Voigt v. Commissioner, 74 T. C. 82 (1980)

Psychoanalysis costs are deductible as educational expenses for clinical social
workers if they improve skills required in their employment and are not undertaken
to meet minimum job requirements or qualify for a new trade or business.

Summary

Marilyn Voigt, a clinical social worker, sought to deduct the costs of her
psychoanalysis as a business expense. The Tax Court allowed the deduction, finding
that her psychoanalysis improved her diagnostic and treatment skills in
psychotherapy, which were necessary for her employment. The court rejected the
Commissioner’s arguments that the psychoanalysis was not educational or was
required for her job, emphasizing that it was neither a minimum qualification nor a
prerequisite for a new trade. This decision underscores the deductibility of
educational expenses that enhance professional skills, even when they involve
personal development.

Facts

Marilyn Voigt, a self-employed clinical social worker, underwent psychoanalysis in
1975, paying $5,945 to Dr. Joseph Lichtenberg. Voigt was engaged as a cotherapist
with psychiatrists Dr. William Strathmann and Dr. James Evans. She held an M. S.
W. degree from Smith College and had various professional experiences, including
ACSW certification. Voigt’s psychoanalysis was undertaken to improve her skills in
diagnosing and treating patients by understanding her own personality conflicts
better. Although she also sought to alleviate her anxiety and depression, these were
secondary to her professional development goals.

Procedural History

The Commissioner of Internal Revenue determined a deficiency in the Voigts’ 1975
federal income tax, disallowing the deduction for psychoanalysis costs. The Voigts
petitioned the United States Tax Court for a redetermination. The court, after
considering the arguments and evidence, ruled in favor of the Voigts, allowing the
deduction of the psychoanalysis costs as educational expenses.

Issue(s)

1. Whether Marilyn Voigt’s expenses for psychoanalysis are deductible under section
162 as ordinary and necessary business expenses.

2. Whether, alternatively, her costs for psychoanalysis are deductible under section
213 as medical deductions.

Holding

1. Yes, because the psychoanalysis improved the diagnostic and treatment skills
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required in her employment as a psychotherapist and was not undertaken to meet
the minimum requirements of a clinical social worker or to qualify her for a new
trade or business.

2. No, because the psychoanalysis was not primarily for the prevention or alleviation
of a mental defect or illness but rather for professional development.

Court’s Reasoning

The court applied section 162 of the Internal Revenue Code, which allows
deductions for ordinary and necessary business expenses, including educational
expenses that maintain or improve skills required in employment. The court found
that Voigt’s psychoanalysis was educational, as it contributed to her ability to
separate her personality issues from those of her patients, thereby enhancing her
diagnostic and treatment skills. The court rejected the Commissioner’s arguments
that psychoanalysis was not educational or was a job requirement, noting that it was
neither a minimum qualification for clinical social workers nor a prerequisite for a
new trade. The court also distinguished Voigt’s case from others where the nexus
between the education and employment was lacking. The court’s decision aligned
with previous cases and regulations, particularly example (4) in section 1.
162-5(b)(3)(ii) of the Income Tax Regulations, which allows deductions for
psychoanalysis undertaken by professionals to improve their skills.

Practical Implications

This decision provides guidance on the deductibility of educational expenses,
particularly for professionals in fields like psychotherapy. It establishes that costs
associated with personal development, such as psychoanalysis, can be deductible if
they directly improve skills required in one’s employment. Legal practitioners should
advise clients in similar professions to document how such expenses enhance their
professional capabilities. The ruling may influence how other professionals claim
deductions for expenses that involve personal growth but contribute to job
performance. Subsequent cases have cited Voigt v. Commissioner to support the
deductibility of educational expenses that improve professional skills without
qualifying the taxpayer for a new trade or business.
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