
From a Confusing Maze of Partial Protections to
a Broad National Policy on Equal Rights

Unm arr ied  Am er ica f r e quen tly

receives questions from employees,

renters, and consumers about

discrimination they have experienced

because of their marital status or

family status.  W e are asked if  they

h a ve  a n y le g a l  p ro te c t io n .

Unfortunately, we have to explain

that “it depends.”  

First, it depends on  where they live.

Some 27 states proh ibit one o r more

forms of marital status discrimination, which  means that if the

act of d iscrimination  had  occurred in any one of 23 states then

they have absolutely no legal recourse.

Then, in those states where there is some legal protection, it

may be only in the area of employment, but not in the area of

insurance or housing.  So, it depends both on location and the

type of transaction in wh ich they were treated unfairly.  

For example, a woman who  lives in Indiana com plained that

she was denied a job w ith a private employer because she was

a single parent.  Indiana law would protect her from housing

discrimination but not employment discrim ination on the basis

of marital status or family status.

The only area of federal law which proh ibits private companies

from discriminating on the basis of marital status is in  the area

of cred it transactions. Em ployers, land lords, and business

establishm ents are allowed by federal law to discriminate

against unmarried individuals and families. 

Federal law  is c lear when  it

com es to discrimination on the

basis of race, religion , color,

national orig in, sex, age, and

disability.  Such d isc rim ination is

prohibited – period.  W hether an

employee lives in Alabama or

California, whether a tenant lives

in Alaska or New York, and

whether a ho tel customer wants

to rent a room in Idaho or

Missouri – it does not matter.

Americans are protected by

federal law from  most types of discrimination no matter where

they live, work, or travel.  But if they a re  unmarried, there is a

big legal gap.

Now that unmarried Am ericans are becoming a new m ajority

in terms of households and living arrangem ents, it is time for

elected federal officials to discuss and plan a clear national

policy prohibiting d iscrimination  on the basis of marital status

and fam ily status.

It is also time for candidates for federal political offices to

address what they wou ld do, if elected, to pro tect 86 million

unm arried Americans from unfair marital status d iscrim ination

in employment, housing, and pub lic accommodations.

A new majority deserves equal rights in the new  millennium.

It’s time for C ongress to create broad legal protections under

federal law.  A new  majority is looking for leadersh ip.

U.S. Civil Rights Commission Lacks Power
to Address Marital Status Discrimination

The U . S. Commission on Civil Rights has a m ission:

 

!  To study and collec t in formation relating to discrim ination or

a denial of equal protection of the laws under the Constitution

because of race, color, religion , sex, age, d isability, marital

status, or national origin, or in the adm inistration  of justice. 

!  To appraise federal laws and policies with respect to

discrimination or denial of equal protection of the laws because

of race, color, religion , sex, age, d isability, marital status,  or

national origin, or in the administration  of justice. 

!  To  serve as a national clearinghouse for information in

respect to discrimination or denial of equal protection of the

laws because of race, color, religion, sex, age, disability,

marital status,  or national origin. 

!  To submit reports, f indings, and recommendations to the

President and  Congress. 

Marital status d iscrim ination is not included  in the m ission.

The nation ’s lead ing agency –

with a du ty to investigate and

remedy unfair practices by

g o ve rn m en t a n d  p r i va te

businesses – may be aware of

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t

unm arried Americans but it

lacks authority to take action.

A new majority deserves equal

rights in  the new millenn ium.  Its time for the C ivil Rights

Commission to be given the power and corresponding

resources to protec t the rights of 86 million unmarried and

single Americans.  

Unmarried workers receive no help from the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission

Congress has given the Equal Employment O pportunity
Commission  jurisdiction to  investigate and rem edy com plaints

of discrimination in em ployment on the basis o f race, religion,
co lor, national origin, sex, age, marital status, fam ily status,

and disability.  The agency has no power to dea l w ith
discrimination on the basis of marital or family status.

Only 20  states have laws against marital status d iscrim ination

in some employment practices.  In the other 30 states, workers
who experience such discrim ination have no legal recourse

since federal law gives them  no protection.

The current national policy is that it is legally acceptable for
employers to use marital status as a reason to deny

employment, deny promotion, fire, give more unw anted
overtime, force relocation  or travel, pay less wages, give fewer

benefits, or g ive less leave time, to workers because of their
mar ital status.  And since “family status” is also omitted from

the EEOC’s jurisdiction , employers can either treat employees
more favorably or discriminate against them  because of their

family structure.  Respec t fo r family diversity is optional.

A new majority deserves equal rights in the new m illennium.
It’s time for the EEOC to be given authority to make sure that

millions of unm arried workers are treated fairly.  Marital status
and family status should neither advantage or d isadvantage a

worker in terms of compensation o r cond itions of em ployment.
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