the City,” to many others.  
But Barash says today’s women are also influenced by real friendships.   

 
MS. BARASH:  If we have examples set by famous women, by celebrity women 

of healthy friendships, it can only be a model for us because in our society celebrity 
culture has great impact.  And when we hear of very positive friendship, such as Jennifer 



Aniston and Courteney Cox Arquette or when we hear about Oprah and Gayle King, it 
reinforces just how valuable female friends can be and that’s a good thing.   

 
MS. ERBE:  When it comes to finding friends and nurturing relationships, Barash 

says men and women view the process very differently.   
 
MS. BARASH:  The way that men react to one another is really like parallel play.  

They’ll do something together, but they won’t intersect, they’ll be parallel, whereas 
women really want to intersect.  They really want to be face to face.  A man will say that 
his wife is his best friend because that’s about as close as he’s going to get to someone, 
whereas for a woman the details of her life and her feelings that she shares with a female 
friend are different from what she might share with her husband.   

 
We live a long time.  Women marry at 25 or 30 today.  Most of us, according to 

the U.S. census, will outlive our spouses.  And close to 50 percent of us will end up 
divorced.  So when the chips are down, what we’re really looking for is these solid, 
sustainable, female friends to get us through all of these situations.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  And is today’s society tougher to find those kinds of friends, I guess 

with technology, with people moving around, with so much job switching and 
commonality really switching, is it harder these days to find good friends and to get stuck 
with toxic friends?   

 
MS. SOSA:  (Inaudible) -- it’s harder or easier, but it’s critically important 

because our lives, as women, are more complex, particularly for working women.  Your 
friendships are essential – it’s an essential support system for you.  So I think it’s 
important to pay attention to it.  And I’m glad that she’s sharing ideas of how to get out 
of it because for us women, sometimes we tend to be so committed to our friendships, 
particularly people have done favors to us.  And they may have done lots of favors to us, 
but they also bring some negative energy into our lives.  And I think it’s not a good thing.  
So you need to know when to let go.   

 
MS. NATIVIDAD:  I would rather have a book about the value of friendships, 

how to keep those who are – we go through ups and downs in our relationship with 
friends the same way with family relationships.  Why don’t we talk about that?  I have 
problems with this book because it does feed a stereotype of women as these caddie 
people who have yucky friends sometimes and you’ve got to get rid of them.  I want to 
know how to keep them.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But wait a second.  You can’t compare family relationships with 

friendships.  I just dumped a toxic friend.  I’d known her for about five years.  We didn’t 
meet till I was in my late 40s.  So it’s – my family knows me from all the way back.  It 
took me that long to find out she was consistently lying to me.   

 



MS. SETMAYER:  But I agree with Irene on this that it does – this type of book 
does feed the stereotype that women are kind of whiny and we’re weak and we don’t 
know how to get rid of toxic friends.  And I don’t know what statistic that 90 percent of 
women, they define their self image based on their friends.  I must be in the 0.1 percent – 
(laughter) – absolutely.  I have very few female friends actually because I will not put up 
with those kinds of relationships.  And when you have – when you’re in the world that 
I’m in, there aren’t many women that can – because they’re cause of this example.  So I 
don’t know.  I think friendships are valuable.  They’re important.  And my family, as an 
only child, my friends are my family.  So – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Last word, Wendy.   
 
MS. WRIGHT:  Friendships are incredibly important and I agree that we need to 

be nurturing the good aspects of friendship and not analyzing and focusing on the 
negative aspects.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Next week, 

one mom argues legalizing marijuana will help the economy and her children.  Please 
join us on the web for “To the Contrary Extra” and whether your views are in agreement 
or to the contrary, please join us next time.   

 
(END)  
 


