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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Like many other counties in the nation, Hamilton County (Cincinnati), Ohio’s recent reassessment 
resulted in the largest single year increase in property taxes in the county’s history. However, 
this jump in taxes was not spread equally among all residents. This study finds that:

Adopting a taxation system that more precisely taxes residents based on their income, wealth, 
and land access will increase racial and economic equality as well as increase the affordability 
and sustainability of low-income housing. Through immediate interventions, alternative 
processes, and reimagined policies, local residents, city elected leaders, county officials, 
and state representatives can take actionable steps to build a more equitable and just county.

Property tax bills rose over twice as much for Hamilton 
County residents living in communities of color or poorer 
neighborhoods. On average, property tax bills increased 
by $990 in communities of color compared to $430 in White 
neighborhoods. Likewise, bills rose by $730 in low-income areas 
and $410 in high-income communities.

Contrary to common assumptions, uneven increases in 
property tax bills are not explained by changes in the housing 
market. When sales price and property feature changes are 
held constant, the average property tax bills in communities 
of color and poorer neighborhoods still increased twice as 
much as property tax bills in White and wealthier communities.

Relative to household means, White and more affluent 
neighborhoods pay lower tax rates than communities of 
color and lower-income areas. The poorest households’ 
property taxes are 18 times more of their income, 4 percent 
more of their accumulated housing wealth, and $600 more 
per equivalent land access than their wealthiest neighbors. 
Similar inequities are also observed across racial groups.
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INTRODUCTION
Echoing national trends, Hamilton County, 
Ohio’s (home of Cincinnati) recent property 
reassessment combined with changes in tax 
levies resulted in the largest increase in 
property tax bills in the county’s history.1
However, not all residents are equally affected.

Mirroring another countrywide phenomenon, 
communities of color and lower-income 
neighborhoods saw larger increases in their 
property tax bills than their White and higher-
income counterparts. This inequity engenders 
both an immediate concern for property 
owners unable to afford the large tax increases 
and a subsequent concern about a potential 
violation of Fair Housing legislation.

Using over 20 years of tax, property, 
housing market, and population data, this 
report investigates the racial and economic 
inequality in Hamilton County’s property tax 
policies and how municipal, county, state, 
and federal officials can cultivate equity in 
the short and long term. Specifically, I ask 
three questions:

Establishing the extent of racial and 
economic inequality in property tax policies 
and the specific state, county, and municipal 
laws, procedures, and levies creating these 
inequities will enable local residents, elected 
officials, and civil servants to work together 
towards a more equitable system. In what 
follows, I outline the processes that can 
unintentionally create property tax inequality, 
my empirical findings, alternative tax policies, 
and suggested action steps.

Did the 2024 property taxes 
increase equally for all residents?

Were the uneven increases in 
property taxes due to housing 
market trends?

Are residents taxed equitably 
relative to their means?
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THE HISTORY OF PROPERTY TAX

Property tax is Ohio’s oldest form of taxation, 
tracing back to the settler colonial territory. 
In the early days, property taxes only included 
the projected value of the land.2 This approach 
had multiple benefits over other forms of 
taxation including its relative simplicity 
and comprehensiveness.

Administrative Simplicity

While income and sales taxes required 
residents to accurately account for their 
earnings, expenses, and transactions, property 
taxes were issued by the government based 
on their estimates of land value. With minimal 
administrative cost, this ensured taxes were 
relatively consistent.

Comprehensive Taxation

Unlike income or sales taxes that based 
taxation on only one factor, property taxes 
were conceptualized as simultaneously 
taxing residents’ earnings, wealth, and land 
privileges. In an agricultural society, larger and 
more fertile land correlated with higher gross 

earnings, wealth accumulation, and control 
over development. Moreover, the approximation 
of a property’s value corresponded with the 
size, fertility, and future value of the property.3 
Thus, levying taxes based on these approximate 
values enabled governments to issue higher tax 
bills to residents with more earnings, wealth, 
and land access.

As Ohio industrialized and urbanized, some 
residents’ earnings and wealth was increasingly 
reflected in their elegant city homes rather 
than in vast farm lands. Reflecting this new 
reality, in 1825, Ohio expanded property tax to 
include buildings.4 This ensured the property 
tax did not unjustly burden rural residents. 
However, the change also presented the 
challenge of accurately taxing residents’ 
earnings, wealth, and land access with 
property taxes.

Over time, other forms of taxation, primarily 
income and sales taxes, were introduced to 
levy taxes across diverse forms of economic 
activity. Yet, local governments still levy taxes 
on property as a proxy for residents’ earnings, 
wealth, and land access—even though the 
calculation of these taxes has become 
increasingly complicated.
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HOW CONTEMPORARY PROPERTY 
TAX BILLS ARE CALCULATED

At their core, property taxes are calculated 
like any other form of taxation—a taxable value 
(e.g., income, sales price, property assessment) 
is multiplied by the applicable tax rate. 
However, unlike other forms of taxation, the 
process of deriving a property’s taxable value 
and effective tax rate requires multiple steps 
implemented by a variety of government 
agencies and authorities.

Determining a Property’s Taxable Value

In many states, including Ohio, a property’s 
taxable value is estimated by the county 
auditor’s office and then approved by the 
state’s department of taxation. Both the county 
auditor’s office and the state’s department of 
taxation use three figures to determine and 
check a property’s taxable value: 
(1) approximate market value, (2) exemption 
programs, and (3) assessment level.

First, the approximate market value is what 
the county estimates a property’s purchase 
price might be if put up for sale. Since 
properties do not sell every year, taxing 
authorities cannot solely rely on documented 
transactions.5 Instead, auditors use recently 
sold homes to derive an equation that 
estimates the relationship between property 
features and sale prices. The county then plugs 
data on each parcel into the equation to derive 
an estimated market value.6

Second, exemption programs reduce 
the taxable value of homes based on specified 
criteria. Ohio has one statewide exemption 
program—the Homestead exemption. This 
exemption subtracts $26,200 from a 
property’s approximate market value for 
low-income seniors or disabled homeowners 
who apply for the program.7

Third, the assessment level is the proportion 
of the property’s value that can be taxed. In 
Ohio, the assessment level is set by the state 
government and is currently 35 percent of 
the approximate market value.8

Using the derived approximate market value, 
prescribed assessment level, and applicable 
exemption programs, the county auditor 
determines the property’s taxable value.9

Deriving the Effective Tax Rate

Auditors also derive the property’s effective 
tax rate based on three components: (1) total 
tax rate, (2) reduction factor, and (3) tax credits.

First, the total tax rate is the combination of all 
legislative and ballot approved levies within the 
county, township, municipal corporation, school 
district, joint vocational school district, and 
special service taxing jurisdictions.10

Second, the reduction factor is a 
jurisdiction-wide adjustment used to 
account for new property assessments. 
This component is unique to property tax and 
is often misunderstood. In Ohio, a levy sets the 
total amount a jurisdiction can collect from all 
residents. To help residents comprehend the 
personal implications of tax levies, this total 
amount is typically divided by all current 
taxable values in the jurisdiction. Initiatives 
then report levy increases as the number of 
dollars per $1,000 in taxable property value. 
However, if all the county properties get 
reassessed, then the auditor recalcutes the 
tax rate by dividing the new total property 
values in the jurisdiction by the original total 
tax amount. Consequently, the total tax amount 
collected by the jurisdiction does not increase 
with assessment values. Rather, reassessment 
merely redistributes how much each parcel is 
contributing to the jurisdictions’ revenue. State 
law requires auditors to summarize their 
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recalculations in a reduction factor that is 
multiplied by the total tax rate.11

Third, tax credits are local or state initiatives 
implemented by legislation or ballot measures 
to reduce the effective tax rate for certain 
parcels. Currently, Ohio has two statewide 
tax credits: (1) non-business credit for 
residential and most agricultural properties12 
and (2) owner-occupancy credit for owner-
occupied homes.13 Additionally, Hamilton 
County has a sale tax credit for owner-occupied 
homes that is a result of changes made to the 
tax code to build two sport stadiums in the late 
1990s.

Once a property’s taxable value and effective 
tax rate are derived, the two values are 
multiplied to determine the amount of taxes 
owed. Although the auditor is responsible for 
calculating the owed taxes, the components 
they use to derive these values are established 
by state and local legislators and ballot 
initiatives. Thus, tax inequality is the result of 
processes and policies across various levels of 
government.

HOW PROPERTY TAX CALCULATIONS 
CREATE INEQUALITY

Scholars across the nation have repeatedly 
demonstrated residents of color and low-
income households pay a higher share of 
property taxes.14 This inequality often results 
from a combination of three factors: uneven 
property value estimates, unequal effective 
tax rates, and inaccurate estimates of 
residents’ means.

Uneven Property Value Estimates

Studies have demonstrated communities of 
color and lower-income neighborhoods are 
overassessed compared to their property 

sale prices while the opposite is true of 
Whiter and higher-income communities.15 
This inequity arises from the approaches used 
to approximate market values and implement 
exemption programs.16

First, common assessment approaches used 
to approximate market values create racial 
and economic inequality in taxable values. 
Many auditor offices, including Hamilton 
County’s auditor, contract a private 
company to derive the mass assessment 
regression equation.17 Private company 
models are often proprietary—limiting the 
public’s and auditor’s knowledge about 
critical data decisions. However, scholars have 
repeatedly shown these models pull values to 
the mean, resulting in an overvaluation of lower 
valued properties and an underassessment of 
higher valued properties. For more technical 
details on how this transpires mathematically, 
see Appendix A. Additionally, the processes 
available for individual property owners to 
challenge their reassessments often favors 
residents with more education and financial 
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resources, further exacerbating racial and 
economic inequity in assessed values.18
Second, exemption programs’ requirements 
can exacerbate racial and economic 
inequalities. Even programs designed to 
reduce inequality by providing reductions 
to seniors can unintentionally create or 
exacerbate other forms of inequality because 
of their cumbersome applications, exclusion 
of renters,19 or implications for new migrants.20 
Granted, some well-designed and 
implemented exception programs have 
been successful at meaningful reductions in 
inequality.21 Yet, these successes often require 
intentionality and ongoing monitoring for 
unintended consequences.

Unequal Effective Tax Rate

For over a century, communities of color—
especially Black residents—have routinely 
been charged higher property tax rates.22 
This inequality results from a combination 
of jurisdictions’ total tax rates and available 
tax credits.23

First, the intersection of residential 
segregation and racialized appraisal 
methods results in White neighborhoods and 
more affluent residents having lower total 
tax rates than their counterparts of color and 
lower-income neighbors. Since the 1930s, 
market appraisal methods (which are different 
from tax assessment approaches) have 
evaluated homes in White communities as 
more valuable than comparable homes in 
similar neighborhoods of color.24 This practice 
both entrenched and exacerbated residential 
segregation.25 Consequently, Whiter areas 
can collect larger revenues with lower total 
tax rates than jurisdictions with larger Black, 
Indigenous, and Latinx proportions.26 White 
residents often use the lower tax rates in 
Whiter school districts to justify their 

residential and school choices,27 creating 
cascading consequences for cities and school 
districts with more residents of color.28

Second, like exemption programs, tax credits 
can increase racial and economic inequality 
in effective tax rates. This occurs when the 
requirements or conditions make the credits 
more available or commonly used by affluent 
and racially privileged residents.29

Inaccurate Estimates of Residents’ Means

Over time, the increasing dissonance 
between property values and residents’ means—
including their household income, wealth, 
and land access—has resulted in property 
taxes becoming more regressive and 
disproportionately levied on communities of 
color and lower-income residents.

First, wage inequality has significantly 
outpaced property value inequity. For 
example, the average household income among 
Hamilton County’s bottom income quintile (20 
percent) only increased $5,500 from 2004 to 
2024 while those in the top quintile saw their 
incomes increase by $128,600. Put another 
way, the wealthiest Hamilton County residents 
saw their incomes increase 23 times more than 
their lower-income counterparts. During this 
same time period, home values also increased 
unevenly. However, unlike the 23 fold increase 
in income inequality, houses in the top quintile 
only increased three times more than those in 
the bottom quintile. In sum, property values 
have increased faster relative to income for 
those on the bottom of the income distribution 
than those on the top. As a result, annual 
property tax is an increasingly inaccurate 
estimate of residents’ means.
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Second, divergent home appreciation 
has resulted in a growing divide between 
annual property taxes and wealth 
accumulation. Property values experience 
cyclical appreciation and depreciation based 
on the community’s racial composition.30 
Consequently, communities of color are 
often forced to buy homes at peak prices and 
sell after depreciation. Not only does this 
mean they accumulate less wealth through 
homeownership but their annual taxes often 
reflect the peak prices from when they bought 
their homes. Additionally, the federal tax code 
enables landlords to pass on annual property 
taxes to their tenants. As a result, renters, who 
are disproportionately households of color 
and low-income, pay the tax on their landlord’s 
wealth accumulation. Unlike other forms of 
wealth taxes, annual property taxes are 
increasingly unable to accurately tax owners’ 
wealth accumulation. 

Third, property values are decreasingly 
related to residents’ land access—meaning 
residents’ access to private lawns, public parks, 
quiet streets, infrastructure, and amenities. 
Over time, property values are increasingly 
correlated with the surrounding community’s 
racial demographics.31 Consequently, taxes 
based on property values do not correlate 
with residents’ access to amenities, as is 
usually presumed.

Together, property taxes’ unequal rates, 
assessments, and means’ approximation 
results in households of color and lower-income 
families carrying a larger tax burden than their 
White and more affluent counterparts. I now 
examine the extent to which this is occurring in 
Hamilton County.
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DATA SOURCES

Property Tax Records

I use the publicly available Hamilton County’s 
auditor’s records on property features, 
transactions, tax bills, and payments from 2003 
to 2024.32 This data includes information on 
the taxing jurisdiction, plot acreage, property 
code classification, building square footage, 
number of rooms, number of bathrooms, year(s) 
built, construction grade, transfer dates, sale 
prices, owner names, auditor’s market value 
assessment, tax bills, and delinquent taxes for 
every parcel (or plot of land) within the county.33 

Census Bureau Surveys

To estimate residents’ demographics, 
I used the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2000 
Decennial Census and the 2006-2022 
American Community Survey (ACS).34 I defined 
neighborhood racial composition as the census 
tracts’ White proportion35 and neighborhood 
income as the census tracts’ mean annual 
household earnings. For household estimates, 
I use the number of households in each 
census income category by race.36

ESTIMATING RACIAL AND ECONOMIC 
INEQUALITY IN PROPERTY TAXES

To examine to what extent Hamilton County’s 
tax bills and their recent increases are equitably 
distributed across residents, I examine 
differences across neighborhood and household 
racial and economic demographics.

For neighborhoods, I conduct linear regressions 
examining the relationship between property 
tax bills and the census tracts’ White proportion 
and mean income. I use the regression results to 
predict mean outcomes in White neighborhoods 
(defined as 100 percent non-Hispanic White 
residents), communities of color (defined as 0 
percent non-Hispanic White residents), wealthy 
neighborhoods (defined as a mean income of 
$295,000) and poor neighborhoods (defined as a 
mean income of $20,000).

For households, I assume census tract mean tax 
bill changes and amounts are evenly distributed 
across residents within the neighborhood. I use 
these means to calculate the impact of tax bills 
across household income and race.

See Appendix B for more information.

METHODS
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In 2023, Hamilton County’s auditor conducted 
the legally required sexennial reassessment. 
The increases in residential property sale prices 
in the preceding years resulted in the average 
residential parcel’s estimated market value 
appreciating by $61,000 (or 48 percent).37

FINDINGS
Combined with the levies passed in 2023, 
these changes led to the average resident 
tax bill increasing by $610 (or 30 percent).38 
This change is nearly seven times larger than 
the average annual increase across the last 
twenty years.39
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Within Hamilton County’s largest city,40 
Cincinnati, tax bills increase even more, $810 
(or 46 percent) on average. This increase is 
9.5 times greater than the city’s typical annual 
increase. See Appendix C: Cincinnati Findings 
for figures visualizing this and other city 
specific results.

If these dramatic and historically 
unprecedented increases in tax bills were 
shared evenly across the county’s residents, 
they would still have a more severe impact on 
residents with fewer resources to pay them. 
Yet, if the changes are inequitable, 
then impacts of these tax changes will likely 
be even more consequential.

To investigate whether racial and economic 
inequality increased after the county’s most 
recent reassessment, I answer my three 
research questions.

Hamilton County’s residents of color and 
lower-income households experienced a larger 
increase in their property tax bills than their 
White and higher-income counterparts. This 
was true at both the neighborhood and the 
household level.

In 2024, the average increase in property 
tax bills was $990 (or 83 percent) for 
neighborhoods with no White residents 
(hereafter communities of color). As the White 
proportion in the neighborhood increased, 
the change in property tax bills decreased. In 
fact, in neighborhoods with all-White residents 
(hereafter White neighborhoods) the average 
property bill increased by $430 (or 8 percent).

On the household level, this means the average 
White Hamilton County resident experienced 
an increase of $550 (or 23 percent) in their tax 
bill. This was lower than all groups of color. 
Specifically, the average Black resident saw 
a $770 (or 47 percent) increase, the average 
Latinx resident experienced a $640 (or 36 
percent) increase and all other residents of 
color saw an average increase of $600 
(or 29 percent).

A similar pattern of unequal increases is 
observed across household incomes. Hamilton 
County’s poorest neighborhoods saw an 
average increase of $730 (or 56 percent) in 
their property tax bills while the county’s 
wealthiest neighborhoods saw a $410 
increase (or -12 percent).41

On a household level, families whose annual 
income was less than $25,000 saw an average 
increase of $740 (or 46 percent) on their 
property tax bill.42 Conversely, households who 

Question 1: Did the 2024 property 
taxes increase equally for all residents?
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make $150,000 or more a year only experienced 
a $530 (or 18 percent) increase.43 Hamilton 
County’s households with the fewest means 
experienced the largest inflation in their 
property tax bills.

In short, Hamilton County’s property tax 
bills did not go up equally for all residents. 
Neighborhoods and residents of color as well 
as lower-income households experienced 
larger increases in their property tax bills—as 
measured by both percentage and absolute 
dollars. This suggests there are likely many 
households experiencing an unexpected 
financial burden by their new tax bills. However, 

it does not necessarily mean the reassessment 
or new levies are unjustified under current law.

Ohio law specifies that auditors must assess 
properties based on recent market data.44 
Thus, if homes in communities of color and 
lower-income areas appreciated quicker than 
their counterparts in White neighborhoods and 
higher-income areas, then current legislation 
would require auditors to make adjustments 
that would result in the observed inequity. To 
examine whether the unequal increases in tax 
bills can be explained by housing market trends, 
I turn to my second question.
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Across the county, the average property sale 
increased $61,000 (or 45 percent) since the last 
assessment adjustment.45 This closely mirrors 
the change in county assessments suggesting 
the overall increases in assessments due 
reflect the housing market. However, this 
average likely disguises any inequities arising 
from the mass assessment process.46

To investigate whether the observed racial and 
economic inequality in property tax increases 

is explained by changes in the local property 
sales, I hold constant the neighborhood’s 
housing market trends. Specifically, I account 
for the changes in the neighborhoods’ average 
sale prices and property features. This enables 
us to distinguish the amount of observed 
inequality that is the result of changes in the 
housing market versus the county’s tax policy.

I found property taxes in White neighborhoods 
with the average change in home purchase 
prices and features increased $430 (or 20 
percent) while property taxes in communities of 
color with comparable changes in their housing 
market increased by $1,000 (or 59 percent).47 In 
other words, the real dollar difference between 
White neighborhoods and communities of color 

Question 2: Were the uneven increases 
in property taxes due to housing 
market trends?
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is not explained by trends in the housing 
market—suggesting the inequality is resulting 
from how property values and rates are 
calculated, not property sales.48

A comparable pattern is observed when 
examining the inequity in tax bill changes 
across the average household income 
in the neighborhood. Holding housing 
sale prices and features constant, the 
poorest neighborhoods still saw their tax 
bills increase nearly twice as much as the 
wealthiest neighborhoods ($750 compared to 
$380 or 42 percent compared to 16 percent).

Housing market trends do not fully explain the 
racial or economic inequality in property tax 
increases. Yet, existing inequality in the more 
recent tax increases, does not necessarily 
mean tax bills unjustly tax communities of color 
or poorer neighborhoods. It is possible past 
tax distributions were unduly carried by White 
and wealthier neighborhoods and these recent 
changes are merely adjusting for this historical 
imbalance. To examine this possibility, I now 
investigate if property tax bills (not just the 
recent changes) are equitable across race and 
class.



Question 3: Are residents taxed 
equitably relative to their means?
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As outlined above, theoretically, property tax 
is levied based on a combination of residents’ 
earnings, wealth, and land access. To evaluate 
whether Hamilton County’s current property 
tax bills are equitable, I examine the extent to 
which the taxes reflect residents’ household 
income, housing wealth, and land access.

Proportion of Household Income Spent on 
Property Taxes

For the last two decades, the average Hamilton 
County resident spent nine percent of their 
household income on property tax. In 2024, 
this increased to 11 percent. After twenty 
years of  relative consistency in the amount 
of income spent on property taxes, this two 
percent increase is a surprising and substantial 
change in most families’ budgets. However, 
as with the tax increases, this change was not 
shared equally across county residents.
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In 2024, Hamilton County’s average White 
neighborhoods’ property tax bills were three 
percent of their household income while 
communities of color spent 16 percent of their 
income on property taxes—a 400 percent 
difference. Moreover, from 2023 to 2024, 
the percent of household income spent 
on property taxes increased three percent 
in communities of color while remaining 
unchanged in White neighborhoods.

A similar pattern exists across neighborhood 
income with the wealthiest neighborhoods 
paying less than a percent of their income on 
property taxes while the poorest neighborhoods 
spend 13 percent of their income on property 

taxes. On a household level, families making 
less than $25,000 a year are paying 36 percent 
of their household income on property taxes. 
This is greater than the recommended 30 
percent of income spent on all housing 
expenses. On the other end of the spectrum, 
households making more than $150,000 a year 
are paying only two percent of their income on 
property taxes.

Since 2004, the percent of household income 
spent on property tax bills has increased by 
17 percent for families making less than 
$25,000 per year. Conversely, households 
making over $150,000 only saw the percent 
of their income spent on property tax bills 
increase by one percent.
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Together these findings provide strong 
evidence that Hamilton County’s annual 
property taxes are not equitably distributed 
across residents’ earnings. Instead, annual 
property taxes are disproportionately 
levied on residents of color and lower-
income households.

Proportion of Housing Wealth Spent on 
Property Taxes

I now consider whether annual property taxes 
are equitably distributed across residents’ 
housing wealth.49 On average, residential 
property sold between January 2020 and 
December 202250 were bought for $113,000 
more than its last purchase price. Put another 
way, those who recently sold homes in Hamilton 
County gained, on average, $13,900 a year. This 
was the  largest average home appreciation 
in the county’s history. Even so, the average 
resident spent 75 percent of their gained wealth 
in annual property taxes.

Moreover, like the other patterns observed in 
this data, residents in White neighborhoods 
and wealthier communities accumulated more 
wealth in their property sales and paid a smaller 
proportion of it in taxes than their counterparts 
in communities of color and lower-income 
neighborhoods. The average White household’s 
annual property tax is 74 percent of their gained 
housing wealth while Black households paid 78 

percent of their gained housing wealth in annual 
property tax.

Likewise, residents in the wealthiest 
neighborhoods paid 72 percent of their gained 
housing wealth in annual property taxes while 
the poorest neighborhood residents paid on 
average 76 percent of their gained housing 
wealth in annual property taxes.51

Property Taxes Per Land Access

Finally, I consider if annual property taxes 
are equitably distributed across residents’ 
land access as measured by their property’s 
acreage and the residential density of 
their neighborhood. Residents in White 
neighborhoods paid $4,210 less in property tax 
than residents in communities of color with 
equivalent land. Likewise, residents in the 
county’s wealthiest neighborhoods paid $600 
less than those in the poorest neighborhoods 
for equivalent parcels.

The observed inequities across household 
income, housing wealth, and land access 
suggest that Hamilton County’s communities 
of color and lower-income residents are paying 
a disproportionate amount of the county’s 
annual property taxes. Moreover, this inequity 
has increased over time and will continue to 
expand if the county does not revise their 
taxation approach.



 19          LEVIED                    eruka | HOME

AN ALTERNATIVE TAXING APPROACH
A more equitable taxing approach would divide 
the cost of governance and services across 
residents’ earnings, wealth, and land privileges.

INCOME TAX: EARNINGS EQUITY

To ensure equity across household incomes, 
municipal, school, and county services should 
be funded through earnings taxes. Ideally, the 
majority of these taxes would be collected 
through federal and state income taxes 
and provided to local governments through 
intergovernmental transfers. This approach 
ensures increased equity across places and 
people because federal and state income 
taxes are allowed to be progressive and 
redistributive.

TRANSFER TAX: WEALTH EQUITY

The wealth gained by owning property should 

be taxed directly. At the time of sale, a seller 
would be taxed on their gained wealth—the 
difference between the property’s sale price 
and initial purchase price.52 This approach 
allows local governments to still benefit from 
rising housing prices while ensuring long-
term residents do not lose their homes due to 
increasing annual property taxes.53

RESIDENT TAX: LAND EQUITY

Residents’ access to and use of land should be 
taxed with a residence tax. Residence taxes 
divide communal infrastructural costs across 
parcels based on each parcel’s environmental 
and social impact. This would enable local 
governments to incentivize behaviors that 
serve the collective and ensure residents pay 
more when they use more of the collective 
resources.
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ACTION STEPS
To move towards a more equitable taxing 
approach, Hamilton County’s municipal, 
county, and state officials should consider 
the following concrete steps.

IMMEDIATE INTERVENTIONS 
6 TO 12 MONTHS

Hamilton County’s auditor, treasurer, and 
municipal governments can mitigate the 
detrimental effects of the recent property 
tax increases through changing 
administrative processes, implementing 
data-informed assistance, and reducing 
municipal tax regressivity.

Changing Administrative Processes

County auditor and treasurer offices have 
discretion on how they identify and apply 
assessment exemptions and payment plans. 
Implementing new processes could 
increase equity.

The auditor’s office could ensure all residents 
who qualify for the Homestead exemption are 
receiving it by using county data to identify and 
notify those who qualify.54

The treasurer’s office could eliminate late fees 

and restrain from tax lien sales for all owner-
occupied households whose new property tax 
bill exceeds five percent of their household 
earnings and/or was a 75 percent or more 
increase from the previous year. They could 
also uniformly provide five-year payment plans 
for all residents, no matter the avenue by which 
they request a payment plan.

Implementing Data-Informed Assistance

Combining existing administrative data, county 
and municipal governments could identify 
households who need immediate assistance 
and proactively offer government or nongov-
ernmental aid. Strategic outreach can ensure 
households with the least access to information 
or resources have equal access to available aid.

Reducing Municipal Tax Regressivity

Municipal governments can immediately 
reduce the regressivity of their tax base by 
replacing municipal property tax with earning 
taxes. For example, Cincinnati could replace 
the $40,739,000 it collects in property tax55 
with a 0.2 percent increase in earn ings 
taxes.56 Replacing municipal property taxes 
with earnings tax would result in savings for 
approximately 98 percent of city households 
with the average resident saving $550.
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ALTERNATIVE PROCESSES 
2 TO 4 YEARS

Over the next two to four years, Hamilton 
County’s auditor, school districts, county 
commissioners, and state representatives 
can reduce the observed racial and economic 
inequality in property tax bills by introducing 
new assessment methods, altering school 
district revenue sources, and transforming the 
property transfer tax.

Introducing New Assessment Methods

Previous scholarship has suggested alternative 
assessment models (e.g., housing price index or 
location interaction coefficients) could reduce 
racial and economic inequality.57 The county 
auditor’s office should investigate whether 
these alternatives or other existing methods 
would increase equity in Hamilton County. They 
should then work towards implementing these 
alternatives during the 2026 triannual update.

Altering School District Revenue

Ohio school districts can collect revenue 
through the state income tax system. However, 
Hamilton County’s largest school districts do 
not currently use this option—instead collecting 
all their direct revenue through property taxes. 
Much like the proposed reduction in municipal 
tax regressivity above, school districts could 
shift their revenue from property taxes to 
income taxes—resulting in savings for the vast 
majority of residents. Yet, unlike municipal 
governments, school district changes would 
require two steps.

Immediately, school districts can shift all 
revenues above the current required property 
tax rate to income taxes.58 For Cincinnati Public 
Schools, this would be slightly over half the 
collected revenue. Second, Ohio Senate Bill 
221 would need to be revised to enable school 

districts to either meet the current required 
property tax rate minimum or an equivalent 
income tax minimum. This would allow school 
districts to choose the most equitably taxing 
approach for their district.

These changes alongside the ongoing effort 
to reform the state funding formulas could 
finally address the Ohio Supreme Court’s 1997 
ruling that the state’s school funding system 
is unconstitutional.59

Expanding Residential Tax Credits

Municipal governments could alter existing 
or introduce additional tax credit programs 
targeted at lower-income rental property. 
These expanded credits could incentivize 
affordable housing units while minimizing the 
role these programs play in the exacerbating of 
observed inequality.

Transforming the Property Transfer Tax

County commissioners could increase the 
current county transfer tax to 0.3 percent, 
collecting approximately $7.5 million more per 
year for the county general fund and allowing 
the county to decrease annual property taxes.

However, to move towards a more equitable 
approach, state representatives would have 
to enact a new provision that would allow 
counties to collect transfer tax on only the 
gained wealth (sale price minus purchase price) 
and use a higher tax rate than the current 0.3 
percent limit. This change would not need to be 
required by all counties but given as an option 
to counties who are interested in piloting the 
new approach.
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REIMAGINED POLICIES 
5 TO 10 YEARS

Beyond the immediate interventions 
and alternative processes, local, state, 
and federal officials can work towards 
enacting more equitable tax policies by 
implementing a residence tax and 
increasing intragovernmental transfers.

Implementing a Residence Tax

Although an equitable approach requires 
collecting the majority of local revenue from 
earnings and wealth taxes, residence taxes 
can enable the local government to collect 
resources for infrastructure while incentivizing 
behavior that aids the collective. Designing an 
equitable, transparent, and predictable system 
would require a mix of resident engagement, 
model testing, ballot initiatives, and legislative 
approval from the state to pilot a new form of 
taxation.

Increasing Intergovernmental Transfers

In recent decades, federal and state 
governments have reduced the amount of 
residents’ income tax they allocate to local 
governments. Consequently, local governments 
have been forced to rely on less progressive 
taxing approaches (e.g., property tax, sales 
tax, flat-rate earnings tax). Enacting state and 
federal legislation that requires budgets to have 
larger intergovernmental transfers will enable 
more equity in local taxing approaches.
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The combination of new levies and property 
reassessments has resulted in Hamilton 
County’s communities of color and lower-
income residents seeing much larger increases 
in their 2024 property tax bills than their White 
and wealthier counterparts. This is true even 
when increases in property sale values are 
taken into account. Moreover, residents of 
color and lower-income households are paying 
more property taxes relative to their household 
income, housing wealth, and land access 
than their more privileged neighbors. These 
inequalities exacerbate the county’s housing 
affordability crisis and racial wealth gaps.

CONCLUSION
When it was first implemented, Hamilton 
County’s property values were seen as an 
efficient and effective way of estimating 
residents’ earnings, wealth, and land access. 
Over 200 years later, property values are 
no longer a robust estimate of residents’ 
resources—resulting in an increasingly 
regressive tax system. Rectifying this inequity 
requires adapting a new taxing approach 
built for the 21st century economy. We need 
new, transparent, democratically-governed 
assessments of residents’ income, wealth, 
and land access.
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APPENDIX A. DOUBLY 
DISADVANTAGED: HOW APPRAISAL 
AND ASSESSMENT METHODS 
EXACERBATE RACIAL INEQUALITY

Research has repeatedly established that 
properties within Black, Indigenous, and Latinx 
communities are under evaluated by market 
appraisers and over valued by tax assessors.60 
Consequently, residents in these communities 
are able to access less capital for building, 
purchasing, or remodeling homes, accumulate 
less wealth through homeownership, and still 
pay larger proportions of their houses’ value in 
annual property taxes.

Initially, these findings seem contradictory. 
However, the distinction between how market 
appraisers and tax assessors estimate a 
property’s value illuminates why this seemingly 
antithetical phenomenon occurs.

Market Appraisal Practices

Starting with the publication of the first 
federal underwriting manual in 1936, the most 
common method used by certified appraisers 
to estimate residential property is the sales 
comparison approach.61 This method has three 
primary steps:  (1) comparable properties 
selection, (2) price per square footage 
calculation, and (3) feature adjustments.

First, certified appraisers select three to five 
recently sold, comparable properties within 
the same or a similar neighborhood. Appraisers 
define neighborhood boundaries as well as 
comparable areas by the residents’ racial 
composition.62 This ensures properties in the 

APPENDIXES
same location continue to be appraised at 
similar prices.

Second, the appraiser calculates each 
comparable sale’s price per square foot.63 They 
then multiply the square footage of the house 
they are appraising by each of the comparable 
sales’ price per square foot.

Third, the appraiser makes additional 
adjustments to the estimated values by adding 
or subtracting set dollar amounts based on 
differences in property features. For example, 
if the home being appraised had a large deck 
that is not present at any of the comparable 
homes, the appraiser might add $5,000 to 
the value of the home. Appraisers often use 
the same dollar amount for a given feature 
adjustment (e.g., deck, fireplace, additional 
bathroom, pool) no matter the location of 
the house.

This method ensures square footage 
adjustments are shaped by the property’s 
location while the feature adjustments are 
often consistent across places. This is a 
critical distinction between market 
appraisals and tax assessments.

Tax Assessment Approaches

Government auditors are unable to do 
individual appraisals on all properties within 
their jurisdictions. Therefore, unlike market 
appraisers, auditors employ mass assessment 
models. This approach also has three primary 
steps: (1) identifying open market sales, (2) 
deriving an assessment equation, and (3) 
estimating property assessments.
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First, the auditor identifies all recent property 
sales that were sold on the “open market.” This 
process ensures sales conducted at a discount 
between family members, friends, or business 
partners does not influence the estimates of 
another property’s market value.

Second, a computer-generated mathematical 
model uses the sale prices and property 
features of all recent open market sales to 
derive an equation estimating the relationship 
between home characteristics (e.g., finished 
square footage, number of rooms, bathrooms, 
garage size, acreage).

Third, the auditor inserts the property features 
for each house into the derived equation to 
create an estimated market value.

Although the utilized models mirror 
components of the market appraisal approach, 
the difference in how they calculate price per 
square footage can be consequential. Many 

auditors, including Hamilton County, contract 
with a private company for the creation of the 
mass assessment models. These are often 
proprietary, limiting what the county officials 
or the public know about the model’s terms. 
However, based on their estimations, most 
of these models do not alter the price per 
square footage by location. In mathematical 
language, they do not include an interaction 
term between location and square footage. By 
using the same price per square footage for 
homes in all communities, tax assessments 
often overestimate values in communities 
of color and underestimate values in White 
neighborhoods.

Some scholarship has suggested that 
auditors could use mass assessment models 
with locational interaction terms or local 
based housing price indexes64 to reduce the 
dissonance between market appraisals and tax 
assessments.65
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APPENDIX B. METHODOLOGY: 
VARIABLES, MODELS, AND 
ESTIMATES

In this appendix, I outline how all variables, 
models, and estimates were calculated.

Independent Variables

For all three of my research questions, 
I examined whether property taxes were 
equitable across both race and class. 
I operationalized these two variables as follows.

Racial Categories

I examined racial equity at both the 
neighborhood and household level. For 
neighborhoods, I defined racial composition as 
the proportion of the census tract’s households 
that identified as non-Hispanic White.66 For 
households, I used four categories: non-
Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, Latinx, 
and all other non-Hispanic households. The 
Census Bureau categorizes the household 
race based on the racial identification of the 
primary resident as defined by the person who 
completed the survey. 

Economic Classifications

Similar to my measures of racial categories, 
I also examined economic equity at the 
neighborhood and household level. For 
neighborhoods, I used the census tract’s 
median annual household income. For 
households, I combined the Census Bureau’s 
17 income categories67 into five groups: less 
than $25,000, $25,000 to $49,999, $50,000 to 
$99,999, $100,000 to $149,999, and $150,000 
and above. The number of households in each 
of these categories were roughly equivalent—
making them a good estimation of quintiles.68

Dependent Variables

In this report, I examined two primary outcome 
variables: (1) change in property tax bills (the 
focus of the first two research questions) and 
(2) tax bills relative to residents’ means (the 
focus of the third research question).

Change In Property Tax Bills

I defined the change in property tax bills 
from 2023 to 2024 as the mean census tract 
difference. Specifically, for every parcel, 
I calculated the difference between the 2024 
tax bill issued and the 2023 tax bill. Using the 
parcel differences, I then derived the census 
tract’s mean difference.

Although my primary focus is the absolute 
dollar difference in property tax bills, I also 
calculated the proportional change. For this 
parameter, I divided each parcel’s absolute 
dollar difference by its 2023 tax bill. I calculated 
the mean proportional change within the 
census tract. Racial and economic inequality 
were comparable across both the absolute 
dollar and proportional change parameters.

To ensure census tract means were not skewed 
by outliers, I used a Thompson Tau test to 
identify and exclude extreme values. I used 
this test for all census tract means calculated 
across every variable in this report. 

Tax Bills Relative to Residents’ Means

As discussed in the introduction, property 
value has been conceptualized as a proxy for 
residents’ earnings, wealth, and land access. 
To examine whether annual property taxes are 
equally distributed across residents’ means, 
I examined tax bills relative to residents’ 
household income, housing wealth, and land 
access.
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I defined household income as the total annual 
earnings within the household as reported on 
the American Community Survey. However, I 
did not have access to the restricted household 
level survey data. Thus, I estimated household 
incomes with census tract income categories. 
Specifically, I assumed households made the 
median value within their income category and 
divide the census tract mean property tax bill 
by their estimated income.69 For my household 
estimates, I used all the income categories.
For neighborhood level estimates, I used the 
neighborhood’s model income category. 

Housing wealth was measured as the 
difference between a property’s sale price and 
its purchase price. For consistency across 
properties that were owned for vastly different 
amounts of time, I divided the total wealth by 
the number of years the property was owned. 
The result is an estimate of gained housing 
wealth per year. I divided the gained housing 
wealth per year by the parcel’s most recent 
annual tax bill. I then calculated the census 
tract’s mean proportion of annual gained 
housing wealth spent on property tax. Mirroring 
the tax assessment process, I included all sales 
from the previous three years in the estimates 
to provide a more robust census tract average.70

I operationalized land access as including 
both the acreage of individual parcels and the 
density of the surrounding area. For density, 
I divided the total number of households in the 
census tract by the residential parcel acreage. 
I then standardized and inversed the census 
tract density. I also standardized the parcel 
acreage across all residential properties in the 
county. Finally, I added these two standardized 
scores together for a land access ranking. I 
divided each parcel’s annual property tax bill by 
its standardized land access score and derived 
the mean of this quotient for each tract.

Control Variables

For my second question investigating whether 
the observed inequality is due to housing 
market trends, I introduced control variables 
into my models to examine whether they are 
responsible for the observed inequalities.

Census Tract Mean Change in Home Sale Prices

To examine whether the changes in property 
tax bills reflected the changes in home sale 
prices, I calculated the difference in sale prices. 
Desiring to emulate the auditor’s process of 
evaluating the housing market, I compared the 
sale prices considered in this reassessment 
(homes sold from January 2020 to December 
2022) to those sold during the last adjustment 
period (homes sold from January 2017 to 
December 2019). Moreover, I only included 
sales that the auditor considered valid, open-
market transactions.71

I calculated the mean sale price for each census 
tract for both time periods. I then examined 
the difference between the two periods. For 
my models using the absolute difference in 
property tax bills, I used the mean absolute 
difference in census tract sale prices. For my 
models examining the proportional difference, 
I used the proportional difference in sale prices.

Census Tract Changes in Building 
Characteristics

Neighborhood level changes in assessments 
could also be due to changes in property 
characteristics. For example, assessment could 
be increasing due to a sizable number of new 
and/or larger houses being built. To take these 
into consideration, I controlled for changes in 
residential dwellings’ finished square footage, 
number of rooms, number of bathrooms,72 
and year built.73
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I calculated the census tract mean for each of 
these variables. Then I derived the absolute and 
proportional change between 2001 and 2024 to 
reflect the corresponding assessment and sale 
price changes.

Models

To examine the equity of tax bills across 
racial and economic groups, I used linear 
regression models.

For the first research question, I ran bivariate 
regressions models estimating the change 
in tax bills using neighborhood non-Hispanic 
White proportion and mean household income. 
For the second research question, I reran these 
models adding the control variables.

For the third research question, I ran bivariate 
regressions for each of the dependent 
variables. The proportion of household 
income spent on tax bills was calculated for 
each income category. For the neighborhood 
average, I used the model income category 
proportion. The proportion of household 
wealth spent on tax bills and the tax bills per 
land access score were operationalized as 
neighborhood means.

Estimates

To comprehend the real world implications of 
the models, I used the model coefficients to 
estimate residents’ 2024 tax bills relative to 
the previous year, household income, housing 
wealth, and land access.

For all models using the neighborhood White 
proportion, I used the coefficient to estimate 
the average tax bill relative to the previous year, 
household income, housing wealth, and land 
access in neighborhoods with zero, 20, 40, 60, 
80 and 100 percent White residents.

For all models using the neighborhood mean 
value, I used the coefficient to estimate the 
average tax bill relative to the previous year, 
household income, housing wealth, and land 
access in neighborhoods with mean incomes of 
$20,000 and $295,000.74

Household estimates for research questions 
one and three were derived by calculating 
countywide weighted means. That is, for each 
category of interest (e.g., Black households, 
households with an annual income of $150,000), 
I multiplied the proportion of that group living in 
a particular neighborhood by the census tract’s 
mean 2024 tax bill relative to the previous year, 
household income, housing wealth, and land 
access. I then summed these components 
for the average experience of each group 
across the county. For research question two, 
I did a similar approach but instead of using 
the absolute mean for each tract, I used the 
multiple regression models to estimate each 
tract’s average increase in tax bills if their 
change in housing market values was held at 
the county’s mean.
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APPENDIX C. CINCINNATI FINDINGS

As the largest municipality within Hamilton 
County, it is helpful to consider the trends 
occurring within the city’s boundaries. 
This appendix provides equivalent findings 
and figures as the main report but for 
neighborhoods within the city borders.75

As mentioned, in the report’s main findings 
Cincinnati residents saw an $810 (or 46 percent) 
increase in their tax bill. An increase that is 
over 9.5 times the average annual increase. 
This finding suggests that Cincinnati residents, 
as a whole, are experiencing the largest 
consequences from the recent changes. 
However, it does not necessarily mean the 
inequality within the city is the same as the 
county.

Question 1: Did 2024 property taxes increase 
equally for all residents?

Like the county as a whole, Cincinnati’s 
residents living in communities of color and 
lower-income neighborhoods experienced a 
higher increase in their tax bills than their 
White and higher-income counterparts.

In 2024, the average increase in property tax 
bills was $1,200 (or 90 percent) for communities 
of color and only $480 (or 14 percent) for White 
neighborhoods. This difference between 
communities of color and White neighborhoods’ 
tax bills is slightly bigger than the difference 
observed within the county. This is surprising 
because everyone within the city has the same 
total tax rate—suggesting the reassessment 
had a large impact on the unequal increase in 
the city’s tax bills.
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The average White Cincinnatian experienced 
an increase of $700 (or 36 percent) in their tax 
bill while Black Cincinnatians saw a $1,000 (or 
61 percent) increase, Latinx Cincinnatians saw 
a $820 (or 56 percent) increase, and all other 
Cincinnatians of color experienced a $730 (or 
43 percent) increase.

Cincinnati’s poorest neighborhoods saw an 
average $950 (or 74 percent) increase in their 
property tax bills while the county’s wealthiest 
neighborhoods saw an increase of $470.76 The 
inequality between the poorest and richest 
neighborhoods is larger within the city than 
the county.

Cincinnatians whose annual household income 
was less than $25,000 saw an average increase 
of $900 (or 57 percent) on their property tax bill. 
Conversely, households who make $150,000 
or more a year only experienced a $640 (or 28 
percent) increase. As observed at the county 
level, Cincinnati’s households with the fewest 
resources saw the largest increases in their 
property tax bills.
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Question 2: Were the uneven increases in 
property taxes due to housing market trends?

In Cincinnati, sales increased $64,000 
(or 55 percent) since the last assessment 
readjustment. Like the county, this average is 
similar to the changes in the assessed values 
($56,000 or 57 percent). However, this does 
not mean the housing market explains the 
observed racial and economic inequality in 
property taxes. To estimate the inequality, I 
used regression models holding constant the 
neighborhoods’ change in sale prices 
and property features.

Holding constant changes in the 
neighborhoods’ sale prices and home features,77 
Cincinnati’s White neighborhoods’ property bills 
increased $480 (or 27 percent) while property 
taxes in communities of color increased by 
$1,200 (or 74 percent). Like observed in the 
county, the housing market trends within 
the city can not explain the inequality in the 
property tax bill increases.

Likewise, holding housing sale prices and 
features constant, the poorest neighborhoods 
still saw their tax bills increase over three 
times as much as the wealthiest neighborhoods 
($970 compared to $300 or 63 percent 
compared to 6 percent).
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Question 3: Are residents taxed equitably 
relative to their means?

For this report, I measured tax equity by 
examining the proportion of household’s 
income and housing wealth spent on 
property taxes.

Proportion of Household Income Spent on 
Property Taxes

For twenty years, the average Cincinnatian’s 
property tax bill was equivalent to 10 percent 
of their household income. In 2024, this 

increased to 13 percent. For context, the 
Cincinnati earnings tax rate is only 1.8 percent. 
Thus, this change in property tax is equivalent 
to doubling the earning tax for the average city 
resident—a substantively significant change for 
most household’s budgets. Yet, some residents 
experienced an even larger change.

Cincinnati’s White neighborhoods’ property tax 
bills were only five percent of their household 
income while the city’s communities of color 
spent 17 percent of their income on annual 
property tax. The 2024 changes increased the 
percent of household income spent on property 
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taxes in White neighborhoods by one percent 
while increasing the percent of household 
income spent on property taxes in communities 
of color by four percent.

Likewise, Cincinnati’s wealthiest neighborhoods 
pay less than a percent of their income on 
property taxes while the poorest neighborhoods 
spend 18 percent of their income on property 
taxes. Households making less than $25,000 a 
year are paying 34 percent of their household 
income on property taxes. On the other end of 
the spectrum, households making more than 
$150,000 a year are paying only two percent of 
their income on property taxes.

In Cincinnati from 2004 to 2024, the percent of 

household income spent on property tax bills 
increased 16 percent for families making less 
than $25,000 per year. Households making over 
$150,000 only saw the percent of their income 
spent on property tax bills increase one percent 
in this same time period.

Proportion of Housing Wealth Spent on 
Property Taxes

Much like the county as a whole, Cincinnati saw 
notable increases in the profits residents made 
from selling their homes, $16,000 per year of 
ownership. However, residents in communities 
of color still paid a larger proportion of their 
profits (75 percent) on property taxes than 
residents in White neighborhoods (67 percent).
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Cincinnati’s residents in the wealthiest 
neighborhoods paid 23 percent less of their 
gained housing wealth in annual property 
taxes than residents in the city’s poorest 
neighborhoods (78 percent compared to 
55 percent).

Property Taxes Per Parcel Acreage

Cincinnatians in White neighborhoods paid 
$6,000 less in property tax than residents in 
communities of color with equivalent land. 
However, within the city, the wealthiest 
neighborhoods paid $300 more than those 

in the poorest neighborhoods for equivalent 
parcels.

Similar to the findings at the county level, 
Cincinnati’s communities of color and lower-
income residents are paying a disproportionate 
amount of the city’s annual property taxes. 
Additionally, this inequality is growing over 
time, suggesting new policies and practices 
need to be introduced to ensure a more 
equitable taxing approach.
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APPENDIX D. SUPPLEMENTAL FIGURES AND MAPS
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APPENDIX E. REGRESSION RESULTS
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