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To everyone who has ever marched for women’s rights, who is marching now, and who will in the future.













Introduction





“Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.”


—HARRIET TUBMAN





Millions of women became part of a wave of powerful, inspiring voices—reverberating through Washington, DC, and across the country and globe at over six hundred sister marches—on January 21, 2017. Longtime activists Tamika Mallory, Carmen Perez, Linda Sarsour, and Bob Bland co-chaired the Women’s March1 of 2017, encouraging and helping women across the nation and around the world mobilize like never before.


It was the largest outpouring of people on a single day in the history of our nation.2


That was just the beginning. The Women’s March marked a turning point in our nation in much the same way that past marches and movements for equity, equality, and justice have done. Each of these turning points ultimately not only left their marks in our history books but also helped shape the culture we live in, produced legislative action that advanced many of the freedoms that we’ve come to enjoy, and provided a foundation for the ground we stand on today.


What got people out their doors and onto the streets for the Women’s March was what happened on Election Day in 2016. That day, the issues that many women care deeply about were either ignored or flat-out undermined by a shocking amount of support for—or at least tolerance of—sexist, racist, and xenophobic policies and behavior. That support included 53 percent of white women who voted for Donald Trump, a man with a well-documented history of racism, misogyny, and xenophobia.3


In other words, in the face of hate, many white women didn’t stand up for themselves—or for every woman in the nation. That being said, many women did stand up against the onslaught of hate. A full 94 percent of Black women voted against Trump, as did nearly 70 percent of Latina women.


Since the 2016 election, it’s clear that a lot more women are waking up to the fact that we can’t take our rights for granted and that we can’t afford to be a nation divided.


It’s time to stand together, to keep marching together, to rise for and with one another.


Keep Marching


In Keep Marching, my hope is to help you become more knowledgeable about the struggles and fights women in our nation face today—as well as how you can play a role in solving these challenges. The list of top priorities for the women of our nation is broad and diverse, just like we are as a country. So, in addition to covering issues like the wage gap and access to health care, I’ve also included chapters on ending mass incarceration and supporting fair treatment of immigrant families. We have a lot of work to do. But we also have a lot of power to do that work.


Remember, when we stand together, we are 164,148,777 strong. That’s power. We contribute a massive amount to our nation, to our economy, to our communities, to our families, to the future—in both unpaid and paid ways. According to the U.S. Census data as of 2015: 62 percent of us women are white non-Hispanic, 17 percent Hispanic, 13 percent Black, 5 percent Asian, 2 percent two or more races, 1 percent American Indian/Alaska Native, and 0.2 percent Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander.4
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Women are a fierce and rising force in our nation—and in our economy. We became half of the full-time labor force in our nation for the first time in the last decade.5 We make the vast majority of consumer purchasing decisions in our consumer-fueled economy.6 We push $11 trillion of value into our world economies through our unpaid work.7 We own 11.3 million American businesses, which employ over 9 million people and generate over $1.6 trillion in revenue. We earn the majority of college and graduate degrees.8 Single women are more than twice as likely to buy a home as single men (17 vs. 7 percent).9


Women play a role in every aspect of our country’s businesses; families; nonprofits; schools; churches; communities; city, county, state and federal governments; and American life. Women are rising as breadwinners, voters, and leaders, all while juggling an unprecedented number of roles at the same time.


The responsibility of building a movement together may be great, but the gains we can make together will be nothing short of revolutionary. Keep Marching is for every woman who is stepping into her power, who wonders how the heck we’re going to fix our nation’s problems, who wants to dig deeper, or who wants to help create positive change.


This book is for all of us who show up for marches, in movements, and in our communities; who give back; and who want answers and tactics for navigating the struggles in our daily lives. It’s also for all of us who have worked our butts off for democracy, ringing doorbells on cul-de-sacs in New Jersey, attending town hall meetings in Idaho, making calls in Mississippi. And it’s also for all of us who haven’t done any of that, who maybe have never been even remotely political, but who now find ourselves awake at night, staring at the ceiling, worrying about the safety of our daughters and about our children’s future, and who have realized that we must be our own heroes on their behalf.


And this book is being written in no small part in thanks to every woman leader, especially women of color, who has rightfully told me, “Go get your people.” This is me, getting my people. This is my call to every imperfect, glorious woman in America to keep marching.


Together we can change the fact that many of the policies that most directly impact our daily lives and economy are all too often swept under the rug and ignored. Together, we can inspire more women to participate in our democracy so that the laws of our land truly reflect the contributions and needs of all those who live here.


As the co-founder and executive director of MomsRising, a nonprofit organization with over a million diverse and powerful women in every state of our country, I’ve seen the power of women and moms taking action. With that in mind, I’ve written Keep Marching as a road map. This is a blueprint for how we build and wield power as women. This is an atlas showing how to advocate for policies that improve not only our own lives but also the lives of future generations. This is a diagram of how we can win.


That being said, I hope you write in the margins of this book, tear the pages out that you don’t agree with, write in your own new ideas, be in conversation with the concepts, add to what I’ve written, and work together in order to build a country that truly does work for us.


Keep Marching highlights and celebrates the contributions that women make every day to our country, as well as the barriers we unfortunately continue to face generation after generation. By providing the facts of what’s happening to women and families nationwide, as well as providing solutions, this book is focused on informing and giving you the power to implement change—in your own life, in the lives of women you know, and in the lives of women you don’t. Combining statistics, stories, and actionable advice, this book is intended to be a practical handbook for those of us—and our allies—who want to do something to help advance women’s rights and fix our nation, but who don’t know what or how.


In this book, you’ll find not only illuminating facts but also practical advice. The topics in this book reflect the priorities of the over a million women I’ve encountered through MomsRising, as well as the Unity Principles at the 2017 Women’s March. Many of the action plans that appear at the end of each chapter are based on a document that we at MomsRising created.10 This document includes tactics that we have used over the past decade to enact and encourage change. These tactics are accessible to anyone and can be tremendously effective. Know one thing: You are needed.



This Is Our Time to Rise


In order to truly change the status quo, we must not advocate for just one policy to change—but many. Not just one female leader—but thousands. It’s up to us to stand up for our sisters, our communities, and our nation.


If you ever feel overwhelmed by the hurdles ahead of us, remember this inspiring chant from the Women’s March:




When women are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!


When Black lives are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!


When Muslims are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!


When immigrants are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!


When trans people are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!


When any of us are under attack, what do you do?


Stand up, fight back!





It’s our time to make history/herstory/ourstory. I invite every woman in America to keep marching forward. I may not be able to predict the future but I do know one thing for sure. As women, we will not be bullied. As women, we will not be silenced.


As women, we will rise.
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Waking Up




“We are the leaders we’ve been waiting for.”


—GRACE LEE BOGGS





Driving to pick up my daughter from school, I started noticing bursts of colors in the yards as I passed. Light blue, lime green, hot pink, deep purple, sunny yellow, bright orange, sapphire blue. Yard signs adorned lawns even though the election season was over and done. I got curious. The print on the signs was too small to read as I zipped by, so I pulled my car over in front of one house to read the words:



In this house we believe Black Lives Matter, no human is illegal, love is love, women’s rights are human rights, science is real, water is life, and injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.





In this book, that’s the belief, too. Now some people will say: “Hey, Kristin—This book is about women’s rights! Why such a broad spread of topics?” To this I say: As women, we’re all mosaics of many different experiences, perspectives, and backgrounds. As such, the top priorities of a modern women’s movement must reflect all that is our lives, our contributions, our needs, the barriers we face, and the paths we need to take to break those barriers down.


None of us are single-issue people.


Not all of us are ever going to agree on every issue, policy, action, or stand.


That’s okay.


What’s most important is to keep believing in and inspiring each other, knowing that together women can—and must—be a nation-changing force.


When each of us does better, we all do better. When the most discriminated-against women among us rise, we all rise. If one group of women is left behind, we all suffer. Our freedoms are intertwined.


And thus, our struggles are intertwined, too.




INTERSECTIONALITY
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Intersectionality reinforces the idea that our individual freedoms and struggles are intertwined, yet different. Award-winning author Dr. Kimberlé Crenshaw created the important concept many years ago. Essentially, intersectionality is how different types of discrimination create compounded negative impacts for each individual. Crenshaw recently explained, “One of the main points of intersectionality is that you can’t just take the experiences of a Black man and a white woman and put them together to describe a Black woman’s experience. A Black woman’s experience is not the sum total.”


I find it helpful to think of a swarm of invisible angry wasps out in the world, buzzing around looking for targets. Sexism, racism, classism, ableism, xenophobia, and homophobia are all angry wasps in the swarm. Some people are stung more often, and with more painful stingers, just based on their identity.


It’s crucial to understand that we mostly tend to see and focus on the wasps that sting us as individuals. Because of this, we—but particularly those of us with fewer wasp stings, like white women such as myself—can never forget that no matter how hard or uncomfortable it is to talk about racism, sexism, and xenophobia, that conversation will never be as hard as it is to experience it.





To win, the modern women’s movement must be intersectional. We must pay deep respect to everything that we each carry and bring as women into our worlds, both alone and shared. Many women have long known this. As the great feminist thinker Audre Lorde said many decades ago, “There is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue lives. Our struggles are particular, but we are not alone.” We are stronger together.


We saw, felt, and heard how strong we are at the Women’s March when millions of women took to the streets in the largest march in American history. We also saw that we are a beautiful cacophony of backgrounds, making a strong mosaic of a powerful movement together, and that the strands of all of us woven together are an unbreakable force. The fight for women’s rights to succeed is a fight for our nation to succeed. All of us together will make America strong.


Full Disclosure


Each of us brings our individual world of experience, talents, hopes, dreams, and worries to this movement. Similarly, each of us also wears blinders to each other’s worlds. In order for the movement to be successful, we must admit that we all wear blinders, open ourselves up to learning, and be as transparent as possible in order to lift all women up and win the fight for equality, equity, and justice.


So: As we begin this book, here’s who I am (or at least partly). I am a white, blond, now upper-middle-class, cisgender, hetero married woman with two children and a dog. I live outside of Seattle. I play soccer. I am bad at tennis, can’t figure out accessories, and am sometimes painfully awkward at small talk. I’m an imperfect parent of two. I’m a Democrat married to a former Republican state senator. I often work in my jammies from home, guzzling lattes and blue Gatorade as I type. I’ll take whiskey over wine any day. I’ve worked as a house cleaner, waitress, freelance writer, political director, and now as an executive director and more. I sometimes do yoga when I’m stressed out. I also was born in Chicago and raised in Maryland. As a child, my cupboards weren’t always full, my family of origin was never “nuclear,” and the close people in my early life weren’t all heteronormative.


I’m flawed—far from perfect. I screw up regularly but persist just the same.


And each and every day I fight for a modern women’s movement that doesn’t center around women who look exactly like me, knowing that our fight and movement must be different than it has been in the past.


What Woke Me Up


To be completely honest, I assumed that most of the fights for women’s rights were over and that we had won, until I became a mom. I couldn’t have been more wrong. When my son was born in 1996, he was diagnosed with an immune deficiency disorder that made it impossible for him to be in childcare with other kids. A minor cold for other kids often meant a hospital trip and nerve-racking, wheezing weeks of illness. At the time, I didn’t have access to any paid family/medical leave, so I had to quit my job to care for my son. In the process, I lost not only my income but also my employer-provided health care coverage.


I never expected to be an unemployed mom. My mom, who was single for most of my childhood, always said to never, ever, ever, ever rely on a partner in order to have food on the table. But there I was, relying on a husband for food on the table, a roof over our heads, health care, and more. It was lucky there were resources to get my son and, later, my daughter the health care they needed when I couldn’t work. But an unplanned out-of-work situation like that could have been a flat-out disaster for my own mother or for more than three-quarters of moms who are breadwinners in our nation. Luck alone should never determine whether a woman, child, and family can thrive. Yet too often it does for too many. More than 80 percent of women have children in their lifetimes,1 a quarter of families with young children in America are living in poverty,2 and having a baby is now one of the leading causes of poverty. Being a mom is now a greater predictor of wage and hiring discrimination than being a woman, and the wages of moms of color take the biggest hits. These are all signals that the fight for intersectional women’s rights isn’t over.3


In truth I’ve had many wake-up calls (some at two a.m., eyes blinking in the darkness, baby crying) about how very much we need a new kind of women’s movement. This new movement needs to center the voices, the power, and the leadership of moms, of women of color, of women with disabilities, of LGBTQ+ women, of women of all ages and religions, of women of all income levels, and of women who are often denied chairs at the power tables. It was these many wake-up calls that led me to co-found MomsRising in 2006.


I now serve as executive director of that organization and work with a brilliant team of women across the nation, and none of us are exactly alike. I am led by and learn from the women at MomsRising. Our team is Black, Asian, Latina, white, queer, Muslim, Jewish, Christian, and more. Together we’ve built an intersectional organization that works across multiple policy areas at the same time, within a core framework of justice for women, mothers, and families. We’ve pushed each other to grow our individual ideas about gender, racial, economic, LGBTQ+, and disability justice. Together we build campaigns that will make all women in America and families stronger. Together we rise.


How We Move Forward


To build a truly intersectional movement, we have to touch base with where we’ve been. Women of color have played major roles advancing the rights of women in our nation’s history, and women of color have often led the way. But much of that work has, historically, been ignored or erased. Gloria Steinem recently reiterated this during an interview with Chelsea Handler. “It’s condescending to say make the movement inclusive; women of color are the movement and have always been the movement.”4 Case in point, a 1972 national poll conducted by Ms. magazine—a magazine Steinem helped to launch—found that while over 60 percent of women of color supported feminism and women’s equality issues at the time, only around 30 percent of white women supported those same issues at that time.5 Women of color were leading the way in 1972 (before then, too) and still are today. In fact, the leadership of women of color has long propelled the entire women’s movement forward.


Make no mistake: Gender justice is economic justice is racial justice. One doesn’t happen without the others. It’s time for all of us to stand together with each other and for each other’s rights in a new kind of women’s movement. When we speak about women’s issues, we must speak to issues that impact every woman—not just the issues that impact able-bodied, middle-class, cis, and straight white women. We need to embrace that we don’t all have to define things in precisely the same way, see ourselves reflected in all of other people’s experiences, or be exactly the same in order to celebrate each other as we fight for the same outcome. And we must do this not just because this is the right thing to do, but also because we can’t win anyone’s freedom without fighting for everyone’s freedom.


“It’s the old thing of I’m not free until my sister is free,” said Sarah Sophie Flicker of the Women’s March. “Our role is to show up for each other and protect each other. We are kept separate to keep us all down. When we don’t show up for each other and don’t acknowledge each other, and when my privilege pushes down my sisters, we can’t win. We can’t win until we all show up for each other.”


Sarah’s right. Our goal is simple: We all win when we all win.


Anything that hurts one of us hurts all of us. In order to build a strong women’s movement, we have to have one another’s backs—especially when a discriminatory policy doesn’t impact every single one of us in our daily lives, but impacts so many of our sisters. An intersectional approach, like the one in this book, covers many policies that have often been left out of the mainstream women’s movement agenda in the past. For example, mass incarceration and the fair treatment of immigrant families are covered in chapters 12 and 10, respectively, right along with fair pay (chapter 11) and reproductive rights (chapter 7). The policy platform in this book isn’t centered on a single issue, and neither are any of us in real life.


All of the issues in this book deeply affect women across our nation—along with everyone else. And, speaking of everyone else, it’s high time people in power stop telling women that the issues that are destroying our lives and dreams aren’t priorities in our country. The truth is, when this many people are having the same struggles at the same time, that’s a national issue that we must solve together—not an epidemic of personal failings.


Mistakes Are Necessary


Building an intersectional movement requires being curious and compassionate about all the issues women face and how to break down those barriers. It requires us to imagine ourselves in one another’s worlds. And it requires us to consider not only the issues we’re dealing or have dealt with, but also those in the lives of people who have had very different experiences.


Building an intersectional movement also requires that we each make mistakes.


As a longtime organizer for women’s rights, I’ve made many mistakes and had many failures due to my blinders along the way. Too many to count, in fact. I’ve said the wrong thing; done the wrong thing; been embarrassed; second-, third-, and fourth-guessed myself. I’ve also been thankful to have my mistakes pointed out so that I can do better—and this has helped me to play a role in more wins than I ever expected.


For instance, in 2009 I was onstage at George Washington University for the Feminism 2.0 Conference. During my talk I addressed the average wage gap for women overall and mentioned that moms experienced even more discrimination when it comes to pay. After I was done, Shireen Mitchell, founder of Digital Sisters/Sistas Inc. and Stop Online Violence Against Women, raised her hand and asked: “What about women of color? The numbers you shared don’t reflect women of color. You left us out.”


My stomach dropped. I was mortified. I’d hit one of my own blind spots. My own implicit, unconscious bias was center stage. I should have known better. I had inadvertently repeated history. My mortification in that moment was nothing compared to decades of women of color being forgotten or erased. (Historically, white feminists have often failed to incorporate how structural racism permeates everything that has to do with sexism as does classism, homophobia, and other isms, too, for that matter.)


This may seem like not a big deal: I left women of color out of my presentation. So what? But it was a big deal. Shireen Mitchell was rightly pointing out that women of color had even further to climb to achieve parity in pay with white men than white women did. Which means that I left an entire group of women out of my data, out of my presentation, and out of sight.


It wasn’t Shireen’s job to call me out that day in 2009, and while it was a moment of public failure, I’m forever grateful to her for it. The reason I share this story is because sometimes people tell me they’re afraid to get involved because they may accidentally do or say something wrong. But it’s important not to let fear stop us from joining in. Nobody is perfect in anything we do. It’s time to give each other grace, lift one another up, and accept that if we’re truly building the best kind of movement for our nation, then we’ll be uncomfortable and make mistakes at least some of the time, and that if we listen, learn, and work together, we will rise together.




RACISM, SEXISM, AND XENOPHOBIA ARE REAL
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As we work to do better, there’s something that must be addressed: There’s no such thing as reverse racism. I know, sometimes people have negative opinions about white people as a whole. That happens. But that’s prejudice, not racism. Racism is power and prejudice intertwined. In our white-dominant culture, where structural racism and implicit bias is woven throughout our institutions, even if it doesn’t always feel that way, white people have had structural power throughout the history of our country. So, no, reverse racism isn’t real.


Racism kills, jails, injures, and closes doors to opportunity. Prejudice hurts feelings. There’s a difference. And while we’re on the topic of things that must be said: Racism today is real. It isn’t a thing of the past. Sexism, classism, homophobia, and xenophobia aren’t myths, either. It’s time to call everyone in so we can work this out.


We have to say this out loud: Sexism is real. Racism is real. Why? Many people—again, particularly white people—often have a skewed view of reality and are caught inside our own bubbles, where we don’t see what we don’t personally experience. For instance, studies show that white women and girls are suspended less often from school for the same offenses,6 are given higher levels of presumption of innocence by the police,7 experience less wage discrimination,8 are even more likely to be given free rides by bus drivers,9 and the list goes on. Research also shows that white people are more likely to think racism is a thing of the past than Black people do, while Black people are more accurate in their assessments that racism is a part of the present. One study found that only 16 percent of white people believe there is “a lot” of discrimination in America today, a view which is held by 56 percent of Black people.10





The Internal Fight against Discrimination


Sexism, racism, and xenophobia have been part of our nation’s culture since the beginning. This means that it’s also part of each of us. Implicit bias in America is like toxic air pollution that we unconsciously breathe in often as we walk through our daily lives. This is no small thing. Sexism, structural racism, and a lot of unchecked implicit bias led us to elect Donald Trump, a noted sexist bigot. They’re also key reasons we have the highest incarceration rate in the world, with people of color unfairly disproportionately incarcerated,11 and that women still don’t make equal pay for equal work. Moreover, there’s been a 6 percent increase in hate crimes since Trump was elected.12 Unchecked implicit bias can be costly and deadly.


The fight against all discrimination is as much an internal fight within each of us as it is also an external fight for legislative and cultural change. Rebecca Cokley, former executive director of the National Council on Disability, told me that “One of the critical pieces as white women in these spaces is making sure we use our privilege daily, minute by minute, to elevate the voices of women of color.” I agree wholeheartedly.


While it’s crucial to influence legislation, elected officials, corporate practices, our culture, and our unjust systems, including the criminal justice system, we as individuals—particularly white people like myself—also have to be a witness to our own internal implicit biases on a daily basis, even be in conversation with them so we can put them in check, tell them off, and even argue with them in order to be truly effective.


As we move forward, it’s also incumbent that we listen to each other, especially when we come from different experiences. The co-founder of Black Lives Matter, Patrisse Khan-Cullors, has an important suggestion. “There’s a great question we must ask ourselves about impact—whether white, queer, Latina, Black, etc. ‘What have I learned from my family, my culture, what parts do I think are toxic that I don’t want to continue, and what is beautiful that I want to grow?’”


The Best Kinds of Solutions


An intersectional approach leads to the best kinds of solutions—solutions that take all of our identities into account, that identify inequalities and fix them, and that can lift our entire nation. In fact, data shows that our nation’s diversity—and people caring about one another—is what’s played a large role in making us such a strong, creative, and prosperous nation so far. Harvard Business Review recently reported that companies with the most “ethnic and racial diversity in management were 35% more likely to have financial returns above their industry mean” and those with the most women in management “were 15% more likely to have returns above the industry mean.”13 In other words, companies are more successful when their management team is diverse and intersectional.


We all win when we all win, and when we all win, our country wins, too.


America has come a long way together as a nation, and we’re not turning our backs on each other now. After all, our nation has been pursuing women’s rights, and reaching for equity and equality, for generations. There’s a long history of women marching across generations, across our nation, showing leadership across races and classes, to right wrongs in the United States.


Women have fought for and won rights in the past, and we’re still fighting for our rights every day. We’re fighting to keep our reproductive choices, for the right to be treated equally, the right to be free from police brutality, the right to have our very lives respected, and much more. We’ve taken more than a few steps forward. But we’ve taken many steps backward, too.


History has shown us that when women lead—together—our nation succeeds. By raising our voices, by sharing our truths, by amplifying each other, and by being truly intersectional, we can build an America that lifts all women, our families, and our country.


So let’s stand, let’s march, let’s all rise for each other—together.
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How to Believe



The first rule of #KeepMarching is to believe in yourself. Remember, this book isn’t about a literal march, but about building a movement. Believe in the women, men, and people around you. Know that the calls, letters, texts, meetings, gatherings, marches, rallies, social media shares—and all the tactics that are described at the end of every chapter in this book—add up and make a difference. The difference may not be apparent overnight, but if you persist, if you organize and strategize, then change will happen bit by bit, moment by moment. Know that if you—and thousands of others—believe that something is possible, then that something becomes very possible.


That’s right: Believing in yourself—knowing at a cellular level that you can make a difference—is a powerful tactic, a core part of change, and is essential to developing your personal power. In fact, believing in yourself is such an important tactic that it’s the first advocacy and organizing tip in a book where tips close each chapter.


This isn’t a platitude. It’s not an empty promise. I’ve seen it happen more times than I can count.


The first win I saw happen was in 1992 when underground testing of nuclear devices stopped in the United States. That happened after several years when thousands of people spoke out. Some, including myself, literally walked out onto the nuclear testing grounds so the bombs couldn’t be detonated. All these actions, all these people rising up, added up to real change. Many people walked out into the hot Nevada desert nuclear testing grounds in the early 1990s, putting their bodies on the line for what we believed in. Yes, we were arrested then. But so were the nuclear bombs.


Your body is powerful. Your mind is powerful. Your voice is powerful.


The next wins I saw came in a cluster, working after college for Washington Conservation Voters (WCV). We recruited, trained, endorsed, and ran environmentally responsible candidates at the city, county, and state levels. Some years over one hundred endorsed candidates with several targeted candidates received extensive assistance from WCV on their campaigns—and one great year the win rate was 76 percent. Some of those wins were by a margin of a single handful of votes. A handful. Literally how many people you see in a coffee shop on a busy morning have changed the outcome of elections, especially locally—and it still can happen. But sometimes handfuls of votes can even change national elections, depending if that handful is voting in the right state at the right time. (The outcome of the 2000 presidential race was essentially decided by just 537 votes in Florida, which tipped the entire national electoral college toward George W. Bush instead of Al Gore.)


Your vote is powerful. Your support is powerful. Your belief in yourself is powerful. The lengths that you have already gone to and will continue to go to in order to care for, provide for, defend, protect, and empower the ones you love is powerful.


I’ve witnessed many, many wins due to individual and collective masterminding at MomsRising. I’ve been blown away. I came into MomsRising already a believer in the power of change, but I seriously underestimated the power of women sharing their experiences and speaking out. The members and team of MomsRising have helped advance more wins than I can even count over the last decade: from helping to get healthier foods in every elementary, middle, and high school in the country; to helping to pass the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act and the Affordable Care Act through Congress in the first place (and then rising to protect it again and again); to helping to protect Medicaid many times over (which covers the health care of one in four children and half of all childbirths); to helping get a special prosecutor in New York for cases of police brutality; to helping to advance earned sick days, paid family leave, childcare, and protection for pregnant and nursing women in cities and states across the nation, as well as fair pay policies, and so very much more. As a group, we’re pretty powerful.


And so are you—your voice, your story, your experiences, you are powerful.


More powerful than you think.


The actions you take—even the actions that don’t take a lot of time, like clicking to sign a petition from an organization you respect or joining a Twitter or social media campaign—have an impact, whether you directly see that impact happening in real time or not.


Remember, tiny drops of water create waves. And when we take individual action—big actions like organizing a human resources policy change at work or visiting an elected leader, or small actions like taking five minutes to click in an email to sign an open letter to Congress—a wave of change is created.


This doesn’t mean we’ll instantly win every fight. In fact, persistence is the name of the game. So believe in yourself. Stand up. Put on your imaginary superhero cape and infuse that belief that you are powerful into every step, call, action, you take as you invite others to also believe in themselves, in the power of us together.


Because if we, together, believe in something strongly enough, we can make change happen. That, my friend, is the first rule of change.
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OUR MONEY
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The Benjamins


A couple of years ago, Cynthia shared something that happened to her at an office party. She was at an event for an advertising firm where she worked, looked around the room, and suddenly realized that the vast majority of people who worked at the firm were women. In a party setting, it was obvious. Cynthia asked her boss why. He told her, “I can pay them less.”


“I was twenty-three and shocked,” Cynthia shared. “I hadn’t yet learned I was less valuable than a man.”


This is not right. Obviously the contributions of women aren’t any less valuable than contributions from men. Not even a little bit. In fact, study after study show that businesses tend to make higher profits with women in leadership and that better decisions are made when there are diverse decision makers. For instance, one study found female hedge fund managers outperformed men by 8.95 percent to 2.69 percent, respectively, on returns.1 A nineteen-year study of all Fortune 500 companies by Pepperdine University found a direct correlation between high levels of women in leadership and higher profits—and that promoting women meant outperforming the competition.2 But despite those facts, women are still treated unfairly: Women are judged more harshly, paid unequally, and discriminated against in the labor force.


When it comes to pay, the Benjamins go to the Benjamins, quite literally. I’m not sure when I first got the gory details on the wage discrimination women face each and every day in the United States of America. All I really remember is thinking, Oh, $hit, accompanied by a sinking feeling that women still had a lot of work to do. More than I ever imagined before looking at the numbers, in fact. If you haven’t heard the wage gap numbers yet, apologies in advance if what you’re about to read makes you a bit nauseous and then more than a little bit irate.
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The U.S. Census reports that women, on average, earned just 80 cents to a man’s dollar in 2017 for all year-round full-time workers. That being said, both moms and women of color experience increased wage hits.3 More specifically, the data shows that white, non-Hispanic women are earning only 75 cents;4 Black women only 63 cents; Native American women only 57 cents; and Latina women only 54 cents for every dollar earned by white, non-Hispanic men. Asian American and Pacific Islander women experience a smaller wage gap on average,5 but still make only 87 cents on average for every dollar made by white non-Hispanic men, with some subgroups of Asian American and Pacific Islander women experiencing much bigger wage gaps.6


Transgender women also receive unequal pay,7 with one study finding that the earnings of transgender women dropped by nearly one-third following their transition.8


Laura found proof of the wage gap in her marriage. She and her husband met at Columbia University and graduated with the same degree. They both got jobs at the same agency in the exact same position. However, they were dumbfounded by the difference in their salaries. She made $5,000 less than he did. When Laura asked the agency about the discrepancy, she was given the runaround. Basically she was told to accept the pay or they would give the job to someone else.


Though Laura’s example is pretty clear, the wage gap women face is often more complicated than it first looks. For instance, Asian American and Pacific Islander women seem to be doing better than women overall, earning on average 87 cents to a white man’s dollar. But that doesn’t tell the full story. Broad categories don’t give the whole picture. This is especially true for Asian American and Pacific Islander women. Miriam Yeung, co-founder of We Belong Together and former executive director of the National Asian Pacific American Women’s Forum, explains that the ethnicity of Asian American and Pacific Islander women includes a tremendous number of diverse countries. A closer look at the numbers reveal that Burmese women are earning only 44 cents to a white man’s dollar, Fijian women are earning 45 cents, and Nepalese women are earning just 51 cents.9 “There hasn’t been enough attention to build a strong women of color analysis yet that fully includes Asian American and Pacific Islander women in it,” Miriam revealed.


It Gets Worse


Sometimes I feel like Alice going down the rabbit hole into Wonderland, White Rabbit–style, when I start digging into the numbers behind the numbers. Or, if I’m up working too late at night, images of myself as a data detective, pipe in mouth and an intriguing hat tilted jauntily on my head with a Nancy Drew–like obsession for solving the mysteries hidden in Excel files, have come to mind.


Put on your imaginary detective hat, because our dive down into numbers isn’t over. That’s because for the 81 percent of women who become mothers, the wage gap is even bigger, and it’s bigger still for moms of color. The truth is that right now, in the United States of America, being a mom is a greater predictor of wage and hiring discrimination than being a woman. Our country, which claims to love, adore, and respect motherhood, pays moms just 71 cents to every dollar that dads earn.10 To get a real picture of what’s going on, here are the specific numbers: Asian American and Pacific Islander mothers are paid 85 cents; white, non-Hispanic mothers are paid 69 cents; Black mothers are paid 51 cents; Native American mothers are paid 49 cents; and Latina mothers are paid just 46 cents for every dollar paid to white, non-Hispanic fathers. Furthermore, mothers in low-wage jobs are paid just 66 cents for every dollar paid to fathers in low-wage jobs.11
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Felicia experienced blatant wage discrimination while working at a technical support center for a large retail corporation. She was hired to work the exact same job as her brother-in-law, and after talking to him discovered that she was being paid about $4 an hour less to do the exact same job. She went on to find out that all of the men at work, working the same job, with the same amount of experience, were making $4 an hour more than her. And, as it turns out, all the women were making the lower wage. The wage gap hurts women, families, and our economy.


Singled Out


Moms in general—whether minimum wage earners or beyond—earn just 71 cents to every dollar that dads earn, but the discrimination in pay is compounded for single moms and their children.12 Paid just 55 cents for every dollar paid to all fathers,13 single mothers are among those who face the worst wage discrimination in our nation.14


When Tara was growing up, her family was barely able to get by. Tara and her mom (who was single) lived with Tara’s grandmother, which was the only way that her mom would have enough money to get gas to go back and forth from work and to purchase essentials. After a while, Tara and her mom moved into a place with her uncle. If it was not for her grandma and her uncle, they would have had a hard time keeping a roof over their heads and getting food to eat.


The wage discrimination that single moms like Tara’s face is impacting a tremendous and growing number of women and children. A study from Johns Hopkins University found that 57 percent of babies born to millennials were not born within a marriage. Technically these are “single mothers” by many people’s definition, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a partner.


Family structure and our culture is changing.15 Currently, 69 percent of American children live with two parents (down from 88 percent in 1960) and 23 percent live with a single mother (up from 8 percent in 1960).16 It’s important to note that even though the number of children who live with single mothers has nearly tripled since 1960, it doesn’t mean that there isn’t a same-sex partner involved, and it also doesn’t mean that dads or other partners aren’t involved. For instance, while Black families have some of the lowest marriage rates in our nation17, studies show that Black fathers, regardless of marital and cohabitation status, are the most involved with their children’s daily lives of any group of fathers in our nation.18


The numbers demonstrate that family structure and the story of families has changed, but our workplace structures and public policy are outdated. Our economy and our families are both negatively affected by the fact that many of our key public policies have fallen behind the realities that numerous women and families in America are living in right now. It’s on all of us to catch up.


Mia Birdsong, co-director of Family Story, is one of the few people focused on the incredibly important work of combating the racism, sexism, and classism that’s permeated much of our culture’s view of families. Among other things, Birdsong and her organization are hard at work updating our country’s outdated picture of the typical family in America. Birdsong was inspired to help launch Family Story because she noticed that there is greater system-wide support for “nuclear” families than other family structures. In other words, our national policies, workplaces, and culture often discriminate against families that don’t match a 1950s imaginary vision of one mom, one dad, and two kids—even though that family structure is becoming the exception, not the rule. The change Birdsong wants to see is an end to a hierarchy of family structures so all types of families are able to access the resources they need without prejudice regardless of gender roles, race, and class. I couldn’t agree more. It’s long past time to update outdated ideas about families in our nation.


The Double-Wage-Hit Whammy


Lani, a working mom, shared that the wage gap makes it nearly impossible for her or her wife to stay home with their children—despite having “good” jobs as attorneys. Both moms went back to work when their baby was only three months old. It was just basic math. Lani says, “When my wife and I sat down and figured out how much we each made and the cost of childcare, we found that between rental prices in our region and student loans, there was no way for either of us to be out of the labor force.”


Lani and her wife ended up delaying plans to have a second child because childcare prices are so high. There’s no way they could afford to have two children in childcare, so they have to wait. At the same time, the clock is ticking: They can’t wait too long and risk fertility issues. Two moms face a double-wage-hit whammy, but two dads get a double boost, and that has an impact on the options open to them as parents. The New York Times reported that couples with two dads are the most likely to have a stay-at-home parent, a heterosexual couple is the next most likely, and two moms are the least likely even if they want to because it’s often simply unaffordable.19


Clearly, sexuality also needs to be front and center in any discussion of the wage gap as it intersects and adds up to be a double or triple whammy on the pocketbook. In our nation, 4.2 percent of people between the ages of eighteen and forty-four identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, with 62 percent of that cohort being female. Further data find that 71 percent of all those who identify as bisexual are female, and 49 percent of all those who identify as lesbian or gay are female. In addition, a recent study found that 1.4 million individuals identify as transgender.20


When marching for equity and equality, discrimination based on sexuality and gender identity absolutely must not be forgotten.


Busting the Myths


Let’s take a minute to discuss some reasons why women are not being paid less. For instance, many people cite that the wage gap is due to women taking lesser-paying jobs. Not true. Wage differences within the same occupations account for much of the pay gap between men and women in many job categories, whether a doctor or a clerk. While women are, on the whole, concentrated in lower-wage job areas, this doesn’t explain away the wage gap; it just makes the economic pressure greater because unfair pay pushes many women and families into poverty.


Women are actually graduating from college in higher numbers than men.21 But after only one year in the workforce, young women are already earning less than equally qualified young men in many occupations.22


Claudia Goldin, a labor economist at Harvard University, has found in studying age, race, work hours, and education that people working in the exact same sectors experience wage gaps. For instance, female doctors and surgeons earn 71 percent of men’s wages. Female financial specialists earn 66 percent of men’s wages.23


Wage and hiring discrimination has been a major hurdle for women since we joined the workforce.24 This is discrimination against women in real time. This is what happens when inadvertent implicit bias against women runs unchecked, even though studies show that the work women do is far from inferior. Of course, there’s not a secret committee of people deciding to pay women less, but the subconscious negative assumptions about women and work add up to a massive amount of money lost for women over time.


To be clear: No one is proposing that everyone gets paid the same thing for doing different jobs. This fight is focused on equal pay for equal work. No more, no less. Women also experience increased unfair pay pressure because we are more likely to be concentrated in fewer types of jobs, notes Sarah Jane Glynn in a paper for the Center for American Progress. Furthermore, those job types are also more likely to be dominated by women—a fact that often leads to lower wages for that job sector as a whole. (Interestingly, studies also show that when women start to be a high percentage of any profession, the overall pay levels of that profession often get lower. That’s exactly what’s happened with the veterinarian field. As the percentage of women veterinarians rose, salaries decreased.25) This trend leads to female-dominated industries paying lower wages than male-dominated industries that require similar skill levels. These trends have also played a role in women making up the majority of minimum-wage workers in the United States.26


But it’s not just low wages that are impacted. The effect of wage discrimination is strong in jobs that require higher levels of education and pay higher wages, too.27


Naysayers—who are usually a medley of corporate CEOs, conservative legislators, and media pundits—often ridiculously (and insultingly) argue that the wage gap doesn’t deserve attention because women just aren’t negotiating enough, aren’t equally qualified, are trading pay for benefits,28 or other ludicrous excuses.29 But the wage gap can’t be blamed on women for a supposed “lack of confidence” or a lack of leaning in. That particular blame game raises my blood pressure, particularly because it often comes in the form of self-help advice gone awry. For instance, Claire Shipman and Katty Kay’s viral article several years ago in The Atlantic, “The Confidence Gap,”30 has been repeatedly used—whether Shipman and Kay intended it or not—to argue that women’s lack of confidence is responsible for gender barriers in the workforce. One Forbes article, directly following their line of reasoning, put the blame squarely on women’s shoulders for not reaching top management positions. The article said, “Women, we aren’t taking action often enough and that’s crucial. We don’t have to be perfect. Men are confident about their ability at 60%.”31


Balderdash. (Yes, that’s the word that came to my mind.)


The truth is that women ask for raises just as often as men, but women are granted raises less often—and to make matters worse, women are also regularly penalized for asking.32


Unfortunately, many people believe the balderdash because it seeps out into our communities and workforce. In fact, in 2017 (yes, 2017, not 1917) an all-male panel of notable public relations professionals at a PRWeek conference demonstrated a moment of pure balderdash in action. When the panel was confronted with the fact that women PR professionals earn an average of $36,000 less than men in the field, several shared the opinion that women need to “speak up more loudly” about unfair pay. Ironically the panelist who said that the loudest, Richard Edelman, the CEO of the largest independently owned PR firm in the world, had just proved exactly how and why speaking up isn’t always a solution for women. At the panel, Edelman said that when women in his firm spoke up to him about wage gaps, he told them, “You speak up first.”33 Uh, first? These women were already speaking up first by bringing up the issue of unfair pay directly to the CEO of the company. This was a true #HeadDesk moment.


What we’re seeing is flat-out discrimination. The wage gap isn’t the result of women’s lack of confidence, quietness, or bad choices—and it’s also certainly not a reflection of men being “more motivated by money” than women, as New Hampshire state representative Will Infantine said as he argued against the New Hampshire Paycheck Equality Act.34 (The word balderdash just came to mind again!)


There is very real wage and hiring discrimination going on—and it hits moms and women of color the hardest.35 One series of studies painted a stark picture. Moms were hired 80 percent less often than women with equal résumés who didn’t have children. And when moms are hired, they’re offered salaries that are on average $11,000 lower than what’s offered to non-moms. On the other hand, dads with equal résumés were offered $6,000 more than non-dads,36 proving that the antiquated idea that only men need paychecks large enough to support their families is alive and well (not to mention, keeping many families poor and hungry). Studies have also shown that employees who identified as mothers are perceived to be less competent, less promotable, and less likely to be recommended for management, despite having the same credentials as non-mothers.37 Still today, women have to think about whether to hide their status as mothers during job interviews.


All told, this is a big deal. A major study found that men receive a wage bonus of 11.6 percent when they become fathers. But moms, on the other hand, get a wage penalty for motherhood of 4 percent per child; that, Michelle J. Budig, writing in Third Way, reports, “Cannot be explained by human capital, family structure, family-friendly job characteristics, or differences among women that are stable over time… This motherhood penalty is larger among low-wage workers while the top 10% of female workers incur no motherhood wage penalty.”38
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The Wage Gaps Add Up


Often when books are written and stories are told about the fight for women’s equality, the main focus is only on highly paid professional women breaking the glass ceiling and the hurdles women face in those sectors. That’s an important conversation to have, and one that’s included in the next chapter, but it’s time for a reality check: The hourly wage gaps are adding up into annual earnings gaps. Here’s what that looks like:
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That’s right: Only 10 percent of all women in the labor force earn $75,000 or more annually, which means 90 percent of all working women earn less. In fact, 31 percent of women are in the next lower wage bracket, earning between $30,000 and $74,999 annually, and the majority of working women (59 percent) earn less than $30,000 annually39—while only 40 percent of men earn less than $30,000 annually.


Christy shares that in her life, the wage gap, coupled with low wages, caused her to have two or three minimum jobs at one time when her sons were young in order to make ends meet. Even with that extra work, Christy often still couldn’t get her young children proper dental care, tutoring, or clothing when they needed it.


Men and dads, on the other hand, don’t face the same levels of hour by hour wage discrimination that women and moms face each day; and it all adds up to men and dads having higher annual wages than women and moms:
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There are many negative rippling repercussions to a full 90 percent of women earning less than $75,000 a year, more than half of whom are earning less than $30,000 a year. One is that too many women are working hard, playing by the rules, and still falling below the poverty line—and are struggling to raise families and open doors for their children to thrive.


Paying Women Unfairly Hurts Our Economy


Wage discrimination against women and moms needs to stop. It’s hurting our economy, our businesses, our families, and our communities. It’s not just me who thinks this. Economic studies show that equal pay for women would boost our entire national economy. A recent analysis of data over time by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research found that if women received equal pay for equal work, it would cut poverty by more than half for women and families and add $513 billion to our national economy.40


Having pay parity, studies find, would increase our gross domestic product by at least 3 percent.41 Why? When women don’t have funds to spend in our consumer-fueled economy, businesses have fewer customers and there is lower economic activity across our nation on the whole. And the lower wages don’t just reduce economic activity now. Reduced wages also reduce retirement savings, leading to poverty in our sunset years. The Benjamins really do add up quickly—both personally and for our country as a whole.


We can do better for everyone and for our economy. To start, we need to update our outdated family economic security policies to help fully close the gap. Families need access to paid family and medical leave, earned sick days, and affordable childcare. We cannot close the gaps between moms and women without children, and between women and men overall, without these policies. Of course, we also need pay transparency legislation like the Paycheck Fairness Act so that apples-to-apples comparisons of pay can be made and outright discrimination can be stopped in its tracks. It doesn’t take rocket science to move these policies forward. We’ve already seen a lot of forward movement at the state levels because of people reaching out to elected leaders. It takes as many people as possible raising their voices and demanding that change happen.


Make no mistake: Together we can march our entire nation forward, not just for women but for everyone. To do that we work for pay transparency policies, raising the minimum wage, fair pay, and family economic security policies like access to paid family/medical leave and affordable childcare, all of which lower the wage gaps. When women win, America wins—and women can lift our nation.
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