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Balance Owed:
Federal Debt and Deficits
I n troduct ion
The U.S. government faces an unsustainable long-term debt trajectory.
Following the Great Recession of 2008–2009, the federal government
accumulated significant new debt, with the ratio of debt to gross domestic product reaching levels not experienced since the 1950s. This debt
growth was sharper in the United States than in most other large rich
countries. In 2000, the United States had a lower debt burden than most
other G7 members, but by 2015 it had nearly caught up to the G7 average. The good news is that U.S. annual budget deficits have fallen from
highs of over $1 trillion annually from 2009 to 2012, or nearly 10 percent
of GDP, to $435 billion in 2015, about 3 percent of GDP. But while the
U.S. debt-to-GDP ratio is projected to be relatively flat in the near term,
it will grow rapidly again in about a decade as entitlement spending
rises with the aging population. By 2040, the ratio is projected to reach
unprecedented peacetime levels. Among the G7 countries, only Japan
is projected to have a higher debt-to-GDP ratio than the United States.
The danger posed by U.S. debt is not an outright default, which is
highly unlikely, but rather a gradual slowing of the economy. Public
debt consumes capital that may be more productively invested elsewhere. And if investors perceive that investing in U.S. debt is becoming riskier, they could charge higher interest rates. This would make it
more expensive for the U.S. government to borrow. It would also raise
market interest rates, making borrowing more expensive for home
buyers, businesses, and consumers. For now, investors remain bullish
on U.S. debt. But the consensus is strong among economists and policymakers that the long-term trend of debt growing at a faster rate than
the economy is not sustainable.
Although Congress and the Obama administration have made progress in reducing annual budget deficits, they have not taken steps to
3

4

Balance Owed: Federal Debt and Deficits

bend the long-term debt curve, which would require significant reforms
to cut spending or increase taxes. Spending on entitlement programs
such as Medicare and Social Security, which are becoming increasingly
costly, has been left mostly untouched while discretionary spending,
which was set to decline anyway, has been slashed. Although these discretionary cuts did lower the current deficit, they did little to alter the
long-term debt trend.
Entitlement reform is politically difficult because the programs are
broadly popular. But other large rich countries are making dramatic
reductions in their entitlement programs, even though they do not
share the United States’ advantages of a younger population, wealthier
elderly who depend less on government support, and more room to
raise taxes. Although both Democrats and Republicans agree that the
U.S. government’s current debt situation is untenable, the country is
still far from agreeing on the best path to a sustainable fiscal policy.

Pros and Cons of Governmen t Debt
Government debt is not necessarily a problem. It provides the private
market with liquid, risk-free investments and, at least in the case of U.S.
debt, acts as a marker to gauge the riskiness of other investments. As
with any kind of debt—public, personal, or business—whether it is prudent depends in large part on how the borrowed money is spent. Debt
gives governments some spending cushion in unexpectedly difficult
times, such as during an armed conflict or a recession when tax revenues fall and unemployment insurance claims rise. Government borrowing and spending can help maintain economic growth at times when
private-sector investment or consumer spending is weak. Although it
is true that future taxpayers will foot the bill for current debt obligations, governments can borrow to invest in ways that promote future
economic growth. If debt is owned by domestic savers instead of foreigners, the direct net effect on a nation’s wealth is not as significant
because the debt is a future transfer from domestic taxpayers to domestic bondholders. Interest payments leave the country only if debt is
foreign owned. And if the economy experiences strong growth, a debt
burden can actually grow more manageable because more resources are
available to draw on to pay it off.
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But there is also a downside to taking on too much debt or allowing debt to grow too fast. Investors charge a higher interest rate if they
believe buying government debt is increasingly risky—if, for instance,
inflation is expected to rise or they question a government’s ability to
pay back the loan. Higher interest rates from investors make borrowing
money more expensive for governments, worsening the debt situation.
As a result, interest rates across the country rise, increasing the costs of
mortgages, corporate loans, and credit card debt, all of which slow the
economy. According to standard macroeconomic theory, government
debt “crowds out” private investment; in other words, the debt absorbs
private investment that would be more productively spent elsewhere.
Studies suggest that higher debt levels correlate strongly with slower
economic growth.1 However, one influential study found that the debt
trajectory is what matters, with debt having no effect on economic
growth if the debt-to-GDP ratio is declining.2
The most sustainable debt situation therefore is one in which the
overall debt level is low or, if it is high, it at least represents a steady or
declining share of the economy. Debt reduction can also have a downside, however: spending cuts or tax increases can slow an economy,
reversing any macroeconomic advantage from debt reduction. A slower
economy can place greater demands on public services and reduce tax
revenues, worsening the debt situation. Debt obligations placed on
future taxpayers should be weighed against service or entitlement obligations to current and future citizens. But debt that grows faster than
an economy’s ability to pay it off cannot continue to accrue forever. At
some point, a policy change is needed to place public debt on a more
manageable trajectory.

Where t he Un i ted State s Stands
For most national governments in modern history, including the United
States, the norm has been to run annual budget deficits. The U.S. federal government has posted a deficit nearly every year since 1940, except
for a few pockets in the late 1940s and late 1990s. Thanks to strong economic growth and small budget deficits, the huge public debt accumulated during World War II gradually fell as a share of GDP through the
1970s. Deficits spiked in the 1980s following the Reagan tax cuts and
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spending increases, but then declined in the 1990s, the result of a combination of spending cuts, tax hikes, and a booming economy.

Recent Past (2009–2013): Big Debt Growth
After the Great Recession
It was not until the Great Recession that budget deficits again became
a serious concern, driven mostly by the weak economy.3 From 2009 to
2012, the average annual deficit level was 8.4 percent of GDP, far exceeding average deficits of previous decades.4 In 2000, U.S. public debt was
34 percent of GDP. As recently as 2007, it was still about 35 percent. By
2016, it had more than doubled to 81 percent, higher than any period
since the early 1950s.5
The U.S. debt-to-GDP ratio has increased more than in most other
large rich countries. The United States began the 2000s with a lower
debt-to-GDP ratio than the average for other G7 countries.6 Since then,
U.S. levels have increased by more than twice the average rate of the rest
of the G7 countries. The United States is now in a similar debt position
to European countries like France that have long had higher public debt.

Present and Near Future (2014–2025):
High but Relatively Steady Debt
Despite the huge deficits caused by the recession, the federal government
is set to have reasonably healthy finances over the next decade. By 2014,
the deficit had fallen to 3 percent of GDP, which is close to the forty-year
historical average.7 A recovering economy has certainly helped boost federal finances. But so too have legislative changes since 2011, particularly
cuts to discretionary spending and some small tax increases. Relative
debt levels, however, are projected to increase a few percentage points by
2025. Relative debt levels will thus remain extremely high compared with
the U.S. historical norm.

Long-Term Future (Beyond 2025):
Unsustainable Debt Growth
The danger zone for U.S. debt is in the long term. By 2040, if current
laws remain unchanged, public debt is projected to reach nearly 110 percent, equal to the highest levels reached during World War II.8 Under
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more realistic policy and economic assumptions, it could reach 175 percent or higher.9
Driving these trends will be growth in entitlement spending programs such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security, without a
commensurate increase in tax revenues to pay for them. Entitlement
spending has been increasing for decades, but it will grow even more
rapidly as baby boomers draw from their old-age entitlements with
fewer workers to pay for them. Medicare’s cost growth will be greatest of all, not only because the elderly will be more numerous, but also
because individuals are consuming more health-care services and
health-care prices are rising, even if not as fast as in previous projections because health-care cost growth has recently slowed. Interest
payments, too, will require a larger share of the budget to pay for past
debt obligations, though the growth here will be more gradual. Revenues are projected to rise, mostly because of bracket creep, where
inflation should move more incomes into higher tax brackets, but these
higher revenues will not be enough to cover the spending increase.
Before the recession, the United States had one of the lightest debt
burdens in the G7; by 2040, it is projected to have one of the heaviest.
Beyond 2025, if current trends continue, U.S. debt-to-GDP levels are set
to rise above nearly every other large rich country, with the sole exception of Japan.10 The United States will not fare much better compared
with all thirty-four members of the OECD; it is on pace to have the second-highest relative debt, again behind Japan.11

More Foreign-Owned U.S. Debt
and China’s Growing Role
Foreigners have a significant stake in U.S. debt that is much larger than
it was in the past. Although growth in the share of foreign-owned U.S.
debt has flattened during the 2010s, it is still higher than it was in 2000.
Roughly half of U.S. debt available for purchase is currently owned
by foreigners.12 China and Japan are the largest owners by far; China
in particular has been buying U.S. debt with zeal. The Chinese share
of foreign-owned U.S. debt in 2015 was 21 percent—nearly four times
what it was in 2000.13 China has replaced Japan as the single largest
investor in U.S. debt.
The geopolitical implications of foreign-owned U.S. debt are
unclear. The United States may be more vulnerable if U.S. and Chinese
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ambitions clash in the future. But because other countries own U.S.
debt, they are also vulnerable to U.S. government policy. With so much
Chinese money placed in U.S. debt, for example, China is eager to see
the U.S. dollar remain stable and U.S. debt as a reliable investment.
There are also mutual benefits—Chinese purchases of U.S. dollars
have helped keep its currency weaker, promoting its exports, while the
strong demand for U.S. debt abroad has undoubtedly kept U.S. interest
rates lower than they would be otherwise.

U.S. Debt Exceptionalism?
The United States can probably shoulder higher absolute and relative
debt levels better than any other country. Its economy is the world’s largest, its per-capita GDP is among the highest, and it issues the world’s
main reserve currency. U.S. debt is denominated in U.S. dollars, and
other countries buy U.S. debt to stock up their dollar reserves in part to
protect their currencies against speculative outflows. The demand for
dollars abroad thus creates demand for U.S. debt. About 30 percent of
U.S. debt is owned by foreign governments in their currency reserves.14
The other advantages of U.S. debt for investors are that it is liquid, meaning that it can be sold quickly, and it is deep, meaning that because so
much U.S. debt is in circulation investors can buy and sell large amounts
without affecting the price. The strong demand for dollars abroad also
means that the U.S. government is in an enviable and unique position
among indebted countries: it can print more dollars without worrying as much about inflation. Indeed, the Federal Reserve Bank’s recent
monetary policy, called quantitative easing, pumped massive amounts
of new dollars into the economy with no appreciable effect on inflation.
If anything, economists warn inflation may be too low.
Although investors know the U.S. debt trajectory is unsustainable,
they are clearly banking on the U.S. government eventually getting its
fiscal house in order. Governments are not losing faith in the stability
of the dollar. The share of global reserves in dollars is down some from
its peak in 2000, but the dollar is still the preferred reserve currency by
a hefty margin (see figure 1).15 The interest rate investors are receiving
is still at historic lows, though this could be because of economic uncertainty elsewhere rather than improvements in the U.S. situation (see
figure 2).16 Whatever the reason, investors continue to consider U.S.
debt to be among the world’s safest bets, and it has never been cheaper
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Figure 1. Percen tage of World’ s Allocated
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for the U.S. government to borrow money. Given that net interest payments as a share of GDP are back at the levels of the 1970s, roughly
1.5 percent, taking on more debt would appear to be affordable for the
United States.17
But the U.S. government should not assume this solid investor confidence will last forever; most economists expect interest rates to rise.
According to CBO estimates, under the current debt trajectory, the U.S.
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GDP would be 2 percent smaller in 2040 because of debt’s crowdingout effect on investment.18 Former White House Chief of Staff Erskine Bowles, who chaired a government panel on federal debt, put it
perfectly: “We face the most predictable economic crisis in history.”19
But lowering debt will be harder than in the past. Debt will be as high
as during the era just after World War II, but the United States cannot
count on the same conditions that helped draw down that era’s debt.
Economic growth in coming decades is not expected to be anywhere
near as strong as the period from 1950 to 1980. The country’s population is much older, making entitlement spending both more socially
necessary and politically harder to cut.
That most other OECD countries are in a similarly high-debt position is no consolation if everyone will experience slower economic
growth. The effects will spread across the global economy as rich-world
investors and consumers spend less money than they otherwise would.

What HAs been done so far
Following the gaping deficits caused by the Great Recession and
growing public concern over the debt burden, it seemed possible that
leaders of both parties would come together on the tough decisions
needed to fix future government finances. Yet for all the rhetoric over
the past several years, the U.S. government has failed to solve the
long-term debt problem.

Crises: Fiscal Uncertainty
and Debt-Ceiling Showdowns
Since 1917, Congress has set the absolute level, or dollar amount, of debt
the federal government can take on. If the U.S. government reaches the
debt limit and Congress fails to raise it, the U.S. Treasury would no
longer be able to pay the bills, including on interest payments, causing
a debt default.20 Debt-ceiling adjustments are so normal that it is estimated that the ceiling has been raised nearly eighty times since 1960
and spread evenly among presidencies.21
Although no other country has chosen to adopt such a system, a debt
ceiling arguably has an upside. It could in theory impose some form of
fiscal accountability, requiring the government to take action visible to
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public scrutiny before it borrows more. Deficit-reduction negotiations
may be more likely because of the debt ceiling; confrontations over raising the debt ceiling in 1997 and 2011 did lead to austerity measures. It
may also make changes to entitlement programs easier to enact because
entitlement (or mandatory) spending falls outside the annual appropriations process but is subject to the debt limit.
However, the period from August 2011 to February 2014 was an era of
fiscal uncertainty unmatched in modern times. During that two-and-ahalf year stretch, four debt-ceiling standoffs brought the country within
days of default when the Republican-led House refused to raise the debt
limit without concessions from the president. At the end of 2012, the
country nearly plunged off a fiscal cliff that would have triggered tax
hikes and spending cuts, although last-minute bills tempered the tax
increase and delayed the cuts for three months. Then, a government
shutdown ensued in the fall of 2013 because Congress could not agree
on a budget in time. According to one analysis, the fiscal uncertainty
level since 2011 is 50 percent higher than the 1986–2010 period.22 This
affects business and consumer behavior; companies and households are
less likely to take risks and more likely to sit on their cash. The fiscal
uncertainty since 2010 may have shaved off a cumulative 1 percent of
real U.S. GDP, or about $150 billion every year.23
To be sure, U.S. creditworthiness weathered the fiscal storm relatively unscathed. There was no big sell-off of U.S. debt when, during
the initial debt-ceiling crisis in August 2011, one of the three major credit
rating agencies downgraded U.S. debt for the first time. Nevertheless,
fiscal uncertainty and debt-ceiling crises can only harm the attractiveness of U.S. debt and the dollar as the reserve currency.

Making the Wrong Cuts:
Slashing Discretionary Spending
In an effort to end the debt ceiling crisis, a supercommittee, split evenly
between both parties, was formed in 2011 to craft a carefully calibrated
austerity package that would have cut $1.5 trillion from projected
debt levels over ten years. Built into the deal were stiff consequences
called sequestration if the supercommittee could not agree to a package. Sequestration required across-the-board cuts totaling $1.2 trillion over eight years, almost entirely to discretionary spending. The
consequences were designed to be so unpalatable to both parties that
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members of the supercommittee would have no alternative except to
act as responsible stewards. But in the end, the supercommittee accomplished nothing, and spending cuts that few policymakers wanted or
thought wise as actual policy came into effect in 2013. Budget deals in
2014 and 2015 have moderated the cuts in the short-term, but left the
original sequestration cuts largely in place after 2016.
The target of the sequestration, discretionary spending, is not the
current or future cost problem in the federal budget. Discretionary
spending—which, in contrast to mandatory spending like entitlements,
is the part of the federal budget appropriated every year by Congress—
is just one-third of all federal outlays. It is this portion of the budget that
goes toward infrastructure, education, research and development, and
other government spending that promotes future economic growth.
The other two options for decreasing deficits—cutting entitlements
or increasing tax revenues—were largely left off the table. For the 2011–
2025 period, recent deficit-reduction legislation will have the cumulative effect of reducing entitlements by less than 1 percent, increasing tax
revenue by nearly 2 percent, and decreasing discretionary spending by
12 percent.24
Yet entitlements will account (along with interest payments) for
nearly all new federal spending in the future. Medicare has been cut
somewhat, but nothing close to the amount that was sheared from education or defense. Entitlement funds disproportionately go to older
Americans and this applies to projected federal health-care spending
even after the Affordable Care Act fully kicks in.25 Whereas in 2010
spending on entitlements and discretionary programs was roughly
equal, by 2040 nearly three-times more will be spent on entitlements
than on discretionary programs.26
Getting U.S. public debt on a sustainable path will require more
sacrifice from the American public. Just to slow debt growth to the rate
of GDP growth (or a steady debt-to-GDP ratio) from today through
2040, changes to current policy would have to be dramatic: cut entitlements by 10 percent or cut discretionary spending by 24 percent or
increase tax revenue by 6 percent, or some combination of the three.27
Adjustments to actually lower the debt-to-GDP ratio would be even
more painful.
Ideally, the debt-reduction burden would be shared by all Americans.
But one thing is certain—less generous entitlement programs and tax
increases will need to be part of any balanced solution.
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Public Opinion: For a Balanced Budget,
but Against Sacrifices to Balance the Budget
Changes in entitlement programs and tax increases, however, collide
with an American public that largely wants neither. Almost as a rule,
Americans support a balanced federal budget. But public opinion moves
decisively in the other direction when Americans are asked about the
specific actions necessary to balance the budget.28
Entitlement programs are broadly popular. Although most Americans understand that entitlements have a financing problem, they
oppose making them less generous. When given the choice between
preserving entitlements and reducing the deficit, Americans prefer the
status quo. A solid majority, or 69 percent, would rather keep entitlements as they are and incur the debt consequences, whereas only 23
percent say the country should take steps to reduce the budget deficit
that would include entitlement cuts.29 It is understandable that older
Americans are more inclined than their younger counterparts to want
to preserve entitlements. But even so, most Americans age eighteen to
twenty-nine, who will foot the future debt interest bill, still favor entitlement preservation over debt reduction. Perspectives differ depending on party affiliation: Republicans are more likely than Democrats to
favor making deficit reduction a priority.
There may be a “tax more” option. Americans do appear to favor
increasing taxes on the rich, though Democrats more so than Republicans.30 It is unclear, however, whether Americans would favor raising
their own taxes to cover their entitlement expenses. This suggests a fundamental disconnect between the services Americans want and what
they are willing to pay in taxes to fund them.

A Smarter Path: Gradual Changes
That Affect Long-Term Costs
Some liberal economists believe debt reduction should not be an urgent
policy priority.31 The debt crisis, they argue, is not immediate. With a
still-weak economy, the government should continue to spend more
than it receives in tax revenues to spur consumer spending. Shortterm austerity can be counterproductive if it harms economic growth.
Sequestration, they argue, was a foolish form of austerity because
it cooled an already weak economy in the short term, disinvested in
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long-term economic growth, and failed to make a serious dent in the
long-term debt situation.
But there are ways to sensibly reduce debt. The longer the country
waits to make adjustments, the more dramatic any reform will have to be.
Act now and reform can be more gradual, spreading the burdens of service cuts and tax hikes more equally across generations. It would give the
public and the economy more time to adapt to the change, with potentially
positive spillover effects. Raising the retirement age for today’s young
people, for example, would encourage more private savings and longer
work lives. A CBO study confirms that gradual reforms would produce
more net benefits for the economy and could better cover existing entitlement promises than sudden tax increases or a sudden cut in benefits.32
The politics of reform may be easier to manage if a crisis hits. But
the public will be better off if the tough, long-term debt-reduction decisions come sooner rather than later and are guided by prudent planning
rather than reaction to a crisis.

Peer Countries: Doing More
to Tackle Entitlement-Cost Growth
Over the last decade, other G7 countries have made more dramatic
changes to their pension programs than the United States has to
Social Security.33 Germany and Japan have put automatic stabilizers
into their public pension systems so that the pension benefits rise or
fall automatically with the country’s ability to afford them. Italy linked
pension age eligibility to life expectancy, while France indexed part of
its public pension system to price inflation. These changes amount to
huge spending cuts by 2040 compared with previous law—roughly 30
percent in France, 40 percent in Germany and Japan, and nearly 50 percent in Italy.34 Some of the reforms were delayed because of the recession. Nonetheless, the public broadly understands that future benefits
should be cut, and the push for reform has come equally from the Left
and the Right. The United States, meanwhile, has not managed to pass
a major Social Security reform in thirty years.
Other G7 countries have also done a better job of keeping healthcare costs under control (see figure 3). Germany, Italy, and Japan, whose
populations are among the oldest in the world, are projected to have
almost no growth in public health-care costs, apart from costs related
to unavoidable population aging.35 The United States has long had the
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Figure 3. Projected I ncre ase i n Public -He alt h Spendi ng,
2013–2030
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fastest-growing health-care costs (private and public) in the rich world.
Though cost growth has slowed in recent years, this is mostly because
of the recession rather than a structural change in the health-care cost
curve. At least for public health-care costs, the high cost-growth trend
is expected to return in coming decades—and a disproportionate share
of that growth will come from preventable excess costs.
Yet the United States enjoys certain advantages compared with other
G7 countries that should make changing entitlement programs easier
(see table 1).36 First, its population is younger, which means more working-age people will continue paying into Social Security. And though
the poverty rate among the elderly is higher in the United States than
other G7 countries, the average older American is wealthier than his
or her counterparts in other countries. The elderly tend to have longer
work lives and depend less on public pensions. The United States has a
mature private pension system, and the share of elderly income coming
from private pensions is higher than in any other OECD country. The
United States also has more room to raise taxes. If the country decided
to tax itself enough to pay for all projected federal outlays in 2040, even
without making any cuts to entitlement benefits, the tax burden in comparison with the size of the economy would still be below the current

20

Balance Owed: Federal Debt and Deficits

Table 1. Un ited State s Compared wit h t he Re st of t he G7
i n 2040: Younger P opulation, We alt h i er Elderly, More
Tax Room
2040
	United States	Rest of G7
Elderly share of the total population

26%

35%

Elderly to non-elderly total income ratio

1.4:1

1:1

Tax revenues (as percentage of GDP) needed
to cover the total increase in elderly benefits

41%

48%

Source: Center for Strategic and International Studies (2012).

level of most European countries. And economists expect economic
growth to be stronger in the United States than in nearly every other
G7 country.
Other G7 countries may have been forced to act sooner than the
United States on entitlement reform. They have much more expensive
old-age entitlement systems, and they have been dealing with older populations and higher public debt for longer. But most have placed smart
cost controls on their systems, while also managing to pay for a larger
share of the expense. The United States spends less on old-age benefits,
but the projected growth in those benefits is much steeper, and no real
plan is in place to pay for it all. Barring significant policy changes, the
United States will end up in a worse debt situation in 2040 than the
European welfare states that offer more generous old-age benefits.

FUTURE PROSPECTS
Recent bipartisan deals have offered at a least a pause in the political
conflicts over fiscal policy, though there are no prospects for any larger
deal. After four years of continuing resolutions and no annual budgets,
Congress agreed to two-year budget deals in early 2014, and then again
in late 2015 that loosened sequestration caps, but otherwise kept taxation and expenditures at roughly existing levels. In 2014, the Republican-led House voted to raise the debt limit without any conditions, the
first so-called clean increase since 2009. They did so again in 2015.
The Obama administration and congressional Republicans have
submitted long-term budget proposals that would moderate the debt
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trajectory, albeit to different degrees. Obama’s plan would slow debt
growth in the long term; the Republican plan would set debt on a downward long-term trajectory, eventually leading to a zero-debt balance.37
Both parties agree that Medicare costs should be controlled. The
main cost savings in Obama’s plan target Medicare. The Republican
plan would squeeze even more cost savings out of health-care entitlements in the long term, mostly from means-testing Medicare and raising its eligibility age, along with cutting spending for Medicaid.
But plenty of disagreement between the two parties remains. The
Obama and Republican plans differ on taxes and discretionary spending. Obama’s plan relies mostly on higher revenues from tax hikes on
the wealthy to lower the debt-to-GDP ratio. It would also considerably boost discretionary spending, busting the sequestration caps. The
Republican plan relies only on spending cuts—and the cuts to discretionary programs would be deep, amounting to four times what the
original sequestration bill was going to slash.38 Social Security, meanwhile, takes no budget hit in either plan. Obama has even backtracked
on Social Security reform since his previous budget, choosing in his
recent budget plans not to propose a less-generous measure of inflation
to calculate benefits.
Although both parties agree that the current debt situation is unsustainable, they are still far from agreeing on how to resolve it. Even if they
can reach agreement on a reform plan, the biggest challenge may be to
persuade the American public of its merits.

Endnotes
1. For a review of the literature, see “On Reinhart and Rogoff,” Committee for a
Responsible Federal Budget, May 3, 2013, http://crfb.org/blogs/reinhart-and-rogoff.
2. Andrea Pescatori et al., “Debt and Growth: Is There a Magic Threshold,” IMF Working
Paper no. 1434, February 2014, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2014/
wp1434.pdf.
3. “Changes in CBO’s Baseline Projections Since 2001,” Congressional Budget Office,
June 7, 2012, http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/06-07ChangesSince2001Baseline.pdf.
4. “Summary of Receipts, Outlays, Surpluses, or Deficits as Percentages of GDP: 19302020,” Office of Management and Budget, table 1.2, http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/
budget/historicals.
5. For report, debt figures defined as debt held by the public or net public debt. World
Economic Outlook Database (October 2015 dataset), International Monetary Fund,
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2015/02/weodata/index.aspx.
6. World Economic Outlook Database (October 2015 dataset), International Monetary
Fund,
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2015/02/weodata/index.aspx.
Simple (not weighted) average used for the “rest of G7” calculations. Note that the U.S.
net public debt figures provided by the IMF are slightly different from those provided
by the CBO. We use the IMF figures in the accompanying infographic to allow for
international comparisons. The CBO does not provide figures for countries other than
the United States.
7. “The 2015 Long-Term Budget Outlook,” CBO, June 2015, http://www.cbo.gov/sites/
default/files/114th-congress-2015-2016/reports/50250-LongTermBudgetOutlook-3.pdf.
8. “The 2015 Long-Term Budget Outlook,” CBO. We use the projection that assumes
economic feedback loops of debt; and Richard Jackson et al, “The Global Aging
Preparedness Index, Second Edition,” Center for Strategic and International
Studies, October 2013, http://csis.org/publication/global-aging-preparedness-indexsecond-edition.
9. Richard Jackson et al., “The Global Aging Preparedness Index, Second Edition,”
Center for Strategic and International Studies, October, 2013, http://csis.org/
publication/global-aging-preparedness-index-second-edition. These projections
assume deficits will be financed with debt. Note that the CSIS U.S. net public debt
projections are closer to the CBO’s alternative scenario, which many experts believe is
more realistic, than the CBO’s baseline scenario.
10. Ibid.
11. OECD Economic Outlook 2014, no. 1, table 4.4, http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/
economics/oecd-economic-outlook-volume-2014-issue-1_eco_outlook-v2014-1-en.
Note that the OECD projections are of net financial liabilities and only go to 2030,
whereas the CSIS projections go to 2040.

22

Balance Owed: Federal Debt and Deficits

23

12. “Monthly Statement of the Public Debt,” U.S. Department of Treasury, https://www.
treasurydirect.gov/govt/reports/pd/mspd/mspd.htm; and “Major Foreign Holders
of Treasury Securities,” U.S. Department of Treasury, http://ticdata.treasury.gov/
Publish/mfh.txt. Foreign-owned share calculated by dividing the total amount of U.S.
marketable debt by the total amount of marketable debt owned by foreigners.
13. “Major Foreign Holders of Treasury Securities,” U.S. Department of Treasury.
14. Bill Conerly, “Future of the Dollar as World Reserve Currency,” Forbes, October 25, 2013,
http://www.forbes.com/sites/billconerly/2013/10/25/future-of-the-dollar-as-worldreserve-currency.
15. “Currency Composition of Official Foreign Exchange Reserves (COFER) (in millions
of U.S. dollars),” IMF Statistics Department COFER database and International
Financial Statistics, http://www.imf.org/external/np/sta/cofer/eng/index.htm.
16. “Market yield on U.S. Treasury securities at 10-year constant maturity, quoted
on investment basis,” Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve, http://www.
federalreserve.gov/datadownload/Chart.aspx?rel=H15&series=0809abf197c17f1ff0b
2180fe7015cc3&lastObs=&from=04/01/1953&to=04/30/2014&filetype=spreadsheet
ml&label=include&layout=seriescolumn&pp=.
17. “Outlays by Budget Enforcement Act Category as Percentages of GDP: 1962–2020,”
Office of Management and Budget, table 8.4, http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/
budget/historicals.
18. “The 2015 Long-Term Budget Outlook,” CBO, p. 74.
19. William D. Cohan, “Erskine Bowles: ‘We Face the Most Predictable Economic Crisis in
History’,” Huffington Post, April 30, 2012, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/30/
erskine-bowles-economic-crisis_n_1464999.html.
20. Some legal scholars believe the president could technically bypass Congress, ignore the
debt limit, and order the Treasury to keep printing checks, but no president has to date.
21. “Debt Limit,” U.S. Department of Treasury, http://www.treasury.gov/initiatives/
pages/debtlimit.aspx.
22. “The Cost of Crisis-Driven Fiscal Policy,” Peter G. Peterson Foundation, October 2013,
p. 6, http://pgpf.org/sites/default/files/10112013_crisis_driven_report_fullreport.pdf.
The fiscal policy uncertainty index has four main components: “(a) news mentions
of economic policy uncertainty; (b) the value of tax provisions expiring within two
years; (c) forecasters’ disagreement about government spending one year ahead; (d)
forecasters’ disagreement about inflation one year ahead.”
23. Ibid.
24. Calculations by the CRFB on October 30, 2015. Calculations are for 2011 to 2025,
comparing current law from 2011 against deficit reduction legislative changes and no
other legislative changes.
25. Doug Elmendorf, “Comments About CBO’s Projections for Federal Healthcare
Spending,” Congressional Budget Office, March 10, 2014, http://www.cbo.gov/
publication/45175.
26. “2015 Long-Term Budget Outlook,” CBO.
27. Calculations by CRFB on October 30, 2015, using the CBO’s June 2015 long-term
projection.
28. Andrew Kohut, “Debt and Deficit: A Public Opinion Dilemma,” Pew Research Center,
June 14, 2012, http://www.people-press.org/2012/06/14/debt-and-deficit-a-publicopinion-dilemma.
29. “In Deficit Debate, Public Resists Cuts in Entitlements and Aid to Poor,” Pew
Research Center, December, 19, 2013, http://www.people-press.org/2013/12/19/
in-deficit-debate-public-resists-cuts-in-entitlements-and-aid-to-poor.

24

Balance Owed: Federal Debt and Deficits

30. Stephen Ohlemacher and Emily Swanson, “AP-GfK Poll: Most back Obama plan to
raise investment taxes,” Associated Press, February 22, 2015, http://ap-gfkpoll.com/
featured/findings-from-our-lastest-poll-2; see also Paul Steinhauser, “Trio of Polls:
Support for raising taxes on the wealthy,” CNN, December 6, 2012, http://politicalticker.
blogs.cnn.com/2012/12/06/trio-of-polls-support-for-raising-taxes-on-wealthy.
31. See, for example, Paul Krugman, “Addicted to the Apocalypse,” New York Times,
October 24, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/25/opinion/krugman-addictedto-the-apocalypse.html.
32. Sinichi Nishiyama, “Fiscal Policy Effects in a Heterogeneous-Agent OverlappingGenerations Economy with an Aging Population,” CBO Working Paper no. 2013-07,
December 2013, http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/44941Nishiyama.pdf.
33. Richard Jackson, “What world can teach U.S. about entitlements,” CNN, April 25, 2014,
http://globalpublicsquare.blogs.cnn.com/2014/04/25/what-world-can-teach-u-sabout-entitlements.
34. Richard Jackson, “Lessons from Abroad for the U.S. Entitlement Debate,” Center for
Strategic and International Studies, 2014, http://csis.org/files/publication/140324_
Jackson_LessonsFromAbroad_Web.pdf.
35. “Fiscal Monitor: Taxing Times,” IMF, World Economic and Financial Survey, October
2013, p. 52, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fm/2013/02/pdf/fm1302.pdf.
36. Jackson, “Lessons from Abroad.”
37. “CBO’s Analysis of the President’s FY 2015 Budget,” Committee for a Responsible
Federal Budget (CRFB), April 17, 2014, http://crfb.org/sites/default/files/cbo_
analysis_presidents_fy_2015_budget.pdf.
38. “Discretionary Spending in Ryan’s FY2015 Budget,” CRFB, April 3, 2014, http://crfb.
org/blogs/discretionary-spending-ryans-fy-2015-budget.

The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) is an independent, nonpartisan membership organization, think
tank, and publisher dedicated to being a resource for its members, government officials, business executives, journalists, educators and students, civic and religious leaders, and other interested citizens in order
to help them better understand the world and the foreign policy choices facing the United States and other
countries. Founded in 1921, CFR carries out its mission by maintaining a diverse membership, with special
programs to promote interest and develop expertise in the next generation of foreign policy leaders; convening meetings at its headquarters in New York and in Washington, DC, and other cities where senior
government officials, members of Congress, global leaders, and prominent thinkers come together with
Council members to discuss and debate major international issues; supporting a Studies Program that fosters independent research, enabling CFR scholars to produce articles, reports, and books and hold roundtables that analyze foreign policy issues and make concrete policy recommendations; publishing Foreign
Affairs, the preeminent journal on international affairs and U.S. foreign policy; sponsoring Independent
Task Forces that produce reports with both findings and policy prescriptions on the most important foreign
policy topics; and providing up-to-date information and analysis about world events and American foreign
policy on its website, CFR.org.
The Council on Foreign Relations takes no institutional positions on policy issues and has no affiliation
with the U.S. government. All views expressed in its publications and on its website are the sole responsibility of the author or authors.
For further information about CFR or this Special Report, please write to the Council on Foreign Relations, 58 East 68th Street, New York, NY 10065, or call the Communications office at 212.434.9888. Visit
our website, CFR.org.
Copyright © 2016 by the Council on Foreign Relations ® Inc.
All rights reserved.
Printed in the United States of America.
This publication may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form beyond the reproduction permitted
by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law Act (17 U.S.C. Sections 107 and 108) and excerpts by
reviewers for the public press, without express written permission from the Council on Foreign Relations.

