Lester v. Commissioner, 24 T.C. 1156 (1955)

Payments made to a former spouse for child support after the children reach the age
of majority are not taxable to the spouse receiving the payments if the payments are
effectively made directly to the children, even if made through the former spouse as
a conduit.

Summary

The case involves the taxability of payments made by a divorced husband to his
former wife for the support of their children. The agreement specified that the
payments were primarily for the children, even after they reached the age of
majority. The court found that, in substance, the payments were made directly to the
children, not to the wife. Therefore, the court held that the payments were not
taxable to the wife, as she was merely a conduit. The court also addressed the
deductibility of insurance premiums paid by the husband, ruling they were not
deductible because the wife did not receive taxable economic gain from these
payments.

Facts

The taxpayer (husband) and his wife divorced. The divorce agreement stated that
the husband would provide support and maintenance for his wife until she
remarried, and for their children until they reached their majority. However, the
agreement allowed the husband to make payments directly to the children if they
married or lived separately from the mother after age 21. During the tax years in
question, the husband made all payments to his former wife. Both children married
and lived separately from their mother after reaching majority. The wife
subsequently either paid the children or deposited the amounts directly into their
bank accounts. The IRS contended that the payments were taxable to the wife.

Procedural History

The case was heard by the United States Tax Court, which was tasked with
determining the tax implications of the payments made by the taxpayer to his former
wife and the insurance premiums paid by the taxpayer. The court made a judgment
in favor of the taxpayer regarding the child support payments and against the
taxpayer regarding the insurance premium payments.

Issue(s)

1. Whether payments to the taxpayer’s former wife for the support of his children,
made after they reached their majority, were taxable to her under the Internal
Revenue Code.

2. Whether insurance premiums paid by the husband were deductible under section
23(u) of the Internal Revenue Code.

© 2025 SCOTUSreports.com. All rights reserved. | 1



Holding

1. No, because the payments were effectively made to the children and not for the
wife’s benefit.

2. No, because the wife did not realize a taxable economic gain from these
payments.

Court’s Reasoning

The court determined that, despite the payments being made to the former wife, she
functioned only as a conduit to pass funds to the children after they had reached
their majority. The agreement allowed for direct payments to the children. The court
found that, given the substance of the arrangement, the payments should not be
considered income to the wife. The court referenced the legislative history of
sections 22(k) and 23(u) of the Internal Revenue Code of 1939, explaining that
Congress intended to correct an inequitable situation by taxing alimony and
separate maintenance payments to the wife and relieving the husband of tax on that
portion of payments, not including those for the support of minor children. The court
distinguished the case from those where payments were made for the wife’s benefit.
Furthermore, the court found that a prior decision did not operate as collateral
estoppel to prevent consideration of the taxability of insurance premiums. The court
referenced the Supreme Court case, Commissioner v. Sunnen, which held that a
change or development of controlling legal principles precludes collateral estoppel
in a subsequent case. In line with the court of appeals, it was determined that the
wife had not realized taxable economic gain from the premium payments.

Practical Implications

This case underscores the importance of carefully structuring divorce agreements,
particularly regarding child support. The substance of the arrangement, not just its
form, determines tax consequences. If payments are designated for children, and the
parent receiving those payments serves as a conduit, the IRS may not tax those
payments to the parent, even after the children reach adulthood. Tax practitioners
and family law attorneys should be aware of the potential to structure support
arrangements to minimize tax liability for both parties. It is important to clearly
define the purpose of payments and the intended recipient. This case clarifies that
the deductibility of insurance premiums paid in connection with a divorce settlement
is contingent on the wife’s realization of taxable economic gain. This ruling has
influenced the analysis of similar cases involving the tax treatment of payments in
divorce situations. Moreover, it is a reminder that changes in legal principles can
alter the precedential effect of prior court decisions.
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