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Executive Summary
Cook County property taxes are not only a bill problem. They are a participation problem.

The homeowners most likely to need a clear, low-friction first look at their assessment are often the least likely to
have the time, data, confidence, or professional help to participate well. Meanwhile, businesses and higher-income
property owners tend to appeal more often and with more sophisticated support.

The result is not simply that some owners win and others lose. In a levy-based property tax system, reductions for
one group can shift more burden onto others.

The Cook County Treasurer's Office has put hard numbers behind that issue. Its May 2025 appeals analysis reported
that:

® business owners appealed their assessments nearly 64% of the time, while homeowners appealed 27% of the
time

* successful business appeals caused business tax bills to drop by $3.3 billion, or 12.5%

* residential tax bills jumped by $1.9 billion, or 6.9%

* homeowners in the highest-income areas appealed 46% of the time, while homeowners in the lowest-income
areas appealed 11% of the time

® appeal rates were lower in majority Black and Latino neighborhoods than in white neighborhoods

Source: Cook County Treasurer appeals analysis

Censum's thesis is practical: homeowners do not need hype, guarantees, or another confusing filing pitch. They
need a clearer first decision.

Should | look closer? What evidence matters? Which office is open? What is the fee math? What happens if | do
nothing?

Those questions are where the homeowner appeal gap begins.


https://www.cookcountytreasurer.com/newsarticle.aspx?articleid=2090

1. The System Rewards Repeat Participation

Most homeowners encounter the assessment system occasionally, under stress, and with a deadline. Many
businesses encounter it as a recurring operating expense.

That difference matters.

A repeat filer is more likely to know:

® which township window is open

* whether the current stage is the Cook County Assessor or Board of Review

* what similar-property evidence looks like

* how to document factual record errors

* how to price professional help

* how to decide whether an appeal is worth the time

A first-time homeowner may not even know whether the reassessment notice is the bill.

The Cook County Assessor's assessment calendar shows how township-based timing drives the appeal process.

That calendar is essential, but it is not a homeowner decision system by itself.

Knowing a window is open is different from knowing what to do.

2. The Appeal Gap Is Also A Burden-Shift Story

Cook County's Treasurer described a system where businesses appealed more often and won larger reductions,
while residential bills increased.

That matters because property-tax levies still need to be collected. If one part of the base gets reduced, the burden
can shift elsewhere.

The Treasurer's 2024 Tax Year Bill Analysis also found countywide property owners were being asked to pay nearly
$19.2 billion, with most of the added burden falling on homeowners. It reported that homeowners would pay
$661.1 million more, while business properties would pay $188.6 million more.

Source: Cook County Treasurer 2024 Tax Year Bill Analysis

For homeowners, this can feel irrational:
"My house did not change. Why did the bill move?"

Sometimes the answer is local levy growth. Sometimes it is tax rates. Sometimes it is missing exemptions.
Sometimes it is a reassessment. Sometimes it is broader burden shift.

That is why a homeowner needs to separate the bill into pieces before deciding whether an appeal is the right tool.


https://www.cookcountyassessoril.gov/assessment-calendar-and-deadlines
https://www.cookcountytreasurer.com/pdfs/taxbillanalysisandstatistics/taxyear2024analysisenglishversion.pdf

3. The Process Friction Is Real

The official process is not impossible. But it is fragmented.

The Assessor has its own rules, calendar, and appeal lane. The Board of Review has its own process, forms, hearings,
and evidence rules. The Treasurer handles bills and payments. Mortgage servicers handle escrow analysis.
Exemptions and Certificates of Error can sit adjacent to the appeal process but are not the same thing.

That fragmentation creates predictable failure points:

® homeowners miss township windows

* homeowners file in the wrong stage

* homeowners think an appeal stops payment

* homeowners confuse tax rate issues with assessment issues
®* homeowners submit weak comps

® homeowners use the wrong PIN

* homeowners do not know what to do after a partial reduction

The Board of Review lack-of-uniformity guidance gives homeowners a real evidence path: similar properties, PINs,

assessed values, and photos. But a homeowner still has to find the right properties and present the material clearly.

Information exists. Usable decision support is the gap.

4. Where The Gap Shows Up In The Homeowner Journey

The appeal gap is not one moment. It shows up at several points where a homeowner can quietly fall out of the
process.

Moment What the homeowner sees Common failure Better first support

Reassessment notice ~ New market value and deadline = Confuses notice with bill or waits too = Explain stage, deadline, value, and next
arrives long decision

Tax bill arrives Higher payment amount Assumes appeal is the only fix Separate assessment, exemption, rate, levy, and
escrow issues

Evidence search Neighbor houses and sale prices = Pulls bad comps or uses the wrong Show comparable-property rules and record

begins PIN checks

Help decision DIY, fixed-fee help, or Compares "pay now" against "pay Compare total cost if the appeal works

happens contingency help nothing now"

Result arrives Reduction, no change, or Does not understand bill/refund Explain what changed and what still depends
confusing notice timing on the tax bill

This is why Censum should not frame the problem as "people need to file more appeals." The better frame is that
people need to stop making blind decisions in a system that rewards insiders.


https://www.cookcountyboardofreview.com/how-present-case-based-lack-uniformity

5. Fee Models Can Add Another Layer Of Confusion

Percentage-of-savings appeal help can be useful for some owners. It can also be expensive when the case is
straightforward and savings are large.

The issue is not whether contingency-style pricing is always bad. The issue is that homeowners often do not
calculate the tradeoff before signing.

A 25%-35% share of savings sounds abstract until the reduction lands. If a homeowner saves $5,000 and gives up
35%, that is $1,750. If a flat-fee evidence packet or a DIY path would have been enough, the homeowner may have
given up more than necessary.

Censum's property-tax appeal fee calculator exists because the fee decision should happen before the signature,
not after the win.

6. A Better First Look Is Not A Guaranteed Appeal

Censum should be precise here.
The right claim is not:
"Everyone should appeal.”

The right claim is:

"Homeowners should understand whether an appeal is worth a closer look before they miss a deadline, hire help, or
give up part of the result."

That first look should include:

® property record check

® assessment and market-value sanity check
® comparable-property scan

® deadline and stage check

® exemption reminder

® evidence gap list

* fee model comparison

That is not legal advice. It is decision clarity.


https://www.censum.tax/resources/property-tax-appeal-fee-calculator

7. What A Homeowner-First System Would Make Easier

The homeowner appeal gap will not close only because information exists on public websites. The information has
to meet people at the decision point.

A better homeowner-first layer would make these questions easier:

1. Am | looking at the right document? A reassessment notice, tax bill, exemption notice, appeal decision, and
escrow statement each answer different questions.

1. Is my township open? Deadlines move by township and stage. A useful tool should explain what is open now,
what comes next, and what is already closed.

1. Is the property record wrong? A record error can be easier to understand than a valuation argument, but
many homeowners never check it.

1. Is this really an assessment issue? A missing exemption, rate change, levy increase, escrow shortage, or refund
timing issue may not be solved by an appeal.

1. What will help cost if it works? Homeowners should compare DIY, fixed-fee evidence support, and
percentage-of-savings help before they choose.

This is the middle layer Cook County homeowners are missing: not a promise of a lower bill, but a clearer first
decision.

8. What Media, Advisors, And Homeowner Educators Should Watch

The appeal gap is a strong public-interest story because it sits between policy and household economics.
Story angles:

* Why businesses appeal more often than homeowners

* Why homeowner appeal participation differs by income and neighborhood

* How reductions for one class can shift burden to another

* Why a tax bill increase is not always an assessment problem

* How confusing fee models change what homeowners keep

* Why the first decision point matters more than the final appeal pitch

Advisor angles:

® Annual property-tax checkups for homeowner clients

® Exemption and escrow reviews before bill shock

Flat-fee vs. contingency math as a household finance topic

* Downsizing, retirement, and senior freeze conversations

Homeowner angles include whether an assessment is worth reviewing, what evidence to gather, which township
deadline applies, what to do if the record is wrong, and how much of the result a fee model may consume.



Homeowner FAQ

Does the appeal gap mean every homeowner should appeal?

No. It means too many homeowners never reach a clear first decision. Some should appeal. Some should fix an
exemption problem. Some should correct a record issue. Some should do nothing because the evidence is weak.

Why do businesses appeal more often?

For many businesses, property taxes are a recurring operating cost and professional review is part of the normal
workflow. A homeowner may only deal with reassessment once every few years and may not know the stage,
deadline, evidence rules, or fee options.

Can homeowners file without an attorney?

Yes. The Cook County Assessor says homeowners do not need a lawyer, tax representative, or appraiser to file an
Assessor appeal. The Board of Review also provides residential filing options for property owners. Help can still be
useful, but it should be priced and understood clearly.

What is the most useful first step?

Start with the PIN, township, document type, exemption status, and property record. Those checks make the
evidence and pricing decision much more grounded.



Censum Quote

"The appeal gap is not only about who wins. It is about who even knows how to start. A homeowner should not
have to become a property-tax expert just to understand whether the assessment is worth a closer look, whether
the deadline matters, and how much help will cost if it works."

Methodology Notes

This whitepaper relies on public Cook County source material, public provider pricing language, and Censum's
homeowner-decision framing. It does not claim that any individual property will receive a reduction.

The report uses public Cook County Treasurer findings to describe appeal participation, burden-shift, and bill-
change patterns. It uses Cook County Assessor and Board of Review public materials to describe filing stages,
evidence concepts, deadlines, and homeowner filing access. It uses Censum's existing fee-math framing to explain
how pricing can affect the value homeowners keep.

Limitations:

® Public participation and burden-shift data describe aggregate patterns, not individual parcel outcomes.

* A homeowner's correct next step depends on current records, township deadlines, stage, evidence, exemptions,
and bill mechanics.

* Fee examples are illustrative. Actual terms vary by provider, contract, jurisdiction, appeal stage, and tax year.

* Censum does not guarantee assessment reductions, tax savings, refund timing, or appeal outcomes.

e Censum is not affiliated with Cook County or any government agency.

Sources

® Cook County Treasurer appeals analysis

® Cook County Treasurer 2024 Tax Year Bill Analysis

®* Cook County Assessor assessment calendar

® Cook County Assessor appeal FAQ

® Cook County Assessor bill assistance / free filing_language
® Cook County Board of Review FAQ

® Cook County Board of Review lack-of-uniformity guidance

® Cook County Board of Review residential appeals

¢ Ownwell FAQ pricing_language
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https://www.ownwell.com/faqs

