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Ruff v. Commissioner, 52 T. C. 576 (1969)

To qualify for head-of-household tax status, the taxpayer’s household must be the
principal place of abode of a qualifying dependent for the entire tax year, with only
temporary absences allowed due to special circumstances.

Summary

In Ruff v. Commissioner, the U. S. Tax Court ruled that Alex Ruff could not claim
head-of-household status for 1965 because his son, Dennis, did not reside primarily
with him during that year. Despite maintaining a home for his son, Dennis lived
elsewhere and only visited Ruff for three days. The court emphasized that for head-
of-household status, the dependent must occupy the taxpayer’s household for the
entire  year,  except  for  temporary  absences  due  to  special  circumstances.  This
decision  underscores  the  strict  criteria  for  claiming  this  tax  status  and  its
implications for divorced parents seeking to claim dependents.

Facts

Alex Ruff was divorced in 1962 and initially had custody of his son, Dennis. In 1963,
Dennis’s mother obtained custody and moved him to Seattle, later to Huntsville,
Alabama. Throughout 1965, Dennis attended college in various locations and only
spent three days with Ruff during the Christmas holidays. Ruff maintained a one-
bedroom house in Albuquerque, hoping Dennis would return. Ruff claimed head-of-
household status on his 1965 tax return, which the IRS challenged, leading to this
court case.

Procedural History

The IRS determined a deficiency in Ruff’s 1965 income tax, disallowing his head-of-
household status. Ruff petitioned the U. S. Tax Court for a redetermination of the
deficiency. The court’s decision focused solely on whether Ruff’s household was
Dennis’s principal place of abode for the tax year in question.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Ruff’s household constituted the principal place of abode of his son,
Dennis, during the taxable year 1965, as required for head-of-household tax status.

Holding

1. No, because Dennis did not primarily reside with Ruff during 1965, spending only
three days at Ruff’s home, which was insufficient to establish it as his principal place
of abode.

Court’s Reasoning
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The court  applied Section 1(b)(2)  of  the Internal  Revenue Code and Section 1.
1-2(c)(1) of the Income Tax Regulations, which require the dependent to occupy the
taxpayer’s household for the entire tax year, except for temporary absences due to
special circumstances. The court found that Dennis’s absence from Ruff’s home was
not temporary but a change in his principal place of abode, as he lived with his
mother and attended college elsewhere. The court distinguished this from cases like
Hein and Brehmer, where dependents were absent due to illness but still considered
part of the household. Ruff’s argument that he maintained a home for his son was
insufficient without Dennis’s actual residence there. The court concluded that Ruff’s
household was not Dennis’s principal place of abode in 1965, thus denying head-of-
household status.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that for head-of-household status, the dependent must actually
reside with the taxpayer for most of the tax year. It impacts divorced parents who
may wish to claim this status, emphasizing that maintaining a home for a child is not
enough if the child lives elsewhere. Tax practitioners must advise clients to carefully
document their dependents’ residency throughout the year. This ruling may affect
how courts view similar cases, focusing on the actual living arrangements rather
than intentions or legal custody. Subsequent cases have continued to apply this
strict interpretation of the residency requirement for head-of-household status.


