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Female voters under age 50 favor Barack Obama over Mitt Romney by a margin of two to one in 

battleground states. This is partly the result of Republican blunders and partly the result of a 

skillful campaign in which Democrats are accusing Republicans of waging a "war on women." 

Is there any way Romney can turn things around and win the women back? Yes. 

As it turns out, women would gain more than men from lower tax rates, privatization and 

individual empowerment. Here's why. 

Modern Families. The single most important economic and sociological change in our society 

in modern times has been the entry of women into the labor market. Today, three of every four 

women of working age are in the labor market — more than double the share a half century ago. 

These changes have had a major impact on family life. Less than one out of every four 

households is "traditional," with one wage-earner and a stay-at-home spouse. Dual-earner 

families — with both spouses in the labor market — now constitute more than half of all married 

couples. 

Outdated Laws. Our public policy institutions have not kept pace with these remarkable 

changes, however. Tax law, labor law and a host of other institutions are still designed from top-

to-bottom on the assumption that husbands will be full-time workers, while wives will mainly 

stay at home. As a result, the highest tax rates in our economy are paid by women wage earners. 

In fact, women earning only modest incomes can pay taxes at rates that are twice those paid by 

such billionaires as Warren Buffet and Bill Gates. Consider that: 

• When a woman leaves the home and enters the labor market, she will be taxed at her husband's 

tax rate, even if she earns only the minimum wage. When all taxes and all costs are considered 

(including the cost of child care and other services she was previously providing as a 

homemaker), a woman in a middle-income household working a full-time minimum wage job 

can expect to keep only about 32 cents out of each dollar she earns. 

 

• If the woman's husband dies prematurely, Social Security will provide a modest benefit as long 

as she stays home and takes care of children; but if she works, the combined effect of direct taxes 

plus loss of benefits will create a marginal tax rate of 75 percent — leaving her with only 25 

cents out of each extra dollar she earns.  

 

• Once the widow's children are grown, Social Security benefits will cease and she will be on her 

own to fend for herself; but if she previously responded to the system's anti-work incentives, by 



remaining out of the labor market, she will now have to enter the market without job skills.  

 

• If the woman receives government assistance, she will confront a newly reformed system that 

is supposed to encourage work; however, when explicit taxes are combined with loss of benefits, 

her marginal tax rate will be about 72 percent — leaving her with only 28 cents out of each 

dollar of wage income. 

 

• When the woman reaches the retirement age she will once again qualify for Social Security 

benefits, but if she tries to supplement those benefits with wage income, special taxes on the 

elderly will make her marginal tax rate 50 percent higher than young people earning the same 

wage income. 

Unfair Work Rules. Of course, all the public policies that burden women can also in principle 

burden men. But because of the nature of work and family life, they are much less likely to do 

so. Here are some other examples: 

• Both men and women workers pay the same unemployment insurance taxes, but because 

women are more likely to work part-time and because they voluntarily move in and out of the 

labor market more frequently (for example, to raise children or care for a parent), they are less 

likely to receive any benefits in return for the taxes they pay.  

 

• If a woman temporarily leaves the work force to raise children and then returns years later, she 

will lose most of the credits she accrued and run the risk of being ineligible for Social Security 

disability benefits. 

 

• Because Social Security taxes are levied on all earnings until capped at a high income level, 

dual-earner households generally pay considerably more in taxes than single-earner households, 

but they will get only a minimal increase in Social Security benefits.  

 

• Because women live longer than men, they will be more burdened by the income taxes paid on 

Social Security benefits, which will cause many middle-income seniors to forfeit more than half 

of their private pension income and IRA withdrawals.  

Unfair Employee Benefit Policies 

. Women are adversely affected by public policies in other ways. In contrast to some other 

developed countries, the United States encourages employers rather than government to provide 

such benefits as health insurance and pensions. Our private employee benefits system is not the 

result of free market forces, however. Instead, it has been shaped and molded by federal law 

designed to accommodate a full-time worker with a stay-at-home spouse and penalize any other 

arrangement. For example: 

• Because they are more likely to work part-time, women are less likely to qualify for employer-

provided benefits.  

 

• Because they move from job to job and in and out of the labor market more frequently than 

men, women are more likely to be burdened by employee benefit programs that penalize job 

switching (e.g., lack of vesting in a pension plan). 



 

• When people acquire health insurance and save for retirement on their own (not through an 

employer), the tax system is far less generous.  

Couples with two full-time working adults are disadvantaged in other ways. They often find that 

they must accept unnecessary, duplicate sets of employee benefits, say, because the wife is 

unable to opt for higher wages if she forgoes health insurance from her own employer when she 

is already covered on her husband's employer's plan. 

A Better Way. Many changes are needed to bring aging institutions into sync with the way 

people are living their lives in the 21st century. Here are a few suggestions: 

• We need a fairer tax system for two-earner couples, ideally a system that taxes all income at 

one low rate.  

 

• Employee benefits law should permit flexibility, making it easier for dual-earner couples to 

obtain higher wages rather than unneeded, duplicate benefits and for part-time workers to accept 

lower wages in return for more valuable health and retirement benefits. 

 

• We need flexibility in labor law, making it easier for workers (especially parents with young 

children) to choose alternatives to the traditional 40-hour work week. 

 

• We need to replace the arbitrary limits on retirement savings contributions with a system that is 

fairer to women who move in and out of the workplace.  

 

• We need a fairer system for providing tax relief for health insurance — especially for single 

parents who leave the workforce for extended periods of time and for others who must purchase 

health insurance on their own.  

 

• We need to repeal laws that prevent health and retirement benefits from being portable — so 

that people are not penalized when they switch jobs.  

 

• We need a completely new approach to the treatment of spouses receiving Social Security 

retirement benefits and widows receiving survivors' benefits. 

Unlike the left wing approach to "women's issues," this agenda does not assume that in order for 

some people to be successful we must limit the freedom or raise the taxes of others. Instead, we 

need to liberate women from outdated institutions that unfairly penalize them. Women in our 

society are capable of making choices that are right for them and they are perfectly capable of 

living productive, satisfying lives, provided that misguided public policies do not hold them 

back. 

 


