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INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY

1

As public discussion of the issue of marriage equality for same-sex couples continues in many
parts of the United States, policymakers have asked about the larger economic impact of
recognizing same-sex couples. This brief outlines the potential benefits and costs to businesses
if states grant marriage rights or domestic partner/civil union status to same-sex couples. We
assume that those state policies would require employers to treat same-sex spouses or partners of
employees in the same way that different-sex spouses are treated.

1. We find several potential business benefits of equal treatment for same-sex couples:
• Current employees will be healthier, more satisfied, and less likely to leave their jobs if

they get domestic partner benefits.
• Domestic partner or spousal benefits will increase the competitiveness of employers in

recruiting and retaining talented and committed employees.
• New weddings or other ceremonies would be a $2 billion boon for wedding-related

industries in the United States.
• Marriage equality would make it easier for multistate and multinational businesses to

transfer employees and to create consistent benefit and salary policies. With a potential
hodge-podge of growing jurisdictional requirements, business leaders are likely to crave
uniformity and simplicity in responding to diverse family needs and sustaining fair
treatment for all employees.

2. We find some potential costs to businesses:
• Marriage equality would increase the number of employees' spouses or partners who

must be covered in employer health care plans.
• Most businesses would see no new spouses to cover. Large businesses would see very

small increases in health plan enrollment and benefits costs.
• Larger businesses are likely to incur one-time transition costs to adapt their accounting

systems to accommodate the tax consequences of same-sex partners, as well as other
related software and compliance requirements.

3. We find net benefits for state and federal budgets:
• Marriage equality would lead to a net gain for state and federal government budgets.
• Marriage equality would reduce the number of uninsured people in the United States,

which could reduce pressure on health care costs for the government and employers.

While these effects are difficult to quantify directly for a bottom-line comparison, both research
and business trends suggest that the net impact of equal treatment for same-sex couples is
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positive for businesses. Corporate America has been a leader in voluntarily creating policies that
promote equality for lesbian and gay employees and recognize the families of gay men and
lesbians. Today, 98 of the Fortune 100 companies have policies that prohibit discrimination based
on sexual orientation and 79 of those companies offer domestic partner health benefits to
employees with a same-sex partner or spouse.1 Over one half of the Fortune 500 companies
provide domestic partner benefits. These voluntary changes in policy support the conclusion that
policies of equal treatment will improve the financial bottom line.

POSITIVE IMPACTS ON LGB EMPLOYEES

A growing body of research shows that offering domestic partner benefits has several positive
effects on lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) employees. These effects on employees would likely
benefit employers.

• A supportive workplace climate and supportive policies, including domestic partner
benefits, increase disclosure, or "coming out," of lesbian, gay, and bisexual employees.2 

• Disclosure has potentially positive benefits to worker health. Several studies find that
people who are more out report lower levels of anxiety and less conflict between work
and personal life.3

• Lesbian, gay, and bisexual workers who are more out will be better workers. Several
studies show that out workers report greater job satisfaction.4 In addition, in one study
participants who are more out also report sharing their employer's values and goals more
than workers who are more closeted.5 Another study shows that more out workers
report higher levels of satisfaction with their co-workers.6 

• Research also shows that partner benefits reduce gay, lesbian, and bisexual workers'
turnover and increase their commitment to firms.7  

POSITIVE BENEFITS FOR EMPLOYEE RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION

Domestic partner benefits increase the competitiveness of employers in recruiting and retaining
talented and committed employees. Partner benefits are becoming increasingly important in
competing for talented and committed employees of all sexual orientations. Recruitment and
turnover are costly for employers; therefore, offering partner benefits could lower those costs.
Survey results from recent national polls by Harris Interactive/Witeck-Combs support the notion
that domestic partner benefits provide both tangible benefits and positive signals to all employees:

• One-third of heterosexual survey respondents believed that an anti-gay law preventing
employers from offering domestic partner benefits would have "quite a bit" or "a great
deal" of a negative impact on employers' ability to recruit and retain the most qualified
employees.8
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• 69% of heterosexual employees agreed that "Regardless of their sexual orientation, all
employees are entitled to equal benefits on the job, such as health insurance for their
partners or spouses."9 

• Almost half (48%) of lesbian, gay, and bisexual employees said that partner benefits
would be their most important consideration if offered another job.10 

• 6% of heterosexual workers reported that domestic partner benefits would be the most
important factor in deciding to accept a new job - more than those who would look for
on-site child care.11

• 7% of heterosexual workers who actually changed jobs reported that partner benefits
were the most important factor in that decision - a factor almost as common as changing
jobs for better retirement benefits (12%).12 

In his book The Rise of the Creative Class, Richard Florida found that heterosexual employees, even
those without domestic partners, often look for domestic partner benefits as a signal of an
employer that values diversity and creativity.13 In his follow-up book, The Flight of the Creative Class,
Florida argues that regions that do not embrace the benefits of diversity-friendly policies risk
alienating the creative workforce that is the key to gaining a competitive edge in the global 
market.14

STATE-BY-STATE DIFFERENCES IN RECOGNITION OF SAME-SEX
COUPLES COULD BE COSTLY FOR BUSINESS

The varied legal statuses being created for same-sex couples could limit multistate and
multinational corporations' ability to manage and retain staff.15 Employers with employees in
Canada, Massachusetts, or other jurisdictions that allow same-sex couples to marry or register are
already adapting to legal changes and gaining experience on the process of change, but such
employers may face future challenges:

• Lesbian and gay employees may avoid and even refuse promotions and reassignments
that require transfers to places where they and their families lack critical legal protections.
Under state laws hostile to same-sex unions, spouses could become legal strangers to
each other and to their children. Without a legal parent designation, some partners may
not be allowed to authorize emergency medical treatment for their children.

• An uncertain policy climate can raise business costs. Varying state laws and regulations
regarding the status of same-sex couples increase the complexity of corporate salary and
benefit policies and can put multistate and multinational companies in legal limbo
regarding appropriate treatment of these couples.

3
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WEDDINGS OF SAME-SEX COUPLES WOULD PROVIDE A BOOST FOR
WEDDING-RELATED INDUSTRIES

Numerous businesses gain from new spending in this area: retail gifts, hotels, florists, restaurants,
caterers, etc. Same-sex couples' weddings would create approximately $2 billion in new business
for those industries nationwide.

The experiences of San Francisco, California, and Portland, Oregon, suggest that the local
economic benefits of same-sex weddings are substantial. The couples who married in San
Francisco during a one-month window of availability in 2004 came from 46 states and eight
countries.16 Businesses in Portland17 and San Francisco reported that same-sex wedding visitors
spent substantial amounts of money on wedding-related goods and services. Furthermore,
Massachusetts witnessed an increased demand for hotels, catering services, and other wedding-
related goods and services when same-sex couples began to marry there in May 2004.19  

To estimate potential wedding expenditures, we first estimate the number of couples who might
marry using Census 2000 data on same-sex unmarried partner couples. Then we multiply the
number of couples by average wedding spending to get an estimate of total spending.

• According to Census 2000, there are over 594,000 same-sex couples living together in
the United States. Based on Vermont's experience with same-sex civil unions, we predict
that half of a state's same-sex couples would marry (or enter some similar legal status)
during the first few years of being offered the opportunity - almost 300,000 couples.20

• According to industry sources, the average wedding in the United States cost $27,490 in
2006.21 However, since some couples may already have had commitment ceremonies,
their spending on a wedding may be less than the typical wedding. Also, due to societal
discrimination, same-sex couples may receive less financial support from their parents
and other family members to cover wedding costs. Finally, only spending that comes
from couples' savings would truly be new spending for a state's businesses, rather than
money diverted from some other use. Accordingly, we assume that the average same-
sex couple will spend only 25% of the average amount, or $6,873.

• Even using the low end of the estimates for weddings and spending, the total for all
couples in the U.S. would be $2 billion in additional wedding spending.

In the appendix we present estimates of spending by in-state couples for each state. However, it
is important to note that as long as only a few states allow same-sex couples to marry, those states
are likely to see added spending by out-of-state couples. For instance, if Massachusetts permitted
out-of-state same-sex couples to marry, one study estimates that the state would experience new

4
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spending in excess of $100 million.22 As of today, though, Massachusetts does not currently allow
out-of-state same-sex couples to marry there.23 

POTENTIAL COSTS TO BUSINESSES

Giving same-sex couples marriage rights would mean that gay and lesbian employees could sign
up their partners for health care benefits, the most expensive benefit that is commonly offered to
employees. However, both employers' reports of enrollment changes and other research suggest
that business costs for benefits for partners and/or new spouses are low.24 

• More than 96 percent of firms will have no additional costs for health care benefits as a
result of extending marriage to same-sex couples. At most, only about 190,000 out of
5 million U.S. firms will even have one new spouse covered by its health benefit
programs.

• The vast majority of small businesses, those with 0-19 employees, will see no change in
costs at all.

• Large businesses, i.e., those with more than 500 employees, will see an average increase
of just under $25,000 per year for providing additional health benefits.

• Implementation costs might involve small one-time costs to adapt accounting systems
to accommodate the tax consequences of same-sex partners, as well as other related
software and compliance requirements.

MARRIAGE EQUALITY HAS POSITIVE EFFECTS ON PUBLIC BUDGETS

Recent studies demonstrate the positive impact of marriage equality on state and federal budgets,
even after considering the effect of added spending on state employee benefits and tax law
changes.25 A Congressional Budget Office analysis found that if same-sex couples could marry
in all fifty states, and if those marriages were treated like all other marriages in federal law, the
policy would add almost a billion dollars per year to federal coffers.26

Increased state revenue most often results from two primary sources:
• States would spend less on public assistance, since family-level income thresholds

associated with some means-tested social programs would reduce the eligibility of some
same-sex couples and their children if they are treated as a family unit.

• The increased spending on weddings noted earlier would also generate sales tax
revenues.

An additional positive effect is that domestic partnership or marriage equality would reduce the
number of uninsured people. A recent study shows that people in same-sex couples are almost

5
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twice as likely to be uninsured as those in married couples.27 If employers treated same-sex
couples as married, then more people would be insured, which would lead to improved health,
reduced state and federal Medicaid expenditures, and reduced government spending on
uncompensated care. Reducing the number of uninsured people would also likely reduce pressure
on health care costs for employers.

CONCLUSION

Employer policies that treat employees with same-sex partners or spouses equally would improve
the health and well-being of their families, which results in gains for both the employee and his
or her family as well as to the employer. Small costs to the employer are balanced out by benefits
to employers from positive effects on employees' productivity, health, and stability. Businesses in
the wedding-related industries will experience increased revenues and profits from more
weddings. In addition, state and federal budgets will see a net gain.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We thank Brad Sears, Bob Witeck, and Stephen Gould for their comments on earlier versions, and
Lynn Comella and Rebecca Stotzer for their research support.

6



W
IL

LI
A

M
S 

IN
ST

IT
U

TE
ST

U
D

Y
O

ct
ob

er
 2

00
6

The Effect of Marriage Equality and Domestic Partnership
on Business and the Economy

7

1
State

2
Total cost per

wedding

3
Same-sex
couples

4
Couples
likely to

marry (50%
of Col.3)

5
New

spending per
wedding
(25% of
Col.2)

6
Total

Spending
(Col. 4 times

Col.5)

US $27,490 594,391 297,196 $6,873 $2,042,476,074 
Alabama $20,620 8109 4055 $5,155 $20,900,948
Alaska $30,790 1180 590 $7,698 $4,541,525 

Arizona $27,760 12,332 6166 $6,940 $42,792,040
Arkansas $20,620 4423 2212 $5,155 $11,400,283
California $32,160 92,138 46,069 $8,040 $370,394,760
Colorado $29,690 10,045 5023 $7,423 $37,279,506

Connecticut $36,560 7386 3693 $9,140 $33,754,020
Delaware $29,410 1868 934 $7,353 $6,867,235 

DC $30,790 3678 1839 $7,698 $14,155,703
Florida $25,570 41,048 20,524 $6,393 $131,199,670
Georgia $28,040 19,288 9644 $7,010 $67,604,440
Hawaii $30,510 2389 1195 $7,628 $9,111,049
Idaho $22,540 1873 937 $5,635 $5,277,178 
Illinois $28,860 22,887 11,444 $7,215 $82,564,853 
Indiana $23,640 10,219 5110 $5,910 $30,197,145 

Iowa $23,090 3698 1849 $5,773 $10,673,353
Kansas $25,290 3973 1987 $6,323 $12,559,646 

Kentucky $22,270 7114 3557 $5,568 $19,803,598
Louisiana $20,620 8808 4404 $5,155 $22,702,620

Maine $21,170 3394 1697 $5,293 $8,981,373
Maryland $32,710 11,243 5622 $8,178 $45,969,816

Massachusetts $34,910 17,099 8550 $8,728 $74,615,761
Michigan $26,120 15,368 7684 $6,530 $50,176,520
Minnesota $30,510 9147 4574 $7,628 $34,884,371 
Mississippi $19,240 4774 2387 $4,810 $11,481,470
Missouri $24,190 9428 4714 $6,048 $28,507,915
Montana $18,970 1218 609 $4,743 $2,888,183 
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Note: See text for explanation of assumptions.

8

Nebraska $23,640 2332 1166 $5,910 $6,891,060
Nevada $27,490 4973 2487 $6,873 $17,088,471 

New Hampshire $30,510 2703 1352 $7,628 $10,308,566
New Jersey $35,460 16,604 8302 $8,865 $73,597,230 

New Mexico $21,440 4496 2248 $5,360 $12,049,280 
New York $30,240 46,490 23,245 $7,560 $175,732,200 

North Carolina $23,640 16,198 8099 $5,910 $47,865,090
North Dakota $21,170 703 352 $5,293 $1,860,314 

Ohio $25,570 18,937 9469 $6,393 $60,527,386 
Oklahoma $21,170 5763 2882 $5,293 $15,250,339

Oregon $25,020 8932 4466 $6,255 $27,934,830 
Pennsylvania $26,120 21,166 10,583 $6,530 $69,106,990
Rhode Island $26,120 2471 1236 $6,530 $8,067,815 

South Carolina $22,540 7609 3805 $5,635 $21,438,358 
South Dakota $21,990 826 413 $5,498 $2,270,468 

Tennessee $22,540 10,189 5095 $5,635 $28,707,508 
Texas $26,390 42,912 21,456 $6,598 $141,555,960 
Utah $27,490 3370 1685 $6,873 $11,580,163 

Vermont $23,370 1933 967 $5,843 $5,646,776 
Virginia $31,340 13,802 6901 $7,835 $54,069,335 

Washington $26,940 15,900 7950 $6,735 $53,543,250
West Virginia $18,420 2916 1458 $4,605 $6,714,090 

Wisconsin $25,020 8232 4116 $6,255 $25,745,580 
Wyoming $22,820 807 404 $5,705 $2,301,968 
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