Bowers v. Commissioner, 54 T. C. 1193 (1970)

To qualify for head of household tax status, the taxpayer must maintain a household
that is the principal place of abode for a dependent, and both must occupy the
household as members, with exceptions for temporary absences due to special
circumstances.

Summary

Bowers v. Commissioner addressed whether an unmarried taxpayer, who supported
his mentally ill son and son’s family, qualified for head of household tax status. The
court held that Bowers did not qualify because he did not maintain a household that
served as the principal place of abode for his son, nor did they share a common
abode during the tax years in question. The decision hinges on the statutory
requirement that the taxpayer and dependent must occupy the same household, with
limited exceptions for temporary absences due to special circumstances, which did
not apply to Bowers’ situation.

Facts

Petitioner, an unmarried individual, supported his son Jerry, who suffered from
schizophrenia and had a criminal record, and Jerry’s family. From 1957 until 1965,
Bowers lived alone in hotel rooms while working on various construction projects.
Jerry and his family lived in different apartments, supported financially by Bowers
through an accountant. Bowers owned a residence in Lakeside, Montana, which he
did not occupy until 1965 and which was used by relatives while he was in Canada
from 1963 to 1965. Bowers claimed head of household status for tax years 1962,
1964, and 1965.

Procedural History

The case originated with the Commissioner of Internal Revenue determining
deficiencies in Bowers’ income tax for the years in question. Bowers petitioned the
Tax Court for a redetermination of his tax status, specifically arguing that he
qualified for head of household rates.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Bowers qualified for head of household tax status under section 1(b) of
the Internal Revenue Code of 1954 during the tax years in question.

Holding

1. No, because Bowers did not maintain a household that constituted the principal
place of abode for his dependent son and his son’s family, and they did not occupy a
common abode during the tax years in question.
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Court’s Reasoning

The court applied the statutory definition of “head of household” under section 1(b)
of the Internal Revenue Code, which requires the taxpayer to maintain a household
that is the principal place of abode for a dependent, with both parties occupying the
household as members. The court emphasized that temporary absences due to
special circumstances, as defined in the regulations, do not apply to Bowers’
situation. The court distinguished Bowers’ case from others where taxpayers were
found to qualify for head of household status, noting that in those cases, the
taxpayer and dependent had previously shared a common abode or there was a
reasonable expectation of return to the household. The court concluded that Bowers’
fear of living with his son due to his son’s mental illness did not constitute the type
of “special circumstances” that would allow for temporary absence from a common
abode. The court also noted that the statute provides different rules for dependents
who are parents, which did not apply to Bowers’ situation.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that to claim head of household tax status, the taxpayer must
maintain a household that serves as the principal place of abode for a dependent,
and both must be members of that household, with narrow exceptions for temporary
absences. Taxpayers and practitioners should carefully review the living
arrangements and the nature of any absences when considering this tax status. The
case also highlights the importance of understanding the specific statutory and
regulatory definitions and exceptions related to head of household status.
Subsequent cases and tax guidance continue to reference Bowers when addressing
similar issues, emphasizing the need for a shared principal place of abode between
the taxpayer and dependent.
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