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Margaret A. Worth v. Commissioner, 26 T.C. 1078 (1956)

The intention of the parties, as evidenced by their actions and knowledge of the law,
is  crucial  in  determining  whether  a  jointly-owned property’s  income should  be
considered as reported in a joint tax return, even if one spouse files the return and
the other does not sign.

Summary

This case revolves around whether Margaret Worth filed joint tax returns with her
husband  for  several  tax  years,  despite  her  not  signing  the  returns.  The  IRS
contended that because she was entitled to one-half the income from property held
as tenants by the entirety under Maryland law, the returns filed by her husband
were implicitly joint. The Tax Court held that without evidence of Margaret Worth’s
intent to file jointly, the returns were not joint,  even though income from their
jointly held property was reported. The court examined her actions, knowledge of
the law, and the circumstances surrounding the filings, concluding that she lacked
the requisite intent for joint filing.

Facts

Margaret A. Worth and her husband owned property as tenants by the entirety
under Maryland law. Her husband filed tax returns for the years 1943, 1944, 1945,
1947,  and  1948.  The  returns  included  income  derived  from  their  jointly-held
property and from the husband’s services. Margaret Worth did not prepare, see, or
sign the returns until the time of the hearing. She testified that she did not intend to
file joint returns. Under Maryland law, each spouse is entitled to one-half of the
income from property held as tenants by the entirety.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined that Margaret Worth had filed
joint returns with her husband for the tax years in question. The Commissioner
asserted that because she was entitled to one-half the income from the property held
as  tenants  by  the  entirety,  and the  returns  reported income derived from this
property,  the  returns  were joint.  Margaret  Worth contested this  determination,
arguing that she did not file joint returns and had no intent to do so. The case was
heard by the United States Tax Court.

Issue(s)

1. Whether the returns filed by Margaret Worth’s husband should be considered
joint returns, despite her not signing them.

2.  Whether  the  income  reported  on  the  returns,  which  included  income  from
property held by the entirety, automatically implies joint filing intent on the part of
Margaret Worth.



© 2025 SCOTUSreports.com. All rights reserved. | 2

Holding

1. No, because Margaret Worth did not intend to file joint returns, as evidenced by
her testimony and the fact she did not sign the returns.

2. No, because the mere inclusion of income from jointly-held property, without
evidence of her intent, does not establish a joint filing.

Court’s Reasoning

The court emphasized that under the Internal Revenue Code, spouses may file joint
returns, and if they do, the tax liability is joint and several. The court focused on
whether the returns were, in fact,  joint.  The court examined whether Margaret
Worth intended to file joint returns. The court found that she did not, as her name
was not on the caption of the return, she did not sign the returns, and she had no
knowledge of the returns until the hearing. The court pointed out that while she was
entitled to one-half the income from the property held as tenants by the entirety, she
was free to report that income on a separate return. The court also distinguished
this case from a partnership case (Walter M. Ferguson, Jr.), where the husband and
wife operated a restaurant as a partnership, and there was sufficient evidence they
intended to file a joint return.

The court stated, “All of the facts support petitioner’s position in that they point out
the absence of any affirmative action on petitioner’s part to join with her husband in
the filing of tax returns. Petitioner had no intention of filing joint returns.”

Practical Implications

This case highlights the importance of considering intent when determining whether
a return is filed jointly, particularly when one spouse does not sign the return. It
means that the IRS cannot simply assume joint filing based on the nature of the
income. Tax practitioners should advise clients on the importance of signing returns
if  they intend to file jointly and to document any understanding regarding how
income will be reported. In instances where a spouse is unaware of the contents of a
return, or does not actively participate in the filing, the IRS faces a higher burden to
prove the existence of a joint return. Moreover, subsequent cases that have cited
this case have focused on the specific intent of the parties when filing a return, or
acquiescing to  the filing of  a  return.  The case underscores  the need for  clear
evidence of intent, such as signatures or affirmative actions, to establish a joint
filing.


