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Abstract 
 
A nationwide analysis of property tax assessments and sales data over a ten-year period, by 
Christopher Berry of the Harris School of Public Policy at the University of Chicago, found 
pervasive regressivity in assessments and therefore in the property taxes that incorporate these 
assessments. This challenges the assessment community to critically examine the valuation 
process for property tax purposes. 
 
The nationwide analysis covers 2,600 counties over the period from 2007 to 2017, and its 
associated website provides standalone reports analyzing data for each county in the national 
study. This paper examines 2017 data for Suffolk County, Massachusetts, provided by the state 
department of revenue (DOR), and finds mixed results in comparing its findings to those in the 
standalone report for Suffolk County on the Harris School website. It supports the conclusion 
that lower-priced properties are assessed at higher levels than are higher-priced properties but not 
to the same extent. The Harris School study appears to mismatch the year of sales and the year of 
assessments in its analysis of Suffolk County, which can distort its results. Most significantly, 
the impact of tax exemptions, specifically homestead exemptions, appears to have been omitted 
from the Harris School study. The comparative analysis demonstrates that such exemptions when 
properly structured and targeted can lead to a progressive property tax incidence, as they have in 
Suffolk County.  
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Comparative Measures of Property Tax Equity 
 in Suffolk County, Massachusetts  

 
 

Introduction 
 
Assessment equity has long been recognized as a central concern by state and local officials 
responsible for the valuation of property for tax purposes. When properly administered, 
assessment systems based on market value reflect changes in the distribution of property wealth. 
Yet estimating market values is not a simple task. Assessors responsible for assigning values to 
all properties in a jurisdiction must rely on market evidence from the small portion of the total 
property stock that changes hands during a given period. Accurately estimating the value of 
properties that have not changed hands requires a combination of valuation skill and deep 
understanding of local real estate markets. 
 
In Reassessing the Property Tax, a nationwide study of property tax regressivity, Christopher 
Berry, of the Harris School of Public Policy at the University of Chicago, concludes that low-
priced properties are assessed at a higher percentage of market value than are high-priced 
properties throughout the United States: 
 

I find pervasive regressivity in assessments: lower-priced properties are assessed at a 
higher proportion of their sale prices than are higher-priced properties. As a result, 
property tax bills, as a share of property price, are also regressive. (Berry 2021, 1) 
 
Assessment regressivity does not appear to result from explicit policy choices, such as 
limits on assessment levels or growth, granting of appeals, or differential treatment of 
condominiums and single-family homes. Rather, regressivity results in large part from 
data and modeling limitations in assessment. (Berry 2021, 2) 
 

Berry’s findings challenge the assessment community to examine the accuracy of the valuation 
process for property tax purposes, considering and evaluating its conclusions in the context of 
specific assessment jurisdictions.  
 
The national study analyzes 26 million sales from 2,600 United States counties over the decade 
from 2007–2017 (Berry 2021, 9), while most sales ratio analyses focus on a single jurisdiction 
for a single tax year. This paper reviews the Harris School analysis of Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts (referred to here as the “Harris School study”), which is available as a standalone 
report on the Harris School Property Tax Fairness website.1 A county-level analysis will provide 
an opportunity for a more in-depth review to better understand and clarify the Harris School 
study findings.  

 
1 “An Evaluation of Property Tax Regressivity in Suffolk County, Massachusetts,” (no date) The University of 
Chicago Harris Public Policy Center for Municipal Finance. (2021, December 28). Property Tax Fairness. Suffolk 
County, Massachusetts Interactive Report. https://s3.us-east-
2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html. 
This report has since been updated and is available at https://s3.us-east-
2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html.  

https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html
https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html
https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html
https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/propertytaxdata.uchicago.edu/nationwide_reports/web/Suffolk%20County_Massachusetts.html
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Suffolk County Comparative Analysis 
 
The Harris School study reports data on a countywide basis. This presents an initial challenge 
because many assessment jurisdictions do not cover entire counties. In some cases, these 
component jurisdictions may not have uniform reporting standards. Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts includes four assessment districts, the city of Boston being by far the largest. Sale 
and assessment data from the four assessment districts in Suffolk County for 2017 were obtained 
from the Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR data).2 2017 sales were chosen since it is 
the most recent year included in the Harris School study and the report contained more detailed 
statistics in the narrative for this year.  
 
In Massachusetts, each city and town is responsible for establishing assessments at the market 
value of property annually. The Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR) provides 
oversight for the assessment function, and local governments must meet statistical requirements 
established by the DOR on both assessment levels and equity (Massachusetts Department of 
Revenue 2018). 
 
Sales data for 2017 were used in the tax rate certification process for the valuations of the four 
Suffolk County communities for the fiscal year 2019 assessment, which uses January 1, 2018, as 
the effective date of the assessed values. It is important to understand the relationship between 
the year of sales and the effective date of the assessed values. Assessed values for a given fiscal 
year reflect the real estate market conditions that exist as of the effective date. An assessor 
issuing tax bills for the year 2019, for example, cannot use 2019 sale transactions in the 
calculation of assessed values. Sales must be recorded, analyzed, and classified in the process of 
developing a statistical valuation model. This explains why the fiscal year 2019 assessments for 
the communities in Suffolk County are based on an earlier January 1, 2018, effective date. 
 
This point is crucial for evaluating the accuracy of assessed values. Sales data must be matched 
to the corresponding assessment effective date to ensure that both sales and assessments reflect 
the same real estate market conditions. The assessment of tax in fiscal year 2019 drew upon sales 
data from calendar year 2017. When a statistical study matches 2017 sales to assessments drawn 
from an earlier fiscal year, its evaluation of assessment equity will be compromised if changes in 
the real estate market over time distort the results. The values of all properties in a given sample 
are unlikely to rise or fall at the same rate. A metropolitan area such as Boston has numerous 
submarkets that differ by location and property type. In some years, more expensive homes will 
experience greater price volatility; in other years, the market for less expensive homes will be 
more active; and different types of residences, as well as different neighborhoods, will face 
different market conditions.  
 
The sales used in the DOR data ratio study have been evaluated by assessment officials and 
determined to be arm’s length transactions representing the market value of the subject 
properties. In addition to the local assessor’s review, the sales data is subject to audit and review 
as part of the DOR certification process.  

 
2 See Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services Gateway, LA3 Parcel Search. 
https://dlsgateway.dor.state.ma.us/gateway/DLSPublic/ParcelSearch.  

https://dlsgateway.dor.state.ma.us/gateway/DLSPublic/ParcelSearch


 

3 

Suffolk County includes four independent taxing jurisdictions–Boston, Chelsea, Revere, and 
Winthrop–in the eastern portion of Massachusetts. Boston is by far the largest jurisdiction in 
Suffolk County, accounting for 83 percent of the county’s land area and 86 percent of its 
population. Table 1 provides a distribution of the sales among the Suffolk County communities.  
 
Table 1: Sales Count 2017 
City Sales % of Total 
Boston           6,157  86.2% 
Chelsea              250  3.5% 
Revere              500  7.0% 
Winthrop              238  3.3% 
Total           7,145  100.0% 

 

The Suffolk County sales file was used to replicate the analysis in the Harris School study. 
Although the Harris School study provides the results of its analysis, there is no access to the 
underlying CoreLogic data on which it is based. Without access to the CoreLogic data, this paper 
must make certain assumptions concerning the data elements that were used in the Harris School 
study. 
 

 Sales Ratio Analysis 
 
The first section of the Harris School study is a sales ratio analysis. Chart 1 compares the Harris 
School 2017 assessment-to-sales ratio (ASR) by sale price decile analysis to the same figures 
produced using the DOR data.  
 
Chart 1: Average ASR by Sale Decile  

 

A table providing all the ASR data in this section is available in Appendix 1. The two datasets 
show a similar pattern, with generally stable ASRs among the sale price deciles and with slightly 
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higher ratios for properties in the lowest sale price category compared with higher-priced 
properties.  
 
The ASR analysis featured in the Harris School study uses average assessment ratios, which is 
not common in assessment practice. The median ratio is the measure recommended by the 
International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO) in its Standard on Ratio Studies,3  which 
is referenced several times in the Harris School study. The median is preferred because it is less 
affected by extreme values than are other measures of central tendency, such as averages. 
Although it does not discuss them in the text, the Harris School study does provide median ASRs 
by deciles in Table 7.3.1 in the appendix.4 
 
Chart 2 provides a comparison of the ASRs using the median measure of assessment level. 
Although the general trend across deciles in the two data sets is similar, the ASRs in the Harris 
School study are consistently and significantly below the DOR levels, with differences ranging 
from 0.13 to 0.16 and an average of 0.14. 
 
Chart 2: Median ASR by Sale Decile 

 

A lower ASR indicates assessed values that are a lower percentage of sales prices. 
 
The real estate market in Suffolk County was very active in 2017, and the average assessment for 
the properties in the DOR sale file increased 9 percent from the prior year. This suggests that the 
Harris School study may be using the prior year’s assessed values in its ASR analysis. The 
Harris School study states “For each home that sold, we compute the sales ratio as the assessed 
value in place on January 1 of the sale year divided by the sale price.”5 
 

 
3 See International Association of Assessing Officers (IAAO). 2013. Standard on Ratio Studies, 13.  
4 “An Evaluation of Property Tax Regressivity in Suffolk County, Massachusetts,” The University of Chicago Harris 
Public Policy Center for Municipal Finance. (2021, December 28). Property Tax Fairness. Suffolk County, 
Massachusetts Interactive Report. Page 21. 
 
5  Ibid, 2  
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The reference to “assessed value in place on January 1 of the sale year” suggests the use of fiscal 
year 2018 assessed values. Chart 3 adds a third line representing the ASRs using the DOR data 
with assessed values from fiscal year 2018. 
 
Chart 3: Median ASR by Sale Decile with 2017 and 2018 Assessments 

 

The fiscal year 2018 ASRs from the DOR data remain consistently above the levels indicated in 
the Harris School study, suggesting that the study may be using assessed values from a year 
earlier, fiscal year 2017. Since the fiscal year 2017 assessed values significantly predate the 2017 
sales data, they are not available in the DOR dataset.6 Of the four Suffolk County communities, 
only Boston provides fiscal year 2017 assessed values online; but given that Boston represents 
more than 86 percent of the 2017 sales, this provides a significant sample for a median ratio 
analysis. Chart 3 also displays the ASRs of the fiscal year 2017 assessed values against the 2017 
sales. This line tracks the Harris School study more closely, suggesting that the study most likely 
used the fiscal year 2017 assessed values.  
 
This illustrates the important relationship between sales year and property tax fiscal year. 
Diagram 1 clarifies the period from which sales and assessment data were drawn in both the 
Harris School study and the DOR data. The middle line of the diagram shows calendar year 2017 
(orange), from which sales data is used in both the Harris School study and DOR data. The boxes 
above show the effective date for the assessed values used in property tax bills in their respective 
fiscal years: fiscal year 2017 (dark blue), fiscal year 2018 (green) and fiscal year 2019 (yellow).  
From this diagram, we can see that tax bills for fiscal year 2019 in Suffolk County have an 
effective assessment date of January 1, 2018 and use sales from calendar year 2017 to determine 
market value. 
 
 
 
 

 
6 In addition to the calendar year 2017 sales data, the DOR dataset includes the current-year assessments for fiscal 
year 2019 as well as the prior year assessments for fiscal year 2018. 
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Diagram 1: Timeline for Sales and Assessment Data 
 

 

The analysis of the median ASRs suggests that the Harris School study statistics match sales 
from calendar year 2017 (orange) to the fiscal year 2017 assessed values, which have an 
effective date of January 1, 2016 (dark blue), resulting in a clear gap between the market 
conditions applicable for sales and assessments.  Diagram 1 shows that the analysis of the DOR 
dataset also uses sales from calendar year 2017 (orange), but pairs these with assessed values 
from fiscal year 2019 (yellow), which are based on market conditions immediately after the sales 
year.  
 
Even if the Harris School study took a consistent approach throughout its analysis of other 
periods and counties, the use of these prior year assessed values will distort the statistical 
measures in the sales ratio analysis, likely affecting measures of assessment quality and equity. 
This can initially be seen in the review of assessment levels, where the Harris School data 
suggests assessment levels that are in fact well below those that existed in Suffolk County as 
demonstrated by the DOR dataset. The Harris School study may have incorrectly assumed that 
fiscal year 2017 assessed values and calendar year 2017 sales represented the same period, when 
in fact there is a gap of between 12 and 23 months from the assessment effective date and when 
the sale took place. 7 It would be helpful for the Harris School study to clarify the precise data 
elements used in its analysis, in particular the fiscal year of the assessed values.  
 
The Suffolk County analysis shows similarities and divergences between the Harris School and 
DOR data. They both show slightly higher ASRs in the lower-priced strata, but the DOR dataset 
is consistently above the Harris School datapoints. The use of the median provides a less volatile 
distribution.  
 
This pattern is also seen in an analysis of properties over or underassessed when compared with 
the median assessment rate. Figure 18 is a chart used in the Harris School study. Chart 4 is 
generated from the DOR data with 2017 sales and 2019 assessment data. 

 
 

 
7 A sale that occurs in January of 2017 would be 12 months removed from the January 1, 2016 effective date for 
fiscal year 2017, while a sale that takes place in December of 2017 would be 23 months removed from that date. 
8 In this paper, the term “figure” will be used when material is reproduced directly from the Harris School study. 
The term “chart” is used when the data from the Harris School study and/or DOR data is compiled to create a new 
chart. 
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Figure 1: Harris School Percent of Property Over/Under Assessed 

 
Chart 4: DOR Data Percent of Property Over/Under Assessed 

 

Both figure 1 and chart 4 indicate that properties in the lower-price strata are more likely to be 
overassessed, and those in the higher-priced strata to be underassessed. This confirms the trend 
seen in the comparison of the ASRs by decile. However, analysis of the DOR sales shows that 
the highest-priced properties have a more even distribution of under and overassessed properties.  
 

 Other Assessment Quality Statistics: COD, PRD, and PRB 
 
The Harris School study utilizes three additional measures of assessment quality and equity: 

• Coefficient of Dispersion (COD) 
• Price-Related Differential (PRD)  
• Coefficient of Price-Related Bias (PRB) 
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Table 2: ASR Statistics from Harris School and DOR Data 

 

Coefficient of Dispersion 
 
The Coefficient of Dispersion, or COD, is a measure of horizontal equity in assessed values. It 
allows analysis of the consistency of assessment levels among properties in different 
neighborhoods, and of different building styles and condition. The COD is calculated by 
measuring the average absolute percentage deviation of the ASR from the median ASR. The last 
step in the calculation divides the average percent deviation by the median ratio. This 
standardizes the COD measurement, so that a COD from an assessment jurisdiction with 
assessed values set at 50 percent of market value can be compared with a jurisdiction that 
assesses at 100 percent of market value.  
 
Table 2 shows that the COD determined by the Harris School study using its dataset is 12.24, 
compared with a much lower COD of 8.10 using the DOR database. Although both figures fall 
within the acceptable range under IAAO standards for the COD, the fact that the Harris School 
study’s figure is over 50 percent greater than that indicated by the DOR data is concerning and 
could illustrate the impact of the mismatch between sales data and assessed values in the 
calculations. Comparing assessed values to sales that took place in a market well after the data 
used in calculating those assessments, especially in a time of appreciating real estate prices, 
could lead to more variability in the COD measure. In addition, the use of a lower ASR (.77 
Harris School9 vs. .91 DOR) in the last step of the COD calculation will also contribute to a 
higher COD figure for the Harris School study. 
 
Price-Related Differential 
 
The Price Related Differential, or PRD, is an index used to measure the vertical equity of 
assessed values; that is, how assessment levels vary from lower-valued properties to higher-
valued ones. The PRD is calculated by dividing the mean ASR by the weighted mean ASR. With 
complete vertical equity, this ratio would be 1.00. A PRD above 1.00 suggests a regressive 
distribution where lower-valued properties are assessed at a higher level than higher-valued 
properties. A PRD below 1.00 suggests a progressive distribution, where the reverse is true. 
 
The Harris School PRD calculation of 1.014 in table 2 is again slightly higher than that indicated 
by the DOR data of 1.007. Both figures fall well within the acceptable range set by the IAAO 

 
9The Harris School study neglected to supply one of the more basic sales ratio statistics: the overall median ASR. 
This number was estimated here and in table 2 by using the median ASR for the 5th decile. This figure is very close 
to the median and mean ASR for all the deciles and likely serves as a reliable estimate. 

  Median COD PRD PRB 

Harris School        0.77        12.24           1.014  0.012 

DOR Data        0.91          8.10           1.007  -0.007 
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standard, which is between 0.98 and 1.03. Again, the slightly higher PRD value for the Harris 
School study may be due to the mismatch between sales and assessed values in the calculation. 
 
Figure 2 presents data from Table 6.1 of the Harris School study, which provides various 
national and state ranks for Suffolk County. It lists a PRD value of 1.05 for Suffolk County, 
significantly above the 1.014 figure in the Harris School text. This is concerning, as 1.05 
indicates regressivity outside the acceptable range under the IAAO Standard. Further, Table 6.1 
ranks the Suffolk County PRD in the bottom third of ranked counties nationally. It is not clear 
why these figures diverge so significantly from the results previously reported, and from the text 
accompanying Table 6.1.   
 
Figure 2: Reproduction of Table 6.1 from the Harris School Study 

 
Coefficient of Price-Related Bias 
 
The Coefficient of Price-Related Bias, or PRB, provides a measure of vertical equity that can be 
less sensitive to extreme prices or ratios. It is calculated by a regression that quantifies the 
relationship between ASRs and value in percentage terms. With vertical equity, the PRB should 
be close to zero. A PRB below zero suggests a regressive distribution where lower-valued 
properties are assessed at a higher level than are higher-valued properties. A PRB above zero 
suggests a progressive distribution where the reverse is true. 
 
The PRB findings from the Harris School study (0.012) and the DOR data (-0.007) in table 2 are 
very close to zero, suggesting vertical equity in the assessed values. Both figures fall within the 
acceptable range of -.05 to .05 established in the IAAO Standard. 
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90 to 10 ratio 0.741 
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Effective Tax Rate Analysis 
 
One area where the Harris School study differs dramatically from the analysis of DOR data 
concerns the calculation of effective tax rates; that is, the actual tax bill as a percentage of market 
value. The Harris School study determines an effective tax rate for each sale by dividing the 
actual tax bill for the property by its sale price. Further, the Harris School study makes clear that 
its calculation appropriately includes the impact of exemptions: “Importantly, the effective tax 
rate is the actual tax rate paid inclusive of exemptions or other tax breaks.”10 
 
Chart 5: Average Effective Tax Rate 

   

Chart 5 shows that the effective tax rate for Suffolk County as calculated in the Harris School 
study indicates a regressive pattern in which the effective tax rate for properties in the lowest-
price decile is 1.17 times the rate for the most expensive homes.11 This finding is surprising 
given the lack of significant regressivity in the assessed values. In addition, two Suffolk County 
communities–Boston and Chelsea–offer homestead exemptions that disproportionately benefit 
lower-valued properties in their structure.12 Table 1 shows that Boston and Chelsea represent 
nearly 90 percent of the parcels in the sale file. If exemptions were included in the analysis, one 
would expect to find a more progressive effective tax rate distribution. 

 
10  Ibid, 5 
11  Ibid, 5 
12 Communities in Massachusetts also provide exemption programs for seniors, veterans, surviving spouses, and 
other groups that meet eligibility criteria, including limited income. A circuit breaker program also provides tax 
relief targeted to low- and middle-income homeowners. These exemptions were not included in the DOR net 
effective tax rate calculations presented here but would likely add to the progressivity of the effective tax rate 
distribution. See Langley and Youngman (2021, 35) for a more complete discussion on how homestead exemptions 
can be structured to produce a progressive distribution of taxes. 
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Chart 6: Average Effective Tax Rate 

 
 
Chart 6 adds two elements from the DOR analysis that likely provide an explanation for this 
discrepancy. First, the DOR gross effective tax rate (without any exemptions applied) is 
calculated for each property in the sale file by multiplying the fiscal year 2019 assessed value by 
the actual 2019 tax rate for each Suffolk County community and dividing this amount by the sale 
price (the results are provided in table 3). The top line of chart 6, in black, displays this figure 
across the sale price range. It shows the same regressive pattern as the Harris School data, 
although at a consistently higher level since it uses the correct fiscal year 2019 assessed values.  
 
The bottom line of chart 6, in blue, shows the net effective tax rate. To determine the net 
effective tax rate, homestead exemptions were deducted from each parcel in the sale file for 
parcels located in Boston and Chelsea.13 The net effective rate used in chart 6 takes into account 
the Massachusetts restriction that the net tax cannot be less than 10 percent of the gross tax 
before the exemption.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
13 There is no way of knowing from the DOR data whether a property receives the residential exemption (as an 
owner-occupied unit). The exemption was assumed to be applied to all properties. This will tend to overestimate the 
impact of the exemption, since the exemption applies only to owner-occupied properties. For reference, 84 percent 
of the single-family homes in Boston received the homestead exemption in fiscal year 2019. 
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Table 3: Tax Rates and Homestead Exemption Amounts 

 

The net effective tax rate distribution is dramatically different. With the impact of the homestead 
exemption included, the effective tax rate is markedly progressive. Table 4 indicates that 
properties in the highest-value decile pay an effective tax rate that is nearly 70 percent higher 
than those in the lowest-value decile.  
 
Table 4: Effective Tax Rates 

 
The Harris School study clearly does not account for homestead exemptions, despite its 
statement to the contrary in the text. This leads it to find a regressive pattern of effective tax rates 
when in fact the effective tax rates in Suffolk County are significantly progressive. 
 
This discrepancy has further effects on the analysis. Figure 3 reproduces Table 3.1 from the 
Harris School study, which seeks to compute a “fair” tax bill, with a property taxed at the 
average rate. This is then compared to the actual average tax bill, and the resultant “shift” is 
calculated. The failure to account for the homestead exemption once again leads to a finding of 
regressivity, with lower-valued properties providing a subsidy to higher-valued ones. 
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Figure 3: Reproduction of Table 3.1 from the Harris School Study (Tax Shifts by Sale Price 
Decile) 

 

In fact, because of the homestead exemption, the exact opposite is true. Table 5 recreates Table 
3.1 from the Harris School study, this time taking into account the impact of the homestead 
exemption from the DOR data. Table 5 shows a very progressive distribution, where higher-
valued properties pay more and provide a subsidy to lower-value properties, which pay less–the 
opposite of the Harris School study results. 
 
Table 5: Tax Shifts by Sales Price Decile–DOR Data with Exemption 

 

 
Demographic and Geographic Analysis 

 
Section 5 of the Harris School study provides both maps and demographic data to identify “Who 
is Over-Assessed.” The maps for Suffolk County with the ASR and Effective Tax Rate 
distributions using the DOR data are provided in Appendix 2. 
 
This section in the Harris School study also includes an analysis of property values and various 
demographic variables to identify correlations between these demographic variables and 
assessment levels and tax rates. These findings will clearly be affected by the data issues 
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discussed here. In particular, the correlations in Table 5.2.3 of the Harris School study between 
effective tax rates and the demographic variables should be interpreted with caution given the 
apparent exclusion of the effect of the homestead and other exemptions.  
 
 

Conclusion  
 
The Harris School study highlights important issues of property tax equity that warrant further 
study. However, a detailed analysis of data from Suffolk County, Massachusetts, shows the 
difficulty of performing a study as complex as a sales ratio analysis on a national level. The 
median assessment ratio analysis in the Harris School study should have used fiscal year 2019 
assessed values for this purpose. The Harris School study states that it used fiscal year 2018 
assessed values, but it appears that it actually used fiscal year 2017 assessed values that were 
based on real estate market conditions that existed two years earlier. The failure to account for 
homestead exemptions in the Suffolk County analysis led to a finding of regressivity in effective 
tax rates when in fact the actual distribution is significantly progressive. 
 
The Harris School study refers to the IAAO Standard on Ratio Studies several times. One of the 
Standard’s most important elements states “The findings of a ratio study can only be as accurate 
as the data used in the study” (International Association of Assessing Officers 2013, 9).  
 
Every state, county, township, city, and town may have separate assessment dates, assessment 
ratios, tax rate structures, exemption programs, overlapping taxing jurisdictions, and other 
elements that make a national study a daunting challenge. Massive commercially available 
datasets and powerful analytic tools may obscure the difficulties of capturing these crucial 
complexities. 
  
Overall, the assessed values in Suffolk County demonstrate good performance with respect to 
assessment levels, consistency, and both horizontal and vertical equity. Nevertheless, many of 
the trends identified by the Harris School study are supported by the DOR data. Most 
significantly, although the statistics indicate an important measure of vertical equity, both the 
Harris School study and DOR analysis find that lower-valued properties have slightly elevated 
ASRs when compared to higher-valued properties. This important issue warrants further study 
and review of both valuation approaches and assessment data. To the extent that lower-valued 
properties present special assessment challenges that are inherent to real estate markets, a 
generous homestead exemption denominated in dollar terms, rather than as a percentage of 
value, can be a major tool for redressing this imbalance. The Suffolk County data demonstrates 
that a properly structured and targeted exemption program can result in a property tax that is 
highly progressive.  
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Appendix 1: Assessment to Sale Ratio (ASR) Analysis  

 

 Harris School Analysis Using MA DOR Data   

 
Sale 
Price ASR Sale Price ASR 2019 Assess ASR 2018 Assess ASR 2017 Assess 

Decile Average Average Median Average Median Average Median Average Median Average Median 

1 253,090 0.79 0.79 261,110 274,000 0.95 0.95 0.95 0.87 
          
0.81  

          
0.79  

2 362,132 0.78 0.77 366,403 368,000 0.93 0.93 0.84 0.84 
          
0.87  

          
0.77  

3 423,713 0.78 0.77 427,027 426,000 0.92 0.92 0.84 0.82 
          
0.79  

          
0.77  

4 477,452 0.77 0.77 479,610 480,000 0.91 0.90 0.82 0.82 
          
0.78  

          
0.77  

5 536,955 0.77 0.77 536,096 535,000 0.91 0.90 0.83 0.82 
          
0.79  

          
0.78  

6 601,177 0.76 0.76 599,014 600,000 0.90 0.90 0.81 0.81 
          
1.04  

          
0.78  

7 676,836 0.75 0.75 670,334 670,000 0.90 0.90 0.81 0.81 
          
0.84  

          
0.76  

8 792,437 0.75 0.75 781,013 775,000 0.89 0.89 0.81 0.80 
          
0.83  

          
0.76  

9 1,001,580 0.76 0.76 987,826 975,000 0.89 0.89 0.81 0.81 
          
3.46  

          
0.77  

10 2,017,325 0.78 0.77 2,158,177 1,720,000 0.90 0.91 0.84 0.85 
          
1.57  

          
0.79  
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Appendix 2: Geographic Variation 
 
 
Mean Assessment Ratio 
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Mean Net Effective Tax Rate 
 

 
 
 
 
 




