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12. ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS
The U.S. economy completed its sixth consecutive
year of economic expansion as 2007 drew to a close. 1
Although some uncertainty exists about the short-run
outlook, the Administration’s economic forecast projects
sustained growth in the years ahead. Since 2001, the
U.S. economy has repeatedly demonstrated its resilience to shocks and setbacks while benefiting from progrowth policies, including tax relief and ongoing efforts
to promote investment in innovative technologies and
to liberalize international trade. Federal Reserve monetary policy actions have also played a constructive role
in prolonging the expansion.
The economy has successfully overcome a series of
shocks, including large declines in the stock market
and business equipment spending; the terrorist attacks
of September 11, 2001 followed by the onset of the
Global War on Terror; sharp increases in prices for
crude oil; and substantial damage and disruptions during the 2005 hurricane season. In the last two years
a new set of shocks has troubled the economy. A housing market slowdown began in 2006 and is continuing
into 2008. In 2007, many high-risk mortgages went into
default, causing losses at financial institutions. The
heightened uncertainty resulting from these losses has
threatened to curtail credit availability for many borrowers.
Despite these unfavorable recent events, the U.S.
economy continued to expand in 2007, with gains in
productivity, incomes, and employment. More than 8
million net new payroll jobs have been added since
August 2003. The Administration’s economic forecast
projects that the current expansion will continue, providing a solid foundation of sustained non-inflationary
real growth to underlie the Federal budget outlook.
Nonetheless, facing mixed economic signals and the risk
of slower economic growth, in January 2008 the President called for the enactment of an economic growth
package to bolster business investment and consumer
spending thus promoting growth and job creation.
Recent Economic Performance
At the end of 2007, as the 2009 Budget was being
prepared, U.S. real gross domestic product (GDP) had
been increasing for 24 consecutive quarters, at an average annual rate of 2.8 percent. Over the most recent
four quarters, real GDP also grew 2.8 percent. Increases in employment and gains in the productive efficiency of the U.S. workforce have combined to generate
this sustained growth in real output.
• In labor markets, nonfarm payroll employment
has increased by nearly 8.4 million net new jobs
since the post-recession low in August 2003, with
1

Economic performance is discussed in terms of calendar years. Budget figures are
in terms of fiscal years.

about 1.3 million of those job gains occurring during the most recent twelve months (through December).
• Reflecting the expanding job market, the unemployment rate was 5.0 percent at the end of 2007,
which is up from its low point in March—4.4 percent—but noticeably lower than its average during
each of the past three decades.
• Labor productivity gains—the increase in output
per hour of labor—were especially strong earlier
in the expansion, providing a substantial boost
to growth in real GDP. On average, output per
hour in the nonfarm business sector has increased
at a 2.5 percent rate during the current expansion
(since the final quarter of 2001). 2
• These productivity gains have extended the strong
productivity performance of the previous decade.
Since the end of 1995, labor productivity in the
nonfarm business sector has increased at a 2.6
percent average annual rate, more than a percentage point higher than the average growth rate
from 1973 to 1995—1.5 percent.
Strong growth in labor productivity is a fundamental
building block for long-term economic performance and
is the basis for rising real wages and an increasing
standard of living for American workers and families.
• Reflecting labor gains from stronger productivity
growth, real hourly earnings of production workers
have risen at an average annual rate of 0.5 percent over the past two years.
• Real disposable personal income per capita is up
11.7 percent in the current expansion, compared
with 8.6 percent during the equivalent period of
the 1990s expansion.
Other indicators also point to the sustained solid performance of the U.S. economy in recent years:
• Through the third quarter, real consumer spending had increased at a 2.6 percent annual rate
so far in 2007, following increases of 3.4 percent
during 2006 and 2.8 percent during 2005.
• Business investment in nonresidential structures
continued to make strong real gains in 2007, rising at a 16 percent annual rate through the third
quarter of the year, on track to being the strongest
increase in more than two decades.
• Real business investment in durable equipment
and software increased at a healthy 3.7 percent
annual rate through the third quarter of 2007,
following increases of 2.5 percent during 2006 and
7.1 percent during 2005.
2 The nonfarm business sector accounts for about three-fourths of the value of GDP,
with households, nonprofit institutions, and government accounting for the remainder. The
nonfarm business sector serves as the reference standard for productivity.
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• Real net exports continued to improve during 2007
as real exports grew 9.0 percent at an annual
rate through the third quarter, while import
growth slowed to just 1.8 percent. For the first
time in over a decade, real net exports contributed
positively to real GDP growth in 2006–2007.
Although the overall performance of the U.S. economy
has been good and the gains have translated into solid
growth of income and wealth, the economy faces important challenges that have become more serious as 2008
begins:
• The housing market and residential investment activity began to slow in 2006 and continued to fall
throughout 2007, subtracting significantly from
real GDP growth. Housing starts peaked at an
annual rate of nearly 2.3 million units early in
2006, but have since fallen to about 1.0 million
units—the lowest level in over a decade. During
the first three quarters of 2007, real residential
investment spending was on track to subtract
about 0.9 percentage point from overall real GDP
growth. It now appears that the effects of the
housing slump on real GDP growth will persist
into 2008, holding down growth and delaying the
expected rebound in activity.
• Financial uncertainty has increased as the effects
of the housing slump spread to the subprime segment of the mortgage market, and then to financial markets more generally. The Federal Reserve
has acted decisively to expand credit and to lower
interest rates, and the Department of Treasury
has also taken steps to restore confidence. These
measures have helped maintain liquidity, but uncertainty remains high. Higher risk premiums on
all but the most secure loans may exact a growth
penalty in the near term that would be moderated
by the President’s proposals to promote economic
growth.
• Energy prices—notably crude oil and gasoline
prices—have increased sharply. The benchmark
price for West Texas Intermediate crude oil increased from under $30 a barrel in September
2003 to near $100 a barrel in January 2008. Over
the same period, the average retail price of gasoline nationwide rose from around $1.50 a gallon
to over $3.00 a gallon. Higher energy prices slow
growth, but the recent increase in prices has had
a much smaller overall effect on growth than previous oil price shocks in the 1970s and 1980s.
• Large imbalances in U.S. international accounts
persisted into 2007 with the current account deficit at 5.1 percent of GDP in the third quarter.
Even so, the international imbalances have begun
to improve for the first time in several years. A
year earlier the current account deficit was 6.6
percent of GDP.
During 2007, the economy continued to grow in the
face of these challenges. Growth appears to have slowed
in the final quarter of 2007 as the combination of weak
housing markets, financial uncertainty, and higher en-
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ergy prices have combined to limit demand. There are
positive factors, however, that could help offset these
negative developments and provide a foundation for revived growth by the end of 2008, especially if augmented by passage of the President’s proposals to promote economic growth.
• Inflation has increased along with the rise in food
and energy prices, but core inflation, excluding
the volatile food and energy components, subsided
from around 2.6 percent in 2006 to 2.4 percent
during 2007. With core inflation under control the
prospects are good for a lower inflation rate in
the long run when energy prices stabilize.
• Faster economic growth abroad has helped U.S.
exports, and contributed to the decline in the current account deficit. The improvement in net exports has been large enough to offset the decline
in growth from housing investment over the last
four quarters.
• Employment growth slowed in 2007, but gains continued through the end of the year. The unemployment rate crept up from 4.5 percent to 5.0 percent,
but unemployment remains well below its average
level in earlier periods of slow growth.
Policy Background
The fiscal and monetary policies of the past seven
years contributed to good economic performance. Looking back, timely tax relief and reductions in interest
rates promoted the economy’s recovery from recession
and helped the Nation overcome the adverse effects
from the various shocks it has faced since 2001. Those
policies augmented by short-term proposals to promote
economic growth continue to provide a solid foundation
for future economic performance.
Fiscal Policy: Beginning in 2001, the Administration
proposed, and the Congress enacted, significant tax relief designed to promote recovery in output, income,
and jobs—and to provide a strong basis for continued
economic expansion in the long term. Key tax relief
legislation included:
• The Economic Growth and Tax Relief and Reconciliation Act of 2001 lowered marginal income
tax rates; reduced the marriage tax penalty; and
created a new, lower 10 percent tax bracket,
among other changes.
• The Jobs and Growth Tax Relief Reconciliation
Act of 2003 lowered income tax rates, reduced the
marriage penalty, raised the child tax credit, and
raised the exemption amount for the individual
Alternative Minimum Tax. The Act also reduced
tax rates on dividend income and capital gains
and expanded bonus depreciation and small business expensing of equipment purchases.
Additional legislation of recent years extended tax
relief, helping to ensure that key provisions would continue and not expire. The quick adoption of an effective
growth package of broad-based tax relief would bolster
consumption and investment and help keep instability
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and uncertainty from causing additional harm to the
overall economy.
Monetary Policy and Interest Rates: As 2008 begins, the Federal Reserve has oriented monetary policy
toward sustaining non-inflationary real economic
growth. Beginning in 2004, as the expansion strengthened, the Federal Reserve raised the Federal funds rate
in a steady series of increases from 1 percent eventually
reaching 5.25 percent in 2006. The Federal funds rate
remained at 5.25 percent for over a year. In September
2007, the Federal Reserve announced a fifty basis point
reduction in its target rate in response to the threats
to liquidity unfolding in financial markets. This was
a preemptive action intended to maintain the level of
aggregate demand in the economy and sustain the recovery. At the time of this action, the Federal Reserve
stated:
Economic growth was moderate during the first
half of the year, but the tightening of credit conditions has the potential to intensify the housing
correction and to restrain economic growth more
generally. Today’s action is intended to help forestall some of the adverse effects on the broader
economy that might otherwise arise from the disruptions in financial markets and to promote moderate growth over time.
Since then, the Federal Reserve has lowered interest
rates further. The Administration’s forecast for interest
rates, presented below, is consistent with market expectations for the interest rate outlook at the time the
forecast was completed in mid-November. It anticipates
that rates will gradually recover when the current financial situation stabilizes. Long-term interest rates,
notably the yield on 10-year Treasury notes, have been
low by historical standards for many years. The 10year rate has been less than 5.0 percent, except for
brief intervals, for seven years. The forecast anticipates
that the yield spread between short-term and long-term
rates will eventually widen.
Trade and Regulatory Policies and Competitiveness Initiatives: The Administration has sought to advance a comprehensive set of policies to promote the
short- and long-term performance of the U.S. economy,
including trade and regulatory policies and initiatives
aimed at boosting competitiveness in domestic and
international markets. Expanding opportunities in
international trade and investment has been one of the
Administration’s top priorities. Efforts to negotiate and
implement bilateral, regional, and multilateral agreements to promote international trade and investment
with countries around the world are intended to create
and expand markets for U.S. exports and strengthen
the U.S. economy while also creating new economic opportunities for our trading partners. These policies will
also help to alleviate poverty in the developing world
and promote democratic reform. The Administration’s
American Competitiveness Initiative is targeted at advancing U.S. competitiveness through promoting technological innovation, opening new markets, increasing

research in the physical sciences and engineering, and
protecting intellectual property. Efforts also continue
to streamline and simplify Federal regulations that can
hinder economic growth and job creation.
Economic Projections
The Administration’s economic projections are summarized in Table 12–1. The assumptions are based on
information available as of mid-November 2007 and are
close to those of the Congressional Budget Office and
the consensus of private-sector forecasters, as shown
in Table 12–2 and discussed in more detail below.
Real GDP, Potential GDP, and Unemployment
Rate: Real GDP, which is estimated to have increased
2.7 percent during 2007 on a fourth quarter-over-fourth
quarter basis, is also projected to increase 2.7 percent
this year. This is somewhat below the economy’s potential growth rate and reflects the growth penalty exacted
by the housing slowdown and the energy price runup.
As a result, the unemployment rate is projected to average 4.9 percent in 2008, up from 4.6 percent in 2007.
In 2009, the rate of growth is projected to recover to
3.0 percent, and the unemployment rate to settle in
on its long-run level of 4.8 percent, which is near the
center of the range thought to be consistent with stable
inflation. Beyond 2009, growth slows gradually as slower labor force growth lowers the economy’s potential
growth rate.
The main sources of growth in demand in coming
years are likely to be net exports, business investment,
and, to a lesser extent, consumer spending. The contributions to overall growth from residential investment
and the government sector are expected to be modest,
although beyond 2008, housing should cease to be a
negative influence on growth.
Potential growth of real GDP (including the government sector) is projected to be about 3.0 percent over
the next two years, trending down to 2.8 percent by
2013, because of an expected slowing in labor force
growth. The labor force is projected to grow about 0.9
percent per year on average from 2006 through 2009,
slowing to about 0.6 percent per year on average during
2009–2013 as increasing numbers of baby boomers retire.
Trend productivity growth in the nonfarm business
sector is assumed to be 2.5 percent per year. This is
equal to the average pace of productivity growth so
far in the current expansion, which began in the final
quarter of 2001, and equal to the average pace of
growth from 1995 through 2000. It is also not far from
the average growth rate throughout the post-World War
II period since the end of 1948—2.2 percent.
Inflation: Inflation was volatile in 2007, in large
part because of fluctuations in energy prices. With the
projected easing of these prices, inflation is likely to
be lower. On a year-over-year basis, the CPI is projected to have increased 2.8 percent in 2007 and to
increase by 2.7 percent this year but to settle down
at a 2.3 percent rate in 2010 through 2013. This infla-
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Table 12–1.

ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS 1

(Calendar years; dollar amounts in billions)
Projections

Actual
2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

13,195
11,319
116.6

13,837
11,573
119.6

14,480
11,886
121.8

15,215
12,245
124.2

15,987
12,615
126.7

16,782
12,982
129.3

17,603
13,351
131.8

18,462
13,727
134.5

5.4
2.6
2.7

5.1
2.7
2.3

4.8
2.7
2.0

5.1
3.0
2.0

5.0
3.0
2.0

5.0
2.9
2.0

4.9
2.8
2.0

4.9
2.8
2.0

6.1
2.9
3.2

4.9
2.2
2.6

4.6
2.7
1.9

5.1
3.0
2.0

5.1
3.0
2.0

5.0
2.9
2.0

4.9
2.8
2.0

4.9
2.8
2.0

Incomes, billions of current dollars:
Corporate profits before tax ...........................................
Wages and salaries ........................................................
Other taxable income 2 ...................................................

1,806
6,018
2,858

1,896
6,405
3,053

1,920
6,710
3,247

1,971
7,057
3,450

1,970
7,434
3,630

1,947
7,824
3,776

1,950
8,217
3,917

1,981
8,623
4,102

Consumer Price Index: 3
Level (1982–84=100), annual average ..........................
Percent change, fourth quarter over fourth quarter ......
Percent change, year over year ....................................

201.6
2.0
3.2

207.3
3.9
2.8

212.8
2.1
2.7

217.3
2.2
2.1

222.3
2.3
2.3

227.4
2.3
2.3

232.6
2.3
2.3

238.0
2.3
2.3

Unemployment rate, civilian, percent:
Fourth quarter level ........................................................
Annual average ...............................................................

4.5
4.6

4.8
4.6

4.9
4.9

4.8
4.9

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

Federal pay raises, January, percent:
Military 4 ...........................................................................
Civilian 5 ..........................................................................

3.1
3.1

2.7
2.2

3.5
3.5

3.4
2.9

NA
NA

NA
NA

NA
NA

NA
NA

Interest rates, percent:
91-day Treasury bills 6 ....................................................
10-year Treasury notes ..................................................

4.7
4.8

4.4
4.7

3.7
4.6

3.8
4.9

4.0
5.1

4.1
5.2

4.1
5.3

4.1
5.3

Gross Domestic Product (GDP):
Levels, dollar amounts in billions:
Current dollars ................................................................
Real, chained (2000) dollars ..........................................
Chained price index (2000=100), annual average ........
Percent change, fourth quarter over fourth quarter:
Current dollars ................................................................
Real, chained (2000) dollars ..........................................
Chained price index (2000=100) ....................................
Percent change, year over year:
Current dollars ................................................................
Real, chained (2000) dollars ..........................................
Chained price index (2000=100) ....................................

NA = Not Available.
1 Based on information available as of November 15, 2007.
2 Dividends, rent, interest and proprietors’ income components of personal income.
3 Seasonally adjusted CPI for all urban consumers.
4 Percentages apply to basic pay only; percentages to be proposed for years after 2009 have not yet been determined.
5 Overall average increase, including locality pay adjustments. Percentages to be proposed for years after 2009 have not yet been determined.
6 Average rate, secondary market (bank discount basis).

tion rate projection extends the generally well-contained
inflation experience of the last decade. The GDP price
index is projected to have increased 2.6 percent in 2007,
and to moderate to 2.0 percent by 2009, slightly less
than the projected rate of CPI inflation, which is the
usual pattern.
The low inflation projection reflects the low core rate
of inflation in 2007, well-contained inflation expectations, and the maintenance of low inflation in the long
run consistent with Federal Reserve monetary policy
objectives.
Interest Rates: Interest rates declined sharply in
the second half of 2007. Short-term rates are projected
to remain below 4 percent for the next two years and
then to rise to 4.1 percent in 2011. The yield on the
10-year Treasury note has also fallen as investors have
sought the security of Treasury debt during the recent
period of heightened financial uncertainty. In the projection period, long-term rates rise again as financial
concerns are alleviated and a more normal historical

relationship is restored. The 10-year rate is projected
to increase to 5.3 percent by 2012.
These forecast rates are historically low, reflecting
lower inflation in the forecast. After adjusting for inflation, the projected real interest rates are close to their
historical averages.
Income Shares: The share of labor compensation
in GDP was low by historical standards in 2007 and
is expected to increase, while the share of corporate
profits is projected to decline from the unusually high
levels it has reached. So far in the current expansion,
the growth of hourly compensation adjusted for inflation has lagged the growth of productivity. During the
projection period, however, real hourly labor compensation is expected to exceed productivity growth, which
would raise the labor share in GDP back closer to its
historical average, while constraining profits.
While the overall share of labor compensation is expected to increase by about 1 percentage point of GDP,
the wage share is expected to rise proportionately less
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than the share of supplements to wages and salaries.
Rising health insurance costs will put upward pressure
on the share of supplements while holding down the
expected rise in the cash wage share.
Corporate profits before tax have risen sharply as
a share of GDP since their recent low point in 2001.
Profits have benefited from lower interest rates and
moderate wage growth. The sharp increase in productivity growth in 2001–2003 also gave a boost to profits.
More recently, corporate earnings overseas have helped
raise the profits of American corporations. Some of
these factors are not likely to continue at the same
pace in future years, and profits relative to GDP are
expected to moderate over the forecast period, ending
much closer to their historical average in 2013.
Comparison with CBO and Private-Sector
Forecasts
In addition to the Administration, the Congressional
Budget Office (CBO) and many private-sector forecasters also make economic projections. CBO develops
its projections to aid Congress in formulating budget
policy. In the executive branch, this function is performed jointly by the ‘‘Troika’’ consisting of the DepartTable 12–2.

ment of Treasury, the Council of Economic Advisers,
and the Office of Management and Budget. Privatesector forecasts are often used by businesses for current
decision-making and in long-term planning, and the
‘‘consensus’’ or average serves as a useful benchmark
for comparison. Table 12–2 compares the 2009 Budget
assumptions with projections as of January 2008 by
CBO and by the Blue Chip Consensus, an average of
about 50 private-sector forecasts.
The three sets of economic assumptions are based
on different underlying assumptions concerning economic policies. The Administration forecast generally
assumes that the President’s Budget proposals will be
enacted. In contrast, the CBO baseline projection assumes that current law as of the time the estimates
are made remains unchanged. The 50 or so private
forecasters in the Blue Chip Consensus make differing
policy assumptions. Despite these differences, the three
sets of economic projections, shown in Table 12–2, are
fairly close. The similarity of the Budget’s economic
projections to both the CBO baseline projections and
the Consensus forecast underscores the conservative nature of the Administration forecast.

COMPARISON OF ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS
(Calendar years)
Projections

GDP (billions of current dollars):
2009 Budget ......................................................................................................................................
CBO January .....................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 .......................................................................................................

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

14,480
14,330
14,448

15,215
14,997
15,150

15,987
15,812
15,906

16,782
16,651
16,705

17,603
17,453
17,551

18,462
18,243
18,428

Average,
2008–13

Real GDP (chain-weighted): 1
2009 Budget ......................................................................................................................................
CBO January .....................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 .......................................................................................................

2.7
1.7
2.2

3.0
2.8
2.7

3.0
3.5
2.8

2.9
3.4
2.9

2.8
2.9
2.9

2.8
2.6
2.8

2.9
2.8
2.7

Chain-weighted GDP Price Index: 1
2009 Budget ......................................................................................................................................
CBO January .....................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 .......................................................................................................

1.9
1.9
2.1

2.0
1.8
2.1

2.0
1.8
2.1

2.0
1.8
2.1

2.0
1.9
2.1

2.0
1.9
2.1

2.0
1.8
2.1

Consumer Price Index (all-urban): 1
2009 Budget ......................................................................................................................................
CBO January .....................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 .......................................................................................................

2.7
2.9
2.9

2.1
2.3
2.3

2.3
2.2
2.3

2.3
2.2
2.3

2.3
2.2
2.3

2.3
2.2
2.3

2.3
2.3
2.4

Unemployment rate: 3
2009 Budget ......................................................................................................................................
CBO January .....................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 .......................................................................................................

4.9
5.1
5.0

4.9
5.4
5.0

4.8
5.1
4.8

4.8
4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8
4.8

4.8
5.0
4.9

Interest rates: 3
91-day Treasury bills:
2009 Budget ..................................................................................................................................
CBO January ................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 ...................................................................................................

3.7
3.2
3.4

3.8
4.2
3.9

4.0
4.6
4.5

4.1
4.7
4.5

4.1
4.7
4.5

4.1
4.7
4.5

4.0
4.3
4.2

10-year Treasury notes: 3
2009 Budget ..................................................................................................................................
CBO January ................................................................................................................................
Blue Chip Consensus January 2 ...................................................................................................

4.6
4.2
4.3

4.9
4.9
4.8

5.1
5.2
5.2

5.2
5.2
5.2

5.3
5.2
5.2

5.3
5.2
5.2

5.1
5.0
5.0

Sources: Congressional Budget Office; Blue Chip Economic Indicators, Aspen Publishers, Inc.
1 Year-over-year percent change.
2 January 2008 Blue Chip Consensus forecast for 2008 and 2009; Blue Chip October 2007 long-run extension for 2010–2013.
3 Annual averages, percent.
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The biggest differences in the forecasts are for real
GDP growth in 2008. The Administration, CBO, and
the Blue Chip Consensus all anticipate slow to moderate growth this year, but the Administration projects
2.7 percent growth on a year-over-year basis, while the
Consensus projects 2.2 percent growth, and CBO forecasts a 1.7 percent growth rate. For calendar year 2009,
the forecasts are closer. The Administration forecasts
3.0 percent real growth, while the Consensus forecast
is for 2.7 percent and CBO expects 2.8 percent. In
2010–2011, the Administration expects growth to average 3.0 percent, while the Consensus projects an average of 2.9 percent. For this period, CBO is the outlier,
expecting a relatively sharp bounce-back that pushes
up the growth rate to an average of 3.5 percent. In
the final two years of the forecast period, the Administration expects growth to slow with the decline in the
potential growth rate as the baby-boom cohort begins
to retire in large numbers. CBO also expects the growth
rate to decline for this reason (and because they assume
a negative effect from the current-law expiration of the
2001–2003 tax cuts), but so far the Consensus has not
incorporated the likely demographic slowdown in its
long-range projections. Over the six-year span as a
whole, the Administration, CBO, and the Consensus
all project average annual growth rates in a narrow
range of 2.7 to 2.9 percent, with the Administration
forecast being the highest.
The three inflation forecasts are much closer. All
three forecasts anticipate a slowdown in inflation in
2008–2009 followed by continued low inflation in the
range of 1.8 to 2.1 percent as measured by the GDP
price index and between 2.2 and 2.3 percent as measured by the CPI. CBO has a lower forecast than the
Administration and the Consensus. The three unemployment rate projections are also similar with projected rates converging on 4.8 percent following somewhat higher unemployment over the next 2 to 3 years.
All three forecasts recognize the sharp decline in Treasury interest rates at the end of 2007. All three forecasts
anticipate that long-term rates will rise between 2008
and 2009 and converge on a higher level in 2011 and
beyond. That long-term stable value is 5.2 percent for
CBO and the Consensus and 5.3 percent for the Administration. There are more differences in the forecasts
of short-term interest rates. The Administration expects
lower short-term rates to persist for some time before
rising to 4.1 percent. CBO and the Consensus expect
short-term rates to rise to 4.7 percent and 4.5 percent,
respectively, within three years. This would elevate real
short-term interest rates above their historical average
and in combination with the long-term interest rate
forecasts would generate a tightly compressed yield
curve. The Administration forecast anticipates a gradual restoration of a more normal yield curve spread.
Changes in Economic Assumptions
The economic assumptions underlying this Budget for
2009 are similar to those of the 2008 Budget, as shown
in Table 12–3.

Real GDP growth is now expected to be 2.2 percent
in 2007, 2.7 percent in 2008, and 3.0 percent in 2009
on a year-over-year basis, moderating gradually to 2.8
percent by 2012 and 2013. In comparison, last year’s
Budget projections implied 2.6 percent real growth for
2007, 3.0 percent growth in 2008, 3.1 percent in 2009,
and moderating to 2.9 percent by 2012. The lower real
growth forecast in this year’s budget combined with
a slightly lower inflation forecast lowers the projected
level of nominal GDP compared with the 2008 Budget
projection.
The long-run unemployment rate projection is unchanged from the 2008 Budget at 4.8 percent. The 3month Treasury bill rate is expected to remain well
below last year’s forecast for most of the projection
period but to end at the same place, 4.1 percent. The
10-year Treasury note rate is again projected to rise
to 5.3 percent.
Structural and Cyclical Balances
An alternative budget measure called the structural
balance provides a useful perspective on the stance of
fiscal policy compared with the unadjusted budget balance. The unadjusted balance is affected by the cyclical
performance of the economy. When the economy operates below potential, the unemployment rate exceeds
the long-run sustainable average consistent with price
stability. As a result, receipts are lower and outlays
for unemployment-sensitive programs (such as unemployment compensation and food stamps) are higher
than they would be if all the resources were employed
at their normal levels; and the deficit is larger (or the
surplus smaller) than if the unemployment rate were
at its sustainable long-run average. The portion of the
deficit (or surplus) that can be traced to this factor
is called the cyclical component. The remaining portion
of the deficit is then called the structural deficit (or
structural surplus). It represents the deficit that would
prevail if all resources were employed at their normal
long-run levels. The structural balance provides a gauge
of the surplus or deficit that would persist if the economy were operating at the sustainable level of unemployment.
Estimates of the structural balance are based on the
historical relationship between changes in the unemployment rate and real GDP growth, known as ‘‘Okun’s
Law,’’ as well as relationships of unemployment and
real GDP growth with receipts and outlays. These estimated relationships take account of the major cyclical
changes in the economy and their effects on the budget,
but they do not reflect all possible cyclical relationships.
For example, the sharply rising stock market during
the second half of the 1990s boosted capital gains-related receipts and pulled down the deficit. The subsequent fall in the stock market reduced receipts and
added to the deficit. Some of this rise and fall was
cyclical in nature, but economists have not been able
to pin down the cyclical component of the stock market
exactly, and for that reason, all of the stock market’s
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Table 12–3.

COMPARISON OF ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS IN THE 2008 AND 2009 BUDGETS
(Calendar years; dollar amounts in billions)

Nominal GDP:
2008 Budget assumptions 1 ..............................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
Real GDP (2000 dollars):
2008 Budget assumptions 1 ..............................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
Real GDP (percent change): 2
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
GDP price index (percent change): 2
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
Consumer Price Index (percent change): 2
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
Civilian unemployment rate (percent): 3
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
91-day Treasury bill rate (percent): 3
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
10-year Treasury note rate (percent): 3
2008 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
2009 Budget assumptions ................................................................................................................................
1 Adjusted

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

13,903
13,837

14,665
14,480

15,458
15,215

16,265
15,987

17,094
16,782

17,946
17,603

18,840
18,462

11,623
11,573

11,975
11,886

12,346
12,245

12,718
12,615

13,100
12,982

13,484
13,351

13,878
13,727

2.6
2.2

3.0
2.7

3.1
3.0

3.0
3.0

3.0
2.9

2.9
2.8

2.9
2.8

2.5
2.3

2.3
2.0

2.2
2.0

2.1
2.0

2.0
2.0

2.0
2.0

2.0
2.0

2.1
2.8

2.6
2.7

2.5
2.1

2.4
2.3

2.3
2.3

2.3
2.3

2.3
2.3

4.6
4.6

4.8
4.9

4.8
4.9

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

4.8
4.8

4.7
4.4

4.6
3.7

4.4
3.8

4.2
4.0

4.1
4.1

4.1
4.1

4.1
4.1

5.0
4.7

5.1
4.6

5.2
4.9

5.3
5.1

5.3
5.2

5.3
5.3

5.3
5.3

for July 2007 NIPA revisions.

2 Year-over-year.
3 Calendar

year average.

contribution to receipts is counted in the structural balance.
No two business cycles are alike and some factors
unique to the current economic cycle also appear to
affect the deficit in ways not reflected in the usual
cyclical adjustments. The fall-off in labor force participation, from 67.1 percent of the U.S. population in
1997–2000 to 66.1 percent in 2004–2007, may be at
least partly cyclical in nature. Since the official unemployment rate does not include workers who have left
the labor force, the conventional measures of potential
GDP, incomes, and Government receipts understate the
extent to which potential work hours have been underutilized in the current expansion because of the decline
in labor force participation.
Another factor in the current cycle is the fall-off in
the wage and salary share of GDP, from 49.2 percent
in 2000 to 46.0 percent in 2007 (through the third
Table 12–4.

quarter). This change may also be at least partly cyclical. Since Federal tax collections depend heavily on
wage and salary income, the decline in the wage share
of GDP suggests that the true cyclical component of
the deficit could be understated for this reason as well.
There are also lags in the collection of tax revenue
that can delay the impact of cyclical effects beyond
the year in which they occur. The result is that even
after the unemployment rate has fallen, receipts may
remain cyclically depressed for some time until these
lagged effects have dissipated.
For all these reasons, the current estimates of the
level of the cyclical deficit are probably understated.
The current unemployment gap is near zero, and the
Administration forecasts that it will rise only slightly
and temporarily, but in the broader sense discussed
above, the cyclical gap is likely to be larger.

ADJUSTED STRUCTURAL BALANCE
(Fiscal years; in billions of dollars)

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

Unadjusted surplus or deficit (–) .....................
Cyclical component ......................................

128.2
39.4

–157.8
–85.1

–377.6
–127.2

–412.7
–82.1

–318.3
–32.0

–248.2
15.0

–162.0
15.4

–410.0
–12.6

–407.4
–12.4

–160.0
–2.6

Structural surplus or deficit (–) ........................
Deposit insurance outlays ...........................

88.8
1.6

–72.7
1.0

–250.3
1.4

–330.7
2.0

–286.4
1.4

–263.2
1.1

–177.4
1.5

–397.4
1.9

–395.0
3.5

Adjusted structural surplus or deficit (–) .........

87.2

–71.7

–248.9

–328.7

–285.0

–262.1

–175.9

–395.5

–391.6

NOTE: The NAIRU is assumed to be 4.8%.

2012

2013

–94.8
–0.1

48.0
............

29.3
............

–157.4
5.2

–94.7
5.4

48.0
5.6

29.3
5.3

–152.3

–89.3

53.7

34.7
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During fiscal year 2001 the unemployment rate appears to have been lower than could be sustained in
the long run. Therefore, as shown in Table 12–4, in
that year the structural surplus was smaller than the
actual surplus, which was enlarged by the boost to receipts and the reduction in outlays associated with the
low level of unemployment. Similarly, in 2006 and 2007
the unemployment rate appeared to be slightly lower
than the ‘‘natural rate,’’ rendering the structural deficit
for those years slightly higher than the actual deficit.
For 2008–2009, the unemployment rate is slightly higher than the ‘‘natural rate,’’ and the structural deficit
falls slightly below the actual deficit.
Sensitivity of the Budget to Economic
Assumptions
Both receipts and outlays are affected by changes
in economic conditions. This sensitivity complicates
budget planning because errors in economic assumptions lead to errors in the budget projections. It is
therefore useful to examine the implications of possible
changes in economic assumptions. Many of the budgetary effects of such changes are fairly predictable, and
a set of rules of thumb embodying these relationships
can aid in estimating how changes in the economic
assumptions would alter outlays, receipts, and the surplus or deficit. These rules of thumb should be understood as suggesting orders of magnitude; they ignore
a long list of secondary effects that are not captured
in the estimates.
Economic variables that affect the budget do not usually change independently of one another. Output and
employment tend to move together in the short run:
a high rate of real GDP growth is generally associated
with a declining rate of unemployment, while slow or
negative growth is usually accompanied by rising unemployment. In the long run, however, changes in the
average rate of growth of real GDP are mainly due
to changes in the rates of growth of productivity and
the labor force, and are not necessarily associated with
changes in the average rate of unemployment. Inflation
and interest rates are also closely interrelated: a higher
expected rate of inflation increases interest rates, while
lower expected inflation reduces interest rates.
Changes in real GDP growth or inflation have a much
greater cumulative effect on the budget over time if
they are sustained for several years than if they last
for only one year. Highlights of the budgetary effects
of the above rules of thumb are shown in Table 12–5.
For real growth and employment:
• As shown in the first block, if in 2008 for one
year only, real GDP growth is lower by one percentage point and the unemployment rate permanently rises by one-half percentage point relative
to the Budget assumptions, the fiscal year 2008
deficit is estimated to increase by $16.4 billion;
receipts in 2008 would be lower by $13.8 billion,
and outlays would be higher by $2.6 billion, primarily for unemployment-sensitive programs. In
fiscal year 2009, the estimated receipts shortfall

would grow further to $28.9 billion, and outlays
would increase by $8.2 billion relative to the base,
even though the growth rate in calendar year 2009
equaled the rate originally assumed. This is because the level of real (and nominal) GDP and
taxable incomes would be permanently lower, and
unemployment permanently higher. The budget
effects (including growing interest costs associated
with larger deficits) would continue to grow slightly in each successive year. During 2008–2013, the
cumulative increase in the budget deficit is estimated to be $251 billion.
• The budgetary effects are much larger if the real
growth rate is permanently reduced by one percentage point and the unemployment rate is unchanged, as shown in the second block. This scenario might occur if trend productivity were permanently lowered. In this example, during
2008–2013, the cumulative increase in the budget
deficit is estimated to be $706 billion.
For inflation and interest rates:
• The third block shows the effect of a one percentage point higher rate of inflation and one percentage point higher interest rates during calendar
year 2008 only. In subsequent years, the price
level and nominal GDP would be one percent higher than in the base case, but interest rates and
future inflation rates are assumed to return to
their base levels. In 2008 and 2009, outlays would
be above the base by $12.5 billion and $20.7 billion, respectively, due in part to lagged cost-ofliving adjustments. Receipts would rise by $21.2
billion in 2008, but then would rise by $40.9 billion above the base in 2009 due to the sustained
effects of the elevated price level on the tax base,
and to the temporary effect of higher 2008 interest
rates on individuals’ incomes and taxes and financial corporations’ profits and taxes, resulting in
a $20.2 billion improvement in the 2009 budget
balance. In subsequent years, the amounts added
to receipts would continue to be larger than the
additions to outlays. During 2008–2013, cumulative budget deficits would be $114 billion smaller
than in the base case.
• In the fourth block, the rate of inflation and the
level of interest rates are higher by one percentage
point in all years. As a result, the price level
and nominal GDP rise by a cumulatively growing
percentage above their base levels. In this case,
the effects on receipts and outlays mount steadily
in successive years, adding $390 billion to outlays
over 2008–2013 and $793 billion to receipts, for
a net decrease in 2008–2013 deficits of $402 billion.
• The outlay effects of a one percentage point increase in interest rates alone are shown in the
fifth block. The receipts portion of this rule-ofthumb is due to the Federal Reserve’s deposit of
earnings on its securities portfolio and the effect
of interest rate changes on both individuals’ in-
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come (and taxes) and financial corporations’ profits (and taxes).
• The sixth block shows that a sustained one percentage point increase in the GDP price index and
in CPI inflation decreases cumulative deficits by
a substantial $444 billion during 2008–2013. This
large effect is because the additional receipts from
a higher tax base exceed the combination of higher
outlays from mandatory cost-of-living adjustments
and lower receipts from CPI indexation of tax
brackets. Outlays for discretionary programs are
assumed to be unchanged in spite of the higher
inflation rate. The separate effects of higher inflation and higher interest rates in the fifth and
sixth blocks do not sum to the effects for simultaneous changes in both in the fourth block. This

Table 12–5.

occurs largely because the gains in budget receipts
due to higher inflation result in higher debt service savings when interest rates are assumed to
be higher as well (the combined case) than when
interest rates are assumed to be unchanged (the
separate case).
The last entry in the table shows rules of thumb
for the added interest cost associated with changes in
the budget deficit, holding interest rates and other economic assumptions constant.
The effects of changes in economic assumptions in
the opposite direction are approximately symmetric to
those shown in the table. The impact of a one percentage point lower rate of inflation or higher real growth
would have about the same magnitude as the effects
shown in the table, but with the opposite sign.

SENSITIVITY OF THE BUDGET TO ECONOMIC ASSUMPTIONS
(Fiscal years; in billions of dollars)

Budget effect

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

Total of
Effects,
2008-2013

2013

Real Growth and Employment
Budgetary effects of 1 percent lower real GDP growth:
(1) For calendar year 2008 only: 1
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

–13.8
2.6

–28.9
8.2

–32.6
10.5

–35.2
12.7

–36.2
15.0

–38.1
17.1

–184.8
66.0

Increase in deficit (–) .....................................................................................

–16.4

–37.1

–43.1

–47.9

–51.2

–55.2

–250.9

(2) Sustained during 2008–2018, with no change in unemployment:
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

–14.0
0.1

–45.3
1.0

–83.8
3.3

–128.3
7.5

–170.5
13.4

–219.2
19.2

–661.1
44.4

Increase in deficit (–) .....................................................................................

–14.1

–46.3

–87.1

–135.8

–183.8

–238.4

–705.5

Budgetary effects of 1 percentage point higher rate of:
(3) Inflation and interest rates during calendar year 2008 only:
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

21.2
12.5

40.9
20.7

38.0
17.4

36.0
16.3

36.9
15.3

38.8
15.2

211.9
97.4

Inflation and Interest Rates

Decrease in deficit (+) ....................................................................................

8.7

20.2

20.6

19.7

21.6

23.7

114.5

(4) Inflation and interest rates, sustained during 2008–2018:
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

21.2
12.9

64.5
38.2

108.3
60.3

153.8
77.9

197.3
92.1

247.6
108.9

792.7
390.2

Decrease in deficit (+) ....................................................................................

8.4

26.3

48.0

75.9

105.2

138.7

402.5

(5) Interest rates only, sustained during 2008–2018:
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

7.4
8.9

19.9
24.8

27.0
36.4

30.1
42.2

33.1
45.9

35.7
48.5

153.2
206.7

Increase in deficit (–) .....................................................................................

–1.5

–5.0

–9.4

–12.1

–12.8

–12.8

–53.5

(6) Inflation only, sustained during 2008–2018:
Receipts ...............................................................................................................
Outlays ................................................................................................................

13.8
4.1

44.5
13.7

81.1
24.7

123.4
37.4

163.7
49.0

211.3
64.8

637.9
193.7

Decrease in deficit (+) ....................................................................................

9.8

30.9

56.4

86.0

114.7

146.5

444.2

2.0

4.1

4.5

4.9

5.1

5.3

25.9

Interest Cost of Higher Federal Borrowing
(7) Outlay effect of $100 billion increase in borrowing in 2008 ................................

* $50 million or less.
1 The unemployment rate is assumed to be 0.5 percentage point higher per 1.0 percent shortfall in the level of real GDP.
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STEWARDSHIP

Introduction
The budget is an essential tool for allocating resources within the Federal Government and between
the public and private sectors, but current outlays, receipts, and the deficit give at best a partial picture
of the Government’s financial condition. Indeed,
changes in the annual budget deficit or surplus can
be misleading. For example, the temporary shift from
annual deficits to surpluses in the late 1990s did nothing to correct the long-term fiscal deficiencies in the
major entitlement programs, which are the major
source of the long-run shortfall in Federal finances.
This would have been more apparent at the time if
greater attention had been focused on long-term measures such as those presented in this chapter. As important as the current budget surplus or deficit is, other
indicators are also needed to judge the Government’s
fiscal condition.
For the Federal Government, there is no single number that corresponds to a business’s bottom line. The
Government is judged by how its actions affect the
country’s security and well-being over time, and that
cannot easily be summed up with a single statistic.
Also, even though its financial condition is important,
the Government is not expected to earn a profit. One
measure of the Government’s performance is the extent
to which it collects the taxes that are owed to it, and
another is whether it delivers value in spending the
taxes that it collects. Both of those questions are addressed below. In general, the Government’s financial
status is best evaluated using a broad range of data
and several complementary perspectives. This chapter
presents a framework for such analysis. Because there
are serious limitations on the available data and the
future is uncertain, this chapter’s findings and conclusions should be interpreted as tentative and subject
to future revision.
The chapter consists of four parts:

• Part I explains how the separate pieces of analysis
link together. Chart 13–1 is a schematic diagram
showing the linkages.
• Part II presents estimates of the Government’s
assets and liabilities, which are shown in Table
13–1. This table is similar to a business balance
sheet, but for that reason it cannot reveal some
of the Government’s unique financial features and
needs to be supplemented by the information in
Parts III and IV.
• Part III shows possible long-run paths for the Federal budget. These projections vary depending on
alternative economic and demographic assumptions. The projections are summarized in Table
13–2 and in a related set of charts. Table 13–3
shows present value estimates of the funding
shortfall in Social Security and Medicare. Together, these data indicate the scope of the Government’s future responsibilities and the resources
it will have available to discharge them under
current law and policy. In particular, they show
the looming long-run fiscal challenge posed by the
Federal entitlement programs.
• Part IV returns the focus to the present. This
part presents information on national economic
and social conditions. It begins with an analysis
of tax compliance, including what can be done to
improve it, and what resources might be made
available with new efforts to assure compliance.
The private economy is the ultimate source of the
Government’s resources. Table 13–5 gives a summary of total national wealth, while highlighting
the Federal investments that have contributed to
that wealth. Table 13–6 shows trends in wealth
and Table 13–7 presents a small sample of statistical indicators, which are intended to show how
the Government’s efforts to improve social and
economic outcomes might be measured.

PART I—A FRAMEWORK TO EVALUATE FEDERAL FINANCES
No single framework can encompass all of the factors
that affect the financial condition of the Federal Government, but the framework presented here is comprehensive and offers many insights into the financial
implications of Federal policies. This framework includes information about Government assets and liabilities, but it also includes long-run projections of the
entire budget showing where future fiscal strains are
most likely to appear. It includes an analysis of the
Government’s potential revenue for a given tax structure and what can be done realistically through better
education and more rigorous enforcement of the tax

law to reach that potential. Measures of national
wealth, which support future income and tax receipts,
are presented along with an array of economic and
social indicators showing potential pressure points that
may require future policy responses.
The Government’s binding obligations—its liabilities—consist in the first place of Treasury debt. Other
liabilities include the pensions and medical benefits
owed to retired Federal employees and veterans. These
employee obligations are a form of deferred compensation; they have counterparts in the business world, and
would appear as liabilities on a business balance sheet.
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Accrued obligations for Government insurance policies
and the estimated present value of failed loan guarantees and deposit insurance claims are also analogous
to private liabilities. These Government liabilities are
discussed further in Part II along with the Government’s assets. The liabilities and assets are collected
in Table 13–1. The liabilities shown in Table 13–1 are
only a subset of the Government’s overall financial responsibilities. Indeed, the full extent of the Government’s fiscal exposure through programmatic commitments dwarfs the outstanding total of all acknowledged
Federal liabilities. The commitments to Social Security
and Medicare alone amount to many times the value
of Federal debt held by the public.
In addition to Social Security and Medicare, the Government has a broad range of programs that dispense
cash and other benefits to individual recipients. A few
examples of such programs are Medicaid, food stamps,
veterans’ pensions, and veterans’ health care. The Government also provides a wide range of public services
that must be financed through the tax system. It is
true that specific programs may be modified or even
ended at any time by the Congress and the President,
and changes in the laws governing these programs are
a regular part of the legislative cycle. For this reason,
these programmatic commitments do not constitute ‘‘liabilities.’’ They are Federal responsibilities, however,
and will have a claim on budgetary resources for the
foreseeable future unless the law is changed. All of
the Government’s existing programs are reflected in the
long-run budget projections in Part III. It would be
misleading to leave out any of these programmatic commitments in projecting future claims on the Government or in calculating the Government’s long-run fiscal
balance.
The Federal Government has many assets. These include financial assets, such as loans and mortgages
which have been acquired through various credit programs. They also include the plant and equipment used
to produce Government services. The Government also
owns a substantial amount of land. Such assets would
normally be shown on a balance sheet. The Government
has other resources in addition to these. These additional resources include most importantly the Government’s sovereign power to tax.
Because of its unique responsibilities and resources,
the most revealing way to analyze the future strains
on the Government’s fiscal position is to make a longrun projection of the entire Federal budget. Part III
of this chapter presents a set of such projections under
different assumptions about policy and future economic
and demographic conditions. Over long periods of time,
the spending of the Government must be financed by
the taxes and other receipts it collects. Although the
Government can borrow for temporary periods, it must
pay interest on any such borrowing, which adds to future spending. In the long run, a solvent Government
must pay for its programmatic spending out of its receipts. The projections in Part III show that under an
extension of the estimates in this Budget, long-run bal-
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ance in this sense is not achieved, mostly because projected spending for Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid grows faster than the revenue available to pay
for it.
The long-run budget projections and the table of assets and liabilities are silent on the questions of whether the Government is collecting the full amount of taxes
owed, whether the public is receiving value for its taxes
paid, and whether Federal resources are being used
effectively. Information on those points requires performance measures for Government programs supplemented by appropriate information about conditions in
the economy and society. Recent changes in budgeting
practices have contributed to the goal of providing more
information about Government programs and will permit a closer alignment of the cost of programs with
performance measures. These changes have been described in detail in previous Budgets. They are reviewed in Chapter 2 of this volume, and in the accompanying material that describes results obtained with
the Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART). This
Stewardship chapter complements the detailed exploration of Government performance with an assessment
of the overall impact of Federal policy as reflected in
general measures of economic and social well-being
such as those shown in Table 13–7.
Relationship with FASAB Objectives
The framework presented here meets the stewardship
objective for Federal financial reporting recommended
by the Federal Accounting Standards Advisory Board
(FASAB) and adopted for use by the Federal Government in September 1993.1
Federal financial reporting should assist report users in
assessing the impact on the country of the government’s operations and investments for the period and how, as a result,
the government’s and the Nation’s financial conditions have
changed and may change in the future. Federal financial
reporting should provide information that helps the reader
to determine:
3a. Whether the government’s financial position improved
or deteriorated over the period.
3b. Whether future budgetary resources will likely be sufficient to sustain public services and to meet obligations as
they come due.
3c. Whether government operations have contributed to the
nation’s current and future well-being.

The current presentation is an experimental approach
for fulfilling this objective at the Federal Governmentwide level. It is intended to meet the broad interests
of economists and others in evaluating trends over time,
including both past and future trends. The annual Financial Report of the United States Government presents related information, but from a different perspective. The Financial Report includes a balance sheet.
The assets and liabilities on that balance sheet are
all based on transactions and other events that have
already occurred. In some cases, the assets and liabilities are evaluated differently than those reported in
Part II of this chapter. The Financial Report also in1 Statement of Federal Financial Accounting Concepts, Number 1, Objectives of Federal
Financial Reporting, September 2, 1993. Other objectives are budgetary integrity, operating
performance, and systems and controls.
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cludes a statement of social insurance that reviews a
substantial body of information on the condition and
sustainability of the Government’s social insurance programs. This year, the Report included for the first time
a brief discussion of the long-run budget outlook for
the Government as a whole, which is similar to the
long-run projections discussed in this chapter. This is
a useful development and will help to inform readers
of the Government’s fiscal sustainability in a way not
possible with more limited analysis.
Connecting the Dots: The presentation that follows
is constructed around a series of tables and charts.
The schematic diagram, Chart 13–1, shows how the
different pieces fit together. The tables and charts
should be viewed as an ensemble, the main elements
of which are grouped in two broad categories—assets/
resources and liabilities/responsibilities.

• The left-hand side of Chart 13–1 shows the full
range of Federal resources, including assets the
Government owns, tax receipts it can expect to
collect based on current and proposed laws, the
tax gap, and national wealth, including the
trained skills of the national work force, that provide the base for Government revenues.
• The right-hand side reveals the full range of Federal obligations and responsibilities, beginning
with the Government’s acknowledged liabilities
from past actions, such as the debt held by the
public, and including future budget outlays needed
to maintain present policies and trends. This column ends with a set of indicators highlighting
areas where Government activity affects society
or the economy.

Chart 13-1. The Financial Condition of the Federal
Government and the Nation
Liabilities/Responsibilities

Assets/Resources
Federal Assets

Federal Liabilities

Financial Assets

Monetary Assets
Mortgages and Other Loans
Other Financial Assets
Less Expected Loan Losses
Physical Assets

Federal Governmental
Assets and Liabilities
(Table 13-1)

Fixed Reproducible Capital
Defense
Nondefense

Federal Retiree Pension
and Health Insurance Liabilities
Miscellaneous
Net Balance

Inventories
Non-reproducible Capital
Land
Mineral Rights

Resources/Receipts
Projected Receipts

Long-Run Federal
Budget Projections
(Table 13-2)
Actuarial Deficiencies in
Social Security and Medicare
(Table 13-3)

The Federal Tax Gap

Sources of the Tax Gap
Table 13.4

National Assets/Resources
Federally Owned Physical Assets
State & Local Govt. Physical Assets
Federal Contribution
Privately Owned Physical Assets
Education Capital
R&D Capital

Financial Liabilities
Debt Held by the Public
Guarantees and Insurance
Deposit Insurance
Pension Benefit Guarantees
Loan Guarantees
Other Insurance

National Wealth
(Tables 13-5 and 13-6)
Social Indicators
(Table 13-7)

Responsibilities/Outlays
Projected Outlays
Surplus/Deficit
Actuarial Deficiencies in
Social Security and Medicare

National Needs/Conditions
Indicators of economic, social,
educational, and environmental
conditions
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT THE GOVERNMENT’S STEWARDSHIP
1. According to Table 13–1, the Government’s liabilities exceed its assets. No business could
operate in such a fashion. Why does the Government not manage its finances more like a
business?
The Federal Government has different objectives from a business firm. The goal of every business is to earn a profit, and as a general rule the Federal Government properly leaves activities
at which a profit could be earned to the private sector. For the vast bulk of the Federal Government’s operations, it would be difficult or impossible to charge prices that would cover expenses.
The Government undertakes these activities not to improve its balance sheet, but to benefit the
Nation.
For example, the Government invests in education and research, but it earns no direct return
from these investments. People are enriched by these investments, but the returns do not show
up as an increase in Government assets but rather as an increase in the general state of knowledge and in the capacity of the country’s citizens to earn a living and lead a fuller life. Business
investment motives are quite different; business invests to earn a profit for itself, not others,
and if its investments are successful, their value will be reflected in its balance sheet. Because
the Federal Government’s objectives are different, its balance sheet behaves differently, and
should be interpreted differently.
2. Table 13–1 seems to imply that the Government is insolvent. Is it?
No. Just as the Federal Government’s responsibilities are different from those of private business, so are its resources. Government solvency must be evaluated in different terms.
What Table 13–1 shows is that those Federal obligations that are most comparable to the liabilities of a business corporation exceed the estimated value of the assets actually owned by the
Federal Government. The Government, however, has access to other resources through its sovereign powers. These powers, which include taxation, will allow the Government to meet its
present obligations and those that are anticipated from future operations even though the Government’s current assets are less than its current liabilities.
Private financial markets clearly recognize this reality. The Federal Government’s implicit credit
rating is among the best in the world; lenders are willing to lend it money at interest rates substantially below those charged to private borrowers. This would not be true if the Government
were really insolvent or likely to become so in the near future. Where governments totter on the
brink of insolvency, lenders are either unwilling to lend them money, or do so only in return for
a substantial interest premium.
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS ABOUT THE GOVERNMENT’S STEWARDSHIP
3.

4.

Why are Social Security and Medicare not shown as Government liabilities in Table 13–1?
Future Social Security and Medicare benefits may be considered as promises or responsibilities
of the Federal Government, but these benefits are not a liability in a legal or accounting sense.
The Government has unilaterally decreased as well as increased these benefits in the past, and
future reforms could alter them again. These benefits are reflected in this presentation of the
Government’s finances in two ways: as part of the overall budget projections in Table 13–2, and
in the actuarial deficiency estimates in Table 13–3.
Other Federal programs make similar promises to those of Social Security and Medicare—Medicaid, for example. Few have suggested counting future benefits expected under these programs
as Federal liabilities, yet it would be difficult to justify a different accounting treatment for
them if Social Security or Medicare were to be classified as a liability. There is no bright line dividing Social Security and Medicare from other programs that promise benefits to people, and
all the Government programs that do so should be accounted for similarly.
Also, if future Social Security and Medicare benefits were treated as liabilities, then payroll tax
receipts earmarked to finance those benefits ought to be treated as assets. This treatment would
be essential to gauge the size of the future claim. Tax receipts, however, are not generally considered to be Government assets, and for good reason: the Government does not own the wealth
on which future taxes depend. Including taxes on the balance sheet would be wrong for this reason, but excluding taxes from the balance sheet would overstate the drain on net assets from Social Security and Medicare benefits. Furthermore, treating taxes for Social Security or Medicare
differently from other taxes would be highly questionable.
Finally, under Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP), Social Security is not considered to be a liability, so not counting it as such in this chapter is consistent with accounting
standards.
Why doesn’t the Federal Government follow normal business practice in its bookkeeping?
The Government is not a business, and accounting standards designed to illuminate how much a
business earns and how much equity it has could provide misleading information if applied naively to the Government. The Government does not have a ‘‘bottom line’’ comparable to that of a
business corporation, but the Federal Accounting Standards Advisory Board (FASAB) has developed, and the Government has adopted, a conceptual accounting framework that reflects the
Government’s distinct functions and answers many of the questions for which Government
should be accountable. This framework addresses budgetary integrity, operating performance,
stewardship, and systems and controls. FASAB has also developed, and the Government has
adopted, a full set of accounting standards. Federal agencies now issue audited financial reports
that follow these standards, and an audited Government-wide financial report is issued as well.
In short, the Federal Government does follow generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP)
just as businesses and State and local governments do, although the relevant principles differ
depending on the circumstances. This chapter is intended to address the ‘‘stewardship objective’’—assessing the interrelated condition of the Federal Government and the Nation.
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PART II—THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S ASSETS AND LIABILITIES
Table 13–1 looks at the Government’s assets and liabilities retrospectively, summarizing what the Government owes as a result of its past operations netted
against the value of what it owns. The table gives some
perspective by showing these net asset figures for a
number of years beginning in 1960. To ensure comparability across time, the assets and liabilities are
measured in terms of constant FY 2007 dollars and
the balance is also shown as a ratio to GDP. Govern-

ment liabilities have exceeded the value of assets (see
chart 13–2) over this entire period, but in the late
1970s a speculative run-up in the prices of oil and
other real assets temporarily boosted the value of Federal holdings. When those prices subsequently declined,
real Federal asset values declined and only recently
have they regained the level they had reached in the
mid-1980s.

Chart 13-2. Net Federal Liabilities
Percent of GDP
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Currently, the total real value of Federal assets is
estimated to be 78 percent greater than it was in 1960.
Meanwhile, Federal liabilities have increased by 257
percent in real terms. The decline in the Federal net
asset position has been partly due to persistent Federal
budget deficits that have boosted debt held by the public in most years since 1960. Other factors have also
been important such as large increases in health benefits promised for Federal retirees and the sharp rise
in veterans’ disability compensation. The relatively slow
growth in Federal asset values has also reduced the
Government’s net asset position.
The shift from budget deficits to budget surpluses
in the late 1990s temporarily checked the decline in
Federal net assets. Currently, the net excess of liabilities over assets is about $7.2 trillion or about $23,800
per capita. As a ratio to GDP, the excess of liabilities
over assets reached a peak of 57 percent in 1995; it
declined to 45 percent in 2000; it rose to 54 percent
in 2005; and it has declined slightly since then to
around 52 percent of GDP at the end of 2007. The
average since 1960 has been 44 percent (see Table
13–1).

Assets
Table 13–1 offers a comprehensive list of the financial
and physical resources owned by the Federal Government.
Financial Assets: According to the Federal Reserve
Board’s Flow-of-Funds accounts, the Federal Government’s holdings of financial assets amounted to $613
billion at the end of 2007. Government-held mortgages
(measured in constant dollars) reached a peak in the
early 1990s as the Government acquired mortgages
from savings and loan institutions that had failed. The
Government subsequently liquidated most of the mortgages it acquired from these bankrupt savings and
loans. Meanwhile, Government holdings of other loans
have been declining in real terms since the mid-1980s.
The face value of mortgages and other loans overstates
their economic worth. OMB estimates that the discounted present value of future losses and interest subsidies on these loans was around $44 billion as of yearend 2007. These estimated losses are subtracted from
the face value of outstanding loans to obtain a better
estimate of their economic worth.
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Table 13–1.

GOVERNMENT ASSETS AND LIABILITIES*

(As of the end of the fiscal year, in billions of 2007 dollars)
1960

1965

1970

1975

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2006

2007

ASSETS
Financial Assets:
Cash and Checking Deposits ..............................................
Other Monetary Assets .........................................................
Mortgages .............................................................................
Other Loans ..........................................................................
less Expected Loan Losses .............................................
Other Treasury Financial Assets .........................................
Subtotal ........................................................................

49
2
32
118
–1
71
271

71
1
31
162
–3
89
351

44
1
46
203
–5
78
367

36
2
48
205
–11
70
350

55
2
89
263
–20
99
488

36
2
90
341
–20
146
596

49
2
115
242
–23
233
618

50
1
80
194
–29
280
577

67
7
91
225
–44
255
602

37
2
81
211
–43
326
614

52
5
83
202
–48
309
603

77
1
83
205
–44
290
613

Nonfinancial Assets:
Fixed Reproducible Capital: .................................................
Defense ............................................................................
Nondefense ......................................................................
Inventories .............................................................................
Nonreproducible Capital: ......................................................
Land ..................................................................................
Mineral Rights ..................................................................
Subtotal ........................................................................

1,185
1,022
164
310
159
109
51
1,655

1,176
960
216
268
210
151
59
1,654

1,223
970
253
250
251
190
61
1,724

1,186
886
300
224
411
301
110
1,821

1,124
795
328
276
607
385
223
2,007

1,271
925
346
316
685
399
286
2,272

1,318
949
369
280
581
411
170
2,179

1,325
927
398
216
430
306
124
1,970

1,162
759
403
221
717
475
242
2,101

1,162
733
429
287
1,117
743
374
2,566

1,178
745
433
288
1,211
824
387
2,677

1,222
775
447
277
1,311
919
392
2,809

Total Assets .............................................................................

1,925

2,006

2,090

2,171

2,495

2,868

2,798

2,547

2,703

3,180

3,280

3,423

Debt held by the Public ............................................................

1,352

1,390

1,237

1,257

1,563

2,585

3,522

4,681

4,076

4,852

4,945

5,035

Insurance and Guarantee Liabilities:
Deposit Insurance .................................................................
Pension Benefit Guarantee ..................................................
Loan Guarantees ..................................................................
Other Insurance ....................................................................
Subtotal ........................................................................

............
............
*
37
37

............
............
1
33
34

............
............
3
26
29

............
51
8
24
82

2
37
15
32
86

11
51
13
20
94

85
51
18
24
178

6
24
35
21
86

1
48
44
19
113

1
87
51
43
181

1
76
49
20
146

2
83
69
17
171

Pension and Post-Employment Health Liabilities:
Civilian and Military Pensions ..............................................
Retiree Health Insurance Benefits .......................................
Veterans Disability Compensation .......................................
Subtotal ........................................................................

1,021
209
224
1,454

1,283
263
282
1,828

1,534
314
337
2,186

1,739
356
374
2,468

2,138
438
383
2,959

2,121
434
316
2,872

2,073
424
285
2,783

2,010
420
346
2,777

2,107
467
661
3,234

2,292
1,188
1,186
4,666

2,372
1,160
1,181
4,713

2,415
1,145
1,128
4,688

Environmental and Disposal Liabilities .....................................

80

99

119

134

161

191

226

295

360

274

313

342

Other Liabilities:
Trade Payables and Miscellaneous .....................................
Benefits Due and Payable ...................................................
Subtotal ........................................................................

32
24
57

40
29
68

50
39
89

62
41
103

97
53
149

127
58
185

174
70
244

144
81
226

125
93
218

238
124
361

248
132
381

255
134
389

LIABILITIES

Total Liabilities ........................................................................

2,980

3,420

3,660

4,045

4,919

5,928

6,953

8,064

8,002

10,335

10,497

10,625

Net Assets (Assets Minus Liabilities) ..................................

–1,054

–1,414

–1,569

–1,874

–2,424

–3,060

–4,155

–5,517

–5,299

–7,155

–7,216

–7,202

Addenda:
Net Assets Per Capita (in 2007 dollars) ..............................
Ratio to GDP (in percent) ......................................................

–5,847
–35.1

–7,289
–37.5

–7,665
–34.8

–8,691
–36.6

–10,630
–39.6

–12,814
–41.9

–16,582
–48.6

–20,663
–57.2

–18,734
–44.9

–24,064
–53.9

–24,039
–53.1

–23,768
–51.6

* This table shows assets and liabilities for the Government as a whole excluding the Federal Reserve System. Data for 2007 are extrapolated in some cases.

Reproducible Capital: The Federal Government is a
major investor in physical capital and computer software. Government-owned stocks of such capital have
remained fairly stable measured in constant (year 2000)
dollars for most of the last 45 years (OMB estimate)
at around $1.2 trillion. This capital consists of defense
equipment and structures, including weapons systems,
as well as nondefense capital goods. Currently, less
than two-thirds of the capital is defense equipment or
structures. In 1960, defense capital was over 80 percent
of the total. In the 1970s, there was a substantial decline in the real value of U.S. defense capital and there
was another large decline in the 1990s after the end
of the Cold War. Meanwhile, nondefense Federal capital
has increased at an average annual rate of around 2.2
percent. The Government also holds inventories of defense goods and other items that in 2007 amounted
to about 23 percent of the value of its fixed reproducible
capital.

Nonreproducible Capital: The Government owns significant amounts of land and mineral deposits. There
are no official estimates of the market value of these
holdings (and of course, in a realistic sense, many of
these resources would never be sold). Private land values fell sharply in the early 1990s, but they have generally risen since. It is assumed here that Federal land
shared in the decline and the subsequent recovery. Oil
prices have been on a roller coaster since the mid1990s. They declined sharply in 1997–1998, rebounded
in 1999–2000, fell again in 2001, and rose substantially
in 2002–2007. These fluctuations have caused the estimated market value of Federally owned proved reserves
of oil and natural gas to fluctuate as well. In 2007,
as estimated here, the combined real value of Federal
land and mineral rights was $1.3 trillion compared with
$1.5 trillion in Federal fixed capital and inventories.
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These estimates omit some valuable assets owned by
the Federal Government—such as works of art and historical artifacts—partly because such unique assets are
unlikely ever to be sold and partly because there is
no comprehensive inventory or realistic basis for valuing them.
Total Assets: The total value of Government assets
measured in constant dollars has risen sharply in the
past four years, and was at an all-time high in 2007.
The Government’s asset holdings are vast. As of the
end of 2007, Government assets were estimated to be
worth about $3.4 trillion or 24 percent of GDP.
Liabilities
Table 13–1 includes all Federal liabilities that would
normally be listed on a balance sheet. All the various
forms of publicly held Federal debt are counted, as
are Federal pension and health insurance obligations
to civilian and military retirees including the disability
compensation that is owed the Nation’s veterans, which
can be thought of as a form of deferred compensation.
The estimated liabilities stemming from Federal insurance programs and loan guarantees are shown. The
benefits that are due and payable under various Federal programs are also included, but these liabilities
reflect only binding short-term obligations, not the Government’s full commitment under these programs. The
Government also has a responsibility to repair environmental damage that resulted from nuclear weapons production, and that cost has been included in the Table
as well.
Future benefit payments that are promised through
Social Security and other Federal income transfer programs are not Federal liabilities in a legal or accounting sense. They are Federal responsibilities, and it is
important to gauge their size, but they are not binding
in the same way as a legally enforceable claim would
be. The budget projections and other data in Part III
are designed to provide a sense of these broader responsibilities and their claim on future budgets.
Debt Held by the Public: The Federal Government’s
largest single financial liability is the debt owed to
the public. It amounted to about $5.0 trillion at the
end of 2007. Publicly held debt declined for several
years in the late 1990s because of the unified budget
surpluses at that time, but as deficits returned, publicly
held debt began to increase again.
Insurance and Guarantee Liabilities: The Federal
Government has contingent liabilities arising from the
loan guarantees it has made and from its insurance
programs. When the Government guarantees a loan or
offers insurance, cash disbursements are often small
initially, and if a fee is charged the Government may
even collect money; but the risk of future cash payments associated with such commitments can be large.
The figures reported in Table 13–1 are estimates of
the current discounted value of prospective future
losses on outstanding guarantees and insurance con-

tracts. The present value of all such losses taken together is about $170 billion. As is true elsewhere in
this chapter, this estimate does not incorporate the
market value of the risk associated with these contingent liabilities; it merely reflects the present value of
expected losses. Although individually many of these
programs are large and potential losses can be a serious
concern, these insurance and guarantee liabilities are
fairly small relative to total Federal liabilities or even
the total debt held by the public. They were less than
2 percent of total liabilities in 2007.
Pension and Post-Employment Health Liabilities: The
Federal Government owes pension benefits as a form
of deferred compensation to retired workers and to current employees who will eventually retire. It also provides civilian retirees with subsidized health insurance
through the Federal Employees Health Benefits program and military retirees receive similar benefits. Veterans are owed compensation for their service-related
disabilities. While the Government’s employee pension
obligations have risen slowly, there has been a sharp
increase in the liability for future health benefits and
veterans compensation. The discounted present value
of all these benefits was estimated to be around $4.7
trillion at the end of 2007 up from $3.2 trillion in
2000.2 A large expansion in Federal military retiree
health benefits was legislated in 2001.
Environmental and Disposal Liabilities: During
World War II and the Cold War, the Federal Government constructed a vast industrial complex to study,
produce and test nuclear weapons. Environmental contamination occurred at these sites. The estimated liability shown here is based on the cleanup costs required
by Federal, State and local laws and regulations. The
Department of Energy is responsible for managing this
cleanup. The Department of Defense is also charged
with cleaning up contamination from its waste disposal
practices, leaks, spills and other risky activities. Together the cleanup costs are estimated to amount to
around 340 billion dollars in present value.3
The Balance of Net Liabilities
The Government need not maintain a positive balance of net assets to assure its fiscal solvency, and
the buildup in net liabilities since 1960 has not significantly affected Federal creditworthiness. Long-term
Government interest rates in 2003 reached their lowest
levels in 45 years, and in 2004–2007 they remained
lower than at any time from 1965 through 2002. Despite the historically low interest rates, there are limits
to how much debt the Government can assume without
putting its finances in jeopardy. Over an extended time
horizon, the Federal Government must take in enough
2 Estimates of these liabilities were derived from the Financial Report of the United
States Government for 2007 and earlier years. Values for years prior to 1997 were extrapolated.
3 Estimates of these liabilities were also derived from the Financial Report of the United
States Government for 2007 and earlier years. Values for years prior to 1997 were extrapolated.
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revenue to cover all of its spending including debt service. The Government’s ability to service its debt in the
long run cannot be gauged from a balance sheet alone.

It is necessary to project the budget into the future
to judge the prospects for long-run solvency. That is
the subject of the next section.

PART III—THE LONG-RUN BUDGET OUTLOOK
A balance sheet, with its focus on obligations arising
from past transactions, can only show so much information. For the Government, it is also important to anticipate what future budgetary requirements might flow
from current laws and policies. Despite the uncertainty
surrounding the assumptions needed for such estimates, very long-run budget projections can be useful
in drawing attention to potential problems. Federal responsibilities extend well beyond the next five or ten
years, and problems that may be small in that time
frame can become much larger if allowed to grow.
To assess the overall financial condition of the Government, it is necessary to examine the future prospects
for all Government programs including the revenue
sources that support Government spending. Such an
assessment reveals that the key drivers of the longrange deficit are, not surprisingly, Social Security,
Medicare, and Medicaid. Social Security and Medicare
are expected to continue indefinitely and long-range
projections for Social Security and Medicare have been
prepared for decades. Budget projections for individual
programs, however, even important ones such as Social
Security and Medicare, cannot reveal the Government’s
overall budgetary position. Like Medicare and Social
Security, Medicaid—the entitlement program that provides medical assistance, including acute and long-term
care to low-income persons including families with dependent children, as well as aged, blind or disabled
individuals—is projected to grow more rapidly than the
economy over the next several decades and to add substantially to the overall budget deficit. Under current
law, there is no offset anywhere in the budget large
enough to cover all the demands that will eventually
be imposed by Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.
Future budget outcomes depend on a host of unknowns—constantly changing economic conditions, unforeseen international developments, unexpected demographic shifts, the unpredictable forces of technological
advance, and evolving political preferences to name a
few. These uncertainties make even short-run budget
forecasting quite difficult, and the uncertainties increase the further into the future projections are extended. While uncertainty makes forecast accuracy difficult to achieve, it enhances the importance of longrun budget projections because future problems are
often best addressed in the present. A full treatment
of all the relevant risks is beyond the scope of this
chapter, but the chapter does show how long-run budget projections respond to changes in some of the key
economic and demographic parameters.
The Impending Demographic Transition
This year—2008—is a watershed year as the first
members of the huge generation born after World War

II, the so-called baby boomers, reach age 62 and become
eligible for early retirement under Social Security.
Three years from now, they turn 65 and become eligible
for Medicare. In the years that follow, the elderly population will steadily increase, putting serious strains on
the budget.
The pressures are expected to persist even after the
baby boomers have passed through the system. The
Social Security actuaries project that the ratio of workers to Social Security beneficiaries will fall from around
3.3 currently to a little over 2 by the time most of
the baby boomers have retired. From that point forward, because of lower fertility and improved mortality,
the ratio is expected to continue to decline slowly. With
fewer workers to pay the taxes needed to support the
retired population, budgetary pressures will continue
to grow. The problem posed by the demographic transition is a permanent one.
Currently, the three major entitlement programs—
Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid—account for
45 percent of non-interest Federal spending, up from
30 percent in 1980. By 2035, when the remaining baby
boomers will be in their 70s and 80s, these three programs could account for two-thirds of non-interest Federal spending even with the reforms proposed in this
Budget. At the end of the projection period, in 2080,
the figure rises to almost three-quarters of non-interest
spending. In other words, most of the budget, aside
from interest, would go to these three programs alone.
That would severely reduce the flexibility of the budget,
and the Government’s ability to respond to new challenges.
An Unsustainable Path
These long-run budget projections shown in Table
13–2 illustrate that the budget is on an unsustainable
path, although the expansion of the entitlement programs and the rise in the deficit unfold gradually. The
budget is projected to reach balance in 2012, while most
of the baby boomers are still in the work force and
to remain in surplus for some years after 2012, but
the deficit eventually returns and then begins a steady
increase. Without further reforms, by the end of this
chapter’s projection period in 2080, rising deficits would
have driven publicly held Federal debt to levels well
above the previous peak level relative to GDP reached
at the end of World War II. There likely would be
a crisis that would force budgetary changes before that
point could be reached, but the timing of such a crisis
and its resolution are impossible to predict. Timely,
comprehensive entitlement reforms could avoid such a
crisis.
The revenue projections start with the budget’s estimate of receipts under the Administration’s proposals
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for the next five years. In the long run, for this analysis, receipts are assumed to return gradually to their
average as a share of GDP over the last 40 years—
18.3 percent. Maintaining that sustained historical tax
level relative to GDP effectively assumes ongoing efforts—as has occurred historically—to offset the inherent biases in the tax code that tend to raise the tax
burden over time.
The projection of discretionary spending is essentially
arbitrary, because discretionary spending is determined
annually through the legislative process, and no formula can dictate future spending in the absence of legislation. Alternative assumptions have been made for
long-run discretionary spending in past budgets. Holding discretionary spending unchanged in real terms is
the ‘‘current services’’ assumption used for baseline
budget projections when there is no legislative guidance
on future spending levels. Extending this assumption
over many decades, however, is not realistic. When the
population and economy grow, as assumed in these projections, the demand for public services is very likely
to expand as well. The current base projection assumes
that discretionary spending keeps pace with the growth
in GDP in the long run, so that spending increases
in real terms whenever there is real economic growth.
In past budgets, these long-run budget projections
have typically jumped off from the end point for the
current budget. This year’s Budget, however, continues
to include the effects of adding personal retirement accounts to Social Security. Personal accounts are one
element within a possible set of larger reforms that
would restore solvency to Social Security. Because
Table 13–2.

showing the personal account proposal in isolation
would give a distorted picture of the Administration’s
intentions for comprehensive Social Security reform, it
is not included in the base projections.
The long-run budget outlook is highly uncertain. With
pessimistic assumptions, the fiscal picture deteriorates
even sooner than in the base projection. More optimistic
assumptions imply a longer period before the pressures
of rising entitlement spending overwhelm the budget.
But despite the uncertainty, these projections show that
under a wide range of forecasting assumptions, the resources generated by the programs themselves will be
insufficient to cover the long-run costs of Social Security
and Medicare and that overall budgetary resources will
not be sufficient to support all future projected needs.
(For a further discussion of the forecasting assumptions
used to make these budget projections, see the technical
note at the end of this chapter.)
Alternative Policy, Economic, and Technical
Assumptions
The quantitative results discussed above are sensitive
to changes in underlying policy, economic, and technical
assumptions. Some of the most important of these assumptions and their effects on the budget outlook are
discussed below. Mounting deficits result for most plausible projections of the budget.
1. Health Spending: The projections for Medicare over
the next 75 years are based on an extension of the
Administration’s policy proposals to control costs in the
Medicare program. These reforms are expected to reduce Medicare expenditures relative to the actuarial

LONG-RUN BUDGET PROJECTIONS

(Receipts, outlays, surplus or deficit, and debt as a percent of GDP)
1980
Receipts .......................................................................................
Outlays:
Discretionary ............................................................................
Mandatory:
Social Security ....................................................................
Medicare .............................................................................
Medicaid ..............................................................................
Other ...................................................................................

1990

2000

2010

2020

2030

2040

2060

2080

19.0

18.0

20.9

18.6

18.3

18.3

18.3

18.3

18.3

10.1

8.7

6.3

7.0

4.7

4.7

4.7

4.7

4.7

4.3
1.1
0.5
3.7

4.3
1.7
0.7
3.2

4.2
2.0
1.2
2.4

4.3
2.7
1.5
2.4

5.1
3.1
1.9
2.0

5.9
4.1
2.3
1.7

6.0
4.8
2.7
1.5

6.1
5.3
3.2
1.3

6.3
5.3
3.9
1.2

Subtotal, mandatory .......................................................
Net Interest ..............................................................................

9.6
1.9

9.9
3.2

9.8
2.3

10.8
1.8

12.1
1.2

14.0
1.0

15.0
1.7

15.8
4.1

16.7
7.8

Total outlays ...................................................................
Surplus or Deficit (–) ...................................................................
Primary Surplus or Deficit (–) .....................................................
Federal Debt Held by the Public ................................................

21.7
–2.7
–0.8
26.1

21.8
–3.9
–0.6
42.0

18.4
2.4
4.7
35.1

19.6
–1.0
0.8
38.2

18.0
0.3
1.5
22.2

19.8
–1.5
–0.4
20.5

21.4
–3.1
–1.4
33.9

24.6
–6.3
–2.3
80.4

29.2
–10.9
–3.1
154.4

Projections without Proposed Entitlement Savings:
Mandatory Outlays ......................................................................
Surplus or Deficit (–) ...................................................................
Primary Surplus or Deficit (–) .....................................................
Federal Debt Held by the Public ................................................

9.6
–2.7
–0.8
26.1

9.9
–3.9
–0.6
42.0

9.8
2.4
4.7
35.1

10.9
–1.1
0.6
38.4

12.4
–0.1
1.2
24.3

14.8
–2.5
–1.2
28.1

16.2
–5.2
–2.6
52.4

18.1
–11.5
–4.5
140.0

20.0
–20.6
–6.4
283.4

Note: The figures shown in this table for 2020 and beyond are the product of a long-range forecasting model maintained by the Office of Management and Budget. This model
is separate from the models and capabilities that produce detailed programmatic estimates in the Budget. It was designed to produce long-range forecasts based on additional
assumptions regarding growth of the economy, the long-range evolution of specific programs, and the demographic and economic forces affecting those programs. The model, its
assumptions, and sensitivity testing of those assumptions are presented in this chapter.
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projections in the 2007 Medicare Trustees’ Report. Following the recommendations of its Technical Review
Panel, the Medicare trustees assume that over the long
run ‘‘age-and gender-adjusted, per-beneficiary spending
growth exceeds the growth of per-capita GDP by 1 percentage point per year.’’ This implies that total Medicare spending rises faster than GDP. Medicare faces
a substantial shortfall in earmarked income compared
with projected outgo. Although rising faster than GDP,
under these assumptions, Medicare grows less rapidly
than it has historically, so that even without explicit
reforms the program’s growth is assumed to be reduced.
The effect of the Administration’s proposals is to reduce
future growth even more, and that would reduce the
imbalance in Medicare by more than $10 trillion over
the 75-year forecasting horizon according to actuarial
estimates. Instead of facing a $34 trillion shortfall the

program would face about a $24 trillion shortfall, if
the Administration’s proposals were adopted. The proposals would not eliminate the shortfall but they would
reduce it substantially.
Eventually, the rising trend in health care costs will
have to end, but it is hard to know when and how
that will happen. Improved health and increased longevity are highly valued, and society has shown that
it is willing to spend a larger share of income on them
than it did in the past. Whether society will be willing
to devote the large share of resources to health care
implied by these projections, even with the Administration’s proposals, is an open question. The alternatives
highlight the effect of raising or lowering the projected
growth rate in per capita health care costs by 1⁄4 percentage point.

Chart 13-3. Health Care Cost Alternatives
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP

5
FY 2009 Budget
Extended

0
Lower Growth

-5

-10

Higher Growth

-15

2. Entitlement Savings: The Administration has proposed a number of savings measures in entitlement
programs in addition to the Medicare savings discussed

above. These proposals, if adopted, would have ongoing
budgetary effects. The chart below shows the long-run
deficit with and without these reforms.

Chart 13-4. Effect of Entitlement Savings
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP
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Chart 13-5. Alternative Receipts Projections
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP
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3. Alternative Revenue Shares: In the base projection,
tax receipts are held constant relative to GDP at their
average over the last 40 years—18.3 percent of GDP.
Tax receipts have risen above this ratio from time to
time, most recently in 2006–2007 of the 1990s, but
periods of high taxes have always been followed by
tax changes that have restored the long-term average
tax ratio. The chart below shows the effects of alternative receipts assumptions. Allowing receipts to rise
to 18.6 percent of GDP would reduce the long-run budget deficit, while holding receipts to 18.0 percent of GDP
would have the opposite effect.
4. Productivity: The rate of future productivity growth
has a major effect on the long-run budget outlook. It
is also highly uncertain. Over the next few decades
an increase in productivity growth would reduce projected budget deficits appreciably. Higher productivity
growth adds directly to the growth of the major tax
bases, while it has a smaller immediate effect on outlay

growth even assuming that in the long-run discretionary spending rises with GDP. In the latter half
of the 1990s, after two decades of much slower growth,
the rate of productivity growth increased markedly, and
that increase is projected to persist in these long-run
projections. This increase in productivity growth is one
of the most welcome developments of the last several
decade. Although the long-run growth rate of productivity is inherently uncertain, growth in nonfarm output
per hour has averaged 2.2 percent per year since 1948,
and it has grown 2.6 percent per year since 1995. The
projections here assume that productivity, as measured
by real GDP per hour, will grow in the long run at
a 2.2 percent annual rate. This is consistent with a
continuing increase in nonfarm productivity of around
2.5 percent per year. The alternatives highlight the effect of raising the projected productivity growth rate
by 1⁄4 percentage point and the effect of lowering it
by the same amount.

Chart 13-6. Alternative Productivity
Assumptions
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP

5

0
Higher
Productivity Growth

-5

-10

-15

FY 2009 Budget
Extended

Lower
Productivity Growth

191

13. STEWARDSHIP

5. Population: The key assumptions for projecting
long-run demographic developments are fertility, immigration, and mortality.
• The demographic projections assume that fertility
will average between 1.9 and 2.0 total lifetime

births per woman in the future, just slightly below
the replacement rate needed to maintain a constant population—2.1 births per woman.

Chart 13-7. Alternative Fertility Assumptions
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP
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• The rate of immigration is assumed to average
around 900,000 immigrants per year in these projections. Higher immigration relieves some of the
downward pressure on population growth from low
fertility and allows total population to expand
throughout the projection period, although at a
much slower rate than has prevailed historically.
• Mortality is projected to decline, i.e., people are
expected to live longer. The average female life-

span is projected to rise from 79.7 years in 2006
to 85.1 years by 2080, and the average male lifespan is projected to increase from 75.0 years in
2006 to 81.9 years by 2080. A technical panel to
the Social Security Trustees recently reported that
the improvement in longevity might even be greater.

Chart 13-8. Alternative Immigration
Assumptions
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP
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Chart 13-9. Alternative Mortality Assumptions
Surplus(+)/Deficit(-) as a percent of GDP
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Actuarial Projections for Social Security and
Medicare
Social Security and Medicare are the Government’s
two largest entitlement programs. Both rely on payroll
tax receipts from current workers and employers for
at least part of their financing, while the programs’
benefits largely go to those who are retired. The importance of these programs for the retirement security of
current and future generations makes it essential to
understand their long-range financial prospects. Both
programs’ actuaries have calculated that they face per-

sistent long-run deficits. How best to measure the longrun imbalance in Social Security is a challenging analytical question; the imbalance may be even more difficult to measure in Medicare, which includes Hospital
Insurance (HI), funded through the payroll tax, and
Supplementary Medical Insurance (SMI), financed
through premiums and general revenues. Under plausible assumptions, however, each program embodies a
huge financial deficiency, and it will be very difficult
for the Government as a whole to maintain control
of the budget without addressing these programs’ financial problems.
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Social Security: The Long-Range Challenge
Social Security provides financial security for the elderly, the disabled, and survivors. The Social Security system
is intended to be self-financing over time. The principle of self-financing is important, because it compels corrections in the event that projected benefits consistently exceed dedicated receipts.
While Social Security is running surpluses today, the program’s actuaries estimate that it will begin running cash
deficits 9 years from now. Social Security’s spending path is unsustainable under current law. The retirement of
the baby-boom generation, born following World War II, will begin to increase greatly the number of Social Security beneficiaries within five years. Demographic trends toward lower fertility rates and longer life spans mean
that the ratio of retirees to the working population will remain permanently higher following the baby boomers’
passage through the system. The number of workers available to support each beneficiary is projected to decline
from 3.3 today to 2.2 in 2030, and to continue to decline slowly from there. This decline in the workforce available
to support retiree benefits means that the Government will not be able to meet current-law benefit obligations at
current payroll tax rates.
The size of Social Security’s future shortfall cannot be known with precision, but a gap between Social Security receipts and outlays emerges under a wide range of reasonable forecasting assumptions. Long-range uncertainty underscores the importance of creating a system that is financially stable and self-contained. Otherwise, the demands created by Social Security could compromise the rest of the budget and the Nation’s economic health. The
actuarial shortfall between future benefits and income is estimated to be $6.8 trillion over the next 75 years. Extending the horizon to perpetuity increases the imbalance to $15.7 trillion, excluding trust fund assets as these do
not represent a source of funds from a unified budget perspective.
The current structure of Social Security leads to substantial generational differences in the average rate of return
people can expect from the program. While previous generations have fared extremely well, people born today can
expect to receive less than a two percent annual real rate of return on their total payroll taxes (including the employer’s portion, which most economists believe is ultimately borne by labor). Moreover, such estimates in a sense
overstate the expected rate of return for future retirees, because they assume no changes in current-law taxes or
benefits, even though such changes are needed to meet Social Security’s financing shortfall.
One way to address the issues of uncertainty and declining rates of return, while protecting national savings,
would be to allow individuals to invest some of their payroll taxes in personal retirement accounts. The Budget includes the estimated impact from the creation of personal accounts, funded through the Social Security payroll
tax. The Administration has also embraced the concept of progressive indexing, which would significantly contribute to the solvency of the system by partially indexing the growth of benefits for higher-wage workers to inflation rather than wage growth.
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Medicare: The Long-Range Challenge
Medicare finances health insurance for tens of millions of Americans, including most of the nation’s seniors and
many individuals with disabilities. It is composed of two programs: Hospital Insurance (HI) or Part A, which covers medical expenses relating to hospitalization and other institutional care, and Supplementary Medical Insurance (SMI) or Part B, which pays for physicians’ services and other related expenditures. Starting in 2006, Medicare began to offer a voluntary prescription drug benefit, Medicare Part D, which is funded out of the SMI Trust
Fund.
Like Social Security, HI is intended to be self-financing through dedicated taxes. According to the Medicare trustees’ most recent report, the Trust Fund is projected to be depleted in 2019. Looking at the long run, the Medicare
actuaries project a 75-year unfunded obligation of Medicare’s HI trust fund of around $11.9 trillion (net present
value). However, this measure tells less than half the story, because it does not include the deficiency in Medicare’s Part B and Part D programs. The main source of dedicated revenues to the SMI Trust Fund is beneficiary
premiums, which generally cover about one-quarter of its expenses. SMI’s funding structure creates an enormous
financing gap for the program and is the largest contributor to the total Medicare program shortfall over the next
75 years of $34.1 trillion. Extending the horizon to perpetuity increases the total shortfall to $74.4 trillion. SMI’s
financing gap is covered by an unlimited tap on general revenues. According to the Medicare Trustees’ 2007 report, ‘‘Within the next ten years, general revenue transfers are expected to constitute the largest single source of
income to the Medicare program as a whole—and would add significantly to the Federal Budget pressures.’’
This bifurcated trust fund structure finances Medicare as if the program offers two separate, unrelated benefits,
instead of recognizing that Medicare provides related and complementary health care services to its beneficiaries.
The Medicare Prescription Drug, Improvement, and Modernization Act (MMA), which established Part D, also
took an important first step toward improving Medicare sustainability by requiring the Medicare Trustees’ Report
to include a new, comprehensive fiscal analysis of the program’s financing that highlights the amount of general
revenue transfers used to fund Medicare. If the percent of Medicare funding that is from general fund transfers
reaches 45 percent within the current or next six years of the projection (2007–2013), the Trustees issue a finding
of ‘‘excess general revenue Medicare funding’’. In their 2007 report, the Trustees found that general revenue funding would first reach the 45 percent level in fiscal year 2013, within the seven-year window. Because this finding
has been present in two consecutive Trustees’ reports, a ‘‘Medicare funding warning’’ has been triggered. With this
trigger, the MMA calls for the President to submit legislation to restore Medicare spending to sustainable levels,
but it does not mandate Congressional action.
The Budget proposes to strengthen the MMA provision by modestly slowing the rate of Medicare growth if the
MMA threshold is exceeded. The lower growth would be achieved through a four-tenths of a percent reduction to
all payments beginning the year the threshold is exceeded. The change would only take effect if the President and
Congress fail to agree on legislation to bring Medicare spending back into line with the threshold established by
the MMA. The reduction would grow by four-tenths of a percent every year the shortfall continues to occur. This
proposal would improve Medicare’s sustainability by slowing the rate of growth in spending.

The Social Security and Medicare Trustees’ Projections: In their annual reports and related documents,
the Social Security and Medicare trustees typically
present calculations of the 75-year actuarial imbalance
or deficiency for Social Security and Medicare under
current-law. The calculation covers current workers and
retirees, as well as those projected to join the program
within the next 75 years (this is the so-called ‘‘opengroup’’; the ‘‘closed-group’’ covers only current workers
and retirees). These estimates measure the present
value of each program’s future benefits net of future
income. They are complementary to the flow projections
described in the preceding section, but unlike those projections they do not reflect the Administration’s proposals to reform the Medicare program and the effects
those proposals would have. More recently, the trustees’

reports have included a projection of the deficiency in
perpetuity. This is the clearest way to see the total
imbalance in both programs.
The present value of the Social Security imbalance
over the next 75 years was estimated to be $6.8 trillion
as of January 1, 2007. The comparable estimate for
Medicare was $34.1 trillion. These estimates exclude
the trust fund balances because the balances do not
represent a source of funds for the Government from
a unified budget perspective. (The estimates in Table
13–3 were prepared by the Social Security and Medicare actuaries, and they are based on the intermediate
economic and demographic assumptions used for the
2007 trustees’ reports. These differ in some respects
from the assumptions used for the long-run budget projections described in the preceding section. Table 13–3
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would show a smaller imbalance if the economic assumptions used for the budget had been used for the
calculations. In addition, because the estimates are on
the basis of current law, they do not reflect the Administration’s proposals to reform Medicare. Under the Administration’s proposals, the Medicare actuaries estimate that the imbalance would be reduced to about
$24 trillion.
Doing the calculations for a 75-year horizon understates the deficiencies, because the 75-year actuarial
calculations omit the large deficits that continue to
occur beyond the 75th year. The understatement is significant, even though values in the distant future are
discounted by a large amount. Since 2004, the Social
Security and Medicare actuaries have also presented
the actuarial imbalances calculated in perpetuity without assuming a fixed horizon. Table 13–3 shows how
much these distant benefits add to the programs’ imbalances. For Social Security, the future imbalance in perpetuity is $15.7 trillion and for Medicare it is $74.4
trillion as of January 1, 2007. (Again, the Medicare
estimate would be smaller if the effects of the Administration’s policy proposals had been included in the calculation.)
The imbalance estimated on a perpetuity basis is the
amount that the Government would have to raise in
the private capital markets to resolve the program’s
imbalance permanently (given current assumptions). If
nothing else changes, the estimated imbalance will
grow every year at approximately the rate of interest,
just as an unpaid debt grows with interest each year
it remains outstanding. For Social Security this implies
an increase of approximately $700 billion in 2007 and
growing amounts with every year that the imbalance
remains unaddressed.
Social Security: The current deficiency in Social Security is essentially due to the fact that past and current
participants will receive more benefits than they have
paid for with taxes (calculated in terms of present values). By contrast, future participants—those who are
now under age 15 or not yet born—are projected to
pay in present value about $0.8 trillion more than they
will collect in benefits. In other words, the taxes that
future participants are expected to pay will be large
enough to cover the benefits due them under current
law, but not large enough to cover those benefits plus
the benefits promised to current program participants
in excess of the taxes paid by current program participants.
Medicare: Extending the horizon to perpetuity shows
that the benefits due future participants will eventually
exceed projected payroll tax receipts and premiums by
a huge margin. The projections into perpetuity shown
at the top of Table 13–3 reveal that total Medicare
benefits exceed future taxes and premiums by $74.4
trillion in present value. This is due to an expected
excess of benefits over taxes for both current participants and for future generations. Unlike Social Security, the imbalance is not simply the inherited result
of a pay-as-you-go program that was never fully funded,
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and which faces a demographic crunch. That is part
of the problem, but even more fundamental is the assumption that medical costs continue to rise in excess
of general inflation so that medical spending increases
relative to total output in the economy.
General revenues have covered about 75 percent of
SMI program costs for many years, with the rest being
covered by premiums paid by the beneficiaries. In Table
13–3, only the receipts explicitly earmarked for financing these programs have been included. The
intragovernmental transfer is not financed by dedicated
tax revenues, and the share of general revenues that
would have to be devoted to SMI to close the gap increases substantially under current law. Other Government programs also have a claim on these general revenues. From the standpoint of the Government as a
whole, only receipts from the public can finance expenditures.
A significant portion of Medicare’s actuarial deficiency is caused by the rapid expected increase in future benefits due to rising health care costs. Some,
perhaps most, of the projected increase in relative
health care costs reflects improvements in the quality
of care, although there is also evidence that medical
errors, waste, and excessive medical liability claims add
needlessly to costs. But even though the projected increases in Medicare spending are likely to contribute
to longer life-spans and safer treatments, the financial
implications remain the same. As long as medical costs
continue to outpace the growth of GDP and other expenditures, as assumed in these projections, the financial pressure on the budget will mount, and that is
reflected in the estimates shown in Tables 13–2 and
13–3.
The Trust Funds and the Actuarial Deficiency: The
fact that a special account or trust fund exists does
not necessarily mean that the Government saved the
money recorded there. The trust fund surpluses could
have added to national saving if overall government
borrowing from the public had actually been reduced
because of the trust fund accumulations. But it is impossible to know for sure whether this happened or
not.
At the time Social Security or Medicare redeems the
debt instruments in the trust funds to pay benefits
not covered by income, the Treasury will have to turn
to the public capital markets to raise the funds to finance the benefits, just as if the trust funds had never
existed. From the standpoint of overall Government finances, the trust funds do not reduce the future burden
of financing Social Security or Medicare benefits, and
for that reason, the trust funds are not netted against
future benefits in Table 13–3. The eventual claim on
the Treasury is better revealed by the difference between future benefits and future taxes or premiums.
In any case, trust fund assets remain small in size
compared with the programs’ future obligations and
well short of what would be needed to pre-fund future
benefits as indicated by the programs’ actuarial deficiencies. Historically, Social Security and Medicare’s HI
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Table 13–3.

SCHEDULED BENEFITS IN EXCESS OF FUTURE TAXES AND PREMIUMS—ACTUARIAL PRESENT VALUES
In Perpetuity as of January 1, in Trillions of Dollars
2004

2005

2006

2007

Social Security ..........................................................................................................................................................................................
Medicare ...................................................................................................................................................................................................

11.9
61.9

12.8
68.4

15.3
70.8

15.7
74.4

Social Security and Medicare ..................................................................................................................................................................

73.8

81.2

86.0

90.3

Over a 75–Year Projection Period as of January 1, in Trillions of Dollars
2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

Social Security:
Future benefits less future taxes for those age 62 and over ..................................................................
Future benefits less future taxes for those age 15 to 61 ........................................................................
Future benefits less taxes for those age 14 and under and those not yet born ...................................
Net present value for present and future participants .........................................................................

4.1
7.2
–6.7
4.6

4.3
7.4
–6.8
4.9

4.5
8.0
–7.3
5.2

4.9
8.7
–7.9
5.7

5.3
9.6
–8.5
6.4

5.9
10.4
–9.5
6.8

Medicare:
Future benefits less future taxes for those age 65 and over ..................................................................
Future benefits less future taxes for those age 15 to 64 ........................................................................
Future benefits less taxes for those age 14 and under and those not yet born ...................................
Net present value for present and future participants .........................................................................

2.5
10.4
0.4
13.3

2.8
12.2
0.8
15.8

3.8
20.9
3.4
28.1

4.0
22.4
3.6
29.9

4.2
24.9
3.3
32.3

4.4
24.3
5.4
34.1

Social Security and Medicare:
Future benefits less future taxes for those who have attained eligibility ................................................
Future benefits less future taxes for those over age 15 who have not yet attained eligibility ..............
Future benefits less taxes for those age 14 and under and those not yet born ...................................
Net present value for present and future participants .........................................................................

6.6
17.6
–6.3
17.8

7.1
19.7
–6.0
20.7

8.3
28.9
–3.9
33.3

8.9
31.0
–4.3
35.6

9.5
34.5
–5.3
38.8

10.3
34.7
–4.1
40.8

program were financed mostly on a pay-as-you-go basis,
whereby workers’ payroll taxes were immediately used
to pay retiree benefits. For the most part, workers’
taxes have not been used to pre-fund their own future
benefits, and taxes were not set at a level sufficient
to pre-fund future benefits had they been saved.
The Importance of Long-Run Measures in Evaluating
Policy Changes: Consider a proposed policy change in
which payroll taxes paid by younger workers were reduced by $100 this year while the expected present
value of these workers’ future retirement benefits were
also reduced by $100. The present value of future benefit payments would decrease by the same amount as
the reduction in revenue. On a cash flow basis, however, the lost revenue occurs now, while the decrease

in future outlays is in the distant future beyond the
normal budget window, and the Federal Government
must increase its borrowing to make up for the lost
revenue in the meantime. If policymakers only focus
on the Government’s near-term borrowing needs, a reform such as this would appear to worsen the Government’s finances, whereas the policy actually has a neutral impact in the long run. Focusing on the Government’s near-term borrowing alone, therefore, can lead
to a bias against policies that could improve the Federal
Government’s overall long-run fiscal condition. Taking
a longer view of policy changes and considering measures such as those in this chapter can correct for such
mistakes.

PART IV—TAX COMPLIANCE, NATIONAL WEALTH, AND SOCIAL INDICATORS
To obtain a full picture of the Government’s financial
condition it is necessary to examine a broad range of
additional information beyond the narrow list of Government-owned assets and liabilities. It is even necessary to consider more information than is contained
in the long-term projections of the budget. This final
section presents a sample of such additional information. It is intended to provide insight into the full range
of resources the Government can draw upon to meet
its long-term obligations and also to indicate in a summary way what the Nation obtains in exchange for
the resources it provides the Government.

The first piece of additional information is analysis
of compliance with the nation’s tax laws, the so-called
‘‘tax gap.’’ The Government does not collect in a timely
manner all of the taxes it is legally owed, as explained
in detail below (along with some proposals to narrow
the gap). That discussion is followed by an investigation
of national wealth and the contributions the Federal
Government has made to the wealth of private persons
and other levels of government. The final section discusses a range of economic and social indicators.
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Improving Tax Fairness and Federal Finances
through Better Tax Compliance
The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) collects over 95
percent of total Federal receipts, including $2.7 trillion
in 2007. However, not every dollar of tax legally owed
is actually paid. The great majority of taxpayers comply
with the law by filing returns and paying their taxes
on time, but some do not comply either because they
do not understand their obligations due to the complexity of the tax law or because they seek to avoid
those obligations.
Tax Compliance: In 2006, the IRS released updated
results of its first large study in two decades of the
difference between taxes owed and taxes actually
paid—the ‘‘tax gap.’’ The IRS estimated that taxpayers
initially underpaid by $345 billion in 2001. This equates
to a voluntary compliance rate of 84 percent. Late payments and IRS enforcement action reduced this to a
net tax gap of $290 billion, raising the net compliance
rate to 86 percent. The Department of the Treasury
does not have estimates of the tax gap for the years
after 2001. It is possible, however, that lower tax rates
and more aggressive enforcement by the IRS have tended to decrease the gap
Due to changes in methodologies, comparisons between the 2001 estimates and those from earlier studies
should be made cautiously. However, it does appear
that the voluntary compliance rate has not changed
much since the 1980s. The IRS previously reported vol-

untary compliance rates of 87 percent in 1988, 86 percent in 1985, and 84 percent in 1983. While the overall
compliance rate seems to have moved relatively little
over time, each one percentage point change significantly impacts revenue. A one percentage point improvement would increase revenue by $21 billion per
year based on 2001 numbers.
The IRS compliance estimates, primarily based on
random audits of individuals and businesses, are not
precise, but give a good general sense of the size of
the tax gap and patterns in compliance. This sort of
information is critical for effectively targeting IRS enforcement programs to yield the greatest improvement
with the smallest cost and burden on taxpayers. The
IRS’ estimates are most accurate for underpayments
of known taxes as recorded in IRS financial systems,
and for individual income tax compliance studied
through the recent random National Research Program
(NRP) study. Non-filing estimates come from studies
of census data and are somewhat less precise. The
weakest portions of the IRS’ estimates are in areas
where no recent studies have been completed and the
IRS is relying on older data (e.g., for partnerships and
corporations).
Of the total tax gap, 83 percent comes from underreporting of tax liability (see chart). A significant portion of the gap also comes from underpayment of known
tax debts and people who fail to file returns. Individual
income taxes, the largest source of Federal receipts,
account for 71 percent of the tax gap.

Chart 13-10. Sources of the Gross Tax Gap
Dollars in billions

Nonfiling $27
8%
Underpayment $33
10%

Underreporting of Liability $285
83%

The highest compliance rates come in areas where
the IRS has good information about income, because
it is reported by third parties (e.g., Form W-2 that
reports wage income from employers, and Form 1099
that reports various third party payments, including

interest from banks). The IRS estimates that 95 percent
of income with third-party reporting but no tax withholding (e.g., interest income, dividends) is declared on
taxpayer returns. Where there is tax withholding, as
in the case of most wages, nearly 99 percent of the
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amounts reported by payers is declared on taxpayer
returns.
Conversely, the rate of underpaid taxes is high for
income with little or no third-party reporting. For example, an estimated 43 percent of the tax gap comes
from business income that should be reported on individual returns (Forms 1040) but goes unreported to
the IRS (see Table 13–4).
Improving Tax Compliance: While the tax gap can
likely never be entirely eliminated, reducing the gap
by improving compliance is important because non-compliant taxpayers impose unacceptable burdens on other
taxpayers and on Federal finances.
Table 13–4.

SOURCES OF THE TAX GAP FROM INCOME
UNDERREPORTING

Business income underreported by individuals including small
business owners .....................................................................
Non-business income underreporting and improper deductions
and credits ..............................................................................
Corporate income underreporting ...............................................
Other underreporting ...................................................................
Total Underreporting ...................................................................

Contribution
to the
Tax Gap
in Dollars

Percent
Share
of the
Overall
Tax Gap

148

43

88
30
19

26
9
6

285

84

The challenge is to find ways to improve compliance
without unduly burdening compliant taxpayers or the
economy. For example, as noted above, income that is
reported to the IRS by third parties is claimed on tax
returns at a far higher rate than other income. While
requiring third-party reporting of all income would likely raise compliance levels, it would necessitate burdensome new reporting requirements for individuals and
businesses. However, targeted income reporting requirements in areas where the IRS is aware of abuse,
such as requiring the reporting of automated payments
to support business income claims, could increase compliance and help reduce the tax gap.
Another approach to improving compliance would be
to change the tax code to remove tax benefits wherever
there is the potential for abuse. For example, generally
a taxpayer making payments to a trade or business
totaling $600 or more for services or determinable gains
in the course of a year is required to send an information return to the IRS. However, there are certain exceptions for payments to corporations that have created
compliance loopholes. Elimination of these exceptions
by changing the tax code could increase compliance and
help reduce the tax gap. Finally, much higher audit
rates might improve compliance, but would be extremely expensive and unless properly targeted could
be unduly burdensome to honest taxpayers.
In 2006, the Department of the Treasury released
a comprehensive strategy to improve tax compliance.4
The strategy builds upon the demonstrated experience
4 Treasury

Department, A Comprehensive Strategy for Reducing the Tax Gap (September
26, 2006). See: http://www.treas.gov/press/releases/reports/otptaxgapstrategy%20final.pdf

and current efforts of the Treasury Department and
IRS to improve compliance. The IRS has developed a
carefully targeted plan for reducing the tax gap, which
is aligned with the strategy and is detailed in a recent
report on improving voluntary compliance.5 The Budget
provides a $358 million initiative in the IRS to more
vigorously implement this key strategy. Components of
the strategy include:
Reduce Opportunities for Evasion: The Administration will pursue carefully targeted tax law changes to
promote compliance while causing minimal taxpayer
burden and IRS cost increases. The Budget includes
16 legislative proposals, such as expanding third party
information reporting where it can be done with acceptable levels of taxpayer burden (e.g., requiring brokers
to report the cost basis for certain securities’ sales).
(See chapter 17, ‘‘Federal Receipts’’ for a full description
of these legislative proposals.)
Multi-Year Commitment to Research: Improved research on tax gap causes and potential remedies, and
compliance rates for different segments of taxpayers,
will help the IRS target its enforcement and service
programs to achieve the greatest possible impact at
the lowest cost
Investments in Information Technology: Modernized
computer systems will give IRS staff the tools they
need to improve efficiency, service and compliance. The
IRS now receives more than half of all individual tax
returns electronically, and aims to continue increasing
this rate.
Improve
Compliance
Activities:
Through
reengineering and selected funding increases the IRS will
improve the effectiveness of its enforcement efforts. Enforcement efforts yielded a record $59.2 billion in 2007,
an increase of 20 percent over 2006.
Taxpayer Service: Improved service will help taxpayers avoid unintentional errors and will make filing
easier. Improved telephone service, new internet tools,
and increases in electronic filing have already helped
taxpayers file more accurate returns with less effort.
The IRS answers more than 80 percent of all phone
calls with answer accuracy rates greater than 90 percent. This is a significant improvement from the 1990s,
when approximately 60–65 percent of calls were answered with accuracy rates around 80 percent.
Reform and Simplify the Tax Law: Simplifying the
tax law will reduce unintentional errors caused by a
lack of understanding. Simplification will also reduce
the opportunities for intentional evasion and make it
easier for the IRS to administer the tax laws.
Coordinate with Partners and Stakeholders: Closer
coordination is needed between the IRS and State and
foreign governments to share information and compliance strategies. Closer coordination is also needed with
practitioner organizations, including bar and accounting
associations, to maintain and improve mechanisms to
ensure that advisors provide appropriate tax advice.
5 IRS, Reducing the Federal Tax Gap: A Report on Improving Voluntary Compliance
(August 2, 2007). See: http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-news/tax—gap—report—final—080207—
linked.pdf

199

13. STEWARDSHIP

The IRS also relies on volunteer groups to serve taxpayer needs, and in 2007 the IRS added 16 new Low
Income Taxpayer Clinics where volunteers help taxpayers who cannot afford representation obtain access
to competent assistance in meeting their obligations.
Collectively these efforts will reduce the tax gap and
improve the fiscal situation of the Government. Equally
important, better compliance will improve the fairness
of the tax system by ensuring all taxpayers pay their
fair share. Implementation depends on effective IRS
leadership, to improve factors such as technology investments and reengineering processes, as well as the
active support of the Congress to implement tax law
changes and provide needed funding for these improvements.
National Wealth
The Government relies on private wealth to support
its activities. It also contributes to that wealth. Unlike
a private corporation, the Federal Government routinely invests in ways that do not add directly to its
assets. For example, Federal grants are frequently used
to fund capital projects by State or local governments
for highways and other purposes. Such investments are
valuable, but they are not owned by the Federal Government and would not show up on a balance sheet
for the Federal Government. It is true, of course, that
to the extent these investments encourage economic
growth, they augment future tax receipts. The return
on investment that comes back to the Government in
the form of higher taxes, however, is far less than what
a private investor would require before undertaking a
similar investment.
The Federal Government also supports education and
research and development (R&D). These outlays contribute to future productivity and are analogous to investments in physical capital. Indeed, economists have
computed stocks of human and knowledge capital to
reflect the accumulation of such investments. Nonetheless, such hypothetical capital stocks are obviously not
owned by the Federal Government, nor would they appear on a balance sheet.
To show the importance of these kinds of issues,
Table 13–5 presents a national balance sheet. It includes estimates of national wealth classified into three
categories: physical assets, education capital, and R&D
capital. The Federal Government has made contributions to each of these types of capital, and these contributions are shown separately in the table. At the
same time, the private wealth shown in Table 13–5
generates future income and tax receipts, which finance
future public activities. The Nation’s wealth sets the
ultimate limit on the resources available to the Government.
The table shows that Federal investments are responsible for about 7 percent of total national wealth including education and research and development. This may
seem like a small fraction, but it represents a large
volume of capital: $7.5 trillion. The Federal contribution
is down from 10 percent in 1960. Much of this decline

reflects the relative shrinkage in the stock of defense
capital, which has fallen from around 34 percent of
GDP in 1960 to under 6 percent in 2007.
Physical Assets: The physical assets in the table include private stocks of plant and equipment, office
buildings, residential structures, land, and the Government’s physical assets such as military hardware and
highways. Automobiles and consumer appliances are
also included in this category. The total amount of such
capital is vast, $64.8 trillion in 2007, consisting of $55.1
trillion in private physical capital and $9.7 trillion in
public physical capital (including capital funded by
State and local governments); by comparison, GDP was
around $14 trillion in 2007. The Federal Government’s
contribution to this stock of capital includes its own
physical assets of $2.8 trillion plus $1.5 trillion in accumulated grants to State and local governments for capital projects. The Federal Government has financed
over 20 percent of all the physical capital held by other
levels of government.
Education Capital: Economists have developed the
concept of human capital to reflect the notion that individuals and society invest in people as well as in physical assets. Investment in education is a good example
of how human capital is accumulated. Table 13–5 includes an estimate of the stock of capital represented
by the Nation’s investment in formal education and
training. The estimate is based on the cost of replacing
the years of schooling embodied in the U.S. population
aged 15 and over; in other words, the goal is to measure
how much it would cost to reeducate the U.S. workforce
at today’s prices (rather than at the original cost). This
is more meaningful economically than the historical
cost of schooling, and is comparable to the methods
used to estimate the physical capital stocks presented
earlier.
Although this is a relatively crude measure, it does
provide a rough order of magnitude for the current
value of the investment in education. According to this
measure, the stock of education capital amounted to
$52 trillion in 2007, of which about 3 percent was financed by the Federal Government. The total stock
of education capital was roughly the same in value
as the Nation’s private stock of physical capital. The
main investors in education capital have been State
and local governments, parents, and students themselves.
Even broader concepts of human capital have been
proposed. Not all useful training occurs in a schoolroom
or in formal training programs at work. Much informal
learning occurs within families or on the job, but measuring its value is very difficult. Labor compensation,
however, amounts to about two-thirds of national income with the other third attributed to capital and
thinking of total labor income as the product of human
capital suggests that the total value of human capital
would be two times the estimated value of physical
capital if human capital earned a similar rate of return.
Thus, the estimates offered here are in a sense conservative, because they reflect only the costs of acquiring
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formal education and training, which is why they are
referred to as education capital rather than human capital. They constitute that part of total human capital
that can be attributed to formal education and training.
Research and Development Capital: Research and development can also be thought of as an investment,
because R&D represents a current expenditure that is
made in the expectation of earning a future return.
After adjusting for depreciation, the flow of R&D investment can be added up to provide an estimate of the
current R&D stock.6 That stock is estimated to have
been $3.7 trillion in 2007. Although this represents a
large amount of research, it is a relatively small portion
of total National wealth. Of this stock, 38 percent was
funded by the Federal Government.

Table 13–5.

Liabilities: When considering how much the United
States owes as a Nation, the debts that Americans owe
to one another cancel out. Table 13–5 only shows net
totals for the Nation. Gross debt is important even
though it does not appear in Table 13–5. The amount
of debt owed by Americans to other Americans can
exert both positive and negative effects on the economy.
Americans’ willingness and ability to borrow have
helped fuel the current expansion by supporting consumption and housing purchases. On the other hand,
unsound lending practices could be a risk to future
growth, if they undermine confidence in borrowers’ ability to repay their debts.

NATIONAL WEALTH

(As of the end of the fiscal year, in trillions of 2007 dollars)
1960

1965

1970

1975

1980

1985

1990

1995

2000

2005

2006

2007

ASSETS
Publicly Owned Physical Assets:
Structures and Equipment .....................................................................................
Federally Owned or Financed ...........................................................................
Federally Owned ...........................................................................................
Grants to State & Local Governmnts ...........................................................
Funded by State & Local Governmnts .............................................................
Other Federal Assets .............................................................................................

2.3
1.3
1.2
0.2
1.0
0.5

2.6
1.4
1.2
0.2
1.2
0.5

3.3
1.6
1.2
0.4
1.7
0.5

4.0
1.8
1.2
0.6
2.3
0.6

4.3
1.8
1.1
0.7
2.5
0.9

4.5
2.1
1.3
0.8
2.4
1.0

5.0
2.2
1.3
0.9
2.7
0.9

5.4
2.4
1.3
1.0
3.1
0.6

6.2
2.4
1.2
1.2
3.8
0.9

7.6
2.6
1.2
1.4
5.0
1.4

8.1
2.7
1.2
1.5
5.4
1.5

8.1
2.7
1.2
1.5
5.3
1.6

Subtotal .....................................................................................................

2.8

3.1

3.8

4.7

5.2

5.5

5.8

6.1

7.1

9.0

9.6

9.7

Privately Owned Physical Assets:
Reproducible Assets ..............................................................................................
Residential Structures ........................................................................................
Nonresidential Plant & Equipment ....................................................................
Inventories ..........................................................................................................
Consumer Durables ...........................................................................................
Land ........................................................................................................................

7.9
3.1
3.1
0.8
1.0
2.4

9.1
3.6
3.5
0.9
1.1
2.8

11.1
4.3
4.5
1.0
1.4
3.2

14.3
5.5
5.9
1.3
1.6
4.2

18.6
7.5
7.6
1.6
2.0
6.4

19.7
7.7
8.4
1.5
2.2
7.3

22.5
8.8
9.4
1.6
2.7
7.6

24.9
10.1
10.2
1.6
3.0
5.6

30.3
12.6
12.4
1.8
3.6
8.7

36.8
16.8
14.2
1.9
3.9
13.7

38.0
17.3
14.8
2.0
3.9
15.1

38.2
17.4
14.8
2.0
4.0
16.9

Subtotal .....................................................................................................

10.3

11.9

14.4

18.5

25.0

27.1

30.1

30.6

39.0

50.4

53.2

55.1

Education Capital:
Federally Financed .................................................................................................
Financed from Other Sources ...............................................................................

0.1
6.5

0.1
8.8

0.3
11.9

0.4
15.0

0.6
19.2

0.7
22.5

0.9
27.8

1.1
32.7

1.4
41.8

1.6
47.6

1.7
48.5

1.8
50.2

Subtotal .....................................................................................................

6.6

8.9

12.2

15.5

19.8

23.2

28.6

33.7

43.2

49.2

50.2

51.9

Research and Development Capital:
Federally Financed R&D ...................................................................................
R&D Financed from Other Sources ..................................................................

0.2
0.2

0.4
0.2

0.6
0.3

0.6
0.4

0.7
0.5

0.8
0.7

0.9
1.0

1.1
1.3

1.2
1.7

1.3
2.1

1.4
2.2

1.4
2.3

Subtotal .....................................................................................................

0.3

0.6

0.9

1.1

1.2

1.5

1.9

2.3

2.9

3.4

3.6

3.7

Total Assets ..............................................................................................................

20.0

24.6

31.2

39.7

51.3

57.3

66.4

72.7

92.2

112.1

116.5

120.4

Net Claims of Foreigners on U.S. (+) .......................................................................

–0.1

–0.2

–0.2

–0.1

–0.4

0.1

0.9

1.7

3.4

5.9

7.6

8.3

Net Wealth .................................................................................................................

20.2

24.8

31.4

39.8

51.7

57.2

65.5

71.0

88.9

106.1

108.9

112.1

ADDENDA:
Per Capita Wealth (thousands of 2007 dollars) ...................................................
Ratio of Wealth to GDP (in percent) ....................................................................
Total Federally Funded Capital (trils 2007 dollars) ..............................................
Percent of National Wealth ......................................................................

112
672
2.1
10.4

128
657
2.4
9.7

153
695
2.9
9.3

185
779
3.4
8.6

227
844
4.0
7.7

240
783
4.6
8.0

261
767
4.9
7.5

266
735
5.1
7.2

314
754
5.8
6.5

357
800
7.0
6.6

363
802
7.3
6.7

370
802
7.6
6.8

6 R&D depreciates in the sense that the economic value of applied research and development tends to decline with the passage of time, as still newer ideas move the technological
frontier.
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Table 13–6.

TRENDS IN NATIONAL WEALTH

(Average Annual Rates in Percent)

Real GDP .......................................................................................................................
Net National Wealth ......................................................................................................
Private Physical Wealth .................................................................................................
Nonresidential Plant and Equipment ........................................................................
Residential Structures ...............................................................................................
Consumer Durables ...................................................................................................
Public Physical Wealth ..................................................................................................
Net Education ................................................................................................................
Net R&D .........................................................................................................................

The only debts that show up in Table 13–5 are the
debts Americans owe to foreigners for the investments
that foreigners have made in the United States. America’s net foreign debt has been increasing rapidly in
recent years because of the imbalance in the U.S. current account. Last year, the current account deficit declined for the first time in several years, but it remains
very high compared with historical experience. Even
so, the size of the net foreign debt is relatively small
compared with the total stock of U.S. assets. In 2007,
it amounted to 7 percent of total assets including education and R&D capital.
Federal debt does not appear explicitly in Table 13–5
because much of it consists of claims held by Americans; only that portion of the Federal debt which is
held by foreigners is included along with the other
debts to foreigners. Comparing the Federal Government’s net liabilities with total national wealth however, does provide another indication of the relative
magnitude of the imbalance in the Government’s accounts. Federal net liabilities, as reported in Table
13–1, amounted to 6 percent of net U.S. wealth as
shown in Table 13–5. Prospectively, however, Federal
liabilities are a much larger share of national wealth,
as indicated by the long-run projections described in
Part III.
Trends in National Wealth
The net stock of wealth in the United States at the
end of 2007 was $112 trillion, about eight times the
size of GDP. Since 1960, it has increased in real terms
at an average annual rate of 3.7 percent per year. It
grew very rapidly from 1960 to 1973, at an average
annual rate of 4.6 percent per year, slightly faster than
real GDP grew over the same period. Between 1973
and 1995 growth slowed, as real net wealth grew at
an average rate of just 3.1 percent per year, which
paralleled the slowdown in real GDP growth over this
period. Since 1995 the rate of growth in U.S. real
wealth has picked up. Net wealth has been growing

1960–07

1960–1973

1973–1995

1995–2007

3.3
3.7
3.6
3.4
3.7
3.1
2.7
4.5
5.2

4.3
4.6
3.9
4.1
4.0
3.6
3.3
5.9
8.6

2.8
3.1
2.7
3.1
3.1
3.2
1.6
4.1
3.9

3.1
3.9
5.0
3.2
4.6
2.3
3.9
3.7
3.9

at an average rate of 3.9 percent since 1995. Productivity growth has also accelerated since 1995, following
a slowdown from 1973 to 1995.
The net stock of privately owned nonresidential plant
and equipment accounts for about 27 percent of all
privately owned physical assets. In real terms, it grew
3.4 percent per year on average from 1960 to 2007.
It grew especially rapidly from 1960 to 1973, at an
average rate of 4.1 percent per year. Since 1973 it
has grown more slowly, averaging around 3.1 percent
per year. Plant and equipment has grown at roughly
the same rate over the last ten years compared with
1973–1995. The real value of privately owned residential structures and the land they occupy have grown
much more rapidly in real value since 1995 than from
1973 to 1995, while the stock of consumer durables
has grown less rapidly.
The accumulation of education capital has averaged
4.5 percent per year since 1960. Its growth also slowed
down between 1973 and 1995. It grew at an average
rate of 5.9 percent per year in the 1960s, 2.0 percentage
points faster than the average rate of growth in private
physical capital during the same period. Since 1995,
education capital has grown at a 3.7 percent annual
rate. This reflects both the extra resources devoted to
schooling in this period, and the fact that such resources have been increasing in economic value. R&D
stocks have grown at an average rate of 3.8 percent
per year since 1995.
Other Federal Influences on Economic Growth
Federal investment decisions, as reflected in Table
13–5, obviously are important, but the Federal Government also affects wealth in ways that cannot be easily
captured in a formal presentation. The Federal Reserve’s monetary policy affects the rate and direction
of capital formation, and Federal regulatory and tax
policies also affect how capital is invested, as do the
Federal Government’s credit and insurance policies.
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TABLE 13–7.
Calendar Years
Economic:
Living Standards:
Real GDP per person (2000 dollars) 1 .......................................
average annual percent change (5–year trend) ....................
Real Disposable Personal Income Per Capita (2000 dollars) ...
average annual percent change (5–year trend) ....................
Median Income: All Households (2006 dollars) .........................
average annual percent change (5–year trend) ....................
Income Share of Lower 60 percent of All Households .............
Poverty Rate (%) 2 ......................................................................
Economic Security:
Civilian Unemployment (%) .........................................................
CPI-U (percent Change) .............................................................
Payroll Employment Increase (millions) .....................................
Managerial or Professional Jobs (percent of civilian employment) .......................................................................................

ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL INDICATORS

1960

1970

1980

1990

1995

2000

2005

2006

2007

13,840
0.6
9,735
1.2
N/A
N/A
31.8
22.2

18,392
2.3
13,563
3.2
39,604
N/A
32.3
12.6

22,666
2.6
16,940
2.1
41,258
1.0
31.2
13.0

28,429
2.3
21,281
1.8
44,778
1.2
29.3
13.5

30,128
1.2
22,153
0.8
44,764
0.0
28.0
13.8

34,755
2.9
25,469
2.8
49,163
1.9
27.3
11.3

37,052
1.3
27,436
1.5
47,845
–0.5
26.6
12.6

37,752
1.7
28,005
1.7
48,201
0.0
26.5
12.3

38,238
1.9
28,664
1.8
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

5.5
1.7
–0.4

4.9
5.7
–0.4

7.1
13.5
0.3

5.5
5.4
0.3

5.6
2.8
2.2

4.0
3.4
1.9

5.1
3.4
2.5

4.6
3.2
2.3

4.6
2.8
1.3

N/A

N/A

N/A

29.2

32.0

33.8

34.7

34.9

35.5

Wealth Creation:
Net National Saving Rate (percent of GDP) 3 ...........................

10.6

8.3

7.4

4.4

4.1

5.9

1.0

1.9

1.5

Innovation:
Patents Issued to U.S. Residents (thousands) ..........................
Multifactor Productivity (average 5 year percent change) .........
Nonfarm Output per Hour (average 5 year percent change) 3

42.3
1.0
1.8

50.6
0.8
2.1

40.8
0.8
1.1

52.8
0.6
1.6

64.4
0.6
1.5

96.9
1.1
2.5

82.6
1.8
3.0

102.2
1.9
2.7

N/A
N/A
2.2

18
22
N/A
N/A

27
31
197
221

27
26
178
74

26
23
144
5

25
19
120
4

23
16
102
3

19
15
89
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

6,147

6,471

6,978

7,181

7,076

N/A

N/A

85

N/A

162

174

179

N/A

N/A

N/A

9.2

11.6

18.6

21.6

24.0

22.3

23.4

24.0

N/A

160.0
5.1
N/A

364.0
7.8
N/A

597.0
10.2
5.9

729.6
9.4
9.8

684.5
8.2
11.0

506.5
5.5
4.8

469.0
5.6
4.8

473.5
5.7
N/A

N/A
N/A
N/A

26.0
7.7
69.7
N/A

20.0
7.9
70.8
39.2

12.6
6.8
73.7
33.0

9.2
7.0
75.4
25.3

7.6
7.3
75.8
24.6

6.9
7.6
77.0
23.1

6.8
8.2
77.9
20.9

6.6
8.3
N/A
20.8

N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

44.5

47.5

47.2

54.6

60.7

65.0

66.3

66.3

N/A

44.6
8.4

55.2
11.0

68.6
17.0

77.6
21.3

81.7
23.0

84.1
25.6

85.2
27.6

85.5
28.0

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

285.0
299.0

290.0
305.0

288.0
306.5

287.4
307.8

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

281

381

373

465

449

692

652

N/A

N/A

(1960)
62.8

(1972)
55.1

(1980)
52.8

(1984)
53.3

(1988)
50.3

(1992)
55.2

(2000)
50.3

(2004)
55.5

................
................

Environment:
Air Quality:
Nitrogen Oxide Emissions (millions of tons) ..........................
Sulfur Dioxide Emissions (millions of tons) ...........................
Carbon Monoxide (millions of tons) .......................................
Lead Emissions (thousands of tons) ......................................
Greenhouse Gas Emissions (mil metric tons cabron equivalent) ..........................................................................................
Water Quality:
Population Served by Secondary Treatment or Better (millions) ....................................................................................
Social:
Families:
Children Living with Mother Only (percent of all children) ....
Safe Communities:
Violent Crime Rate (per 100,000 population) 4 ......................
Murder Rate (per 100,000 population) 4 ................................
Murders (per 100,000 Persons Age 14 to 17) 4 ....................
Health:
Infant Mortality (per 1000 Live Births) ...................................
Low Birthweight [<2,500 gms] Babies (%) ............................
Life Expectancy at birth (years) .............................................
Cigarette Smokers (percent population 18 and older) ..........
Overweight (percent population 20–74 with Body-Mass
Index) greater than 2.5) .....................................................
Learning:
High School Graduates (percent of population 25 and
older) ...................................................................................
College Graduates (percent of population 25 and older) .....
National Assessment of Educational Progress 5
Reading 17–year olds ........................................................
Mathematics 17–year olds .................................................
Participation:
Individual Charitable Giving per Capita (2000 dollars) ..........
(by election year) .............................................................................
Voting for President (percent eligible population) ..................
1 Forecast

data are used for the fourth quarter of 2007.
poverty rate does not reflect noncash government transfers such as Medicaid or food stamps.
through Q3 only.
4 Not all crimes are reported, and the fraction that go unreported may have varied over time.
5 Data for some years are interpoated.
2 The

3 2007

203

13. STEWARDSHIP

Social Indicators
There are certain broad responsibilities that are
unique to the Federal Government. Especially important are preserving national security, fostering healthy
economic conditions including sound economic growth,
promoting health and social welfare, and protecting the
environment. Table 13–7 offers a rough cut of information that can be useful in assessing how well the Federal Government has been doing in promoting the domestic portion of these general objectives.
The indicators shown in Table 13–7 are only a subset
drawn from the vast array of available data on conditions in the United States. In choosing indicators for
this table, priority was given to measures that were
consistently available over an extended period. Such
indicators make it easier to draw comparisons and establish trends. In some cases, however, this meant
choosing indicators with significant limitations.
The individual measures in this table are influenced
to varying degrees by many Government policies and
programs, as well as by external factors beyond the
Government’s control. They do not measure the outcomes of Government policies, because they generally
do not show the direct results of Government activities,
but they do provide a quantitative measure of the
progress or lack of progress toward some of the ultimate
values that Government policy is intended to promote.
Such a table can serve two functions. First, it highlights areas where the Federal Government might need
to modify its current practices or consider new approaches. Where there are clear signs of deteriorating
conditions, corrective action might be appropriate. Second, the table provides a context for evaluating other
data on Government activities. For example, Government actions that weaken its own financial position
may be appropriate when they promote a broader social
objective. The Government cannot avoid making such
trade-offs because of its size and the broad ranging
effects of its actions. Monitoring these effects and incorporating them in the Government’s policy making is
a major challenge.
Some of the trends in these indicators turned around
in the 1990s. Perhaps, most notable has been the turnaround in the crime rate. After reaching a peak in
the early 1990s, violent crime fell by a third. The turnaround was especially dramatic in the murder rate,
which has been lower since 1998 than at any time
since the 1960s, although the last three years have
seen an uptick. The 2001 recession had a negative effect
on some of these indicators: unemployment rose and
real GDP growth declined, but as the economy recovered income growth revived. Indeed, productivity
growth, the best indicator of future changes in the
standard of living, has continued to grow at the higher
rate reached in the late 1990s.

TECHNICAL NOTE: SOURCES OF DATA AND
METHODS OF ESTIMATING
Long-Range Budget Projections
The long-range budget projections are based on demographic and economic assumptions. A simplified model
of the Federal budget, developed at OMB, is used to
compute the budgetary implications of these assumptions.
Demographic and Economic Assumptions: For the
years 2008–2018, the assumptions are drawn from the
Administration’s economic projections used for the 2009
Budget. These budget assumptions reflect the President’s policy proposals. The economic assumptions are
extended beyond this interval by holding inflation, interest rates, and the unemployment rate constant at
the levels assumed in the final year of the budget forecast. Population growth and labor force growth are extended using the intermediate assumptions from the
2007 Social Security trustees’ report. The projected rate
of growth for real GDP is built up from the labor force
assumptions and an assumed rate of productivity
growth. Productivity growth is assumed to equal the
average rate of growth in the Budget’s economic assumptions.
• CPI inflation holds stable at 2.3 percent per year;
the unemployment rate is constant at 4.8 percent;
and the yield on 10-year Treasury notes is steady
at 5.3 percent.
• Real GDP per hour, a measure of productivity,
grows at the same average rate as in the Administration’s medium-term projections—2.2 percent
per year.
• Consistent with the demographic assumptions in
the trustees’ reports, U.S. population growth slows
from around 1 percent per year to about half that
rate by 2030, and slower rates of growth beyond
that point. Annual population growth is only 0.3
percent at the end of the projection period in 2080.
• Real GDP growth declines because of the slowdown in population growth and the increase in
the population over age 65, who supply less work
effort than younger people do. Historically, real
GDP has grown at an average yearly rate of 3.4
percent. In these projections, average real GDP
growth declines to around 2.5 percent per year.
The economic and demographic projections described
above are set by assumption and do not automatically
change in response to changes in the budget outlook.
This is unrealistic, but it simplifies comparisons of alternative policies.
Budget Projections: For the period through 2013, receipts follow the budget’s policy projections. After 2013,
receipts are assumed to return gradually to their share
of GDP over the last 40 years, 18.3 percent, and to
remain at that lower share over the long run. Discretionary spending follows the policies in the Budget over
the next ten years and grows at the rate of growth
in nominal GDP afterwards. Other spending also aligns
with the Budget through the budget horizon, except
for the proposal to incorporate personal accounts in So-
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cial Security. Long-run Social Security spending is projected by the Social Security actuaries using this Chapter’s long-range assumptions. Medicare benefits are projected based on the estimates in the 2007 Medicare
trustees’ report, adjusted for differences in the assumed
inflation rate and the growth rate in real GDP per
capita, and further adjusted for the estimated longrun effects of the Administration’s policy proposals.
Federal pensions are derived from the most recent actuarial forecasts available at the time the budget was
prepared, repriced using Administration inflation assumptions. Medicaid outlays are based on the economic
and demographic projections in the model. Other entitlement programs are projected based on rules of thumb
linking program spending to elements of the economic
and demographic projections such as the poverty rate.

Pension and Post-Employment Health Liabilities: The
accrued liabilities for Federal retiree pensions and retiree health insurance along with the liability for Veterans disability compensation were derived from the
Financial Report of the United States Government (and
the Consolidated Financial Statement for some earlier
years). Prior to 1976, the values were extrapolated.
Other Liabilities: The source of data for trade
payables and miscellaneous liabilities is the Federal
Reserve’s Flow-of-Funds Accounts. The Financial Report of the United States Government was the source
for benefits due and payable.
Environmental Liabilities: The source of data for environmental liabilities was the Financial Report of the
United States Government for 2007 and previous years.
Prior to 1994, the estimates were extrapolated assuming a constant ratio to GDP.

Federally Owned Assets and Liabilities
Financial Assets: The principal source of data is the
Federal Reserve Board’s Flow-of-Funds Accounts.
Fixed Reproducible Capital: Estimates were developed from the OMB historical data base for physical
capital outlays and software purchases. The data base
extends back to 1940 and was supplemented by data
from other selected sources for 1915–1939. The source
data are in current dollars. To estimate investment
flows in constant dollars, it was necessary to deflate
the nominal investment series. This was done using
chained price indexes for Federal investment from the
National Income and Product Accounts. The resulting
capital stocks were aggregated into nine categories and
depreciated using geometric rates roughly following
those used by the Bureau of Economic Analysis in its
estimates of physical capital stocks.
Fixed Nonreproducible Capital: Historical estimates
for the value of Federal land holdings in the period
1960–1985 were drawn from estimates in Michael J.
Boskin, Marc S. Robinson, and Alan M. Huber, ‘‘Government Saving, Capital Formation and Wealth in the
United States, 1947–1985,’’ published in The Measurement of Saving, Investment, and Wealth, edited by Robert E. Lipsey and Helen Stone Tice (The University
of Chicago Press, 1989). Estimates were updated using
changes in the value of private land from the Flowof-Funds Balance Sheets and from the Agriculture Department for farm land. The value of Federal oil and
natural gas deposits were based on data for proved
reserves from the Department of Energy valued at contemporary market prices for oil and gas.
Inventories: Recent years data are from the Financial
Report of the United States Government . For the period
prior to 1995, data are from the Bureau of Economic
Analysis.
Debt Held by the Public: Treasury data.
Insurance and Guarantee Liabilities: Sources of data
are the OMB Pension Guarantee Model and OMB estimates based on program data. Historical data on liabilities for deposit insurance were also drawn from CBO’s
study, The Economic Effects of the Savings and Loan
Crisis, issued January 1992.

National Balance Sheet
Publicly Owned Physical Assets: Basic sources of data
for the federally owned or financed stocks of capital
are the Federal investment flows described in Chapter
6. Federal grants for State and local government capital
are added, together with adjustments for inflation and
depreciation in the same way as described above for
direct Federal investment. Data for total State and local
government capital come from the revised capital stock
data prepared by the Bureau of Economic Analysis extrapolated for 2007.
Privately Owned Physical Assets: Data are from the
Flow-of-Funds national balance sheets and from the private net capital stock estimates prepared by the Bureau
of Economic Analysis extrapolated for 2007 using investment data from the National Income and Product
Accounts.
Education Capital: The stock of education capital is
computed by valuing the cost of replacing the total
years of education embodied in the U.S. population 15
years of age and older at the current cost of providing
schooling. The estimated cost includes both direct expenditures in the private and public sectors and an
estimate of students’ forgone earnings, i.e., it reflects
the opportunity cost of education. Estimates of students’
forgone earnings are based on the minimum wage for
high-school students and year-round, full-time earnings
of 18–24 year olds for college students. These yearround earnings are reduced by 25 percent because students are usually out of school three months of the
year. Yearly earnings by age and educational attainment are from the Bureau of the Census.
For this presentation, Federal investment in education capital is a portion of the Federal outlays included in the conduct of education and training. This
portion includes direct Federal outlays and grants for
elementary, secondary, and vocational education and
for higher education. The data exclude Federal outlays
for physical capital at educational institutions because
these outlays are classified elsewhere as investment
in physical capital. The data also exclude outlays under
the GI Bill; outlays for graduate and post-graduate edu-
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cation spending in HHS, Defense and Agriculture; and
most outlays for vocational training. The Federal share
of the total education stock in each year is estimated
by averaging the prior years’ shares of Federal education outlays in total education costs.
Data on investment in education financed from other
sources come from educational institution reports on
the sources of their funds, published in U.S. Department of Education, Digest of Education Statistics.
Nominal expenditures were deflated by the implicit
price deflator for GDP to convert them to constant dollar values. Education capital is assumed not to depreciate, but to be retired when a person dies. An education capital stock computed using this method with
different source data can be found in Walter McMahon,
‘‘Relative Returns to Human and Physical Capital in
the U.S. and Efficient Investment Strategies,’’ Economics of Education Review, Vol. 10, No. 4, 1991. The method is described in detail in Walter McMahon, Investment in Higher Education, Lexington Books, 1974.
Research and Development Capital: The stock of R&D
capital financed by the Federal Government was developed from a data base that measures the conduct of
R&D. The data exclude Federal outlays for physical
capital used in R&D because such outlays are classified
elsewhere as investment in federally financed physical
capital. Nominal outlays were deflated using the GDP
deflator to convert them to constant dollar values.
Federally funded capital stock estimates were prepared using the perpetual inventory method in which
annual investment flows are cumulated to arrive at
a capital stock. This stock was adjusted for depreciation
by assuming an annual rate of depreciation of 10 percent on the estimated stock of applied research and
development. Basic research is assumed not to depreciate. These are the same assumptions used in a study
published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimating
the R&D stocks financed by private industry (U.S. De-

partment of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, ‘‘The
Impact of Research and Development on Productivity
Growth,’’ Bulletin 2331, September 1989). Chapter 6
of this volume contains additional details on the estimates of the total federally financed R&D stock, as
well as its national defense and nondefense components.
A similar method was used to estimate the stock
of R&D capital financed from sources other than the
Federal Government. The component financed by universities, colleges, and other nonprofit organizations is
estimated based on data from the National Science
Foundation, Surveys of Science Resources. The industry-financed R&D stock component is estimated from
that source and from the U.S. Department of Labor,
‘‘The Impact of Research and Development on Productivity Growth,’’ Bulletin 2331, September 1989.
Experimental estimates of R&D capital stocks have
been prepared by BEA. The results are described in
‘‘A Satellite Account for Research and Development,’’
Survey of Current Business , November 1994. These
BEA estimates are lower than those presented here
primarily because BEA assumes that the stock of basic
research depreciates, while the estimates in Table 13–4
assume that basic research does not depreciate. BEA
also assumed a slightly higher rate of depreciation for
applied research and development, 11 percent, compared with the 10 percent rate used here.
Sources of Data and Assumptions for
Estimating Social Indicators
The main sources for the data in this table are the
Government statistical agencies. The data are all publicly available, and can be found in such general sources
as the annual Economic Report of the President and
the Statistical Abstract of the United States, or from
the respective agencies’ web sites.

14.

NATIONAL INCOME AND PRODUCT ACCOUNTS

The National Income and Product Accounts (NIPAs)
are an integrated set of statistics prepared by the Department of Commerce that measure aggregate U.S.
economic activity. Because the NIPAs include Federal
transactions and are widely used in economic analysis,
it is important to understand the differences between
the NIPAs’ distinctive presentation of Federal transactions and that of the budget.
The main purpose of the NIPAs is to measure the
Nation’s total production of goods and services, known
as gross domestic product (GDP), and the incomes generated in its production. GDP excludes intermediate
product to avoid double counting. Government consumption expenditures along with government gross investment—State and local as well as Federal—are included in GDP as part of final output, together with
personal consumption expenditures, gross private domestic investment, and net exports of goods and services (exports minus imports).
Not all government expenditures are counted in GDP.
Social benefits, grants to State and local governments,
subsidies, and interest payments—are not purchases of
final output and are therefore not included in GDP;
however, these transactions are recorded in the NIPA
government account that records current receipts and
expenditures (including depreciation on government
gross investment) because all of these affect the government’s claim on economic resources.
Federal transactions are included in the NIPAs as
part of the government sector.1 The Federal subsector
is designed to measure certain important economic effects of Federal transactions in a way that is consistent
with the conceptual framework of the entire set of integrated accounts. The NIPA Federal subsector is not
itself a budget, because it is not a financial plan for
proposing, determining, and controlling the fiscal activities of the Government. For example, it omits from
its current receipts and current expenditures certain
‘‘capital transfers’’ that are recorded in the budget.
NIPA concepts also differ in many other ways from
budget concepts, and therefore the NIPA presentation
of Federal finances is significantly different from that
of the budget.
Differences between the NIPAs and the Budget
Federal transactions in the NIPAs are measured according to NIPA accounting concepts and as a result
they differ from the budget in netting and grossing,
timing, and coverage. These differences cause current
receipts and expenditures in the NIPAs to differ from
total receipts and outlays in the budget, albeit by rel1 The

other subsector of the NIPA government sector is a single set of transactions for
all U.S. State and local units of government, treated as a consolidated entity.

atively small amounts.2 Differences in timing and coverage also cause the NIPA measure of net Federal Government saving to differ from the budget surplus or
deficit. Unlike timing and coverage differences, netting
and grossing differences have equal effects on receipts
and expenditures and thus have no effect on net Government saving. The NIPAs also combine transactions
into different categories from those used in the budget.
Netting and grossing differences arise because the
budget records certain transactions as offsets to outlays
that are recorded as current receipts in the NIPAs (or
vice versa). The budget treats as governmental receipts
all income that comes to the Government due to its
sovereign powers—mainly, but not exclusively, taxes.
The budget offsets against outlays any income that
arises from voluntary business-type transactions with
the public. The NIPAs generally follow this concept as
well, and income to Government revolving accounts
(such as the Government Printing Office) is offset
against their expenditures. However, the NIPAs have
a narrower definition of ‘‘business-type transactions’’
than does the budget. Rents and royalties, and some
regulatory or inspection fees, which are classified as
offsets to outlays in the budget, are recorded in the
NIPAs as Government receipts (income receipts on assets and current transfer receipts, respectively). The
NIPAs include Medicare premiums as Government receipts, while the budget classifies them as businesstype transactions (offsetting receipts). In addition, the
NIPAs treat the net surplus of Government enterprises
as a component of current receipts.
In the budget, any intragovernmental income paid
from one account to another is offset against outlays
rather than being recorded as a receipt so that total
outlays and receipts measure only transactions with
the public. For example, Government contributions for
Federal employee social insurance (such as Social Security) are offset against outlays. In contrast, the NIPAs
treat the Federal Government like any other employer
and show contributions for Federal employee social insurance as expenditures by the employing agencies and
as governmental (rather than offsetting) receipts. The
NIPAs also impute certain transactions that are not
recorded explicitly in the budget. For example, unemployment benefits for Federal employees are financed
by direct appropriations rather than social insurance
contributions. The NIPAs impute the social insurance
contributions to the expenditures of employing agencies—again, treating the Federal Government like any
other employer.
2 Over the period 1994–2007, NIPA current expenditures averaged 3.6 percent higher
than budget outlays, while NIPA current receipts averaged 2.5 percent higher than budget
receipts.
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Timing differences for receipts occur because the
NIPAs generally record business taxes when they accrue, while the budget generally records all receipts
when they are received. Thus the NIPAs attribute corporations’ final settlement payments back to the quarter(s) in which the profits that gave rise to the tax
liability occurred. The delay between accrual of liability
and Treasury receipt of payment can result in significant timing differences between NIPA and budget
measures of receipts for any given accounting period.
Timing differences also occur for expenditures. When
the first day of a month falls on a weekend or holiday,
monthly benefit checks normally mailed on the first
day of the month may be mailed out a day or two
earlier; the budget then reflects two payments in one
month and none the next. As a result, the budget totals
occasionally reflect 13 monthly payments in one year
and only 11 the next. NIPA expenditure figures always
reflect 12 benefit payments per year, giving rise to a
timing difference compared to the budget.
Coverage differences arise on the expenditure side because of the NIPA treatment of Government investment. The budget includes outlays for Federal investments as they are paid, while the NIPA Federal current
account excludes current investments but includes a
depreciation charge on past investments (‘‘consumption
of general government fixed capital’’) as part of ‘‘current
expenditures.’’ The inclusion of depreciation on fixed
capital (structures, equipment and software) in current
expenditures can be thought of as a proxy for the services that capital renders; i.e., for its contribution to
Government output of public services. The depreciation
charge is not a full reflection of capital services, however, since it does not include the net return to capital
that in a private corporation would appear as interest
income or profit. The NIPAs would need to include an
imputed interest charge for government capital to assure a fully parallel treatment.
Certain items in the budget are excluded from the
NIPA Federal current account because they are related
to the acquisition or sale of assets, and not linked to
current consumption or income. Examples include Federal investment grants to State and local governments,
investment subsidies to business, lump sum payments
to amortize the unfunded liability of the Uniformed
Services Retiree Health Care Fund and the new Postal
Service Retiree Health Benefits Fund, and forgiveness
of debt owed by foreign governments. Likewise, estate
and gift taxes, included in budget receipts, are excluded
from NIPA current receipts as being capital transfers.
They also exclude the proceeds from the sales of nonproduced assets such as land. Bonuses paid on Outer
Continental Shelf oil leases and proceeds from broadcast spectrum auctions are shown as offsetting receipts
in the budget and are deducted from budget outlays.
In the NIPAs these transactions are excluded from the
Federal current account as an exchange of assets with
no current production involved. The NIPAs are not
strictly consistent in this interpretation, however, since
they do include in total revenues the taxation of capital
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gains. Also unlike the budget, the NIPAs exclude transactions with U.S. territories.
The treatment of Government pension plan income
and outgo creates a coverage difference. Whereas the
budget treats employee payments to these pension
plans as governmental receipts, and employer contributions by agencies as offsets to outlays because they
are intragovernmental, the NIPAs treat employer contributions as personal income and employee payments
as a transfer of income within the household sector,
in the same way as it treats contributions to pension
plans in the private (household) sector. Likewise, the
budget records a Government check to a retired Government employee as an outlay, but under NIPA concepts,
no Government expenditure occurs at that time; the
payment is treated (like private pension payments) as
a transfer of income within the household sector.
Financial transactions such as loan disbursements,
loan repayments, loan asset sales, and loan guarantees
are excluded from the NIPAs on the grounds that such
transactions simply involve an exchange of assets rather than current production, income, or consumption.
In contrast, under the Federal Credit Reform Act of
1990, the budget records the estimated subsidy cost
of the direct loan or loan guarantee as an outlay at
the time when the loan is disbursed. The cash flows
with the public are recorded in nonbudgetary accounts
as a means of financing the budget rather than as
budgetary transactions. This treatment recognizes that
a Federal direct loan is an exchange of assets with
equal value after allowing for the subsidy to the borrower implied by the terms of the loan. It also recognizes the subsidy element in loan guarantees. In the
NIPAs, these subsidies are not recognized. The NIPAs,
like the budget, include all interest transactions with
the public, including interest received by and paid to
the loan financing accounts; and both the NIPAs and
the budget include administrative costs of credit program operations.
Deposit insurance outlays for resolving failed banks
and thrift institutions are similarly excluded from the
NIPAs on the grounds that there are no offsetting current income flows from these transactions. In 1991, this
exclusion was the largest difference between the NIPAs
and the budget and made NIPA net Government saving
a significantly smaller negative number than the budget deficit that year. In subsequent years, as assets acquired from failed financial institutions were sold, these
collections tended to make the budget deficit a smaller
negative figure than NIPA net Federal Government
saving.
Federal Sector Current Receipts
Table 14–1 shows the NIPA classification of Federal
current receipts in five major categories and four of
the subcategories used to measure taxes, which are
similar to the budget categories but with some significant differences.
Current tax receipts is the largest category of current
receipts, and its personal current taxes subcategory—
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Table 14–1.

FEDERAL TRANSACTIONS IN THE NATIONAL INCOME AND PRODUCT ACCOUNTS, 1998–2009
(In billions of dollars)
Estimate

Description

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007
2008

2009

CURRENT RECEIPTS
Current tax receipts ................................................
Personal current taxes .......................................
Taxes on production and imports ......................
Taxes on corporate income ...............................
Taxes from the rest of the world .......................
Contributions for government social insurance .....
Income receipts on assets .....................................
Current transfer receipts .........................................
Current surplus of government enterprises ...........

1,105.9
814.1
80.7
205.9
5.2
604.4
22.3
21.0
–*

1,165.2
868.5
82.5
207.9
6.2
642.2
20.9
21.8
0.3

1,305.6
987.4
87.8
223.5
6.8
687.8
24.3
24.9
–1.3

1,266.9
993.8
86.4
179.5
7.1
713.8
26.4
26.5
–6.5

1,089.7
851.1
86.4
144.7
7.4
729.6
21.3
25.5
–1.1

1,065.9
781.7
89.1
186.8
8.3
749.9
21.4
24.7
2.5

1,113.8
778.7
93.2
232.7
9.3
795.1
23.7
27.7
0.2

1,328.9
914.1
98.1
305.0
11.7
843.4
24.9
11.0
–5.2

1,515.5
1,037.8
99.0
367.6
11.1
887.6
24.3
35.0
–3.7

1,644.0
1,149.3
100.5
380.5
13.7
937.2
25.9
35.7
–1.9

1,555.0
1,079.3
102.2
360.9
12.6
981.0
26.0
37.7
–0.4

1,701.6
1,234.4
103.0
351.7
12.6
1,032.8
28.3
42.4
–0.2

Total current receipts ..............................

1,753.5

1,850.3

2,041.2

2,027.1

1,865.0

1,864.4

1,960.6

2,203.0

2,458.7

2,641.0

2,599.2

2,805.0

CURRENT EXPENDITURES
Consumption expenditures .....................................
452.9
469.5
496.0
519.7
575.5
648.0
706.6
757.9
800.3
841.6
912.1
1005.6
Defense ...............................................................
301.3
307.2
321.2
335.7
368.4
424.5
470.4
507.8
532.1
568.0
604.7
679.0
Nondefense .........................................................
151.6
162.3
174.8
184.0
207.1
223.5
236.2
250.2
268.2
273.6
307.4
326.6
Current transfer payments ......................................
940.3
976.3 1,023.2 1,108.0 1,216.6 1,308.9 1,377.5 1,462.8 1,548.4 1,644.1 1,738.2 1,808.8
Government social benefits ................................
716.4
733.0
762.7
823.6
900.9
956.3 1,005.1 1,071.6 1,154.5
1241.0 1,311.5 1,377.3
Grants-in-aid to State and local governments ..
209.9
227.7
244.1
268.2
296.7
329.3
347.6
359.5
360.8
370.8
390.9
398.2
Other transfers to the rest of the world ............
14.0
15.7
16.4
16.3
19.0
23.2
24.7
31.7
33.1
32.2
35.9
33.4
Interest payments ...................................................
299.7
285.9
283.3
267.9
234.9
214.6
216.8
243.1
284.1
302.8
319.2
338.0
Subsidies .................................................................
33.6
36.1
49.6
53.7
37.9
46.1
43.5
55.0
52.7
45.6
52.5
45.9
Wage disbursements less accruals ........................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................ ................
Total current expenditures .....................

1,726.5

1,767.8

1,852.0

1,949.3

2,064.9

2,217.6

2,344.4

2,518.9

2,685.6

2,834.0

3,022.0

3,198.3

Net Federal Government saving ............

27.0

82.4

189.2

77.8

–199.9

–353.2

–383.8

–315.8

–226.9

–193.0

–422.7

–393.3

Current receipts ......................................................
Capital transfer receipts ..........................................

1,753.5
23.9

1,850.3
27.6

2,041.2
28.8

2,027.1
28.2

1,865.0
26.4

1,864.4
21.7

1,960.6
24.7

2,203.0
24.6

2,458.7
27.7

2,641.0
25.8

2,599.2
26.5

2,805.0
26.1

Total receipts ...........................................

1,777.4

1,877.9

2,070.1

2,055.3

1,891.3

1,886.1

1,985.3

2,227.6

2,486.4

2,666.8

2,625.8

2,831.1

Current expenditures ..............................................
Net investment:
Gross government investment:
Defense ..........................................................
Nondefense ....................................................
Less: Consumption of fixed capital:
Defense ..........................................................
Nondefense ....................................................
Capital transfer payments .......................................
Net purchases of nonproduced assets ..................

1,726.5

1,767.9

1,852.0

1,949.3

2,064.9

2,217.6

2,344.4

2,518.9

2,685.6

2,834.0

3,022.0

3,198.3

45.4
29.7

46.5
31.9

48.5
32.2

49.9
30.3

54.5
32.6

59.0
33.3

65.1
33.6

72.3
35.9

77.2
40.5

81.9
38.4

94.0
39.2

95.5
39.2

59.8
22.9
28.2
–5.3

59.7
24.5
31.3
–1.7

60.2
26.5
39.3
–0.3

60.3
27.7
39.8
–0.9

60.4
28.2
44.3
0.3

61.4
28.7
62.0
*

63.4
29.3
62.9
0.1

67.0
30.8
66.0
–0.7

71.2
32.6
69.2
–0.3

74.9
33.4
76.7
–13.6

78.1
36.8
91.4
–15.5

81.3
39.9
95.2
–2.5

Total expenditures ...................................

1,741.8

1,791.8

1,885.1

1,980.3

2,108.0

2,281.9

2,413.5

2,594.5

2,768.4

2,909.0

3,116.2

3,304.5

Net lending or net borrowing (–) ..........

35.7

86.1

185.0

75.0

–216.7

–395.8

–428.1

–366.9

–281.9

–242.2

–490.4

–473.5

ADDENDUM: TOTAL RECEIPTS AND
EXPENDITURES

* $50 million or less.

composed primarily of the individual income tax—is the
largest single subcategory. The NIPAs’ taxes on corporate income subcategory differs in classification from
the corresponding budget category primarily because
the NIPAs include the deposit of earnings of the Federal Reserve System as corporate income taxes, while
the budget treats these collections as miscellaneous re-

ceipts. (The timing difference between the NIPAs and
the budget is especially large for corporate receipts.)
The taxes on production and imports subcategory is
composed of excise taxes and customs duties.
Contributions for Government social insurance is the
second largest category of current receipts. It differs
from the corresponding budget category primarily be-
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cause: (1) the NIPAs include Federal employer contributions for social insurance as a governmental receipt,
while the budget offsets these contributions against outlays as undistributed offsetting receipts; (2) the NIPAs
include premiums for Parts B and D of Medicare as
governmental receipts, while the budget nets them
against outlays; (3) the NIPAs treat Government employee contributions to their pension plans as a transfer
of personal income within the household sector (as if
the pension system were private), while the budget includes them in governmental receipts; and (4) the
NIPAs impute employer contributions for Federal employees’ unemployment insurance and workers’ compensation.
The income receipts on assets category consists mainly of interest payments received on Government direct
loans (such as student loans) and rents and royalties
on Outer Continental Shelf oil leases. The current
transfer receipts category consists primarily of deposit
insurance premiums, fees, fines and other receipts from
both individuals and businesses, less insurance settlements from the National Flood Insurance Program—
virtually all of which are netted against outlays in the
budget. The current surplus (or deficit) of Government
enterprises category is the profit or loss of ‘‘Government
enterprises,’’ such as the Postal Service, which are business-type operations of Government that usually appear
in the budget as public enterprise revolving funds. Depreciation (consumption of enterprise fixed capital) is
netted in calculating the current surplus of Government
enterprises.
Federal Sector Current Expenditures
Table 14–1 shows the five major NIPA categories for
current expenditures and five subcategories, which differ greatly from the corresponding budget categories.
Government consumption expenditures consist of
goods and services purchased by the Federal Government, including compensation of employees and depreciation on fixed capital. Gross investment (shown
among the addendum items in Table 14–1) is thus excluded from current expenditures and does not figure
in computing net Government saving on a NIPA basis,
whereas depreciation—charges on federally-owned fixed
capital—(‘‘consumption of general government fixed
capital’’) is included. The NIPAs treat State and local
investment and capital consumption in the same way—
regardless of the extent to which it is financed with
Federal aid (capital transfer payments) or from State
and local own-source receipts.
Although gross investment is not included in Government current expenditures, Government gross investment is included in total GDP along with current consumption expenditures (including depreciation), which
makes the treatment of the government sector in the
NIPAs similar to that of the private sector. Investment
includes structures, equipment, and computer software.
The largest expenditure category consists mainly of
current transfer payments for Government income security and health benefits, such as Social Security and

Medicare. Payment of pension benefits to former Government employees is not included, as explained previously. Grants-in-aid to State and local governments
help finance a range of programs, including income security, Medicaid, and education (but capital transfer
payments for construction of highways, airports, wastewater treatment plants, and mass transit are excluded).
‘‘Current transfer payments to the rest of the world
(net)’’ consists mainly of grants to foreign governments.
Interest payments consist of the interest paid by the
Government on its debt (excluding debt held by trust
funds, other than Federal employee pension plans; and
other Government accounts). Where the budget nets
interest received on loans against outlays, the NIPAs
treat it as current receipts.
Subsidies consist of subsidy payments for resident
businesses (excluding subsidies for investment). NIPA
subsidies do not include the imputed credit subsidies
estimated as budget outlays under credit reform. Rather, as explained previously loans and guarantees are
excluded from the NIPAs except for associated interest
and fees.
Wage disbursements less accruals is an adjustment
that is necessary to the extent that the wages paid
in a period differ from the amount earned in the period.
Differences in the Estimates
Since the introduction of the unified budget in January 1968, NIPA current receipts have been greater than
budget receipts in most years. This is due principally
to grossing differences and the fact that estate and
gift taxes, which the NIPAs exclude as capital transfers,
have been roughly matched by Medicare premiums,
which the NIPAs include as a governmental receipt
but the budget treats as an offsetting receipt. (In the
budget, offsetting receipts are not included in the governmental receipts total but instead are netted against
the outlay total.) Since 1986, NIPA current expenditures have usually been higher than budget outlays
(from which the Medicare premiums and employer retirement contributions are netted out as offsetting receipts); despite the omission from NIPA expenditures
of capital transfer grants and pension benefit payments
to former Government employees.
Two components of budget outlays, however, are
sometimes sufficiently large in combination to exceed
the usual netting and grossing adjustments. These are
financial transactions and net investment (the difference between gross investment and depreciation).
Large outlays associated with resolving the failed savings and loan associations and banks in 1990 and 1991
caused those year’s budget outlays to exceed NIPA current expenditures. With the change in budgetary treatment of direct loans in 1992 under credit reform, the
cost of direct loans to the public recorded in the budget
has been reduced bringing it closer to the NIPA treatment. Disbursement and repayment of loans made since
that time are recorded outside the budget; only credit
subsidies are recorded as budget outlays, unlike the
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Table 14–2.

RELATIONSHIP OF THE BUDGET TO THE FEDERAL SECTOR, NIPA’s
Estimate

Description

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007
2008

2009

RECEIPTS
Budget receipts .......................................................
Contributions to government employee retirement plans ......................................................
Capital transfers received ..................................
Other coverage differences ................................
Netting and grossing ..........................................
Timing differences ..............................................

1,722.0

1,827.6

2,025.5

1,991.4

1,853.4

1,782.5

1,880.3

2,153.9

2,407.3

2,568.2

2,521.2

2,699.9

–4.3
–23.9
–5.8
64.5
1.1

–4.5
–27.6
–7.0
65.7
–3.9

–4.8
–28.8
–8.0
70.6
–13.2

–4.7
–28.2
–7.9
69.9
6.7

–4.6
–26.3
–8.9
77.0
–25.6

–4.6
–21.7
–9.0
85.1
32.1

–4.6
–24.7
–10.4
89.7
30.3

–4.5
–24.6
–11.3
75.0
14.4

–4.4
–27.7
–11.7
108.3
–13.0

–4.3
–25.8
–12.3
117.5
–2.4

–4.7
–26.5
–13.2
127.9
–5.4

–4.8
–26.1
–14.3
140.0
10.1

NIPA current receipts ..................................

1,753.5

1,850.3

2,041.2

2,027.1

1,865.0

1,864.4

1,960.6

2,203.0

2,458.7

2,641.0

2,599.2

2,805.0

Budget outlays ........................................................
Government employee retirement plan transactions ............................................................
Deposit insurance and other financial transactions ............................................................
Capital transfer payments ..................................
Net purchases of nonproduced assets ..............
Net investment ....................................................
Other coverage differences ................................
Netting and grossing differences .......................
Timing differences ..............................................

1,652.7

1,702.0

1,789.2

1,863.2

2,011.2

2,160.1

2,293.0

2,472.2

2,655.4

2,730.2

2,931.2

3,107.4

31.3

32.1

31.7

31.5

33.7

33.1

33.5

39.4

42.1

41.1

51.2

55.7

–7.1
–28.2
5.3
7.6
1.0
64.5
–0.7

–6.1
–31.3
1.7
5.7
2.7
65.7
–4.7

–9.0
–35.1
0.3
6.0
4.0
70.6
–5.6

–6.2
–39.8
0.9
7.9
7.9
69.9
14.3

–6.7
–44.1
–0.3
1.4
–0.6
77.0
–6.7

2.1
–45.4
–*
–2.3
–13.5
85.1
–1.6

0.4
–46.4
–0.1
–6.1
–21.3
89.7
1.6

7.1
–47.7
0.7
–10.3
–26.5
75.0
8.9

–3.4
–51.2
0.3
–13.9
–38.4
108.3
–13.6

12.7
–76.7
13.6
–11.8
–6.3
117.5
13.7

21.7
–91.4
15.5
–18.4
–12.5
127.9
–3.3

13.3
–95.2
2.5
–13.5
–7.2
140.0
–4.6

NIPA current expenditures .........................

1,726.5

1,767.8

1,852.0

1,949.3

2,064.9

2,217.6

2,344.4

2,518.9

2,685.6

2,834.0

3,022.0

3,198.3

69.3
27.0

125.6
82.4

236.2
189.2

128.2
77.8

–157.8
–199.9

–377.6
–353.2

–412.7
–383.8

–318.3
–315.8

–248.2
–226.9

–162.0
–193.0

–410.0
–422.7

–407.4
–393.3

EXPENDITURES

ADDENDUM
Budget surplus or deficit (–) ..............................
NIPA net Federal Government saving ..............
* $50 million or less.

NIPAs which do not include this element of government
expenditure.
Every year during the period 1975–1992, the budget
deficit exceeded in absolute value net Federal Government saving as measured in the NIPAs. The largest
difference, $78.8 billion, occurred in 1991 as a result
of resolving failed financial institutions as discussed
above; the budget deficit was then –$269.2 billion, while
the NIPA net Government saving was –$190.5 billion.
In 1993–2002, NIPA net Federal Government saving
exceeded the budget deficit in absolute value when the
budget was in deficit and fell short of the budget surplus during the years the budget was in surplus. For
2003–2006, and again for 2009, the NIPA net Federal
Government saving was, or is estimated to be, smaller

than the budget deficit in absolute value, while for 2007
and 2008 the reverse is the case.
Table 14–1 displays Federal transactions using NIPA
concepts with actual data for 1998–2007 and estimates
for 2008 and 2009 consistent with the Administration’s
budget proposals. Table 14–2 summarizes the reasons
for differences between the data. Annual NIPA data
for 1948–2009 are published in Section 14 of a separate
budget volume, Historical Tables, Budget of the U.S.
Government, Fiscal Year 2009.
Detailed estimates of NIPA current receipts and expenditures consistent with the budget and including
quarterly estimates will be published in a forthcoming
issue of the Department of Commerce publication, Survey of Current Business and on the Bureau of Economic
Analysis website at www.bea.doc.gov/bea/pubs.htm.

