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As the process of tax reform unfolded last year, representatives of
higher education no doubt looked on with a mixture of fascination and dread.
During the previous four years of debate and positioning over "fundamental tax
reform," a number of proposals had been put foward that, if adopted, could
have undercut existing important tax advantages enjoyed by colleges and
universities. The Ways and Means Committe bill, approved in November, 1985,
contained some of the most objectionable features for higher education,
including caps on tax-exempt borrowing, limits on retirement accounts, and the
taxation of scholarships and of capital gains on some gifts of appreciated
property. Despite reversals on these issues in the Finance Committee bill, the
compromise that emerged from the conference committee to become law from the
congress ﬁonfirmed many of the worst fears those in higher education.
According to one Stanford official, "We took a bath on the tax bill...We lost
on every major issue."l

The Tax Reform Act of 1986, the culmination of an unprecedented political
thrust for basic reform of the income tax system and easily the most sweeping
change in the income tax since its introduction in 1913, is now law. It is
therefore an appropriate time to step back and assess its likely impact on
higher education. This paper begins by sketching the background of the tax
reform movement before turning to the specific provisions of the 1986 law.

It then discusses the likely impact of the law on colleges and universities.

*This paper is based on a talk presented at the meetings of the Association
of American Colleges on January 16, 1987. I am grateful to Pamela Gann and
Richard Schmalbeck for helpful comments and discussions.



The paper concludes by considering possible opportunities presented by the

law.

Antecedents of Tax Reform

It is useful to begin by thinking back and remembering how this
extraordinary legislation came to be a possibility. Although "tax reform" has
been a semi-annual subject of discussion on Capitol Hill for a long time
(usually during non-election years), the notion of "fundamental"  tax reform
as a serious effort is relatively new. Jimmy Carter's attack on the tax
system as "a disgrace to the human race" was taken up by Ronald Reagan,
bolstered by a concern about tax shelters, inefficient use of capital, and,
most important, inequity. In a 1985 poll, 72 percent of those questioned
agreed with the statement: "The present tax system benefits the rich and is
unfair to the ordinary working man or woman. "2

The tax reform debate of the .1980s was characterized by the joining of
two previously unconnected themes. The first was the public finance objectiﬁe
of "comprehensive taxation," the notion that all income should be taxed at the
same rate, implying therefore a broad definition of taxable income.
Traditionally backed by liberals such as Joseph Pechman of the Brookings
Institution, this theme implied, for example, the elimination of preferential
taxation of capital gains and tax-shelter income.3 The second theme was
supply-side economics and its call for low marginal tax rates to boost
productive economic activity. Inspired by conservatives such as Milton
Friedman and Arthur Laffer, the supply-side vision of the world captured the
imagination of the Reagan administration and seems to have been central to Mr.
Reagan's own insistence on cutting marginal tax rates, particularly at the
top brackets. Probably because of this unusual ancestry, the notion of

fundamental reform gained support from both parties. From the Congress came a



raft of bills to rewrite the nation's income tax law. First came simple
"flat-rate" plans with few if any deductions, then more involved schemes, such
as the Bradley-Gephardt plan, first introduced in 1982. All of the proposals
called for reductions in marginal tax rates. But to do so without sacrificing
revenue required in each case a broadening of the income tax base.

The rest is legislative history and will no doubt receive careful
analwvsis from policv analvsts. What is important for assessing the impact on
higher education, and indeed the impact on the nonprofit sector in general, is
that the reduction in marginal tax rates embodied in all the tax reform bills
required a broadening of the tax base, and this broadening could be
accomplished only by taxing more sources of inco e or e i inating some
deductions. In ways appreciated only in hindsight, higher education
and other nonprofits derived important benefits from the old tax law. After
months of waiting for the other shoe to drop, colleges and universities heard

it come down with a rescunding thud.

The New Law
The new tax law contains nine major provisions affecting colleges and
universities:

1. Marginal tax rates are reduced at all income levels. For the wealthiest
taxpayers, the rate is cut from 50 percent to 28 percent, although many
middle- and upper-income taxpayers will face a marginal rate of 33 percent.

2. The charitable deduction for nonitemizers, which became fully phased-in
in 1986, is eliminated.

3. For the first time, there is a provision to tax capital gains on some
appreciated property given as charitable gifts. This provision applies only

to a comparatively few wealthy taxpayers subject to the alternative minimum

tax.



4. The law severely limits the ability of taxpayers to shelter income by
assigning income to children and having income be taxed at the child's tax
rate through custodial accounts and Clifford trusts, mechanisms widely used to
save for college expenses. Most of such income will now be taxed at the
parents' tax rate.

5. When fully implemented, the law will eliminate the deductibility of
student loan interest, although home-equity loans can be used for college
expenses.

6. Scholarships and fellowships are taxable to the extent that they cover
living expenses.

7. Oolleges and universities are now subject to a cap of $150 million per
institution on tax-exempt bond financing.

8. The law places new limits on tax-—deferred retirement plans and imposes
non-discrimination requirements affecting the ability of institutions to offer
plans to faculty and administrators. 1In particular, the ability of employees
of nonprofit institutions to use supplemental retirement accounts (SRA's) in
effect as tax-sheltered savings accounts is eliminated by the new law.

9. Four-fifths of entertainment expenses paid by individuals, all other
employee expenses, and miscellaneous expenses are combined into one itemized
deduction subject to a 2 percent of income floor.

What is the likely impact of this bill on colleges and universities?
Although it is certainly much too early to know the full effect of such a
sweeping piece of legislation, it is possible to hazard a preliminary guess on
what some of the most important effects will be. Probably the most visible
effect will be a reduction in donations below the levels that would have been
achieved under the old law. This effect, the result of the first three

provisions, will be most evident for upper-income donors. Provisions 4



through 6 will raise a family's cost of sending a child to college. The last
three provisions, along with the sixth, will raise the cost of operating

colleges and universities.

Fewer Contributions

No one--not even economists--believe that taxes are the only or the most
important reason why people make charitable donations. But there is a great
deal of evidence that taxes affect the amount that people give. Because of
the deduction, a dollar of contribution costs less than a dollar once the tax
reduction is counted. If a taxpayer's marginal tax rate is 50 percent, each
dollar "costs" only 50 cents. To economists, this is the "price" of giving,
just like 49 cents might be the price of a pound of bananas. The new tax
bill raises the price of giving in two ways: by lowering marginal tax rates
and by decreasing the number of taxpayers eligible for a deduction. The cut
in tax rates causes the wealthiest taxpayers to experience an increase in the
price of giving of 44 percent--their tax rate will fall from 50 percent to 28
percent, so their cost of giving cash will rise from 50 to 72 cents per
dollar. Because marginal rates are cut at all levels, however, virtually all
taxpayers will experience an increase in the net cost of making donations.

Equally important will be the number of taxpayers for whom contributions
will no longer be deductible. Of course the nonitemizer deduction has been
eliminated, and this will be more serious for some charities than others. The
real sleeper here is the reduction in the number of itemizers. Because of the
increase in the standard deduction and the reduction in deductible items,
fewer taxpayers will find it advantageous to itemize. The bill raises the
price for middle and upper income taxpayers the most, despite the end of the
nonitemizer deduction. Because colleges and universities depend especially on

high-income donors, this will make the impact on higher education greater than



in other sectors,; such as religious giving.

The size of the impact: using econometric estimates. In order to assess

the magnitude of the impact of the new tax law on contributions by
individuals, it is possible to employ estimated econometric models, based on
past behavior, to ask the counter-factual question: what if everything else
were the same except the tax law--what difference would it make? I have
chosen to compare hypothetical levels of contributions for 1988, based on
projections of incomes, prices and population. I compare the new tax law with
the 1985 version of the old tax law--the one in which nonitemizers received a
deduction for 50 percent of their charitable contributions. (Given the
tenuous status of that provision and the likelihood that nonitemizers never
really fully adjusted to the full deduction available only in 1986, one can
argue that the 1985 law is a more reasonable benchmark for comparisons.) I
also compare "long-run" levels of giving under each law, the levels that would
theoretically be reached after taxpayers had adjusted their behavior and
expectations to the tax law hypothetically in force. I look only at donations
by individuals. The tax law reflected in the computer model represents the
major provisions related to charitable contributions and the calculation of
tax liability, but the model does not account for the effects of the
alternative minimum tax. Finally, my projections use two alternative models.
One model assumes the responsiveness to tax changes follows a fixed formula
for all income classes. The other assumes this formula varies over the income
scale, with high-income taxpayers being proportionately more sensitive to tax
rate changes than those at the lower end.?

The results of applying the simulation model to the 1986 law are
striking. The model suggests that total charitable contributions would be

some 15 to 16 percent lower in 1988 under the new law than they would have



been had the 1985 law continued to be in place. 1In dollar terms, this amounts
to a difference of about $12 billion. These projections do not necessarily
imply that contributions will decrease even in real terms, only that giving
will be lower than it would otherwise have been.

Before turning to the distributional impact of this decline in individual
giving, it is useful to note the likely effect of the new tax act on corporate
contributions. The law reduces the top marginal tax rate in the corporate tax
from 46 to 34 percent. Based on available econometric evidence, the resulting
increase in the net cost of making gifts will result in a modest decline in
corporate giving, on the order of 5 per:cer'lt.ls Increases in the aggregate tax
burden on corporations will also tend to depress corporate contributions, but
the magnitude of these changes will probably not be great relative to the
change in giving by individuals.

Components of the decline. As large as the overall decline in giving may

be -- relative to its level had the law not gone into effect -- it is the
composition of that decline that stands as the biggest problem facing higher
education. The size of the tax rate cuts at the highest income levels implies
a large reduction in the incentive to make contributions for upper-income
donors. The models of contributions imply that gifts by the 1.5 percent of
taxpayers with highest incomes -- those making about $95,000 or more in 1988
— will reduce their giving by 30 percent or more in comparison to what they
would have donated under the old tax law. That declines of this magnitude are
plausible is suggested by the pattern of contributions following the 1981 tax
act, a law that reduced the top tax rate from 70 to 50 percent. Following
that change, average giving in the highest income classes fell markedly while
contributions at lower and middle incomes showed little change.6

Because contributions to colleges and universities tend to come

preponderantly from middle- and upper-income donors, this differential effect



will be especially apparent. Table 1 shows estimates of the percentage change
in contributions to different kinds of organizations based on the simulated
effect of the new tax law. Organizations that rely more heavily on wealthy
donors, such as higher education and cultural institutions, show the largest
projected declines. For colleges and universities, the percentage declines
based on the two models are about 24 and 30 percent. In dollar terms, these
declines are on the order of $1 to $1.5 billion. To repeat, one should not
expect changes of this magnitude immediately; these differences refer to long-
run levels of giving under two alternative tax regimes. 1In fact, the
immediate impact of the new tax law is likely to be an increase in giving in
1986, as donors sought to pre-pay on contributions in order to receive larger
deductions. Although the dust is just now settling, early indications do
indeed suggest such a surge. At Duke, for example, total contributions
received in the second half of 1986 exceeded those during the same period in
1985 by some 25 percent. Gifts from individuals during the same period
increased by over 50 percent.

The significant implication of this kind of analysis is, however, the
likely decline in the long-run level of contributions received by colleges and
universities. Although there are a number of possible sources of error
regarding the specific percentage decline, it seems likely that a substantial
decline will occur if there is no change in donor behavior. But then the
question becomes, what is likely to be the impact of a decrease in
contributions of, say 25 percent, on the programs and financial well-being of
colleges and universities? The answer--not surprisingly--is, more for
private than public institutions. If one looks at general fund revenues plus
endowment income (excluding auxillaries and hospitals), one finds that

voluntary support makes up a small but significant portion of college and



Not surprisingly, it is more important in private than in public institutions.
Current gifts and grants plus endowment income (the annual flow from past
gifts of capital) comprise roughly 4 percent of general fund income in public
institutions and about 18 percent in private institutions.” If all of these
sources declined by 25 percent, the budgetary impact would therefore be on the
order of 1 percent for public institutions and 4.5 percent for private ones.
Quantitatively, this would certainly not be a tremendous impact for public
institutions, but in private colleges and universities it would likely be felt
over time in areas of discretionary spending and new initiatives. However, if
private grants and corporate gifts do not decline at the same rate, the

overall impact would be less severe.

Increasing the Cost of College Attendance

The second major impact of the bill is to raise a family's cost of
sending a child to college. Obviously, the partial taxation of scholarships
and fellowships will have an impact on families of students on full
scholarships and on some graduate students. To the extent that undergraduates
and their families are affected, this provision is likely to felt most by
families at lower and middle incomes. Ending the deductibility of interest on
student loans will affect many of the same taxpayers, though the size of the
impact is uncertain since home equity loans will be available to take the
place of student loans.

The tighter taxation of custodial accounts will tend to hit taxpayers at
higher levels of income, but for many of those taxpayers there will be a
significant increase in the cost of a college education. As Table 2 shows,
the tax rates on income from custodial accounts will increase, depending on
the age and income of the child. For a child under 14 whose account yields

annual income of about $2000 and whose parents are subject to a marginal tax



