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Putting a spin on Abraham Lincoln’s famous words, 

when it comes to benefits, most employers realize you 
can please all the employees some of the time; you can 
even please some of the employees all the time; but you 
can’t please all of the employees all the time. 

With a workforce consisting of diverse lifestyles—
married, cohabiting, or single—with and without 
children—it takes ingenuity to make everyone feel their 
personal needs are being treated equitably. Since the 
early industrial age, we’ve evolved from a workplace 
where employees felt lucky to toil long hours over 
grueling tasks for meager wages, to family-like 
organizations where everything from ergonomic 
workstations to on-site daycare is provided. 

You could argue that the pendulum has swung so 
far in making life easy for parents that childless 
employees are getting short-changed. Here’s just a 
sampling of benefits many parents enjoy that may not be 
extended to childless workers: 
 Flexible schedules, allowing time to be missed for 

children’s activities or illnesses with no loss of pay. 
 No penalty for having the workday disrupted by 

children’s needs. 
 Parental leave. 
 Exemption from working overtime, weekends, or 

holidays. 
 Priority assignment for shift work. 
 Working from home to save on childcare expenses. 
 On-site childcare or assistance with childcare 

expenses. 
 Subsidies or fully paid insurance coverage for 

dependents. 
Several human resource professionals were 

consulted for this article, but none had encountered 
significant disparities involving single workers. However, 
several Web sites are passionate about the issue, such 
as www.UnmarriedAmerica.org and www.Childfree.net. 
We can only conclude that singles who feel the deck is 
stacked against them don’t speak up at work for fear of 
being labeled troublemakers or child-haters. 

The following example from 2001 may sound 
farfetched, but it’s true. A consulting company held a 
weekday afternoon holiday party in December for only 
employees with children, while childless employees were 
expected to continue working. Most of those who were 
left out slipped away in protest once the festivities 
began. 

In many companies, the unspoken assumption is 
that spouses or parents have more outside 

responsibilities, entitling them to more personal 
autonomy and support than their single colleagues need. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are 
95.7 million unmarried and single people in this country. 
Unmarried people headed 49.6% of the nation’s 
households in figures released in August 2004, even 
representing a slight majority in 15 states and more than 
300 cities. 

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics says that 42% 
of the workforce is unmarried. That’s not a majority, but 
it’s close, and those workers have the potential to feel 
peeved by inequitable treatment. 

Companies proclaiming themselves “family-friendly” 
may be just that—willing to bend over backward for 
employees with children at the expense of those who 
aren’t parents. 

 
Discrimination Can Work Both Ways 

Even though we claim our country is based on 
everyone’s right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness, in reality, discrimination exists and takes 
subtle forms. 

Single applicants may be denied jobs or promotions 
because spouses and parents are perceived as more 
stable or more in need of a bigger paycheck. 

Women in their childbearing years, whether single 
or married, may be denied a job or promotion because 
it’s assumed they will eventually have children and miss 
work for myriad reasons synonymous with motherhood. 

Marital status is not a condition covered by any 
federal law that applies to race, color, sex, religion, 
national original, age, or disability. It’s perfectly legal for 
a private employer to hire or reject employees based on 
marital status. However, many federal government 
employees are protected under the Civil Service Reform 
Act of 1978.  

Ever since companies became more sensitive to 
work/life balance in the 1980s, singles may have actually 
gained an edge in the workplace that’s unwelcome. 
Because they’re perceived to have no other 
responsibilities, they’re expected to focus totally on their 
jobs, working longer hours and holidays, taking 
undesirable shifts, or becoming road warriors. 

 
Singles Take Up the Slack 

In family-friendly companies, the work doesn’t go 
away just because employees with families can’t do it. 
That’s where the single workers come in. 

When I was a single and childless manager, a 
married female subordinate who supervised 10 
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employees got pregnant after several years of trying. 
There was great rejoicing. When she went out on 
maternity leave, I assumed day-to-day responsibility for 
her department in addition to my own job. One day 
during her leave, she brought her infant to the office and 
brought the department to a standstill for an hour. 

The incident left me silent and fuming. Had I said 
anything to end the disruption, I knew I would have 
earned the “total witch” seal from all the other mothers. 

 
Time Off: The Sorest Subject 

Just about everyone has had co-workers who 
chronically arrived late, left early, and dashed out of 
meetings to accommodate their children’s schedules. 
When this goes hand-in-hand with always getting first 
pick of time off for holidays, never working overtime or 
weekends, and still taking a full allotment of vacation, it 
can create friction. To childless workers, parenthood 
begins to look like a passport to semi-retirement with full 
pay. 

When single workers are allowed similar flexibility in 
taking time off for reasons they deem important, 
everyone is happy. Increasingly, single workers find 
themselves in nontraditional living situations, caring for a 
sibling, parent, or a disabled friend. However, their need 
for time off to deal with caretaker responsibilities is often 
overlooked. 

 
The Benefits Dilemma 

The current debate over gay marriage has raised 
the profile of many equal rights issues, and they are 
valid for male/female couples who choose not to marry 
as well as those living alone. 

For example, single and childless employees are 
often the first ones tapped to relocate because 
employers assume that uprooting one person involves 
less disruption. However, if an employee’s partner quits 
his job to make the move, in many states that person is 
ineligible to collect unemployment compensation while 
seeking a new job. However, the spouse of a married 
employee could collect under the same circumstances. 

Insurance can pose a sticky problem. Employers 
may pay all or part of the premium for health, dental, 
vision, and other insurance for families with two parents, 
but not for the children of single parents. When all the 
inequities are compared, the bottom line is that married 
employees receive more in indirect compensation than 
single employees. 

 
 
 
 
 

Some Solutions for Employers 
To end this dilemma, companies can offer a 

cafeteria-style menu of benefits. Employees each 
receive the same amount of credit to use however they 
like. If married employees must spend all their allotted 
credit on health insurance while single employees can 
purchase health club memberships and extra vacation 
time, so be it. Having a family is a conscious choice with 
its own array of benefits, and no one ever said you could 
have it all at work and at home. 

Another way to level the playing field is for 
companies to grant benefits to extended families, giving 
unmarried couples the same benefits as married 
employees. They may also include single employees 
living with a sibling or other dependent blood relative. 

 
How Singles Can Help Themselves 

If you’re single and hunting for a new job, do your 
homework. Research company benefits and hone in on 
the organizations offering perks you can use, such as 
tuition reimbursement, health club facilities or 
memberships, or telecommuting. 

Talk to other singles to get a feel for the company’s 
corporate culture. Are unmarried employees expected to 
work inordinately long hours? Are they allowed to take 
off all the time they’re entitled to? Do they typically work 
on holidays or weekends? 

Being single doesn’t automatically mean you’re a 
second-class citizen. If your work schedule has the 
potential for flexibility, ask for it if you want to take a 
class or fulfill some other important obligation. Don’t feel 
obligated to divulge too much about your reasons. 
Singles deserve a personal life, too, and the company’s 
primary goal should be getting the work done. Doing 
your job to your manager’s satisfaction fulfills your end of 
the bargain. 

If your company seems to take advantage of your 
single status in any way, check its policy on non-
discrimination to see if it includes “marital status.” It 
should.  

If the company’s policies and benefits seem unfair, 
it’s up to you to decide whether to make an issue of it, or 
if you need to find a company more in sync with your 
needs. Discuss your concerns with Human Resources. 
The very whiff of a grievance or lawsuit might spark 
positive change. 

Perhaps because their numbers are growing, 
singles do seem to be making strides. Throughout the 
U.S., the third week of September is recognized as 
“Unmarried and Single Americans Week.” Mark your 
calendar. 
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