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Over a span of 25 years ending in 1981 
the Nation's base of taxable property 
reached almost $3 trillion, more than 10 
times the 1956 total. To this can be 
added almost $10.6 billion in taxable 
property value located in Guam, Puerto 
Rico, and the Virgin Islands. 

Nearly two-thirds of the nationwide 
increase since 1956 came during the last 
5 years, as the combination of inflation, 
rising statutory assessment levels, and 
reassessment brought the total from 
$1,229.1 billion in 1976 to $2,958.2 
billion in 1981. 

Between 1971 and 1976 assessed values 
had for the first time increased by a 
greater percentage outside standard met
ropolitan statistical areas (S~£A's) than 
inside. Now, however, there is again 
relatively greater metropolitan growth. 
Net assessed value within SNSA's slightly 
exceeded $2 trillion in 1981, 145 percent 
higher than the total of $854 billion 
5 years earlier. Outs ide SHSA' s the 
increase since 1976, though substantial 
at 122 percent, was proportionately less. 
The aggregate net assessed value outside 
Sl-'£A's climbed from $335 billion in 1976 
to $745 billion in 1981. 

Locally assessed realty in 1981 
accounted for $2.5 trillion of the prop-

erty tax base, almost 12 times the total 
a quarter century earlier. Three of 
every 5 dollars of such assessed value in 
1981 represented residential realty, a 
proportion over 6 percentage- points high
er than what prevailed in 1956. The 
number of parcels show a corresponding 
relationship. Of the total of 98.4 
million taxable parcels in 1981, almost 
60 percent, or 58.2 million, are improved 
residential properties, primarily in the 
single-family use category. 

Property tax revenue, primarily col
lected by local governments, has in
creased dramatically. During the period 
immediately after voter approval of Prop
osition 13 in California, property tax 
revenues decreased from $66.4 billion in 
fiscal 1978 to $64.9 billion a year 
later. Since then, they have soared to 
$81.9 billion in fiscal 1982, up by 9.3 
percent over fiscal 1981. Preliminary 
figures for fiscal 1983 totaled $90 
billion, an amount 10 percent greater 
than fiscal 1982. With respect to per
sonal income, however, property taxes 
have declined since the passage of Prop
osition 13. They stood at $49.15 per 
$1 ,000 of personal income in fiscal 
1972, up from $45.27 5 years earlier. 
By fiscal 1977 the corresponding figure 
had become $45.53. Then the plunge 
occurred, down to $34.05 per $1,000 of 
personal income in fiscal 1982. Over the 
same 15-year period, the relationship of 
all State and local taxes to $1,000 of 
personal income went from $105.50 in 
1966-67, up to $128.05 a decade later, 
and then down to $110.70 in 1981-82. 

Average sales prices for single-family 
houses continue to climb, but less sharp
ly than in the early seventies. In 1956, 
when the survey began, the average sales 
price for a single-family house was at 
$10,900 for a previously occupied single
family house,c and $15,600 for a new 
house. Corresponding figures a decade 
later were $15,900 and $22,100, respec
tively. By 1976, they had reached 
$34,600 and $44,800. The present survey 
yielded averages of $66,600 for previ
ously occupied houses and $84,400 for 
new single-family houses. ~Jhile sales 
prices increased, effective tax rates 
went down. The median area rate dropped 
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from 1.85 percent in 1976 to 1.09 
percent in 1981. 

To study realty sales prices and their 
relationship to assessed values for this 
survey, a sample was selected and enumer
ated for approximately 181,000 real prop
erty sales occurring in 1,996 jurisdic
tions during a 6-month period in 1981. 
Usable responses came from about 55,000 
transacting parties, the majority of them 
grantees. Subsequent processing and cal
culating produced a nationwide assess
ment-sales price ratio, for all realty 
(considered as a single use category), of 
40 percent. If that unadjusted ratio is 
applied to (divided into) the nationwide 
total of $2,514.9 billion (real property 
assessed value), the sales generated 
market value estimate for all locally 
assessed realty in 1981 is about $6 287.2 
billion. If the size-weighted rati~ of 
37.2 percent is used instead, the market 
value estimate becomes $6,760.4 billion. 

The coefficient of intra-area disper
sion for single-family houses, which 
measures the scatter of individual as
sessment-sales ratios around the median 
ratio, stood at 21.3 percent for 1981, 
down from a corresponding 22 percent for 
1976. For 1981 this means that, if the 
coefficient of intra-area dispersion 
for each of the 1,367 sample assessing 
areas with enough sales to support cal
culation were arrayed from lowest to 
highest, the one with an equal number of 
coefficients below and above it would be 
21.3 percent. 

As noted above, survey ratio and 
dispersion findings stem from a sample of 
realty sales. The universe of sales from 
which the sample is selected constitutes 
only a small part of the entire base of 
taxable property. There is not neces
~arily a correlation between what happens 
Ln such a small part and what exists 
throughout the base. 

The above comments only suggest the 
types of data the Bureau of the Census 
enumerates and processes to arrive at 
survey findings. Each survey deals with 
property values and property taxes, in 
accordance with requirements of Title 13 
United States Code, Section 161. Each ' 
census necessarily includes "data on 
taxes and tax valuations ••• of States, 
counties, cities, and other governmental 
uni ts." 

SCOPE OF THE SURVEY 

"Taxable property values" are assessed 
values. Survey responses reported here 
consist of aggregates of individual of
ficial determinations by more than 13,500 
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local assessors of the value, officially 
set in 1981 for tax purposes, for each of 
about 100 million real property parcels 
and additional millions of personal prop
~rty accounts. A parcel in this survey 
LS whatever the local assessor defines to 
be a parcel (see appendix E). 

Specifically, the survey includes the 
following major data collection activi
ties: 

1. Contact with appropr~ate officials 
of each State, the District of 
Columbia, Puerto Rico, Guam, and 
the Virgin Islands to obtain 
values officially assessed in 1981 
for property subject to local 
general property taxation, for 
each State, individual county (or 
equivalent unit), and for each 
city or town having a population 
of 50,000 or more as of July 1, 
1978. 

2. Enumeration, on a sample basis, 
from grantor-grantee indexes, deed 
books, assessment rolls, and simi
lar public records in recording 
and assessing offices of 1,996 
counties and equivalent units, of 
sales of real property parcels 
occurring during a 6-month period 
of 1981 (usually July to Decem
ber). Data enumerated for each 
sale include the names and ad
dresses of grantor and grantee, 
street address or similar unique 
description of parcel sold, date 
of sale and/or recording, type of 
conveying document (usually war
ranty deed), and assessed value as 
of applicable 1981 date. 

For sales of realty located in 
each city or town of 200,000 
population or more as of July 1 , 
1978, and surrounding county, if 
any. For ci ties of 5 0, 000 popu
lation or more in these counties 
only, data include property 
taxes billed in 1982 against 
applicable 1981 assessed value. 

3. Enumeration within the sample 
1,996 jurisdictions of data on 
actual use and assessed value of 
individual parcels selected from 
1981 assessment roll or equivalent 
public record on a sample basis. 

4. Questionnaire canvass, by mail, of 
all grantees (or alternatively, 
grantors) involved in sales 
selected for the sample and post
enumeration screening, in order to 
obtain sales price and actual use 
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of sold properties. In the 1982 
survey, replies were received from 
79,500 of the 138,000 question
naires mailed out. These 
responses yielded data on 55,300 
measurable sales. 

5. Assembly, from State and local 
sources, on the basis of mail can
vass, of 1981 assessed value 
amounts applicable to intangible 
and six use categories of tangible 
personal property. 

As the foregoing indicates, the survey 
is a nationwide aggregation of assess
ments (parcel-oriented for realty and 
account-oriented for personalty), since 
the totals from all primary assessing 
jurisdictions providing the base for 
county or equivalent taxes become survey 
benchmark data that are nationwide in 
scope. 

Individual assessments reflect a 
multitude of assessment levels with 
respect to market value. This fact 
underscores another distinctive aspect of 
survey scope. The assessment-sales price 
ratio study is the only such effort con
ducted on a nationwide basis. Hence the 
survey's ratios and coefficients indicate 
de facto assessment levels, together with 
the degree of uniformity reflected in 
each, for jurisdictions around the 
country. 

SURVEY METhODOLOGY 

Survey findings depend on a carefully 
controlled two-stage probability sample 
for the enumeration and assembly of indi
vidual parcel assessed values and uses, 
and on individual parcel transactions 
(sales) with their sales prices, assessed 
values, and uses. 

To implement the first stage of the 
sampling design, a selection is made of 
a sample of primary assessing jurisdic
tions. This co'nsists of counties in 40 
States. In the 10 States 1 where the 
assessing jurisdictions are municipal
ities or townships, the sample consists 
of such units rather than counties. 

The first stage or jurisdiction sample 
has two basic components, namely, cer
tainty and noncertainty jurisdictions. 
Certainty jurisdictions consist of the 
following: 

lNew England States of Connecticut, Maine, Mas
sachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and 
Vermont, plus Michigan, New Jersey, New York and 
Wisconsin. 

1. Each county or county-equivalent 
primary assessing jurisdiction 
with a population as of July 1, 
1978, of 100,000 or more. 

2. Among the 10 township type juris
piction States, each primary 
assessing jurisdiction named in 
the title of a standard metropol
itan statistical area (SNSA) or a 
New England county metropolitan 
area (NECt-1A). 

3. Additional jurisdictions selected 
to cover special circumstances. 

4. Additional primary assessing 
jurisdictions needed to satisfy 
error goals. 

Sample noncertainty jurisdictions were 
determined as follows: There was strati
fication of noncertainty jurisdictions 
within SHSA and non-SNSA groups, and 
within each of the above according to 
size of known assessed value aggregates 
for 1979 or 1978, with preference for the 
more recent year. Then occurred the 
selection of jurisdictions at random from 
each stratum in accordance with an opti
mum allocation criterion based on vari
ances computed from 1976 or later 
assessed values. 

£nough noncertainty jurisdictions were 
selected to ensure simple unbiased esti
mates of statewide and SMSA portion 
assessed value aggregates that would be 
subject to relative errors of no more 
than 2 percent for most States, and no 
more than 4 percent for the smallest 
States. 

The above jurisdiction sample makes 
possible publication of statewide and 
SMSA portions of State totals. Data are 
published for individual SNSA totals, 
however, only when the sample happens to 
include each jurisdiction within the 
SHSA. 

In the second stage of sample design, 
the enumeration covers a sample of indi
vidual transactions (sales) of real prop
erty, selected at random from the public 
record (usually grantor-grantee indexes 
or similar listings of realty sales in 
the local recording or assessing office), 
and individual parcel assessed values 
selected from the assessment roll (also a 
public record) of the jurisdiction 
involved. 

Data are not available for stratifying 
or otherwise classifying parcels prior to 
selection of realty sales. Though cer
tain individual local land information 
sys tems pos sess cons iderable sop his tica
tion, local recording officials do not 
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yet typically provide any consistent 
indication of parcel size or use in 
their public records. 

In consequence, the survey confronts 
an "unclassifi.ed universe" and bases 
sampling rates on expected overall sales 
volume. Sampling rates were designed to 
yield the greatest precision for the 
largest States. For each sale selected, 
~he applicable assessed value was 
obtained from the local assessment roll. 
This is one of the ingredients in the 
assessment-sales price ratio obtained 
from survey processing. 

A second large sample survey of 
individual parcel assessed values was 
conducted from the same local assessment 
rolls. This yielded the sample that 
provided data on the number of locally 
assessed real properties and the dis
tribution, by use category, of such 
properties and their assessed value. 

To accomplish this latter enumeration, 
the sample was stratified. Criteria 
for "certainty" and "noncertainty" 
selection were established on the basis 
of previous and current assessed value 
summaries available from State and local 
governments, and from previous Bureau 
of the Census surveys. Field enumerators 
proceed through the assessment roll in 
each jurisdiction on a dual inspection 
basis. First the enumerator goes meth
odically through the entire assessment 
roll, selecting and then entering on a 
listing sheet each total assessed value2 

which equals or exceeds the "certain ty" 
value assigned to the jurisdiction (see 
form GP-22, page 287). Thus, if the 
"certainty" value is $200,000, any total 
assessed value equal to or greater than 
$200,000 is selected. 

Then proceeding through the roll a 
second time, the enumerator examines 
individual parcel values at a prescribed 
interval and selects the value- encoun
tered if it equals or exceeds the test 
value assigned for the applicable line on 
the sample listing sheet (see the altern
ative listing sheets in forms GP-23 
series, pages 288 to 293). If the 
prescribed interval count is 10, for 
example, and the next applicable line on 
the listing sheet has a test value 
of $50,000, the enumerator looks at the 
tenth total assessed value encountered 
and selects it if it equals or exceeds 
$50,000. If the next listing sheet line 
has a test value of $20,000, the enumera
tor will select the succeeding tenth 
value encountered only if it equals or 

2The entry in the local roll mayor may not show 
"land" and "improvements" components. 
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exceeds $20,000. The enumerator counts 
through the entire roll in this manner. 
In the process, a sample that contains 
differing but predetermined expected 
proportions of all real property parcels 
within particular ranges of assessed 
value is selected. In addition to 
recording the parcel value, the enumera
tor obtains the use classification of 
each sample parcel from the assessment 
roll or other records. 

For the 1982 survey, a significant 
portion of the sample selection was 
accomplished by computer. This not only 
made the most of available resources, but 
also effecteq improvements in data 
accuracy. Computer-assisted enumeration 
of individual parcel assessed values was 
much more frequent for the 1982 survey. 
In 540 of the 1,996 jurisdictions in the 
sample the data were generated, at least 
in part, from computer records. Similar 
computer assistance occurred in 93 
jurisdictions in 1976, and in 26 juris
dictions in 1971. So comprehensive and 
effective a resort to computerization 
became possible only through the coopera
tion of many State officials and hundreds 
of local assessing, data processing, and 
other officials. The private sector also 
was significantly involved. The Bureau 
of the Census contracted with private 
vendors for tapes containing entire local 
assessment rolls, or samples thereof, 
enumerated by computer-assisted means in 
accordance with survey specifications. 

Similarly, agreements were entered 
into for all or some computer-assisted 
enumeration with State authorities in 
Arizona, Florida, New York, and Tennes
see. Each of the four State revenue 
departments routinely acquire tapes of 
all or most local assessment rolls. To 
achieve computer-assisted enumeration on 
the local level in other States, a speci
fic agreement was negotiated with each 
assessing official concerned. 

Technical and logistical problems 
associated with such enumeration persist, 
particularly in the area of adapting 
local property use codes to an appropri
ate choice among seven classifications 
used in the survey. Computer-assisted 
enumeration has been successful, however, 
and can be expected to continue in the 
future at a significant level. 

There is also the opportunity, in an 
increasing number of situations, for 
accomplishing the enumeration of assess
ment rolls for many jurisdictions at a 
central source. In each of the four 
States named above, a tape of each 
county's roll was available. In three 
other States (Georgia, Louisiana, and 
Mississippi), a copy of the manually 



INTRODUCTION-Continued 

prepared assessment roll for each county 
is on file. Each of those States author
ized the Census Bureau to enumerate all 
sample counties at the State capital. 

THE PROPERTY INVENTORY 

To the extent that it provides con
sistent nationwide data on taxable prop
erty value, uses, and numbers of parcels, 
survey results amount to a taxable real 
and personal property inventory of the 
United States, and to the extent made 
possible by available data, of Guam, 
Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands as 
well. Also published (in table T) from 
available State reports are values as
signed to totally exempt property. Thus 
the survey provides substantial amounts 
of data concerning the country's "land 
information system," an informal "net
work" of local data bases developed and 
maintained primarily by local government 
assessors and recorders. 

Except for the statewide and county 
assessed value aggregates presented in 
tables 2, 3, and 20, data contained 
herein are estimates subject to sampling 
variation. Even the gross total aggre
gates, however, constitute only a part 
(though a major part) of the sum total of 
all property. 

Taxable property amounts to almost, $3 
trillion in assessed vaiue, for more than 
98 million realty parcels (plus those in 
Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin 
Islands), and an unknown number of State
assessed properties and personal property 
accounts. A total property value would 
need to include the sizable components of 
totally exempt realty, such as govern
mental, religious, educational, and 
charitable property, plus the substantial 
amounts of tangible and intangible per
sonalty that are not subject to taxation. 
Information available on tax exempt 
properties is less reliable (see later 
discussion). 

Quantifying totally taxable assessed 
values and totally exempt amounts on a 
common basis such as market value is a 
major assignment. Assessed values 
exhibit much variation, of two basic 
types. The first is legal, the second is 
economic. The real estate market in 
recent times has been subject to infla
tion, recession, lofty interest rates and 
variable "creative" financing arrange
ments. 

Each of these factors influence how 
assessed values may realistically relate 
to value at market levels. 

There is a profusion of legal stand
ards for assessed values prevailing 

throughout the country. A growing number 
of standards affecting specified use 
categories of property in States opting 
for classified property taxation now 
exist. The total of such prescribed 
value levels throughout the country 
amounts to at least 96, as indicated in 
the following: 

~~rket value of $100,000 

Correct assessed dollar value for 
above market value, for at least one 
property use or type, in one or more of 
the States: 

1 ,000 
3,000 
4,000 
4,275 
6,000 

18,000 
8,550 
9,000 
9,500 

210,000 

10,500 
112,000 

13,150 
14,000 

215,000 

12 States. 
34 States. 

216,000 
16,300 
18,000 
19,000 

320,000 

22,270 
23,140 

325,000 
28,000 

330,000 

433,333 
34,000 

335,000 
136,000 
240,000 

23 States. 
45 States. 

41,500 
43,000 
44,000 
46,825 
48,500 

350,000 
52,000 
55,000 

160,000 
70,000 

75,000 
81 ,600 
84,400 

5100,000 

522 States. 

The above listing does not incorporate 
the adoption of a dual standard that 
occurred in California on June 8, 1978. 
with their approval of Proposition 13, 
California voters mandated, for each 
property affected, retention of the 
assessed value determined as of the lien 
date (March 1) in the base year, 1975. 
The only exception is for annual 
increases of no more than 2 percent of 
assessed value annually, until such time 
as any qualifying "change of ownership" 
(commonly a sale) or new construction 
takes place. Those latter events, under 
the new law, immediately trigger manda
tory reassessment at market value. In 
California, therefore, two properties 
identical in market value, and even in 
physical characteristics, can have sub
stantially different, yet legally impec
cable assessed values, if one of them has 
sold since 1978 and the other has not. 

Other legal variations in assessed 
values include things like: concurrent 
use in Arizona of "limited property 
value" and "full cash value" for 
"primary" and "secondary" taxes, 
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respectively; use of market value as of 
December 31, 1978, in Idaho (plus up to 
2 percent annual increase); and use of 
m'arket value but with differential prop
erty tax rates in the District of Colum
bia, Massachusetts, and West Virginia. 

The influence of book value, with 
respect to personal property valuation, 
provides an additional reason for wari
ness in drawing conclusions about the 
magnitude of the property inventory from 
assessed values alone. Without assessed 
values as a starting point, however, con
clusions become totally elusive. 

It is acknowledged, of course, that 
all of the assessed values in this report 
for realty and personalty reflect not 
only previously mentioned legal varia
tions but also all other variations that 
affect work products of assessors. ~ 

THE PROPERTY TAX BASE 

Between 1956 and 1981 the assessed 
value of real and personal property 
subject to local general property taxa-

tion has increased almost tenfold, from 
$280 billion to $2.96 trillion, as shown 
in table A. The rate of increase every 5 
years has grown dramatically since 1971. 
Total assessed value that year had 
reached $718 billion, after successive 
5-year increases of 30, 36, and 43 per
cent, respectively, in the surveys since 
1956. Then values moved up much more 
rapidly, climbing by 71 percent to $1.2 
trillion in 1976, and then more than dou
bling to the 1981 total of $2.96 tril
lion (see table 2). The latest figure 
is two and one-half times what it was 
only 5 years earlier. 

All of the above amounts constitute 
"gross" assessed values, prior to deduc
tion of components of assessed value 
(partial exemptions) in connection with 
age, income, or other legally specified 
status of affected property owners. 
These deducted components, or "partial 
exemptions," amounted to $120.7 billion 
in 1981. This compares with correspond
ing amounts of $39.7 billion in 1976, 
$23.2 billion in 1971, and $8 billion in 
1956. 

Table A. Summary, Gross, and Net Assessed Values and Changes Therein: 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1976, and 1981 

(Amounts in billions of dollars. For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Assessed value type 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Total gross assessed value ••••••••••••••••••••• 280.3 365.9 499.0 717.8 1,229.1 2,958.2 

Total net assessed value (net locally taxable). 272.21 354.0 484.1 694.6 1,189.4 2,837.5 

State-assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••• 22.5 I 27.8 41.6 53.5 84.7 159.0 

Inside SMSA's, including State-assessed •••••• (NA) 244.6 342.2 507.9 854.0 2,092.4 

Outside SMSA' s, including State-assessed ••••• (NA) 109.3 141.9 186.7 335.5 744.9 

Loca lly assessed property •••••••••••••••••••• 249.7 326.1 442.5 641.1 1,104.7 2,678.4 

Real property •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 202.8 269.7 378.9 552.7 959.1 2,406.7 

Personal property •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 46.9 56.5 63.6 88.3 145.6 271. 7 

Percent change 

1956 to 1961 to 1966 to 1971 to 1976 to 
1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Total gross assessed value ••••••••••••••••••••• 30.5 36.4 43.8 71.2 140.7 

Total net assessed value (net locally taxable). 30.1 36.8 43.5 71.2 138.6 

State-assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••• 23.6 49.6 28.6 58.3 87.7 

Inside SMSA's, including State-assessed •••••• (NA) 39.9 48.4 68.1 145.0 

Outside SMSA's, including State-assessed ••••• (NA) 29.8 31.6 79.7 122.0 

Locally assessed property •••••••••••••••••••• 30.6 35.7 44.9 72.3 142.5 

Real property ••••••••••••• -••••••••••••••••• 33.0 40.5 45.9 73.5 150.9 

Personal property •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 20.5 12.6 38.8 64.9 86.6 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may not add to totals. 

Source: Taxable Property Values survey, Census of Governments as indicated: 1957, vol. 5; 1962, 
vol. 2; 1967, vol. 2; 1972, vol. 2, pt. 1; 1977, vol. 2; 1982, tables 2 and 3, this report. 
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Gross and net assessed value as of 
1981 for outlying areas approximates 
$10,582.7 million and $7,693.3 million, 
respectively, as follows (see tables 23 
and 24): 

Gross and net assessed value, 1981 

(millions of dollars) 

Guam •••••••••••••••• 
Puerto Rico ••..•••.• 
Virgin Islands •••••• 

Gross 

711 .4 
7,705.8 
2,165.5 

Net 

678.5 
4,994.3 
2,020.5 

Exclusive of outlying areas, the tax 
base (net assessed value) in 1981 is $2.8 
trillion as shown in table A. The latter 
figure includes $159 billion of State
assessed property, up by nearly 90 per
cent from the total 5 years earlier. The 
remainder, locally assessed property, 
approximates $2.7 trillion, of which all 
but $272 billion represents real prop
erty. In 5 years, the net assessed value 
of locally assessed realty increased by 
151 percent. Over the 25 years of the 
survey, the corresponding increase stands 
at more than 1,000 percent. 

The personal property total of $272 
billion reflects smaller increases, 87 
percent since 1976 and about 480 percent 
over 25 years. Several States have 
abandoned the assessment of all personal 
property in recent years, but the consid
erable taxable base that remains (see 
table E for taxability and appendix B for 
legal assessment standards) is subject to 
modern assessment methods. State
assessed property includes railroads and 
other utilities, assets often requiring 
individual expertise for satisfactory 
appraisal. The owners of such property 
have become much more vigilant in press
ing assessment appeals. For example, the 
Railroad Revitalization and Regulatory 
Reform Act of 1976 (the "4-R Act") became 
fully effective in 1979, and companion 
statutes extend its coverage to truck 
and bus lines. Any assessment subject 
to the act which, in terms of de facto 
assessment level, exceeds the level for 
commercial and industrial property by 
more than 5 percent, is discriminatory 
and subject to relief in the Federal 
courts. 

Law, technology, and other social 
forces have affected assessed value 
magnitudes. In 1956 few States specified 
different legal assessment levels for 
particular categories of property. Now 
11 States do so, and the number appears 
to be increasing (see appendices A, B, 

and C for variations now supporting the 
property tax legal structure). 

One profound influence on assessment 
methods has been the introduction of the 
computer, mentioned earlier. ~ith 
machine assistance assessors can accom
plish mass appraisal every year. This 
was not feasible in the past. Local 
assessments, therefore, are now more 
likely to be reflective of current market 
trends, especially for residential 
property. 

DISTRIBUTION AND CONPOSITlON OF THE BASE 

Terri torial Distribution 

About three-fourths of all taxable 
assessed value and three-fifths of tax
able real property parcels in the United 
States are located in urban areas. The 
urban assessed value proportion increased 
to 74 percent in 1981 (see table B). 
This resumes a trend going back to 1961, 
when the corresponding figure was 69 
percent. Only once, in 1976, was this 
trend interrupted when the nonmetropoli
tan share increased from what it had been 
5 years earlier. State-assessed and 
personal property components of the urban 
base moved down in 1981 to 3.1 percent 
and 6.7 percent, respectively, of the 
total for all property. In each case, 
however, the assessed value wi thin S~1SA' s 
constituted a greater proportion of the 
aggregate assessed value than in 1976. 

There have been substantial increases 
in assessed value within individual 
States, primarily because of changes in 
the legal level of assessments. Cali
fornia reported a total of $658 billion 
in assessed value for 1981, up by 602 
percent from the pre-Proposition 13 
aggregate in 1976 (see table 3). A major 
reason is the legal change, effective 
January 1, 1981, that required assess
ments at 100 percent of full cash value 
instead of 25 percent (whether defined in 
"base year" or "change of ownership" 
terms). Similarly in Texas, assessed 
value increased over 650 percent from the 
1976 total, to $313 billion in 1981. 
There was the new legal and organiza
tional assessment structure in Texas that 
placed the appraisal function for all tax 
levying units within each county in a 
county wide appraisal district. As part 
of the reorganization assessment levels 
were raised to "100 percent of appraised 
value" as of January 1, 1981. Six other 
States reported assessed values in excess 
of $100 billion in 1981, as follows: 
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Florida ••••• 
New Jersey •• 
New york •••• 

249 
111 
108 

North Carolina. 
Vi rgi nia ••••••• 
washington ••••• 

113 
122 
124 

Assessed values represent varying per
centages of market value, as indicated by 
sales prices (see table 11). Comparative 
value studies should recognize these 
conditions. 

The separate amoun ts for the "land" 
and "improvements" components of real 
property assessed value provided by 19 
States and shown in table 3 should be 
used cautiously. The present report is. 
the first for which such separate data 
have been published so comparative data 
are not available. Among the 19 States, 
assessed value for land (improved or 
unimproved) ranges from 28 percent of 
total realty assessed value, in New~ 
Hampshire and Wyoming, to double that 
proportion in North Dakota. The land 
component is 35 percent or less in 11 of 
the 19 States, and 40 percent or more 
only in the "farm" States of Nebraska 
(50) and North Dakota (62). 

within S~~A's, land assessments con
stitute a generally lesser share of total 
realty assessed value. New Mexico at 38 
percent has the only proportion exceeding 
35, while in 4 of the 19 States (Kansas, 
Nebraska, New Hampshire, and Oklahoma) 
assessed values for S~~A land comprise 25 
percent or less of total realty. 

Numbers of parcels predictably are 
relatively greater in States of larger 
population. Each of the following seven 
States has more than 4 million of the 
Nation's 98.4 million taxable realty 
parcels: 

Texas ••••••• 
California •• 
Florida •.••• 
Ohio •••••••• 

8.6 
8.2 
5.3 
4.9 

New york •••••• 
Pennsyl vania •• 
Illinois •••••• 

4.7 
4.7 
4.2 

Together the above States account for 
almost 41 million parcels, 2 out of every 
5 of the national total. At the other 
end of the spectrum, where the emphasis 
is on space, there are two States with 
less than 200,000 parcels each, Alaska 

Table B. Percent Distribution of Gross Taxable Property Assessed Value: 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1976, and 1981 

(For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Assessed value type 

Total gross assessed value ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
State-assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Locally assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Real ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Persona 1 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Ins ide SMSA' s •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
State-assessed ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Locally assessed ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Real ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Personal ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Outside SMSA' s ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
State-assessed ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Locally assessed ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Real ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Personal ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

For each class: 
Inside SMSA amount as a percent of total amount: 

State-assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Locally assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••• 

Real ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Personal ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Outside SMSA amount as a percent of total amount: 
State-assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Locally assessed property •••••••••••••••••••••• 

Real ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Personal ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

1956 

100.0 
8.0 

92.0 
74.8 
17.2 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 

(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 

(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 
(NA) 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may not add to totals. 
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1961 

100.0 
7.6 

92.4 
76.6 
15.7 
69.1 

3.9 
65.2 
55.3 

9.9 
30.9 

3.7 
27.2 
21.3 
5.9 

51.4 
70.5 
72.2 
62.6 

48.6 
29.5 
27.8 
37.4 

1966 

100.0 
8.3 

91.7 
78.8 
12.9 
70.6 
5.0 

65.7 
57.6 
8.0 

29.4 
3.4 

26.0 
21. 2 
4.8 

59.7 
71.6 
73.1 
62.4 

40.3 
28.4 
26.9 
37.5 

1971 

100.0 
7.5 

92.5 
80.0 
12.6 
73.3 
4.5 

68.7 
60.3 
8.4 

26.7 
2.9 

23.8 
19.6 
4.2 

60.9 
74.3 
75.5 
66.7 

39.1 
25.7 
24.5 
33.3 

1976 

100.0 
6.9 

93.1 
80.8 
12.4 
72.0 
4.0 

68.0 
59.8 
8.2 

28.0 
2.9 

25.1 
21.0 
4.1 

57.5 
72.9 
73.9 
66.6 

42.5 
27.0 
26.0 
33.4 

1981 

100.0 
5.4 

94.6 
85.0 

9.6 
74.1 
3.1 

70.9 
64.3 
6.7 

25.9 
2.3 

23.7 
20.7 
2.9 

58.1 
75.0 
75.6 
69.4 

41.8 
25.0 
24.4 
30.5 
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(187,826) and wyoming (194,766). In the 
four States where farm and acreage land 
use predominates (Arkansas, Iowa, North 
Dakota, and South Dakota), the total 
number of parcels slightly exceeds 4.6 
million. A second group of farm States 
has a combined total of 5 million par
cels. Those States are Kansas, Montana, 
Nebraska, and wisconsin. 

Realty Tax Base--Locally Assessed Values 
by Use Categories 

Again in 1981, as in every survey year 
back to 1956, the smallest identifiable 
assessed value component of the local 
real property base came from vacant 
platted lots (see tables 4 to 6). As the 
summary in table C indicates, vacant land 
assessments contributed only 4.4 percent 
of realty total assessed value. The pro
portion has increased by 16 percent since 
1976 and has in fact almost doubled over 
the 25 years of the survey. Neverthe
less, when it is noted that vacant land 

parcels constitute one-fifth of the 
nationwide total (see table D), the 
assessed value component, increasing or 
not, stands out as relatively low. 

The situation within individual States 
varies (see table 4). In 1981 each of 
four States (Alaska, Arizona, Nevada, and 
New Nexico) had more that one-tenth of 
its taxable realty value base in the 
form of vacant lots. Five years earlier 
only two, Alaska and New Nexico, were in 
that position. 

Noticeable proportionate decline in 
the realty value base is evident for two 
other use categories, namely, acreage 
(including farms and nonresidential rural 
land) and the combination of commercial 
and industrial property. 

As table C indicates, acreage realty 
now contributes less than 10 percent of 
the taxable base, continuing a decline 
(interrupted only in 1976) from 14 per
cent in 1956. The decline has been 
evident in parcels as well (see table D), 
where the acreage share dropped from 23 

Table C. Gross Assessed Values, Locally Assessed Realty, and Use Categories 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1976, and 1981 

(Amounts in billions of dollars) 

Years indicated 

United States total, all use categories •••••••••• 

Acreage and farms •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Vacant platted lots •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Residential (nonfarm) •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Single-family houses only •••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Commercial and industriaL ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Commercial ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Industrial ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Other and unallocable •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

United States total, all use categories •••••••••• 

Acreage and farms •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Vacant platted lots •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Residential (nonfarm) •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Single-family houses only •••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Commercial and industrial •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Commerc ia 1 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Industrial ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Other and unallocable •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

1956 

209.8 

29.1 
4.8 

113.5 
95.1 
58.0 
34.8 
22.6 
4.4 

1956 

100.0 

13.9 
2.3 

54.1 
45.4 
27.7 
16.6 
10.8 

2.1 

1961 

280.5 

32.7 
7.0 

162.5 
135.5 
74.5 
44.2 
30.3 
3.8 

Percent 

1961 

100.0 

11. 7 
2.5 

57.9 
48.3 
26.6 
15.8 
10.8 
1.4 

1966 1976 1981 

393.2 992.5 2,514.9 

43.4 117.6 247.8 
10.2 38.0 109.4 

236.3 587.3 1,520.0 
196.7 495.3 1,328.7 
97.2 239.8 549.3 
60.0 166.0 353.5 
37.1 73.7 195.8 
6.0 9.8 88.3 

distribution 

1966 

100.0 

11.0 
2.6 

60.1 
50.0 
24.7 
15.3 
9.4 
1.5 

1976 1981 

100.0 

11.9 
3.8 

59.2 
49.9 
24.2 
16.7 
7.4 
1.0 

100.0 

9.9 
4.4 

60.4 
52.8 
21.8 
14.1 

7.8 
3.5 

Source: Census of Governments: for 1957, vol. 5; for 1962, vol. 2; for 1967, vol. 2; for 1977, 
vol. 2; and for 1982, tables 4 through 9, this report. Each volume cited has data for the preceding 
year. 
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percent to 15 percent in 25 years. This 
change may be linked to the profusion of 
"benefited use" legislation now common in 
all States in one form or another (for a 
State-by-State summary, see appendix C). 

In States where farm and other rural 
lands loom large in the taxable property 
inventory, use-influenced assessment 
levels are significant. In 1981, agri
cultural and nonurban realty amounted to 
30 percent or more in Iowa, Kansas, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota 
(see table 6). In Idaho, where the 
acreage share had been 34 percent in 
1976, there was a drop to 26 percent in 
1981 • 

Commercial and industrial realty are 
probably the most difficult to assess. 
Such property sells less frequently than 
residential. When it is sold, the trans
action is more difficult to evaluate than 
a sale of a house. Other features of a 
commercial transaction may reflect 
"income analysis," including complica
tions like capitalization of rents. The 
proportion of commercial and industrial 

properties declined as shown in table C, 
from 28 percent in 1956 to 22 percent in 
1981. 

Realty Tax Base--Numbers of Parcels by 
Use Categories 

In 1981 single-family homes (includes 
detached houses and condominiums) 
accounted for almost 55 million parcels, 
or 56 percent of the total. The nation
wide proportion again increased slightly, 
as it has in every survey since 1956. 
Among individual States, there are 20 
(see table 7) in which the number of 
realty parcels used for single-family 
residences equals or exceeds 1 million. 
California heads the list with 5.4 mil
lion parcels. In 37 States and the 
District of Columbia the single-family 
category constitutes at least half the 
total number. 

The overall proportion of parcels 
being used for commercial and industrial 
purposes has remained the same, at 4.2 

Table D. Numbers of Parcels, Locally Assessed Realty, and Use Categories: 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1976, and 1981 

(Number of parcels in thousands) 

Years indicated 1956 1961 1966 1976 1981 

United States total, all use categories ••••••••••• 

Acreage and farms ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Vacant platted lots ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Residential (nonfarm) ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Single-family houses only ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Commercia 1 and indus tria 1 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Commerc ia 1 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Industrial •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Other and unallocable ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

61,158 

14,185 
12,694 
30,924 
29,973 
2,291 
1,942 

298 
1,067 

67,449 

13 ,348 
12,876 
37,336 
35,817 

2,508 
2,098 

410 
1,381 

Percent 

74,832 88,194 98,394 

14,085 13 ,893 14,778 
14,250 17,492 19,483 
42,329 51,971 58,162 
40,436 48,750 54,983 

2,487 3,663 4,113 
2,112 3,179 3,562 

376 485 551 
1,679 1,175 1,861 

of total 

1956 1961 1966 1976 1981 

United States total, all use categories •••••••••• 

Acreage and farms •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Vacant platted lots •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Residential (nonfarm) •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Single-family houses only •••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Commerc ia 1 and indus tr ia 1 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Commercial ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Indus tria 1 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Other and una llocab le •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

100.0 

23.2 
20.8 
50.6 
49.0 
3.7 
3.2 
0.5 
1.7 

100.0 

19.8 
19.1 
55.4 
51.6 
3.7 
3.1 
0.6 
2.1 

100.0 100.0 

18.8 15.8 
19.0 19.8 
56.6 58.9 
54.0 55.3 
3.3 4.2 
2.8 3.6 
0.5 0.5 
2.2 1.3 

Source: Census of Governments: for 1957, vol. 5; for 1962, vol. 2; for 1967, vol. 2; for 1977, 
vol. 2; and for 1982, tables 4 through 9, this report. Each volume cited has data for the preceding 
year. 
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100.0 

15.0 
19.8 
59.1 
55.9 
4.2 
3.6 
0.6 
1.9 



INTRODUCTION-Continued 

percent (see table 9), between 1976 and 
1981, after increasing somewhat during 
the previous decade. within individual 
States the change is equally divided, 24 
showing an increase and 23 a decrease in 
the commercial and industrial share of 
parcels in the 5-year period since 1976. 

As table D indicates, only the acreage 
use category exhibits a decrease in pro
portionate share that extends over the 
entire quarter century of these surveys, 
the figure falling from 23 percent for 
1956 to 15 percent for 1981. within 
individual States the proportions have 
decreased since 1976 in 30 States and 
increased in 19. 

Other States exhibiting less substan
tial changes in parcel composition 
affecting acreages and vacant lots 
include Naine, Nevada, Oregon, South 
Dakota, and Wisconsin. On a nationwide 
basis vacant platted lot proportions 
declined in 27 States between 1976 and 
1981, and increased in 22 States. 

Parcel use category estimates are 
produced within a survey design that is 
based on known aggregates of assessed 
values. Wherever possible, such aggre
gates were matched with corresponding 
information about numbers and uses of 
the parcels which the aggregates quantify 
(see table 8 for sampling error). 

Parcel counts follow definitions of 
the local assessors. On occasion that 
means they reflect statutory limits on 
size or other aspects that may need 
separate recognition on local assessment 
rolls. 

It is also likely that counting as one 
assessment the aggregate value of all 
properties in a single ownership still 
occurs in some jurisdictions. This can 
also affects some parcel estimates. 

Personal Property--Locally Assessed Value 

Personal property is every kind of 
property that is not realty. It is 
either tangible, such as desks and chat
tels that can be seen or touched, and 
moved about, or intangible, having no 
physical existence beyond certificates 
or accounts that represent its value. 
Certain kinds of property, such as fix
tures, can be personal or real, depending 
on the nature of attachment to the realty 
in a given situation (for details on 
types of personalty, see appendices Band 
E, and table E). 

Gross assessed value of locally as
sessed personal property in 1981 amounted 
to $284.2 billion, 87.2 percent greater 
than the corresponding amount in 1976. 

Almost 70 percent of gross total value 
comes from metropolitan areas. The 
trend here is up, since the metropolitan 
proportion in 1976 was 67 percent, itself 
an increase from 63 percent 10 years 
earlier (see tables 2, 3, and 28). 

In 1;956, a net aggregate of $47 bil
lion in personal property accounted for 
17.3 percent of the total for all taxable 
property. Corresponding shares in 1976 
and 1981 are 12.2 percent and 9.6 per
cent, respectively. The personal prop
erty part of the taxable base continues 
to shrink. Net assessed value of person
alty still constitutes at least 20 per
cent of the total base in 13 States (see 
table 3), but in 1976 there were 15 
States in a similar position. 

Four States have since 1976 joined 
Delaware, Hawaii, New York, and Pennsyl
vania in exempting all personalty from 
property taxation. Illinois and South 
Dakota acted on January 1, 1979, the lat
ter State extending exemption to all per
sonal property, following earlier removal 
of specified classes. In New Hampshire 
total exemption became effective on 
April 1, 1981. North Dakota removed most 
personal property from taxation in 1970, 
and now exempts all of it. 

As table E indicates, inventories in 
1981 were totally exempt in 22 States 
and the District of Columbia, the eight 
named earlier that exempt all personalty, 
and the 15 that follow: Alabama, Ari
zona, California, District of Columbia, 
Idaho, Naine, Nichigan, Hinnesota, 
Nebraska, New Jersey, Oregon, Tennessee, 
Utah, wisconsin, and Wyoming. 

Commercial and industrial personalty 
remained taxable in 42 States and the 
District of Columbia, and still pre
dominates among legally taxable cate
gories. The agricultural group was sub
ject to taxation in 34 States, several of 
which exempt dollar amounts or specified 
property types. Similar reduction of the 
base affects taxation of household per
sonalty in the 16 States still using it. 
Notor vehicles remained subject to spe
cial property taxes in some of the 32 
States that in 1981 exempted them from 
general property taxation. 

Intangible Personal Property 

Intangible personal property has no 
value except for what it represents. 
The form showing the nature of that rep
resentation is the only indication of 
the property's existence. Examples of 
intangibles are cash, bank deposits, 
shares of stock, bonds, patents, and 
goodwill. 
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Legal Status of Major Types of Tangible Personal Property With Respect to Local General 
Property Taxation by States: 1981 and Subsequent Periods 

Other Household 
Business commercial Motor 

State Agricultural personal 
inventories and vehicles property 

Total taxing •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Alabama ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Alaska •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ar izona ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Arkan sas •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
California ••••••••••••••.••••••••••••••••••. 

Co lorado •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Connecticut ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
De laware ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• :: • 
District of Columbia •••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Florida ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Georgia ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Hawaii ...••••.•...••.••...•..•..•.•........• 
Idaho ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Illinois •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Indiana ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Iowa •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Kan sas •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ken tucky •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Louisiana ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ma ine ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Maryland •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Massachusetts •••••••••••••• ~ •••••••••••••••• 
Michigan ••••••••••••••••• \ •••••••••••••••••• 
Minnesota ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Mississippi ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Mis sour i ................................... . 
Montana ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Nebraska •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Nevada •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New Hampshire ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

New Jersey •.•.....••.••.•....•.••.•.••. ~ .... 
New Mexico •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New york •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
North Carolina •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
North Dakota 19 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Ohio •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Oklahoma •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Oregon •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Pennsylvania •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••. 
Rhode Island •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

See footnotes at end of table. 
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Table E. Legal Status of Major Types of Tangible Personal Property With Respect to Local General 
Property Taxation by States: 1981 and Subsequent Periods--Continued 

State 

South Carolina ••••••••••••.••••••••••••••••• 
South Dakota 2 ' •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Tennessee ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Business 
inventories 

22T 

E 
E 

Other 
commercial 

and 
industrial 

IT 
E 

IT 

Household 
Agricultural personal 

Motor 
vehicles 

property 

2lT E 
E E 

IT I IT 

T 
E 
T 

Texas ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• T T 2sT E 26T 

Utah •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Vermont ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Virginia ••••••.•..•.•..••....••••.•.••.••..• 
Washington ••..•..•••.••.••.•.....••.•...•••. 
West Virginia .................•....... l.. ••••• 

Wis con s in ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Wyoming •••••••••••••••••••••• •••••••••••••.• • 

E 

21L 

T 
2BT 

T 
lOE 

E 

IT 

IT 

T 
T 
T 

lOT 

T 

IT E T 

E E E 
L L T 

2BT E E 
T 29T T 

lOT E E 
T E E 

Note: T locally taxable. 
cised in most jurisdictions. 

E exemption. L local option; option to exempt affected items is exer-

IS ubject to legal provision for partial exemptions either as to specified types or specified value lev-
els. 2Taxable only if used in production of income. lIn California, business inventories became 
exempt effective Mar. 1, 1980. 'In Colorado, inventories, livestock, agricultural products, and agri-
cultural equipment became exempt effective with the 1983 tax year. sIn Connecticut, manufacturers' in
ventories are exempt; other inventories 1/12 exempt in 1971, additional 1/22 exempt annually until totally 
exempt, 1982. 6In Florida, inventories became exempt effective Jan. 1, 1982. 1In Iowa, personal 
property assessed value is subject to reduction required by chap. 427A of the Code of Iowa which limits 
personalty value in each jurisdiction to the total value for such property in the jurisdiction as of Jan. 
1, 1973 (excluding livestock. BSubsequent to 1981, Kansas motor vehicles were subject to special 
rather than general ad valorem taxation. 9In Kentucky, machinery and products in course of manufac-
ture, and raw materials are exempt. lOIn Maryland, exemption of personal property either in part or in 
full is permitted at the ·option of the localities; currently 4 counties have exempted all personalty. 
llAlthough the taxability of specific types of personalty in Minnesota is not always clear, in practice 
very little personal property is assessed or taxed. 12Montana allowed a credit against corporate in-
come taxes for property taxes paid on business inventories in 1981 and 1982. Such inventories became 
exempt Jan. 1, 1983. 13In Montana, automobiles and trucks having a rated capacity of 3/4 ton or less 
became exempt, effective Jan. 1, 1980. l'Agricultural personalty in Nebraska is mostly exempt effec-
tive July 19, 1980. lsIn Nevada, business' and manufacturers' inventories, and livestock were assessed 
at 14 percent of taxable value for 1981-82; 7 percent for 1982-83; exempt subsequent to 1982-83. 16In 
New Jersey, business personal property subject to local taxation is limited to tangible personalty of tel-
ephone, telegraph, and messenger companies. 17Inventories in New Mexico are exempt except for live-
stock and inventories of certain centrally assessed taxpayers. IBln New Mexico, household personalty 
is presumed exempt by virtue of its exclusion from categories defined by statute as taxable. 19 North 
Dakota personal property is no longer assessed effective with 1981 assessments. 20Effective Jan. 1, 
1980, inventories (including farm machinery and equipment) and livestock in Oregon became exempt. 21In 
Rhode Island, manufacturers' inventories and certain manufacturing machinery and equipment are exempt. 
22Manufacturers' inventories in South Carolina are exempt. 2lMost agricultural personalty is exempt. 
24In South Dakota, personal property not centrally assessed became exempt Jan. 1, 1979. 25In Texas 
subsequent to 1981, exemption of agricultural personalty was expanded so that the following are currently 
excluded from taxation: Family supplies for farm and home use, farm products (including livestock and 
poultry), and farm implements. 26Passenger automobiles and light trucks in Texas are exempt if not 
used for the production of income. Local taxing units may override this exemption with respect tp auto-
mobiles. 21Municipalities in Vermont may exempt inventories and in lieu thereof, tax business machin-
ery and equipment. 29In Washington, inventories, agricultural crops, and animals became exempt Jan. 
1, 1983. Household goods in West Virginia are exempt unless used for profit, in which case a $200 
exemption applies. 30In Wisconsin merchants' stock-in-trade, manufacturers' materials and finished 
products, and livestock became exempt effective Jan. 1, 1981. Most agricultural personalty is also 
exempt. 
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Only 3 .of the 13 States naw subjecting 
intangibles ta lacal general praperty 
taxatian have available the aggregate 
assessed value .of such persanalty. The 
three are Kansas, Lauisiana, and Tennes
see. Tagether they repart a tatal 
assessed value far 1981 .of $430.5 millian 
(see table 28). The ather 10 States are 
Alabama, Flarida, Geargia, Indiana, Iawa, 
Mississippi, Mantana, Narth Caralina, 
Texas, and West Virginia. 

Several States and same lacal gavern
ments tax intangibles via separate 
levies. In its repart, State Tax Cal
lectians in 1982 (Series GF82, Na. 1), 
far example, the Bureau of the Census 
lists identifiable State revenue from 
intangibles taxes as follaws (described 
as "general" praperty taxes in Flarida, 
with 55 percent of net callectians uis
tributed to caunties, "special" praperty 
taxes elsewhere): 

Millians .of dollars, 1982 

Iolarida ••.••••• 
North Caralina. 
Nichigan ••••.•• 

109.5 
56.9 
48.6 

Kentucky ••••• 40.7 
Virginia ..... 17.3 
Rhode Island. 7.3 

The same repart includes. revenue fram 
special praperty taxes in 32 States. 
Such amaunts may include revenue fram 
in tangib les. 

The tatal intangibles value base is 
substantial. Identifying its magnitude 
may became easier thraugh camputer
assisted enhancement. Opinian is divided 
an the extent ta which taxing representa
tianal value as well as the underlying 
assets canstitutes dauble taxatian. 

Public Utilities 

Most .of the $159.2 billian in grass 
assessed value of State-assessed property 
(see table 2) is that of public utili
ties. Any estimate of the exact amaunt 
necessarily lacks precisian. It wauld in 
any case be substantially less than the 
tatal worth .of all such property. 

A public utili ty ,thaugh privately 
owned, has praperty of a highly special
ized type, difficult ta value at best. 
Huch, if nat mast, is nevertheless . sub
ject ta lacal general praperty taxatian. 
Exemptian .occurs in thase States which 
resart instead ta special praperty, 
excise, or ather taxatian, .often based an 
gross receipts, franchise value, .or prop
erty value. 

In States where utilities are subject 
to local general praperty taxatian the 
appraisal respansibility is generally at 
the State level, in the department of 
revenue, tax cammissian, .or similar bady. 
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This allacatianal preference reflects 
nat .only the inherent camplexity and spe
cial character of utility praperty, but 
alsa the "at large" aspect .of its situs. 
what a utility awns generally spreads 
beyond the baundaries .of a single caunty 
.or municipali ty. 

Nanageable appraisal .of a public 
utility stems fram a realizatian .of its 
multilacatianal, system-wide, unitary 
nature. This has evalved inta the "unit 
rule" as the cammanly accepted valuatian 
technique. The unit rule means appraisal 
an the basis .of what the entire unit, .or 
system, is warth, an the applicable 
valuatian date. That kind .of value 
requires allacating part ions ta all the 
caunties in which the utility is lacated. 
It" alsa implies adherence ta definitians 
abaut which utility praperty is inside 
the unit and which, if any, is nat. 

Basically everything is in, including 
intangibles, since the unit applies ta 
.one praperty aggregatian under cantral .of 
one management, .operating far system wide 
prafit but alsa far public necessity.3 
In reality States have reshaped and 
recanstituted the unit, always careful ta 
retain within it an integrated valuatian 
target. Intangibles, far example, may be 
exempted, but what remains must itself be 
a cahesive whale. 

A samewhat natural develapment is 
restrictian .of unit appraisal ta ".operat
ing" praperty (that directly assaciated 
with the aperatian .of the utility), 
leaving far separate treatment anything 
"nan .opera ting" in character. Uni t 
appraisal .of .operating property praceeds 
an the basis .of appraaches ta value 
camman far utilities: capitalizatian .of 
earnings, value .of stack and debt, and 
.original cast less reasanable deprecia
tian. 

Same States da the entire appraisal 
jab--valuing nanoperating as well as 
operating utility praperty, and then 
apportianing resulting values amang the 
lacal jurisdictians affected. These 
include the fallawing: Alabama, Geargia, 
Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, New 
Jersey, New Nexica, Oklahama, Tennessee, 
Utah, West Virginia, and Wyaming. 

The fallowing States assign the util
ity valuing functian ta 1.0 cal assessing 
officials: Alaska, Cannecticut, Dela
ware (except railraads), Maine, and 
Texas (except intangibles .of transparta
tion campanies). 

In a third graup are 22 States which 
assess .operating praperty (which may be 

3Estab1ished from sources such as Adams Express 
Co. v. Ohio State Auditor, 165 U.S. 194, 222, 1897. 
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called "special property") of public 
utilities and, at the same time, direct 
that local assessors value nonoperating 
utility property along with all other 
taxable property. These States are: 
Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Idaho, 
Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Louisi
ana, Hassachusetts, Hissouri, Hontana, 
Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, North 
Carolina, North Dakota, Oregon, South 
Carolina, South Dakota, Virginia, and 
\-Jashington. 

California does most utility apprais
ing at the State level, but apparently 
some continues locally. In Florida and 
Michigan, only railroad operating prop
erty is assessed by the State. Hawaii, 
Ninnesota, and Pennsylvania exempt from 
general property taxation propert~ neces
sary for utility operation, subjecting 
it to in-lieu taxes instead. Other util
ity-owned property is locally assessed 
and taxed. Ohio assesses railroad prop
erty at the State level but assigns 
responsibility for the assessment of 
other utilities to each county auditor. 
In Rhode Island a gross earnings tax is 
in lieu of property taxes on the intang
ibles of public utilities, but realty and 
tangible personalty remain subject to 
property taxation and are assessed 
locally. 

Other levies, sometimes special prop
erty taxes but alternatively in-lieu 
taxes on gross receipts, franchises or 
specified excises, apply to specified 
types of utility property in Delaware 
(railroad operating property only), 
Indiana, Haine, l'lichigan, Hassachusetts, 
Missouri, New Jersey, New Mexico, Ohio, 
Oklahoma, Oregon, Tennessee, Vermont, 
Virginia, and vJiscons in. The common 
occurence in such instances is local 
assessment and taxation of all utility
owned nonutility property. In the Dis
trict of Columbia gross receipts taxes 
are in lieu of personal property taxes on 
utilities specified, but realty is 
assessed and taxed in the same manner as 
other real ty. . 

New York carries out the assessment of 
public utilities in a manner different 
from that in other States. \-Jith respect 
to railroads, the responsibility is nom
inally with each local assessor. State 
law requires, however, that the State 
establish for each railroad property 
a value ceiling that the local assessor 
may not exceed. Value ceilings set by 
the State result from a "unit rule" 
appraisal of each railroad. The practi
cal effect is that railroad assessments, 
though nominally local, are in fact work 
products of State appraisal specialists. 

Regarding utilities other than rail-

roads, New York separates the property 
of each utility into special franchises 
(classified as realty), relating to 
everything located in or encroaching on 
the public domain (such as pipes and 
wiring under streets), and property 
relating to or encroaching on private 
domain (such as telephone poles that 
cross someone's private property). The 
State assesses all special franchises for 
each utility. All private domain realty 
for each utility is the assessment 
responsibility of the local assessor. 
Both of these kinds of utility property 
are assessed not via the unit rule, but 
separately, on the basis of reproduction 
cost minus depreciation. 

As pOinted out earlier, the owners of 
railroads and other affected transporta
tion property throughout the country may 
now apply for injunctive and other relief 
under the "4-R Act" (now incorporated 
into section 11503 of the Interstate Com
merce Law, Title 49 of the United States 
Code). Relief hinges on establishing 
that the contested railroad assessment 
occurs at a value level more than 5 
percent above that prevailing for com
mercial and industrial property in the 
jurisdiction. Assessment of railroads, 
as of other utilities, is usually a State 
responsibility, at least to the extent of 
any operating property involved. Because 
litigation under the 4-R Act has become 
common, comparisons between "unit rule" 
appraisals and market value estimates of 
commercial, industrial, and other realty 
have increased in recent years. 

PROPERTY TAX YIELD 

Decline, Growth, and Durability 

State and primarily local revenue from 
property taxes slightly exceeded $90 bil
lion, for the year ending June 3D, 
1983. 4 This is almost 7 times the $13.1 
billion collected 26 years ago in 1957, 
when the Bureau first conducted the 
taxable property values survey. This 
represents an increase of 8 percent over 
the corresponding amount a year earlier. 
That increase is slightly less than those 
in the 2 preceding fiscal years, when 
property tax levies increased sharply 
despite the restraints of Proposition 13 
(see tables F and 1). 

4Quarter1y Summary of Federal, State, and Local 
Tax Revenue, GT83, No. 2 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
November 1983, p. 1. Note that the sample used in 
the quarterly survey differs from that used for the 
Governmental Finances annual reports providing data 
for tables F and 1. 
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Table F. Revenue From Property Taxes: 1956-57 to 1981-82 

(Dollar amounts in millions) 

State and local governments State governments Local governments 

Percent of-- Percent of-- Percent of--
Fiscal year Property Property Property 

tax Revenue Total tax Revenue Total tax Revenue Total 
revenue from all tax revenue from all tax revenue from all tax 

sources revenue sources revenue sources revenue 

1981-82 •••••••••••• 81,918 15.0 30.8 3,113 1.0 1.9 78,805 25.2 76.0 
1980-81 •••••••••••• 74,969 14.8 30.7 2,949 1.0 2.0 72,020 25.0 76.0 
1979-80 •••••••••••• 68,499 15.2 30.7 2,892 1.0 2.1 65,607 25.4 75.9 
1978-79 •••••••••••• 64,944 16.0 31.6 2,490 1.0 2.0 62,453 26.6 77 .5 
1977-78 •••••••••••• 66,422 17.9 34.3 2,364 1.1 2.1 64,058 29.9 79.7 
1976-77 •••••••••••• 62,527 18.5 35.5 2,260 1.1 2.2 60,267 30.7 80.5 
1975-76 •••••••••••• 57,001 18.7 ~ 36.3 2,118 1.1 2.4 54,884 30.8 81.2 
1974-75 •••••••••••• 51,491 19.7 36.4 1,451 0.9 1.8 50,040 31.3 81.6 
1973-74 •••••••••••• 47,754 20.1 36.5 1,301 0.9 1.8 46,452 32.4 82.2 

1972-73 •••••••••••• 45,283 20.8 37.4 1,312 1.0 1.9 43,970 34.1 82.9 
1971-72 •••••••••••• 42,133 22.2 38.7 1,257 1.1 2.1 40,876 36.1 83.5 
1970-71 •••••••••••• 37,852 24.5 39.9 1,126 1.2 2.2 36,726 36.4 84.6 
1969-70 •••••••••••• 34,054 22.7 39.2 1,092 1.2 2.3 32,963 37.0 84.9 
1968-69 •••••••••••• 30,673 23.2 40.0 981 1.3 2.3 29,692 37.5 85.4 
1967-68 •••••••••••• 27,747 23.6 41.1 912 1.3 2.5 26,835 38.2 86.1 
1966-67 •••••••••••• 26,047 24.4 42.7 862 1.4 2.7 25,186 39.0 86.6 
1965-66 •••••••••••• 24,670 25.3 43.5 834 1.5 2.8 23,836 40.2 87.1 
1964-65 •••••••••••• 22,583 25.8 44.1 766 1.6 2.9 21,817 40.9 86.9 

1963-64 •••••••••••• 21,241 26.1 44.5 722 1.6 3.0 20,519 41.4 87.2 
1962-63 •••••••••••• 20,089 26.7 45.4 688 1.7 3.1 19,401 41.7 87.5 
1961-62 •••••••••••• 19,056 27.4 45.9 640 1.7 3.1 18,416 42.6 87.9 
1960-61 •••••••••••• 18,002 27.9 46.3 631 1.8 3.3 17,370 42.9 87.7 
1959-60 •••••••••••• 16,405 27.2 45.4 607 1.9 3.4 15,798 42.5 87.4 
1958-59 •••••••••••• 14,983 27.8 46.3 566 1.9 3.6 14,417 43.1 87.2 
1957-58 •••••••••••• 14,047 28.5 46.2 533 2.0 3.6 13,514 43.3 87.4 
1956-57 •••••••••••• 13 ,097 28.5 45.1 479 1.9 3.3 12,618 43.4 87.0 

Sources: Governmental Finances, series GF, No.5, covering periods shown. 

The history of property taxes since 
1957 has been one of reduced growth 
sustained by a certain durability and 
adaptability, as table F indicates. 
They remain the source of 3 of every 4 
local tax dollars. l'loreover, collections 
in recent years may have arrested a pro
portionate decline that had reduced what 
property taxes contribute to total local 
revenue, from 2 of every 5 dollars in 
1957 to lout of 4 in 1982. 

Despite caps, limits, exemptions, and 
assorted relief measures endorsed or 
spawned by the 1978 vote for Proposition 
13, property taxes remain the most proli
fic single source within maximum local 
control. In absolute terms they yield 
more every year, the lone exception in 
contemporary times being the reduction 
between 1978 and 1979 following adoption 
of California's Proposition 13. 

xx 

State and Local Structural Changes 

Between fiscal years 1967 and 1982 
property tax yield has decreased from 
39 to 25 percent of total revenue, as 
shown in table G. Local governments 
still depend on the property tax, but 
within limits imposed not by tax capac
ity, but by public pressure for alternate 
revenue sources. Service fees and 
charges have become more popular, along 
with a local government disposition to 
maximize interest earnings if possible. 
Interest earnings accounted for almost 
$13.7 billion of the $25 billion in 
miscellaneous revenue for fiscal 1982. 

The major nonproperty tax revenue 
source, however, continues to be inter
governmental revenue, as table G makes 
evident. Reductions can and do occur 
here also. The 37 percent share for 
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Table G. Percent Distribution, State and Local Government Revenue Structures: 19~6-67 and 1981-82 

(Dollar amounts in millions. For meaning of symbols, see text) 

State governments 

Item 
1966-67 1981-82 

Revenue from all sources •••••••••••••••• 100.0 100.0 

Intergovernmental revenue ••••••••••••••••••••• 23.4 20.9 
From Federal Government ••••••••••••••••••••• 22.3 20.0 
From State governments •••••••••••••••••••••• - -
From local governments •••••••••••••••••••••• 1.1 

1.0 I 
Taxes, all types •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 52.3 49.1 

Property taxe s ....•.•..•.•...•..•.•• . ~: .•..•. 1.4 

.9 ~ Income, individual •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 8.0 13.8 
Income, corporate ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 3.7 4.2 
Sales and gross receipts •••••••••••••••••••• 30.4 23.8 
Other ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 8.8 6.4 

Current charges ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6.9 6.4 
Miscellaneous general revenue ••••••••••••••••• 2.7 6.71 
Other ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 14.7 16.9 

Local governments 

1966-67 

100.0 

31.2 
2.9 

28.3 
-

44.8 
39.0 

1.4 

3.0 
1.5 

9.7 
4.1 

10.1 

1981-82 

100.0 

37.0 
6.7 

30.4 
-

33.1 
25.2 

1.9 

4.7 
1.2 

11. 2 
7.9 

20.7 

Exhibit: 
Revenue 
1981-82 

313,131 

115,963 
20,919 
95,044 

103,641 
78,805 

6,105 

14,836 
3,896 

34,998 
24,601 
33,929 

Sources: Governmental Finances, GF, No.5, editions for years indicated. 

local governments in 1982 had been 39 
percent 5 years earlier. Also in 1982, 
for their part, States received pro
portionately less aid and dispensed 
proportionately more than was the sit
uation in 1967. Large cities especially 
have come to rely on State and Federal 
assistance, even as they maximize what 
present use of the property tax can 
yield. 

THE ASSESSING FUNCTION IN A LAND 
INFO~illTION SETTING 

Basic Elements 

Assessing is the responsibility of an 
appointed or elected county or other 
designated official for determining the 
value of property subject to local gener
al property taxation, as of the specified 
valuation date. Because its essentials 
are discovery, listing, and valuation of 
each taxable property in the jurisdic
tion, assessing also carries with it the 
responsibility for maintaining property 
records accurate and comprehensive enough 
to accomplish essential valuation work 
uniformly and on time. Two ultimate 
assessed value characteristics condition 
and reflect assessment performance: con
formance with the value levels, at market 
or other specified value level prescribed 
in the particular State's constitution 

and statutes, and uniformity with the 
assessed value of each of the other 
taxable properties subject to the pre
scribed legal level. 

Assessing thus needs the best property 
records possible because assessed values 
need to be uniform at the applicable 
legal level. For personal property, this 
means a comprehensive inventory of 
accounts. 

For real property, it means parcel
oriented tax maps and associated 
appraisal files, in effect a cadastre 
containing a unique identification number 
for each parcel plus data on its uses, 
attributes, and structures. Tax maps and 
parcel identification numbers often 
reflect any geocoding made possible by 
subdivision block and lot numbers, carto
graphic survey coordinates, and the 
hierarchies of the Public Land Survey 
System that exists in 30 States compris
ing 80 percent of nationwide land. 

The importance of such individual 
property records systems to professional 
assessing has come to mean widespread 
reliance, by the public and by officials 
and others from many disciplines, on the 
assessor's office for the most complete, 
most accurate data available on property 
in the particular jurisdiction. This 
reliance has increased in recent times as 
assessors have turned wherever possible 
to computerization for more effective 
administration. The computer expedites 
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a:cess to individual property records, 
w~thout use of. cumbersome metes and 
bounds legal descriptions. Moreover it 
now influences valuation directly, mak
ing possible swift mass appraising, at 
least for residential property, by means 
of statistical techniques such as multi
ple regression analysis and adaptive 
feedback. Use of computer methodology 
has in turn brought about what had been 
virtually impossible, annual assessment 
cycles. The computer has had similar 
transforming effect on assessment admin
istration generally. 

Legal Standards and Value Levels 

Each State, in its constitution or 
statutes or both, prescribes one legal 
standard for all assessed values, or a 
group of standards each specified for a 
particular type of property. The legal 
standard may be the same for realty and 
personalty, or there may be specified 
differences. All of the standards have 
a basis in or a relationship to market 
value, as the details in appendices A 
and B make evident for 1981 and subse
quently. however, compliance with the 
standard, market value or something else, 
does not necessarily indicate anything 
definite about the amount of property tax 
billed against a given property. What 
taxpayers actually will owe has in recent 
times become a function not only of the 
interaction between assessed value and 
tax rate, but also of special social ele
ments such as income level, age, or 
other benefited status of the taxpayer, 
or benefited use of the property. 

Legal assessment standards neverthe
less remained important in 1981 as a 
point of departure, and variations among 
States were numerous and remain so today. 
With respect to real property in 1981, 18 
States and the District of Columbia 
called for assessments at market value, 
or at some equivalent ("full and true 
value" in Alaska, "true value in money" 
in Delaware, "actual value" in Nebraska 
effective January 1, 1981, or "fair mar
ke.t value" in Virginia). Another group 
of 19 States specified a single percent
age of market value, or a way of calcu
lating a single percentage annually. 

For 11 States the single realty 
assessment level has disappeared, and 
"classified property taxation" was the 
prevailing consensus in 1981. A summary 
of that situation follows: 

State and number of classes 

Alabama •••••• 
Arizona ••••.• 
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3 
9 

Montana •••••••• 6 
North Dakota ••• 4 

Iowa. . . . . . . . . 4 
Louisiana.... 4 
Michigan ••••. *6 
Ninnesota. • . . 19 

Oregon. . • • • • • • • 2 
South Carolina. 5 
Tennessee •••••• 3 

*Classification via equalization 
categories. 

The above listing does not include 
Illinois and New York, both grouped ear
lier among the "market value" 19. Cook 
County has seven categories in Illinois 
(legal under an option valid only for 
any county of 200,000 population or 
more). New York now uses "preservation 
of share" alternatives authorized by 
legislation in December 1981. It should 
be noted also that Arizona's nine classes 
have two alternative bases each (see ap
pendix A): "limited property value," 
used in the calculation of primary taxes, 
and "full cash value" used for secondary 
taxes. 

California, after Proposition 13 in 
1978, has had two standards of assess
ment. For any property that has not 
sold since 1978, the assessed value is 
that for the base year, 1975, subject to 
increases of no more than 2 percent 
annually. whenever a qualifying "change 
of ownership" or new construction occurs, 
however, reappraisal is mandatory and the 
new assessment must be at the market 
value level. Effective in 1983, that new 
assessment is placed on a supplemental 
roll immediately, and a supplemental tax 
becomes due. Its amount is the product 
of current rate times the difference 
between old and new assessed values, 
prorated according to the months affected 
by the change in value. Idaho emulated 
California to a degree with statutory 
change that bases all assessed values on 
the market level as of December 31, 1978. 

Three areas in the "market value" 
group provide for differential tax rates. 
They are the District of Columbia with 
three rate classes, and Massachusetts and 
West Virginia with four each. The latter 
State opted for a 60 percent level (with
in a reappraisal sequence) in 1982. 

A similar pattern of legal variation 
prevails for personal property assess
ments, as indicated in appendix B. Per
centages of market value range from the 
100 percent, or full level, down to 1 
percent. 

One additional variety of legal stand
ards affecting realty is the assemblage 
of benefited use (sometimes called "cur
rent use") laws, summarized in appendix 
C. In 1981 this kind of legislation was 
present in all States except Georgia, 
which now has it, and Wisconsin, which 
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uses an income tax credit. The essential 
characteristic of such laws is the 
instruction to assessors to estimate 
value for the realty affected on the 
basis of specified use or uses. Conven
tional appraisal theory rests on esti
mating value of a property on the basis 
of "highest and best use," namely, the 
use naturally suited to the site and 
likely to maximize the pecuniary return 
possible from the property. Appraising 
for assessing purposes has an identical 
goal, except that actual use often is 
accepted as the highest and best use, 
especially when it conforms to what 
zoning allows. 

The purpose of benefited use laws is 
to benefit the particular use or uses 
specified, frequently agricultural, open 
space or historical. There are three 
types of such legislation: preferential 
use, deferred taxation, and contracts 
and agreements. In some instances, a 
single State can exhibit two or even all 
three of the possible varieties. 

"Preferential use" laws (termed "use 
value assessment only" in appendix C) 
direct assessment on the basis of the use 
or uses specified, without providing any 
tax consequence in the event such uses 
change. Twenty-two States had such laws 
in 1981. Often eligibility for such 
assessment depends on preexisting bene
fited use for a specified number of 
years. There also may be minimum 
requirements for property size and for 
income attributable to what the property 
produces (crops, for example). 

In contrast, "deferred taxation" pro
visions existed in 31 States in 1981. 
This alternative prescribes "benefited 
use assessing" as long as the qualifying 
use continues. with any change, however, 
(for example, from sale of the property) 
a "deferred tax" is activated, its rate 
applicable to the difference in value 
between what the property is worth at the 
benefited use, and what it would command 
at highest and best use. In the States 
affected, the assessment rolls may show 
both values for each affected parcel (the 
benefited use assessment and the conven
tionally estimated assessment). 

Fourteen States had, by 1981, enacted 
legisla tion of the third type. "Con
tracts and agreements" are simply that, 
contractual arrangements available under 
the law, by means of which taxpayers 
agree to use the subject property for 
purposes and under conditions specified, 
for a stated period of time, in exchange 
for assessment of the property on a bene
fited use basis as long as the contract 
is in effect. 

Among outlying areas the legal stand-

ard for real and personal property in 
the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico is the 
actual and effective value as of January 
1 each year. In the Virgin Islands real 
property is assessed at 60 percent of 
actual value. A specific valuation date 
is not 1j1entioned in applicable statutes. 
Realty in Guam is assessed at 35 percent 
of appraised value. Personal property 
is not assessed in Guam or in the Virgin 
Islands. 

Both of the latter outlying areas used 
statutory tax rates in 1981. In Guam 
the rate on assessed value was 1 percent 
for buildings and one-half of 1 percent 
for land. In the Virgin Islands the 
statutory rate was 1.25 percent of the 
assessed value of all real property, 
including land and improvements. 

Assessment Organization and Administra
tion 

For survey purposes, the Bureau class
ifies assessing jurisdictions within 
three groups, namely, county, township
municipal-county, and township-municipal, 
identified in this report as types CO, 
TMC, and 1M,s respectively, (see table H 
for valuation dates and table I for 
organization types). 

County assessor system (type CO)--Here 
the county assessing official (usually 
des ignated "assessor" but may have other 
ti ties such as "property valuation admin
istrator" in Kentucky, and "county audit
or" in Ohio) has initial responsibility 
for determining the assessed value of 
taxable property. Type CO includes cer
tain areas not specifically counties but 
nevertheless having county type func
tions. It prevails totally in 31 States 
and in the District of Columbia. The 
assessing official involved is elected in 
some places, appointed in others. 

Among some of the other 19 States the 
county assessor system applies partially, 
as follows: three places in New York 
(New York City and Nassau and Tompkins 
Counties); a majority of places in Iowa, 
Missouri, and South Carolina; a minority 
of places in Illinois and Pennsylvania; 
and one county (Kenosha) in Wisconsin. 

Hawaii belongs with the county group 
since July 1, 1981, when the assessing 
function there ceased being a State 
responsibility and instead was assigned 
to each of the four counties. The Hawaii 

5Corresponding designations in earlier editions 
of this survey (for 1956, 1961, 1966, and 1971) 
follow: type A (now type CO); type B (now type 
TMC); type C (now type TM). 
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assessing units were previously classi
fied as "county-type," similar to those 
in Maryland and Montana, even though 
each of the three States centralized the 
function at the State level. The latter 
two States still operate this way. In 
Maryland all assessing personnel, 
including the director of assessments in 
each county, are State employees. In 
Montana each coun ty assessor is an agent. 
of the State's department of revenue. 

In a few States, such as Louisiana, 
county assessors coexist with assessors 
for overlapping municipal and other 
units. The latter officials determine 
separate assessed values for the partic
ular local governments they serve. Such 
values exist independently of those 
determined for county purposes by ~he 
county assessor for the geographic area 
that includes the overlapping territory. 

Texas formerly exhibited the most com
prehensive example of such overlapping 
responsibilities. There were separate 
assessors for counties, cities, inde
pendent school districts, and water 
improvement districts. At present in 
Texas, however, following voter author
ization on November 4, 1980, a single 
appraisal was made possible within each 
county for all taxable property. Legis
lation has assigned the assessing func
tion for all units in each county to the 
chief appraiser of the county "appraisal 
district" (coterminous with the county). 

The chief appraiser's assessed value 
for each taxable property in the county 
is reported to the collector for each 
property tax levying un i t wi thin, or 
partially within, the county, including 
the county government itself. These 
several municipal, school district, and 

Table H. Valuation Dates Applicable to Assessed Value in This Report 

State 

Alabama .................... . 
Alaska ••••.••••••••••••••• 
Arizona •••••••••••••••••• 
Arkansas ••••••••••••••••• 
California ••••••••••••••• 

Colorado ••••••••••••••••• 
Connecticut •••••••••••••• 
Delaware •••••••••••••••• '1 

District of Columbia ••••• 

Florida •••••••••••••••••• 

Georgia •••••••••••••••••• 
Hawaii •.•....•......•.••• 
Idaho •••••••••••••••••••• 
Illinois ••••••••••••••••• 
Indiana •••••••••••••••••• 
Iowa ••••••••••••••••••••• 

Kansas ••••••••• • ' ••••••••• 
Kentucky ••••••••••••••••• 
Louisiana •••••••••••••••• 
Ma ine •••••••••••••••••••• 
Maryland ••••••••••••••••• 
Massachusetts •••••••••••• 

Michigan ••••••••••••••••• 
Minnesota •••••••••••••••• 
Mississippi •••••••••••••• 
Missouri ••••••••••••••••• 
Mon tana •••••••••••••••••• 
Nebraska •••••.••••••••••• 

Valuation date 

October 1, 1980 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
March 1, 1981 

January 1, 1981 
October 1, 1980 
Kent County, May 31, 1981; 

New Castle, March 22, 
1981; Sussex, May 1, 1981 

January 1, 1981 (personal 
property July 1, 1981) 

January 1, 1981 

January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
March 1, 1981 
January 1,1981 

January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
April 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 

December 31, 1980 
January 2, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 

State 

Nevada ••••••••••••••••• 

New Hampshire •••••••••• 
New Jersey ••••••••••••• 
New Mexico ••••••••••••• 
New york ••••••••••••••• 

North Carolina ••••••••• 
North Dakota ••••••••••• 
Ohio ••••••••••••••••.••• 

Oklahoma ••••••••••.••••• 
Oregon ••••••••••••••••• 
Pennsylvania ••••••••••• 

Rhode Island ••••••••••• 
South Carolina ••••••••• 
South Dakota ••••••••••• 
Tennessee •••• ~ ••••••••• 
Texas •••••••••••••••••• 
Utah •••• ' ••••••••••••••• 

Vermont •••••••••••••••• 
Virginial •••••••• ~ ••••• 
Washington ••••••••••••• 
West Virginia •••••••••• 
Wisconsin •••••••••••••• 
Wyoming •••••••••••••••• 

lExcept for seven independent cities using a July 1, 1981, valuation date. 
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Valuation date 

Roll containing property 
assessed between July 1 
and December 15, 1980 

April 1, 1981 
October 1, 1980 
January 1, 1981 
May 1, 1981, generally, 

but varies among cities 
and towns 

January 1, 1981 
February 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 (personal 
property December 31, 
1980) 

January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
No fixed dates; roll con

taining 1981 values used 
as basis for 1982 tax 
bills 

De.cember 31, 1980 
December 31, 1980 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 

April 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
January 1, 1981 
July 1, 1980 
January 1, 1981 
February 1, 1981 
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Table I. Number of Areas for Local Property Tax Assessment, by Type of Area: 1981 

Kind of assessment 

Item Total 
organization l 

Type CO Type TMC Type TM 

United States 

Primary assessing jurisdictions •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 213,527 32,270 4,814 26,443 
As sess ing jurisdictions providing assessed values for 

county (or county-equivalent) taxes: 
Tota 1 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 29,236 32,270 523 26,443 
Number in sample ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 1,996 829 175 992 

lOrganizations classified according to best fit among the 3 possibilities. For Missouri, above classi
fication still includes 325 township-assessing organizations eliminated effective Sept. 28, 1981, with re
placement by county assessing no later hhan election of November 1982. 2Excludes approximately 1,400 
assessing areas remaining within towns in Minnesota, regarded by some as primary assessing jurisdictions 
but not classified as such here because counties exercise definitive assessing authority. 3Includes 
the 66 county-assessing areas in South Dakota, plus the city-assessing areas in Aberdeen and Huron, the 
latter to transfer the assessing function to Beadle County in July 1984. 

other collectors are in most instances 
the former "assessor-collectors" who have 
relinquished the assessor part of their 
duties to the chief appraiser under the 
statewide reorganization. Thus, full 
implementation of the new Texas system 
means that one assessing official with 
county-wide jurisdiction will provide one 
assessed value for each taxable property, 
to be used by all units levying a prop
erty tax on that property. 
Township-municipal-county organization 
(type TIiC)--This system makes it possi
ble, sometimes mandatory, for township 
or municipal assessors to accomplish 
initially the official assessing func
tion, within guidelines, supervisory 
direction, and/or equalization action 
from officials at county or State 
levels. THC organization occurs through
out Indiana, Kansas (nominally), Ninne
sota, and North Dakota. It is evident as 
well in those parts of Illinois, Iowa, 
Missouri, Pennsylvania, and South Caro
lina not within the county (CO) type 
described earlier. 

Township-municipal assessing (type TM)-
For Census Bureau taxable property value 
surveys from 1956 through 1976, this 
kind of assessing organization included 
the units in the six New England States 
(Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, ~ew 
Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont), 
together with those in Michigan and wis
consin. This time the survey includes 
in this category the assessing units in 
New Jersey and New York (except New York 
City and Nassau and Tompkins Counties) as 
well, because it was concluded that the 
former THC classitication for those 

States did not accurately reflect their 
assessing organizations. 

In township-municipal States, the in
dividual township or municipal assessors, 
elected or appointed, perform the initial 
assessing function. There may be con
sultative or other assistance from the 
State, but not in the manner or to the 
extent demonstrated among States in the 
TMC group. 

The fundamental assessing entity in 
all three of the alternative systems is 
the primary assessing jurisdiction. This 
is simply one of the contiguous terri
tories (counties, municipalities, or 
townships) which together occupy the 
entire geographic area of the State. The 
assessing official in each of the primary 
assessing juridictions has initial 
responsibility for determining the base 
for local general property taxes levied 
by local governments and, where applica
ble, by the State government. 

In 1981 there were 13,527 primary 
assessing jurisdictions, assuming one 
each for Naryland and Montana. 6 Except 
for the change from one State to four 
county jurisdictions in Hawaii, noted 
earlier, there has been little alteration 
in the organizational pattern within the 
past 3 decades. State involvement in 

6See also State and Local Ratio Studies, Prop
erty Tax Assessment, and Transfer Taxes, GSS No. 
99, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., 
October 1980, table 1. See also the seminal 
work, still highly regarded, Assessment Organiza
tion and Personnel, National (now International) 
Association of Assessing Officers, Chicago, Ill., 
1941, pp. 4-13. 
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local assessing, however, has increased, 
as exemplified by developments such as 
those in South Carolina and Wisconsin, 
wnere all assessing of manufacturing 
property takes place at the State level. 

The exact number of the overlapping 
jurisdictions alluded to earlier with 
respect to Louisiana is not known. As 
many as 6,300 existed in 1940, but the 
total today is believed to be a small 
fraction of that number. 

Assessment Cycles 

An assessment cycle is the period of 
time during which the assessing official, 
by statutory or administrative mandate, 
has the obligation to review in de.tail 
each taxable property in the jurisdic
tion. Nominally, there is an assessed 
valuation made of each taxable property 
as of each annual valuation date. That 
value is likely to be the same as what it 
was on the previous valuation date unless 
there was a reassessment or a change in 
the property, occasioned by remodeling 
or new construction or structure removal. 

with the advent of computerized admin
istration there can be and in some places 
there is appraisal-type attention to each 
taxable property annually. In order to 
assure that there is such attention with
in a specified time period, some States 
in the statutes prescribe assessment 
cycle length or direct that a specified 
fraction of the jurisdiction be reas
sessed each year (see appendix D). 
Examples follow: 

State 

Connecticut ••••••••••••••• 
Illinois •••••••••••••••••• 

Indiana (effective 1987) •• 
Iowa ..................... . 
Ken tucky ................•. 
l-rlaryland ................. . 
Minnesota ••••••••••••••••• 

Years in 
cycle, or 
fraction 
per year 

10 
1/4 per year 

(quadrennial) 
8 
2 
2 

1/3 per year 
4 

Assessed values for the present survey 
were obtained by access to the official 
assessment roll of each jurisdiction 
involved and selection of assessed values 
from that roll in accordance with survey 
sampling procedures. Cyclical status of 
any individual assessed value cannot be 
determined during such enumeration, 
since the assessment roll does not iden
tify the most recent or the next ~rospec
tive reassessment of any value shown. 

Among outlying areas, revaluation of 

XXVI 

all assessable property in Guam takes 
place every 3 years. In the Commonwealth 
of Puerto Rico statutes call for classi
fication and assessment of property as of 
January 1 each year. In the Virgin 
Islands each parcel of taxable realty is 
to be reassessed at least biennially. 
~fforts to implement that statute moved 
forward in 1981 with the reappraisal of 
25,000 improvements throughout the 
islands. 

Assessed Values and Taxable Values 

For the taxable property values survey 
and this report, in order to assure na
tionwide comparability, the Bureau of the 
Census regards an assessed value as the 
one officially determined for tax pur
poses. Specifically, it is the value 
determined for county or county-equiva
lent government tax purposes, as of the 
specified valuation date. It is that 
assessed value, before deduction of any 
partial exemptions, which is used as the 
numerator in each of the assessment-sales 
price ratios calculated. 

Despite its conceptual simplicity, 
that assessed value comes in a variety 
of circumstances and is not always known 
as "assessed value." There are, in 
fact, three groups: (1) the conventional 
variety, (2) the assessed value in coun
ties, or equivalent areas, with more 
than one assessor to produce either one 
value or more than one value per prop
erty, and (3) the assessed value, or 
values, resulting from application of 
prescribed procedures that inflate, 
deflate, or otherwise adjust the asses
sor's original work product. 

In 30 States and the District of 
Columbia the assessed value is what 
conventionally might be expected. That 
is an official determination of value 
by the assessor of the primary assessing 
jurisdiction, nominally if not actually 
at the level prescribed in the law for 
the particular property. The second 
group has six States. It includes Iowa 
and Minnesota, both of which accurately 
might be placed in the third group, but 
in both of which more than one assessor 
may sometimes be involved. In 19 among 
Iowa's 99 counties a city assessor pro
vides assessed values, for city and 
county purposes, for properties within 
the respective cities. Moreover, all 
assessed values in Iowa incorporate the 
effects of two types of factors. One. 
implements whichever county equalization 
orders apply to affected use categories 
in the particular county, the other 
effects "rollback adjustments" prescribed 
by the State. 
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Minnesota has municipal and county 
assessors. The latter possess ultimate 
assessing authority, except that in some 
cities with a population of 30,000 (each) 
or more, the city assessor performs the 
duties of the county assessor. Thus 
city assessed values apply (for city 
located property) in the county as well 
as in the city. A Minnesota assessed 
value is defined as the one emerging 
from the particular set of calculations 
necessary for the applicable classifica
tions in the l1innesota law. As shown in 
the following example, for a nonfarm 
residential homestead property, class 
3c, a Minnesota assessed value only 
begins with the assessor's work prod
uct--estimated market value (see 
appendices A and B): 

Estimated market value.. $100,000 
First $27,000 at 

16 percent, equals •.••• $ 4,320 
Second $27,000 at 

22 percent, equals. •••• 5,940 
Remainder $46,000 at 

28 percent, equals •.••• 12,880 
Assessed value.......... $ 23,140 

If the above property had been 
involved in one of the sales sampled for 
this report, it is the assessed value of 
$23,140 which would be divided by the 
sales price to arrive at the assessment
sales price ratio. 

Four States in the second group exhib
it situations where there may be not 
only more than one assessor per property, 
but also more than one value per prop
erty. These States are Missouri, Penn
sylvania, Tennessee, and Texas. In 
Kansas City the city assessor provides 
separate assessed values for city-located 
properties, but they apply only for city 
purposes. The Jackson County assessor 
assesses city-located properties for 
county purposes, and these latter are 
the values used in this report. Other 
municipally estimated assessed values 
in Missouri are developed within the 
county assessor's supervision, for 
municipal as well as county purposes. 

Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Texas 
also have at least a few cities in which 
the city assessor determines an assessed 
value for ci ty located property, for 
city purposes only. In Texas, as men
tioned elsewhere in this report, addi
tional assessors--officials of independ
ent school districts, water improvement 
districts, and possibly others--still 
provided separate assessed values in 
1981 for properties located in their 
respective jurisdictions. In all three 

States the county assessor's value pre
vailed for county purposes, and this 
county value is the one used in this 
report. 

Fifteen States prescribe adjustment or 
augmentation of the assessor's work prod
uct in order that the resulting assessed 
value reflects a desired level, accommo
dates deliberately paced change, or 
accomplishes some other policy purpose. 

Arizona assessors establish two 
assessed values for each property. One 
is at "full cash value," used for the 
levy of "secondary taxes"; the other is 
at "limi ted property value," used for the 
levy of "primary taxes" (see appendices 
A and B). Limited value is essentially 
the lesser of a prior year value (or 
equivalent) increased by 10 percent, or 
full cash value. Full cash value 
assessed values are used for Arizona in 
this report. 

California in the third group now has 
the dual system its voters created with 
Proposition 13. The assessed value is 
the one in effect during the base year 
1975, plus no more than 2 percent annual 
increase, except where a qualifying 
change of ownership or new construction 
has mandated reappraisal at full cash 
value. Connecticut's values are set by 
statute at 70 percent of the market level 
after revaluation, but may do so over a 
5-year phase-in period. Florida property 
appraisers (assessors) base assessments 
on full cash value, except where qualify
ing benefited uses apply. In such 
instances the roll shows both assessed 
values, and the one selected is the one 
actually used by the property appraiser 
for tax purposes. Also, the county 
assessed value in Florida differed from 
the value for school district levies 
between 1981 and 1983. The exemption now 
is the same with respect to all levies. 

In Illinois assessed values reflect 
use of the applicable State determined 
county multiplier to inflate or deflate 
the assessor's work product value. The 
multiplier in 1981, however, did not 
apply to agricultural property assessed 
on a benefited use basis, except for the 
homestead and homesite portion of such 
property. 

Naryland uses triennial reassessment. 
The assessed value each year is the 
applicable "phase-in" value multiplied by 
a State-determined growth factor. 
"Phase-in" value is the prior year's 
assessed value plus one-third of the 
difference between the values before and 
after reassessment. The growth factor, 
different each year, is a statewide 
adjusted assessed value aggregate divided 
by the statewide full cash value. 
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In Michigan the assessed value is the 
"State equalized value" adjusted by the 
applicable equalization factor, whichever 
one among six applies to the category of 
property involved. 

Montana and North Dakota each have two 
values, "assessed value" as estimated by 
the assessor, and "taxable value," incor
porating the application of the pre
scribed statutory percentage for the 
assessment involved. In Montana there 
are numerous such percentages. This sur
vey uses "taxable value" as the assessed 
value for both States. 

To arrive at assessed value in 1981, 
Nevada assessors multiplied an "adjusted 
cash value estimate" by 35 percent and by 
the particular State-provided factor 
which related to the year of reapp~aisal 
applicable to the property. 

Oregon adjusted estimated market 
values by choosing among two equalization 
percentages in 1981, one applicable to 
homestead property, the other to every 
other kind. South Dakota provided for 
one or more adjustment factors to be 
applied to each value estimate supplied 
by the county assessor. 

In Vermont assessors (called "list
ers") estimate "listed values," each of 
which is the same as the appraised value 
(fair market value). The "grand list" 
value, however, on which levies are 
based, is 1 percent of the listed value. 
It is the "grand list" value which is 
used in this report for the first time. 
In previous surveys, the listed values 
were used for Vermont. 

De Facto Assessment Levels, Uniformity, 
and Tax Burdens 

This report includes assessment-sales 
price ratios, coefficients of dispersion, 
and effective tax rates. 

For each sold parcel, an assessment
sales price ratio (or simply assessment 
ratio) is the relationship, expressed as 
a percentage, resulting from dividing 
the assessed value by the sales price of 
a given property. The median among such 
ratios for a single jurisdiction indi
cates its de facto assessment level--the 
level that sales suggest actually exists 
in prevailing assessments. De facto 
levels confirm or contrast with those 
called for by State prescribed legal 
levels of value. Ratio studies, such as 
the one reported here, indicate de facto 
assessment levels. 

This study is unique in that it is 
carried out on a nationally consistent 
basis. From its findings, aggregate 
ratios for the entire nation are pro
duced. Included are ratios for each 
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State and its metropolitan portions, for 
each of five use categories: all real 
property as a single group, residential 
(including single-family separately), 
acreage (including farms), vacant platted 
lots, and the combined commercial and 
industrial group. The single-family 
category includes: detached houses; 
separately owned one-family units of 
semidetached, row or town houses; 
condominium units; and mobile homes when 
assessed as realty. Table 11 contains 
these statewide findings. 

The aggregate assessment ratio ("sim
ple sales-based average" until 1972) is 
the quotient reSUlting from dividing the 
estimated total assessed value of all 
sold properties by the corresponding 
estimated total of all sales prices. 
Thus, if all assessed values reflected 
the same level of value as that repre
sented by all sales prices, an aggregate 
assessment-sales price ratio of 100 
percent would result. 

To reduce the effect of possible 
differences in turnover rates among 
various value size categories of prop
erties, "size-weighted" aggregate ratios 
were also calculated. These also appear 
in table 11, in the column adjacent to 
the aggregate ratio. Following is the 
procedure for deriving the size-weighted 
ratio, for each property use category: 

1. Statewide amounts of assessed 
value are divided by the aggregate 
ratio for sold properties of same 
use category and assessed value 
size, to yield estimates of market 
value for each size group. State
wide amounts of assessed value 
for size groups come from the tax 
base composition phase of the 
survey. 

2. Results of 1 above are summed to 
a statewide total for each use 
ca tegory. 

3. Statewide aggregate assessed value 
for the use category concerned is 
divided by the corresponding 
statewide estimated market value 
total (as indicated by sales 
prices) calculated in 2 above. 

Neither the aggregate ratio nor the 
size-weighted ratio is possible if the 
market has not made possible the enumera
tion of a representative sample of sales 
for the survey period. 

Aggregate, mean, and median assessment 
ratios were calculated and are published 
(in table 21) whenever a sufficiency of 
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measurable sales made such action possi
ble, for the following jurisdictions: 

1. Each within a sample SNSA in the 
county-type States. 

2. Each within a sample SNSA or 
NECHA, in the 10 township-munici
pal type States, if it had a 1978 
population of 50,000 or more. 

3. Each in the non-SMSA jurisdiction
al sample with a 1978 population 
of 50,000 or more. 

As mentioned earlier, assessment 
ratios tend to indicate de facto assess
ment levels. Hence they suggest ~he 
extent to which actual assessed values do 
in fact reflect the prevailing legal 
standard, if the State involved has only 
one. In that circumstance, full imple
mentation of the legal standard in pre
vailing assessments will mean a de facto 
ratio equal to the level prescribed in 
that standard. For States which use 
classified property taxation, however, 
the above result is true for each classi
fication only to the extent that use 
category ratios ultimately relate to 
classified legal standards. The realty 
sales sample was enumerated from a basi
cally unclassified universe. Individual 
sales were associated with property use 
categories subsequently on the basis of 
transacting party responses to a sales 
questionnaire. 

The central essential of assessing is 
uniformity, or lack of dispersion, among 
individual assessed values at the value 
level achieved. To measure dispersion 
(or scatter) among individual sold 
parcel ratios around a central tendency 
indicator (such as mean or median 
ratios), four indicators are calculated: 
the coefficient of intra-area dispersion 
and a related composite coefficient, 
plus the coefficient of interarea dis
persion and a price-related differential. 
Each of the first three measures varia
tion from a median ratio. The fourth 
relates a mean ratio to an aggregate 
ratio. All receive more detailed dis
cussion later. Findings appear in tables 
15 through 19 for single-family (nonfarm) 
houses, and in table 21 for three use 
categories. 

Effective tax rates are found in table 
22, where available measurable sales 
have made this possible. These statis
tics were sought, in general, only for 
those cities with 1978 populations of 
200,000 or more and their surrounding 
counties, including for those counties 

only, each city with a 1978 population 
between 50,000 and 200,000. An effective 
tax rate (discussed in more detail later) 
is a widely accepted indicator of the 
property tax burden on property, because 
it expresses the amount of property taxes 
billed as a percentage of sales price. 
That amount of property taxes can also be 
expressed as a burden on income, of the 
property owner or tenant (via rental pay
ments). That aspect is discussed later 
in this text. 

Factors Conditioning Sales and Assessed 
Values 

The value of a nationwide assessment
sales price ratio study is limited by 
data reliability. Some of the more 
important constraints are listed below: 

1. This study seeks "arm's length" 
transactions. These ideally con
s ist of "ordinary" transfers 
between willing buyers and willing 
sellers not under duress. This 
survey rejected most sales for 
reasons shown in items 4b to 4f 
of the sales questionnaire sent 
to transacting parties (see spec
imen of form GP-31, pages 285 and 
286). This report based its sam
ple on publicly available records 
in recording and assessing 
offices, and excluded sales of 
State-assessed property and 
locally assessed personal prop
erty. Horeover, only sales 
evidenced by warranty deeds or 
instruments of equivalent standing 
were included. 

Except for applicable data in 
tables 10 and 13, the study 
reports data only on ordinary 
sales. These exclude the sale of 
any locally assessed real property 
valued at more than an amount 
which, in the light of the appli
cable aggregate ratio for less 
valuable properties, had an indi
cated market value in 1981 of more 
than $3 million. Ordinary realty 
also excludes separately assessed 
mineral rights and all real prop
erty for which a use category 
cannot be assigned. 

2. For the 1982 survey the sample 
consists of realty sales occurring 
generally between July 1 and 
December 31, 1981. In nine 
States, however, the time period 
was altered in order to adhere to 
certain survey design require-
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ments. The survey period had to 
begin after completion of any 
official review process which 
might substantially alter individ
ual assessed values. This 
requirement was necessary to avoid 
any possibility that the assessed 
value of a sold property might 
reflect effects of the sale 
itself • 

It is also necessary that the 
sales period precede appearance 
of 1982 assessed values on local 
rolls, in order to prevent enu
meration complications. 

To comply with the above design 
requirements, the following sur
vey periods were specified for 
the following States: Alab~ma, 
Connecticut, Nevada, New Jersey, 
and vJest Virginia (January 1 to 
June 30, 1981); Missouri, New 
Hampshire, New Mexico, and Penn
sylvania, (September 1, 1981, to 
February 28, 1982). 

It should be noted that requir
ing the use of assessed values in 
effect at time of sale automati
cally suggests that assessment
sales price ratios for California 
jurisdictions are likely to change 
immediately. As noted elsewhere, 
California law now mandates 
reappraisal at full cash value of 
any property immediately after any 
qualifying "change of ownership." 
The most common such change is the 
typical real property sale. 
Conventional survey requirements 
were nevertheless applied to 
California in order to retain 
nationwide design consistency. 

3. The low level of activity in the 
1981 real estate market was a 
factor in the 1982 survey. 

xxx 

Another was a development new to 
residential sales. This is crea
tive financing, a term for what
ever method grantor and grantee 
used to complete a sale not 
otherwise possible in the absence 
of mutually acceptable fixed rate 
long term mortgage financing. 
Methods included adjustable rate, 
balloon, shared equity, wrap
around, and other mortgages, 
together with mortgage assumptions 
not affected by due-on-sale 
clauses (see appendix E). 

To obtain some empirical data 
concerning creative financing 
and its effect on the realty 
market during 1981, a few ques
tions were included in the 

questionnaire sent to transacting 
parties involved in sample sales 
(see specimen form GP-31 , page 
286). A tabulation of data 
obtained appears in table 25. 

4. Measurable sales include only 
those concerning which a buyer or 
other transacting party has 
responded. Thus, the survey 
depends on "inscope responses" to 
the realty sales questionnaire for 
data on sales price and on use 
category of the sold property, and 
for confirmation of other property 
information. 

There are sources of realty 
sales prices, publicly available 
in some States and available to 
assessors in many States, on which 
the Bureau has relied to resolve 
ambiguities about sales prices 
provided on the sales question
naires. These sources are State 
transfer tax declarations, which 
in at least 10 States are affi
davits. Similar documentation is 
required for some of the local 
transfer taxes now existing in 12 
States and the District of 
Columbia. 

A somewhat typical State trans
fer tax is the one in Ohio, where 
the State imposes a tax on the 
transfer of realty in the amount 
of $1.00 or 10 cents per $100 of 
the sales price, whichever is 
larger. Among the local taxes, 
the levy possible for Virginia 
cities and counties is one-third 
of the State recording tax, or 5 
cents per $100 (for existing rates 
among State and local transfer 
taxes, see tables J and K, 
respectively). 

At time of payment, the grantee 
(or authorized representative) in 
Ohio is required to sign a state
ment containing amount of sales 
price, use of property, conditions 
of sale, and financing (principal 
amount of mortgage, if new, and 
amount of any mortgage assumed). 
The statement does not require 
notarization, but is subject to 
penalties for perjury. The 
requirement to provide financing 
details is not yet common among 
States. It is, however, required 
in Arizona, which imposes a $2 fee 
on realty transfers, and requires 
an affidavit disclosing sales 
price, from either transacting 
party. Kentucky also requires an 
affidavit but not disclosure o{ 
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mortgage tenus. 
ever, filing the 
prerequisite for 
deed. 

In Kentucky, how
affidavit is a 
recording the 

Virginia imposed the first 
State transfer tax in 1922, South 
Carolina the following year, and 
Florida in 1931. There have been 
recent rate increases in Florida, 
New York, and Wisconsin. The big 
impetus for such taxes, now in 
effect in at least 37 States, came 
after 1968, when the Federal 
Government repealed its tax on 
transfer of realty (at that time 

55 cents per $500, or fraction 
thereof, of selling price). 
Documentary stamps affixed to the 
deed as evidence of payment of 
that tax provided assessors and 
others with indications of sales 
prices. 

Transfer tax affidavits are 
specifically confidential in 
Maine, Nebraska, New York, and 
~isconsin. Kansas has no transfer 
tax but does require a sales price 
disclosure statement at time of 
realty transfer, and this state
ment is confidential. 

Table J. Rates, 1n Percent, State Realty Transfer Taxes: 1983 

0.01 0.05 0.10 0.11 0.15 

Colorado Hawaii Alabama Arkansas Oklahoma 
Illinois Georgia Connecticut 2 

Kentucky Iowa 
North Carolina Maine 
Ohio 

I 
Michigan 3 I 

South Dakota Nebraska I 
Virginia~ I Nevada 
Washington S 

0.20 0.22 0.228 0.25 0.26 

I 

South Carolina Minnesota Massachusetts I New Hampshire 6 Tennessee 
Rhode Island 
West Virginia 

0.30 0.325 0.35 0.40 0.45 

Wisconsin Indiana? New Jersey8 New York 9 Florida 

0.50 1.0 2.0 Other 

Maryland 10 Pennsylvania Delaware Arizona 11 

Vermont 

lRecordation tax in Alabama only applicable to that portion of fair market value that exceeds the 
amount of mortgages, deeds of trust, etc. Alabama also levies a conveyance tax on mineral interests. 
3An additional tax of 1/2 of 1 percent is levied on property conveyed within an enterprise zone. In addi
tion to realty transfe~ tax, Connecticut levies a conveyance fee on farm, forest, or open space land. 
~Tax is 55 cents per $500 of consideration in counties having less than 2 million population. Counties 
having over 2 million population may increase this tax to 75 cents per $500 as authorized by the county 
board of commissioners. 5Data indicated applies to the realty transfer tax. Virginia also levies a 
document recording tax of 15 cents per $100 on which reduced rates apply for transactions in excess of $10 
million. 6Washington also imposes a 7 percent surtax on the basic tax on conveyances, effective Aug. 
1, 1982, through June 30, 1983. ?Minimum tax is $10 where sales price is less than $4,000. 8Gross 
income tax on proceeds from sale of real estate. Tax is levied in decreasing percentages until Dec. 31, 
2009, at which time tax will no longer be imposed. 9Transfers of newly constructed property or owner-
occupied residences of senior citizens, blind persons, or disabled individuals subject to a reduced tax of 
50 cents per $500 of consideration. I°New York also levies a 10 percent gains tax on transfers of real 
estate where the consideration exceeds $1 million. IIMaryland also levies an additional transfer tax 
on property transferred that is assessed as agricultural land. Rate is $2 per document. 
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Table K. Rates, in Percent, Local Realty Transfer Taxes: 1983 

0.05 0.055 0.10 0.11 

Illinois counties California cities 2 Washington County, Oreg. California counties 
Virginia cities and South Carolina counties 
counties 1 West Virginia counties 

0.20 0.30 0.45 1.0 

Chicago, Ill. Ohio counties Florida counties 3 Wi lmin gton , Del. 
District of Columbia 4 

Washington counties 5 

1.5 2.5 Other 

.. 
Pittsburgh, Pa. Philade lphia, Pa. Baltimore and Maryland counties 6 

New York City, N.Y. 7 

lTax is not to exceed 1/3 of State document recording tax (hence, 5 cents per $100). 2Any city 
within a.county levying the tax may impose a city transfer tax at a rate of 1/2 that of the county. City 
tax then becomes a credit against the county tax. 3Certain charter counties may levy a discretionary 
surtax on documents not to exceed 45 cents per $100 of consideration. This surtax may not be levied on 
transfers of single-family residences. 4Data indicated applies to the real estate transfer tax. Dis-
trict of Columbia also levies a document recording tax of 1 percent of consideration. SRate of tax 
must be established annually. 6Local recordation taxes are as follows: $1.10 per $500--Allegany 
($2.20 in 1983-84), Garrett; $1.65 per $500--Calvert, Caroline, Dorchester, Kent, Somerset, Talbot, 
Wicomico ($2.00 in 1983-84), Worcester; $2.20 per $500--Baltimore city ($2.50 in 1983-84), Cecil, Howard, 
Montgomery, Prince George's, Queen Anne's, Washington; $2.50 per $500--Baltimore County; $3.30 per $500-
Carroll, Charles, Frederick, Harford, St. Mary's; $3.50 per $500--Anne Arundel. Local jurisdictions in 
Maryland imposing a realty transfer tax are as follows: Baltimore city (1 1/2 percent of taxable basis); 
Baltimore County (1.6 percent of value transferred); Prince George's County (1 percent of consideration); 
Anne Arundel County conveyance tax (1 percent of consideration); Cecil County ($3.00 'per transaction); 
Howard County (1 percent of consideration); Kent County (1/2 of 1 percent of consideration); Montgomery 
County levies a realty transfer tax based on the following categories of property: 1 percent of value of 
consideration for unimproved property, and where value of consideration for improved property exceeds 
$35,000; 1/2 of 1 percent on other nonresidential improved real property where the value of consideration 
is at least $20,000, but less than $35,000; 1/4 of 1 percent on residential improved real property where 
the value of consideration is at least $25,000, but less than $35,000. In Montgomery County no realty 
transfer tax is imposed on improved property where the value of consideration is less than $20,000, nor 
on transfers of residential improved property where the value .of the consideration is less than $25,000. 
Montgomery County imposes a condominium transfer tax of 4 percent of the value of the consideration at 
time of transfer from a residential rental unit to a condominium unit. Montgomery County also levies an 
agricultural transfer tax. Rate of this tax is based on length of time property held for agricultural 
use. If property is subject to the realty transfer tax and the agricultural transfer tax, only the ag
gricultural transfer tax shall be imposed. In Montgomery County a 6 percent transfer tax is imposed on 
land and certain improvements rezoned after July 2, 1971, tu a more intensive use. 7Consideration 
must exceed $25,000. Rate is as follows: 1 percent where consideration is less than $500,000 or the 
transfer conveys an individual condominium unit or a 1-, 2-, or 3-family home; 2 percent where consider
ation is $500,000 or more. 
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Local transfer taxes vary in 
several respects. In California, 
the cities can levy a transfer tax 
only if they are located within 
counties that levy them. In New 
York City, where documentation is 
necessary, the tax applies only to 
conveyances where the considera
tion exceeds $25,000. There 
are 2 rates, 1 percent where the 
consideration is less than 

$500,000, and 2 percent when it is 
$500,000 or more. Some rates have 
increased in recent years. Exam
ples (in percent of sales price) 
are the transfer taxes in Chicago 
(0.1 percent to 0.2 percent), 
Philadelphia (1 percent to 2.5 
percent), and Pittsburgh (1 
percent to 1.5 percent). 

Among outlying areas, the Com
monwealth of Puerto Rico requires 
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that internal revenue stamps be 
affixed to deeds at time of sale. 
Unless this is done, the deed 
cannot be recorded. For a sale 
amounting to less than $250, the 
law requires a stamp of 25 cents 
for the original of the deed and 
10 cents for each copy. Stamp 
fees increase in stages, to $1.00 
for the first $1,000 and 50 cents 
for each additional $1 ,000 on 
original copies of deeds in excess 
of $5,000. There are correspond
ing increases for additional 
copies. 

RATIOS AND DISPERSION '"" 

Harket Value Indications 

As noted earlier, when the estimated 
aggregate assessed value of all sold 
realty is divided by the estimated aggre
gate of corresponding sales prices, the 
quotient is 40 percent. Using that rela
tionship for estimating market value of 
all taxable property must be done cau
tiously, in view of the legal, economic, 
and administrative variations contribut
ing to aggregates shown in tables 2 and 
3. 

Those latter amounts for 1981 are 
$2,958.2 billion, the gross assessed 
value of all property ~ubject to local 
general property taxation, and $2,514.9 
billion, the gross total of locally 
assessed realty. The first total 
includes not only realty but State
assessed property and personal property 
as well. 

The second amount of $2,514.9 billion 
does constitute an aggregate of values 
identical in basic nature (real property) 
to values in the real property sales 
sample. It too incorporates variations, 
such as the following: 

1. Differences in legally specified 
assessment levels (see appendix 
A), including those from the 
classified property taxation 
discussed earlier and effective 
in 1981 in Alabama, Arizona, 
Iowa, Louisiana, Hichigan, Hinne
sota, Nontana, North Dakota, 
Oregon, South Carolina, and Ten
nessee. De facto classification 
also occurs in several States. 
The composite aggregate of 
$2,514.9 billion reflects both 
kinds and all other legal level 
differences. These include the 

assessment levels at less than 
full market value, legally speci
fied in 15 States at percentages 
ranging from 1 to 70. 

2. Variations resulting from bene
fited use legislation (see 
appendix C), operative in 1981 
everywhere except in Georgia 
(which now has such a law) and 
vJisconsin (which opts for an 
income tax credit instead of 
specifically benefited use 
assessment). Theoretically such 
variations occur only if the 
benefited use of the property 
results in a value estimate 
lower than what appraisal at 
"highest and best use" would 
produce. 

3. Changes prior to 1981 in what 
applicable State law prescribes. 
As detailed in appendix A, changes 
between 1976 and 1981 have 
occurred in at least the following 
States: Arizona, California, 
Idaho, Maryland, Michigan, Minne
sota, Nebraska, Nevada, North 
Dakota, Oregon, Texas, and Utah. 
The change (discussed earlier) to 
reporting Vermont values at their 
"grand lis t" level (1 percent of 
listed value), as provided by 
Vermont law, should also be noted. 

In view of all the above, any imputa
tions purporting to yield nationwide 
market values for all taxable property, 
or for its major component, locally 
assessed realty, require careful, guarded 
interpretation sensitive to data charac
teristics. 

within qualifications such as those 
set forth above, certain inductive 
statements are possible, all rooted in 
data from tables 2, 3, and 11. 

If the sales-oriented aggregate ratio, 
namely the aggregate ratio applicable to 
measurable sales of ordinary real prop
erty, 40 percent, can be held to apply 
to all locally assessed taxable realty, 
the estimated market value of such real 
property, indicated only by sales prices 
and assessed values, would approximate 
$6,287.2 billion. If the size-weighted 
ratio of 37.2 percent is used instead, 
the estimate becomes $6,760.4 billion. 
In 1976 a similarly qualified indication 
of market value, based on the size
weighted ratio, amounted to $3,202 bil
lion. Earlier year estimates, "size
weighted" except for 1971, are shown in 
the following summary of market value 
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indications for locally assessed 
realty (in billions of dollars):7 

Year 

1956 •••••••••• 
1961 •••••••••• 
1966 •••••••••• 
1971 •••••••••• 
1976 •••••••••• 
1981 •••••••••• 

$700 
970 

1,277 
1 ,755 
3,202 
6,760 

Findings About Financing 

Data about financing, creative and 
otherwise, are reported in table 25, 
within several qualifications. 

First, the data in table 25 consti
tute a tally of those responding t~ 
questions about financing on the sales 
questionnaire (see specimen form GP-31, 
pages 285 and 286, especially question 
2c on page 286). There are no infer
ences or projections made about those 
not responding. 

Second, the sales price used in ratio 
calculations is the one provided by a 
transacting party in question 2a of form 
GP-31 (see page 286). Available data 
do not make possible any conclusion that 
a sales price provided in question 2a 
is higher than, lower than, or the same 
as what it would be if financing differed 
from arrangements reported in answer to 
question 2c. 

Third, available data do not make pos
sible any conclusion that any individual 
assessed value used in this survey does 
or does not incorporate an adjustment 
for financing arrangements associated 
with sale of the property involved. 

Within the above qualifications, find
ings including the following: 37,000 
among the 47,000 sales survey respond
ents provided data on financing. This 
includes an indeterminate number whose 
financing consisted of cash payment for 
the property sold. Three out of ten 
respondents said they assumed an existing 
mortgage. Almost 20,000, or more than 
half, obtained first mortgages, 80 per
cent of which called for a fixed interest 
rate. 

7For market value indications other than those 
for 1981, see the following: for 1956, vol. 5, 
1957 Census of Governments, p. 11; for 1961, 
vol. 2, 1962 Census of Governments, p. 11; for 
1966, vol. 2, 1967 Census of Governments, po 11, 
as revised in Errata Notice, Feb. 13, 1969; for 
1971, vol. 2, pt. 2, 1972 Census of Governments, 
p. 8; for 1976, vol. 2, 1977 Census of Govern
merits, table 2, p. 44, and table 9, p. 60 0 
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About 4,800 of those responding 
resorted to a second mortgage as well, 
at a fixed rate in 9 out of 10 instances. 

Adjustable rate mortgages accounted 
for only 17 percent of all such instru
ments carrying an interest rate below 
14 percent. For interest rates of 14 
percent and up, however, 3 out of 10 
mortgages called for adjustable rates. 

The 10 States providing the largest 
numbers of responses about financing 
are (in order) California, New York, 
Florida, Pennsylvania, Texas, Ohio, Vir
ginia, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and 
Arizona. 

Statewide, SY£A, and Jurisdiction 
Aggregate Ratios 

As table L makes evident, the aggre
gate ratio has increased by at least 20 
percent in more States this time than in 
the previous survey, for every use cate
gory except commercial and industrial. 
The latter category, comprising kinds of 
property seldom sold, also exhibits a 
pronounced ratio decrease more often 
than others for 1981. As the table 
shows, there was a drop greater than 20 
percent between 1976 and 1981 in the 
aggregate commercial and industrial ratio 
in 15 States. In five of those States 
the decrease was 40 percent or more. 
Such results are consistent with differ
ential effects of price influences such 
as inflation on properties often assessed 
on basis of capitalized income approaches 
to value. 

Precipitous ratio descents (decrease 
of 40 percent or more) occurred for 
acreage property in only 6 States, in 
contras t with similar findings for 13 
States in 1976. 

"All types" ratio changes and levels 
summarized in tables Land M occurred 
within the framework of classified prop
erty taxation for 11 States. Results 
should therefore be interpreted cau
tiously, since for each such State 
assessments reflecting several legal 
levels are being compared with a single 
market level indication, sales price. It 
can be noted, nevertheless, that the num
ber of States with de facto levels of 50 
percent or more rose to 17 in 1981, more 
than twice the number 10 years earlier. 

Results within use categories are sim
ilar, as table M indicates. There are 
more States with ratio levels at 40 per
cent or higher in 1981, for every use 
category except acreage. The frequency 
of higher levels for vacant platted lots 
is particularly noticeable. 
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Table L. Distribution of States According to Changes in Statewide Aggregate Assessment-Sales Price 
Ratios, by Use Categories: 1971 to 1976, 1976 to 19R1 

(For meaning of symbols see text) 

Residential Vacant Commercial 
All types (nonfal1m) Acreage 1 

platted lots and 

Indicated degree of change in statewide 
industrial 

ratio 1971 1976 1971 1976 1971 1976 1971 1976 1971 1976 
to to to to to to to to to to 

1976 1981 1976 1981 1976 1981 1976 1981 1976 1981 

Total States •••••••••••••••••••••••• 51 51 51 51 248 247 249 248 242 238 

Increase of: 
20 percent or more •••••••••••••••••••••• 5 7 5 7 9 10 9 11 9 
15 to 19.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 1 1 1 3 2 1 3 2 2 
10 to 14.99 percent ••••••••••••••••• :' ••• 4 1 1 1 - 1 - 1 1 
5 to 9.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••••• - 3 2 5 2 3 2 3 1 
Increase or decrease less than 5 percent 7 7 5 5 2 6 5 10 6 

Decrease of: 
5 to 9.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••••• 5 4 10 4 2 1 6 5 3 
10 to 14.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 8 7 5 7 3 2 2 2 2 
15 to 19.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 3 6 4 4 3 3 1 3 5 
20 percent or more •••••••••••••••••••••• 18 15 18 15 25 20 21 11 13 

Exhibit--

Decrease of: 
20 to 24.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 3 3 5 4 7 5 4 1 2 
25 to 29.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 3 2 4 - 1 3 7 - 5 
30 to 34.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 5 2 4 2 2 3 3 5 2 
35 to 39.99 percent ••••••••••••••••••••• 2 5 2 5 1 3 - 1 2 
40 percent or more •••••••••••••••••••••• 5 3 3 4 13 6 7 4 2 

fExcfudes District of Columbia. 
2Because of insufficient sales, it was not possible to calculate ratios for use categories and States 

as follows: For comparisons involving 1981: Acreage--Alaska; vacant platted lots--District of Columbia 
and Vermont; commercial and industrial--Alaska, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Idaho, Maryland, 
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming. For comparisons involving 1976: Acreage-
Arizona and Hawaii; vacant platted lots--District of Columbia and Hawaii; commercial and industrial-
Alaska, Arizona, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Maryland, Montana, Nevada, and Utah. For com
parisons involving 1971: Commercial and industrial--Hawaii and Nevada. 

Source: For 1971 data, 1972 Census of Governments, vol. 2, Pt. 2; for 1976 data, 1977 Census of 
Governments, vol. 2, table 9; for 1981 data, table 11, this report. 

There are still 26 among the 40 single 
standard States, however, where the 
statewide aggregate ratio for vacant 
platted lots is more than 5 percent below 
the corresponding ratio for all types of 
realty, as table N indicates. Acreage 
ratios are even more likely to fall sub
stantially below the "all types" ratio. 
when comparisons are limited to States 
without classified property taxation, 
residential realty continues to be the 
category most likely to be at or above 
the de facto level for all realty in 
general. 

As reported in table 26, statewide 
aggregate ratios for condominiums only, 
available for 28 States and the District 

of Columbia, ranged from 3 percent in 
South Carolina to 84 percent for Vir
ginia. 

Available local jurisdiction aggregate 
ratios for condominiums only are reported 
in table 27. 

Distributions of Real Property Sales 

Contrary to trends during the 70's, 
there was a proportionate decrease for 
1981 in sales of single-family houses, 
both in number and in aggregate sales 
price dollars. As tables 0 and 11 indi
cate, only three out of five sales 
involved single-family residences in 
1981, compared with a corresponding 

6 
2 
-
-
8 

3 
3 
1 

15 

2 
5 
1 
2 
5 
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Table M. Distribution of States According to Aggregate Assessment-Sales Price Ratios for Major Use 
Categories: 1971, 1976, and 1981 

(For meaning of symbols, see text) 

All types of Single-family Multifamily 
Statewide aggregate assessment-sales price property res iden t ia 1 residential 

ratios ( in percentages) 
1971 1976 1981 1971 1976 1981 1971 1976 1 1981 2 

Ratios of: 
Less than 15 •• " ••••••••••••••••••••••• " • 10 14 18 9 14 18 9 11 
15 to 19.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6 8 3 5 8 2 5 6 
20 to 24.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 2 2 6 3 3 4 5 
25 to 29.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 5 5 5 5 4 5 4 3 
30 to 34.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6 4 1 3 3 1 6 5 
35 to 39.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 1 4 7 2 - 2 1 
40 to 49.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••.•••• 8 5 1 7 4 5 11 3 

8 
2 
3 
3 
3 
-
3 

50 or more ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ;' •• 8 12 17 9 13 17 10 13 14 

Acreage 1 Vacant platted Commercial and 
lots industrial 

1971 1976 2 1981 2 1971 1976 2 1981 2 1971 2 1976 2 1981 2 
----

Ratios of 
Less than 15 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 18 23 23 14 16 16 9 7 11 
15 to 19.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 7 8 4 6 9 5 5 10 3 
20 to 24.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 2 2 5 4 3 8 - 4 
25 to 29.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••.•• 4 1 4 8 3 6 4 6 4 
30 to 34.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6 3 5 3 2 2 1 4 -
35 to 39.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 6 1 3 5 4 1 3 3 3 
40 to 49.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 2 4 4 6 5 4 11 - 3 
50 or ·more ••••••.•••••••••••••••••••••.••• 3 6 4 4 6 12 8 12 11 

1Excludes District of Columbia. 
2Because of insufficient sales, it was not possible to calculate ratios for use categories and States 

as follows: For 1981: Multifamily--Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Mississippi, Montana, 
Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, West Virginia, and Wyoming; acreage-
Alaska; vacant platted lots--District of Columbia, Hawaii, Idaho, Maryland, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming. For 1976: Multifamily--Delaware, Hawaii, New Mexico, and Wyoming; acreage-
Arizona and Hawaii; vacant platted lots--District of Columbia, Hawaii, Maryland, Montana, Nevada, and 
Utah. For 1971: Commercial and industrial--Hawaii and Nevada. 

Source: For 1971 data, 1972 Census of Government, vol. 2, Pt. 2; for 1976 data, 1977 Census of 
Governments, vol. 2, table 9; for 1981 data, table 11, this report. 

proportion of 65 percent in 1976. The 
dollar volume represented by such sales 
dropped by almost 8 percentage points 
from the 1976 proportion. Acreage and 
vacant lot sales increased slightly in 
number and a bit more in aggregate 
sales price. There was also a somewhat 
surprising increase, in both respects, 
among commercial and industrial sales. 

Estimated measurable sales of all 
types of realty in the depressed 1981 
realty market slightly exceeded 726,000 
during a 6-month period, down from a 
corresponding figure of 1,856,000 in 
1976. The estimate for single-family 
house sales in 6 months of 1981 approxi
mated only 440,000, down by more than 60 
percent from the corresponding total in 
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1976. The residential decline hit all 
States. Indeed, all categories showed 
similar movement, except for most cate
gories in Delaware, and for acreage and 
commercial sales in Colorado. 

During the survey period in 1981, new 
single-family houses sold for an average 
price, nationwide, of $84,377 as shown in 
table 13. Averages ranged from $51,079 in 
Alabama, to $171,798 in Hawaii. The 
nationwide average price is 88 percent 
higher than the corresponding average of 
$44,770 for 1976. The two previous 
5-year increases were 67 percent and 22 
percent. New home sales are otherwise 
excluded from survey findings because 
applicable assessed values are not avail
able as of applicable valuation date. 



INTRODUCTION-Continued 

Table N. Selected Relationships Among Aggregate Assessment-Sales Price Ratios and Single Standard States: 
1971, 1976, and 1981 

(For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Item 

INTERVALS FOR USE CATEGORIES SHOWN 

Residential: 
Within ± 5 percent of " all types " ratio ..... 
More than 5 percent above •.......... :-....... 
More than 5 percent below .................•. 

Acreage: 3 

With ± 5 percent of "all types " ratio ....... 
More than 5 percent above ................... 
More than 5 percent below ................... 

Vacant platted lots: 
Within ± 5 percent of " all types" ratio ...•. 
More than 5 percent above ................... 
More than 5 percent below ................... 

Commercial and industrial: 
Within ± 5 percent of "all types " ratio ..... 
More than 5 percent above ................... 
More than 5 percent below .................•. 

Number of States having use category ratio for "all use 
categories" of realty 

1971 

Statewide 

28 
21 

2 

2 
2 

46 

5 
3 

43 

12 
19 
18 

SMSA 
portion 

35 
13 

1 

1 
2 

45 

9 
4 

36 

7 
20 
20 

1976 1981 

. 1 SMSA . 1 SMSA 
Statew~de . 2 Statew~de . 2 

port~on port~on 

28 39 18 26 
17 4 22 11 
- - - 1 

2 2 - 1 
- - 1 2 

41 30 37 23 

9 5 6 1 
1 1 6 5 

33 31 26 24 

6 7 6 4 
24 14 14 8 
8 3 10 5 

Note: Relationships involving SMSA's subject to SMSA definitions of the time specified. For 1976, ex
cluding the following classified assessment States: Alabama, Arizona, Minnesota, Montana, South Carolina, 
and Tennessee. For 1981, in addition to those so classified in 1976, the following were considered clas
sified assessment States: Iowa, Louisiana, Michigan, North Dakota, and Oregon. 

lExcluded from 1976 statewide comparisons because of insufficient sales: Acreage--Hawaii; vacant 
platted lots--District of Columbi~and Hawaii; commercial and industrial--Alaska, Delaware, District of 
Columbia, Hawaii, Maryland, Nevada, and Utah. Excluded from 1981 statewide comparisons because of insuf
ficient sales: Acreage--Alaska, vacant platted lots--District of Columbia,and Vermont; commercial and 
industrial--Alaska, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Idaho, Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, Urah, and 
Wyoming. 

2No SMSA portions in Vermont and Wyoming. In addition to those excluded from statewide comparisons, 
the following were excluded from 1976 SMSA comparisons because of insufficient sales: Acreage--Alaska, 
Delaware, Idaho, Iowa, Nebraska, New Mexico, North Dakota, Rhode Island, and South Dakota; vacant platted 
lots--Alaska, Delaware, North Dakota, and South Dakota; commercial and industrial--Arkansas, Idaho, Iowa, 
Mississippi, Nebraska, New Hampshire, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Washington, and West 
Virginia. In addition to thos excluded from statewide comparisons, the following were excluded from 1981 
SMSA comparisons because of insufficient sales: Acreage--Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, Illinois, Mississippi, 
Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, South Dakota, and Utah; vacant platted lots--Delaware, Hawaii, Idaho, 
Nevada, New Mexico, and South Dakota; commercial and industrial--Georgia, Illinois, Kentucky, Maine, 
Mississippi, Nebraska, New Hampshire, North Carolina, South Dakota, Washington, West Virginia, and Wis
consin. 

3"Acreage" not applicable to District of Columbia. 

Among previously occupied single
family houses, average sales prices in 
1981 ranged from $37,501 in Arkansas to 
$143,209 in Hawaii, while the nationwide 
average stood at $66,606. This latter 

figure is 92 percent higher than the 
corresponding average for 1976. 
Increases over the two previous 5-year 
periods were 56 percent (1971 to 1976) 
and 40 percent (1966 to 1971). 
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Table O. Percent Distribution of Real Property Sales and Aggregate Sales Prices, by Use Category, 
6-Month Period: 1971, 1976, and 1981 

Total number of sales Aggregate of sales prices 
Item 

1971 1976 1981 1971 1976 1981 

All type s •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Residential (non farm) : 
Single-family •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 63.9 64.5 60.7 71.9 70.5 62.8 
Multifamily •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 5.4 4.9 5.2 8.5 8.2 8.5 

Acreage •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 9.7 9.2 11.1 8.3 9.0 11.0 
Vacant platted lots •••••••••••••••••••••••••• 18.6 18.2 18.5 5.3 4.9 6.9 
Commercial and industrial •••••••••••••••••••• 2.4 3.1 4.5 6.0 7.4 10.9 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may ,~ot add to totals. 

hedian Ratios (Nonfarm Single-Family 
houses) 

Median assessment ratios, discussed 
here, and the dispersion coefficients 
and price-related differentials discussed 
later, all reflect the inclusion of 
condominiums within the nonfarm single
family residential use category. 

The reader is reminded of the dif
ference in survey design for 1982 that 
may influence individual findings. The 
change relates to drawing the jurisdic
tion sample for New Jersey and New York. 
Until now, these two States were sampled 
by county, and an assessment-sales ratio, 
coefficient of dispersion, and price
related differential were developed for 
each county on the basis of county 
assessment levels that incorporate any 
intercounty equalization activity. This 
time, the sample for New Jersey and 
New York was drawn by municipal primary 
assessing jurisdiction, and thus each of 
the above three measures was developed 
for each of such jurisdictions. Survey 
ingredients now are initial assessed 
values as they come from the municipal 
assessor. 

That background affects the 1981 data 
for text tables P, Q, and R, also data 
for tables 14 to 19. 

Table P contains distributions of 
median ratios for single-family (nonfarm) 
houses 8 for each of the Bureau's surveys 
beginning in 1957. Subject to quali
fications inherent in the self-contained 
nature of each survey, results indicate 
both progress and difficulties in the 

8Coverage is confined to single-family houses 
beginning with 1971, but may have included multi
family residences as well in the first three 
surveys. 
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evolution of de facto assessment levels 
closer to the market level. In some 
respects, the 1981 median ratios show 
ascents toward higher levels as substan
tial as those of the midsixties. No 
matter which way the distributions are 
arranged, there are noticeable increases 
in the proportions of jurisdictions hav
ing median ratios at 50 percent or 
higher. That almost half the township
mun icipal (type TN) un its are at such 
lofty levels may reflect the new treat
ment of New York and New Jersey, but the 
proportion is nevertheless impressive. 

At the same time the increase in the 
proportion of assessing jurisdictions 
exhibiting median ratios below 10 percent 
is substantial. Among county-type 
assessing units, one out of every four 
evidently assessed single-family houses 
in 1981 at less than 10 percent of market 
value. 

Uniformi ty Indicators 

An area ratio, as noted earlier, 
describes a de facto level of assessment 
in terms of a particular measure of cen
tral tendency. To get the extent to 
which the individual ratios so measured 
deviate from the area ratio, some kind 
of dispersion or scatter indicator is 
necessary. Four such indicators are 
produced for the taxable property values 
survey. Two indicate deviation evidenced 
by sampled ratios with respect to the 
median assessment-sales price ratio for 
the jurisdiction. They are the coef
ficients of intra-area dispersion and 
a related composite coefficient. 

The third scatter measure, the price
related differential, relates the mean 
ratio to the associated aggregate ratio 
to suggest that particular price ranges 
may be subject to inordinately high or 
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low assessment. The fourth, called the 
coefficient of interarea dispersion, 
measures the extent of deviation among 
area median ratios from the median among 
them. 

The four uniformity indicators are 
discussed below, in the context of 
survey results. 

Coefficient of Intra~area Dispersion 

Among statistical dispersion indica
tors, the standard deviation, or square 
root of the variance, has widespread 
acceptance for arrays that are normally 
distributed. The consensus is that 

arrays of assessment ratios are not nor
mally distributed and thus respond best 
to nonparametric measures. For this 
survey, therefore, the coefficient of 
intra-area dispersion is calculated. It 
is the assessment uniformity indicator 
easiest to comprehend intuitively, though 
as a median-based coefficient it theoret
ically has no maximum value. The Bureau 
always has based calculation of this 
coefficient on the median ratio, though 
some States conducting ratio studies use 
the mean instead. 

As used in this report, the coeffi
cient of intra-area dispersion is based 
on an ascending array of ratios for indi-

Table P. Distribution of Median Assessment-Sales Price Ratios for Single-Family (Nonfarm) Houses 
for Selected Locat Areas: 1956, 1961, 1966, 1971, 1976, and 1981 

(Cumulative percentages. For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Median assessment- All selected areas Areas with population 50,000 or more 
sales price ratios 

(percent) 
1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Less than 10.0 ••••••• 7.1 7.7 4.4 5.2 7.5 18.1 4.6 4.5 4.6 5.6 8.7 17.9 
Less than 15.0 ••••••• 17.6 16.9 10.9 11.1 21.5 27.4 12.2 11.4 8.8 11.7 .24.2 30.4 
Less than 20.0 ••••••• 29.9 30.4 23.7 20.8 34.2 32.1 25.0 26.8 22.1 25.3 43.0 36.5 
Less than 25. O ••••••• 48.9 47.5 38.8 33.4 40.0 35.7 46.6 45.4 39.4 43.1 49.7 41.1 
Less than 30.0 ••••••• 64.0 61.3 51.2 44.0 47.9 42.4 61.3 59.8 51.4 56.7 60.7 48.5 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 82.4 78.0 67.5 60.3 60.9 52.6 83.5 77 .5 70.8 73.3 71.2 61.3 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 93.6 88.7 78.4 77 .9 74.9 61.0 94.7 89.9 83.5 84.9 78.3 68.8 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 6.4 11.3 21.6 22.1 25.1 39.0 5.3 10.1 16.4 15.1 21.7 31.2 

Areas with population 50,000 or less Assessing organization type CO 
I 

1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 ; 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Less than 10. O ••••••• 8.3 9.6 4.3 4.9 6.7 18.3 6.7 6.8 2.8 5.3 12.1 23.6 
Less than 15. O ••••••• 20.0 19.6 12.3 10.7 19.9 25.2 21.6 19.3 12.7 16.8 30.8 34.2 
Less than 20. O ••••••• 32.1 32.4 24.8 17 .6 28.8 28.8 38.3 38.7 29.2 32.6 1 45.8 36.8 
Less than 25.0 ••••••• 50.0 48.7 38.3 26.6 34.0 31.6 58.7 58.2 45.8 46.8 51.5 40.3 
Less than 30.0 ••••••• 65.2 62.1 51.0 35.2 39.9 37.8 74.9 71.4 54.0 60.7 61.1 47.7 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 81.9 78.3 65.3 51.2 54.5 46.1 91.0 86.4 69.8 77.0 72.6 57.7 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 93.1 88.1 75.0 73.1 72.8 55.2 97.1 94.2 79.9 84.5 78.9 61.3 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 6.9 11.9 25.0 26.9 27.2 44.8 2.9 5.8 20.0 15.5 21.1 38.7 

Assessing organization type TMC Assessing organization type TM 

1956 1961 1966 197~ 1976 1981 1956 . 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Less than 10.0 ••••••• 16.2 20.3 13.8 15.1 7.0 19.3 i - 0.3 0.8 0.5 0.2 6.1 
Less than 15. 0 ••••••• 24.5 26.7 18.2 18.5 29.6 33.9 2.0 2.2 2.1 

1. 21 
2.8 7.8 

Less than 20.0 ••••••• 36.6 35.9 26.9 29.2 53.6 46.0 4.4 5.9 10.5 3.2 6.1 9.8 
Less than 25.0 ••••••• 59.2 57.8 44.7 55.4 64.2 49.4 16.8 13.6 20.5 7.7 9.8 13.8 
Less than 30.0 ••••••• 74.7 74.1 64.7 70.8 76.5 54.7 28.9 26.9 35.7 12.2 12.8 20.2 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 87.2 82.5 76.3 83.9 82.3 64.6 58.1 54.2 56.4 30.0 31.7 31.1 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 96.6 92.0 91.6 92.6 84.0 69.9 82.6 72.8 65.8 63.5 64.2 52.2 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 3.4 8.0 8.4 7.4 16.0 30.1 17.4 27.2 34.1 36.5 35.8 47.8 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may not add to totals. Population for years indicated are as of 
1950, 1960, 1960, 1970, 1973, and 1980 respectively. 
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vidual parcels within the jurisdiction. 
The coefficient expresses as a percentage 
the result of dividing the mean of the 
deviations (disregarding signs) from the 

median ratio, by the median ratio. In 
example 1 there are 17 sales sampled in 
county X, where the legal standard for 
all assessed values is full market value. 

Example 1. Derivation of Coefficient of Intra-area Dispersion for County X, a Primary Assessing 
Jurisdiction 

Parcel number 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 

2 
1 

13 
6 
5 
9 

12 
7 

10 
11 
16 

8 
17 

3 
14 
15 

4 

Median ratio 

Sum of deviations 
(disregarding signs) 
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Step l--Calculation of assessment-sales price ratio for each sold property 

Use category 

Description 

Vacant platted lot outside city •. 
Farm ••••••••.•••••••••••.•••••••• 
Single-family house •••.....•.••.• 
Vacant platted lot in city •..•••• 
Single-family house (mobile home) 
Vacant platted lot in city ••...•• 
Gasoline service station ••..•..•• 
Single-family house (condominium) 
Single-family house •.•.•..•...••• I 
Vacant platted lot outside city •• 
Single-family house ..•.•.•.•...•• 
Vacant platted lot outside city •• 
Acreage (ranch) ••......••••••.••• 
Single-family house •.•..••.....•• 
Single-family house •....•.••.•.•• 
Hotel •••...........••...•.•.•..•• 
Single-family house •........•...• 

Census 
use code 

450 
300 
120 
400 
150 
400 
500 
700 
120 
450 
120 
450 
351 
120 
120 
500 
120 

Assessed 
value 

(AV) 

(dollars) 

900 
1,800 

24,400 
6,480 
6,000 

720 
45,000 
33,000 
32,400 

3,680 
18,800 

4,800 
8,000 

54,400 
43,200 

420,000 
44,000 

Sales 
price 
(SP) 

(dollars) 

9,000 
60,000 
40,000 
8,000 

30,000 
4,000 

100,000 
60,000 

120,000 
8,000 

40,000 
12,000 
80,000 
80,000 
60,000 

840,000 
80,000 

Assessment
sales price 
ratio, as 

percentage 
(AV .;- SP) 

10 
3 

61 
81 
20 
18 
45 
55 
27 
46 
47 
40 
10 
68 
72 
50 
55 

Step 2--Array of ratios (ascending order), and subsequent calculations 

All types Single-family houses Vacant platted lots 

Assessment- Deviation Assessment- Deviation Assessment- Deviation 
Census sales price from sales price from sales price from 

use code ratio median ratio median ratio median 
(percent) ratio (percent) ratio (percent) ratio 

300 3 -43 
450 10 -36 10 -30 
351 10 -36 
400 18 -28 18 -22 
150 20 -26 20 -35 
120 27 -19 27 -28 
450 40 -06 40 0 
500 45 -01 
450 46 0 46 +06 
120 47 +01 47 -08 
500 50 +04 
700 55 +09 55 0 
120 55 +09 55 0 
120 61 +15 61 +06 
120 68 +22 68 +13 
120 72 +26 72 +17 
400 81 +35 81 +41 

46 55 40 
(55 + 55) .;- 2 

316 107 99 
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Example 1. Derivation of Coefficient of Intra-area Dispersion for County X, a Primary Assessing 
Jurisdiction--Con. 

Mean of deviations 18.6 (Derivation: 316 -;- 17) 13.4 (Derivation: 
107 -;- 8) 

19.8 (Derivation: 
99 -;- 5) 

Coefficient of intra
area dispersion 

40.4 percent (Derivation: 
18.6 -;- 46) 

24.4 percent (Deriva
tion: 13.4 -;- 55) 

49.5 percent (Deriva
tion: 19.8 -;- 40) 

As example 1 demonstrates, sales 
reveal the coefficient of intra-area 
dispersion for all properties within 
county X (regardless of use category) to 
be 40.4 percent around a median of 46 
percent. Corresponding coefficients 
for single-family residences and vacant 
platted lots are 24.4 percent and 49.5 
percent, respectively, around me'tlians of 

55 percent and 40 percent, respectively. 
Note that the sales sample for acreage 
and commercial properties was insuffi
cient in county X to support calculation 
of use category coefficients, though the 
four sales involved did enter into the 
calculation of the "all types" coef-
f icien t. 

Table Q. Distribution of Selected Local Areas by Coefficients of Intra-Area Dispersion Based on Median 
Assessment-Sales Price Ratios, for Previously Occupied Single-Family (Nonfarm) Houses: 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1971, 1976, and 1981 

(Cumulative percentages. For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Coefficient of 
All selected areas Area population 50,000 or more intra-area 

dispersion - -

(percent) 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 
-

Less than 10.0 ....... (NA) 2.9 7.6 , 6.7 6.9 12.3 (NA) 1.8 4.4 3.7 3.5 8.7 
Less than 15.0 ••••••• 7.9 13.7 28.21 24.6 22.1 29.4 5.1 I 11.9 80.2 22.7 15.7 23.2 
Less than 20.0 ....... 20.4 29.9 53.4 48.9 42.3 47.3 21.0 32.8 60.8 52.1 36.5 42.3 
Less than 25.0 ....... 35.6 47.6 69.1 67.0 59.4 59.5 38.0 I 57.5 76.71 72.3 59.0 56.1 
Less than 30.0 ••••••• 50.1 61.9 80.4 79.1 71.2 71.1 57.0 75.1 88.0 I 84.4 70.8 70.5 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 71.·3 80.6 90.2 90.9 86.3 83.0 79.5 92.9 94.7 94.4 88.3 84.0 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 82.9 89.4 95.7 96.1 93.4 89.2 89.4 98.2 98.2 98.3 94.3 90.4 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 17.1 10.6 4.3 3.9 6.6 10.8 10.6 1.8 1.3 1.7 6.7 9.6 

Area population less than 50,000 Assessing organization type CO 
-t-

1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 I 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 
---

15.0 I Less than 10.0 ....... (NA) 3.6 9.8 8.8 9.1 (NA) 2.0 7.2 3.0 5.0 5.3 
Less than 15.0 ••••••• 9.2 14.7 26.8 26.0 26.1 34.1 I 4.7 t 8.6 27.6 16.2 16.0 17.3 
Less than 20.0 ••••••• 20.2 28.3 48.4 46.6 45.8 51.1 i 16.4 24.8 54.0 40.3 33.5 35.0 
Less than 25.0 ••••••• 34.4 41.9 64.0 63.2 59.6 62.2 i 32.1 44.6 70.2 60.0 51.3 48.9 
Less than 30.0 ••••••• 47.0 54.3 75.4 75.3 71.4 71.6 I 45.4 59.9 83.0 I 73.8 65.0 64.0 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 67.5 73.5 87.3 88.4 84.7 82.2 65.9 77.8 92.4 88.5 83.1 78.7 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 79.9 84.2 94.1 94.6 92.8 88.2 79.2 87.1 96.8 94.9 92.1 87.0 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 20.1 15.8 5.9 5.4 7.2 11.8 20.8 12.9 3.1 5.1 7.9 13.0 

Assessing organization type TMC Assessing organization type TM 

1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Less than 10.0 ....... (NA) 0.4 - 0.7 - 12.4 (NA) 7.1 13.9 13.7 13.4 26.2 
Less than 15.0 ....... 0.4 4.8 12.7 10.0 6.2 28.3 22.1 32.8 40.4 41.2 39.6 54.8 
Less than 20.0 ••••••• 5.7 12.7 35.2 36.2 20.6 46.3 43.0 55.4 65.1 64.8 66.7 73.2 
Less than 25.0 ••••••• 14.3 27.9 54.1 59.4 42.4 56.5 62.4 70.0 77.4 78.6 80.5 83.6 
Less than 30.0 ... .... 33.6 42.2 69.4 71.6 54.7 65.8 75.8 81.7 83.2 88.6 89.0 90.2 
Less than 40.0 ••••••• 65.3 74.1 83.9 86.0 77 .8 78.3 89.3 92.0 90.3 96.0 95.5 96.0 
Less than 50.0 ••••••• 80.0 87.6 93.7 93.7 88.1 84.5 94.3 95.7 94.8 98.7 98.0 98.0 
50.0 or more ••••••••• 20.0 12.4 6.2 6.3 11.9 15.5 5.7 4.3 5.2 1.3 2.0 2.0 
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Single-family houses generally sell 
more often than other types of realty. 
They also exhibit considerable basic 
homogeneity, within individual neigh
borhoods and even entire jurisdictions, 
despite much variety in design, layout, 
workmanship, and materials. hence the 
assessment task involved may be less 
complex than for properties more special
ized and seldom sold. For this survey, 
sales frequency is the primary limiting 
factor restricting calculation of coef
ficients of intra-area dispersion to 
ratios for all types, single-family 
houses, and vacant platted lots. 

with regard to assessments of single
family houses, the six-survey coverage in 
table Q, including data for 1981 from 
table 15, shows dual direction movement. 
Except for township-municipal assessing 
organizations, there are proportionately 
more areas with coefficients higher than 
50 percent than was the case 5 years 
earlier, regardless of the distribution 
method. On the other hand, every dis
tribution shows an increase in the pro
portion of local assessing areas with 
coefficients of less than 10 percent. 
here as with ratio levels, the county
type assessing organization exhibits 
li t tIe movemen t. 

Individual area coefficients of less 
than 10 percent came from 26 States for 
1981 (see table 18). Thirteen of those 
States were among the 16 in the corre
sponding group for 1976. 

The median area coefficient on a 
nationwide basis is 21.3 percent (see 
table 18), down slightly from the 22 per
cent registered for 1976. The range 
among States extends from 10.3 percent 
for Wisconsin to 52 percent for Alabama. 

When compared with corresponding re
sults for 1976, median area coefficients 
of intra-area dispersion for 1981 are 
lower in 32 States, higher in 17 States, 
and the same in one. The same comparison 
for composite coefficients, however, is 
noticeably different (see next section). 

Following is a listing of the number 
of States in each specified group of 
median area dispersion coefficients 
(expressed as percentages) for 1981 and 
earlier years (no computation for Ari
zona, Delaware, and Nevada in 1956, 
first coverage for Hawaii in 1961, for 
Alaska in 1966): 

10 to 15 to 20 to 25 and 
Year 14.99 19.99 24.99 over 

1956 ••• 1 2 5 37 
1961. •• 1 6 13 29 
1966 ••• 5 19 14 12 
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1971... 5 
1976. • • 1 
1981... 8 

13 
13 
8 

14 
13 
13 

18 
21 
21 

The above summary is consistent with 
data in table Q, and with results gener
ally for the six census surveys, in 
suggesting substantial movement toward 
uniformity up to 1966, and away from it 
thereafter until a resumption this time. 

Composite Coefficient of Intra-area 
Dispers ion 

The unadjusted coefficient of intra
area dispersion indicates uniformity 
attainment within a jurisdiction but 
tells nothing about relative size, 
compared with other jurisdictions in the 
State. In order to adjust for such 
differences in a feasible manner, a com
posite coefficient is calculated for 
single-family houses only, as follows: 

1. The coefficient of intra-area dis
persion, for each sampled area in 
the State, is multiplied by a 
weighting factor. The numerator 
of the factor is the number of 
assessed single-family (nonfarm) 
houses in the area. The denomina
tor of the factor is the number 
of assessed single-family (non
farm) houses in all sampled areas 
of the State involved. 

2. The results of the weighting proc
ess are summed for all sample 
jurisdictions within the State. 

As table 18 indicates, the State with 
the lowest composite coefficient for 
1981 is Wisconsin, with 12.4 percent. At 
the opposite end is North Dakota with 
78.9 percent. Four States have composite 
coefficients of less than 15 percent. 
In addition to Wisconsin, they are Alas
ka, Connecticut, and Oregon. Only Con
necticut, at 13.8 percent, was lower 
than 15 for 1976. Only two States, 
Nontana and Pennsylvania, were higher 
than 50 percent for 1976, while six 
joined that group for 1981. In addition 
to North Dakota, they are Alabama, Indi
ana, Missouri, Texas, and Utah. 

Comparison with 1976 results reveals 
increases in composite coefficients for 
28 States, decreases in 22. This con
trasts with the summary discussed above 
for the unadjusted coefficients. It is 
apparently better, however, than the 
situation for 1976. Based on the sample 
jurisdictions for that particular survey, 
42 States showed increases over compos
ite coefficients for 1971. 
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It should be noted, however, that with 
respect to 1971, numerator and denomina
tor of the weighting factor for composite 
coefficients consisted of 1970 popula
tions of the respective sample areas, 
because estimates of the number of 
single-family houses were not available 
in sufficient detail from the 1972 Census 
of Governments. 

Intra-area Price-Related Differential 

To obtain some notion of any associa
tion, within a jurisdiction, between 
levels of assessed values and particular 
property sales price ranges, a price
related differential is calculated. This 
was done only for single-family residen
tial property in each of the 1 ,367 areas 
for which available sales made the cal
culation of the mean ratio possible. 
This measure results from dividing the 
mean of the assessment ratios involved 
by the aggregate assessment-sales price 
ratio for the same sales. 

If the price-related differential ex
ceeds 100 percent, the inference is that 
assessed values for properties relatively 
high in value (in terms of sales price) 
reflect lower assessment-sales price ra
tios than assessed values for properties 
relatively low in such value. Similarly, 
a differential of 100 or less implies 
relatively higher assessment levels for 
properties relatively high in value. 
Authorities describe assessment as "pro
gressive" or "regressive" to the extent 
that price-related differentials lie at 
or below 100, on the one hand, or exceed 
100, on the other. This is because a 
differential of 90, for example, indi
cates (all other things being equal) 
that the owner of a lower value house 
pays relatively more in property taxes 
than the owner of a higher value house. 
The labels may not apply if the first 
owner gets enough property tax relief 
(from an income-related rebate, for 
example) to nu~lify the regressive effect 
of differential assessment. 

Data contained in tables 16 and 19, 
together with comparisons in table R, 
support an interpretation that, on the 
basis of 1981 sales in the 1,367 assess
ing jurisdictions, almost 200 (14 per
cent), spread among 42 States, assess at 
substantially higher levels the single
family houses in relatively low sales 
price ranges. This proportion of total 
sample units is greater in 1981 than it 
has been since 1961, as table R indi
cates. 

At the other end, the small proportion 
of units with price-related differentials 
of less than 95 percent has increased 

somewhat, from 3 to 5 percent between 
1976 and 1981. There are about 61 
assessing units in this group for 1981 , 
distributed among 29 States (see table 
19). Five years earlier 40 corresponding 
units were distributed among 24 States. 
The entire group lying below 105 percent 
has remained at about the same propor
tionate size in surveys for 1966 and 
subsequently. This is another reflec
tion, among successive survey findings, 
of greater change between 1956 and 1966, 
and lesser change since. 

Hos t medi an area pr ice-rela ted di ffer
entials decreased from 1976 to 1981, 
continuing a trend from 1956 that was 
interrupted by increases only in 1971. 

Coefficient of Interarea Dispersion 

This measure shows, for single-family 
houses only, how uniform assessed values 
are among and between assessing jurisdic
tions sampled in a given State (apart 
from uniformity attained within individ
ual jurisdictions). Calculation of the 
coefficient of interarea dispersion in
volves the following steps: 

1. Obtain the deviation of each sam
pled area median ratio from the 
median among such ratios for all 
sampled areas within the States. 

2. Sum the deviations (disregarding 
sign) from the median among the 
median ratios and calculate the 
mean deviation. 

3. Divide the mean deviation by the 
median among median ratios for all 
sampled areas. 

Thus, the higher the coefficient, the 
wider will be the range of median ratios 
for sampled areas within the State. 

Assessing jurisdictions enumerated 
basically comprise a sample designed to 
produce statewide estimated distributions 
of real property assessed values, by 
major property use categories. There is 
greater representation in the sample of 
populous, heavily urban assessing juris
dictions. Each individual area median 
ratio nevertheless received equal weight 
in calculation of interarea coefficients. 
Such foregoing factors condition infer
ences and interpretations concerning 
statewide and/or interstate assessment 
comparisons. 

The lowest interarea coefficient for 
1981 is 3.6 percent, for Oregon (see 
table 17). Fourteen States exhibit coef
ficients less than 10 percent for 1981, 
five more than those in the corresponding 
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group for 1976. Distributions of inter
area coefficients (in percentages) among 
groups follow, for 1981 and earlier 
years (first coverage for Hawaii in 1961, 
for Alaska in 1966): 

Less 10 to 15 to 
Year than 10 14.99 19.99 Other 

1956 ••• 0 13 8 27 
1961. •• 2 13 12 22 
1966 ••• 10 9 9 22 
1971 ••• 13 13 8 16 
1976 ••• 9 12 9 20 
1981 ••• 14 8 6 22 

TAX RATES 

Two types of tax rates receive 
attention in this report, the nominal 
rate and the effective rate. The first, 
the nominal rate (whether one levy from 
one governmental unit, or a composite of 
levies from all units taxing the assessed 
value), is defined as the quotient of the 
total net annual property tax bill 

divided by the assessed value of the 
property. Nominal rates can vary within 
a single assessing jurisdiction depending 
on the extent to which taxing units 
overlap. A nominal rate can be rela
tively high or low depending on the de 
facto assessment level, the levying 
unit's functional responsibilities and 
need for funds, legal tax rate limits, 
and other factors. 

The second rate presented in this 
report is the effective tax rate. This 
is not a levy at all, except in equiva
lent terms when assessed values, market 
values, and sales prices in fact equal 
each other. The effective tax rate is 
the quotient of total net annual property 
tax bill divided by the sales price of 
the property. Neither the effective 
rate nor the nominal rate incorporates 
circuit breakers. 

Demonstration of Nominal and Effective 
Rates 

Example 2 illustrates nominal rates 
and effective rates in operation. 

Table R. Relationships Among Price-Related Differentials and Selected Local Areas: 
1956, 1961, 1966, 1971, 1976, and 1981 

Item 1956 1961 1966 1971 1976 1981 

Percent of areas 

Price-related differential of: 
Less than 95. O ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 4 2 2 2 3 5 
95.0 to 104.9 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 36 43 59 58 58 56 
105.0 to 119.9 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 38 39 32 31 31 25 
120.0 or more •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 22 18 7 9 9 14 

Median pr ice- re la ted differential (percent) 

All areas •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 107.6 106.5 103.3 103.2 103.2 102.8 

Areas by type of assessing organization: 
Type CO: 

All •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 108.6 107.1 103.2 104.5 103.5 103.7 
With a population of--

50,000 or more ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 105.3 104.5 102.5 103.1 103.0 103.3 
Less than 50,000 •••••••••••.•••••••••••• 111. 7 110.9 104.2 106.2 104.3 104.7 

Type TMC: 
All •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 109.5 109.1 105.1 105.5 106.6 103.4 
With a population of--

50,000 or more ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 107.4 107.3 104.0 103.6 105.6 104.8 
Less than 50,000 ••••••••••••••••••••••• 111.9 111.6 107.1 111. 5 110.2 103.0 

Type TM: 
All •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 103.9 102.9 102.0 101.6 101. 7 101.3 
With a population of--

50,000 or more ••••••••••••••••••••••••• 103.9 101. 7 100.5 100.8 102.2 101.4 
Less than 50,000 ••••••••••••••••••••••• 104.0 102.9 102.2 101. 7 101.7 101.3 

Note: Population for years indicated are as of 1950, 1960, 1970, 1973, and 1980 respectively. 
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Example 2. Demonstration of Rates 

(For meaning of symbols, see text) 

Classic city Way out city 
Item 

Property 1 Property 2 Property 3 Property 4 

Sales price (SP) ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• $100,000 $100,000 $100,000 $100,000 
Gross assessed value (GAV) •••••••.••••••••••••••••••••••• 30,000 30,000 60,000 80,000 
Assessment-sales price ratio, percent (R) •••••••••••••••• 30 30 60 80 
Applicable partial exemption for homestead (H) ••••••••••• 12,000 - - -
Net assessed value (NAV, GAV minus H) •••••••••••••••••••• 18,000 30,000 60,000 80,000 
Total tax bill (B) ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 1,440 2,400 2,400 3,200 
Nominal tax rate, percent (NTR) (B divided by NAV) ••••••• 8.0 8.0 4.0 4.0 
Effective tax rate, percent (B divided by SP) •••••••••••• 1.4 2.4 2.4 3.2 

Note properties 1 and 2 in Classic 
City, and properties 3 and 4 in Way Out 
City. Despite the fact that each prop
erty sold for $100,000, nominal and 
effective rates differ substantially. 
Properties 1 and 2 in Classic City have 
identical assessments to begin with. 
Property 1 gets the benefit of a $12,000 
homestead exemption, however, and the 
result is an effective rate of 1.4 per
cent instead of 2.4 percent. In ~Jay Out 
City, properties 3 and 4 changed hands at 
identical sales prices, but have assessed 
values differing by $20,000. The conse
quence is an effective rate for property 
3 that is 25 percent less than the one 
for property 4. Example 2 exhibits a 
common occurrence in an increasingly 
complicated assessment environment: 
properties identical in value subject to 
significant differences in effective 
rates, and therefore tax bills. In 
example 2, the range extends from 1.4 
percent to 3.2 percent. 

Noreover, there are differences in tax 
bills for properties identical in value 
that example 2, and also the effective 
rate coverage in table 22, do not incor
porate. These stem from credits against 
income tax liability or outright cash 
rebates common in "circuit breaker" laws 
among the several States. One such law 
provides for a credit against income tax 
liability of 60 percent of the amount by 
which property taxes on the owner's home
stead exceed 3.5 percent of household 
income. The credit decreases by 10 per
cent if household income exceeds $65,000, 
and by an additional 10 percent for each 
$1 ,000 of household income in excess of 
$65,000. 

Thus, a homeowner with $50,000 of 
annual household income who lives in a 
property worth $100,000 carrying a prop
erty tax bill of $2,400 (cf. property 2 
in Classic City), will get a credit 

against income tax liability of $390.00, 
as the following summarizes: 

Property tax liabi1ity .... ~ ...... $2,400 

3.5 percent of household 
income ($50,000 times 
3.5 percent).................... 1,750 

Excess.... . . . . .. .. .. . .. . . . . .. . . . . $650 

Credit against income 
tax ($650 times 
60 percent)..................... $390 

Thus, this homeowner has a net prop
erty tax liability of $2,400 minus $390, 
or $2,010, which translates to an effec
tive rate of 2.01 percent, for reasons 
completely unrelated to assessment 
levels. 

The great merit of the effective tax 
rate is analytical effectiveness. Be
cause its basis is sales price and not 
assessed value, the effective rate avoids 
the built-in variety of assessment levels 
and makes possible certain intrajuris
dictional and cross-jurisdictional com
parisons of property tax burdens. The 
effective rate concept gets down to net 
tax bill, what the taxpayer actually 
pays as property tax, after any exemp
tion. As the foregoing demonstrates, 
however, effective rates are independent 
of property tax reducing influences 
external to property tax administration. 

Effective Tax Rates 

Effective rates for 1981, presented in 
table 22, are generally lower than those 
for 1976 and 1971, though direct compari
sons necessarily reflect differences in 
extent of coverage among the three sur
veys. In 1981, among effective rates 
calculated for "all types" of realty as 
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a group, in 81 primary assessing juris
dictions, the median is 1.09 percent, 
within a range extending from 0.19 per
cent (in Mobile County, Ala.) to 4.63 
percent (in Islip town, N.Y.). For 
single-family (nonfarm) houses the 
median is also 1.09 percent within a 
range of 0.14 percent to 4.29 percent 
for the same two jurisdictions. In 
1976 the median effective rate for "all 
types" of realty was 1 .85 percen t, among 
358 cities with a population of 50,000 
or more. The median rate for single
family houses in 1976 was also 1.85 
percent, among 353 cities. 

Median effective rates for areas cov
ered are summarized in table S. They 
range from 0.65 percent, the median among 
rates for vacant platted lots in 26 ,."bal
ance of county" areas, to 1.06 percent, 
the median among rates for "all types" 
of realty in 68 cities, each with a pop
ulation of 200,000 or more. Not consid
ered in the above range are the medians 
of 0.96 percent and 1.50 percent, shown 
in table S for vacant platted lots, since 
they are based on only four and two 
areas, respectively. 

Sedgwick County, Kans., has the two 
lowest among effective rates calculated, 
both for vacant platted lots. They are 
0.10 percent, the countywide rate, and 
0.06 percent, the rate for the "balance 
of county" outside Wichita. 

Among the larger cities and towns 
(population 200,000 or more), survey 
results show the following effective 
rates (percentages) for "all types" of 
realty (each 3 percent or more) and 
single-family (nonfarm) residences, 

respectively, in 1981, in the following 
places: 

Place 

Islip town, N.y ••••••••• 
Jersey City, N.J •••••••• 
Detroit, Mich ••••••••••• 
Brookhaven town, N.y •••• 
Babylon town, N.y ••••••• 

Rates 

All 
~ 

4.63 
4.40 
4.10 
3.60 
3.10 

Single
family 

4.29 
3.43 
3.57 
3.64 
2.81 

VALUE EXCLUDED OR REMOVED FROM THE 
PROPERTY TAX BASE 

Considerable property value does not 
appear in summations of assessed value 
ultimately subject to local general prop
erty taxation. There are two types. 
The first pertains to property outside 
the purview of general property taxation 
and therefore excluded from the tax base. 
The second group consists of values 
deducted from gross assessed values and 
then removed from the base prior to 
application of tax rates, in accordance 
with specific provisions in the law. 
The effect of the deduction in an indi
vidual case may be a net assessed value 
of zero, especially where the de facto 
assessment level is relatively low. 

Property Value Excluded From the Base 

Excluded or totally exempt property 
is familiar enough, even though many of 
the values involved are difficult to 

Table S. Effective Tax Rates, Selected Local Areas: 1981 

(Rates in percents) 

Cities and towns with population of-- Balance 

100,000 50,000 
of 

Item Counties 200,000 county 
or to to 

199,999 99,000 areas more 

All types of realty: 
Number of areas ••••••••••••••••••• 56 68 21 43 47 
Range of rates •••••••••••••••••••• 0.19 to 2.15 0.14 to 4.63 0.28 to 2.89 0.37 to 2.36 0.14 to 2.25 
Median rate ••••••••••••••••••••••• 0.90 1.06 0.68 0.80 0.79 

Single-family (nonfarm) houses: 
Number of areas ••••••••••••••••••• 54 68 20 39 44 
Range of rates •••••••••••••••••••• 0.14 to 2.24 0.14 to 4.29 0.27 to 2.64 0.30 to 2.13 0.21 to 2.25 
Median rate ••••••••••••••••••••••• 0.85 1.02 0.73 0.77 0.90 

Vacant platted lots: 
Number of areas ••••••••••••••••••• 45 23 4 2 26 
Range of rates •••••••••••••••••••• 0.10 to 3.47 0.20 to 4.98 0.42 to 4.35 1.19 to 1.80 0.06 to 3.47 
Median ra.te •••••••••••• , •••.••••••• 0.71 0.90 0.96 1.50 0.65 
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identify since the properties commonly 
do not sell and are not rented. Najor 
classifications follow: 

1. Property used for purposes acknow
ledged to be publicly beneficial. 
Examples are governmental struc
tures, churches, synagogues, 
mosques, and other religious 
properties, hospitals, and educa
tional institutions. It should 
be noted that use and ownership 
together usually constitute pre
requisites for total exemption. 

2. Some States specifically exempt 

particular classes of property 
(e.g., public utilities, intangi
bles) from general taxation, sub
jecting them instead to a form of 
special tax (property or other). 

3. Individual States exempt qualify
ing property of new industrial 
plants, over a specified period 
(usually not more than 10 years). 
The purpose is to attract industry 
to locate within the State. 

4. Specific legislative action 
exempts particular property in 
individual jurisdictions. The 

Table T. Value Analogous to Assessed Value for Excluded (Totally Exempt) Property, by Type of 
Exemption, for Selected States: 1981 

(Millions of dollars. For meaning of symbols, see te.~t) 

State Total Governmental Educational Religious Charitable Other or 
unallocable 

i 

Total •••••••••• 259,576 127,925 22,477 15,027 14,878 79,269 

Arizona! ••••••••••••• 1,255 599 78 54 (NA) 524 
California2 •••••••••• 14,204 (NA) 3,336 2,844 8,022 2 
Colorado ••••••••••••• 3,717 2,855 128 297 363 74 
District of Columbia. 15,163 12,492 640 581 146 1,304 
Florida •••••••••••••• 30,696 23,542 (NA) (NA) (NA) 7,154 
Georgia3.~ •••• ~ •••••• 4,365 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 4,365 
Hawa i i ••••••••••••••• 5,085 4,128 109 275 260 313 
Idaho ~ ••••••••••••••• 17,049 9,863 707 502 30 5,947 

Indiana •••••••••••••• 1,527 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 1,527 
Iowa 1 •••••••••••••••• 2,331 (NA) 339 1,107 651 234 
Kansas s •••••••••••••• 2,585 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 2,585 
Maine •••••••••••••••• 4,047 2,509 506 274 195 563 
Maryland ••••••••••••• 7,915 4,179 2,207 1,040 415 74 
Massachusetts •••••••• 16,156 11,146 2,207 827 1,729 247 
Michigan 6 •••••••••••• 17,411 6,967 (NA) (NA) (NA) 10,444 
Minnesota 7 ••••••••••• 16,108 5,802 6,291 1,920 540 1,555 

Nevada ••••••••••••••• 1,136 825 180 53 (NA) 78 
New Jerseys •••••••••• 21,043 15,399 - 2,741 1,569 1,334 
New Mexico ••••••••••• 308 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 308 
New York 9 

•••••••••••• 38,643 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 38,643 
Ohio ••••••••••••••••• 10,057 4,608 2,893 1,353 934 269 
Oregon!o •••••••••• ; •• 25,807 21,946 2,438 1,018 (NA) 405 
Rhode Is land ••••••••• 1,974 1,065 418 141 24 326 
West Virginia •••••••• 994 (NA) (NA) (NA) (NA) 994 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may not add to totals. 

IValues are as of January 1, 1979. 2California values are limited to those amounts required to be 
enrolled. 'Georgia values are as of January 1, 1978. ~Idaho values are estimates as of 1977. 
"Other or unallocable" category includes $2,068 million in inventory and crops; $2,354 million in house-
hold goods; and $1,159 million in motor vehicles. sKansas values are market rather than assessed 
values. 6Michigan values are for 61 out of 83 counties and include partial reports for 5 of those 61 
counties. If the reported data were projected statewide, there would be an estimated $31,200 million (at 
50 percent of true cash value) in fully exempt property. 7Minnesota values are market values as of 
January 1, 1980. sNew Jersey governmental and educational values are combined under the governmental 
heading. 9 New York values do not reflect totally exempt property located in local assessing jurisdic-
tions that did not report to the State. lOOregon values are true cash values rather than assessed 
values. 
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group is similar to the institu
tion class above, except that 
exemption action is specific to 
the property rather than for an 
entire category. 

5. Many States now provide incentives 
for activities such as pollution 
control and abatement, energy con
servation, and property rehabil
itation, by using property tax 
exemptions. This group is a 
hybrid of two of the types dis
cussed above, sometimes relating 
to exclusion from the roll and 
sometimes to value components 
removed from gross assessed 
values. 

Table T reflects 1981 values assigned 
to excluded property by 23 States and 
the District of Columbia as $259.6 bil
lion. The values are termed "analogous" 
because no "assessed" value is techni
cally possible for property excluded 
from the tax base. 

Authorities differ on the extent to 
which reported values for totally exempt 
property resemble conventional appraisal 
es tima tes. vJhile it is unlikely that 
assessors devote more than minimal 
appraisal resources to valuing excluded 
property (since no tax revenue stems 
from the activi ty), the values reported 
are of interest to the public. Often 
excluded property is highly specialized, 
in some instances built for a single 
use. Rarely does it sell and seldom is 
it easily rented. Moreover, its owners 
are usually objective about cost submis
sions, since they will not influence any 
current property tax liability. 

In a previous survey 17 States 
reported a 1976 aggregate value for 
totally exempt property of $122.3 bil
lion. Of the 1981 total reported in 
table T, the same 18 States accounted 
for $199.6 billion. Six States not 
reporting for 1976 listed a total of $60 
billion for 1981. They are Georgia, 
Idaho, Maine, Hassachusetts, Michigan, 
and West Virginia. 

Of the 1981 total for amounts reported 
by exempt category, governmental prop
erty, at $127.9 billion, constituted the 
largest single component in all States 
except Minnesota. 

Property Value Removed From the Base 

The value removed constitutes the 
"partially exempt" or tax-exempt portion 
of a gross assessed value (see table 2). 
For 1981 such assessed value components, 
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removed from the taxable base, slightly 
exceeded $120.7 billion, as summarized 
in table U for 31 reporting States and 
the District of Columbia. Corresponding 
aggregates for the recent past are $39.7 
billion from 28 States in 1976 and $23.3 
billion from 28 States for 1971. 

The major type of "partial exemption" 
is the one for homesteads. This provides 
that specified amounts of gross assessed 
value are removed from the total in 
accordance with applicable State law. 
The result is the net amount of assessed 
value against which the nominal tax rate 
is applied. 

The homestead exemption is a form of 
property tax relief. It lowers the tax 
by law for those who own and occupy (and 
in some circumstances rent) their own 
homesteads, that will be less than what 
otherwise would be due. 

Assume an owner-occupied homestead 
with a market value of $50,000, located 
in a jurisdiction where the de facto 
assessment level is 20 percent. Gross 
assessed value is $10,000. Assume fur
ther that the law exempts the first 
$10,000 of assessed value for owner
occupied homesteads. Net assessed value 
becomes zero ($10,000 minus $10,000). 
Thus, a "partial exemption" in this 
instance removes the entire assessed 
value from the roll and means no tax 
liabili ty. 

The homestead exemption exists in the 
28 States shown in table U (a few may 
involve homestead tax credit aspects, as 
in Indiana and Oregon), plus the fol
lowing: Alaska, Arizona, Colorado, 
Massachusetts, Ohio, South Carolina, and 
Virginia. 

Sixteen of the States and the District 
of Columbia listed in table U (each 
designated by an asterisk) also use 
circuit breakers for property tax relief. 

A circuit breaker law activates a 
State financed rebate of specified 
amounts of property taxes due (or rent 
equivalents), whenever such payments 
exceed specified amounts of household 
income. 9 In Pennsylvania, for example, 
people 65 or over are eligible for 
rebates ($10 minimum, $500 maximum) of 
property taxes due, ranging from 100 
percent (for household income less than 
$5,000) down to 10 percent (for household 

9Classifications here are compatible with 
those in Significant Features of Fiscal 
Federalism, 1982-83, Advisory Commission on 
Intergovernmental Relations, Washington, D.C., 
February 1984. ACIR cooperation is grate
fully acknowledged. 
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incomes between $9,000 and $12,000). An 
inflation dividend of $30 to $125 aug
mented rebates in 1982. 

States not in table U which do have 
circuit breakers are: Arizona, Arkansas, 
Colorado, Iowa, Kansas, Maryland, Michi
gan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Vermont, and 
Wisconsin. 

Montana adopted a circuit breaker in 
1981 and further refined it in 1983, 

providing a maximum credit of $400 to 
qualifying owners or tenants age 62 or 
more. Indiana converted its circuit 
breaker to a unified tax credit in 1981, 
basing relief on adjusted gross income. 

Among those with homestead exemptions, 
17 States and the District of Columbia 
apply the exemption to all homeowners. 
Amounts of assessed value exempt range 
from $200 in New Mexico to $12,000 in 
Hawaii (now $20,000 since the legal 

Table U. Assessed Value Removed from Tax Base for Selected States: 1981 

(Dollar amounts in millions. For meaning of symbols, see text) 

State 

To ta 1 ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Alabama ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• : ••••••• 
California'~ ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Connecticut'~ •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
De laware •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
District of Columbia"' ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Florida ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Georgia ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Hawaii"' ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Idaho * •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Illinois'~ ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ind iana ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Kentucky •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Louis iana ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ma ine* •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Mississippi ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Nebraska •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Nevada* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New Hampshire ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New Jersey •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New Mexico* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
New York* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
North Carolina 3 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

North Dakota* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Ok lahoma * ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••.••••••• 

Oregon* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Rhode Is land* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
South Dakota* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Texa s ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Utah* ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Washington •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
West Virginia* •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
Wyoming ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 

Total 

120,726 

1,801 
29,440 

476 
86 

626 
48,136 

2,947 
2,279 

1,274 
6,956 

951 
2,432 
2,395 

118 
1,160 
1,251 

26 
153 

60 
122 

7,373 
1,351 

7 
788 

176 
227 
109 

6,088 
31 

1,306 
474 
107 

Note: Because of rounding, detail may not add to totals. 

*Has circuit breaker; see text. 

Exemptions 

Homestead 

(NA) 

1,595 
29,138 

(NA) 
86 

626 
36,595 

2,947 
2,235 

1,133 
(NA) 

86 
2,432 
2,395 

1,160 
1,251 

(NA) 
135 

(NA) 
(NA) 

1,017 
7 

681 

161 

(NA) 
(NA) 
966 
474 
103 

Veterans 

(NA) 

302 
(NA) 

109 

116 

18 

82 
(NA) 

(NA) 

108 

(NA) 
(NA) 

4 

Other 
and un

allocable 

(NA) 

206 

476 

111,542 

44 

2141 
6,956 

756 

2 

8 
18 
60 
40 

7,373 
334 

107 

15 
119 
109 

6,088 
431 
340 

Total as 
percent 

of gross 
assessed 

value 

4.1 

19.7 
4.5 
1.0 
2.1 
3.3 

19.3 
6.3 

11.2 

5.2 
8.4 
3.7 
4.2 

24.2 
0.6 

21.9 
3.4 

0.3 
1.0 
0.1 
2.2 
6.8 
1.2 
0.8 
9.8 

0.3 
2.4 
1.9 
1.9 
0.5 
1.0 
3.3 
1.7 

lIncludes $11,187 million of exempted inventory differential. 2Includes $110 million of exempted 
State-assessed value. 3Data shown are for 66 out of 100 counties in North Carolina. 4 Inc l udes $4 
million of exempted State-assessed value. 
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standard for assessments increased to 
100 percent January 1, 1983). 

Other applicable exempt amounts in
clude $1,000 (Oklahoma), $2,000 (Alabama 
and Georgia), $3,000 (Illinois), $7,000 
(California), $9,000 (District of Colum
bia), and $10,000 (or 20 percent of mar
ket value, whichever less, in Idaho). 
Alaska municipalities may exempt up to 
$10,000. 

Florida had increased its basic $5,000 
homestead exemption (for taxes other 
than those of school districts) in stages 
(to $15,000 in 1980, $20,000 in 1981, and 
$25,000 in 1982 and thereafter), but sub
ject to minimum residence in the State 
of 5 years. The State Supreme Court 
ruled the residency requirement unconsti
tutional in 1982 but prospectively ~ 
only, effective January 1, 1983. 10 The 
State had separately enacted an exemption 
of $25,000 applicable to school district 
taxes, on Narch 11,1980. Thus the 
present situation is an exemption of 
$25,000 applicable to all taxes. 

Louisiana's exemption is $7,500, 
applicable to parish taxes only (except 
in New Orleans). In Nississippi the 
exemption of $5,000 applies to all State 
and some local taxes. 

Some of the States named provide 
enhanced homestead exemptions for senior 
citizens, or for those totally disabled 
or for those within specified household 
income ceilings. Attaining age 65 either 
qualifies for or enhances the amount of 
a homestead exemption in at least 15 
States. In Hawaii, enhancement begins 
at age 60, when the exemption doubles. 
Qualified persons in New Hampshire are 
68 or older, with net incomes of no more 
than $5,000 ($6,000 if married), and 
with net assets of no more than $35,000. 

Eligibili ty in tJashington had begun at 
age 61, with full exemption from all 
levies for up to $15,000 of assessed val
ue if combined disposable income was 
$14,000 or less. Beginning in 1984 a 
corresponding income of $12,000 or less 
entitles a qualified person to exemption, 
from all regular property taxes, of up 
to $20,000 of assessed value. 

More than 20 States similarly relate 
eligibility for or amount of homestead 
exemption to specified maximum income. 
Massachusetts augmented qualifiers in 
1982, authorizing municipalities to 
exempt $4,000 of assessed value or $500 
of tax, whichever is greater. Eligi
bility extends to an owner-occupier age 
70 or-more, with "gross receipts" of 

100sterndorf v. Turner, 426 So. 2nd 539 
(1982, rehearing 1983). 

L 

less than $10,000 ($12,000 if married) 
and an estate, other than house, of no 
more than $20,000 ($23,000 if married). 
Nebraska, on the other hand, repealed 
the homestead exemption for many in 
1983, retaining it only for senior 
citizens (65 or over) and disabled 
ve terans. 

Seven States accomplish property tax 
relief by related methods, such as home
stead tax credits (Naryland, Minnesota, 
New Jersey, Tennessee, and Wisconsin) and 
locally imposed freezes on tax rate and 
assessed value (Rhode Island). In addi
tion to its new circuit breaker (above), 
Montana relates income of property owner 
to specified assessment levels for the 
Class 4 realty affected (see appendix A). 
Tax deferral statutes have also become 
common (as in California, Colorado, 
District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, 
Oregon, South Dakota, Vermont, Virginia, 
and Wisconsin). 

Partial exemptions for veterans also 
exhibit much variety. Often they apply 
to veterans' homesteads only, but they 
can extend to other realty and personal 
property as well. Hawaii, Maryland, Mon
tana, New Hampshire, and New Jersey are 
among States which exempt the entire 
amount of assessed value for residences 
owned by totally disabled veterans. The 
horne of an unremarried widow is often 
eligible for whatever exemption the 
deceased veteran had. 

A small amount of partially exempt 
assessed value is also reported in table 
U for qualifying industrial property. 

Special Property Taxes 

Available data indicate that at least 
31 States subject specific types of prop
erty, usually personalty, to State and/or 
local special property taxes. These are 
levies which relate to selected classifi
cations, at specified individual rates 
or average rates. 

Categories of property likely to be 
affected include the following: 

Tangible 

Aircraft and other flight property 
Distilled spirits 
Motor vehicles 
Mobile homes 
Public utility property (including that 
of railroads and private car lines) 

Intangible 

Bank deposits 
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Bank shares 
Credits 
Marketable securities (stocks and 

bonds) 
States which in 1981 imposed special 

property taxes on one or more of the 
above include: Alabama, Arizona, Arkan
sas, California, Connecticut, Georgia, 
Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minne
sota, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, 
New Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, 
North Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island, South Carolina, Vermont, 
Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. 

An aggregate assessed value for all of 
the property involved is not available, 
nor can revenues attributed specifically 
to special property taxes readilY' be 
identified. Both summations are deemed 
relatively minor on a nationwide basis, 
though substantial totals are reported 
by individual States. ii 

SURVEY PROCEDURE 

Procedures throughout the survey 
incorporate the use of public records, 
except for sales price information dis
cussed below. It should be noted, how
ever, that often data in effectively 
usable format become available for survey 
use only with the authorization of the 
local officials concerned. 

Sales prices come from contracting 
parties on a voluntary and confidential 
basis, and that confidentiality is pro
tected, as the law requires. 

Revenue data appearing in table 1 and 
elsewhere in this introductory material 
are contained in Governmental Finances in 
1981-82, and in earlier editions of that 
publication. 

Assessed value data shown in tables 2, 
3, and 20 came primarily from State 
officials having responsibilities for 
State assistance to and/or supervision 
of local prope~ty tax and assessment 
administration. A canvass of such 
officials by means of a mail question
naire produced most of the information 
for those tables and for tables T and U 
of this text, relating to excluded and 
partially exempt property. 

Information concerning legal assess
ment levels, valuation standards, classi
fied property taxation, exemptions, taxa
bility, and similar matters resulted 
from review and analysis of State consti-

llSee State Government Tax Collections in 
1982, Series GF82, No.1, U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, January 1983. 

tutional and statutory prov1S10ns, court 
cases, and administrative regulations, 
augmented where necessary by telephone 
consultation or correspondence with offi
cials concerned. 

For overall sampling design and its 
implications for each major survey com
ponent, see earlier material on survey 
scope and survey methodology. 

The Ratio Study--Enumeration 

Enumerators usually began in the 
offices of the local recorder, selecting 
the sample of real property sales accord
ing to interval counts described earlier, 
from pertinent public records (e.g., 
grantor-grantee index, register of docu
ments, and deed books). All sales occur
ring and recorded within the applicable 
6-month survey period were eligible for 
selection. After selecting the sales 
sample, enumerators proceeded to the 
office of the local assessor to obtain 
additional data. Minimum information 
(entered on form GP-30) necessary for 
each sale included: 

1. Parcel identification, in the form 
most efficient for cross referenc
ing recording and assessing rec
ords, and for subsequent process
ing. Identification includes 
street address wherever possible. 

2. Names of buyer (grantee) and 
seller (grantor), together with 
mailing address of at least one 
of them, preferably both. 

3. Assessed value of sold property, 
as of applicable valuation date 
(for such dates, see table R). 

4. Amounts paid in compliance with 
State and/or local real property 
transfer, documentary, or convey
ance tax laws, wherever such data 
were readily available. Often 
these amounts made possible the 
calculation of probable sales 
price, a quantity then available 
for confirming or clarifying 
sales data derived from sales 
questionnaires (form GP-31). 

5. Sales price involved in the trans
action, if readily available. In 
some States, the law requires 
price disclosure as an incident 
of or prerequisite to recording. 

Wherever possible, enumerators aug
mented the above minimum facts, for 

LI 



I NTR OD UCTI ON-Conti nued 

sales in cities of 200,000 population or 
more, and surrounding counties. This 
was done by obtaining amounts of property 
taxes billed against sold parcels (by 
all levying agencies) on the basis of the 
enumerated assessed values. These tax 
billing data made possible calculation of 
effective and nominal tax rates shown in 
table 22. Where the city of 200,000 
population or more is the central city of 
a county containing other cities of 
50,000 population or more, enumeration of 
above tax billing data included such 
smaller cities as well. 

Acting on detailed, locally oriented 
instructions, enumerators selected sample 
real property transfers evidenced by war
ranty deeds (described as "grant deeds" 
or something else in some States), except 
any transfer obviously not an ordinary 
sale of real property. Examples of the 
exception are transfers evidenced by 
quitclaim deeds (except in a few States), 
tax deeds, deeds to cemetery lots, mort
gages, and satisfactions (releases) of 
mortgages. All other screening and edit
ing occurred centrally at the Bureau of 
the Census. 

The Ratio Study--Screening 

During the screening process, an exam
iner reviewed the property transfer rec
ord prepared by an enumerator for each 
selected sale, in order to check basic 
accuracy and suitability. Except where 
a specific circumstance regarding an 
individual sale made disposition depend
ent on a supervisor's decision, the exam
iner at this stage excluded sales which 
involved: 
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1. Date of sale (or recording) out
side predetermined 6-month survey 
period. 

2. Transacting parties with identical 
surnames, supporting a presumption 
that the sale was not "arm's 
length. " 

3. Sold property that was tax exempt. 

4. A change in the ownership of only 
a partial interest in a real 
property, with the result that a 
distinctive assessed value for 
the particular property conveyed 
was not readily available. 

5. A government agency as buyer or 
seller (the presumption being that 
the transfer resulted from other 
than arm's length situations). 

Screening procedures alone eliminated 
43,000 out of the 181,000 sales consti
tuting the sample selected by the enumer
a tors. 

The Ratio Study--Mail Questionnaire 

Each of the 138,000 sales which sur
vived the above screening became the 
subject of a questionnaire (see form 
GP-31) mailed initially to the buyer 
(grantee). If the buyer did not respond, 
a second request was sent about 4 weeks 
later. If the second attempt also 
failed to stimulate a response, the same 
original and followup mail sequence was 
repeated for the seller (grantor). 

In the 1982 survey, four major items 
of information were sought on form GP-31 
for each sold property: size of sold 
parcel (items a and b), property use 
(item 1), sales price (items 2a and 2b), 
and financing details (item 2c). Primary 
data on sales price and property use 
constitute information essential for 
calculation of de facto assessment 
levels, for each major use category 
and for all types of realty combined as 
a single group. Information about 
financing, not obtained in previous 
surveys, has, in nationwide empirical 
terms, remained a mystery influence on 
realty sales in 1981. One national real 
estate group reported that as many as 6 
out of every 10 sales of existing homes 
were affected by some form of creative 
financing. 1z Responses about financing 
were obtained for about 80 percent of 
measurable sales selected. A tally of 
such responses appears in table 25. 
Interest in respective sizes of sold 
parcels (in square feet or acreage) has 
also increased substantially in recent 
years, especially among those seeking to 
develop land unit price indices. Data 
about parcel size were obtained from 
over half of the usable responses. 

Questionnaire respondents also pro
vided answers important for edit deci
sions about a sale's "arm's length" 
characteristics (see item 4, page 286). 

Out of 138,000 sales for which ques
tionnaires were mailed, responses were 
obtained concerning 79,500 transfers. 
Enough data were obtained from respond
ents to determine that 55,300 of the 
sales were "measurable." 

12Existing Home Sales 1981, National Asso
ciation of Realtors, Washington, D.C. I June 
1982, p. 7. 
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The Ratio Study--Editing 

Within survey design and resource 
limits, all responses were examined for 
accuracy and adequacy of information. In 
many situations correspondence or tele
phone contact with respondents became 
necessary in order to confirm or obtain 
correct address, or sales price, or other 
property related data. Whenever the 
editing procedures resulted in a deter
mination that the sale involved was 
other than "arm's length," the sale was 
discarded. 

As it unfolded, the central edit 
process resulted in rejection of 24,200 
sales, leaving a net total of 55,300 
measurable sales available for calcula
tions and analysis. That latter'number 
incorporates treatment, as individual 
sales prices, of proportional amounts 
of individual reported sales prices 
found to apply to more than one assessed 
value. In each such circumstance, the 
apportionment of the single sales price 
was accomplished on the basis of the 
respective assessed value proportions 
referenced to the assessed value total. 

It should be noted that the number of 
sales enumerated and the number of meas
urable sales resulting are both substan
tially lower in 1982 than was the case 
either in 1972 or in 1977, as the follow
ing summary indicates: 

1972 1977 1982 

Sales 
enumerated. 230,800 210,000 181,000 

Rejected in 
Initial 
screening •• 49,500 25,000 43,000 

Sales con-
cerning which: 

Question-
naires 
were 
sen t ..... 181 ,300 185,000 138,000 

Responses 
were 
received. 150,000 138,000 79,500 

Sales (net) : 
Rejected 
during 
edi t •••• 38,000 28,000 24,200 

Measur-
able 
sales ••• 112,000 110,000 55,300 

Reasons for the 1982 result include 
things like: the substantially reduced 

volume of realty sales in 1981; the rela
tively greater difficulty of persuading 
the involved populace to answer question
naires; the increased cost of each 
questionnaire attempt; and enhancement 
in edit proficiency. 

The Ratio Study--Processing 

After completing the edit, data were 
entered on magnetic tape for the surviv
ing (measurable) sales. Included for 
each was the property use category, 
sales price, financing details (if avail
able), sampling rate, expansion factor, 
jurisdiction identification code, total 
assessed value, and parcel size (if 
available). Also entered on tape was 
the amount of property taxes billed 
against the sold parcel, by all levying 
bodies having a taxing power over it. 
Covered was each property located within 
a city having a 1978 population of 
200,000 or more, or within its surround
ing county, or within certain additional 
areas selected in an attempt to obtain 
effective tax rate coverage for each 
State. 

Following data entry, the necessary 
computer programs were implemented for 
calculation of value aggregates, ratios, 
coefficients of intra-area and interarea 
dispersion, and other findings published 
in this report. 

Realty Tax Base Composition--Enumeration 

To enumerate the sample of assessed 
values, including the use category, 
visits were made to each of 1 ,456 coun
ties or other primary assessing jurisdic
tions included in the jurisdictional 
sample described earlier. 

At the office of the local assessor, 
enumerators proceeded twice through the 
assessment roll, or other official 
assessment record, selecting the sample 
of certainty and noncertainty assessed 
values in the manner previously detailed 
(see forms GP-22, and GP-23 series, 
appendix F). 

In 540 counties or other primary 
assessing jurisdictions all or most of 
the assessed value sampling was accom
plished by computer processing. This 
represents an increase of almost 500 
percent over the 93 jurisdictions 
enumerated by computer for the 1976 
survey data. The Bureau of the Census 
has been able to effect this kind of 
sampling only through the cooperative 
effort of many local assessing and data 
processing officials. 
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Realty Tax Base Composition--Editing 

Editing of the enumerated sample of 
realty parcel assessed values included 
careful examination of individual values 
within guidelines set to assure compre
hensive, accurate coverage of the juris
diction. 

The editing of use categories assigned 
by field enumerators required close 
attention to definitions provided in 
local coding systems. The aim was com
patibility between census use categories 
and the typically more numerous classifi
cations in local systems. 

Realty Tax Base Composition--Processing 

After enumeration and editing, the 
sample data were tallied and inflated to 
produce the estimated distributions of 
assessed value and parcel inventory which 
appear in tables 4 through 9, and in 
tables 12 and 21. 

RELIABILITY AND LUllTATIONS OF DATA 

Any use of statistics contained in 
this report is subject to limitations 
and qualifications specified elsewhere in 
this text, in footnotes and similar ref
erences pertaining to any of the tables 
and to any material in appendices, and 
in the material which follows. 

Diversity in Law and Administration 

The 1982 survey occurred within a 
framework of even greater variation than 
that usually associated with property 
taxation and assessment. By its approval 
in 1978 of Proposition 13, the California 
electorate added the dual base concept 
to the mosaic of modifications affecting 
assessment practice. Market value, or 
one or.more specified percentages there
of, no longer stands alone in condition
ing what assessors officially identify 
as the ultimate basis for apportioning 
property tax burdens. The valid value 
choice now may instead be a "base year 
value," plus strictly limited annual 
accretions, until the time when an 
applicable "change of ownership" has 
occurred. When that happens in Cali
fornia, reassessment at the market 
value ~evel is mandatory. 

In fundamental form the dual base con
cept of Proposition 13 has not emerged 
anywhere else, though the notion of 
limits on assessments or tax rates, or 
both, has gained wide acceptance. This 
has expanded the catalog of differences 
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within and among the individual States 
and local assessing jurisdictions that 
affect how much in property taxes people 
actually pay. Things like the following 
have complicated the environment: 

Owner and occupant status influences-
These include age, household income, 
total or partial disability, and 
veteran status. All translate, in 
property tax terms, to individual tax 
bills less than what would result 
from applying the jurisdiction mill 
rate to the assessed value of the 
property involved. The differences 
in taxes can come about by way of 
"circui t breakers" tied to household 
income levels, or by removal of all or 
portions of the assessed value of the 
property involved. 

Benefited use influences--These alter 
the nature of the appraisal process. 
Instead of arriving at a value esti
mate based on highest and best use, 
in accordance with fundamental 
appraisal theory, assessors in any 
benefited use situation determine 
value on the basis of the current or 
other specified use. The most 
familiar example is the group of 
agricultural assessment laws now com
mon in most States (see appendix C). 

Assessment cycle influences (see 
appendix D)--These refer to the time 
periods required for intensive review 
(often called "reassessment") of each 
assessed value within a jurisdiction, 
whether or not changes have occurred 
in the property involved. Computer
ization technology is likely to bring 
about a mandate for review on as 
close to an annual basis as possible. 

Where assessment cycles exist, the 
individual assessed values encountered 
by enumerators for this survey will 
unevenly reflect the current market, 
except where some noticeable modifi
cation in property value (possibly 
from remodeling) stimulated a separate 
reappraisal. 

Financing influences--Appraisal purism 
would ignore these completely, since 
an appraisal typically is an estimate 
of property value in the market, on a 
fee simple, cash equivalent basis, 
devoid of "adjustments" for particular 
financing arrangements. In the mar
kets of 1981, however, many trans
actions occurred only because the 
parties grasped at creative financing 
alternatives sensitive to an extended 
time of stratospheric interest rates. 
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Rejected whenever possible was the 
very high fixed-rate mortgage, in 
favor of things like assumptions, and 
the graduated payment, shared equity, 
flexible rate, wraparound, and balloon 
mortgages mentioned earlier. Though 
empirical data supports no conclusion 
that assessors systemically adjusted 
assessments to reflect financing 
options, there is evidence that the 
market did incorporate such things 
in prevailing real estate prices. 

Appeals and equalization--Except as 
otherwise stated, included in this 
report are only those assessed values 
deemed "final" for the 1981 assessment 
period, following any administrative 
appeal. Moreover, the assessed values 
incorporate any equalization activity 
resulting in revised individual 
assessed values (as, for example, in 
Illinois) • 

In addition to the value-influencing 
factors summarized above, technical and 
procedural variations among assessing 
jurisdictions also affect survey findings 
reported here. Important among these 
are: 

Differences among methods for identi
fying individual parcels and classify
ing them by use category--The Bureau 
of the Census provides for seven use 
categories (see tables 4 to 9), and 
defines as a parcel whatever the 
local assessor deems a parcel. Given 
the copious variety among local use 
coding systems, the Bureau's choices 
about use for particular individual 
parcels have been difficult. 13 
Similar variety characterizes parcel 
identification systems. A growing 
number of these feature some form of 
geocoding, and may incorporate rela
tionships to survey coordinates when 
techniques like global positioning 
become cost ~ffective.14 

13A system frequently used, with adaptations, 
by local assessing jurisdictions, is that con
tained in Standard Land Use Coding System, devel
oped in 1965 by Harold A. Merrill and Jacob Sil
ver; and reprinted in March 1977 by the U.S. De
partment of Transportation, Federal Highway 
Administration, available from Superintendent of 
Documents, U.S. Government Printing Office, Wash
ington, D.C. 20402. 

14See Procedures and Standards for a Multipur
pose Cadastre, National Research Council, Commit
tee on Geodesy, National Academy Press, Washing
ton, D.C. 1983, pp. 33-36; also Need for a 
Multipurpose Cadastre, same source, 1980. 

Differences in placement of initial 
and other assessment responsibility-
As indicated earlier, States vary in 
where they place respective assessing 
responsibilities and in exactly what 
they want as the assessed value 
again~t which tax rates are to be 
applied. Since the latter assessed 
value is what is sought for this 
report, in an attempt to be consist
ent on a nationwide basis, any 
variations among States which differ
entially affect that "bottom line" 
assessed value will condition 
inferences and judgments. This 
circumstance can, for example, 
substantially affect comparisons 
between assessment levels reported 
herein for States like Illinois, 
Michigan, Minnesota, and South 
Carolina. 

Limitations on Data Based on Neasurable 
Sales 

The following factors condition use or 
interpretation of survey results, specif
ically including survey produced statis
tics based on samples of taxable real 
property sales in each State. 

1. Heasurable sales used comprise a 
relatively small portion of all 
taxable real property, market
selected during the survey period 
(generally the last 6 months of 
1981). Resulting ratios express 
in each case the relationship 
between assessed value and what 
the market itself provides, namely 
sales price. Classification of 
measurable sales by property use 
category is designed to make 
possible data comparability con
sistent with local variation and 
nationwide scope. 

2. None of the survey results 
standing by themselves, stated 
separately or as grouped data, 
constitute estimates of gross 
turnover of all realty. The 
reason is that, even among re
sponses, certain transfers not 
usable for ratio calculation were 
excluded in the edit process. 

3. All of the assessment-sales price 
ratios contributing to this report 
are based on a sample of in-scope 
transfers of real property and are 
subject to sampling variability. 

The particular sample used in 
the survey is one of a large num
ber of all possible samples of 

LV 



LVI 

INTRODUCTION-Continued 

the same size that could have 
been selected by use of the same 
sample design. Each of the possi
ble samples would yield somewhat 
different results. The standard 
error is a measure of the varia
tion among the estimates from all 
possible samples. Thus it is a 
measure of the precision with 
which an estimate from a par
ticular sample approximates the 
average result from all possible 
samples. 

Estimates of sampling errors of 
the aggregate and the unweighted 
mean ratios for selected major 
assessing jurisdictions are shown 
in t.able 21 at the two standard 
error level. A 95 percent eonfi
dence interval may be constructed, 
in the following manner. To 
obtain the lower bound, subtract 
two standard errors from the esti
mate. To obtain the upper bound, 
add two standard errors to the 
estimate. Regarding intervals 
so constructed, we can say with 
95 percent confidence that the 
interval for a particular sample 
will include the figure that would 
have been obtained from coverage 
of all transfers. 

For estimates of the sampling 
errors of assessment-sales price 
ratios for States, see table 11. 

"Assessing jurisdictions" in 
this context conform to descrip
tions explained earlier in this 
text. 

4. The yield of the sales sample was 
insufficient to support ratio 
calculations and other survey 
processing in those situations 
specifically cited in text and/or 
footnotes to affected tables. 

5. Reliability of findings based on 
measurable sales also depends in 
part on the quality of basic data 
assembled. This in turn is 
affected by the quality of the 
field enumeration effort, and in 
subsequent interpretation of 
data provided by respondents. 
Undoubtedly, some errors and 
inaccuracies have occurred that 
remain undetected. The survey, 
however, proceeded at all stages, 
including those of its mail can
vass, with the benefit of detailed 
instructions and careful editing 
procedures. 

6. To stimulate accurate reporting, 

survey questionnaires emphasized 
that the law requires confidential 
handling of sales price informa
tion supplied, with use thereof 
limited to statistical purposes. 
In the 1982 survey it also was 
noted that response was voluntary. 

Identical confidentiality 
characteristics applied to any 
correspondence deemed necessary to 
remove ambiguities and resolve 
doubts. If it became evident at 
any time that the sale was some
thing other than the kind of 
ordinary transfer called for in 
survey specifications, the sale 
was excluded from the survey. 
This was true even where a re
spondent indicated the price paid 
was a reasonable market price. 
Similarly, if it became evident, 
from data obtained within proce
dures called for by survey speci
fications, that a sale previously 
regarded as doubtful or unaccept
able was in fact measurable, the 
sale was included. 

7. In some instances, the respondent, 
apparently party to more than one 
sale during the survey period, 
supplied price data for a property 
other than the one for which the 
assessed value had been obtained. 
Effective checking procedures made 
possible the discovery of most 
situations and the consequent 
elimination of the sales affected, 
but it is unlikely that checking 
procedures were totally effective. 

8. With regard to most sales used, 
the questionnaire request for 
sales price data imposed no judg
ment requirements on respondents 
except any involved in the 
respondent's choice of use cate
gory applicable to the property 
in question. Some judgment was 
necessary, however, for transac
tions in which the trade of 
another property was part of the 
consideration, and for those in 
which personal property as well as 
realty was involved. 

For the first type (trades and 
exchanges), the editor usually 
accepted the buyer's estimate of 
traded property value unless the 
reported value of the traded prop
erty constituted a large portion 
of the total reported price. In 
such situations the editor usually 
discarded the sale as unusable. 

Amounts of personal property 
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were deducted if the respondent 
included them with amounts for 
realty. In the latter instance, 
the editor deducted values re
ported as' personal property from 
total selling price, concluding 
that the remainder represented 
sales price of the real property 
only. Where necessary, supple
mental correspondence was used to 
obtain additional information 
about personal property compo
nents. 

Data for Selected Local Areas 

Statistics contained in tables 14 
through 19 stem from measurable sales of 
nonfarm single-family houses (in~luding 
condominiums) in 1 ,367 sample jurisdic
tions. Each of these yielded at least 
five sample sales of single-family houses 
that survived all survey screening. 
These statistics, like certain others 
noted in this report, are subject to 
limitations of sampling variability and 
processsing error. 

Sample local areas do not constitute a 
direct cross section of all local assess
ing jurisdictions, primary or other. 
Because they comprise a group dispropor
tionally weighted in favor of jurisdic
tions ranking high in aggregate assessed 
value, the figures shown in tables 17 to 
19 cannot by themselves be interpreted 
as direct measures of .statewide charac
teristics. This caution has special 
relevance with respect to the coeffi
cients of interarea dispersion, shown in 
table 17. 

It should be noted also that a weight
ing factor, based on numbers of single
family (nonfarm) houses, is used as part 
of the calculation of composite coeffi-

cients of intra-area dispersion in table 
18. 

The grouping of local assessing areas 
by type of organization (e.g., in tables 
I, and 14 to 16) is admittedly arbitrary 
to some extent. Statutes for particular 
States may provide administrative options 
and alternatives in some situations. 

Data contained in tables 21 and 22 are 
also subject to sampling variability and 
processing error. 

In all tables, footnotes explain sig
nificant departures from usual coverage. 

Realty Tax Base Composition According to 
Use Category 

Distributions by use category of 
assessed values and numbers of real prop
erty parcels of locally assesEed realty 
are shown in tables 4 to 9, 12 and 21. 
They are estimates subject to sampling 
variation and to possible errors of 
classification originating in or asso
ciated with field enumeration of the 
data. 

Absolute sampling errors were cal
culated for data contained in tables 4 
and 7 and have been reported in tables 5 
and 8 at the 95 percent confidence 
level. Data contained in table 12 
relating to use categories of property 
by assessed value classes are likely to 
involve greater sampling variation, 
especially for use categories that 
comprise only a small part of the total. 
For selected local areas in table 21, 
sampling errors of percent distributions 
of gross assessed value were calculated. 
For a summary of median sampling errors 
at the 95 percent confidence level, with 
areas grouped according to 1980 popula
tions, see table V. 

Sampling errors for nonfarm residen-

Table V. Median Sampling Error for Selected Local Area Estimates of Percent Distribution of Gross 
Assessed Value of Locally Assessed Taxable Real Property, by Use Category 

(Sampling errors computed at the 20 level) 

Median sampling error in percentage points 
Number 

Popu la tion, 1980 of Single-family Vacant Commercial 
areas (nonfarm) Acreage platted and 

houses lots industrial 

500,000 and over •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 61 1.5 0.4 0.6 1.2 

300,000 to 499,999 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 47 2.5 1.2 1.0 2.1 

200,000 to 299,999 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 68 3.2 1.3 1.1 2.7 

100,000 to 199,999 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 177 4.2 2.3 1.3 3.5 

50,000 to 99,999 ••.•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 262 4.9 2.5 1.3 3.8 

Under 50,000 •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 105 6.0 4.9 1.5 4.1 
-
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tial property are slightly lower than 
those shown for single-family nonfarm 
houses. 

With regard to estimates of number of 
real property parcels assesseo as shown 
in table 21, relative sampling errors 
were found to be somewhat larger for 
single-family nonfarm houses, somewhat 
smaller for vacant platted lots, when 
compared with relative errors of corre
sponding gross assessed value estimates. 
For numbers of parcels, all types of real 
property, the relative sampling error was 
found to be generally slightly less than 
the relative error for gross assessed 
value of single-family nonfarm houses. 

Official local assessment records vary 
widely, with respect to nature and extent 
of property description. Data co~lection 
was performed, however, within a frame
work of detailed instructions and careful 
checking of enumerated data. These 
efforts held any description error within 
reasonable bounds. 

Historical Comparisons 

Any comparison of amounts for assessed 
values and for numbers of realty parcels 
shown in this report, with corresponding 
amounts shown in previous Census of 
Governments reports (including revisions) 
for 1956 and subsequent years, is subject 
to all the changes in law, administra
tion, economics, and other influences 
affecting assessed value and property 
taxation. In this connection, changes 
since 1956 in the nature of local assess
ment records undoubtedly mean a somewhat 
different treatment of some sample prop
erties in certain jurisdictions than 
that which would have applied with the 
kind of records previously maintained. 

Survey design and methodology have 
remained substantially similar throughout 
the 25-year period, except that in the 
Census of Governments for 1972, estimated 
distributions of realty within property 
use categories were possible for only 28 
large jurisdictions, as specified in the 
report covering that survey. In each 
of the censuses since 1957, details shown 
for particular use categories represent 
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sample-based estimates. Any measure of 
change or trend based on these estimates 
will be subject to a sampling variability 
greater than the variability of either 
of the figures individually. 

It should be noted also that in the 
1972 survey a sale of real property 
during the survey period was excluded if 
the price exceeded $500,000. This con
ditions to some extent any comparison 
with results from the 1967 and 1977 
surveys. The 1967 survey excluded the 
sale of any parcel of realty assessed at 
more than an amount which (in light of 
the respective area's average level of 
assessment for less valuable properties) 
led to a presumption that its current 
market value at time of sale exceeded 
$250,000. The exclusion method used for 
1967 was used again for 1977, except that 
a presumed current market value cut off 
of $750,000 was applied. 

For this 1982 survey, the exclusions 
applied to the sale of any parcel of 
realty assessed at more than an amount 
which (given the respective area's aver
age level of assessment for less valuable 
properties) leads to a presumption that 
current market value at time of sale 
exceeds $3,000,000. 

Regarding comparisons affecting 
Alaska, it is noted that property taxa
tion in that State now extends to 11 
organized boroughs (including the North 
Slope Borough, incorporated July 1, 1972) 
and 13 first-class cities (7 first-class 
cities did not levy or collect property 
taxes in 1981). The assessed values of 
such areas comprised the data for Alaska 
in this report. Accordingly, territory 
approximating 415,000 square miles of 
unorganized area is not represented. 

NEANING OF SYMBOLS 

The symbols in the tables have the 
following meanings: 

Represents zero or rounds to zero. 
(NA) Not available. 
(X) Not applicable. 
(Z) Less than 0.05 percent. 




