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Prendergast v. Commissioner, 57 T. C. 475 (1972)

For a taxpayer to qualify as head of household, the dependent’s principal place of
abode must be the taxpayer’s home for the entire taxable year,  excluding non-
necessitous absences.

Summary

James Prendergast claimed head of household status for 1967, asserting his son’s
principal place of abode was his home. His son, however, was away at college for
part of the year and moved to Seattle in September to live independently. The Tax
Court held that Prendergast did not qualify as head of household because his son’s
absence to ‘try living on his own’ was not a ‘temporary absence due to special
circumstances’ as required by the statute. The court clarified that ‘principal place of
abode’ and ‘domicile’ are not synonymous, and a dependent must physically occupy
the taxpayer’s home for the entire year to qualify.

Facts

James J. Prendergast, an unmarried resident of Bothell, Washington, claimed head of
household status for his 1967 tax return. His 26-year-old son, Murphy, lived with
him from March to September 1967. Prior to March, Murphy was away at college. In
September,  he  moved to  Seattle  to  live  with  two other  bachelors  to  try  living
independently. Murphy took most of his belongings to Seattle and did not return to
his father’s home until the following May.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined a deficiency in Prendergast’s
1967 tax return for  improperly  claiming head of  household status.  Prendergast
petitioned the Tax Court to challenge this determination. The Tax Court heard the
case and issued its opinion in favor of the Commissioner.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Prendergast’s son’s absence from the home in September 1967 to live
independently  in  Seattle  constituted  a  ‘temporary  absence  due  to  special
circumstances’  under  section  1(b)(2)  of  the  Internal  Revenue  Code  of  1954.

Holding

1. No, because the son’s move to Seattle to try living on his own did not qualify as a
‘temporary absence due to special circumstances’ as it  was not necessitated by
illness, education, or other special reasons.

Court’s Reasoning
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The court upheld the validity of the regulation under section 1(b)(2), which specifies
that a taxpayer and dependent must occupy the household for the entire taxable
year, except for temporary absences due to special circumstances. The court found
that Prendergast’s son’s move to Seattle was not a temporary absence due to special
circumstances  but  rather  a  choice  to  live  independently.  The  court  also
distinguished between ‘principal  place of  abode’  and ‘domicile,’  noting that  the
former requires actual physical presence in the home for the entire year. The court
rejected Prendergast’s argument that his son’s intent to return to his father’s home
was sufficient to maintain the son’s principal place of abode at his father’s home.
The court emphasized that the son’s absence was not due to necessity and thus did
not qualify under the statute. The court cited legislative history and prior cases to
support its interpretation of ‘special circumstances’ as necessitous absences, not
voluntary moves for non-necessitous reasons.

Practical Implications

This decision clarifies that for a taxpayer to claim head of household status, the
dependent must physically occupy the taxpayer’s home for the entire taxable year,
except for temporary absences due to necessitous reasons like illness or education.
Taxpayers cannot claim this status if a dependent moves out to live independently,
even if they intend to return. This ruling impacts how taxpayers should analyze their
eligibility  for  head  of  household  status  and  underscores  the  importance  of
understanding the distinction between ‘principal place of abode’ and ‘domicile. ‘
Legal  practitioners advising clients on tax status must consider this  case when
assessing  head  of  household  eligibility.  Subsequent  cases  have  followed  this
precedent, reinforcing the strict interpretation of ‘temporary absence due to special
circumstances. ‘


