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Bonnie Erbe  0:00  
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Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  0:29  
Women are actually more likely to be suicidal than men as they leave the military, they're more likely to be 
suicidal than women who didn't serve in the military, they're more likely to be homeless than men who served 
in the military and more likely to be unemployed than men who served in the military. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  1:00  
Hello, I'm Bonnie Erbe. Welcome to To The Contrary. This Week in our continuing series on Women Thought 
Leaders, the service women and women veterans Congressional Caucus. Welcome. Really appreciate your 
being here. Let me start with you, Representative Houlahan. Tell me about the women veterans caucus. How 
did it come about and what's its purpose? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  1:24  
Sure. So it's the service women and women veterans caucus. And it came about with a realization that the 
number of women who are in Congress who have served in the military doubled in the last five or six months, it 
went from two to four. So with that remarkable expansion in our forces, we realized that the number of women 
who serve us, our nation, our office is also increasing rapidly. So the recruitment of women are active duty 
career, when they transition potentially to reserve status or to be veterans. It's an increasing issue and part of our 
population, the veteran and service person population. So we started this caucus, because we think that those 
issues need to be addressed and looked at in a holistic way, because it tends to be just veterans or just service 
women, and not the kind of a combined picture on that. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  2:09  
And your thank you and your thoughts on that. Representative Sherrill. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  2:13  
Well, I love the idea. So Chrissy is an Air Force veteran. I'm a Navy veteran, but we've learned to work 
together. And it was wonderful to enter this class and to have another Naval Academy graduate like Elaine 
Luria join us we had Tulsi Gabbard there. So I think to come in with this with really strong group of women 
who want to focus on the issues, particularly related to being a woman in our forces are a woman veteran, and 
sometimes those are unique, you know, there are unique issues that are presented there was something that I 
think I was really excited to start to do. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  2:46  
And importantly, the caucus is more than 50 strong and you don't have to be a woman or a veteran to be part of 
the caucus, you don't have to serve on the armed services or Veterans Affairs Committee is to be able to 
participate in to be thinking about these particular issues for women's service members. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  3:01  
And what would you say as far as women, veterans and service members are concerned, what is the number one 
issue right now.  
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  3:09  
So I wouldn't necessarily say that there is a single issue, I think some of the motivation for starting this caucus 
is that there are many issues. And one of the motivations for me starting it was that when I was active duty, I 



had my first child. And I found that I had six weeks of leave for my first child, but I only had a six month 
waiting period to get my baby into the base childcare. And I literally would have paid all of my income to be 
able to afford childcare outside on the open economy, because I was stationed in a very expensive area. And so 
issues of childcare, issues of healthcare that are unique to women, there's just the gamut of issues that we should 
be thinking about, looking at our career trajectory, and making sure that we can see ourselves you know, and 
higher places and look upwards and understand where it is that we're going to be going with our careers also 
something that's important too. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  3:58  
So I started to sit with a women's veterans roundtable during my campaign. And they brought to my attention, 
you know that they had had problems with the waiting room at the VA being like a gauntlet really problems 
with not being able to get a mammogram and having to go outside to get a mammogram. And then the VA 
didn't pay for it in time, their credit was dying. So all kinds of particular issues to our women veterans, I put an 
amendment in a bill for to make sure that when our parents go to get the health care they need, and we know our 
veterans are having a rising incidence of suicide rates, and that they can have childcare. Because if you're going 
to go talk about your post traumatic stress, or if you're going to talk about military sexual assault, you really 
don't want your child there. And so people are missing appointments are not making them in the first place. And 
then we also just have inside the services, we know like at the service academies, they're not attacking the 
sexual assault in a way we want them. They're not bringing the numbers down, in a way we want them to bring 
them down. And there are differences even in our group about how they might do that. But it's something we're 
addressing and talking about. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  5:00  
This is obviously something that Senator Gillibrand is dealt with. And I believe there was legislation approved, 
correct? 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  5:07  
So we've moved forward, the military just still hasn't brought the numbers down. So we need to continue to 
attack this. It's a difficult problem. It's not just our service academies. Certainly, you know, I was at the service. 
I was at the Naval Academy recently my alma mater to talk about this, I was on a panel, not just for the service 
academies, but for all our universities and colleges. This is nationwide. I think it's something that for many 
many reasons, the numbers kind of are difficult to bring down. But I think some of that is who handles it, who 
is, what is the kind of court of jurisdiction who's redressing it, where do people go and some of our universities, 
for example, the school administration's haven't been handling it while they really need to go outside the school. 
So we just passed in the NDAA, which is the National Defense Authorization Act, and we both sit on the House 
Armed Services Committee, we just put in place a trial period for a special counselor they will take it outside 
from the superintendent's to have somebody else be able to really address. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  6:05  
Just to give it a pilot trial balloon to see if it's helpful because Mikie's right. It's not just an epidemic in the 
service in the Academy's but in our nation at large. And it's definitely something that we need to be worried 
about. And that when you look at the data, it's if anything, it's getting worse. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  6:22  
And tell me about the peculiarities of the military, where it might make it a little harder, for example, on a 
submarine. I mean, there's, it seems to me, it would be pretty, with a small space, it would be and spread out 
crew all over the place, it might be easy on a submarine to trap somebody in a corner and assault them. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  6:45  
And I obviously didn't serve on a submarine. So I can't I can't comment on that I served in a base situation 



where I actually was one of the most junior people even though I was an officer because my base was full of 
mostly officers. And so every one of us has a different experience on what the military was like and what it was 
like to be a young woman or a woman of service. And so I think that Mikie's right, each one of us has a 
different story to tell and a different perspective. And so when we sit together and try and address how we 
address these issues, we may have different opinions on that. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  7:18  
But again, I mean, you must have thoughts about ways in which do you think all officers should have to go 
through sexual assault training so that they know how to deal with these problems fairly, when they come 
before them? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  7:33  
I think all of us should have some sort of sensitivity training in a variety of different ways. Diversity and 
origin... 
 
Bonnie Erbe  7:38  
Or even just rules. You know, of course, you do this, then you do that it starts down the line,  
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  7:41  
Of course. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  7:41  
This is something we as a military have been working on for many years. I graduated in 1994. And two years 
prior 1992, we had the Tailhook Scandal, if you recall that women being assaulted in a convention for some of 
us are aviators. And so, you know, this is something the military has worked very hard to address. And I can tell 
you, when you were at a command, with a great commanding officer, who takes this seriously who's invested 
ensuring that everyone has value and has a great workplace, you see great results. And sometimes you see that 
and sometimes you don't, but our military officers do go through, or at least they did when I was there, sexual 
harassment and assault training. And we're working very hard not just to train the people in charge, but to train 
members of our armed forces to know what to do if they've been assaulted or harassed and know how to address 
that and who to go to. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  8:35  
And in the NDAA, as Mikie mentioned, we have a pilot program at the Academy's but we also put forward an 
amendment that is about if you observe something if you see something you say something. I did an 
investigation of whether or not we should put teeth into making sure that people who are observers of that sort 
of an assault are responsible to it, which I believe that they might need to be. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  8:55  
Is there any way do you think that we should be perhaps screening people, people who apply to become to join 
the services to make sure or are they already screened to make sure they don't have any kind of record of sexual 
assault or criminal behavior.  
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  9:12  
I know this is a population that an issue of our nation, this is not an issue of you know, being able to screen for 
that if we had the solution for this, we would have been able to solve it both at the national level and also in the 
military. This is not something that I think we can you know, sort through and be able to solve it is a chronic 
issue. But I think importantly, the issue of the service women women's veterans caucus is that it's beyond that 
issue. You know, being a woman of service is not just about whether or not you feel safe on the job. It's also 
about your access to mammograms, it's also about your access to child care. It's also about, for me, I was active 



duty, but my husband was not. you know, he had never served in the military and never knew anybody who had 
and being the one, the one who's active duty and having the spouse who's the trailing spouse being male is a 
different set of six, as well. And so there's just a very large number of issues that service women are 
confronting. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  10:06  
At last check. I heard that the military services were 15% Female, is it more of that? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  10:13  
I think it's about 18% now coming up close to 20%. Yeah, and the officer corps, I think it's a little different in 
the enlisted group. And I think the expectation is that it will rise up to somewhere closer to 30% in the next 
decade or so. So you know, women are 51% of our general population, and women, veterans and women of 
service are going to become increasingly larger population of people who are serving. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  10:35  
when I graduated from the Naval Academy, under 10% of my class was women. And now I believe it's up to at 
least 23%. I know one friend of mine, his son got into the academy and his daughter went to the Merchant 
Marine Academy said it was so hard for her because about 10 women from her high school graduating class had 
applied to the Naval Academy. So to see that kind of interest to see the next generation, kind of coming up, it's 
really for, I think, for a lot of us, women's veterans and servicemembers, it's so exciting to see that next 
generation. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  11:05  
We do, we want to, we want people to be able to look and see somebody who looks like them, you know, who's 
made it through the ranks, literally. And we want to make sure that people recognize that they could, they too, 
could be sitting in this seat. And it is really exciting. And Mikie and I are just a few years apart. But it really 
even in her couple years, being younger than me that the service was different in terms of the access that she 
had two different jobs that weren't open to me. So we're making enormous progress. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  11:30  
The military is known, obviously, is a place where one can acquire amazing skills. But should there be any even 
greater effort made to train women to give women extra skills they may need for solid employment when they 
leave the services? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  11:51  
Well, I think one of the reasons why this service women and women's veterans caucuses important is that 
women are actually more likely to be suicidal than men as they leave them military, they're more likely to be 
suicidal than women who didn't serve in the military, they're more likely to be homeless than men who served 
in the military and more likely to be unemployed than men who served in the military. And so this is really an 
issue. And so some of the things that we can be thinking about is, why is that? Why is it when somebody exits 
the military that they don't necessarily find a landing spot? How can we make sure that they do, what is 
different about them and their skills versus their male counterparts? And I would argue, probably nothing. It 
may be just a matter of how that woman is presenting herself how she's marketing herself. And that's for men as 
well. You know, I think a lot of our, our people get out of the military, and they have a resume that's beautiful, 
with enormous set of skills that are very relevant to the civilian economy, but they don't know how to market 
that they're used to the acronyms of the military, or, you know, kind of what their specialty code tells them that 
they know how to do. But civilians don't speak like that. And we need to figure out how to make sure that the 
women and men are able to transition to the civilian economy. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  12:53  



And I'll ask you that in a second. But you mentioned that women are more likely to be suicidal is that because 
they have different responses to exposure to PTSD? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  13:05  
I don't think that we can say that. But I do know that what we can say is that right now, women don't feel as 
though the VA is for them back to Mikey's point, they feel sort of less than welcome in the VA. And they're 
maybe not being socialized to seek help from the services that are provided for them. And one of the things that 
we were early on with this caucus able to do was to say, listen, the Air Force has a program that takes four 
hours of training as a woman transitions from active duty into being a veteran, tells her about the benefits that 
are available to her, that program, demonstrably makes a difference in terms of whether or not she will access 
the VA and whether or not she will be more or less likely to be suicidal or to you know, seek help. And we have 
that program that's working in the Air Force. And our group said, hey, how about the Navy? Hey, how about the 
army? Hey, can you take this program that's working and make it work for other people, for more women, and 
hopefully, that'll end up with fewer women feeling isolated? 
 
Bonnie Erbe  13:57  
And your thoughts about the training? Question I asked? 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  14:00  
So it was a really interesting question. We've looked a little bit at that, why, you know, how can we ensure that 
our women service members can succeed as women veterans, and I think Christy is exactly right. A lot of 
women don't self identify as veterans, when they leave in the same numbers as the men do what you know, 
trying to make sure we make that connection. So we're looking at, you know, putting money into outreach, so 
that the Veterans Association can reach out to the women in the community to bring them in and to let them 
know about the programs that are available. We were also alerted to the fact that it's really hard for homeless 
veterans with children to get access to a homeless shelter. So we've been looking at developers in our 
community, who particularly want to provide homeless shelters for women with children or families. And I 
think that can help somewhat with some of the homeless problems. So, you know, I think what what you're 
hearing probably is that it's so great to have this class of women, not, you know, because we bring these 
different viewpoints. And we bring particular concerns that there are so many things in Congress that you can 
handle, and sometimes some of the needs of our community get a little bit lost. And I think this committee 
really brings to the forefront, some of the key issues related to our women service members and our women 
veterans. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  15:12  
You mentioned childcare, you mentioned childcare, does the military budget allow for childcare? Something 
that, you know, 20 years ago, opponents of women in the services who basically have, you know, crawled under 
a rock somewhere and don't really exist much anymore, because women have proven them to be wrong, but 
they did use to talk about things like the military isn't set up to provide childcare. It's a huge expense, why 
should we spend be spending money on this, as opposed to, you know, a new, you know, battleship? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  15:48  
The military is competing with the civilian economy as well, we are in a place right now where everybody 
who's in the military has volunteered to be there. And we are not in the place right now where we are even 
filling the billets that we have. So we need all hands on deck. And that includes women and men, and all of us 
care about our families. All of us have children. Whether we're women active duty or men active duty, and so 
we need to address family issues such as childcare. And in the NDAA, we actually have an amendment that we 
just put in that talks about the fact that we should be able to have more accessibility on the open economy that 
we need to be better at certifying, and subsidizing child Care's that are available on the open economy. If we 
have where we do right now. I think a year long waiting list, it's not gotten better since I was, you know, a 



young mom, it's gotten worse. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  16:33  
And this is something that's really critical to to our deploying forces. So the Navy's generally an all deployable 
force. You can't have family members, you can't have parents deploying not knowing that their kids are being 
taken care of at home. And so it's critical to all the members of our military so that we can have the best 
readiness so that we can have the best war fighters possible. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  16:54  
The Veterans Administration, I actually have a friend who's a an ALJ deciding cases when benefits are denied 
by the VA. And she says she always rules just about always rules in favor of the veteran coming from a military 
family. But are there special needs that women have that the VA, isn't meeting? 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  17:19  
Well, Mikie brought one up, which is in my I have a VA in my community in Coatesville. And they have, they 
do not have a full time OB-GYN on staff. And so two days a month that OB visits our site, and if you happen to 
be fortunate enough to get an appointment, then you can go and have an exam or whatever you need. But that 
means that the other 28 or 29 days of the month, that's not happening for them. And so that means they have to 
travel to Philadelphia if they can, and they need to maybe pay out of pocket if they can. And so yeah, there's an 
acute need right there where we're not serving women. And there are particularly specific health needs. And we 
need to be doing a better job of that. Mikie also brought up mammograms, almost everybody, the civilian sector 
right now has access to 3d met mammogram technology through their healthcare. The VA doesn't provide that 
and nor does the TRICARE, which is this the system that my mother is on, my mom is a Navy wife, my dad 
served Navy career. So she and my dad are on TRICARE. And so she doesn't have access to that modern 
technology that most of us here do. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  18:20  
Your thoughts? 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  18:21  
I certainly echo what what Chrissy has to say. And it's, you know, it's something that I think we get a little bit of 
pushback in our communities from our VA, as you know, I'm not sure we have the population to support a 
mammogram. And yet we hear from so many of the women in the community, we would love to use that. But 
you know, because they don't have one, we're not going there. So it's kind of a chicken and egg type issue. And 
that's what we're here to address. That's the kind of attention to this issue. We're here to point out because 
women are the fastest growing population of veterans in the country, it's going to continue to grow, as we've 
seen. So right now is the time to start to weigh in on these critical issues. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  19:01  
What's the situation particularly overseas women deployed, who become pregnant with abortion at, you know, 
basis, for example, in Afghanistan, I know that there are religious members of Congress who think that abortion 
should not be provided by the federal government under any circumstances. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  19:23  
I can't talk into that situation. I'm not sure what the actual legislation or law is, there was a conversation during 
our NDAA markup about this issue, particularly with relationship to plan B, which my understanding is, is as it 
currently stands, that is something that's authorized. But I don't know, I think the discussion was about whether 
it would be codified into law. And I frankly, don't know where that ended up, in terms of where... 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  19:50  



There might be in and I don't think there will be this is a greater problem than simply in the armed forces. And 
things like the Hyde Amendment need to be handled by the full caucus. And so we we are looking to address, 
you know, access to abortion rights, access to birth control for women across the country, but our service 
women, in particular can have a very difficult time accessing those services, especially considering that 
sometimes you're stationed in out of the way places you can be stationed in different states that work hard not to 
provide access to women's health care. So it's certainly something I'm concerned about for our women and 
service members at but something that I think it's a broader issue than simply in our forces. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  20:34  
What about pensions, military pensions? Where is the law on that? Is the law correct as far as you're concerned 
about? Either you know, being a military wife, and access to part of the husband's pension and a divorce? How 
do those things all work?  
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  20:54  
Well, that's a big, big topic. But what I can tell you is that my dad was career Navy, my grant crew Navy, I can 
tell you that the military pension is an important aspect and part of their compensation and something that they 
depend on. And then my grandmother, and my mom also depends on, being reliable not being something that's, 
that's subject to any sort of negotiation, post separation from the military. I don't have any anecdotal information 
about situations of divorce and that sort of thing. But I can tell you that these folks are serving its true service. 
And their compensation is certainly much less than what we get on the civilian economy. And the benefits they 
get on the back end are much, much less than what frankly, I believe they deserve as being the daughter of a 
service member. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  21:42  
But one of those benefits is the GI Bill, we just celebrated the 75th anniversary of the GI Bill, the speaker spoke 
about having the pen that was used to sign it into law by FDR and how impressed she was. So that is something 
that I think has been critical to our service members. And some of that has been walked back a little bit, which 
we're fighting hard to make sure that we have at our service members have that those benefits.  
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  22:07  
And the last thing I'd say and this relates to service women and women's veterans caucus issue is it's all about 
education. And knowing what it is that are your benefits, whether it's your pension, whether it's your access to 
the VA, you know, whether it's whether you can transfer some of your benefits, I'm just learning that, you 
know, the fact that we don't really have a seamless transition from active duty into being a veteran, we should 
have that. We shouldn't make it so hard for our service members to understand what it is that they have benefits 
to actually have access. 
 
Unknown Speaker  22:36  
They have to have further access, because I don't know if you remember your taps program, but it's kind of like 
you're trying to get, I was my last duty station was in London. So in the middle of trying to get my house 
packed up and move back to the states and filling out all my paperwork and getting back to the states to fill out 
more paperwork that I had to do there. I was good I was being given this program of you know how to leave the 
Navy, all the benefits. And it's kind of like this, and then you, you know, you get out and three months later, 
you forgotten it all, you have some paperwork jammed in your parents' attic, because you're you know, you're 
still moving around and trying to figure out your next job. So that's why I think it's so important that we do that 
kind of outreach to our veterans to make it better. 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  23:15  
And I had literally never logged on to the site that I apparently should have logged on to to register myself as 
being a veteran until I started running for Congress. And then when I did that, I realized just how impenetrable 



that process is. And I consider myself to be a pretty smart person. And the fact that I could I could figure out...  
 
The problem is we've got but you know, it's like, it's if it's impossible to figure out, then that's not very 
accessible. 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  23:32  
A really smart... 
 
Bonnie Erbe  23:45  
And you know, we've talked about sexual assault and problems with access to birth control. Would you say that 
there's still a lot of gender bias in the military? Did you experience it? 
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  23:58  
I think I you know, I can say that I actually, and I really, it's been a while since I've been in the military, I 
suspect that it's probably a lot like when I was in that you have commands that are run very well, where there is 
very little if any gender bias and then you probably have commands that are not run as well. And a lot of that 
starts at the top. And I think a lot of us are losing a little patience for that. Simply because we are sometimes 
hearing the same excuses that I've heard 20 years ago. And we've really moved past that. And as Chrissy said, 
you know, we are a fully volunteer force there is, either is no way our military can function right now without 
the women who serve. And so to make sure that they are being treated, you know, every bit as well as are the 
men who serve I think it's critically important. 
 
Bonnie Erbe  24:47  
Well, I want to thank you both. This has been a pleasure and very enlightening Congresswoman Mikie Sherrill 
of New Jersey, Democrat of New Jersey, and Chrissy Houlahan, Democratic of Pennsylvania. Thank you so 
much for your time and good luck with your fight for women and men in the military services. Thanks 
 
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan  25:07  
Thanks so much for having us.  
 
Rep. Mikie Sherrill  25:08  
Thanks so much for having us.  
 
Bonnie Erbe  25:08  
Absolutely. 
 
That's it for this edition of To The Contrary, please visit our website@pbs.org/ To The Contrary. And follow us 
on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram. And whether you agree or think To The Contrary. Please join us next 
week. 
 
Announcer  25:59  
Funding for To The Contrary provided by the Cornell Douglas Foundation, committed to encouraging 
stewardship of the environment, land conservation, watershed protection and eliminating harmful chemicals. 
Additional funding provided by the Wallace genetic Foundation, the Colcom Foundation and the Charles A. 
Frueauff Foundation. For a transcript or to see an online version of this episode of to the contrary, please visit 
our PBS website@pbs.org forward/ To The Contrary. 
 
(Ends) 
 
 


