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UT expands employee benefits 
to inelude same-sex eouples
Held Hill
News Editor

Same-sex couples who say “I do” can now 
have the insurance policies to prove it.

On July 7, Chancellor Jimmy Cheek 
aimounced in a mass email that UT would 
expand its insurance policy to provide benefits 
for same-sex married couples employed by the 
university.

"Uie decision comes in light of the Obeigefell 
V. Hodges case that legalized same-sex mar
riage in all 50 states on June 26 and will apply 
to all same-sex spouses among UT faodty 
and staff.

Cheek stated in his aimouncement that the 
Supreme Court decision “helps the university 

X  ̂ talffi a significant step forward in our efforts 
to enhance diversity and inclusion on our 
campus.”

Mary Lucal, UT Human Resources interim 
assistant vice chancellor, said such inclusion 
within the university’s expanded insurance 
policy paves the way for attracting future, h i^ -  
caliber employees.

“We’re kind of reflective of the commu
nity’s excitement,” Lucal said. “I think, from 
a human resources perspective, our ability to 
recruit and retain Ae most talented faculty 
and staff now knows no bounds because we’re 
not going to have (same-sex marriage) as a 
limitation.

“It doesn't change the day to day — it 
simply enhances opportunities and th in ^  to 
come.”

Couples married in another state before the 
ruling are eligible to apply for benefits at the 
UT Payroll Office th ro u ^  Aug. 25, or 60 days 
after the court’s ruling.

TTiese 60 days given after the June 26 deci
sion mirror the same time period required 
of all legally-rea^nized couples to apply for 
benefits as stipulated by state law.

Althou^ UT Payroll Office does not keep 
hard data on the number of same-sex spouses 
that have applied for benefits, director Rob 
Chance dted 10 walk-ins who have signed up 
in person for the newly expanded benefits.

“Every sin^e one of (the policies) that 
mentions the word ‘spouse’ now, by defini
tion, extends to same-sex married partners,” 
Chance said.

Aside firom the health insurance compo
nent, Chance explained the expansion will 
include other categories of coverage like fiiner- 
al leave and tuition assistance —  all equal 
to coverage received by their heterosexual 
colleagues.

While no official statistics document

impacted couples, Lucal said knowing a hand
ful of the walk-ins places a positive visual on 
the expanded policy.

“It’s only 10 people, but it’s 10 people who 
feel that they are able to have a place here, and 
that just makes you feel good,” Lucal said.

Like Lucal, Vice Chancellor for Diversity 
Rickey Hall also views the benefits expansion 
as a way to secure professional talent among 
faculty and emerging scholars that enroll at 
UT.

“I think we are becoming competitive in 
many ways, but this was one of the things that 
was holding us back,” Hall said.

By mimicking the policies of Top 500 com
panies and major private employers. Hall also 
stated that UT’s decision to expand benefits 
propels momentum to achieve status as a Top 
25 public research university.

Still, Hall emphasized that “individual inter
action” will become key in expanding the uni
versity-wide acceptance of same-sex couples 
beyond the fine print of an insurance policy.

“(The expansion) doesn’t impact people’s 
behavior, those (are) the things we have to 
work on — climate issues, making sure the 
university is more welcoming in its inclusive
ness of all faculty and staff,” Hall said.

For OUTreach Director Donna Braquet, the 
expansion of marriage benefits that encom
pass same-sex spouses like her wife, Corirme 
Branigan, was a policy she thougjit would 
never exist in her lifetime.

As a staff member since 2004, Braquet dted 
stirring to secure domestic partner benefit 
for LBGTQ+ faculty that bpgan more than 15 
years ago by fellow UT colleagues.

“At that point, we never th o u ^ t marriage 
would be a reality, so the best we th o u ^ t we 
could do was to get equal boiefits th ro u ^  the 
university —  which is kind of marriage-Hke, 
kind of separate, hut unequal,” Braquet said.

Braquet also waited for the university to 
announce an extended benefits policy in the 
following days after the Supreme Court’s “his
toric ruling,” eventually dedding to apply for 
benefits in person on July 2.

The next day, die presented a nearly year 
old marriage license fom  San Francisco’s dty 
hall, making Braquet and her wife one of the 
first same-sex couples to receive marriage 
benefits at UT.

“I think that there had been some internal 
prep because they wanted to be sure that when 
someone came to them, they were acting in 
accordance with how they diould,” Braquet

UT’s Payroll Office will submit applii^ons 
for insurance coverage to the state on an 
employee’s behalf.

To read the full text of Chancellor Cheek’s 
July 7 announcement, visit chancellor.utk.edu.


