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During a job interview, have you ever been asked if you were:

· Married? 

· Pregnant? 

· Single? 

· Engaged? 

· A mother? 

· Divorced? 

While these questions seem irrelevant to how well you'll perform on the job, not all of them are illegal to ask during job interviews. Their legality depends on where you live.

According to 9to5, National Association of Working Women, only 19 states prohibit employers from asking questions regarding marital and familial status during a job interview. For example, Pennsylvania allows interviewers to ask such questions, though it recognizes they can lead to discrimination. But could you be protected under federal law?

Federal Law Title VII

Federal law Title VII, written in 1964, prohibits discrimination based on sex, religion, age, national origin and race.

Since this federal law supersedes state law, you may be protected. But since it was written nearly 40 years ago, its language is a bit archaic. Some candidates may have to play detective to find out if they've truly been discriminated against during interviews. One resource is the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission's Web site.

During the Interview

So how should you respond if you're asked inappropriate or invasive questions? “Keep a positive and professional tone,” suggests Cindia Cameron, organizing director for 9to5. “Don't refuse to answer questions, but work at drawing the conversation back to your skills and experience.”

Cameron advises to redirect the question with your response. For example, if you're asked about children or child-care arrangements, Cameron suggests you respond with, “I'm happy to discuss my qualifications and experience. Could you tell me how the issue of children, marital status, etc. relates to the job opening?” Or, “If you're concerned about my availability and attendance, I'm happy to provide references who can confirm I have an extremely high attendance record.”

Women and Motherhood

Times have changed for women since the days of Donna Reed. Divorce rates have escalated and single-parent homes are more the norm. It's not uncommon for women to be asked about their familial status. In some instances, women have been asked when they plan to start a family before they were asked to show their resume.

The Family Man

Invasive questions regarding marital status are just as detrimental to men. Employers have denied men employment because of the higher costs associated with providing family medical benefits to potential employees. Some men have been asked about taking time off to help their spouse care for a child during interviews.

College Grads

College students are equally at risk of not obtaining employment after divulging personal information. Employers are concerned with single employees finding love at the workplace and potentially creating a disruptive work environment as a result.

Know Your Rights

Before your next job interview, contact your local human relations commission to find out your state's laws regarding interview questions. You can also search for information online by performing a keyword search on a search engine like Google. While not all states call their human relations commission agencies by the same name, try typing your state and the keywords “human relations commission” or “commission on human rights.”
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