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Introduction of Skagit County

▪ Approximately 80,000 parcels

▪ 72,000 residential to 8,000 commercial

▪ Population of 130,000

▪ Located directly between Seattle, WA and Vancouver, BC

▪ Agricultural hub

▪ Tulip capital of the U.S.

▪ Puget Sound shoreline to the glaciers of the North Cascades



Why This Topic Matters

▪ Fairness across value tiers

▪ Public trust 

▪ Litigation risk and policy scrutiny

▪ Media attention



Two Axes of Equity

▪ Horizontal = Similar properties, similar ratios ▪ Vertical = Proportionality across value ranges



Horizontal Equity in Practice

Groupings Commonly Used to Test 
Horizontal Equity:

▪ Location (neighborhood, school district, 
plat)

▪ Physical Characteristics: living area, land 
size, outbuildings

▪ Structural Types: 1-story vs. 2-story, 
manufactured vs. site-built

▪ Quality Metrics: construction grade, actual 
vs. effective age, condition

Why it Matters:

▪ Validates that similar properties are 

treated consistently

▪ Key to building trust with property 

owners and defending values on appeal

▪ Provides the baseline before stratifying 

by value to assess vertical equity



Vertical Equity: Why It’s a Complex Goal

  Proportionality Is Conceptually Harder Than Uniformity

•Horizontal equity is intuitive: similar homes, similar assessments

•Vertical equity requires assessing fairness across value ranges, not within them

 Comparable Sales Lose Meaning at the Extremes

•At very high or low price points, market behavior isn’t linear

•The assumptions of  mass appraisal—like consistent $/sqft value—begin to break down

 Standard Models Tend to Flatten

•Cost and sales comparison models can compress values at the top and stretch at the bottom

•Without targeted analysis, regressivity hides in otherwise "balanced" systems

 Inequity Is Easy to Miss Without Stratified Testing

•Aggregate metrics like median ratio or COD can look fine

•Vertical issues only emerge when you stratify by value tier or sale decile



Challenges to Vertical Equity

Limited Sales Data at High Value Tiers

• Fewer high-end sales reduce model reliability

• Luxury properties are more heterogeneous and harder to model

Appeal System Effects

• Higher-value properties often appeal more successfully

• Creates downward pressure on upper-tier values over time

Resource Constraints

• Staff shortages, training costs, and outdated tech limit capacity for deeper analysis

• Many offices lack tools for advanced ratio stratification or regressivity detection



Challenges to Vertical Equity (cont’d)

Market Volatility & Lag

• Rapid appreciation or depreciation affects ratio performance unevenly across value 

bands

• Lower-value areas may be over-assessed due to stale cost data or reactive 

revaluations

Modeling Limitations

• Fragmented land tables or over-generalized neighborhoods can distort ratios

• Uncalibrated cost tables may fail to reflect value curve flattening at high end



When Vertical Equity Breaks Down

•Lower-value properties carry a higher 

effective tax burden

•High-value properties are systematically 

under-assessed

•Appeals can amplify imbalance

•Public trust erodes



Core Metrics



Ratio by Decile Visualization

▪ Most powerful visual 
diagnostic

▪ Easily communicated to 
stakeholders

▪ Reveals hidden slope

▪ Biggest issue is 
providing additional 
context



The Lincoln Institute’s Vertical Equity App

• Developed by the Lincoln Institute of Land 

Policy

• Introduced at IAAO Annual Conference 2023

• Free, Excel-based tool for analyzing vertical 

equity using your own sales ratio data

• Provides statistical outputs like:

• PRD, PRB, COD

• Gini coefficient

• Spearman’s rank-order correlation

• Ratio by sales decile

• Designed specifically for assessors and mass 

appraisal teams



Important Context: Washington State

▪ Constitutional uniformity

▪ RCW 84.40.030
“All property shall be valued at one hundred percent of its true and fair value in money…”

▪ Washington Constitution, Article VII, Section 1
“All taxes shall be uniform upon the same class of property…”

▪ Regular revaluation cycles

▪ RCW 84.41.030
Requires counties to conduct annual revaluation (with a physical inspection at least once every six years).

▪ Mandatory annual ratio studies

▪ Local administration

▪ State oversight

▪ RCW 84.08.060
DOR must conduct ratio studies and may require corrective action if assessments are not at true and fair value.

Washington’s statutory framework structurally supports vertical equity.



What We Control Locally

▪ Market-aligned neighborhoods

▪ Standardized land tables

▪ Appraisal handbook

▪ Training beyond basics

▪ Data accuracy discipline



2025 Results (and compared to 2022)

2025 Metrics:

▪ Median ratio: 94.3

▪ PRD: 1.007

▪ PRB: 0.002

▪ COD: 9.646

2022 Metrics:

▪ Median ratio: 92.9 

▪ PRD: 1.014

▪ PRB: -0.007

▪ COD: 12.573

• Compliance is the floor, not the ceiling

• Small statistical shifts compound over time

• Equity improves through steady, disciplined 

adjustment

• Ongoing improvement is a permanent 

commitment



How We Use These Results

Equity Drives Operational 
Decisions

▪ Refine cost tables

▪ Validate land modeling

▪ Guidance for sales analysis

▪ Revaluation assignments

▪ Monitor appeal drift

▪ Support public transparency

▪ Working with legislators



State Level Validation

▪ WA DOR Vertical Equity Index

▪ Skagit among lowest bias scores

▪ Third-party confirmation



Why Third-Party Validation Matters

▪ Public Trust

▪ Policy defense

▪ Internal accountability

▪ Prevents complacency



What Can You Do Tomorrow

▪ Clean data first

▪ Stratify by value

▪ Analyze slope, not just median

▪ Document and standardize

▪ Share tools across counties

▪ Lincoln Institute of Land Policy Vertical 
Equity app



Closing

"Good government is not measured by intentions but by outcomes."
– Milton Friedman

Danny Hagen

Skagit County Assessor

dhagen@co.skagit.wa.us

(360) 416-1792

mailto:dhagen@co.skagit.wa.us






Please take the Session Survey

“Vertical Equity – Skagit 
Style”

Danny Hagen

dhagen@co.skagit.wa.us

Scan the QR Code

to fill out the form
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