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MS. ERBE:  This week on “To the Contrary,” women and attack ads.  When 

female candidates attack female opponents, will women voters turn on or turn off?  Then, 

cause-related marketing isn’t always what it seems: consumers need to investigate what 

their supposed charitable dollars are going for.  Behind the headlines: remember homes 

for unwed mothers?  A new book reveals whatever happened to the girls who went away 

and their children. 

 

(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 women against 

women. 

 

There are 11 congressional races next month in which women are facing women 

as major party candidates for the U.S. House or Senate.  That’s not a record.  There were 

14 such face-offs in 1998.  A new Pew poll out this week says American voters are more 

energized this election season than they’ve been for an off-year presidential elections 

since 1994, that when Republicans took over the U.S. House for the first time in four 

decades. 

 

But will women voters be more or less energized by television ads this season?  

We’re spotlighting portions of ads from the New Mexico House race pitting incumbent 

Republican Heather Wilson against Attorney General Patricia Madrid.  Wilson’s ad ties 

her to popular Arizona Republican Senator John McCain, while Madrid’s ad ties Wilson 

to the less popular president. 

 

ADVERTISEMENT: (From tape.)  As a member of the Armed Services 

Committee, she knew the intelligence was wrong before she voted for the war.  Heather 

Wilson, lying for George Bush, leaving America less safe. 

 

SEN. JOHN MCCAIN:  (From tape)  Heather Wilson is an independent, 

principled leader who will stand up to anyone when it’s right for New Mexico and 

America.  I’m proud to have Heather Wilson as an ally in Washington. 

 

MS. ERBE:  As of this week, Madrid was ahead of Wilson by 10 points in the 

polls. 

 

So, Kim Gandy, which technique will work better to bring out women voters? 

 

MS. GANDY:  Well, women want to know the facts so that they can make an 

informed decision.  The problem is they can’t tell whether the ads are true, whether 

they’re positive or negative. 

 

MS. WOOD:  (Audio break) – role in campaigns.  At the end of the day, women 

like men.  It’s much more important for get-out-the-vote efforts, for personal contact 



from candidates, personal contact from campaigns, because then you actually know what 

do these candidates stand for versus just what my opponent says they stand for. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Let’s not forget that midterm elections are local elections.  

It’s my congresswoman, my congressman, so different rules.  There’s no blanket 

technique or strategy for reaching women voters. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  At the end of the day, with the get-out-the-vote campaign 

and the ads, I think women are after the truth.  They want the black and white facts. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, but do they respond better?  You always see these polls.  

People hate negative ads, people hate attack ads, but then they end up responding to them 

mainly positively in terms of how they vote. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  I think between those two ads (still ?) saying that Heather 

Wilson is a liar compared to the fact that Heather Wilson is supported by John McCain.  I 

think that’s more positive and I think at the end of the day even though Patricia is up by 

10 points, it’s an eternity away before Election Day and I think Heather is going to pull it 

off. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I think it’s not either/or.  I think you need the ads to create – 

 

MS. ERBE:  You don’t think there’s a gender divide, that men – I mean, here’s 

my supposition, but my personal feelings are totally different from this generalization I’m 

about to make, that women are turned off by particularly women attacking other women, 

whereas men would think, you go, girl.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Like I said before, each race is going to be very different, so 

what works in Heather Wilson’s district may not work, say, in Iowa. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Wait, wait.  I want to finish my point, which is that what the 

ads do is create this atmosphere whereby you begin to pay attention, because an ad can – 

oh, she said he’s a liar?  Oh, okay.  But what does work is on-the-ground, one-by-one 

GOTV, get out to vote, press the flesh.  And you know what?  It doesn’t matter what 

election cycle, what year – that’s what works. 

 

MS. WOOD:  And not all women see all these things the same way, either.  You 

have some women who are going to vote their party, their base no matter what, and these 

attack ads will tick them off.  There’s these casual voters that you have to look at, though, 

that can be one issue.  That’s when individual organizations coming in, campaigns 

coming in can really turn them where the ads don’t do it for them. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  But I think with the swing voters, though, I think it’s down 

to pressing the flesh, yes, and getting out to vote, but I think those ads can make a 



difference in saying someone is a liar and being supported by John McCain.  I mean, 

John McCain – that’s the independent, swing vote man.  In 2008, that’s what’s going to 

help him. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I have to tell you, though, that this is probably one of the 

most unusual midterm elections because it’s happening within the framework of a war 

that most Americans now hate.  So, you know, you may have local worries about the 

economy of a particular district and you’re unhappy about your congressman or woman – 

(audio break) – that war, that sense of insecurity colors, so – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is that what’s energizing particularly women voters this season? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Yes. 

 

MS. ERBE:  I noticed in the Maine campaign, for example, Jean Hay Bright or 

Jean Bright Hay, excuse me, who’s a farmer challenging Olympia Snowe – her website is 

all about this antiwar demonstration, that antiwar demonstration.  Now, that said, she 

doesn’t have a prayer, so she can put anything because Olympia Snowe is very popular, 

but – 

 

MS. GANDY:  The war is definitely energizing women voters, but so is the 

economy.  These are issues that have always energized women who, because they tend to 

earn less money and tend to be more responsible for their families and looking at how to 

stretch those dollars, are very sensitive to the economy. 

 

MS. WOOD:  But in each state will be absolutely – very quickly.  Every state will 

be different.  Arizona, for instance, has a marriage initiative on the ballot.  We all know 

that can turn out voters if you look at the last Ohio election, so I don’t think you can 

blanket any state, any gender and say this is what’s going to work. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Yes, but those initiatives, I have read somewhere that they’re 

not gaining ground.  Those initiatives that may be used be either party as a wedge issue – 

they’re not working.  What is working is people’s sentiments about a war. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But wait, let me clarify something.  When I say women, obviously 

women, like men, have very, very different opinions and older women are different in 

many cases – not all – from younger women, et cetera, women of different color.  But 

there are still polls that show a majority of women will react this way, even if it’s a 55 

percent majority.  That’s what I’m referring to.  In your experience as head of NOW, do 

women respond better to attack ads or to ads that show another woman is being backed 

by a major politician?   

 

MS. GANDY:  There are so few.  You’ve talked specifically about races where 

you have a women running against another woman.  With 435 House seats open, we have 



11, and there haven’t been that many in our history, so it’s really hard to evaluate that.  I 

wish we had a lot more opportunities to evaluate it.  The reality is that everybody 

responds a little bit to attack ads.  That’s why people keep doing it.  It raises a seed of 

doubt.  And something I think it’s missing that we had more often 10, 15 years ago: when 

a party did an attack ad a fit included something that it was clearly false or a clear 

misrepresentation, either it wouldn’t be aired or there would be an effort to set the record 

straight.  I don’t think that’s happening much anymore and I think both parties feel free to 

say things that aren’t necessarily the full truth. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Factcheck.org.  Factcheck.com.  I can’t remember which one it is, 

but there’s a journalistic website – 

 

MS. GANDY:  Not everybody does that. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  Smoking gun, yes.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Not everybody does that.  They’re lucky if they’re even 

listening to the ads.  What they get is the one line: so and so is a liar.  But here’s my 

private theory as somebody who hit it up the national women’s political caucus.  As more 

and more women run, and they run, they will use whatever techniques would be 

necessary in order to win.  Nobody ever said women would be perfect, okay?  But they 

are very smart people as well – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is it advancement that women feel comfortable using attack ads? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  It’s not a question of advancement.  It’s just a question of 

surviving and winning.  And if it works, you’d be foolish not to use it. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  From women’s campaigns to cause-related marketing 

colored pink. 

 

October is breast cancer awareness month and product marketers are painting the 

town pink with signature breast cancer awareness ribbons to help sell everything from 

M&Ms to Tic Tacs, but is the green really going to the cause?  Consumers need to make 

sure. 

 

A 2004 study by the brand strategy firm Cone showed nine out of 10 shoppers 

would switch brands to one that supports a good cause.  Women also control about 80 

percent of consumer spending in this country.  Consumers who buy pink may want to do 

a little extra homework to see how much, if any, of their money is going to breast cancer 

research. 

 

The Wall Street Journal reports consumers should read labels and product boxes 

to find out which nonprofit gains donations from your purchase and how much.  To add 

to the confusion, some companies require shoppers to mail in coupons or go online to 



make donations.  According to Breast Cancer Action, 10 years ago a woman was told she 

had breast cancer every 3 minutes, now it’s every 1.9 minutes. 

 

So, Genevieve, women – majority of consumers in this country spending 80 cents 

of every consumer dollar.  Do you think on top of everything else that women are 

juggling they’re going to go to see if that little box of Tic Tacs or whatever product – 

who the money is going to, how much they spend on breast cancer research? 

 

MS. WOOD:  Well, probably not.  And I think it’s like when you’re looking at 

the yoghurt and if you’ve got one that got the pink ribbons on it versus one that doesn’t, 

why not go with that one?  What they don’t realize is it really takes a lot of yoghurt to 

add up to even a penny going into this research.  Some companies are doing much better 

than others, but it’s no surprise business has seized a good marketing opportunity here.  

(Laughter.)  But secondly, it’s a good public awareness campaign even if all the money 

isn’t going into these research foundations.  But we also have to look at the charities.  

Sometimes the charities aren’t spending the money as wisely as they can either, so it’s a 

good reminder to make sure what you’re putting your money in. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  But, Bonnie, I think that it deals, too, with the woman’s 

income and what bracket she’s in, because at the end of the day you have a single mom 

that’s trying to keep food on the table, it depends on who’s the cheapest.  I don’t think 

we’re really dealing with the charity, but what can we afford to buy to feed our kids. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  I agree with Genevieve. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. GANDY:  – care about breast cancer, you’d be a lot better off sending $25 to 

Breast Cancer Action than you would be to buy 10 years worth of yoghurt with the pink 

ribbon on it.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  But a lot of Americans don’t take that time to write a check, 

and it’s easy.  You’re part of something very big and if there’s a pink thing, oh, I’m 

helping prevent breast cancer.  The problem is that the biggest – the disease that kills 

women the most is heart disease.  They do not get the dollars, the attention that breast 

cancer has been getting.  And there are other things, ailments, causes, et cetera, that 

afflict women that probably deserve those dollars, too.  I am getting at saturation point.  I 

don’t want to see M&M’s with that pink thing on it.  (Laughter.) 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  I like pink.  I think it’s good. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But that’s a good question, which is – I talked to some high-level 

corporate ad – not ad executives, but just executives recently and they’re saying that all 

kinds of marketing is going out.  If you see a commercial, if you see a pink ribbon, 

American consumers are smart enough to know they’re being sold a bill of goods, and 

they’d much rather – so what marketers are trying to do know now is do public relations, 



which looks like it’s not advertising because it’s written by an independent news 

organization.  So what do women consumers do? 

 

MS. GANDY:  But of course the reality is that that company paid a lot more to 

that agency to come up with the pink campaign that they’re ever going to give to breast 

cancer.  Consumers need to be a lot smarter about what they’re doing. 

 

MS. ERBE (?):  But it’s very hard. 

 

MS. WOOD:  It’s like you know you can’t rely on these 15-second, 30-second 

ads to decide who I should elect president of the United States.  You can’t allow on, oh, 

they got a ribbon on it this is going to really send all my money to breast cancer.  But 

you’ve got to be a little more responsible than that. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  – in promotion, because, as you said earlier, cardiovascular 

disease is killing women, breast cancer is getting more attention, so with these PR forms 

it depends on the advocacy outreach that’s out there. 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  You know, but it requires an informed consumer that frankly 

doesn’t have the time.  The woman who’s trying to figure out this yoghurt versus that 

yoghurt isn’t going to find out how much money actually goes to breast cancer 

organization or is this product using chemicals that probably do cause cancer, but they 

put a pink ribbon and therefore it exonerates them. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Should groups like Breast Cancer Action – and I’m not pointing a 

finger at them individually – should they be selling the rights, because obviously they get 

large donations from the companies? 

 

MS. GANDY:  But Breast Cancer Action doesn’t. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay, thank you. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Breast Cancer Action is the one that runs the think before you 

pink campaign. (Laughter.)  That gives information.  Actually, you can go to their 

website and they’ll tell who’s actually giving money and in what quantity to actual 

research organizations. 

 

MS. ERBE:  But the research organizations, which are nonprofit organizations I 

presume, because they’re getting tax deductible donations, should they be more selective 

about who they allow or should there be a blanket rule: no ribbons, no pink ribbons, 

whatever the sign is, from a nonprofit organization on a commercial product? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  But, you know, it’s so hard to raise money as a nonprofit, 

and you’re looking at two that that have to do that all the time.  So they don’t have the 



luxury of being able to screen as well as they should these organizations in order to find 

those alliances that really make sense. 

 

MS. WOOD:  But if Yoplait is only giving them – it’s four – buy four Yoplaits, 

and give a penny to research.  Yeah, but so what?  Yoplait is everywhere and so they get 

this great advertising.  Even if all the money from the sales of that yoghurt don’t go to the 

research foundation, they’re getting great advertising to raise awareness and I think that’s 

a good trade-off for them. 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right, thanks.  Behind the headlines: in the decades following 

World War II, more than one and a half million young single women gave up babies for 

adoption.  Many were pressured, even coerced, by their parents who were feeling the 

pressures of public scrutiny.  While many went on to marry, have children, and build 

strong careers, the memories of the children they gave away haunted them.  Ann Fessler, 

an adoptee herself, has documented the stories of more than 100 of these women in her 

book, “The Girls Who Went Away.” 

 

(Begin video segment.) 

 

ANN FESSLER:  In the postwar period, there was a tremendous economic boom 

and many, many families that had formerly been working class moved up into the solid 

middle-class status.  And they were out in the suburbs, moving up.   Single family home 

ownerships skyrocketed in the 50s, and this was sort of hard won, newly won social 

status for many, many families.  And the worst thing that could befall a family as far as 

their children were concerned with was the young son getting in trouble with the law and 

for a young woman it was getting pregnant.  It was family ruination as far as the families 

were concerned. 

 

MS. ERBE:  When these women were pregnant, they were sent to homes for 

unwed mothers? 

 

MS. FESSLER:  Yes.  A lot of them were.  For the women I interviewed, almost 

all of them were sent away, meaning they went to an aunt’s house out of town, an older 

sister’s, or they went to a maternity home.  And at this time, especially in the ‘60s, there 

were over 200 maternity homes around the country and they were full.  And so very often 

the family could not even get the young woman into the maternity home fast enough and 

they would go away and work in what was called a wage home, where a family would 

take them in and they would, ironically, take care of the children for that family and 

maybe help around the house and in exchange for that they would be given room and 

board until they could get into the maternity home.  And then once there they basically 

waited out their pregnancies until it was time for the baby to be born. 

 

MS. ERBE:  How did the families explain the disappearance? 

 

MS. FESSLER:  Everybody had a cover story and some of the cover stories were 

quite elaborate.  It involved rerouting mail through somebody they knew in another city 



and so forth.  The stories varied from a sick aunt that had to be taken care of, a sick 

grandparent to a great opportunity to go to Europe to study.  I mean, elaborate stories.  

And for example the minister or the priest of the church would help out by rerouting mail 

through somebody they knew in another parish so that the young woman while she’s 

away could write postcards that would be then sent to someone and sent to someone else.  

It was very elaborate cover-up because families felt the incredible pressure and social 

stigma of unwed pregnancy at the time and they worried about losing their social status. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Do homes for unwed mothers still exist? 

 

MS. FESSLER:  There are still some homes that exist.  But there are very few.  

And that’s because women now have the opportunity to have their children and keep their 

children more readily than they did at that period of time.  And then some women, of 

course, choose to terminate pregnancies if they know they don’t want to parent.  But 

many of the women I interviewed did not want to terminate the pregnancy.  They wanted 

to parent their child. 

 

MS. ERBE:  You say in the book that most of these women were sexually quite 

naïve. 

 

MS. FESSLER:  Yes, that was a major factor, as well as lack of access to birth 

control.  In the ‘50s and ‘60s essentially sex education – until the very, very late ‘60s, sex 

education did not really exist in the schools.  During that time it was always thought that 

boys had more experience and so boys know how to take care of these things.  Boys 

know how to prevent pregnancy.  Many of them could not get access to condoms.  They 

just felt they knew how to prevent a pregnancy without a condom, and they were not 

right.  They did not know how to prevent it.  And women could not get access to birth 

control – single women.  That was not guaranteed by the Supreme Court until 1972 for 

all single people.  In some states, men could not even get birth control until 1972.   

 

And so for the most part hardly any of the women I interviewed actually used any 

birth control because it was either unavailable to them or they really didn’t understand 

how easy it was to get pregnant.  And I don’t think young people having sex really 

thought that they would get pregnant. They just didn’t think it would happen to them and 

they just didn’t know how easy it was.  And several of the women I interviewed got 

pregnant the first time out.  Many of them became pregnant with – the vast majority 

became pregnant with their first sexual partner. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In retrospect, do you think the children were better off being adopted 

out? 

 

MS. FESSLER:  I think people always wonder about better.  Was the child better 

off?  Was the woman better off?  And I think better usually means to people 

economically.  And better psychologically, I don’t know, because I’ve seen a tremendous 

amount of pain and suffering from these women and the agony they’ve lived with over 

not knowing where their child was, and the guilt they’ve lived with over did they do the 



right thing and how could they have surrendered their own flesh and blood?  Some of 

them lived quite tormented lives about this.  Other people – it has been the single most 

important event in each of these women’s lives.  It has affected everything, every 

decision they’ve ever made. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  So are we better off now that a teenage girl gets pregnant and keeps 

her child than we were in the ‘50s when this kind of situation you would send off 

secretly? 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  Yes.  I mean, we’re better off in the sense that there are 

choices.  There were no choices for these young girls in terms of what to do with an 

unwanted pregnancy.  I have to tell you we owe this woman a great debt.  I didn’t realize 

I reached maturity after Roe v. Wade and until I heard of her work I didn’t understand 

how little sex education, how little information was available, how contraceptives that we 

now take for granted to be over the counter at drugstores was unavailable and the impact 

of that on a whole generation of young people.  So, yes, there is no social stigma in terms 

of getting pregnant as a teenager.  There’s still a stigma if you gave that child away. 

 

MS. MCGLOWAN:  I have to disagree.  I think there’s a social stigma in a 

teenage girl getting pregnant.  I don’t think it’s as bad as it was, but I think with the sex 

education I think it’s gone to the extreme.  I’m glad we have access out there now, but I 

think with the sex education and the public school system we should also teach 

abstinence as well.  But as for teenage women or single women getting pregnant today, I 

think it started ways with Hollywood it’s a fad now.  Look at Angelina Jolie.  I don’t 

even think she’s married to Brad Pitt yet and I think – was Brad still married to Jennifer 

Aniston?  (Laughter.)  I think you some women today that are celebrities that single 

moms it’s kind of a fad to raise – 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. NATIVIDAD:  But Iowa City does not guide itself by what Angelina does. 

 

MS. GANDY:  Celebrities are a completely different issue.  And I’ll take issue, 

too, on school sex education.  I think one of the problems is that the schools are teaching 

only abstinence.  They’re not teaching kids who are sexually active what they can do.  

There are a lot of school systems where they’re pursuing abstinence only and for 

whatever reason they don’t want to talk about it. 

 

(Cross talk.) 

 

MS. GANDY:  Condoms, and birth control, and the other.  I was in high-school 

during that time.  The girls who got pregnant were sent to the Edna Gladney home over in 

Texas, across the border from north Louisiana where I grew up.  Most of those girls we 

never heard of again.  We never even knew what happened to them.  They didn’t come 



back after having their babies.  They stayed away – the girls from my high-school.  The 

boys who got them pregnant could be in the Honor Club and they could graduate.  The 

girls who got pregnant were kicked out of school immediately.  They weren’t allowed to 

stay in school.  Is it better now?  It’s a lot better now. 

 

MS. WOOD:  Obviously, that wasn’t the way it should have been.  I don’t think 

there’s anything wrong with having a social stigma about getting pregnant out of 

wedlock.  I don’t think we ought to be encouraging that kind of behavior.  It’s not good 

for the women in most cases.  It’s not good for the children, certainly.  So I don’t think 

we want to get rid of the stigma altogether, but to treat people in that framework 

obviously was not right.  I think a good thing that’s happened is that adoption is a 

wonderful thing.  And I think there’s been much more of a focus on that in the past 20 

years than there previously was.  But not only encouraging women to consider that, but 

encouraging more families to consider adoption.  And now isn’t that a gift and a positive 

thing, not negative that we were seeing in the back of the day? 

 

MS. ERBE:  All right.  Thank you.  That’s it for this edition of “To the Contrary.”  

Next week, an interview with Liberian President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf.  And 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) 


