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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, up first women become half of the 

U.S. workforce.  Then, some analysts say Republican women are key as the DOP 
attempts to regain power.  Behind the headlines, women are hit hardest by the rising 
poverty rate.       

 
(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, working women.   
 
Women now make up about half the U.S. workforce, up from a third 40 years 

ago.  But women’s growing workforce participation is simultaneously cause for 
celebration and consideration.  Experts worry the change could negatively affect children 
and family life or so says the Shriver Report, a new in-depth study on the status of 
women in America written by California first lady Maria Shriver and the Center for 
American Progress.   

 
Today, most women serve as their family’s chief or co-bread winner.  The report 

finds both men and women see this as a positive for American society and the economy.  
But 65 percent of Americans also believe the growing number of children being raised 
without a stay-at-home parent is having a negative effect on society.   

 
So Congresswoman Norton, is the answer mandated flex time and federally 

funded childcare or is it having women requiring a partner in their lives to do half the 
child rearing?   

 
DEL. NORTON:  I don’t know, Bonnie, but you show me a woman who doesn’t 

need both, I’ll tell you her name: Superwoman.  (Laughter.)   
 
MS. WOOD:  Look, I think neither.  I think the answer here is that we ought to be 

taking down the tax burden on American family so moms and dads can make individual 
decisions about whether or not they both want to work.  One wants to stay at home.  They 
shouldn’t be forced in to a particular situation which is increasingly what a lot of families 
are forced into right now.   

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  I think in this economy, either of those would work 

great, but when you say just requiring men to do half, just ha, ha, ha, and mandating flex 
time in this economy, I don’t know if that’s realistic either.  And so even if you bring 
down the taxes, I just think the reality now is that both parents have to work and it’s very 
difficult balance and there is no perfect solution to it.   

 



MS. SETMAYER:  Well, mandating anything by the federal government like that 
is not a good thing and I think that in an economy like this, men and women make 
common sense decisions that apply to their lifestyles and it works. 

 
MS. ERBE:  All right, but this report, the Shriver Report, which is getting tons of 

publicity, it comes out by saying there is poll.  There is a national poll that shows that 
Americans are more accepting of women working and of course for the first time in 
history we’re about half of the workforce up – which I think is amazingly slow progress – 
from a third 40 years ago.  So how is this changing society and what do we need to do 
about it if anything, Melinda?   

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  Oh, it doesn’t surprise me that men are very accepting of 

women in the workforce.  I don’t know anybody who doesn’t really want their wife to 
work and to contribute.  They – men – I think that’s difficult for them to shoulder all that 
burden, too.  But how is it changing?  I think we should all be worried, men and women, 
about the amount of time.  I think it’s a question finding balance that we’re all working.  
It’s not a problem that women are working.  I guess Bob McDonnell used to think that.  
But the problem is – 

 
MS. ERBE:  Republican candidate for governor.   
 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  – if both parents are working a crazy amount of hours, 

then that doesn’t work for the family.   
 
DEL. NORTON:  Well, I don’t think it’s changing society at all.  That’s the 

problem.  Men and women have changed.  Their roles have changed.  But the society 
looks about like it did when my parents had children.  And it’s to say you’ve got to find 
childcare wherever you can.  Women going at the workplace hasn’t made a dime’s worth 
of difference in the workplace.  It is the workplace of my grandfather.  I think the society 
is as it was when there were far more two-parent families.  One wants to say to the 
workplace “Why don’t you grow up?  Why don’t you change because the workers on 
whom you depend have changed radically?”   

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  Although in so many cases I’ve had such great 

employers who’ve been so opened to flex time and really wanted to help me do both and 
I think it’s not as simple as that, even when you have the most sympathetic employer in 
the world because stories don’t write themselves.  And so I don’t – it can only take you 
so far.   

 
MS. WOOD:  Yes, I do think – look, I think the workplace maybe hasn’t changed 

as much as some would like to see it, but I do think employers are trying to be more 
flexible because they want good workers and both men and women are good workers.  
But I think we’d be very careful here to say one thing which is to say that somehow it’s 
only progress that more women are in the workforce.  Being a stay-at-home mom and 
taking care of a household is a full time job, 24 hours a day.  I know a lot of folks who 
say it’s the hardest job they’d ever had, women who’ve been attorneys, who’ve been in 



law offices, led businesses, but then decided to be a mom and they say, “This is the 
hardest job I’ve ever had.”  A woman next door to me in my condo said that very thing 
just earlier this week.  And so to suggest that somehow only because they go to an office 
every morning at 9:00 A.M. makes it a real job, I think we need to be very careful about 
that.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  And where things have changed also is that more women may 

be forced to work because they are having children out of wedlock.  Thirty nine percent 
now over across the board are single mothers.  So this is – this forces you to have to go to 
work.  The welfare state has failed.  You’re not going to expect the government to take 
care of you.  And if you don’t have a two-income household, then you’re going to go out 
and you’re going to work.  But absolutely to say that it’s not enough, well, you have 
Family Medical Leave Act now.  You have flex time.  There’s all kinds of adjustments 
that companies have made to accommodate working women.  I don’t think it’s unfair to 
forget that.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman, look, you have two grown children.  You were – 

you had a very active political career, even as EEOC chair and other things when they 
were young.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  And with two parents and it was very difficult.  That’s why I 

agree that progress is – that women going to work isn’t necessarily progress by itself.  
The progress does come.  It brings us new problems.  And the problem is that we haven’t 
done anything about these children.  We all say we’d love so much, but hey, just care of 
them the best way you can.  We don’t care.  We’re not going to help you.  Every other 
comparable society does in fact help you with all kinds of educational childcare.   

 
One of the reasons our kids are so far behind is they get a slower start.  Now, I’m 

not sure that that’s because women are working, but I do know this.  Women have two 
jobs.  That’s why the survey shows they are not as happy as men are.  Many men say life 
is getting better, at least on the happiness scale.  (Laughter.)  And women are saying, 
“I’m not so sure” because men have taken over some of the work.  It’s not even-steven 
yet.      

 
MS. ERBE:  But why don’t women in those kinds of relationships just say, 

“Look, I’m not doing more than half of this.  We are in this together.”  I’ve had women 
say, “Oh, my husband won’t or my partner won’t.”  Well, you can draw a line and if you 
stick by it, going forward, moving into the situation where you’re having a child, make 
sure beforehand that you don’t have a child with somebody who’s not going to help out.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  Absolutely, that’s their fault for marrying someone that’s 

unwilling to be an equal partner in raising their children.  Too oftentimes women are 
desperate to get married because they feel that’s the right thing to do and they end up in 
dysfunctional relationships with men who are unwilling to take on the burden and then – 

 
DEL. NORTON:  So Tara, you’re for these women getting abortions – 



 
MS. SETMAYER:  No, I’m not.  I’m for women making better decisions before 

they – 
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. WOOD:  – I’m not saying that there aren’t some families who just struggle to 

get the paychecks and make the – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Lots of them.   
 
MS. WOOD:  – there a lot.  But let’s not also pretend that we don’t also live in a 

consumer society and a lot of folks work because they want that extra nicer car that they 
don’t have to have.  They could be making better choice probably for their families.  
Look, we all do that, making the choice to leave the office a little bit earlier.  There’re 
things that we could be doing.  It might mean self sacrifices as far as the goodies and toys 
that we have, but the fact is our kids would probably be a lot better off.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right, from workingwomen to women in the GOP.   
 
This week, Republican Senator Olympia Snowe became the health care heroine 

after breaking away from her party to vote in favor of an overhaul of the nation’s health 
care system.  And with Republican Senator Susan Collins saying she may follow her 
colleagues’ lead, some conservatives believe women leaders could be the key to the 
GOP’s attempt to regain the White House and control of Congress.   

 
This, while recent surveys find women voters fleeing the Republican Party for the 

Democratic camp.  Some analysts point to four up and coming female GOP standouts 
who could help lead the party back to majority status.  Women such as pro-choicer Meg 
Whitman; former eBay CEO and quote, “personally prolife” former HP CEO Carly 
Fiorina could stop the party from alienating prochoice women voters and moderates.  
Whitman is running for governor in California and Fiorina’s seeking the GOP nomination 
to run against Democratic U.S. Senator Barbara Boxer.   

 
If the party brings its women to the forefront, some say, it could once again fill a 

much bigger tent than the revival tent it now occupies.   
 
So who’s doing, Genevieve, a better job of building a bench?  Is it the women we 

just pointed out in the GOP and is that the future of the Republican Party?  Or are the 
Democrats doing a better job?   

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, the Democrats wanted to introduce more government 

programs and a lot more taxes.  Spending I think is doing more probably to help 
Republicans in 2010 and beyond than any sort of bench that Republicans can come up 
with right now.  Look, both parties and certainly conservatives in the Republican Party 
would like to see, I think, probably more women carrying some of the weight, if you will, 



running for office, but I don’t think – if you ever get into what I call identity politics, 
which is it’s got to be a woman or it’s got to be this ethnicity.  And that becomes what 
you’re about more than the values and the principles of those individual candidates bring 
to the table.  Look, I think you should reach out for that.  But that shouldn’t be the 
number one reason you vote for somebody.  It should be what they stand for.  And I think 
the Republican Party will be very dismayed if they just tried to find a woman as opposed 
to finding the right person for the right place.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But to me – hold on.  To me – and I want your response to this – the 

point of the selection of those four is that most of them are much more moderate than the 
guys who’ve been running the GOP up to now – 

 
MS. WOOD:  Which I don’t think is a good thing.   
 
MS. ERBE:  – does the GOP isolate itself into the revival tent as opposed to the 

old big tent that Lee Atwater used to talk about when he was a high level Republican 
strategist?  

 
MS. WOOD:  Look, people want leadership.  And leadership – sometimes you 

might have a moderate obviously who’s a leader.  But I think the leaders of the 
Republican Party ought to think about the fact it’s what you really stand for and every 
time they try to moderate a lot, go to the center, that’s when they lose.  It’s when they 
have a strong conservative candidate that they actually win.  Look, John McCain was 
probably the most moderate Republican who’s run.  He didn’t win last time around.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  Oh, but he ran a close race and you ought to remember that.  

You ought to remember that and isn’t it interesting that of that field of four, two are from 
California, they are known for their moderation.  And if you wanted to leave this party 
back to where it claims it wants to be, which is some modicum of the center, why 
wouldn’t you not reach out to women who look like they tend to be more moderate?   

 
MS. WOOD:  Who in the Republican Party says they want to be in the center, 

which leader?   
 
DEL. NORTON:  Exactly.   
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  And has he run for office ever?  No.  So Colin Powell – look, 

I think that the Republican Party needs to stick to the conservative principles that make 
Republicans Republicans.  You can be – if moderates work in California is because is not 
a conservative state for the most part and that’s great.  Then run the best candidate.  I 
think it’s important that – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But if you – but wait a second, Tara.  You look at Richard Nixon, 

Republican, opened doors to China, created the Environmental Protection 



Administration.  And then you look – and then you have – wait a second.  And then you 
have Ronald Reagan who certainly was clearly more conservative than Nixon, nowhere 
near as conservative as Bush the second.  And that’s – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  – Bush the second, President Bush the two-termer, was so far right 

that he left office with the lowest public approval ratings and he nearly destroyed the 
country in – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – such an unfair characterization of why Bush was unpopular.  

I don’t think it had anything to do with him being so far right.  He was not – absolutely 
not.  His fiscal policies were not so far right.  He had a lot of spending issues.  And there 
were things – his position on illegal immigration – I mean no.  The problem is here that 
for women, women voters that – they’re not necessarily – oftentimes women vote on 
emotion.  We all vote on emotion.  It’s about likeability, who you can trust is number 
one.   

 
MS. ERBE:  That’s true.   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  There was a woman who wrote a book.  It was a “New York 

Times” reporter.  It was called, “If They Only Listened to Us.”   
 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  And I wrote that book.  (Laughter.)   
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – you wrote the book the book and what did you say?  You 

said that – 
 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  (Inaudible.) 
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – that’s right.  It was you.  Anyway and what did your book 

come to the conclusion that women – 
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. SETMAYER:  – that’s why women voters – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Well, wait, wait.  For people who haven’t read the book.  What did 

you say?   
 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  I went through 20 states, talking to women, many of 

whom had switched from Gore in 2000 to Bush in ’04, talking to them about why.  And 



the number one thing I heard was that it was not security moms.  Those women were 
already Republicans.  It was that they just wanted a guy they felt good about and could 
trust.  So it was more about Kerry on personality and just gut level among those women 
who switched.     

 
MS. ERBE:  In writing that book, what did you find out about what is going to 

bring the Republican Party back to majority status and get at the women’s vote again, 
which – 

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  I did hear from Republican women that all things being 

equal, which they never are, of course they would love to see more women who looked 
like them.  They’d love to see younger women in the process, but it’s too easy to say, 
“Oh, she’s a woman and I’m a woman, there you go.”  Obviously – 

 
DEL. NORTON:  Nobody – (inaudible) – that kind of mechanics stuff.  But look, 

both parties talk about the big tent.  Republican Party tried to be something of a bigger 
tent in the years gone by.  But you see, my two conservative friends, just look at the 
notion of moderation.  Women who are moderate, they say they’re not even interested in.  
This is a party that is not interested in coming back in power.   

 
MS. WOOD:  It’s how you define the big tent.  The big tent means look, if you 

believe lower taxes and limited government is what you believe in, we welcome you.  We 
don’t care what color you are.  We don’t care if you’re man or woman as long as you’re – 

 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  – there are women who want that, but then they don’t want all the 

rest of the religious stuff that comes in with the conservatism.   
 
MS. WOOD:  – but every party’s this way.  Do you agree with this 80 percent of 

the time?  Nobody ever agrees 100 percent of the time.  And you have to decide which 
one – as I look at both of them, which one fits my values the closest.  And you also – and 
that’s why people should run for office and try to get involved – 

 
(Cross talk.)  
 
MS. ERBE:  Last word, Eleanor.   
 
DEL. NORTON:  The way in which we got the majority is that we got a lot of 

conservative Democrats, Democrats from Republican and Republican leading districts.  
They felt comfortable in our party along with people like me who were considered left.  
Until you get a party where you can have people as conservative as my conservative 
colleagues are, who are liberal, you’re not going to get the big tent that you pay homage 
to.   

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  Behind the headlines, poverty in America.  The Census 
Bureau recently released a report showing the recession has driven poverty rates higher.  
And another study out this week finds more than a third of women say they’re worse off 
financially today than they were a year ago.  With the poverty rate it’s highest in more 
than a decade, working women and children are hit especially hard.  And experts say this 
is just the beginning.   

 
(Begin video segment.)   
 
MS. HEIDI SHIERHOLZ:  We are going to see increases in poverty like we have 

never seen before in 2009.  So right now, I actually believe that 25 percent of kids are 
living in poverty.  In 2008, the number that came out was 19 percent.  It’s high.  It’s not 
okay, but it’s going to be dwarfed by what’s going on right now.   

 
MS. ERBE:  The actual number of Americans living in poverty may be higher 

than what the census data reveal.  Economist Heidi Shierholz says the government’s 
definition of poverty is based on a system crafted a half century ago.  It assumes one third 
of the money people spend goes for food.  But new research finds food spending has 
dropped and more money is spent on costs such as health care, transportation, and 
childcare.   

 
MS. SHIERHOLZ:  So the poverty rate now as officially counted is actually a 

measure of deep poverty.  And poverty experts are much more likely to look at twice the 
poverty rate as a more sort of reasonable threshold for material deprivation.  And when 
you look at twice the poverty rate, we have nearly a third of families right now are living 
below twice poverty.  And for kids, it’s up over 40 percent.  So when you start to look at 
a more reasonable threshold of material deprivation, the situation looks much more dire.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Women comprise some 60 percent of those in poverty.  Families 

headed by single women are five times more likely to be in poverty than their married 
counterparts.  But Shierholz says married women aren’t in the clear.   

 
MS. SHIERHOLZ:  We’ve had, especially under the Bush administration, a lot of 

emphasis on marriage programs.  If you get married, that’s your ticket out of poverty.  
Married couple families are much less likely to be in poverty.  It’s still true that married 
couple families are much less likely to be in poverty.  But they saw bigger increases from 
2007 to 2008 than poverty increases among single parent families.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Media reports have focused on men’s job losses during this 

recession, but Shierholz says women are feeling the recession’s effects in other ways.   
 
MS. SHIERHOLZ:  So while women are facing less employment loss, the women 

who are keeping their jobs are seeing bigger declines in wages.  Their wages over the 
course of this recession have dropped more than men’s.  And along with the poverty 
numbers, in the latest release, came income numbers.  The income for women working 
full time, full year has dropped further than the income for men working full time, full 



year.  So women are really feeling this recession earnings wise more than men, even 
though they’re not losing as many jobs.   

 
MS. ERBE:  While Federal Reserve Chairman Ben Bernanke recently announced 

the worst of the recession is over, Shierholz explains Americans will continue to feel the 
pinch of the downturn for years to come.   

 
MS. SHIERHOLZ:  I think the unemployment rate won’t get down to pre-

recession levels, i.e. the labor market won’t recover from this crisis until 2014 or 2015.  
And that’s the time when we will see poverty rates return to their pre-recession levels.  
That’s five more years of elevated poverty from where we were in 2007, which was still 
unacceptable levels.  So it’s going to be a very long haul for the most disadvantaged 
people in our country who are the ones that are hit hardest by a big economic crisis like 
this.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  Melinda Henneberger, I kind of don’t get it because another thing 

that we just heard from the experts here that women are harder hit by the recession than 
men, even though more of them are keeping their jobs and more women are moving into 
the workforce.  The Shriver Report also said women on average now are better educated 
than men.  And what I don’t get is I always thought education was the solution to 
poverty.  It’s not working here.   

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  No, it isn’t and it’s a huge and under addressed problem 

for families.  And if you have women whose wages are falling, who are 
disproportionately heads of household, single parents, back to Eleanor’s point, if we 
really care about children in this country, we have to address that in a much more serious 
way than we are right now.  And I don’t think this is anything new.  Women have always 
been disproportionately affected by poverty.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  But then they got their foothold in the economy and to lose it in 

the so-called Great Recession.  And this is a dangerous statistic because this is a new kind 
of poverty.  We’re pushing people out of the middle class down into poverty.  And this 
yields lots of other issues along with it.  We have – we passed unemployment insurance.  
Everybody knows you have to do it.  Employment is lag indicator.  Almost a month ago.  
It’s in the Senate because some Republicans refuse to bring it up because they want 
stimulus money transferred to unemployment insurance money.  That’s what I mean by 
pushing people down into poverty.  You’ve got to keep people working with the stimulus 
funds and you’ve got to use the unemployment pot in order to, in fact, do more 
unemployment insurance.  There’s no way to get around that.   

 
MS. SETMAYER:  More government spending hasn’t gotten anybody out of 

poverty.  We’ve spent $14.3 trillion since the Great Society in welfare programs of LBJ 
in the ’60s and poverty apparently is still a problem.  That’s number one.  Number two, 
the way to solve this problem is more job creation, which is getting the government out 



of private industry so that businesses can create jobs and stop punishing them and reduce 
the tax burden so people can work and come out of poverty.   

 
And then we also need to consider what the definition of poverty actually is in 

this country.  According to the census data, poverty – even though you’re considered 
poor, 75 percent of these people own their own cars.  Eighty three percent of people have 
air-conditioning.  There is – two thirds have cable TV.  So when we talk about the 
definition of poor or poverty, they have clothes and roofs over their heads.  They may not 
have the luxuries they want, but we need to keep that in perspective – 

 
MS. HENNEBERGER:  I’ve been in checks with TVs – 
 
(Cross talk.)   
 
MS. WOOD:  I think we must be very careful here.  There’s no doubt the 

economy is not doing as well as everyone would like it to do.  But this will be an excuse 
by folks like the Economic Policy Institute to want to expand government in a lot of 
government programs to quote, unquote “help the poor.”  And as you just reported out, 
Tara, government’s been in it for a long, long time and it’s not gotten better.  We need to 
take a look at the way we deal with these issues.   

 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  We’ll take this issue up again because there’re other issues 

we didn’t even get to connected with poverty.  That’s it for this edition of To the 
Contrary.  Next week, the Latina dropout rate.  Please join us on the web for “To the 
Contrary Extra.”  Whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us 
next time. 

 
(END) 


