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Americans Show They Can Make Tough Federal Budget Decisions and
Reduce National Debt

September 2019

The national debt currently is the highest it has been as a share of the economy since
just after World War II, and it is rising rapidly. This high and rising debt is ultimately
unsustainable, and could have severe adverse consequences, including slower
income growth, a weakened ability to respond to the next recession or emergency, a
larger burden on future generations, and heightened risk of a fiscal crisis.

Fixing the national debt requires getting the federal budget onto a sustainable path
by increasing future revenue, reducing future spending, or some combination. To
illustrate the tough budget trade-offs involved and promote an informed
conversation about fiscal responsibility, the nonpartisan Committee for a
Responsible Federal Budget launched an interactive tool called the Debt Fixer.

The tool has been newly updated to account for the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2019
and the latest budget baseline from the Congressional Budget Office and to reflect
the current set of options under consideration by policymakers. In conjunction with
the launch of the updated version of the tool, we are releasing the results from the
previous version.

Background

The Debt Fixer gives users the opportunity to confront many of the same budget
decisions that lawmakers face and to see how those choices affect the debt. Absent
policy change, we projected debt would rise from 79 percent of GDP this year to 95
percent in a decade and 155 percent in 2050.

Users were asked to make choices on 90 different policy options with the goal of
putting the debt on a downward path toward 70 percent of Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) within ten years and 40 percent of GDP, about the post-war historic average,
by 2050.

Options covered specific policies or sets of policies within seven categories. With
each option, users were provided with a description of the policy and its short- and
long-term costs or savings.


http://www.crfb.org/debtfixer/
http://www.crfb.org/debtfixer/

Debt Fixer Results

Since July 2018, over 180,000 users visited our Debt Fixer tool and more than 10,000 of those
voluntarily submitted their choices to share publicly. The results demonstrate that there is more
support for reducing the debt with new government spending and tax policies than the current
hyper-partisanship and inaction in Congress indicate.

e 69 percent of users successfully reached the goal of reducing the debt to 70 percent of the
economy in ten years.

e 62 percent hit the benchmark of reducing debt to 40 percent of GDP by 2050.

e The average user achieved $7.6 trillion in debt reduction over a decade. That includes 75
percent of users who attained at least $7 trillion in savings and another 11 percent who
identified $5 to $7 trillion in savings — enough to stop the debt from climbing further.

e If one only chose options with majority support, debt would remain stable at below 80 percent
of the economy over the next decade and fall to nearly 40 percent in 2050. The results indicate
broad support for many policies that together can reduce the debt substantially.

Notable Selections

Appendix A of this paper includes the top 10 most and least popular policy choices made, while
Appendix B includes all policies with majority support. Some notable findings include:

e The single most popular policy was reducing prescription drug costs, particularly in
Medicare — it had 85 percent support.

e 83 percent of users chose to end the wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan.

e 63 percent of users elected to raise the Social Security Normal Retirement Age to 68, while
67 percent chose to use chained CPI to measure inflation for Social Security cost of living
adjustments and other benefit programs.

e While Congress is considering repealing the “Cadillac tax” on high-cost employer-
sponsored health plans, only 4 percent of users chose that option. In fact, 59 percent
elected to strengthen the policy by replacing the tax with a cap on the tax exemption for
employer-paid health insurance programs.

e Repealing the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act was chosen by 49 percent of users. An additional 22

percent chose to extend the law but to undo all the individual rate cuts. Only four percent
chose to permanently extend the law.
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e 48 percent of users opted to limit the mortgage interest and charitable deductions, with
support from Democrats, Republicans, and Independents evenly distributed.

e 18 percent of users selected an option to tighten border security and build a border wall,
while 72 percent of users supported comprehensive immigration reform that included a
path to citizenship.

e Only seven percent of users chose to continue the defense spending increases from the
Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018 — a policy which was recently enacted into law.

e The Bipartisan Budget Act also increased non-defense discretionary spending by
eliminating the sequester. Only five percent of users chose that option.

¢ Replacing Obamacare with the American Health Care Act was one of the least popular
options at four percent, with little partisan difference between Republicans and
Democrats.

User Demographics

Debt Fixer results were voluntarily submitted by 10,476 participants over the last 12 months. Of
that population, 57 percent identified as male and 39 percent identified as female, with four
percent not identifying. Democrats make up the largest plurality of respondents, accounting for
31 percent of the total population. Republicans accounted for 22 percent of respondents, with
Independents behind them at 21 percent. More than a quarter of our participants — 26 percent —
did not self-identify a political affiliation or answered “None.”

Conclusion

The unique feature of the Debt Fixer is that it does not measure popular support in a vacuum.
Users see how their preferences will affect the larger budget picture. As a result, Americans are
willing to make difficult political choices when they have a better understanding of the overall
situation. These results also serve as a reminder that tough budget choices can be agreed upon by
lawmakers of both parties.

The Debt Fixer is being used in classrooms and community budget exercises across the country.
Request a dedicated link for your class or group to use or inquire about a budget exercise by
contacting debtfixer@crfb.org.
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Appendix A

THE DEBT FIXER
Top 10 Most Popular Policy Options

Reduce Prescription Drug Costs 85% m

End the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 83% m
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Allow Private Plans to Compete
with Medicare

Provide a Pathway to Citizenship
for Undocu ed Immigrants

Increase Cigarette and Alcohol Taxes

Replace Current Student Loan Subsidies
with Income-Based Repayment

Extend the Use of Chained CPI
to Measure Inflation

Raise Payroll Tax Rate by 1%

Modernize Medicare Cost-Sharing

THE DEBT FIXER
Top 10 Least Popular Policy Options
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Replace Obamacare with
American Health Care Act

Repeal the Cat’!gl:c Tax on High-Cost

ith Insurance Plans [k

Increase Social Security Benefits
for All Beneficiaries

Continue Recent Non-Defense
Spending Increases

Move to Full Expensing

Repeal the Estate Tax

Adopt the CPI-E to Measure Inflation
for Social Security

Continue Recent Defense
Spending Increases
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Appendix B

THE DEBT FIXER

Options that Received 50% or More Support
Reduce Prescription Drug COStS................oosssssessssssrse 85%
End the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan..... i 83%
Slow Social Security Benefit Growth While Protecting Low and Middle Eamers ..... 80%
Allow Private Plans to Compete with Medicare...................cn 75%
Provide a Pathway to Citizenship for Undocumented Immigrants................ 72%
Increase Cigarette and AICOROI TAXES.................comrromsisssssssss 70%
Replace Current Student Loan Subsidies with Income-Based Repayment................ 68%
Extend the Use of Chained CPI to Measure Inflation...................67%
Ralse-Payroll Tax Rate Dy 1. s N B 67%
Modernize Medicare Cost-Sharing................ciiiiiiiiissesssssissssssssns 66%
Block Grant Medicaid to the States™ ... 66%

Require States to Cover One-Quarter of the Cost of Food Stamps....................65%
Reduce the U.S. Navy Fleet from 292 to 250 Ships..........cnrinn 63 %
Raise the Normal Retirement AQet0 68................sssisosn 03 90

Impose a 4% Surtax on Income Above $5 MIllIon...........oi 63%
Replace the Cadillac Tax with a Cap on the Health Insurance Tax Exclusion............ 59%
Enact Medical Malpractice RefOIM...................ossssssssssssssssssssssssss 59%
Increase Corporate Tax Rate t0 25%.................cccoooocoosssssesins DO 0
Enact a Carbon Tax and Partial Rebate A RN
Eliminate the Payroll Tax Cap to Cover AII Earnings VIOTTTIRPR TR IO OO TIetnn. i
Reform Medicare Provider Payments ... B 4
Reform the Estate Tax™* ... e 0 10
Means-Test Social Securlty Benems for ngh Eammg Semors - . 11

Increase Medicare Premiums for High-Income Benet:cnanes.......................................,............55%
Reduce Foreign Aid and International Program Spending.................cco...53%
Enact a 30% Minimum Tax Buffett Rule For High Earners................oo, 52%

“Thia 2 a combination of threa iteme Mt were part of a mulple choice option: Slow Inital Benell Growth. Progressively Reduca Benett Growlih, Protacting Low
Eamers, and Prograssvaly Reouce Banelits, Protecting Low and Middle Eamers.

*"Thes & a combination of Block Grant Madicald and Grow Par-Parson Spandng With Medical Inflation and Block Grant Medicald and Grow Per-Person Spending
Wiah Wnflason

***This 15 a combnation of Restore Essate Tax ta 2009 Levels and Lowsr Estate Tax Exempbon to §5+ Million
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