
Taxpayers pay the higher of either their tax calculated under regular income tax rules 
or their tax calculated under the alternative minimum tax (AMT) rules. Since the 39.6 
percent top rate under the regular income tax is higher than the 28 percent top statu-
tory AMT rate, households with very high incomes who do not attempt to shelter 
much income typically pay based on the regular income tax system. Households that 
are not at the very top but still have relatively high incomes face somewhat lower stat-
utory tax rates under the regular tax and are therefore more likely to pay the AMT. 

In 2015, 27 percent of households with “expanded cash income” (which is a broad 
measure of income) between $200,000 and $500,000 will be affected by the AMT (ta-
ble 1). That number rises to 59.1 percent for those with incomes between $500,000 
and $1 million. In contrast, only 19.7 percent of households with incomes greater than 
$1 million will be on the AMT.  

 

Expanded 	cash	 incomeb 2015 2016 2025

Less	than	50 c c c

50-75 c c 0.1	

75-100 0.2	 0.2	 0.4	

100-200 1.8	 2.0	 2.4	

200-500 27.0	 27.5	 23.3	

500-1,000 59.1	 57.4	 60.7	

1,000	and	more 19.7	 18.8	 15.1	
Source:	Urban-Brooking s	Tax 	Policy	C enter	Microsimulation	Model	(version	0515-1).
(a)	Includes	AMT	liability	on	Form	6251,	 lost	credits,	and	the	value	of	reduced	deductions.	Tax 	units	that	are	
dependents	of	other	tax 	units	are	excluded	from	the	analysis.
(b)	Tax 	units	with	neg ative	adjusted	g ross	income	are	excluded	from	their	respective	income	classes	but	are	
included	in	the	totals.
(c)	Less	than	0.05.

TABLE 1

Share	 of	Tax	Units	A ffected	by	the	AMTa

Thousands	of	dollars,	2015

Who pays the AMT? 

The individual alternative minimum tax (AMT) primarily affects well-off households, 
but not those with the very highest incomes. It is also more likely to hit taxpayers 
with large families, those who are married, and those who live in high-tax states.  

 



WHO PAYS? 

The regular income tax allows a personal exemption of $4,000 (in 2015, indexed for 
inflation) for each family member. The AMT exemption varies by filing status but does 
not increase with family size. As a result, in 2015 families with two children are about 
three times more likely to pay the AMT than those without children (5.6 percent versus 
1.8 percent). Families with three or more children (8.1 percent) are more than four 
times as likely to pay the AMT as those without children (table 2). 

	

Under the regular income tax, many married couples receive a “marriage bonus” be-
cause they pay less tax than they would if they were single. This is not true under the 
AMT. AMT tax brackets are identical for married and single taxpayers, and the AMT 
exemption for married couples is only about one and a half times as large as the ex-
emption for singles. In contrast, the standard deduction for married couples under the 
regular income tax is twice that for singles, and the 10 and 15 percent tax brackets for 
married couples are twice as wide as those for singles. AMT marriage penalties, com-
bined with the fact that married couples often have children and tend to have higher 
incomes than single individuals, make married couples seven times more likely than 
singles to pay the AMT. 



Taxpayers can deduct state and local taxes under the regular income tax but not the 
AMT. Thus, in 2015 taxpayers in high-tax states are twice as likely to be on the AMT as 
those in low-tax states. 
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