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Exploring the Social Security Benefit Implications 
of Same-Sex Marriage 

Abstract 

Same-sex marriage became legal nationwide in the United States on June 26, 2015.  Federal 
legalization of same-sex marriage expands the pool of individuals potentially eligible for spousal 
Social Security benefits to the estimated 4 percent of the population that is lesbian, gay, or 
bisexual.  This paper is a foundational step toward better understanding the potential impact of 
the expansion of marriage rights to same-sex couples on Social Security.  We primarily use data 
from the 2011-2015 American Community Survey to describe the economic circumstances of 
couple households. Building on this information, we find that same-sex couples tend to have 
higher household earnings than heterosexual couples, especially male couples. We estimate that 
same-sex couples have a smaller earnings gap (up to 4 percentage points) compared with 
heterosexuals. Intrahousehold division of labor explains 58 to 66 percent of the observed smaller 
earnings gaps in same-sex versus heterosexual couples. 

Same-sex married couples are less likely than heterosexuals to qualify for spousal SS benefits, 
but given that they are eligible, males can generally claim higher benefit amounts than 
heterosexuals (about $8,400 /year), while female couples could claim similar amounts to 
heterosexuals (about $7,200 /year). We project spousal benefit claims for same-sex couples 2017 
to 2040, using standard demographic methods to estimate the gay and lesbian population by age 
and sex for this period. 

Finally, we collect new data that confirm the results obtained from the ACS, and provide insights 
about subjective expectations about marriage and labor supply prospects for this population. 
These can be used for future estimations. 
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1.  Introduction  

Same-sex marriage became legal nationwide in the United States on June 26, 2015.  Prior to 

federal legalization, there was a sharp increase in the number of same-sex married couples, from 

about 150,000 in 2010 when it was legal only in five states, to an estimated 390,000 same-sex 

married couples in 2015, when it was legal in more than 30 states. Recent estimates from Gallup 

(Jones 2016) suggest that by 2016 there were approximately 490,500 same-sex married couples, 

which matches other predictive estimates that federal legalization could rapidly expand the 

number of same-sex marriages to 500,000 (Schwarz 2015).  Federal legalization of same-sex 

marriage expands the pool of individuals potentially eligible for spousal retirement benefits from 

Social Security (SS) through the Social Security Administration (SSA). Currently, no estimates 

of this potential impact exist. This paper provides early estimates of the potential impact to 

Social Security claims of the expansion of spousal benefits to same-sex couples. 

Despite the rapid growth of legal same-sex marriage, the vast majority of research on couples 

focuses exclusively on heterosexual couples. Further, largely due to data limitations, the scant 

research on same-sex couples has tended to focus on younger, rather than older, couples (e.g., 

Joyner, Manning & Bogle 2013).  We know relatively little about adult same-sex couple 

households, about the economic circumstances of the couple members, or the implications of 

legal same-sex marriage for Social Security.  Analysis of individuals ages 24 to 32 in 2009 

suggests that approximately 4 percent of the population identifies as lesbian, gay, or bisexual 

(LGB), and could potentially qualify for future Social Security benefits in same-sex marriages 

(Meadows et al. 2010).  According to current U.S. Census Bureau national population estimates, 

this translates to roughly 10 million LGB individuals, but it is unknown how many same-sex 

marriages this could potentially reflect. This paper establishes estimates of the projected number 
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of gay and lesbian individuals by age, as well as same-sex marriages over time, in order to 

estimate the impact of legalized same-sex marriage on Social Security benefits. 

Prior research suggests that earnings are lower for gay men relative to heterosexual men 

(between 14 percent and 30 percent), and for lesbian women relative to heterosexual women 

(between 20 percent and 34 percent), although results are sensitive to time period considered and 

measures of orientation (Black et al. 2003; Carpenter 2005). Further, unmarried same-sex 

partners are vulnerable to economic disadvantage relative to married partners in the event of 

divorce or death of a partner limiting access to financial support or benefits. It is imperative that 

we develop a better understanding of the economic circumstances of the LGB population, single 

and married, in order to assess age trends and the impacts on Social Security. 

Under Social Security current provisions, individuals can receive spousal benefits equal to 50 

percent of their spouse’s benefits.  Spouses who are eligible for larger benefits based on their 

own earnings history typically collect their own Social Security benefit rather than the spousal 

benefit.  Individuals who were married for 10 years and are now divorced (and did not remarry) 

are also eligible to receive spousal benefits.  Widows may claim up to the full amount of their 

deceased spouse’s benefit. The division of labor and disparity between partner incomes in same-

sex married households is unknown. It is also unknown how this intrahousehold allocation of 

labor and resources evolves over the life-course.  In addition to estimating the extent to which 

same sex couples are likely to marry, a full picture of the potential impact requires estimates of 

the difference in incomes and labor force participation between same-sex partners.  Expansion of 

marriage expands the set of individuals eligible for spousal benefits. However, if partners earn 

relatively similar incomes, then there is no incentive (or ability) to claim spousal benefits.  In 

traditional heterosexual couples, wives are more likely to claim benefits based on their husbands’ 

incomes because of significant income disparities due to child rearing and income 
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discrimination, for example. However, for same-sex couples it is not clear that we should expect 

income differences within homosexual couples to mirror those within heterosexual couples. 

While increasingly common, child rearing within same-sex couples is less prevalent than among 

heterosexual couples. Furthermore, partners in same-sex couples would face the same sex-based 

wage discrimination. Throughout this report, we focus on currently-married couples to facilitate 

benefits assessments. 

This paper is the first foundational step in a research agenda designed to better understand the 

potential impact of the expansion of marriage rights to same-sex couples on Social Security, and 

on labor market outcomes of couple members such as income and labor market participation. 

We begin examining the economic circumstances of same-sex couples and of LGB individuals 

using new nationally-representative data, to anticipate the future prevalence of same-sex married 

couples, and consider the implications for future Social Security benefit payments under 

legalized same-sex marriage.  Specifically, we: 

1. Describe the economic circumstances of adult same-sex couples in nationally 

representative data; 

2. Assess the division of labor within same-sex households to assess degree of 

specialization in domestic versus market production; 

3. Estimate the current number of same-sex couples that would meet federal eligibility 

requirements for Social Security benefits, and estimate the amount of benefits eligible to 

be claimed; 

4. Estimate, using demographic methods, the number of gay and lesbian individuals over 

time, and estimate the numbers of same-sex marriages based on new data regarding 

intentions to marry among gays and lesbians; and 
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5. Collect new data on earnings and labor supply status, as well as individual information on 

sexual orientation based on self-identification, attraction, and experience, subjective 

expectations about marriage, labor supply, and the claiming of Social Security benefits, 

and knowledge of spousal benefits. 

The data for this project comes from a variety of nationally representative sources: the 2011-

2015 American Community Survey (ACS), The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 

Adult Health (Add Health), the Health and Retirement Study (HRS), and the RAND American 

Life Panel (ALP). 

American Community Survey: The U.S. Census Bureau’s 2011-15 ACS explicitly identified 

married and unmarried same-sex couples for the first time. The ACS in an ongoing, mandatory 

annual survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau to provide information for intercensal 

periods. Couple households in the ACS are identified when the householder identifies another 

individual in the household who is 16 or older as his or her “husband/wife” or “unmarried 

partner.” Respondents also provide information about the sex of the householder and spouse or 

partner such that same-sex and different-sex couples can be identified. The ACS estimates are 

period estimates; when precision of estimates is more important that currency of estimates, the 

U.S. Census Bureau recommends using the five-year ACS estimates rather than the one-year 

estimates.  Thus, we rely on the five-year ACS estimate file (see Beaghen and Weidman, 2008).     

Add Health. Add Health follows a nationally representative, school-based sample of 20,745 

adolescents in grades 7 to 12 when originally surveyed during the 1994-1995 academic year. 

Respondents were interviewed at home four times, most recently in 2008, when they were ages 

24 to 32.  To our knowledge, Add Health is the largest longitudinal survey to include questions 
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regarding sexual orientation, and the data cover a relatively long period.  As previously noted, 

1
roughly 4 percent of Add Health respondents report LGB status.

The Health and Retirement Study. The HRS is a panel study that began in 1992, reinterviews 

people biannually, and is currently representative of all persons older than 50 in 1998. The HRS 

includes detailed longitudinal financial information, which is used in this study to validate a key 

assumption about earnings trajectories of LGB and heterosexual individuals. We use 12 waves 

from 1992 to 2014. 

The RAND ALP. The ALP (https://alpdata.rand.org) is an ongoing, nationally representative, 

longitudinal internet panel of individuals 18 and older. At recruitment into the panel, those who 

report not having access to the internet at the time are provided with a laptop, including an 

Internet access subscription with an email account. As a result, the sample does not suffer from 

selection as a function of Internet access. Interview data are reweighted to match Current 

Population Survey distributions on demographic characteristics and income. Sample size is about 

5,000 persons. Response rates are approximately 80 percent. Panel member sexual orientation 

was collected in 2015.  The sample contains 138 gay/lesbian and 109 bisexual respondents, 

which is in line with estimated population prevalence. As part of this project we designed and 

fielded a special survey to the LGB respondents in the ALP, focusing on same-sex relationships 

and marriage. The survey collected detailed information on the incomes of both partners in LGB 

couples.  The survey also collected information on LGB respondent attitudes toward intention to 

marry, retirement timing expectations, and knowledge of Social Security spousal benefits. For 

more details on the RAND ALP, please refer to Pollard and Baird (2017).  

1 Further details regarding sample design and weights are available at: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/ 
5 

https://alpdata.rand.org/
http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/


 

    

 

 

     

     

   

    

   

  

 

 Relationship type  Number of couples                     Percent  
Married (hetero)   56,207,015  88.48% 
Cohabiting (hetero)   6,585,752  10.37% 
Married S-S (male)   96,171  0.15% 
Married S-S (female)   106,944  0.17% 
Cohabiting S-S (male)   253,925  0.40% 
Cohabiting S-S (female)   271,827  0.43% 

 Total  63,521,634  100% 

 

  

  

    

 

     

  

  

2. Economic circumstances of Same-Sex and Heterosexual Couples in the 

2011-2015 ACS 

Table 1 presents the 2011-15 ACS estimates of the counts of couple households.  The estimates 

may be interpreted as the averages during the period.  According to the ACS, there were 

approximately 729,000 same-sex married and cohabitating couples (1.15 percent), as shown 

below.  Of these 729,000 same-sex couples, only 28 percent reported being married to their 

partners, compared to 89 percent of heterosexual couple households.  This estimate is somewhat 

lower than a more recent 2016 Gallup poll which indicated that 49 percent of surveyed same-sex 

households were married (Jones 2016). Note that the ACS data predate the national legalization 

of same-sex marriage, and thus the lower numbers of marriages are expected. 

Table 1. Number of opposite-sex and same-sex couples 

Employment status 

To examine couples’ employment patterns, we divided couples into four types: both employed, 

one employed, both unemployed, and retired. A person is unemployed if he/she did not work 

during the past 12 months and, respectively, had zero earnings. We defined a couple as retired if 

at least one of the partners is 62 or older and did not work for the past 12 months. Table 2 shows 

the percent of couples by relationship type that are likely to be both employed in comparison 

with couples in which only one partner is employed, among couples in which at least one partner 

is active in the labor force. Partners in married, same-sex couples are much more likely to be 
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both employed than in heterosexual marriages, with likelihoods of 80.4 percent and 79.3 percent 

for same-sex married males and females, respectively, and 72.0 percent for married heterosexual. 

Differences are smaller among cohabitating couples, but the pattern still persists. 

Table 2. Percent of couples by employment status 

Relationship type Both employed One employed (%) 
Married (hetero) 72.0% 28.0% 
Cohabiting (hetero) 76.2% 23.8% 
Married S-S (male) 80.4% 19.6% 
Married S-S (female) 79.3% 20.7% 
Cohabiting S-S (male) 81.9% 18.1% 
Cohabiting S-S (female) 81.4% 18.6% 
Total 72.6% 27.4% 

We study whether relationship type matters for the couple’s employment status in a regression 

approach. We are interested in testing whether same-sex couples are more likely to be both 

employed as shown in Table 2 after controlling for sociodemographic characteristics.  Table 3 

shows the result of a probit regression in which there is a binary dependent variable equal to 1 if 

both partners are employed, and 0 if only one is employed. The results confirm the findings of 

Table 2 that same-sex couples have higher probabilities of being both employed: Male same-sex 

married couples are 8.98 percent more likely to be both employed than heterosexual married 

couples and female same-sex married, 3.3 percent more likely. 

Earnings 

We study couple earnings and earnings gaps between partners by relationship type looking at the 

reported earnings of the household head (primary respondent on the survey) and his/her spouse. 

All other sources of income and earnings from other household members are ignored. The 

median joint couple earnings, where at least one partner has nonzero earnings, are presented in 

Table 4. 
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Table 3. Coefficients and average marginal effects of couple’s employment status model 

Probit Regression. Dependent Variable: Coeff. ME 

Both are employed vs. One employed 
Relationship type (base: Married hetero) 

Cohabiting (hetero) 0.0487*** 0.0156*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Married S-S (male) 0.309*** 0.0898*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Married S-S (female) 0.107*** 0.0336*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Cohabiting S-S (male) 0.387*** 0.109*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Cohabiting S-S (female) 0.179*** 0.0548*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Male -0.163*** -0.0529*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Age -0.0860*** -0.0279*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Age squared 0.000926*** 0.000300*** 
(0.000) (0.000) 

Other controls: Age gap between partners, Education, Couple earnings, Race, 
Observations 2,338,411 
Note: * p<0.05,  ** p<0.01,  *** p<0.001 

Table 4. Median couple earnings 

Relationship type Both One Total 
Married (hetero) $89,853 $49,362 $74,431 
Cohabiting (hetero) $61,513 $25,032 $50,757 
Married S-S (male) $115,145 $61,513 $97,395 
Married S-S (female) $96,922 $44,422 $80,767 
Cohabiting S-S (male) $103,130 $45,057 $88,843 
Cohabiting S-S (female) $80,767 $32,193 $69,087 
Total $85,815 $45,070 $70,974 

Among couples in which both partners are employed, same-sex married couples and same-sex 

cohabitating men earn more than heterosexual couples ($115,145 and $96,922 for same-sex male and 

female, respectively, and $89,853 for married heterosexual). However, among couples in which only 

one partner is employed, only same-sex married men earn substantially more than married hetero 
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couples ($61,513 and $49,362, respectively), while other types of same-sex couples (married or 

cohabitating) earn less. Cohabitating women have the lowest earnings among same-sex couples, 

possibly reflecting labor market discrimination effects. 

Figure 1 reports distributional comparisons across different types of couples by incomes based on the 

lower earner. This figure highlights that same-sex couples of all types tend to have income distributions 

that are shifted to the right – that is, they generally have a smaller proportion of couples with incomes at 

the lowest end of the income distribution, and substantially larger proportions with higher incomes. 

Figure 1. Percent of Couples by Lower Earner’s Income, by Couple Type, ACS 2011-2015 

A critical aspect of spousal Social Security benefits is that there must be a significant gap between the 

earnings of partners in order to meet the requirement that one-half of the higher earning partner’s 

benefits are greater than the lower earning partner’s full benefit.  Table 5 presents the mean dollar value 

of the earnings gap between partners in different types of couple households. We observe that if both are 

employed, the earning gap among same-sex male married and cohabitating couples is $60,932 and 

$53,299, respectively, while among married heterosexuals is $44,733 and for same-sex female married 

is $42,400.  
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 Relationship type  Both Employed One 
Married (hetero)  $44,733  $75,826  
Cohabiting (hetero)  $26,475  $33,828  
Married S-S (male)  $60,392  $105,826  
Married S-S (female)  $42,400  $67,767  
Cohabiting S-S (male)  $53,299  $69,935  
Cohabiting S-S (female)  $34,647  $50,688  

 Total $42,418  $71,314  
 

  

    

   

   

    

  

    

 Relationship type  Both Employed 
Married (hetero)   39% 
Cohabiting (hetero)   35% 
Married S-S (male)   39% 
Married S-S (female)   36% 
Cohabiting S-S (male)   36% 
Cohabiting S-S (female)   34% 

 Total  39% 
 

    

    

    

 

  

Table 5. Earnings Gap between couple members by relationship type 

Table 6 presents the earnings gap between partners as a percentage of the couple’s total earnings, in 

order to account for the differences in earning levels across couple types. While male same-sex married 

households have larger total earnings, which suggest larger dollar value differences between partner 

earnings are possible, they may reflect similar proportional differences compared to other couple types. 

This is important because it suggests that the incentives to claim spousal benefits upon retirement should 

not be really different among different types of relationship arrangements. 

Table 6. Earnings Gap as percent of couples’ joint earnings 

We further test for this result in a regression approach, controlling for a rich set of couple’s 

sociodemographic characteristics and for couple’s employment status. Controlling for employment 

status is important because if earnings gaps are mostly driven by labor supply choices then other factors, 

driving differences in intrahousehold division of labor across types of relationships, such as relationship 

instability and expectations about the future, should be taken into consideration. 
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We study the following regression: 

Where Yi is earning gap as percent of couple’s earnings, Xi – couple’s relationship status, and Zi – other 

couple’s characteristics, which include gender of the main respondent, age of the older partner, age gap 

between partners, couple’s employment status, earnings quintiles, education of better-educated partner, 

dummy if partners have the same level of education, race, and region. We have also tried several 

specifications of relationship type interaction with age difference, age, and with earnings quintile. 

Table 7 presents the results of these regressions after controlling for couple’s sociodemographic 

variables. We find that, before controlling labor supply in specification 1, same-sex relationship is 

associated with a smaller earning gap of about 4.1 percent among men and 6 percent among women 

compared to heterosexual couples. However, when dummies for work status of the couple are included 

as controls in specification 2, earnings gaps for same-sex couples are only 1.36 percent lower for males 

and 1.46 percent smaller for females.  That is, most of the variation in earnings gaps in percentages is 

driven by dummies of couple’s employment status, confirming the hypothesis of the need for a deeper 

examination of what determines joint labor supply choices across different couple arrangements.  If we 

add interaction terms, earnings-gap differences in comparison with married heterosexual couples remain 

statistically significant. For male same-sex married couples the gap is -1.7 percent lower than married 

heterosexuals, and the same percentages are -1.5 percent for females same-sex married. Comparing 

specifications 1 to 2 or 3, our interpretation is that differences in intrahousehold division of labor 

between same-sex and heterosexual couples explain between 58 percent and 66 percent of the observed 

differences in earnings gaps between these couples. 

11 



 

  Table 7. Coefficients and marginal effects from the regression of percent earning difference 

  
 Relationship type 

(1)  
 Coeff. 

(2)  
 Coeff.  Coeff. 

(3)  
ME  

Married (hetero)  
Cohabiting (hetero)  

Married S-S (male)  

 Married S-S (female)  

Cohabiting S-S (male)  

Cohabiting S-S (female)  

Interaction terms  

 0 
 -8.460 

(0.000)  
 -4.110 

(0.000)  
 -6.022 

(0.000)  
 -9.599 

(0.000)  
 -11.4 

(0.000)  
None  

 0 
 1.082 

(0.000)  
 -1.360 

-(0.001)  
 -1.459 

(0.000)  
 -1.255 

-(0.109)  
 -0.857 

-(0.066)  
None  

 0  0 
 0.627  1.005 

(0.000)  (0.000)  
 -3.184  -1.731 

(0.000)  (0.000)  
 -1.694  -1.544 

-(0.028)  (0.000)  
 0.226  -1.048 

-(0.886)  -(0.200)  
 -1.353  -0.946 

-(0.191)  -(0.066)  
Relationship type # Age Gap  

 Controls   
  Work status couple 

 Socio-demograhics 
 No 
 Yes 

  
 Yes 
 Yes 

 Yes 
 Yes   

 

       

     

   

   

    

    

  

 

   

  

As the final piece of the earnings analysis, we report the analysis of individual earnings trajectories 

using longitudinal data from the Health and Retirement Study, waves 1 (1992) to 12 (2014). Table 8 

shows regressions of earnings in each wave on polynomials of age, earnings in wave 1, and dummies for 

same-sex interacted with age polynomials. As these latter dummies are all statistically zeros we can 

conclude that LGB individuals do not have different earnings trajectories than heterosexual individuals 

over the life-cycle once we account for individual heterogeneity. If that was the case, it could potentially 

invalidate our analysis on earnings differences based on cross-sectional data. Additional regressions 

incorporating age categories instead of polynomials, including individual fixed effects, and controlling 

by cohorts, lead to the same conclusion (results not shown). 
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Table 8. Regressions of earnings trajectories, 1992-2014 HRS 

Dependent Variable: Annual deflated earnings, HRS Waves OLS 

Age 2342.07*** 
(0.000) 

Age squared -24.78*** 
(0.000) 

Base Earnings 0.659*** 
(0.000) 

Same sex 14431.92 
(0.773) 

Same sex * age 1692.086 
(0.447) 

Same sex * age^2 -24.43 
(0.315) 

Controls 
Wave dummies Yes 

Observations 73,656 
Note: * p<0.05,  ** p<0.01,  *** p<0.001 

3. Spousal Social Security Retirement Benefit Estimates 

Social Security benefits depend on date of birth, on earnings history, and on retirement timing. In order 

to estimate the likely benefits to be received by individuals, we rely on information from the SSA 

Benefits Calculator tool, available at the SSA website.2 Further details of how the SSA calculator 

estimates earnings histories are provided on the website,3 but generally the past earnings are estimated 

based on three features (current earnings at a specific age, the national average wage indexing series, 

and a relative growth factor initially set to 2 percent), and assumes that individuals have equivalent 

future earnings up until they start receiving retirement benefits.  For simplicity, we assume that 

individuals retire at normal retirement age (NRA) – the age at which retirement benefits are equal to the 

“primary insurance amount” (i.e., neither reduced for early retirement, nor increased for delayed 

2 https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/quickcalc/index.html 
3 https://www.ssa.gov/OACT/quickcalc/faqs.html#8 
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retirement).  Broadly, for individuals born in 1937 and earlier, NRA was age 65. For those born 1943-

54, NRA was 66, and for those born 1960 and later it is 67.  

We first estimated the percent of couples observed in the ACS in which the earnings gap between 

partners likely qualifies them to claim spousal benefits (i.e., the lower earning partner’s SSA benefit is 

likely to be lower than half of the higher earning partner’s benefit, based on the SSA calculator).  Table 

9 presents the percent of couples hypothetically eligible for spousal benefits if they were married, by 

couple type and age. 

Table 9. Percent of couples eligible for spousal benefits by claimant age and couple type, 

ACS 2011-2015 

Relationship type Age 45-54 Age 55-64 Age 65+ 

Hetero married 46.1% 53.5% 52.0% 

Hetero cohabiting 43.2% 51.5% 42.5% 

Same-sex married 

male 36.2% 47.8% 45.5% 

Same-sex married 

female 37.9% 46.3% 51.8% 

Same-sex 

cohabiting male 34.6% 45.3% 44.8% 

Same-sex 

cohabiting female 34.8% 44.8% 45.9% 

Total 45.8% 53.3% 51.7% 

Table 9 indicates that for same-sex couples of all types between ages 45 and 64, a smaller percentage of 

couples are likely eligible to claim spousal benefits than among similarly-aged heterosexual couples. For 

couples 65 and older, same-sex married men and cohabiting same-sex couples are also less likely to 
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qualify for spousal benefits than heterosexual married couples, while same-sex married women are 

about equally as likely to qualify. 

Next, Table 10 presents the estimated mean value of the additional monthly spousal SSA benefit 

awarded to the lower-income partner, (i.e., the amount in addition to the claimant’s own SS benefit), 

among those who could hypothetically claim. 

Table 10. Mean additional monthly dollar payment due to claiming spousal benefits (in current 

dollars), ACS 2011-2015 

Relationship type Age 45-54 Age 55-64 Age 65+ 

Hetero married 669 595 360 

Hetero cohabiting 464 448 424 

Same-sex married 

male 

724 647 428 

Same-sex married 

female 

600 599 380 

Same-sex 

cohabiting male 

584 586 480 

Same-sex 

cohabiting female 

554 552 385 

Total 652 587 362 

Table 10  suggests that same-sex married  men  are likely to be able to claim  slightly  larger spousal benefit  

amounts (between $50 and $70 more per month)  than heterosexual married couples  given that they are  

able to make a  claim.  However, as indicated in Table 7, a smaller proportion of  male same-sex married  

couples are likely to qualify to make these claims.  Same-sex married  women  appear  able to claim  
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similar, or possibly lower amounts than heterosexual married couples when they are able to make 

claims, although Table 7 also indicates they are likely to qualify than heterosexual couples as well. 

Table 8 also generally suggests that if same-sex cohabiting couples became legally married, current 

incomes suggest they would be able to claim smaller spousal benefit amounts than married 

heterosexuals, assuming they qualified to claim. 

In sum, male same-sex married couples are less likely than heterosexual married couples to qualify for 

claiming spousal SS benefits – particularly among the current younger couples – but for those couples 

who are able to claim spousal benefits, they may be eligible to claim between $600 to $840 more per 

year than heterosexual married couples. 

4.  Gay and Lesbian  Population Projection: 2017-2040  

In order to estimate the numbers of LGB individuals at various ages in various years, we first needed to 

derive the proportions of each age/sex cell that consisted of LGB individuals, then apply those 

proportions to official U.S. Census population projections.  Using national survey data designed to 

measure sexual orientation and behaviors, we identified an initial population ages 18 to 26 for which we 

had reliable sexual-orientation information. We then derived population projections based on this 

information separately for LGB and heterosexual populations in order to estimate the proportions of 

individuals 27 and older who are LGB. Finally, these proportions were applied to official national 

population projections.  

Our first step was to estimate the national LGB population using a standard cohort component 

population projection model. Cohort component population projection is a standard demographic 

method of projecting populations based on births and deaths over time (Preston, Heuveline and Guillot 

2001). The projection method accounted separately for births of gay/bisexual men and lesbian women, 

and heterosexual (and bisexual women) entering the population as they are born throughout the 
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projection period. We also derived projections of the heterosexual population over the same period in 

order to identify the proportion of each age/sex group that was LGB. 

Baseline populations: We used several sources of data to generate the estimates.  First, we used the 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health) to assess the proportion of 

LGB individuals in the population at ages 18 to 26.  Add Health is a longitudinal study that has 

expended effort to collect detailed measures of sexual orientation, and it previously has been used to 

generate national estimates of this population (Meadows et al. 2010).  Add Health estimates suggest that 

gay men represent 2.5 percent of the male population in these ages, while bisexual men represent 0.6 

percent. Lesbian women and bisexual women represent 1.9 percent and 2.5 percent of women in these 

ages, respectively. 

These proportions were then applied to the 2010 U.S. Census population counts by age and sex to derive 

numbers of LGB individuals in the U.S. in 2010, 26 and younger. (We do not know the proportion of 

older adults who are LGB at this stage.) The resulting 2010 population estimates were used as the 

baseline LGB population.  This baseline population was subtracted from the total U.S. population (by 

age and sex) in order to identify the heterosexual population for similar models. 

Births: Births of LGB individuals are identified and added to the LGB population (and subtracted from 

the heterosexual population) over time by applying age-specific fertility rates (Martin et al. 2017) to the 

heterosexual population. 

Deaths: Recent research indicates that sexual orientation is associated with differential mortality rates 

among U.S. adults ages 18 to 59 (Cochran, Bjorkenstam, and Mays 2016).  Specifically, gay and 

bisexual males experience mortality rates 2.2 times higher than heterosexual males; lesbian women 

experience mortality rates that are 3.2 times as high as heterosexual and bisexual women.  These 

differences are due almost entirely to differential health and health behaviors between these populations. 
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In order to derive mortality rates for the LGB populations, we adjusted the official 2010 U.S. National 

Vital Statistics Report mortality rates for men and women ages 18 to 59 (Murphy, Xu, and Kochanek 

2013) to reflect the higher mortality rates for gay and bisexual men and lesbian women.  We estimated 

two models: one with higher mortality only for the ages 18-59 reported in the Cochran, Bjorkenstam, 

and Mays (2016) study, and one where the increased mortality risks are also maintained at ages 60 and 

older. 

Projections of both the LGB and the heterosexual population were estimated until the relative 

proportions of LGB individuals in each age/sex cell stabilized in subsequent years (i.e., once the 

baseline populations in 2010 had aged out far enough that the initially unknown proportions of LGB 

individuals 27 and older are estimated).  This activity was performed with the U.S. Census Bureau’s 

Rural and Urban Projection software4 and generated yearly estimates of the national LGB and 

heterosexual populations between 2010 and 2070. 

The resulting stabilized proportions of the population that are gay or bisexual men, and lesbian women, 

by age and sex, are shown in Table 11. 

4 https://www.census.gov/population/international/software/rup/ 
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A. Same mortality rates for LGB and heterosexuals at all ages 
30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 

Male 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.031 
Female 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.019 

B. Increased LGB mortality rates until age 60 
30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 

Male 0.031 0.031 0.031 0.030 0.029 0.028 0.027 0.027 0.027 0.027 0.027 0.028 
Female 0.019 0.019 0.019 0.018 0.018 0.017 0.016 0.016 0.016 0.016 0.016 0.017 

C. Increased LGB mortality rates at all ages 
30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75-79 80-84 85-89 

Male 
Female 

0.031 
0.019 

0.031 
0.019 

0.031 
0.019 

0.030 
0.018 

0.029 
0.018 

0.028 
0.017 

0.026 
0.016 

0.024 
0.014 

0.021 
0.012 

0.017 
0.009 

0.012 
0.006 

0.004 
0.001  

 
 

     

   

   

  

     

  

 

  

  

  

   

   

  

  

      

Table 11. Proportions of the population that are  LGB by age and sex under three mortality regimes  

Panel A presents the proportions in each age/sex cell assuming there are no differences in mortality rates 

between LGB and heterosexual individuals.  Panel B applies increased LGB mortality rates from ages 

18 to 59, and Panel C extends the increased mortality rates to 60 and older. 

Note that because we assume the mortality rates of bisexual women are the same as heterosexual 

women, the proportions expected to be bisexual remains 0.025 at each age. Also note that differences 

between Panels A and B are relatively minor: although mortality risk is elevated for ages 18 to 59, the 

baseline mortality risks during these ages are quite low, resulting in only minor shifts in population 

compositions. Panel C, in which mortality risk is elevated past age 60, shows dramatic changes in 

population composition relative to the other two.  Subsequently, we focus on the models with equal 

mortality risk (Panel A) and with consistently elevated mortality risk (Panel C). 

The resulting proportions by age and sex were then applied to the official 2014 U.S. Census projections 

of the national population (the most current available) to estimate the numbers of LGB individuals by 

age and sex over time.  Applying our proportional estimates of the LGB population to the U.S. Census 

Bureau projections allows us to add in- and out-migration, as well as anticipated trends in fertility levels, 

over time (U.S. Census Bureau 2016).  Note that this step assumes that there are no significant 

differences in the in- and out-migration patterns of LGB individuals relative to heterosexuals. 
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A. Projected Gay & Lesbian Populations, Ages 55+: 2017-2040 (Standard Mortality Risk) 

Gay Males Lesbian Females 
20-54 55-61 62-65 66-70 71-84 85+ 20-54 55-61 62-65 66-70 71-84 85+ 

2017     1,953,291     369,361     182,156     196,223     270,913       57,249     1,427,970     298,206     152,282     167,743     255,724       79,823 
2020     1,975,217     371,369     195,669     204,832    317, 782      60, 797     1,436,670     298,895     162,883     176,136    295, 895      81, 599 
2025    2, 028,970    351, 155    203, 790    231, 456    388, 209      70, 047    1, 467,510    280, 380    168, 618    197, 694    360, 549      88, 914 
2030    2, 094,906    341, 408    188, 766    240, 345    456, 783      87, 559    1, 507,506    271, 899    154, 764    203, 855    423, 219    106, 959 
2035    2, 157,018    341, 961    190, 561    224, 098    501, 175    115, 835    1, 544,510    269, 821    155, 764     188,015    462, 253    138, 233 
2040    2, 207,626    375, 452     185,074     223,999     511,782     142,383    1, 573,762     292,202     149,798     187,275     468,186     169,832 

B. Projected Gay & Lesbian Populations, Ages 55+: 2017-2040 (Increased Mortality Risk) 
Gay Males Lesbian Females 

20-54 55-61 62-65 66-70 71-84 85+ 20-54 55-61 62-65 66-70 71-84 85+ 
2017     1,873,447     327,134     150,039     148,130     152,652         7,387     1,406,486     262,465     124,462     120,053     126,195         4,201 
2020     1,895,732     328,669     161,081     154,937    180, 446         7,845     1,416,020     262,929     132,999     126,330    147, 693         4,295 
2025    1, 949,515    310, 551    167, 641    174, 988    218, 227         9,039    1, 446,989    246, 474    137, 533    141, 691    178, 096         4,680 
2030    2, 014,917    301, 959    155, 172    181, 499    253, 817      11, 299    1, 486,007    239, 073    126, 070    145, 934    206, 080         5,629 
2035    2, 073,720    302, 903    156, 658    169, 081    276, 091      14, 947    1, 521,531    237, 508    126, 932    134, 442    222, 411         7,275 
2040    2, 120,583    332, 514    152, 289    168, 955    277, 341       18,373    1, 549,526    257, 177    122, 234    133, 902    220, 667         8,939  
 

  

    

  

   

  

  

 

Total population: In Table 12 we present two estimates of gay male and lesbian female populations 

based on the population proportions derived above, first (our upper bound estimate) under the 

assumption there are no mortality rate differences (Panel A, above), and second (our lower bound 

estimate), under the assumption that mortality rates are consistently elevated for LGB individuals (Panel 

B). 

Table 12. Gay and lesbian population projections by age, 2017-2040 

Under the assumption that there are no differences in mortality risk, we estimate that the total population 

of gay males 20 and older will increase from roughly 3 million in 2017 to 3.6 million in 2040. The 

population of gay males 55 and older will increase from 1.08 million in 2017 to 1.44 million in 2040, 

and the proportion of gay men older than 65 will increase from 0.17 to 0.24.  For lesbian women, we 

estimate that the population 20 and older will increase from 2.4 million in 2017 to 2.8 million in 2040. 

The increase in those 55 and older is from 0.95 million in 2017 to 1.27 in 2040, and the proportion older 

than 65 increases from 0.12 to 0.16.  
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Under the assumption that mortality rates for gay and lesbian individuals are higher than they are for 

heterosexuals, population increases are reduced: The total gay male population 20 and older increases 

from 2.7 million in 2017 to 3.1 million in 2040, and lesbian women 20 and older increase from 2.0 

million to 2.3 million.  Gay males 55 and older increase from 0.79 million in 2017 to 0.95 million in 

2040; for lesbian women the increase is from 0.64 million to 0.74 million.  The proportions of each 

older than 65 shift from 0.12 to 0.15 for men and 0.12 to 0.016 for women over this time period. 

Note that the total U.S. population 20 and older is projected to increase from 244 million in 2017 to 293 

million in 2040; under either mortality regime the proportion of the population that is gay or lesbian 

remains less than 2 percent. 

These estimates provide baselines from which to estimate the numbers of same-sex marriages that can 

potentially impact Social Security claims. In 2016, Gallup estimated that 10.5 percent of gay men and 

8.8 percent of lesbian women were married. It is possible that these percentages will increase over time 

as younger gays and lesbians marry more than in the past when it was less available, but it does provide 

a starting point for estimating the numbers of married gay men and women who will reach retirement 

age. For example, this suggests that there are currently between 477,000 and 552,000 gay men ages 55 

to 65 nearing or at retirement, of whom roughly 50,000 to 60,000 may be or have been married.  Similar 

figures for lesbian women are 387,000 to 450,000, of whom 34,000 to 40,000 are or have been married.  

Based on our ALP survey, an estimated 50 percent of gay and men and women intend to marry, or are 

already married, suggesting larger numbers in the future.  This suggests that by 2040 there may be 

between 1.6 and 1.8 million married (or previously married) gay men and between 1.2 and 1.4 million 

married (or previously married) gay women. Among the retirement-age population 66 and older in 

2040, these numbers suggest more than 300,000 same-sex marriages will have been experienced, 

assuming the midpoint population between high- and low-mortality regimes. 
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By focusing on individuals approaching retirement age (62 to 65) and assuming the rate of gay marriage 

does reach the projected 50 percent, we can derive a ballpark figure of Social Security spousal benefits. 

A rough estimate of 40 percent of male same-sex married couples are anticipated to be able to claim 

spousal benefits (Table 9) amounting to roughly $700 per month (Table 10). In 2017, this suggests 

annual spousal Social Security payments between $126-153 million could be due to this group (under 

the high mortality and low mortality regimes, respectively)5. In 2030, similar estimates are between 

$130-159 million, and in 2040 between $128 to $155 million.  Similar estimates for married same-sex 

women are $90 to $110, $91 to $111, and $88 to $108 million in each time period, respectively. 

If we wish to extend these calculations to the populations 66 and older in order to include all gay and 

lesbian individuals past retirement age, and we assume that by 2030 the estimated 50 percent marriage 

rate has been reached, we still need to make additional strong, simplifying assumptions about the 

duration of marriages and mortality within marriages to derive estimates. If a marriage is dissolved, 

spousal benefits are only available if the marriage lasted 10 or more years. We do not have information 

on the duration of same-sex marriages.  Presumably not all same-sex marriages will last the required 10 

years, and thus the spousal benefits will not be available to all previously married individuals. Here we 

will assume all marriages remain intact to facilitate calculations, but this assumption will overestimate 

the resulting spousal benefit payments to these individuals.  If a spouse dies, the surviving spouse is 

entitled to the deceased partner’s full SS benefit (if it is greater than their own).6 We do not have 

information about survivorship in older same-sex couples, so to facilitate calculations, we will assume 

there are no periods of widowhood.  This assumption will underestimate the resulting spousal benefit 

payments for these individuals.  We can calculate the total annual spousal benefit expenditures if we 

5 i.e., Half of the population age 62 to 65 is (or has been) married = 91,078 individuals (low-mortality scenarios). This 
translates to 45,539 married couples, of which 40 percent are eligible to claim spousal benefits of roughly $700 each per 
month, for an upper estimate of $153 million per year. 
6 Note that the amount depends on timing of survivor benefit claims; If benefits start at an earlier age than full retirement age, 
they are reduced by a fraction of a percent for each month before full retirement age.  See 
www.ssa.gov/planners/survivors/survivorchatred.html 

22 

www.ssa.gov/planners/survivors/survivorchatred.html


 

   

  

   

   

    

    

   

  

  

     

  

  

 

    

  

   

    

  

   

make these strong assumptions, but we stress that these results should be suggestive only.  In 2030, 

annual spousal benefit payments to gay men would be roughly $375 to $659 million, and $258 to $529 

million to lesbian women.  These amounts are hugely dependent on the mortality regimes in place, and 

more work is needed to measure the mortality patterns of older LGB individuals. 

It is also worth keeping in mind that our estimates for spousal benefits according to couple type – while 

there is variation – are relatively similar for heterosexual and same-sex couples over all.  Male same-sex 

married couples may be eligible to claim roughly 10 percent more than heterosexual married couples, 

and female same-sex married couples may be eligible to claim roughly 5 to 10 percent less. 

5.  ALP data collection summary  

We fielded a new survey on a sample of 247 gay, lesbian, and bisexual individuals in the RAND 

American Life Panel Survey complemented with an equal-size sample of heterosexual individuals in 

July 2017. We also attempted to derive sexual orientation for respondents who previously answered 

“prefer not to say” (PNS) using romantic attraction and sexual history questions, but they generally 

suggested PNS respondents were more like heterosexuals than gays or lesbians (see below).  

The survey gathered information from single individuals and their partners (married or not) on earnings 

and labor supply status, as well as individual information on sexual orientation based on self-

identification, attraction and experience, subjective expectations about marriage, labor supply, and the 

claiming of Social Security benefits, and knowledge of spousal benefits.  Response rates of the LGB 

population were about 70 percent, totaling 174 responses. 

The ALP is an internet-based panel of about 6,000 U.S. respondents 18 and older who regularly take 

surveys. In contrast to most internet panels, ALP respondents need not have internet access when they 

are initially recruited, reducing an important source of bias and making the sample more representative. 

For additional information about the ALP, refer to Pollard and Baird (2017). 
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 Sample Description 

   Males         Females          
Marital  

Hetero   LG  Bisex PNS   Total Hetero   LG  Bisex PNS   Total 
 Status 

 Single 
 N 
  

 46.3  33.8  12.7 
 
 18.2 
 

 111.0  57.2  19.2  23.7  36.5  136.6 
 %  30.7  83.3  81.4  46.3  45.1  37.3  76.0  58.1  60.2  48.8 

Married      
 N  104.3  6.8  2.9  21.0  135.0  96.2  6.1  17.1  24.1  143.4 
 %  69.3  16.7  18.6  53.7  54.9  62.7  24.1  41.9  39.8  51.2 
    

 Total 
  % 

 150.6 
 61.2 

 40.6 
 16.5 

 15.7 
 6.4 

 39.2 
 15.9 

 246.0 
 100.0 

 153.4 
 34.3 

 25.3 
 9.0 

 40.8 
 14.5 

 60.6 
 21.6 

 280.0 
 100.0 

 

 

        

        

    

    

        

  

   

 

       

 

  

We start by describing our sample by gender and marital status. Out of a total of 526 respondents, 280 

(53.2 percent) were females. Among men, 54.8 percent are married, 61.2 percent self-identify as 

heterosexuals and 22.8 percent self-identify as LGB. Among women, 51.2 percent are married, 54.8 

percent self-identify as heterosexuals and 23.6 percent self-identify as LGB. Interestingly, the proportion 

of women that self-identifies as bisexuals is substantially higher than the proportion of men (14.5 

percent versus 6.4 percent). We also observe a sizable fraction of men (15.9 percent) and women (21.6 

percent) that prefer not to say (PNS) how they identify themselves. In a further effort to uncover sexual 

preferences of this latter group, we also asked the extent to which individuals felt attracted for people of 

the same sex and past sexual behaviors with other individuals of the same sex. Based on sexual 

attraction, we observe that 81 percent of men and 65 percent of women that prefer not to report sexual 

orientation are likely to be heterosexuals, with similar numbers arising from questions regarding past 

sexual experiences. 

Table 13: Sample Descriptives  LGB panel American Life Panel Survey  
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  Subjective expectations of marriage, divorce, and relationship stability 

   

  

   

   

          

     

     

      

  

        

  

  

    

      

    

  

 

  
                

            
           

           
           

 

Table 14 describes subjective expectations about marriage for the sub-sample of single individuals, by 

sexual orientation, reporting the percentage chance they will: a) ever get married, b) marry in the next 

five years, and c) marry in the future because the federal law was passed in June 2015. Overall, gay men 

report similar expectations about marriage in the future to heterosexual men, both “ever” (46.1 percent 

versus 41.1 percent) and “in the next five years” (32.4 percent versus 34.9 percent). Percentages for 

lesbians are somewhat smaller both in “ever” (41.6 percent versus 38 percent) and “in the next five 

years” (37.9 percent versus 26.2 percent). While we do not expect heterosexuals to change their 

expectations about marriage because of the federal law, 44.1 percent of gay males and a 34.4 percent of 

lesbians would marry because of the new institutional framework. Finally, bisexual women are more 

likely to get married than bisexual men (53.9 percent versus 25.0 percent). Overall, combining the 

information of current marriage rates among heterosexuals and gays-lesbians from Table 13 with 

subjective expectations about future marriage from Table 14, we observe a potential decrease in the 

marriage gap between the hetero and LGB population in the near future. This suggests that if the 

unmarried gay and lesbian individuals eventually do marry at the rates they expect, a total of 51 percent 

of gay men and 53 percent of lesbian women will eventually marry.  Nationally, 77 percent of men and 

83 percent of women 25 and older have ever married (Wang and Parker 2014). 

Table 14: Subjective expectations about marriage, single individuals 

Chances that you will Males Females 
get married (Singles) 

H LG B PNS Total H LG B PNS Total 
Ever 46.1 41.1 25.0 58.4 44.2 41.6 38.0 53.9 53.8 46.2 
In the next 5 years 32.4 34.9 15.7 36.9 31.9 37.9 26.2 46.9 39.1 38.0 
Because of the law 0.0 44.1 10.4 31.0 33.5 0.0 34.4 18.9 10.7 19.2 
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 Chances that marriage  Males          Females          
 will continue  H LG   B  PNS  Total  H LG   B  PNS  Total 

mean  
 sd 

 91.3 
 16.4 

 96.4 
5.4  

 96.4 
9.1  

 86.4 
 32.9 

 90.9 
 19.5 

 96.7 
9.6  

 99.5 
0.9  

 81.9 
 30.9 

 92.1 
 15.0 

 94.2 
 15.4 

 N  85  11  6  16  118  71  6  17  19  113 
 

  

  

    

     

        

    

     

  Table 16: Subjective expectations about relationship stability, partnered individuals. 

   Males     Females    
 Chances that the relationship is permanent  H  LG  B  H  LG  B 

Almost certain  
 A good chance 

A 50-50 chance  

 90.01 
 9.54 
 0.45 

 86.57 
 13.43 
 0 

 81.68 
 18.32 
 0 

 90.69 
 6.57 
 0.34 

 82.69 
 8.88 
 8.43 

 57.32 
 14.35 
 15.94 

Almost no chance   0  0  0  2.4  0  12.39 
 Total  100  100  100  100  100  100 

 

Table 15 reports subjective expectations about marriage dissolution among married respondents. 

Chances that the marriage will continue in the future are stable across sexual orientation types for men, 

but slightly smaller for bisexual women (81.9 percent versus more than 96 percent for hetero and 

lesbians). 

Table 15: Subjective expectations about  marriage  dissolution, married individuals  

We further assess subjective expectations about relationship stability by sexual orientation by asking 

married or partnered respondents to report the percentage change that the current relationship will be 

permanent. Table 16 shows that in general individuals of all sexual preferences are optimistic about the 

future of their relationship, with gay men slightly less certain about the relationship being permanent 

than their heterosexual counterparts (86.6 percent versus 90 percent), and lesbians with a more 

pronounced gap (82.7 percent versus 90.7 percent). Importantly, while bisexual men show a much lower 

certainty about relationship stability (81.7 percent), this figure is far more optimistic than that observed 

for bisexual women (57.32 percent). 
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 SE of changes in labor supply  Males     Female     

   H  LG  B  H  LG  B 
   Stop working or move to another job 

 23.1  19.8  12.0  29.3  36.8  27.0 
after marriage (singles)  

  Stop working or move to a more 
 36.8  62.5  15.4  52.0  79.5  56.0 

 flexible job before retirement 

 

 Duration of relationships 

   

     

     

   

  

  

Subjective expectations about labor supply 

Table 17 depicts respondents’ subjective expectations about changes in their labor supply choices in the 

future. We ask this question separately for singles and married with a slight modification. Among 

singles, where we ask to report the chance they will stop working or move to another job after marriage, 

we observe similar percentages between heterosexual and gay men (23.1 percent and 19.8 percent) 

compared with bisexuals (12 percent), and a much higher rate among lesbians (36.8 percent) compared 

to hetero and bisexual women (29.3 percent and 27.0 percent). Among those married, we ask instead 

about the chances they will stop working or move to another job before retirement. Although our sample 

sizes are small, here we consistently find that both gay men and women are much more likely to change 

their labor supply status in anticipation of retirement compared with their heterosexual counterparts. 

Table 17: Subjective expectations about changes in labor supply in the future 

We next ask married and cohabitating respondents for the duration of their relationships. Table 18 shows 

that, while the sample size for LGB populations is very small, gay and lesbian couples have been in a 

long-term relationships for a substantially lower amount of time. On average, same-sex relationships for 

gay men is 11.9 years, compared with 17.9 years for heterosexuals and 26.4 years for bisexuals. In the 

case of women, the average duration for lesbians is 6.8 years, compared with 26.4 years for 

heterosexuals and 11.7 years for bisexuals.  
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 Relative incomes of partners 

   

     

  

    

    

    

    

    

  

 

   

  

  

Table 18: Duration of relationships, married and cohabitating individuals 

Duration of H LG B 
Males 

mean 17.9 11.9 26.4 
sd 15.7 9.1 7.6 
N 89 28 7 

Females 
mean 26.4 6.8 11.7 
sd 17.1 5.3 8.5 
N 76 10 24 

We investigate in our panel the extent to which earnings gaps between partners are replicable in the 

ALP, so we collect annual income data for respondents and their partners if they are married or 

cohabitating. In Table 19 we show that income patterns are similar to those reported in the ACS. 

Among men in married couples, the income gap in percentages among heterosexual couples is 65.2 

percent, which is significantly higher than the gap for gay men (35.1 percent) and bisexuals (4.1 

percent). As expected, the gap among heterosexual women is negative (-13.2 percent), compared with a 

positive gap among lesbians of 40.3 percent, very similar to the one reported by gay men. Overall, the 

ALP data on incomes suggests a lower degree of intrahousehold division of labor among gay couples. It 

also suggests that among single individuals, gay males earn significantly more than heterosexual men, 

but this needs to be further tested controlling for age and education. This is counter to earlier research on 

earnings of LGB versus heterosexual individuals (Black et al. 2003; Carpenter 2005), although note that 

we examine total income rather than earnings. 
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  Males    Females     
 Single   Married Spouse  Diff  Single   Married Spouse  Diff 

Hetero  

 LG 

 B 

PNS  

 27,083 
 28,768 
 38 

  
 51,688 
 30,843 
 54 

  
 29,901 
 29,837 
 23 

  
 5,785 
 8,108 
 10 

  

 57,267 
 24,896 
 87 

 56,885 
 32,780 
 11 

 45,251 
 30,893 
 6 

 48,344 
 31,208 
 16 

 34,673 
 28,969   
 87   
  
 42,111 
 32,745   
 11   
  
 43,458 
 32,960   
 6   
  
 43,593 
 27,711   
 16   
  

 65.2% 

 35.1% 

 4.1% 

 10.9% 

 38,858 
 27,337 
 76 

 32,939 
 22,103 
 27 

 32,716 
 24,972 
 28 

 20,164 
 22,856 
 32 

 45,836 
 34,442 
 73 

 48,465 
 23,530 
 6 

 31,975 
 24,043 
 17 

 40,819 
 27,003 
 19 

 52,801 
 30,540 
 70 

 34,555 
 28,885 
 6 

 28,523 
 20,536 
 17 

 44,501 
 23,307 
 19 

-13.2% 

 40.3% 

 12.1% 

-8.3% 

 Total  31,366  55,598  36,625  51.8%  32,408  43,453  47,640 -8.8% 
Income Diff % 
for married
  

 31,233 
 

125 

 26,463 
 

120 

 29,007   
 

120 
  

 26,029 
 

163 

 31,866 
 

115 

 29,252 
 

112 
  

 

      

 

 
  

             
       

       

         
              

        
        

        
           

 

      
        

                
         
         
         
     

 

      
            
            

              
       

       
       

       
            
  

                 

  

    

  

   

 

    

      

  

  

Table 19: Individual and couple’s annual  income, regardless of labor supply status   

We test for the hypothesis that earnings gaps in percentage of couple incomes are significantly different 

between LG and heterosexual couples in a regression framework. Similarly to Table 7, in Table 20 we 

report the results of regressions of income gaps in percentages of couple’s incomes on dummies for 

sexual preferences and the interactions with couple’s work status. We control for covariates such as 

couple’s work status, age polynomials, gender and education.  The marginal-effects dummies for sexual 

preferences do not suggest significant differences between lesbian-gay male and hetero couples, nor 

between bisexual and hetero couples after controlling for couple’s labor supply status, confirming our 

results obtained from the ACS survey. 
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  Income Differential % married Coef.  

 individuals 

  Std. Err.  t 

 Sexual Orientation 
 LG 
 B 
PNS  

 Work Status 
 Respondent work 

 Spouse work 
 Both work 

Interactions  
 LG * Respondent works  
 LG * Spouse works 

 LG * Both work 
 B * Respondent works 

 B * Spouse works 
 B * Both work 

Age  
Age2  
Female  
Highest education  

 _cons 

 -3.478 
 -5.230 
 -3.932 

 11.567 
 -4.962 
 -4.804 

 -13.010 
 0.000 
 7.564 
 -10.862 
 7.881 
 4.661 

 0.479 
 -0.006 
 -2.592 
 0.171 
 -0.010 

 3.443 
 4.310 
 3.004 

 2.003 
 1.990 
 1.779 

 7.943 
 -
 4.102 
 6.731 
 5.760 
 4.754 

 0.234 
 0.002 
 0.999 
 0.249 
 6.436 

 -1.01 
 -1.21 
 -1.31 

 5.78 
 -2.49 
 -2.7 

 -1.64 

 1.84 
 -1.61 
 1.37 
 0.98 

 2.05 
 -2.65 
 -2.59 
 0.69 
 0 

 N 
 F 
 R2 

 231 
 9.460 
 0.446 

  

  

 

      

   

   

   

Table 20: Regressions of income gaps in percent on sexual preferences, ALP. 

Couple’s work status and division of labor 

Given the previous results, we further report differences in intrahousehold division of labor across 

different types of couples studying their work status.  Individuals are classified as “working” if they 

supply at least one hour of labor per week.  Table 21 shows the couple’s labor supply for males 

respondents and Table 22 the same for female respondents. Overall, we observe a lower degree of 

intrahousehold division of labor among same-sex couples as it is more likely that both partners are either 

working or not working. For example, in 90.5 percent of male same-sex couples both work and only in 
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 Respondent / Partner 
Hetero    

 Not work  Work 

  

 Total 

LGB    

 Not work  Work 

  

 Total 

work status (males)  
 Not work 

 (%) 

 Work 
 (%) 

 9.6 
 40.7 

  
 23.4 
 28.4 

  

 14.0 
 59.3 
  
 59.0 
 71.6 
  

 23.6 
 100.0 

 82.4 
 100.0 

 4.7 
 56.6 

  
 2.4 
 9.5 

  

 3.6 
 43.4 
  
 23.2 
 90.5 
  

 8.3 
 100.0 

 25.7 
 100.0 

 Total 
  

 33.0 
 31.2 

 73.0 
 68.9 

 106.0 
 100.0 

 7.2 
 21.1 

 26.8 
 78.9 

 34.0 
 100.0 

 

 

Females  
  

 Respondent / Partner 

work status (females)  

Hetero    
 Not work  Work 

  
 Total 
LGB    

 Not work  Work 
  

 Total 

 Not work  20.8  13.3  34.2  7.7  10.4  18.0 
 61.0  39.0  100.0  42.5  57.5  100.0 

        
 Work  3.8  36.0  39.8  3.4  37.6  41.0 

 10.1  89.9  100.0  5.5  94.5  100.0 
        

 Total  24.7  49.3  74.0  11.0  48.0  59.0 
   33.4  66.6  100.0  18.7  81.3  100.0 
 

    

  

 

  

71.6 percent of heterosexual couples where the respondent is male that happens. These percentages are 

94.5 percent and 89.9 percent among women. 

Table 21: Couple’s labor supply status for  male respondents.    

Table 22: Couple’s labor supply status for female respondents.   

As presented above, we also test for differences across types of couples in a regression approach in 

Table 23. Restricting the sample to couples in which at least one of the partners work, we run probit 

regressions for the probability that both are employed respect to the case in which only one partner is 

employed, on dummies for sexual preferences, controlling for age, gender, and education. Our results 
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Both Employed Coef. Std. Err. z P>z [95% Interval] 

Sexual Orientation 

LG 0.668 0.549 1.22 0.224 -0.408 1.744 
B 0.188 0.341 0.55 0.581 -0.480 0.856 
PNS 0.247 0.296 0.83 0.405 -0.334 0.827 

Age 0.057 0.054 1.07 0.286 -0.048 0.162 
Age2 -0.001 0.001 -1.58 0.114 -0.002 0.000 
Female 0.223 0.203 1.1 0.272 -0.175 0.621 
highesteducation 0.135 0.051 2.65 0.008 0.035 0.235 
_cons -2.241 1.395 -1.61 0.108 -4.974 0.492 
N 191 
LR Chi 32.7 

  

are slightly different from those reported from ACS data in Table 3. While the coefficients are positive 

and similar in magnitude, differences between LGB and heterosexual couples are not significant, but we 

attribute this to a lack of power resulting from a lower sample size. We conclude that observed patterns 

of higher intrahousehold division of labor are confirmed in our data, but more research is needed to 

understand the underlying factors behind the joint labor supply decision. 

Table 23: Probit regression of couple’s labor supply on sexual preferences 
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 Start collecting SS Singles Marrie 
Men   50-61  62-65  66-70  >70  50-61  62-65  66-70  >70 
 H  14.77  36.89  58.27  57.84  14.8  36.9  58.3  57.8 
 LG  21.29  34.16  42.69  35.87  21.3  34.2  42.7  35.9 
 B  24.68  48.15  54.02  39.62  24.7  48.1  54.0  39.6 
PNS   52.37  57.79  61.85  62.50  52.4  57.8  61.8  62.5 

 Total  24.68  41.77  55.02  51.60  24.7  41.8  55.0  51.6 

         
         
         
         
         
         

 

  

     

    

   

 

     

  

    

   

    

     

    

       

Anticipated retirement timing 

Table 24: Subjective expectations about claiming SS benefits. 

Women 50-61 62-65 66-70 >70 50-61 62-65 66-70 >70 
H 15.32 41.43 60.04 45.83 15.3 41.4 60.0 45.8 
LG 29.73 47.85 73.17 44.04 29.7 47.8 73.2 44.0 
B 18.55 33.06 43.79 56.77 18.5 33.1 43.8 56.8 
PNS 20.42 42.94 44.60 51.24 20.4 42.9 44.6 51.2 
Total 18.90 41.33 55.90 48.55 18.9 41.3 55.9 48.5 

When we look at subjective expectations of retirement timing, gay and lesbian respondents tend to 

report greater intentions to retire at younger ages than heterosexuals, although the differences are not 

statistically significant. Heterosexual respondents are nonsignificantly more likely to intend to work 

past age 70 than gay and lesbian respondents.  Retirement timing has strong implications for the amount 

of SS benefits individuals are entitled to receive; early retirement reduces the benefit, while late 

retirement increases it. In this report, we assume retirement at the NRA in order to derive estimates, but 

more data needs to be collected to examine this assumption.  If gays and lesbians are more likely to 

retire early, as the ALP data suggest, then the SS benefits available to them will be reduced. 

Knowledge of Social Security spousal benefit policy 

We also asked respondents about their knowledge of spousal Social Security benefits.  Specifically, we 

asked “According to current Social Security regulations: A married spouse may be entitled to Social 

Security retirement benefits of up to half of their retired partner's Social Security benefit (if it is more 

than their personal Social Security benefit); if a couple is divorced after 10 or more years of marriage, a 
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former spouse may still be entitled to Social Security retirement benefits of up to half of their former 

spouse's Social Security benefit (if it is more than their personal Social Security benefit); and 

widows/widowers can claim the full amount of their deceased spouse's benefit (if they have not 

remarried). How would you rate your knowledge of Social Security spousal benefits after retirement?” 

Response options included: “No knowledge,” “a little knowledge,” “some knowledge,” “a lot of 

knowledge,” and “don’t know.” 

Among unmarried respondents, heterosexuals reported low levels of knowledge (84 percent of men 

reported no/little/don’t know, as did 68 percent of women).  Unmarried LGB respondents also reported 

low levels of knowledge (55 percent of men and 65 percent of women).  Married respondents reported 

better, but still low levels of knowledge. Among heterosexuals, 50 percent of men reported 

no/little/don’t know, as did 47 percent of women.  Among LGB respondents, the numbers were 54 

percent and 61 percent, respectively. 

6. Conclusions  

This paper represents the first step in assessing the implications of nationally legalized same-sex 

marriage for Social Security retirement benefits. 

1. Same-sex couples tend to have higher household earnings than heterosexual couples, especially 

male same-sex couples – largely due to more frequent dual-employment in same-sex households; 

2. Same-sex married couples are less likely than heterosexual couples to qualify for additional 

spousal SS benefit payments; 

3. However, given that they are eligible to claim, male same-sex married couples could generally 

claim slightly higher spousal benefit amounts than heterosexual couples (about $8,400 per year, 

roughly $1,200 more than heterosexual married couples), while female same-sex married 

couples could generally claim similar amounts as heterosexual couples in spousal SS benefits 

(about $7,200 per year); 
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4. The sizes of the gay and lesbian populations at and beyond retirement age are dependent on 

mortality rate assumptions, but we estimate in 2017 there are between 308,000-524,000 gay men 

66 older, and 250,000-503,000 lesbian women. By 2040 these populations are anticipated to be 

465,000-868,000 and 364,000 – 825,000, respectively.  According to our new data collection, up 

to half of these populations intend to marry. 

These results are based on numerous assumptions and relatively sparse data.  The economic 

circumstances of LGB individuals, as well as the retirement and marriage/divorce histories and 

intentions of these populations, are in need of additional study and additional data collection on which to 

base findings.  Despite these limitations, this analysis has provided initial insights into the economic 

circumstances of these populations, and should serve as a foundation for future work. 
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Appendix A.  Estimating  Social Security  Benefit Amounts  

Our estimation of Social Security benefit amounts is based on data obtained from the SSA benefits 

calculator.  In order to apply the SSA calculator estimates to the entire ACS 2011-2015 dataset, we 

derived equations that closely approximate the SSA calculator results for individuals who retire at the 

normal retirement age. 

Figure A1 shows the size of expected SS benefits if person retires at NRA, based on current income and 

current age, taken directly from the SSA calculator. Benefits are estimated for incomes between $3,000 

and $230,000 per year and for those whose current age is 45, 50, 55, 62, and 66. 

Based on this data, we estimated the relationship between the expected benefits at retirement and current 

age and earnings, so that we can estimate the expected SS benefits for people with any current age and 

earnings. 
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Figure A1. SSA Calculator Estimates of the SS Benefits at NRA 
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The relationship is roughly linear for earnings $0 to $15,000, linear but with different slopes for incomes 

of $15,000 to approximately $85,000, and then nonlinear (roughly second-order polynomial) for 

earnings above $85,000. Benefits are capped at a constant level for earnings above $230,000 per year.  

We used multinomial regression to estimate a model that can be used for any combination of earnings 

and age to estimate potential SS benefits to apply to the ACS data. To account for different curve 

shapes, we introduced dummy variables and interactions. D1=1 if earnings are between 15,000 and 

85,000 and 0 otherwise; D2=1 if earnings are more than 85,000 and 0 otherwise. Regression coefficients 

are presented in the table below: 
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SUMMARY OUTPUT 
Regression Statistics 
Multiple R 
R Square 
Adjusted R 
Square 
Standard Error 
Observations 

0.99931 
0.998621 

0.99854 
34.80442 
200 

ANOVA 

       
      

    
         

df SS MS F F 
Regression 11 1.65E+08 14994169 12378.09 2.1E-262 
Residual 188 227733.4 1211.348 
Total 199 1.65E+08 

       
 
 

       
       

       
       
       

       
       
       

       
       

       
       

Standard Upper 
Coefficients Error t Stat P-value Lower 95% 95% 

Intercept 348.7273 46.27913 7.535302 2E-12 257.4342 440.0204 
Income 0.05541 0.00141 39.28605 1.41E-92 0.052628 0.058192 
Age -5.828 0.798667 -7.29717 8.01E-12 -7.4035 -4.2525 
D1 1067.28 59.51838 17.93193 1.44E-42 949.8699 1184.689 
D2 740.0844 267.3067 2.768671 0.006192 212.7784 1267.39 
Incom_D1 -0.03467 0.001428 -24.2785 7.44E-60 -0.03749 -0.03186 
Age_D1 -9.93439 1.015682 -9.78101 1.59E-18 -11.938 -7.93079 
Income_D2 -0.04246 0.001662 -25.5518 4.61E-63 -0.04573 -0.03918 
Age_D2 35.22428 8.875632 3.96865 0.000103 17.71565 52.73291 
Age_Income_D2 0.000107 1.12E-05 9.604688 5.04E-18 8.53E-05 0.000129 
Income2_D2 -4.7E-08 2.06E-09 -22.6613 1.18E-55 -5.1E-08 -4.3E-08 
Age2_D2 -0.5446 0.076681 -7.1022 2.46E-11 -0.69587 -0.39334 
 
  

Table A1. Derived SS Benefit Equation Model 

Significance 
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Model performance: Figure A2 presents the relationship between SS benefits estimated from the 

SSA calculator (on the horizontal axis) versus benefits estimated from the regression model (the 

vertical axis). Points are tight along the 45-degree line, which means there is good model 

performance. Data include all ACS sample ages used for estimation. 

Figure A2. In-sample SS Benefits Model Performance 
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Figure 3A presents model performance for the data outside of the estimation sample – that is, for 

ages that were not originally used to derive the model in Table A1. 

Figure 3A. Out-of-sample Model Performance for Three Ages 

Again, the results closely follow the 45-degree line, indicating good performance. 

Next, to estimate the additional Social Security spousal benefits that may be claimed by lower-

earning partners, we applied the following procedure to the ASC data: 

1. Use the model to estimate potential SS benefits based on current earnings and age; 

2. Use actual SS benefits size for those whose data is available in ACS; 

3. For every couple, estimate eligibility for claiming spousal benefits: 

eligible if lower SSB < (0.5 * higher SSB); 
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4. Estimate additional payment in case of claiming spousal benefits: (0.5 * higher SSB) – 

lower SSB. 

While the paper presents the results of this process for all ages, we suggest limiting interpretation 

of benefit amounts for ages 45 to 64, for which our model was estimated, and for those 65 and 

older due to actual data on SS benefits in ACS. Also, these calculations assume retirement at 

NRA.  To the extent that there are differences in preferences for early or later retirement that 

vary between heterosexual and gay/lesbian individuals, actual SS benefit amounts may vary. 

This issue is one that warrants additional investigation, particularly given that the ALP results on 

retirement timing suggest preferences for earlier retirement for gay and lesbian individuals. 

Note that this process assumes that the SSA benefits calculator is accurate for gay and lesbian 

individuals.  The SSA calculator depends on internal estimates of earnings trajectories by age.  If 

the earnings trajectories of heterosexuals differ from those of gay and lesbian individuals, given 

the same income at the same age, the calculator estimates of total eligible earnings will provide 

incorrect estimates of actual benefit amounts available.  For example, if a 50-year old gay man 

earned the same amount as a 50-year old heterosexual man, but the earnings histories up to 

and/or after age 50 differed (i.e., the slopes on their income trajectories differed), the SSA 

calculator would incorrectly estimate the SS benefit amounts at NRA, and invalidate our 

comparisons of benefits between heterosexuals and gays and lesbians.7 

As shown in Table 8, the assumption of similar earnings trajectories for LGB and heterosexual 

individuals is supported by longitudinal information from two decades of the HRS. 

7 We thank a reviewer at SSA for identifying this assumption. 
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