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MS. ERBE:  This week on To the Contrary, President Obama regained solid 
support among women voters just before the election.   

 
 (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, the last minute scuffle for 
voters.   

 
(Begin video segment.) 
 
The ground game, early voting, cell phone polls, and women voters dominated the 

final days of the presidential race.  A late week “New York Times” poll showed the 
gender gap reemerging in President Obama’s favor.  Fifty two percent of women and 44 
percent of men support Obama, while the GOP’s Mitt Romney has 44 percent of women 
and 51 percent of men in his corner.  Women voters in battleground states are the coveted 
demographic, according to two campaign experts.      

 
KARINE JEAN-PIERRE:  I think if you look at the president’s – what the 

president’s done with the economy, it is very – it’s very far reaching.  Just across the 
country, women have access to capital to start small business.  And let’s not forget his 
very, very first bill that he signed into law was the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act.  And I 
think having the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, having the president sign – be the very first 
legislation that he signs into law is a pretty tremendous accomplishment.  And I think that 
shows his devotion and his commitment to women.   

 
BAY BUCHANAN:  The first thing you have to ask is what are women 

concerned about today.  And it is jobs.  It’s jobs security.  It’s opportunities for 
themselves and for their loved ones and in particular for their kids.  Is there a brighter 
future.  This is Mitt Romney’s message to women and to all Americans is that he is going 
to put in place economic policies that will create growth, which will create the jobs and 
be the energy to small business to start growing again.   

 
MS. ERBE:  We asked the experts whether reproductive rights is a decisive issue 

for women voters this year.   
 
MS. BUCHANAN:  It is for the Barack Obama campaign.  They think that 

reproductive rights is the way they’re going to keep their women.  In fairness, this is not 
what’s on the minds of American voters.  It’s not on the minds of women voters.  And I 
find that to suggest that women would vote about who’s going to pay for their 
contraception, that is more important issue than are my loved ones working, am I 
working, are my kids going to have a opportunity when they graduate from college?   

 



MS. JEAN-PIERRE:  The president, especially lately – as of late, he has said, 
look – he doesn’t believe that men should be legislating women’s bodies.  And he 
supports – he really supports women in that way and making sure that they have what 
they need with the different characters out there, making statements about rape and about 
– about abortion and how they feel about it and he basically says, look, men should – we 
should not be deciding that.   

 
MS. ERBE:  And the experts’ views on swing undecided women voters.   
 
MS. JEAN-PIERRE:  This election is about the future.  It’s about how we move 

forward.  I think that it is important for women to really get informed, to really look at 
these four people that we’re talking about, who are talking about legislating our bodies 
and figure out okay, who is the right person for us?  And to me, it’s President Barack 
Obama.  There’s just no way.  Nobody else can move us forward.   

 
MS. BUCHANAN:  I would tell them to take a look at exactly where we are in 

this country today.  What are the circumstances?  What’s the environment?  
Economically, we are in extraordinarily troubled times.  We have a president that cannot 
balance the budget, doesn’t even send a budget that gets any votes up to the Hill.  So 
that’s what I would say that women who are undecided need to look at, how do we turn 
that around.  The answer to those concerns is to take a look at what Mitt Romney 
promises to do.   

 
(End video segment.)   
 
MS. ERBE:  So Congresswoman Norton, why did the gender gap finally 

reemerge in the president’s favor so definitively in the last few days of campaigning?   
 
DELEGATE ELEANOR HOLMES NORTON (D-DC):  Candidly, Bonnie, I 

think it, quote, “disappeared,” because the president failed to mention women in that first 
debate.  He has since made up for that and it shows in the gender gap.   

 
GENEVIEVE WOOD:  Bonnie, look, fewer women have jobs today than they did 

under Barack Obama.  More women are in poverty.  More women are on Food Stamps.  
More of their children now face a larger debt than they’ve ever faced in the history of this 
country.  I think the real gap is what President Obama has promised women and what 
he’s actually delivered.  And I don’t think just because the “New York Times” says 
there’s a new gap that there’s necessarily a new gender gap. 

 
ERIN MATSON:  The gender gap has been a consistent force in presidential 

elections since 1980, when it was first measured.  And right now, of course, there are 
different polls that come out every week.  Unfortunately for Mitt Romney, about every 
week, there seems to be a different Republican man coming out talking about rape.   

 
JENNIFER SEVILLA KORN:  Well, I think you have to look at the trend of 

polls.  About six months ago, the Obama campaign was touting 20 percent of gender gap 



that they had of women.  Now, he only has 8 percent above Romney.  And then, you have 
to look at what happened in 2008.  Obama got 56 percent of the women and now he’s 
only getting 50.  So there’s a loss and enthusiasm among women.  So you really have to 
look at the trend of the polls.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Well, loss is – loss as compared to four years ago, but as Erin 

pointed out, the last few comments have come from Republican candidates that have 
really energized the discussion about women’s reproductive rights.  So is it – are those – 
are Mourdock, et cetera, responsible for this recent jump in the gender gap in Obama’s 
favor?   

 
MS. KORN:  Yes, I don’t think so at all.  I mean, if more liberal women are 

paying attention to what Mourdock was saying and if you’re going to hold all 
Republicans accountable for what Mourdock says, then you’re going to have to hold all 
Democrats accountable for what Kyrsten Sinema said in Arizona, who’s running for 
Congress, who said that stay-at-home wives were leeching off of their husbands, which is 
unacceptable.  So if we’re going to hold that to standards, then we can point out all kinds 
of people in the Democrat or Republicans that say things – 

 
MS. MATSON:  Let’s go a little deeper into women in swing states because I 

think that poll is really instructive.  Actually, when you go out there and ask women what 
is the most important issue facing women in this election, 39 percent of women voters in 
swing states say abortion facing women, although they say overall, what’s the most 
important issue, it’s jobs and the economy.  And then specifically, you also look at 
contraception, something that’s often dismissed as a side issue or a distraction.  Actually, 
when you talk to women in those swing states, 60 percent say it is extremely or very 
important in deciding who they’re going to support as a presidential candidate.  
Interestingly, men say that it’s about a 21-point percent gap underneath, but still men say 
that it’s important to them as well.  And interestingly as well, men in swing states also 
trust President Obama more than Mitt Romney on matters of contraceptive policy.   

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, and let me – I would just say this.  If I were advising the two 

campaigns, which I’m not, but – 
 
MS. ERBE:  But you are out there – 
 
MS. WOOD:  I am a conservative and – 
 
MS. ERBE:  – working on the ground game.   
 
MS. WOOD:  Well, working on the ground game for conservative policies, not on 

behalf of a particular candidate.  But I’ll tell you, if President Obama wants to spend the 
last 72 hours of this campaign talking about contraception, let him do that, but I don’t 
think that’s going to help him on November 6.  Look, the issue at stake here is the 
economy and whether you’re a man or you’re a woman, being able to have a job, where 
you can buy your own contraception or decide not to is what really matters.  And at the 



end of the day, when somebody pulls a lever, I think that’s what they think about, and I 
don’t think – very few women in this country think that Mitt Romney is going to try to 
take contraception away from them.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  First, let’s be clear.  Democrats didn’t raise these issues.  What 

these Republicans do by these wacky tacky women’s health issues do is they reveal what 
really lies at the surface.  And they say to women, look who’s going to come in with him.  
Who do you think are going to get appointed to the agencies by the next president?  That 
has to do with things that are as vital to you as women’s health.  And look, this gap, is 
interesting the way it’s come back.  I agree.  I think it’s structural by now.  But all – and 
one of the reasons it’s structural is because 10 million more women vote than men.  And 
that’s set it.  Unless you can energize men more than they have been in the last three or 
four elections, that – that – and especially if you don’t get some Republicans also being 
for these overwhelmingly favorable women’s issues, then that structural gap is going to 
remain.   

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask – Republicans have clearly emphasized.  Mitt 

Romney has emphasized the economy.  One thing that – and I want to ask about this – 
it’s not been brought up much, the Obama campaign has clearly made a strategic decision 
not to try to blame the economy on Bush, even though, let’s face it, most of the damaged 
occurred just as he was leaving – 

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, he did that for four years, Bonnie.  He comes out with a new 

message.   
 
MS. ERBE:  Well, but the point is the economy tanked late ’07 or mid-’08.  And 

the Obama president campaign has not been trying to say, look, this is Bush’s fault.  But 
do you think – but a lot of people recognized that there was clearly Republican 
involvement there.  And I’m just wondering if women voters are more likely to say to 
themselves, yes, I’m for the economy, but I don’t trust the Republican guy because the 
economy tanked when a Republican was in office.   

 
MS. WOOD:  Well – quick – for one thing – look, I think Republicans and 

Democrats are both to blame for where our country is today.  I mean, it wasn’t one party 
that sent up the $16 trillion debt that we currently have.  Now, I will say, I think President 
Obama’s put the pedal to the metal over the last three and a half years, but both parties 
are to blame.  And I don’t – and I think that’s why we as country, we’ve got very two 
different choices.  I think what Mitt Romney’s talking about as an economic plan is very 
different than what George Bush ran on, George W. Bush, in 2000 and 2004.  And I don’t 
know that voters are saying that’s the same old plan.  I know the president has suggested 
that, but I think what he’s talking about is far different in terms of turning the economy 
around.  So I don’t think voters are necessarily making that – 

 
DEL. NORTON:  Well, the polls don’t show that.  The polls show that voters, 

women and men, blame the hole we got into on George Bush and you just can’t get away 
from that.  You can go into your own analysis – 



 
MS. ERBE:  But you don’t hear any talk about it between the two candidates.   
 
MS. WOOD:  Because – no – because voters are smarter than most of the 

pollsters, I have to say, and they understand that it’s not one man or one party – 
 
DEL. NORTON:  That’s what they say to the pollsters.  That’s what they say to 

the pollsters.  I don’t think you can avoid that.  The reason I think the economy hasn’t 
lifted Mitt Romney as much as it should is that he has made no definitive case for why he 
would be better.  His so-called plan still leaves the very richest getting the very most.  
And everybody knows that.  He hasn’t, in fact, come forward, with something that really 
separates him from the Bush years.   

 
MS. KORN:  I disagree with the whole premise that we’re not hearing that 

Obama’s blaming everything on Bush.  He says the last administration and blames them 
and Republicans for almost everything that’s out there.  I can’t turn on the TV or hear a 
surrogate without hearing that blaming everybody else.  The blame game is out there, so I 
totally disagree with that.   

 
And for women, it is the economy and we have four years of what President 

Obama has put out there.  He put – he’s been the president.  He’s been our leader.  And 
today, we got the new jobs report ticked back up, 7.9 percent.  This is not the new 
normal.  We cannot have unemployment.  The president told us that after he put in the 
stimulus, we would down at 5.6 percent unemployment.  Where is that?   

 
DEL. NORTON:  Wait a minute, correction, correction.  The number of jobs 

exceeded what had been predicted and you are going to have the unemployment rate to 
tick back up a little bit every time the economy looks good and more people go out 
looking for jobs.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Last – 
 
MS. KORN:  Twenty three million unemployed – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Last word to Erin on this topic and I want to get on to the ground 

game.   
 
MS. MATSON:  Income inequality is one of the greatest issues of our time right 

now.  Mitt Romney has come up squarely on the side of greater income inequality and 
stratification between the very wealthiest and the majority of people in this country.  I 
think another piece that Gloria Steinem has noted is that the Paycheck Fairness Act, 
which would make sure that women get equal pay in the workplace and that we close that 
wage gap that’s consistently at 77 percent would be an automatic economic stimulus.  
More than three quarters of voters support that.  And Mitt Romney has refused to take a 
position on it.  He hasn’t even said no.   

 



MS. ERBE:  All right.  Ground game, because everybody – no matter how great a 
campaign you ran, if you don’t get your supporters to the polls, you don’t win.  You have 
been in Ohio, working alongside the Romney get out to vote effort.  How is it going?   

 
MS. WOOD:  We’ve been in about 25 different states over the course of this past 

year and I will say, Bonnie, I haven’t seen the conservative base, whether you call that 
Tea Party, whether you just call that your conservatives, more energized than I’ve seen in 
this election cycle.  And that’s certainly been true in Ohio.  I mean, on Friday of this 
week, there’re over 20,000 people who were showing up for a Romney event.  My 
understanding was that the president’s event that morning in Ohio drew about 3,000.  
That’s a huge difference and ground game comes out of those things.  Those people come 
to rallies.  They go out and they do door knocking.  They go to phone banks immediately 
after.  My understanding of folks on the ground in Ohio is Republicans have had a larger 
turnout, get out to vote effort there than they’ve ever had.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  And you know why, first of all, Romney is at wits end.  He’s 

going into those counties, where there are large numbers of Republicans to try to make 
sure they come out, because he can’t get the other counties.  He can’t do that.  That’s why 
he’s also going to some states that he hasn’t played – 

 
MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you – I – Genevieve just talked about the Republican 

effort, the conservative effort.  I have heard and the media have been reporting that the 
Romney ground game is minuscule or like a third of the size of the – in terms of numbers 
of offices, in terms of number of volunteers, compared to Obama.  I have a friend who 
was volunteering for Obama in Florida.  He said it’s unbelievable that he sees very little 
activity on the Romney side, and even the media are all reporting – 

 
DEL. NORTON:  But let me give a word of – 
 
MS. ERBE:  – the number of offices and people on Obama’s side.  
 
DEL. NORTON:  I think that is clearly true.  But let me give a little word of 

caution on that.  Look who Republicans are.  They are essentially middle and upper 
middle class white people who come out to the polls.  Look who our base is.  Typically 
people who need government most have the worst turnout records by virtue of income 
and education.  So Democrats better have a ground game, no matter what the election, if 
they want to win.   

 
MS. ERBE:  I want to ask you – they talk – they talk in terms – you and I talked 

about this before the taping, but they talk in terms of the ground game with Democrats at 
this point having more offices, more personnel, and just having a much bigger – 

 
MS. WOOD:  They’re government – 
 
(Cross talk.) 
 



 MS. ERBE:  – but like the Republicans are spending more money on the ad – on 
TV ads and Democrats are spending it on the ground game, which Democrats have 
decided this election is more important.  I wonder if the Republicans need as big a ground 
game because they have the churches and they have the pastors at the mega-churches all 
over this country telling their parishioners, their members to go out and vote Republican.   

 
MS. KORN:  Yes, I don’t – that’s bundle side.  I mean, churches are both 

Democrat and Republican – 
 
MS. ERBE:  You think there’s an equal number of – 
 
MS. KORN:  I wouldn’t know the exact number, but – 
 
MS. ERBE:  – ministers and – 
 
MS. KORN:  Compare that to the unions who are out there, who are working their 

butts off on the ground.   
 
MS. WOOD:  Yes, there’s all sorts of get out to vote efforts.   
 
MS. KORN:  But I would say this.  For Obama, he’s been campaigning for a year 

and a half.  Romney had a very tumultuous primary.  He’s been campaigning for six 
months and the president still can’t move the needle far.  And the – we talk about the 
gender gap.  What about the enthusiasm gap?  More youth, more women, more minorities 
are not coming out for the president as they did in 2008.  That enthusiasm gap is lower.   

 
MS. MATSON:  But let’s go to the numbers, because 93 percent of the Romney’s 

base are white people in this country.  And Senator Lindsey Graham came out a few 
months ago and said, you know, I think we’re running out of angry white men.  We’ve 
got to expand our base.  And so when you think about, in terms of a ground game and 
who’s going to turn out, you do support Obama much more likely, and when you think 
about going out for a free slice of pizza and being motivated by the president delivering 
pizzas to the phone call or the candidate, you don’t see billionaires who are profiting 
from the policies that Mitt Romney – that are going to benefit from going out and getting 
free pizza and door knocking.  So there’s just a different level of engagement, because 
Obama’s base has to be younger.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Does anybody have a particular aspect of the ground game and how 

it affects women voters?  Is it going to get more women out than men?  How does that 
work?   

 
MS. WOOD:  Look, the ground game is extremely important in every election 

and it’s important to both parties.  And the fact is, Mitt Romney is Ohio, yes, obviously 
trying to motivate the people that most likely are going to vote for Romney and reach 
those few undecided voters that are still there.  But the first lady was in Virginia on 
Friday, where?  To predominantly black colleges.  If that vote is sown up, why is she 



there in Virginia 72 hours out before the election?  It’s because I think that’s a base they 
know they’ve got to really motivate and get out.  So there’s all sorts of get out the vote 
efforts going on.  And it’s not just the parties.  There’s a lot of other groups, like the 
unions and others that are involved.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Youth – youth votes – how are young people motivated and if so for 

which candidate?   
 
MS. KORN:  So back in 2008, 75 percent of youth were very enthusiastic.  We’re 

down to 61 percent of youth who are enthusiastic.  One, they’re not finding jobs after 
they graduate from college.  They’re having to move back home with their moms and 
dads.  So the enthusiasm to vote for that hope and change that they saw before, they saw 
it was just a bunch of the same.  And they can’t even find jobs right now.  So their 
enthusiasm gap is a lot less on those campuses.  Not as many youth are going to be out to 
vote as last time.   

 
MS. WOOD:  And I’ve heard that exact thing in numerous places around the 

country.  People say when the president’s shown at the college campuses, the turnout has 
not been near where it was in 2008.   

 
MS. MATSON:  But I think you have to go back to the fact that the president is 

more popular with younger people.  And so the enthusiasm is there.  And I think you also 
can’t discount the fact that in 2008, we had a president who was committed to ending that 
very unpopular war in Iraq, which he successfully did.  And now, we don’t have that 
motivating youth in the same way.   

 
MS. ERBE: All right.  Let us know what you think.  Please follow me on Twitter 

@BonnieErbe or @TotheContrary.   
 
From the presidential votes to ballot issues.   
 
Voters in four states will weigh in on same sex marriage this election season.  

Late this week, Maine voters seemed ready to overturn a ban on same sex marriage.  
Maryland had seemed ready to become the first state to vote in same sex marriage, but in 
the final days, support seemed to be waning.  Washington State’s marriage equality 
referendum is now in a dead heat.  Voters are also split in Minnesota, where they’ll vote 
whether to amend the state’s constitution to define marriage as a union between a woman 
and a man.    

 
So Genevieve Wood, is the idea of a – a voter referendum on this particular issue 

as opposed to courts handing down decisions or state legislators making law the way to 
go?   

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, whenever that is the opportunity that states put before the 

voters, every single one of them has voted to keep marriage as defined between a man 
and a woman.  And that’s in 38 different states, the most recent being North Carolina, 



which, of course, voted earlier this year, over the course of the summer.  So we haven’t 
seen a state yet, when the voters have had the opportunity, yes, you’ve had a state 
legislature putting a law, yes, you’ve had courts step in, but when the people themselves, 
even in California, even in Hawaii, even in the most liberal places have had the chance to 
vote, they’ve said we want marriage to be between a man and a woman.  And for the 
polling on this, it always ends up being a larger majority for those favoring traditional 
marriage on the actual Election Day than what the polls normally show.  So if it’s a dead 
heat in places like Maine right now, my guess is marriage is going to win.   

 
DEL. NORTON:  Well, very significant.  Remember, winning is the Supreme 

Court gets this case it is likely to go off on constitutional grounds.  Think for a moment 
whether you vote on most of what the Constitution today allows or prohibits.  So I’m not 
surprised and particularly I’m not surprised because almost all of these referenda came on 
very early, before you saw the transformation we now see in the voting public.  They 
whooshed, came on.  And who put them on?  Those who were always again same sex 
marriage.  So they had a head start.  And the people are only catching up to them now.  I 
can see that this is a – one of the great transformation issues of all time and it is – it’s not 
going to happen in one fell swoop, but it is happening.   

 
 MS. KORN:  I just think the country is divided.  I mean, it’s a very sensitive and 

a very personal issue.  And I think that to demonize people who are for traditional 
marriage, not because they are anti-gay marriage is very unfair.  There is people who 
hold those beliefs very close to them and it’s – you can’t change what your religious 
beliefs are on that.  It doesn’t mean that you’re anti-gay.  And as far as how it’s going to 
swing for this election, I mean, three out of the four of the states aren’t in even swing 
elections, so I don’t think it’s going to move the needle as far as the electorate is 
concerned.   

 
MS. MATSON:  Civil rights on the ballot is something that we should be 

uncomfortable about every time it happens.  Now – 
 
MS. ERBE:  Why? 
 
MS. MATSON:  Because putting people’s basic rights up for a vote on the basis 

of disadvantage in society is really a scary thing.  And so it’s wonderful actually that – 
 
MS. ERBE:  You don’t think we’ve moved, particularly with younger voters, 

have we not moved to an era of where gay marriage – they don’t see a distinction really.  
It’s not like older voters.   

 
MS. MATSON:  Well and that’s actually – and we’re now at a point where we 

have a majority in this country, for the first time, who supports marriage equality.  And 
I’m proud to say that my organization was one of the first major organizations to come 
out in support of it in early 2000s and people said we were crazy.  And now, look at it.  
And we’ve got a vast majority of youth, a ton of enthusiasm and support.  So one of these 



times, we are going to win one of these ballot initiatives.  It may happen this election 
cycle and I certainly hope so because this is an issue of civil rights and fairness.   

 
MS. WOOD:  Well, and I have to challenge it.  There’re a lot of folks who don’t 

think it’s about civil rights.  It’s about special rights.  Everybody in this country has a 
right to marry.  The question is do you have a special right to marry somebody in this 
country.  If we have marriage is between a man and a woman, then no.  Me as a woman 
don’t have a right to go out to marry two men or one woman.  I can marry another man.  
So my rights are not infringed, yours are not infringed.  A gay person is not infringed.  
They can marry.  They just can’t marry somebody of the same sex.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Do you see it passing either in Maryland, Maine, or Washington 

State?   
 
MS. WOOD:  I don’t think so.  And look, these are not conservative states.  

Maryland is not a conservative state.  But I will tell you.  One of the things that we’ve 
seen as we’ve been around the country and in places like Maryland, predominantly – 
marriage is an issue that really crosses religious groups.  It crosses ethnic groups.  I mean, 
it’s really a uniter rather than a divider issue.  When you go to these marriage rallies, 
sometimes have the audience is black, half white.  I mean, it’s an issue that a lot of 
different folks come together on.   

 
MS. ERBE:  Quickly Eleanor.   
 
DEL. NORTON:  This issue – this issue will be seen when it’s ever decided as a 

constitutional right.  And we don’t want people voting on our constitutional rights.   
 
MS. WOOD:  Well, it’s coming to the court.  I agree with you.  I think it’s 

coming to the high court.   
 
MS. ERBE:  All right.  That’s it for this edition of To the Contrary.  Please follow 

me on Twitter @BonnieErbe and @TotheContrary and check our website, pbs.org/ttc, 
where the discussion continues.  Whether you agree or think to the contrary, please join 
us next time.     

 
(END)  
 


