17 T.C. 130 (1951)

Expenses are deductible as medical expenses only if they are incurred primarily for
the prevention or alleviation of a physical or mental defect or illness, and have a
direct and proximate relationship to medical care.

Summary

The taxpayer, Samuel Ochs, sought to deduct the cost of sending his children to
boarding school as a medical expense because it was recommended by his wife’s
doctor to alleviate her condition after cancer surgery impaired her voice. The Tax
Court denied the deduction, holding that the expenses were not primarily for
medical care because they were mainly for the children’s benefit and only indirectly
benefited the wife’s health. The court emphasized the necessity of a direct and
proximate relationship between the expense and the medical care for it to be
deductible.

Facts

In 1943, Helen Ochs, the petitioner’s wife, underwent surgery for throat cancer,
which severely impaired her voice, leaving her able to speak only in a whisper. By
1946, her voice had not improved, and she had difficulty caring for their two young
children (ages 4 and 6). Her physician advised Ochs to send the children to day
school and boarding school to minimize the strain on his wife, believing it would aid
her recovery and prevent a recurrence of the cancer. Ochs followed this advice and
incurred expenses of $1,456.50 for the children’s schooling.

Procedural History

Samuel Ochs deducted the $1,456.50 in school expenses as medical expenses on his
1946 tax return. The Commissioner of Internal Revenue disallowed the deduction,
leading to a deficiency assessment. Ochs then petitioned the Tax Court for a
redetermination of the deficiency.

Issue(s)

Whether expenses incurred for sending healthy children to boarding school to
alleviate a parent’s medical condition are deductible as “medical expenses” under
Section 23(x) of the Internal Revenue Code.

Holding

No, because the expenses were not primarily for the medical care of the taxpayer’s
wife; rather, they were for the personal and educational benefit of the children.

Court’s Reasoning
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The court relied on Section 23(x) of the Internal Revenue Code, which allows
deductions for expenses paid for “medical care,” defining it as amounts paid for the
diagnosis, cure, mitigation, treatment, or prevention of disease, or for the purpose of
affecting any structure or function of the body. The court also cited Treasury
Regulations that limit deductible medical expenses to those incurred primarily for
the prevention or alleviation of a physical or mental defect or illness. Referencing
the case of Edward A. Havey, 12 T.C. 409, the court emphasized that personal,
living, and family expenses are generally not deductible. The court distinguished the
present case from L. Keever Stringham, 12 T.C. 580, where expenses for sending a
child to boarding school in Arizona were deductible because the child herself had a
respiratory ailment, making the expenses directly related to her medical care. In
Ochs, the children were healthy, and the primary purpose of sending them to school
was to relieve the mother, not to provide medical care to the children or directly to
the mother. The court stated, “To be deductible as medical expense, there must be a
direct or proximate relation between the expense and the diagnosis, cure,
mitigation, treatment, or prevention of disease or the expense must have been
incurred for the purpose of affecting some structure or function of the body.”

Practical Implications

This case clarifies that for an expense to qualify as a deductible medical expense, it
must have a direct and proximate relationship to medical care. It is not sufficient
that the expense indirectly benefits a person’s health; the primary purpose of the
expenditure must be the diagnosis, cure, mitigation, treatment, or prevention of
disease, or affecting a structure or function of the body. The Ochs case emphasizes
that expenses primarily benefiting a healthy individual, even if intended to alleviate
the medical condition of another, are generally not deductible. Later cases have
cited Ochs to underscore the importance of this direct nexus requirement when
evaluating medical expense deductions, particularly when considering expenses
with dual purposes (e.g., personal and medical). Taxpayers should maintain detailed
records and evidence demonstrating the primary medical purpose of any contested
expenditure to substantiate a medical expense deduction.
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