
Equal benefits are now an issue in the workplace 
On top of the long·running bat

tle of women's rights groups for 
"equal pay for equal work," em· 
ployers are now facing a new 
demand Ihlm gay and lesbian ad· 
vocacy groups - "equal benefits 
for equal work." 

The question of providing the 
same health care coverage to un· 
married domestic pariners that 
many companies now extend to 
employees' spouses has become 
the latest hot potato in the work
place. And it has become evident 
that many employers and insur· 
ance companies are afraid of get
ting their fmgers burned. 

While gay and lesbian groups 
are at the forelhlnt of the domes· 
tic pariner Issue, It extends be
yond those relationships, affect
ing comman-Iaw heterosexual 
unions as well. 

A frequently cited study by the 
city of Madison, Wisc., found 
that extending health insurance 
to unmarried domestic pariners 
would add 1 percent to 3 percent 
to its health care costs. The fear 
of higher costs - especially the 
cataslrophic claims related to 
AIDS - make the extension of 
benefits to unmarried domestic 
pariners unlikely, especially in 
the private sector. 

"Adding a new category of 
people Is scary for employers," 
says Thomas Coleman, director 
of the Family Diversity Project, 

a private agency in Los Angeles 
that studies issues facing non· 
traditional famUies. "The (health 
care) group doesn't want the 
whole plan to be canceled (due to 
a number of catastrop:lic 
claims), but so far we haven't 
found that to happen." 

Cities have taken the first 
step. Several municipalities, in· 
cluding West Hollywood, Berk .. 
ley and Santa Cruz, have extend
.,d a variety of benefits -
including health care - to un· 
married employees and their 
pariners for several years now. 

The big question Is how long 
will take for the private sector to 
Implement similar policies. RIs· 
ing health care costs are a legiti· 
mate concern, but prejudice al· 
most certainly comes into play 
- lesbians, for Instance, are con· 
sider the least likely social 
group to contract AIDS, so fears 
of catastrophic claims for lesbl· 
an pariners Is highly unlikely. 

After lawsuits and much pres· 
sure from employees, Monte· 
fiore, a 9,OOIl-<!mployee medical 
center in New York, earlier this 
month became the largest prl· 
vate employer In the United 
States to provide spousal ben .. 
fits to gay and lesbian staffers. 

Gay rights groups called the 
move "groundbreaking," but few 
predict that It will give birth to a 
trend or become widespread in 
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the private sector. (Unmarried 
heterosexual couples were left 
out of Monteflore's arrangement 
because they have the option of 
legally marrytng.) 

At best, it may encourage com· 
panles to study the issue and 
Implement similar policies. And 
at the very least, it may spark 
further awareness that health 
care for domestic pariners is a 
workplace Issue, says Jon David
son, senior staff counsel at the 
American Civil Liberties Union 
in Los Angeles. 

"Some employers aren't aware 
that they have lesbian and gay 
employees," Davidson says. "Un
less this Issue comes out and un· 
til lesbian and gay employ~es 
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start asking for (health bene/Its 
for partners) employers can say 
there's not a problem... The 

ore cities and companies that 
start discussing this Issue, the 
higher the chances are for 
change. Everything helps." 

No employers in the San Ga· 
briei Valley are known to extend 
medical benefits to pariners of 
unmarried employees, or offer 
bereavement or medical leave to 
unmarried employees. 

Geoff Craig, director of fmance 
at the city of Azusa, says the city 
conducts a survey every year on 
its health care benefits, and so 
far none of its 340 employees 
have requested health care for 
domestic pariners. 

"It's defmitely something we 
wouid consider," Craig says. 
"We l1'8lly try to ta)te to heart 
what our employees say. But It's 
something that would also have 
to come Ihlm the insurance com
pany." 

Pasadena-based Kaiser Penna
nente, the nation's largest health 
maintenance organization, is 
currently studying the Issue and 
eventually may market a health 
care plan to employers that en
ables unmarried domestic part
ners to jl8I1:ic~. 

Kevin rTidiington, senior per
sonnel analyst for the city of 
West Hollywood, says that such 
a move by a ~or health-care 
organization like Kaiser would 
represent a ml\!or breakthrough 
in domestic pariner health care. 
After West Hollywood made the 
decision to offer health care for 
unmarried domestic pariners of 
its 1,300 workers, Frldllngton 
said, the biggest hurdle was find
ing an Insurance carrier. The 
city contacted 18 Insurance com
panies but still came up empty. 

"Not one was willJng to gtve a 
quote," Fridllngton said. "One 
can only speculate why." 

. After much effort' the city 
SIgned with Manufacturers of 
Toronto, but had to accept a 
$20,000 deductible for each of Its 
employees. Currently, less than 
a dozen workers take advantage 
of the health care benefit 

'" think actually (the Insur· 
ance company) will end up com· 
ing out ahead, because just look 
at how high maternity costs are 
- and most of the (male) em
ployees partiCipating most likely 
won't be getting pregnant." 

Davidson of the ACLU says be
fore such health care poliCies be
come commonplace, state gov· 
ernments first need to pass laws 
that prohibit discrimination 
based on sexual orientation. 
Only three states, Wisconsin, 
Massachusetts and Hawaii, have 
such laws, Davidson says. . 

"Employers are going to have 
to wake up and realize they are 
going to miss out 011 a lot of 
productive employees, Who hap
pen to be gay. If they want an 
edge in the market, that's som .. 
thing they're going to eventually 
have to address." 

And until the prejudice Is 
reckoned with, It's gQing to be a 
while before society and employ
ers recognize gay and lesbian re
lationships and offer health care 
for their famUies . 
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