
Same-Sex Marriage Decisions Won’t
Affect Uncle Sam’s Bottom Line

By Diana Furchtgott-Roth

Forget the social consequences of the Supreme
Court’s decisions on the Defense of Marriage Act
and California’s Proposition 8. Readers of these
pages know the most interesting implications of the
Court’s decisions are the fiscal ones. Namely, how
would legalization of same-sex marriage affect tax
collections? Would the federal budget deficit grow
or decline? Could same-sex marriage be the route to
fiscal recovery?

The answer: The federal budget deficit would
decline slightly if the government recognized same-
sex marriage, but not enough to make a substantive
dent in our fiscal troubles.

As of August 1, 2013, 12 states and the District of
Columbia will allow same-sex marriage. Because
the federal government does not recognize those
marriages, the couples are not eligible for federal
housing, food stamps, or Social Security benefits
provided to spouses. They do not have federal
spousal benefits for bankruptcy, inheritance, stu-
dent loans, and agricultural loans.1

If the federal government recognized same-sex
marriages, Uncle Sam would gain revenues, be-
cause more single-sex couples would face marriage

penalties both at the low and high end of the
income spectrum. On the negative side, the federal
government would have to pay out more for Social
Security benefits for couples and for spousal ben-
efits in the federal employee health benefits pro-
gram.

The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office
last estimated the effects of same-sex marriage in
2004. It concluded that federal recognition of same-
sex marriage would reduce the budget deficit by
$500 million to $700 million a year between 2011
and 2014, or 0.016 percent of total federal spending
of $3.7 trillion.

Legalization could save millions by getting same-
sex couples off food stamps, Medicaid, housing
vouchers, and Supplemental Security income rolls.
The CBO estimated annual savings in 2014 of $100
million in Supplemental Security income, $300 mil-
lion in Medicaid, and $50 million in Medicare.
Legalization in all 50 states could raise tax receipts
by $400 million annually because of the marriage
penalty. If you’re getting government help, mar-
riage doesn’t pay, whether for straight or gay
couples.

But marriage does pay when it comes to benefits.
According to the CBO, the federal government
would pay $350 million a year by 2014 for Social
Security benefits based on spousal income. Cover-
ing same-sex spouses in the federal employee
health benefits program would cost about $80 mil-
lion a year before the Affordable Care Act. Once
healthcare reform is factored in, the figure should
increase.

In a December 2012 paper, University of Michi-
gan economist Adam Stevenson estimated an an-
nual increase of $34 million in federal revenues, or
0.001 percent of federal spending, if same-sex mar-
riage were legalized at the federal level.2 He esti-
mated a lower revenue gain than the CBO did
because he assumes that many gay spouses would
change their labor force participation rates in re-
sponse to the marriage penalty.

That makes sense. As Urban Institute senior
fellow C. Eugene Steuerle and University of Chi-
cago professor Casey Mulligan have testified,

1Summer La Croix and Lauren Gabriel, ‘‘Impact of Same-Sex
Marriage on Hawaii’s Economy and Government,’’ working
paper 2013-1, the Economic Research Organization at the Uni-
versity of Hawaii (Feb. 2013).

2Stevenson, ‘‘The Labor Supply and Tax Revenue Conse-
quences of Federal Same-Sex Marriage Legalization,’’ 65 Nat’l
Tax J. 783 (Dec. 2012).
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higher marginal tax rates result in substantial
changes in behavior.3 Facing higher marginal tax
rates both on the lower and upper ends if married,
some same-sex couples might decide to stay single.

Other economists, such as University of Michi-
gan professor Justin Wolfers, have suggested that
states will gain from same-sex marriage because of
increases in marriage license fees, sales taxes, and
revenue from wedding expenses. In July 2012 New
York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg (I) detailed the
benefits to the city’s economy following the legal-
ization of same-sex marriage in 2011. In the first
year, the city earned $259 million through marriage
license fees, local celebrations, and wedding-related
purchases, he said.

According to CNN Money, more than 10 percent
(8,200) of the 75,000 marriage licenses issued in
New York City in the first year after legalization
were for same-sex couples. Those couples spent an
average of more than $9,000 on weddings, resulting
in a large economic boost, especially for hotels that
housed wedding guests. The city earned $16 million
in tax revenue.4

The Williams Institute, an advocacy institute for
same-sex marriage located at the University of
California at Los Angeles, estimated that marriage
equality in Massachusetts added $111 million to the
state’s economy in the first five years after same-sex
marriage was legalized in 2004. The Institute esti-
mated that over the next three years, same-sex
couples in Maine will spend $15.5 million on wed-
dings, Maryland couples will spend $62.6 million,
and Washingtonians will spend $88.5 million.5 Pro-
fessors M.V. Lee Badgett and R. Bradley Sears said
that the ‘‘California state budget will benefit from
an annual net gain of approximately $123 million
during the first three years it extends marriage to
same-sex couples — approximately $41 million per
year.’’6

However, state tax revenue does not show a
consistent increase after legalization of same-sex
marriages. In the first year, tax revenues in Con-
necticut declined by about 10 percent relative to the
average revenue in the three years preceding legal-
ization, while Massachusetts saw an increase of
about 11 percent. However, Massachusetts legalized

3See Steuerle, ‘‘Labor Force Participation, Taxes, and the
Nation’s Social Welfare System’’ (Feb. 14, 2013); and Mulligan,
‘‘Work Incentives, the Recovery Act, and the Economy’’ (Feb. 14,
2013).

4Blake Ellis, ‘‘Gay Marriage Boosts NYC’s Economy,’’ CNN
Money, July 24, 2012.

5The estimates are based on 2010 U.S. census data and each
state’s average wedding spending. ‘‘Gay Marriage and the
Economy,’’ The Huffington Post, Nov. 12, 2012.

6Badgett and Sears, ‘‘Putting a Price on Equality? The Impact
of Same-Sex Marriage on California’s Budget,’’ 16 Stan. L. &
Pol’y Rev. 197 (2005).

Same-Sex Marriages in Selected States, 2004-2012
2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Massachusetts
Same-sex marriages 6,121 2,060 1,442 1,524 2,168 2,814 2,335 2,205 1,737
Total marriages 33,317 39,507 37,993 37,897 36,923 36,407 36,428 36,188 33,377
Same-sex share 18% 5% 4% 4% 6% 8% 6% 6% 5%
Connecticut
Same-sex marriages — — — — — 2,706 1,791 1,262 —
Total marriages — — — — — 20,857 19,946 19,504 —
Same-sex share — — — — — 13% 9% 6% —
Iowa
Same-sex marriages — — — — — 1,783 1,594 1,302 —
Total marriages — — — — — 21,139 20,880 20,567 —
Same-sex share — — — — — 8% 8% 6% —
New Hampshire
Same-sex marriages — — — — — — 987 850 388
Total marriages — — — — — — 9,652 9,377 9,020
Same-sex share — — — — — — 10% 9% 4%
Vermont
Same-sex marriages — — — — — 642 976 618 472
Total marriages — — — — — 2,325 5,811 5,198 5,205
Same-sex share — — — — — 28% 17% 12% 9%
Sources: Massachusetts Department of Public Health, Connecticut Department of Public Health, Iowa Department of Public
Health, New Hampshire Secretary of State, Vermont Department of Health, and author calculations.
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in 2004, during the economic boom, while Connecti-
cut legalized in 2008, during the Great Recession.
Further, tax revenues in Massachusetts rose at a
lower rate than did revenues in other states over the
same period. At the very least, that implies that
same-sex weddings are not numerous enough to
dramatically increase revenue, contrary to the pre-
dictions of the Williams Institute.

New York may be seeing large gains because of
the recent legalization of same-sex marriage, but
data show that same-sex marriage rates peak the
first year after legalization and then decline, both as
a share of marriages and a share of population.

The table above shows data on same-sex mar-
riage rates from Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa,
New Hampshire, and Vermont. In the first year of
legalization, the number of marriages between
same-sex couples ranged from 6,121 in Massachu-
setts to 642 in Vermont. But those numbers were
clearly a result of pent-up demand, rather than a
permanent trend, and declined dramatically in en-
suing years. For instance, in Massachusetts, the
number of same-sex marriages in 2012 was 1,737, 28
percent of the original number.

The share of total marriages attributable to same-
sex couples declined from 18 percent in 2004 to 5
percent in 2012 in Massachusetts and from 28
percent in 2009 to 9 percent in 2012 in Vermont.

The effects of same-sex marriage on federal and
state revenues appear to be minor because of the
low incidence of those marriages; the Supreme
Court decision therefore will not have major fiscal
consequences on a regional or national level.
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