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The Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) is a triennial household survey with extensive demographic, income, and balance 

sheet information. The SCF is unique among public-use household surveys because it oversamples wealthy households and 

is thus suitable for studying wealth and income inequality across the entire population, but the survey does not collect 

detailed information about tax filing or tax liabilities. We develop a method for separating SCF households into tax units and 

creating the necessary inputs for estimating taxes using the NBER TAXSIM model. We validate our methods by 

benchmarking against published tax filings. Our methodology provides measures of after-tax incomes and effective tax 

rates for SCF households under current law and allows analysis of tax changes in ways that are not possible using 

administrative tax data alone. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  

This paper describes methods for estimating income tax liabilities in public-use Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) micro 

data files. Most recently conducted in 2019, the SCF is a triennial household survey with extensive demographic, income, 

and balance sheet information, for the designated survey respondent, and if present, the respondent’s spouse/partner. The 

survey also collects basic demographic information, financial dependency indicators, and summary income measures for up 

to ten additional household members. The SCF is unique among public-use household surveys because it oversamples 

wealthy households and is thus suitable for studying trends in top wealth and income shares (Bhutta, et al., 2020, and 

Bricker, et al., 2016). Like most household surveys, however, the SCF does not ask detailed questions about household tax 

filing or tax liabilities.  

We proceed in several steps. Section II describes our methods for creating tax units within SCF households. For most 

SCF households—such as a single person or married couple living alone or with dependent children—this process is simple. 

These households also account for the vast majority of income. Some households, however, contain multiple potential filing 

units – because they consist of either different generations or unrelated individuals. In these cases, we use data on 

demographic relationships, financial dependence measures, marital histories, and incomes to simulate tax filing units. We 

also benchmark our simulated outcomes against published tax filings in the Statistics of Income (SOI).  

Section III describes our approach to mapping SCF incomes into taxable (SOI) concepts. SCF incomes are largely 

intended to be consistent with their taxable counterparts, but even after resolving conceptual differences, we show that 

the survey values are systematically higher than the published tax values. Although we do not exhaustively explore 

aggregate and distributional differences across income categories here, the key observation that emerges is that the gap in 

business incomes (mathematically) accounts for most of the overall income gap.  

Section IV describes how we model itemized deductions. Taxpayers can choose between itemized deductions and a 

standard deduction that varies with filing status. The SCF captures about half of itemizable expenses, and we impute the 

other half using published SOI deductions. Our two key benchmarks are how well we track the number of tax filers who 

choose to itemize and the total value of itemized deductions.  

In section V, we present baseline tax liability estimates, before and after credits, using the NBER TAXSIM model and 

benchmark those against published SOI values. Because incomes are systematically higher in the SCF relative to SOI, our 

estimated tax liabilities are also higher. Because the gap between SCF and SOI incomes is concentrated at the top of the 

income distribution, and the tax system is progressive, the gap in tax liabilities is not surprisingly larger than the income 

gap.  

In section VI, we conclude by noting that the results contained in this methodology paper, especially the differences in 

business income across data sources, have important implications for recent controversies regarding the distribution of 

income and wealth. We explore these topics in a companion paper (Gale, et al., 2022) that builds on the methodology 

developed here.  
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II. IDENTIFYING TAX UNITS WITHIN SCF HOUSEHOLDS1 

In 2019 there were approximately 120 million households in the U.S., and those households filed roughly 150 million 

income tax returns (for tax year 2018) with the IRS. The SCF covers most of the tax filing population, missing only those 

living in institutional settings and dependent filers living in the households of their parents. The first step in our tax unit 

version of the public-use SCF is allocating SCF household members across tax units. Many of those tax units are straight-

forward—a married couple or a single person at the head of a household, with or without dependent children. Although the 

relatively simple cases are the vast majority, it is important to capture the more complicated situations so we can 

benchmark the SCF tax unit micro file against SOI tax filings. 

Relationships and Financial Independence 

The starting point for splitting SCF households into tax units is the difference between the Primary Economic Unit (PEU) and 

all other household members, collectively referred to as the Non-Primary Economic Unit (NPEU). The PEU subset of the SCF 

household automatically contains the survey respondent (R) and the respondent’s spouse or partner (SP) if that person is 

present.2 But there are up to ten other household members on the SCF household roster, and they can be in either the PEU 

or the NPEU. Those other household members are associated with the PEU if they are financially dependent on the R and 

SP. Thus, the PEU, which includes (by rule) children under 18 years of age, also includes other family members who are 

financially dependent on the R and/or SP. Detailed demographic and income information is collected for the R and SP, and a 

handful of demographic variables and aggregated income information is collected for members of the NPEU.3  

As in many household surveys, the key variable for understanding household composition—and the starting point for 

building out tax units—is each household member’s relationship to the R. The SCF relationship codes are standard, 

including options like “child” or “parent” and other codes that indicate family relationships. The SCF relationship codes also 

include values for non-relatives such as roommates and boarders, and that distinction is important for allocating 

dependents across tax units. In addition to the relationship to R, the other key demographic variables collected for every 

household member are age and marital status.  

Building on the familial relationships, financial dependency is the second key input for constructing tax units within SCF 

households. During the survey, the R is asked a relationship-tailored financial dependence question for everyone on the 

household roster (again, except children under 18, for whom the answer is assumed). For example, the financial 

dependence question about the sister of a married (different sex) female R is worded,  

“Does your sister depend on you and your husband for most of her support, or is she financially independent for the 
most part?” 

If one or more household member is reported to be financially independent, they are assigned to the NPEU, and there is a 

series of follow-up questions about the NPEU generally. These questions used to identify financially independent household 

members are closely related to the criteria used for dependent claiming on income tax returns. The follow up questions 

about levels and sources of income within the NPEU are inputs to the tax filing for those NPEU household members 

deemed to file their own returns.  
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One type of tax unit slips generally through the cracks of the SCF relationship and dependency framework. The NPEU 

income questions are only asked for financially independent household members. Thus, a financially dependent household 

member with earnings, such as an 18-year-old child with a part-time job living in their parent’s home and still financially 

dependent on their parents, is not included in the NPEU. The SCF income questions for R and SP are very detailed, and (as 

described in more detail below) there is information about wages for R and SP in the SCF labor module. There is also 

information about PEU total wages in the SCF income module. In principle, the wording of the PEU total wages question in 

the family income module could include the part-time earnings of the 18-year-old student, but in practice the family 

earnings value is generally just the sum of the R and SP earnings reported in the labor modules. In any event, it is 

somewhere between difficult and impossible to allocate earnings to dependent filers within the PEU because of the 

reference periods for which incomes are measured.  

In addition—and unlike other household data sets such as the Current Population Survey (CPS)—there is no direct 

information in the SCF about the labor force activities of financially dependent household members such as the 18-year-old 

child of the R. (At the same time, there are no questions about financial dependence in data sets like the CPS, and thus a tax 

unit version of the CPS relies on reported earnings to determine whether someone is financially dependent on the 

respondent.) The bottom line is that financially dependent filers such as the example 18-year-old child living at home will 

not be captured in the SCF tax unit disaggregation implemented here.4 We expect (and confirm) a shortfall in single-filer tax 

units when we compare the SCF tax unit counts to published SOI tallies, and that shortfall is consistent with the number of 

dependent tax filers reported by the SOI.  

Respondent and Spouse/Partner: One Tax Unit or Two?  

Every SCF household has a survey respondent (R), and most households have a spouse/partner (SP) as well. In most 

situations where an SP is present the R and SP are deemed to file taxes jointly, but there are also cases where the R and SP 

are deemed to file separate returns. Our decision rule for joint versus separate filing makes use of the marital status 

variables for R and SP, a survey variable that captures how long the couple has been married, and the answers to direct (but 

sometimes confusing) survey questions about “who” in the couple filed a tax return in the previous year. In general, 

unmarried partners, newly married couples, and those couples who clearly state they filed separate tax returns are 

assigned to separate tax units. We do allow demographics to overrule some answers to the “who filed” tax questions. For 

example, sometimes a long-married couple reports that “only R” or “only SP” filed a tax return, but those answers seem to 

be conflating who earned the income or did the actual tax preparation and filing with whether the couple filed a joint 

(specifically, a Married Filing Jointly) return.  

NPEU Tax Units 

In addition to the respondent (R) and spouse or partner (SP), there are ten other slots on the SCF household person list (or 

household “roster” in SCF parlance) and thus ten potential tax filing units. The first criteria for a potential NPEU tax filing 

unit is financial independence, which rules out (again, by SCF rule) children under 18. Every financially independent 

household member is a potential tax unit, but the rules we use for allocating total NPEU income across the financially 

independent NPEU members will eliminate some of those potential tax filers. Also, although most NPEU tax units are single 
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filers, there are some cases where a married (both financially independent of the PEU) couple within the NPEU is deemed 

to file together.  

There are two SCF questions about NPEU income amounts, covering (1) wages and (2) all other forms of income 

combined. Conditional on reporting any non-wage income, the respondent is then also asked to report (in a “check all that 

apply” format) the types of income included in the “other” income measure, with categories including Social Security, 

business income, interest, dividends, rental income, pension income, transfers, capital gains, and unemployment insurance. 

In practice, the “other” income measure usually only includes one or perhaps two types of income (these are, after all, 

individuals living in someone else’s household). Indeed, a typical case of positive “other” income is an older family member, 

such as a parent, reporting only Social Security.  

 The relative importance of incomes like wages and Social Security among financially independent household 

members often makes it straight forward to allocate incomes across the NPEU members and thus identify tax units. Wages 

are allocated equally to NPEU individuals ages 69 and younger (unless there are none), and Social Security is allocated to 

NPEU individuals 62 and older (again, unless there are none). In all other cases and for all other incomes the NPEU 

aggregates are allocated equally across all financially independent adults in the household. Again, the typical SCF NPEU case 

is one financially independent adult (a roommate, working and financially independent older child, or a parent on Social 

Security) so the allocation of NPEU income is straightforward.  

 The marital status variables for all SCF household members also makes it possible to identify married couples 

within the NPEU, and those couples are deemed to file jointly (meaning their assigned incomes are added together, and 

their filing status is set to Married Filing Jointly). Good examples of such cases are both parents living in a child’s home, or a 

sister and brother-in-law couple living (financially independent from the PEU) in their sibling’s home. We also flag all cases 

where there is any related (family) filing unit in the NPEU and identify which of those family units has the highest income, 

because that designation becomes relevant when allocating dependents across tax units within the household.  

Identifying and Removing Non-Filers 

Demographic variables and financial dependence are the starting point for identifying tax units within SCF households, 

but if a potential tax unit has no income—or has income below a level at which they would be expected to file a tax 

return—their potential tax return status is irrelevant. That is, they become a “non-filer” in our tax unit version of the SCF. 

Indeed, if a potential tax filer does not file because they have little or no income, it is important to establish that fact so that 

some other (filing) tax unit within the SCF household can claim that individual as a dependent (if they are eligible to be 

claimed). Unfortunately, official SOI filing thresholds are not particularly useful in this regard, because many individuals file 

returns even though their income is below the official filing thresholds. Those individuals are filing to recover taxes they or 

their employers paid during the year, or to take advantage of refundable government benefits such as the Earned Income 

Tax Credit (EITC). Nonetheless, the published SOI filing statistics we are using to benchmark our SCF tax unit file includes 

those individuals, so we want to include them in our micro file.  
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Our solution to the non-filer issue is to use a very low dollar threshold ($1,000) for most types of income for which 

withholding is likely to occur. Other types of income where withholding does not occur—especially Social Security—do not 

trigger tax filing in the absence of other incomes, because, for example, an elderly couple with only Social Security would 

have no reason to file a tax return. Social Security is only taxable (and then only partially taxable) if the couple has 

substantial other forms of income. Ultimately, the choice of low filing thresholds is justified by the results. By using the low 

filing thresholds, we see overall tax unit counts consistent with published SOI tax return tallies over time.  

Dependency Assignments  

Having established tax units within the SCF household, the next step is to assign dependents to those tax units. The 

dependency assignment rules are key to determining filing status because single individuals (every tax unit not deemed to 

be Married Filing Jointly or Separately as defined above) can be deemed to file as Single, Head of Household, or Qualified 

Widow(er). The distinction is important because tax parameters vary substantially over the three filing statuses. That is, for 

a given income, an individual filing Head of Household pays less in tax than an individual filing Single, and a Qualified 

Widow(er) pays less than either. In addition, the assignment of dependents in various age categories matters for various tax 

credits and deductions 

As with identifying tax units within households, most dependency assignments are straightforward. For example, a 

child of the R or SP will be deemed to be a dependent on the main household return if the R and SP file jointly. A financially 

independent adult member of the NPEU will not be claimed as a dependent on someone else’s return. However, 

dependency assignments can become complicated quickly, including situations where a member of the NPEU is deemed to 

file a return and may be the one to claim some other household member, situations where the R and SP file separate 

returns, and situations where the R or SP reports having children living elsewhere.5  

 The simplest set of rules apply to children of the R and SP. If R and SP file jointly, all children are dependents on 

their returns. We assume that children between ages 18 and 24 who are reported to be financially dependent on the R and 

SP are students, or otherwise eligible to be claimed as dependents on the main household tax return.6 Indeed, if there is no 

identified NPEU tax filing unit, all financially dependent family members are deemed eligible to be claimed by the R and SP. 

In that sense, SCF financial dependence is assumed to be equivalent to the income tax criteria for providing support to a 

dependent.  

If there is an identified NPEU tax filing unit in the household, the dependency allocation rules are adjusted accordingly. 

The NPEU family tax unit (and the unit with the highest income if there are multiple NPEU family tax units) claims other 

non-filing family members (except, of course, the children of R and SP). We make no attempt beyond that simple rule to 

allocate dependents in a way that minimizes overall household tax liability.7 In no circumstances does any tax unit claim a 

non-family member as a dependent, though non-family NPEU members can of course comprise a single tax unit.  

 The situations where family dependents are present in the household and R and SP are deemed to file separately 

are the most uncertain. The primary limitation is that the relationship codes don’t have the detail we would need—we 

don’t know whether a “child” is related to the R or SP, for example. Even if we did have that detail, it might not matter—the 
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higher income partner may be the one to claim that child (or any other dependent family member for that matter). Our 

solution is to allocate the first dependent to the higher income of R or SP based on who has higher income. If there are two 

or more dependents in the household, we assign one dependent to the lower income of R and SP (one dependent is 

enough to improve their filing status situation) and all other dependents to the filer with higher income.  

 There is also another group of dependents to consider—children of the R and SP living elsewhere, usually the 

result of divorce or separation. The SCF asks about the number of such children, in age ranges less than 18, 18 to 24, and 25 

or older. Many of those children are claimed as dependents for tax purposes in the household where they are living, but 

some can be claimed (often by a legal settlement) by the household who reports them living elsewhere. We distinguish the 

two cases using reported child support payments. If the SCF household reports children living elsewhere under age 25, and 

the respondent reports having paid child support, we count those children as dependents on their return.  

Filing Status  

All tax units file as one of five types: Married Filing Jointly (MFJ), Married Filing Separately (MFS), Single (S), Qualified 

Widow(er) (QW), or Head of Household (HH). The federal income tax system is designed such that there is no advantage to 

a married couple in switching from MFJ to MFS. There are, however, distinct advantages for a single filer in moving from S 

to QW or HH. The only simple filing status assignment from our perspective is MFJ, which goes hand in hand with tax units 

where R and SP are deemed to file to file jointly (as described above). All other filing status designations involve reported 

marital status and dependency assignments, and the order in which the possible filing status is evaluated matters.  

The SCF collects marital status for R, SP, and all other adult household members. The marital status options are 

standard in household surveys, including married, divorced, separated, widowed, and never married. For all tax units other 

than R and SP filing together as MFJ, the first decision is whether they are a QW. The QW designation is only available for 

single Rs and Rs in households where they are deemed to file separately (that is, not MFJ). The first criterion is that the R 

reports marital status as widowed, the second criterion is that the widowing occurred in a recent year (based on tax law), 

and the third criterion is that they have dependents. The advantage of QW is substantial, because the QW gets the benefits 

of filing MFJ.   

If the tax unit is not a QW, the second option is MFS, and the first criteria is that they report their marital status as 

separated. However, there are many situations where (for example) a single R living alone reports their marital status as 

separated, but the questions about when they were separated indicate the separation occurred many years ago, and the 

individual is very unlikely to still be filing as MFS with that former partner. Thus, we limit the MFS designation to recent 

separations (within the past five years). The “when separated” question is only asked of the R, but there is a 

complementary question that applies to the SP, asking how long they have been with their current partner, so 

(correspondingly) we allow MFS only if the SP has been with the R for a few years. It is not possible to put a time limit on 

the NPEU tax filers who report being separated (but also not quantitatively significant).  

 The final option for filing status is HH. A tax unit headed by a single individual can claim HH if they have a 

dependent family member who meets the criteria for support, which (again) we base on the SCF “financially dependent” 
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question and relationship codes. Note that many single tax units could be either MFS or HH—they report being separated 

but also have (based on our dependency assignment algorithm) dependents. This is where the order of precedence for 

assigning filing status becomes important. Allowing MFS status to be assigned before (and thus preclude) HH gives us a 

distribution by filings tatus that better matches the SOI published distribution of tax units by filing status.  

 Both dependency and filing status assignments require assumptions that are likely to be wrong in some situations. 

That is, if we linked SCF household members to their actual tax records, we would certainly find many cases where the data 

or assumptions gave us the wrong answer. The SCF can never be linked to tax filings, however, so the evidence that we are 

getting the assignments right on average comes from looking at SCF versus SOI distributions by filing status over time.  

Comparisons to Published SOI Data Part 1: Counts of Tax Units by Filing Status  

Barring a direct linkage of SCF households with tax filings (prohibited by the IRS guidelines under which the SCF is 

conducted) there is no direct way to evaluate our approach to splitting SCF households into tax units. The alternative is to 

compare the number of simulated SCF tax returns by filing status to corresponding IRS published counts over time.8 In this 

section we show that our simulated SCF tax filings by filing status track actual filings quite well, after adjusting for the 

missing dependent filers in the SCF. 

We begin with the total number of simulated tax filings by year (Table 1). The number of actual tax returns filed with IRS 

increased from 115.9 million in 1994 to 153.8 million in 2018. The corresponding simulated tax filings in the SCF increased 

from 105.0 million to 147.6 million, and the ratio of SCF to SOI hovers around 90 percent with an upward trend. These 

observations are all consistent with expectations, because the number of dependent filers we are missing in the SCF is likely 

in the single digit millions in recent years, and likely declining over time.9 The actual number of dependent filers in the SOI is 

higher, but the SCF will capture (for example) dependent filers living outside their parents’ home but still financially 

dependent.  
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The more important challenge for our methodology is tracking counts of tax returns by filing status (Figures 1A-1D). In 

general, the fit by filing status is quite good, and the growth of tax filings across the various sub-types is clearly captured in 

the SCF. In addition, the gap between the total count of simulated and actual tax filings is (as expected) reflected in a 

persistent gap in the number of single returns, which is where we would expect to find the missing dependent filers. The 

other noticeable gap is in the Head of Household filing status, especially in the earlier part of our sample period. 

When looking at Figure 1 it is important to remember that the SCF is a small survey—between 4,500 and 6,500 

observations over this period. In general, the fit gets better as we move from tax year 1994 to tax year 2018, and that is in 

part because the SCF sample sizes increase over time and have been consistently above 6,000 for the past few survey 

waves. To put this in perspective, the number of SCF observations underlying the Married Filing Single group is in the low 

hundreds, even in recent years. Sampling variability is having a substantial impact on simulated filings.  

The small gap in Head of Household returns, especially in the early part of our sample period, is more noticeable, 

systematic, and likely attributable to factors that go beyond simple sampling variability. One possibility is taxpayer non-

compliance. Head of Household status requires an eligible dependent. In some situations, it is not obvious (for example) 

which partner in a divorced or separated couple can (or should) claim a child for tax purposes. It is easy to imagine 

situations where both parents—living separately and therefore (statistically) in multiple SCF households—claim the same 

child. Indeed, we could in principle (with some randomization) build in such non-compliance and create more Head of 

Household filers (they would come out of the Single filer category). Support for the non-compliance argument is evident in 

the time series of the gap—as dependent tracking through SSN requirements have improved over time, the gap has closed. 
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III. TAXABLE INCOMES  

Given the assignment of SCF household members to tax units, the next step is identifying, classifying, and assigning taxable 

values of survey income values to those tax units. Our approach to allocating incomes across tax units within the household 

is focused on creating the necessary inputs for TAXSIM, and we also want to benchmark the distribution of incomes against 

published SOI values to better understand how the survey incomes are diverging from incomes reported on tax returns.  

Published SOI tables with summary information from U.S. income tax returns generally show numbers of returns and 

tax variable dollar values organized by Adjusted Gross Income (AGI). The concept of AGI is closely related to the sum of 

(mostly taxable) incomes collected in household surveys, but some incomes (especially Social Security) are not fully taxable, 

and a handful of statutory adjustments to taxable income (deductions for self-employment taxes, student loan interest, 

alimony paid, and contributions to IRAs outside of employer-sponsored plans) are important for various subsets of 

taxpayers. Some of those AGI adjustments correspond directly to SCF questions while others can be inferred from related 

SCF variables.  

SCF Incomes 

As with the allocation of household members into tax units, the starting point for allocating incomes is the distinction 

between the Primary Economic Unit (PEU) and Non-Primary Economic Unit (NPEU). The income module for the PEU comes 

towards the end of the survey, but there is also relevant information collected along the way in the business and labor 

modules.   

The SCF income module collects total PEU incomes in several categories: wages and salaries, proprietor’s income 

reported on Schedule C, non-taxable interest income, taxable interest income, dividend income, capital gains income, 

various other types of business incomes such as S-Corps, rent, partnerships reported on Schedule E, unemployment 

insurance income, child support and alimony received, government transfers, retirement incomes, and a catch-all “other 

category” which is matched to an “other sources” code frame. For example, two tax-relevant components of SCF “other” 

income are gambling earnings and net operating loss carry forwards.  

 The SCF income module is the key input into the tax simulation, but other SCF modules are also important. For 

example, the labor module collects information about labor earnings for the respondent (R) and spouse-partner (SP) 

separately, and those are used to split the total PEU income in situations where the household is deemed to have separate 

tax units for the R and SP. The labor module also collects information about Social Security benefits, pension benefits, and 

other retirement account withdrawals. Those variables are used to both split the total retirement income category into 

Social Security versus other retirement incomes and to further divide each of those across the R and SP in multiple tax 

return households.  

 The SCF business module is also relevant for processing income inputs to the TAXSIM tax calculator. The business 

module collects information about legal form of organization, active versus passive, and broad industry for multiple 

businesses owned and/or operated by the PEU. The information complements information about “shares” of profits 
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collected as incomes in the labor module, and the respondent-reported primary industry. The business type and industry 

variables are most important for the last year covered by our sample period, because they determine whether the income 

is eligible for special treatment (QBI and SSTB) after 2017.  

In general, the SCF incomes correspond to the taxable income categories reported in regular SOI tables. Indeed, SCF 

interviewers have access to corresponding tax form and line numbers for each income category, but relatively few 

respondents follow the interviewers’ suggestion to retrieve and refer to their previous year tax return when answering the 

income module questions. As we will see, one of the biggest income module omissions is failure to report negative incomes 

and/or overstate positive incomes, particularly among business owners and other high wealth individuals.  

The public-use SCF also introduces an additional hurdle. For disclosure avoidance purposes, some very high incomes 

are blurred, and some losses are reported only with indicator variables. For example, the Schedule C, E, and capital gains 

income fields are filled in with “-9” if the value is an undisclosed loss and overall income is also an undisclosed negative. 

Although we don’t know exactly what the non-disclosed income losses are, we can infer that some income must be 

sufficiently negative to offset any observed positives and adjust the taxable income accordingly.  

NPEU Incomes  

Researchers using the SCF often discount the importance of the Non-primary Economic Unit (NPEU), but those household 

members account for about six percent of total household income. The NPEU income questions come at the very end of the 

survey, and the details are limited to minimize the incremental respondent burden. In addition, the total incomes are 

collected for the entire NPEU, rather than for individual NPEU members, so we assign the incomes across household 

members using the (limited) demographic information.   

There are two broad income questions. The first collects total wages earned by the NPEU. The second collects “all 

other” income using a “check all that apply” approach to distinguishing what types of income were included in that total. 

The categories of other income include Social Security, pensions, disability, public assistance, dividends, interest, business, 

real estate, alimony, child support, and capital gains. The “check all” approach means there will be cases where we can’t tell 

exactly how much of a given type of income was received. For example, a respondent may report the NPEU earned 

$20,000, and indicate that included both Social Security and dividends—we assume an equal division across the two types 

of income in that situation.  

 The two limitations of the NPEU income module—aggregating across NPEU members and aggregating “other” 

incomes—are not a serious problem in most cases, because most NPEU situations are relatively simple and well-captured. 

For example, one typical situation is a single roommate who tends to be younger and have only wage earnings, and the 

respondent usually has a pretty good sense of what the roommate earns. Another typical situation is multi-generational 

families. If the parents are the PEU, the children or other relatives living with them tend to have only wages—remember, 

they are living in their relative’s home. If the younger generation is the PEU, the parents or grandparents might have Social 

Security income, but usually little else.  
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Solving for Adjusted Gross Income (AGI)  

The front page of Form 1040 is well known to most U.S. taxpayers. The top third of the front page collects basic taxpayer 

and dependent information, and assigns filing status—basically the tax filing steps described in the previous section. The 

middle third of the front page of Form 1040 collects gross and taxable incomes (wages, interest, dividends, capital gains, 

retirement incomes, and incomes from business) that together add up to what Form 1040 refers to as “total income.” The 

bottom third of the front page of Form 1040 is where taxpayers enter the statutory adjustments needed to solve for AGI.10 

In general, the incomes collected in the SCF are already taxable and thus correspond directly to TAXSIM inputs. One 

exception is Social Security. The SCF value is clearly gross benefits, but the share that is taxable varies between 0 and 85 

percent, depending on the taxpayer’s other incomes (technically, all other income plus half of Social Security benefits and 

non-taxable interest). Single individuals with other incomes less than $25,000 include no Social Security benefits in their 

AGI, those between $25,000 and $34,000 other income include half, and those above $34,000 in other income pay tax on 

85 percent of their benefits. Imposing the condition brings gross and taxable SCF Social Security benefits in concordance 

with gross and taxable benefits in published IRS tables.  

 Other SCF variables are used to estimate the major statutory adjustments needed to solve for AGI. The deduction 

for one-half of self-employment taxes is estimated using Schedule C (proprietor’s) income, tax rates, and other tax 

parameters. We estimate Social Security taxes (up to the taxable maximum) and Medicare (unlimited in our sample period) 

separately.  

 Alimony paid is solved for by starting with the SCF question on total alimony and child support paid but set to zero 

in cases where the respondent reports having own children under age 18 living outside the household, because that 

suggests the payment is more likely child support than alimony (and brings the estimated deduction in line with published 

IRS reports).  

 Student loan interest became deductible for some taxpayers in the last part of our sample, and we use information 

from the SCF education loan module to populate that TAXSIM inputs. Our estimate is based on outstanding loan balances, 

interest rates, and whether the household reports making payments. Finally, contributions to IRAs outside employer 

sponsored plans are collected in the financial assets module after respondents are asked about balances, but unfortunately 

the questions are only available in recent survey waves. Although not shown here, our estimated adjustments to income 

align well with published SOI data.11 

Comparisons to Published SOI Data Part 2: Taxable Incomes  

Most household surveys have total income below corresponding published aggregates, and for a very simple reason: rich 

people are less likely to take surveys, and rich people have a lot of income. The SCF is unique among public-use household 

surveys because it oversamples wealthy households and is thus much better at capturing the top of the income distribution. 

Indeed, estimated top income shares in the SCF align closely with widely accepted values based on synthesized 

administrative and survey data.12 However, that does not necessarily mean the SCF income measures will align with SOI 

taxable incomes, either in total or for any given component.  
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Taxable incomes in our tax unit version of the SCF are above the corresponding published SOI values (Table 2). The gap 

is some 10 to 20 percent across the nine tax years in our sample, and there is little evidence of trend. Most years the ratio is 

between 100 and 114 percent—so very systematic—and there is no clear trend in the ratio over time. Tax years 2003 and 

2015 stand out in terms of the gap between SCF and SOI incomes, with a gap closer to 20 percent. In tax year 2018, the SCF 

has 11 percent more income than in published SOI tables, which amounted to just over $1.3 trillion in additional taxable 

income.  

Although a comprehensive income by income analysis is a topic for future research, there is one source of income that 

stands out in terms of aggregate divergence. Our category of business income combines sole proprietor, S-corporation, 

partnership, rent, royalty, and other incomes generally reported on Schedules C and E, along with net operating losses. The 

gap between SCF and SOI business incomes is proportionally much larger than the overall income gap, and thus accounts 

for a disproportionate share of the overall gap (Table 3). In tax year 2018, SCF respondents reported nearly $1 trillion more 

in business incomes, and that in turn accounted for about 75 percent of the overall income gap.13  

he systematic differences in taxable income aggregates map directly into consistent differences between SCF and SOI 

income distributions (Table 4). Considering both number of returns and total taxable income across six broad AGI classes 

reveals a stable pattern over time. The SCF has many fewer filers in the “None” AGI category, which includes business 

owners whose losses exceed their positive incomes (Appendix C has additional detail and for every year of the sample). The 

SCF has more filers and more taxable income in the two highest AGI categories shown, which is consistent with business 

owners not reporting losses in the same way they do for tax purposes. Finally, tying back to the point about returns by filing 

status above, most of the gap in returns is in the $1 to $25,000 AGI class, which is where one would expect to find the SCF 

dependent filers we are not currently simulating.  
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IV.ITEMIZED DEDUCTIONS 

The first step in moving from AGI to tax liability involves subtracting deductions. Taxpayers are entitled to take either a 

fixed standard deduction associated with their filing status, or they can claim itemized deductions reported on Schedule A. 

As with the adjustments to income needed to solve for AGI described in the previous section, some itemizable expenses are 

directly observed or can be inferred using SCF data, while other expenses must be imputed using published SOI tables. 

Although we identify “likely” itemizers based on a comparison of measured itemizable expenses and the available standard 

deduction for the tax unit, the itemizing decision and estimated itemized deductions (including AGI limitations for the tax 

years before 2018) are ultimately determined by TAXSIM.  

Itemizable Expenses 

In most of the tax years spanned by our SCF sample, nearly one third of taxpayers chose to claim itemized deductions, 

meaning the sum of their itemizable expenses exceeded the standard deduction. That changed dramatically after 2017—

when increases in the standard deduction and limits on deductions for state and local taxes implemented as part of the 

2017 tax reforms made the standard deduction more beneficial for nearly half of the taxpayers who would have itemized 

under prior year tax laws. 

The shift in itemizing behavior after 2017 underscores the need to compare the benefits of itemizing relative to 

claiming the standard deduction for every tax unit in our sample. Modeling itemizing behavior involves adding up 

potentially itemizable expenses for every SCF tax unit and then comparing the value of such expenses to the available 

standard deduction for that tax unit. As with AGI adjustments, the SCF does not directly collect information about itemized 

deductions, but it is possible to model itemizing behavior using information available in the survey along with published SOI 

tabulations.  
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The list of itemizable expenses allowed under the income tax is detailed in Schedule A of Form 1040. We model 

deductions across ten broad categories: interest expense, real estate taxes, charitable contributions, state and local income 

and sales taxes, state and local personal property taxes, state and local other personal taxes, theft/casualty losses, limited 

miscellaneous expenses, and unlimited miscellaneous expenses. The first three components of itemizable expenses are 

directly observed or easily inferred in the SCF. The remaining seven components are imputed using published SOI data.  

 The first observed itemizable expense is interest paid. SCF respondents are not asked directly about the interest 

they paid during the tax year, but they are asked details about several different types of loans. 14 The details include 

outstanding balance and annual interest rate, and—to a first approximation—the interest paid and deductible for tax 

purposes is just the interest rate multiplied by the outstanding balance. The SCF questions allow us to distinguish and 

include only interest paid on real estate holdings not owned by a business. We also apply the statutory limits on loan 

balances ($1 million on loans taken out between 1988 and 2017, $750,000 after 2017) and thus limit the estimated interest 

paid expense.  
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When we add up the potentially itemizable interest paid in the survey, the total is—as expected—greater than the 

interest paid deduction as reported by SOI in published tables.15 This makes sense because many of the survey respondents 

for whom we observe interest paid will ultimately choose the standard deduction, and the SOI tables only capture 

itemizable expenses for those who ultimately choose to itemize. However, the value of deductible interest paid in the 

survey is closer to published SOI values, because the SCF respondents with higher interest paid are more likely to ultimately 

choose to itemize.  

 The SCF questions on real estate taxes and charitable contributions are more directly related to the information 

needed to compute itemizable expenses. Respondents are asked to report real estate taxes paid during the year prior to 

the survey. Charitable contributions are also collected for the year prior to the survey—the tax year we are modeling—but 

respondents are only asked about “substantial” contributions, where substantial is a total amount above $500. Thus, we 

are in principle missing charitable contributions below $500 made by taxpayers who choose to itemize. As with interest 

paid, the sum of potentially itemizable real estate taxes and charitable contributions in the survey are above the totals in 

published SOI tables, because some the survey respondents who report real estate taxes and charitable contributions will 

ultimately choose the standard deduction.  

 Interest paid, real estate taxes, and charitable contributions account for about half of itemized deductions in 

published SOI tables. Our strategy for imputing the other half of itemized deductions—state and local income and sales 

taxes, state and local personal property taxes, state and local other personal taxes, theft/casualty losses, limited 

miscellaneous expenses, and unlimited miscellaneous expenses—is determined by the data available on tax returns and 

published in SOI tables. As with the three categories of itemizable expenses in the SCF, the published SOI data only captures 

spending for those who ultimately itemize. Thus, the strategy involves using survey collected interest paid, real estate taxes, 

and charitable contributions to determine if a respondent is likely to itemize, then imputing the missing expenses for just 
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those likely itemizers. If the sum of the observed itemizable expenses is greater than 50 percent of the standard deduction, 

that respondent is deemed a likely itemizer.  

Given that a tax unit is identified as a likely itemizer, we use SOI data on itemization by income to assign the missing 

half of itemizable expenses. SOI Table 2.1 has counts and dollars of each of the seven expenses by income class for 

itemizing tax returns. We assign the incidence of a given expense using probability of having that expense—the number 

claiming the expense divided by the total number of itemizers in the given income category. We then assign a conditional 

dollar amount using the average expense within the income category and adjust that for where in the income range the SCF 

tax unit is observed.  

Comparisons to Published SOI Data Part 3: Itemizers and Itemized Deductions  

Our approach to estimating itemizing behavior generates reasonable results over most of the sample period but slightly 

understates the drop in itemizing between 2015 and 2018 (Table 5). In most tax years, the SCF tax unit file (after running 

through TAXSIM) has an itemizer count within a few percentage points of published SOI values, though we are 

underestimating itemizing behavior in 2012 and 2015 by more substantial margins. Even though the estimated number of 

itemizers in the SCF tax unit file fell by more than half between 2015 and 2018 as higher standard deductions kicked in, the 

SOI reported itemizer count fell even more, and the estimated itemizer count in the SCF is above the published SOI in that 

year.  

The ratio of SCF to SOI itemizable expenses is generally higher and more variable. Itemizable expenses for most 

taxpayers are modest relative to their incomes, including things like mortgage interest, state and local taxes paid, real 

estate taxes, and regular modest charitable contributions. However, some categories of deductible spending such as large 

charitable contributions and “miscellaneous” expenses are more the domain of the wealthy, and thus harder to pin down. 

Even so, the estimated itemized deductions in our SCF tax unit file are generally 10 to 20 percent above published SOI 

values, and though volatile, there is little trend in the ratio over time.   
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V. ESTIMATING TAX LIABILITY USING TAXSIM  

Much of the work needed to estimate income tax liability in the SCF micro data files is described in the preceding sections. 

We have described creating tax units within households, assigning filing status and dependents, mapping incomes into 

taxable counterparts, subtracting statutory income adjustments, and estimating itemizable expenses. Estimating tax liability 

requires the additional step of processing those inputs through complex income tax formulas that vary over time. 

Thankfully, survey data users can make use of the NBER TAXSIM program to complete that final step.16   

We use TAXSIM version 32. In addition to generating tax liabilities using survey income values under the tax law 

applicable for that survey year, TAXSIM makes it possible to run simulations with popular alternative tax rules, or even the 

tax law that existed in years other than the year in which the survey was conducted.  

 TAXSIM begins with 32 user inputs for incomes, demographics, itemizable expenses, and other key variables, and 

returns estimated tax liability.17 The correspondence between SCF tax unit file variables and TAXSIM inputs is shown item-

by-item in Appendix B. Much of the discussion about constructing variables in the preceding sections is focused on creating 

the necessary inputs for TAXSIM, and thus the table in Appendix B provides a correspondence between the underlying SCF 

information and what we are feeding into TAXSIM.  

 TAXSIM generates a long list of output variables. The two outputs we focus on here are federal income tax before 

credits and federal income tax after credits. One of the reasons to carefully track ages of dependents, for example, is so 

that TAXSIM can compute credits which depend on age, such as the EITC and Child Tax Credit. However, there are key 

inputs to credits (such as child-care expenses) that we have not yet attempted to model, and other credits (such as for 

education) that are not directly modeled in TAXSIM. 

Comparisons to Published SOI Data Part 4: Estimated Tax Liability  

h e SCF tax unit file is close to published SOI in terms of tax filing but has noticeably more income. In addition, we know that 

much of the incremental income is in the top tail, which (because we have a progressive tax system) suggests those 

incremental dollars are subject to an above average tax rate. Thus, the expectation is that running the SCF tax unit file 

through TAXSIM will generate aggregate taxes that exceed SOI reported values, and by more than the gap in taxable 

incomes.  

The expectations about SCF TAXSIM tax liability are borne out (Tables 7, 8). In general, estimated tax liability varies 

between 15 and 30 percent above published SOI tables. The ratio varies somewhat between before and after credits, which 

suggests further research on inputs for credits (or how TAXSIM models credits) is warranted. However, the ratios of 

estimated to published tax liabilities in Tables 7 and 8 vary over time with the ratio of SCF to SOI published taxable incomes 

shown in Table 2. 
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 Much remains to be done in terms of reconciling SCF and SOI taxable incomes, as well as other inputs to income 

tax calculations. But if there is indeed incrementally useful information about (especially business) incomes in the SCF, 

these TAXSIM output tables provide a glimpse of what that information would suggest for overall income tax revenues. The 

magnitude and location (in the income distribution) of that income suggests substantial foregone revenue.  
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VI. CONCLUSION   

Having measures of tax liabilities for SCF households will undoubtedly prove useful in a wide variety of contexts.  A specific 

motivation for this paper is developing a better understanding of the taxation of business income. Income aggregates—

particularly related to business income—vary substantially across sources and are lowest in the income tax data published 

by the SOI, followed by the SCF, and highest in the National Income and Product Accounts (NIPAs). Alternative ways of 

resolving these differences lead to first order differences in estimated overall income distributions. The debate over 

distributing “missing” business income plays an important role in the differences between estimates of top income shares 

(Piketty, Saez, and Zucman 2018; Auten and Splinter 2019). Kopczuk and Zwick (2020) discuss the issues with measuring 

business income. See also Bricker, et al. (2016) and Sabelhaus and Park (2020). Likewise, the lack of wealth data in 

administrative SOI micro tax return files is also the basis for the debate over appropriate “capitalization” of taxable incomes 

to estimate wealth, as reflected in the debate over top wealth shares (Bricker, et al., 2016, Saez and Zucman, 2016, and 

Smith, Zidar, and Zwick, 2021).   

Although some researchers (e.g., Bhandari, et al., 2020) argue that SCF business income data are therefore unreliable, 

we show there is important information in the differences. Unlike the SOI, the SCF contains data on wealth and both 

taxable and non-taxable incomes for the same households. Because we can use reported business ownership and business 

wealth to help assign missing business incomes to the appropriate business owners, replicating tax filings in the SCF may 

help resolve outstanding questions about income distribution. We explore these issues further in a companion paper (Gale, 

et al., 2022) that uses the methodology developed here.  
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The programs, data sets, and auxiliary files associated with this project are available for download and use. Interested users 

should contact the authors to gain access to the download.  

The main Stata .do file is scf_taxsim_main.do. That program calls three main subprograms: public_use_age_recode.do, 

compute_scf_itemizable_expenses.do, and impute_missing_itemizable_expenses.do. Together, these programs have 

nearly 4,000 lines of code, and the program run time is approximately 30 minutes.  

The program set_file_paths.do is key to running the program in the user’s specific environment. The Stata programs all 

refer to file paths using Stata globals such as “$datapath.” Those globals are set relative to the main directory in which the 

project is being run. In the default configuration that directory is c:/scf/taxsim. Users can adapt the programs to their 

specific environment by changing the folder references in set_file_paths.do. Users will also need to make sure their 

computing environment is compatible with the TAXSIM call by running the following from a Stata command line: 

net from "https://www.nber.org/stata" 

 net describe taxsim32 

 net install taxsim32 

Full documentation for the TAXSIM 32 Stata ado file is available on the TAXSIM website, 

https://users.nber.org/~taxsim/taxsim32/stata-remote.html. 

The SCF input files are all accessible from the Federal Reserve Board website, 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/scfindex.htm. There are specific versions of the SCF files in the download 

directory. Although SCF files are not generally updated, errors have been fixed at various times so newer files may be a little 

different. The summary variable “bulletin” files used in the project are all nominal, whereas the default files maintained on 

the FRB website have dollar variables in real terms. There is a program called public_stata_merge.do called near the top of 

the scf_taxsim_main.do program that combines extracts from SCF core and bulletin files in a particular way. Users can 

replace the result of this program with their own merged file.  

The main program reads a few other Excel input files as well. The first is scf_taxsim_main_parameters, which has key 

income tax inputs by year. The second is public_use_age_recodes, which is used to assign specific ages given the 

(disclosure-avoidance) bracketed ages in the public-use SCF data. The third is itemizable_expenses_imputation, which uses 

published SOI data on itemized deductions by income to impute the missing expense categories given the subset of 

itemizable expenses that are observed in the SCF.  

The program generates statistical outputs in the form of “benchmarking” files. The tables and graphs in this paper are 

taken directly from the Excel output files Filing_Status_Benchmarking, Incomes_Benchmarking, 

https://users.nber.org/%7Etaxsim/taxsim32/stata-remote.html
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Itemized_Deductions_Benchmarking, and Tax_Liability_Benchmarking. Those files are automatically updated every time the 

program is run, and users can verify that their updated versions match the downloaded files.  

Finally, the program produces a household level Stata output file scf_taxsim_out.dta, which aggregates tax liabilities for 

all tax units in the household. Those estimates can be merged with any public use SCF file using the variables y1 and year. 
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TAXSIM 32 has up to 32 distinct input variables for each tax return. The table below provides an overview of how TAXSIM 

inputs are constructed from SCF variables, though many details are left to the comments in the Stata code.  

TAXSIM Variable TAXSIM definition SCF Concept and Variable Name

taxsimid Arbitrary Case ID Arbitrary Case ID assigned

state State of residence No state in public use SCF, so set state=0, meaning TAXSIM does 
not calculate state taxes

mstat
Marital Status (unmarried, married, separate, or dependent 
taxpayer). TAXSIM determines whether individual taxpayer is filing 
singly or as head of household

Starting point is SCF households, code comments describe rules for 
splitting households into one or more tax units, and presence of 
spouse-partner and marital status/history determines mstat

page Age of primary taxpayer Age of designated tax unit primary
sage Age of spouse Age of designated tax unit secondary if present
depx Number of dependents Allocation of household members across tax units explained in code

dep13 Number of children under 13 with eligible childcare expenses for 
Dependent Care Credit.

Allocation of household members across tax units explained in code, 
this group is ages<17

dep17 Number of children under 17 for the entire tax year for the Child Care 
Credit. This includes children under 13. 

Allocation of household members across tax units explained in code, 
this group is ages <17

dep18 Number of qualifying children for EITC. 
Allocation of household members across tax units explained in code, 
this group is ages <18 or ages18-24 and financially dependent 
(assumed student)

pwages Wages and salary of primary taxpayer (includes self-employment but 
not QBI)

 Starting point is SCF variable X5702, wages and salaries from 
income module
Also includes X5704, Schedule C income, in all years before 2019
Schedule C income is allocated between QBI and SSTB categories 
in 2019 and later SCFs (see below)
Allocation between primary and secondary in split R/SP households 
depends on labor income from work and earnings module
For tax units that are constructed from non-primary economic units 
(NPEUs), we use salaries and wages and divide by the number of 
NPEU members that are under 70 years old

swages Wages and salary of spouse (includes self-employment but not QBI) See description above for pwages, but Schedule C income always 
assigned to primary

dividends Dividend income (qualified dividends only for 2003 and beyond)

Starting point is SCF variable X5710, total dividends
50/50 allocation between primary and secondary respondents in split 
R/SP households 
All dividends are mapped into this category through the 2004 SCF 
survey, and 75 percent (the average ratio of qualified to total 
dividends) from that point forward; the remaining 25 percent goes to 
otherprop (see below)

intrec Interest received
Starting point is SCF variable X5708, total taxable income 
50/50 allocation between primary and secondary respondents in split 
R/SP households 

TABLE A1

SCF-TAXSIM Variable Crosswalk
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stcg Short term capital gains or losses (+/-)

Starting point is SCF variable X5712, total capital gains, which can 
be positive or negative
50/50 allocation between primary and secondary respondents in split 
R/SP households
We use aggregate data on long-term and short-term capital 
gains/losses from the SOI Individual report (Table 1.4) to determine 
the share of gains/losses that are long and short term for three 
broad AGI classes (<50k, 50-100k, 100k+); the shares from this are 
then applied to the data by AGI class

ltcg Long term capital gains or losses (+/-) See stcg above

otherprop
Other property income subject to NIIT, including unearned or limited 
partnership and passive S-Corp profits; rent not eligible for QBI 
deduction; non-qualified dividends; and other income or loss.

Starting point is SCF variable X5714, income (+/-) reported on 
Schedule E, includes S-Corps, partnerships, rent, royalties
Includes 25 percent of dividends (see above) in 2004 SCF and later
50/50 allocation between primary and secondary respondents in split 
R/SP households
Schedule E income is allocated between active S Corp and QBI 
categories in 2019 and later SCFs (see below)

nonprop Other non-property income not subject to Medicare NIIT such as alimo                                  

Starting point is SCF variables X5718 (child support and alimony) 
plus parts of X5724 (other income) deemed “other” taxable or net 
operating loss carry forward (see codes in program)
Subtractions for one-half self- employment tax, student loan interest, 
alimony paid, and deductible IRA contributions (see program for 
details)
50/50 allocation between primary and secondary respondents in split 
R/SP households

pensions Taxable pensions and IRA distributions
Starting point is SCF variable X5722 (retirement income) but we 
also use Social Security incomes from labor modules to split total 
between pensions/Social Security and between R and SP

gssi Gross Social Security Benefits

Starting point is SCF variable X5722 (retirement income) but we 
also use Social Security incomes from labor modules to divide total 
between pensions and Social Security

We also directly observe social security income for NPEUs as a 
total and divide by the number of NPEU members that are over 62 
to determine social security income

ui Unemployment compensation received

Starting point is SCF variable X5716
If a household was split, the default is a 50/50 split of unemployment 
income. If we can directly observe if either the respondent or spouse 
was unemployment and the household was split, we allocate the full 
amount of unemployment income to the unemployed tax unit. 

transfers

Non-taxable transfer incomes such as welfare, workers comp; 
veterans’ benefits; and child support that would affect eligibility for 
state property tax rebates but would not be taxable at the federal 
level.

Starting point is SCF variable X5720, government transfers 

rentpaid Rent paid (only used for calculating state property tax rebates) See code, uses SCF variables that capture rent for renter 
households

proptax Real estate taxes paid – this is a preference for AMT and 
additionally used to calculate state property tax rebates See code, directly observed in SCF 
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1 The methods used here build directly on previous work by Kevin B. Moore at the Federal Reserve Board. His SAS program 
(taxsimpub.sas) can be downloaded at http://users.nber.org/~taxsim/to-taxsim/scf27-32/. That earlier version of the SCF tax unit 
program was used, for example, to estimate trends in effective tax rates by wealth class in a series of papers. See Moore, Pack, and 
Sabelhaus, 2016, and Bricker, et. al., 2020. Other projects have similarly adapted tax calculators to survey data sets such as the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), and Current Population Survey (CPS-ASEC) for various research purposes. See, 
for example, Jones and O’Hara, 2016, Wheaton and Stevens, 2016, Warren, Fox, and Edwards, 2020, Hertz, et al., 2020, and Meyer, 
et al., 2021.  

2 The SCF always classifies the male in a different sex couple as the respondent, regardless of which member of the couple answered the 
survey questions. There is additional information on who answered the questions for interested researchers, but the fact that the 
same person-level information exists both for R and SP means (for our purposes) that the distinction is not important, because we 
can treat the R and SP symmetrically.  

3 Incorporating SCF NPEUs in the analysis here is quantitatively significant. In the 2019 SCF, total NPEU wages were 5.6 percent of PEU 
total wages, and NPEU total income was 4.0 percent of PEU total income.  

4 One possibility for future work is imputing the earnings of dependent children living at home, using household and person 
demographics. Data sets like the Current Population Survey (CPS) have the information about earnings for dependent children and 
the necessary imputation variables.  

5 Technically, we specify rules to allocate dependents and set filing status across tax units in nine distinct types of households: (1) R and 
SP file jointly, no NPEU returns, (2) R and SP file jointly, one or more NPEU returns, (3) R and SP file separately, no NPEU returns, (4) 
R and SP file separately, one or more NPEU returns, (5) R files but SP does not, no NPEU returns, (6) R files but SP does not, one or 
more NPEU returns, (7) R does not file but SP does, no NPEU returns, (8) R does not file but SP does, one or more NPEU returns, and 
(9) only NPEU returns. In addition, some households have no deemed filing tax units.  

6 The public-use SCF micro files from 2004 forward round the ages of household members except R and SP for non-disclosure purposes, 
but the effect on our dependency allocation is not first-order. For example, we know with certainty if a household member is less 
than 18 years old. If a respondent is between 18 and 27, their age is rounded to 25, and we assign an age using actual distributions 
within the range 18 to 27 for the financially dependent and financially non-dependent before 2004. This approach captures the fact 
that, conditional on being between 18 and 27, a financially dependent child is much more likely to be in the younger end of the 
range. We similarly assign ages to household members between 13 – 17, whose ages are rounded to 17 after 2004.  

7 There is some evidence that households do allocate dependents in ways that maximize tax benefits. See, for example, Jones and 
O’Hara, 2016. Much of that seems to involve shifting dependents between R, SP, and NPEU tax units. For example, in a three-
generation household, the highest earner (parent or grandparent) claims the grandchild.  

8 The SOI counts are from the Table 1.3 series on the SOI Tax Stats page, https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-individual-income-
tax-returns-complete-report-publication-1304.  

9 A deeper dive on this would involve using a data set like the Current Population Survey, computing the fraction of young people living in 
their parent’s home who are working for pay, and applying those fractions to the SCF.  

10 The “bottom third” of the front page of Form 1040 was moved to a separate “Schedule 1” after the 2017 tax law changes went into 
effect. Although the content of the AGI adjustments section was unchanged, moving AGI adjustments from Form 1040 to Schedule 1 
made Form 1040 appear shorter (and thus “simpler”) for the taxpayers who would have otherwise entered zeroes in the AGI 
adjustment lines.  

11 Interested users can inspect the benchmarking files that are part of the download package described in Appendix A. 

12 See the discussion of SCF versus Congressional Budget Office incomes in Bricker, et. al. 2016.  

13 One possibility is that SCF business owners are misreporting the wages they paid to themselves as a component of business income. 
Given access to IRS tax data, one could address that directly by comparing the distributions of wages reported by SCF business 
owners with wages of Schedule C and E filers in the tax data.  

 

 

http://users.nber.org/%7Etaxsim/to-taxsim/scf27-32/
https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-individual-income-tax-returns-complete-report-publication-1304
https://www.irs.gov/statistics/soi-tax-stats-individual-income-tax-returns-complete-report-publication-1304
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14 Technically, we should only be counting interest deducted on loans that were outstanding in the year prior to the survey. However, 
imposing that condition in the SCF is problematic. If a respondent has a new loan because they sold an existing mortgaged home and 
bought a new house, or because they refinanced an existing loan, they paid interest in the year prior to the survey. The loans in 
force during that prior year are not captured in the survey, and thus our best estimate of the interest they paid is based on the new 
loan information.  

15 These comparisons are based on the SOI Table 2.1 series.  

16 The latest version of TAXSIM is available at https://users.nber.org/~taxsim/.  

17 TAXSIM calculates all limits, phaseouts, etc. For example, we provide itemizable interest for each tax unit to TAXSIM and allow it to 
add in statutory limits and arrive at the deductible interest amount. Ultimately, TAXSIM will determine whether that tax unit 
itemizes. 

https://users.nber.org/%7Etaxsim/
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