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Executive Summary

Barack Obama’s budgetary record has already been a subject of intense debate. The 
president’s defenders1 assert that he inherited a daunting $1.2 trillion budget deficit 
and eventually cut it in half; that he responsibly raised tax rates on upper-income 

Americans, expanded health-care spending, and trimmed the defense budget. Finally, 
they argue that Obama pulled America out of a severe recession and built a seven-year 
economic expansion. 

Critics2 respond that the president’s runaway spending slowed down what should have been even faster deficit 
reduction and that the national debt rose from $11.5 trillion to $20 trillion, despite tax increases on upper-in-
come families, small businesses, investors, smokers, and the health industry. They argue that this has been the 
weakest economic recovery since the 1940s, with wages stagnating.

The end of the Obama presidency now allows for an overall assessment of taxes, spending, and deficits during 
his years in office. The analysis in this paper begins with the 10-year budget baseline that Obama inherited in 
January 2009, and it measures subsequent tax and spending changes through the January 2017 baseline that was 
released as he left office. The data come from more than 20 Congressional Budget Office (CBO) baseline updates 
over the administration’s eight years, supplemented with the line-item scores of approximately 110 major bills 
that Obama signed into law.3 

Here are the key findings:

  The cumulative 2009–19 budget deficits are set to end up at $8.93 trillion—$4.6 trillion higher than projected  
for the same time period when Obama took office. This consisted of $5 trillion in new legislation, partially offset  
by $400 billion saved by economic factors and technical changes.

  The economy grew more slowly over this decade than had been projected in 2009. Yet far from deepening the 
budget deficits in the Obama years, the slower economic recovery and technical changes actually saved $400 
billion over the decade, relative to the January 2009 baseline, as lower tax revenues were offset by lower interest 
payments on the national debt, the result of recession-dampened interest rates.

  New legislation cost $5.0 trillion over the 2009 –19 period. However, $4.1 trillion of this cost came from basic 
extensions of expiring tax relief. Economic stimulus added $2.0 trillion in costs, and discretionary spending caps 
and mandatory sequestrations saved $800 billion.

  The Affordable Care Act (ACA) has reduced the 2009 –19 budget deficit by $275 billion, as its steep tax  
increases and Medicare cuts exceeded the cost of new health benefits. At the same time, the law has made 
balancing the long-term budget more difficult by using most of the tax increases and Medicare cuts to finance 
a new entitlement rather than deficit reduction—thus leaving fewer options for future lawmakers to close the 
growing budget deficit.

  The combination of expanded entitlements and the tight discretionary spending caps reduced discretionary 
spending from 38% to 31% of all federal spending.

  Virtually all net spending increases during the Obama administration were enacted during 2009–10, when 
Democrats controlled Congress. During the following six years, with a Republican House and eventual Republican 
Senate, $889 billion in net spending cuts were enacted, excluding legislation that simply extended expiring 
policies. A common conservative complaint that the 2011–16 Republican House (and then Senate) acted as a 
rubber stamp for Obama spending is without merit. The president’s expensive new proposals collided with a 
Republican Congress, producing gridlock.
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  Obama leaves behind a budget with higher entitlement spending, lower discretionary spending, and (temporarily) 
lower net interest costs than originally projected. The ballooning national debt means taxpayers will be liable for 
exorbitant debt service costs when interest rates return to normal levels. 

  Over the long term, the president’s most consequential budgetary legacy was the worsening entitlement picture. 
The president failed to shore up the finances of Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid, and then added a new 
health-care entitlement (ACA). As a result, retiring baby boomers and rising health-care spending threaten to 
eventually overwhelm the federal budget.
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$4.6 Trillion in Additional Federal Deficits
Upon taking office in January 2009, President Obama inherited a budget deficit that had soared from 
$161 billion in 2007 to a recession-slammed $1.186 trillion estimate for 2009. The January 2009 
CBO baseline budget projection for 2009–19—which already incorporated the effects of the year-old 
recession in its projections—estimated that a strong economic recovery and the expiration of certain 
tax cuts would return the annual budget deficit to approximately $260 billion by 2012. In other words, 
the projections assumed that the high recessionary deficits would quickly fall back to earlier levels. 
Overall, CBO estimated that there would be $4.32 trillion in total budget deficits over the decade.

That is not what happened. Figure 1 shows that, as Obama left office, the 2009–19 budget deficits 
were now estimated to total $8.93 trillion—more than double the initial projections. Annual budget 
deficits remained above $1 trillion through 2012, fell to $438 billion by 2015, and have since begun 
rising once again. While current deficits of 3% of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) are not historical-
ly atypical, they are significantly higher than the default baseline when Obama took office.

These deficits also exceeded the president’s own targets. A month after his inauguration, Obama 
pledged to “cut the deficit we inherited by half by the end of my first term in office.”4 Instead, the 
inherited $1.186 trillion was pushed up to $1.413 trillion by 2009 stimulus legislation, and then 

remained over $1 trillion throughout the president’s first term (Figure 2). It was not until 2014 
that the budget deficit fell to half the inherited level in nominal dollars (2013, if measuring by 
percentage of GDP).

Had the president and Congress simply stuck to CBO’s original budget baseline legislatively (even 

FIGURE 1. 

Obama Deficits Exceeded the 2009 CBO Baseline by $4.6 Trillion

Source: For original 2009 projections, see 
CBO, “The Budget and Economic Outlook: 
Fiscal Years 2009 to 2019,” Jan. 7, 2009. 
For actual 2009–16 deficits, see Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB), Historical 
Tables, Washington, D.C. (May 2017), Table 
1.1. For the 2017–19 deficit projections 
when Obama left office, see CBO,  
“The Budget and Economic Outlook: 2017 
to 2027,” Jan. 24, 2017.  

$0

-$200

-$400

-$600

-$800

-$1,000

-$1,200

-$1,400

-$1,600

N
om

in
al

 $
Bi

lli
on

s

  CBO Baseline Deficit,  
January 2009 

 Actual Budget Deficits

Fiscal Year
2006 2019’18’17’16’15’14’13’12’11’10’09’08’07

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/41753
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/41753
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals
https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/52370
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/52370


Obama’s Fiscal Legacy  |  A Comprehensive Overview of Spending, Taxes, and Deficits

8

allowing for budget effects of the weak recovery), the 
deficit would have fallen well below $300 billion by 2013 
and approached balance by 2018. Instead, expensive 
new policies slowed the deficit reduction, leading to 
$8.93 trillion in red ink rather than $4.32 trillion—
which is $4.6 trillion in additional deficits. Readers can 
determine which new costs were justified, and which 
were not.

Higher Deficits Were Not 
the Result of the Weak 
Economic Recovery
Conventional wisdom blames the persistently high 
budget deficits in the Obama years on the unexpect-

edly weak economic recovery. In 2012, for example, 
the president asserted that he had failed to meet his 
own deficit-reduction targets “because this recession 
turned out to be a lot deeper than any of us realized.”5 

To be sure, the 2009–16 economy grew at barely half the 
2.6% annual rate that CBO projected in January 2009. 
By the end of 2019, CBO now projects the economy to 
produce $7.4 trillion less output than it projected for 
these 10 years in January 2009. This translates into 
$1.9 trillion in forgone tax revenues. An additional $1.2 
trillion in projected tax revenues was lost to technical 
revisions and other factors that are often intertwined 
with the underperforming economy.6 

That is only half the story. The same sluggish economy 
and technical re-estimates that reduced tax revenues 
by $3.1 trillion also automatically reduced spending 
by $3.5 trillion over the decade—leading to a modest 

FIGURE 2. 

CBO’s Fiscal Year 2009–19 Budget Baseline vs. Actual Performance ($billions)

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2009-19
Jan. 2009 CBO Baseline

Revenues 2,357 2,533 2,825 3,124 3,353 3,544 3,746 3,929 4,122 4,309 4,505 38,348
Outlays 3,543 3,236 3,323 3,388 3,610 3,794 3,980 4,201 4,355 4,497 4,740 42,669
Discretionary Spending 1,184 1,188 1,189 1,193 1,220 1,246 1,274 1,308 1,335 1,362 1,399 13,898
Mandatory Spending 2,164 1,857 1,914 1,906 2,033 2,156 2,288 2,458 2,572 2,684 2,890 24,922
Net Interest 195 191 220 289 358 392 418 434 448 452 451 3,849
Deficit (-) or Surplus -1,186 -703 -498 -264 -257 -250 -234 -272 -234 -188 -235 -4,321
Gross Federal Debt 11,529 12,323 12,924 13,410 13,710 14,188 14,638 15,092 15,506 15,532 15,973 —
Gross Domestic Product 14,257 14,452 15,137 16,048 17,035 17,986 18,864 19,703 20,537 21,397 22,278 —

Actual and Jan. 2017 CBO Baseline
Revenues 2,105 2,163 2,303 2,450 2,775 3,021 3,250 3,267 3,404 3,604 3,733 32,075
Outlays 3,518 3,457 3,603 3,537 3,455 3,506 3,688 3,854 3,963 4,091 4,334 41,006
Discretionary Spending 1,238 1,347 1,347 1,286 1,202 1,179 1,169 1,184 1,209 1,210 1,238 13,609
Mandatory Spending 2,093 1,914 2,026 2,030 2,032 2,098 2,297 2,429 2,484 2,585 2,764 24,752
Net Interest 187 196 230 220 221 229 223 241 270 295 332 2,644
Deficit (-) or Surplus -1,413 -1,294 -1,300 -1,087 -680 -485 -438 -587 -559 -487 -601 -8,931
Gross Federal Debt 11,876 13,511 14,736 16,027 16,719 17,781 18,113 19,537 20,355 21,074 21,839 —
Gross Domestic Product 14,415 14,799 15,379 16,027 16,498 17,184 17,810 18,403 19,157 19,926 20,661 —

Difference
Revenues -252 -370 -521 -674 -578 -522 -496 -662 -717 -705 -772 -6,273
Outlays -25 221 280 149 -156 -287 -292 -347 -392 -406 -406 -1,663
Discretionary Spending 53 159 158 93 -18 -67 -105 -124 -126 -151 -160 -289
Mandatory Spending -71 57 112 125 -1 -58 8 -29 -88 -98 -126 -169
Net Interest -8 6 10 -69 -137 -163 -195 -194 -178 -157 -120 -1,204
Deficit (-) or Surplus -227 -592 -801 -823 -423 -235 -205 -315 -325 -299 -366 -4,610
Gross Federal Debt 347 1,188 1,812 2,617 3,009 3,593 3,475 4,445 4,849 5,542 5,866 5,866
Gross Domestic Product 158 346 242 -21 -537 -803 -1,054 -1,300 -1,379 -1,472 -1,617 -7,436

Source: CBO budget baselines published in Jan. 2009 and Jan. 2017, with various CBO baseline updates providing the actual values along the way. Figures for 2017–19 reflect the CBO baseline 
projection as of Jan. 2017.
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net reduction in the 10-year budget deficit relative to 
the January 2009 baseline. The main source of lower 
spending: $2.3 trillion less in interest payments on 
the national debt, thanks to lower interest rates. These 
lower interest rates were a direct result of the weak 
economy and the Federal Reserve’s policy of keeping 
its target interest rates near zero, to spark growth. Con-
sider that between 1996 and 2016, the national debt 
quadrupled, from $5 trillion to $20 trillion, yet interest 
payments were lower in 2016 than in 1996.7 Had the 
original 2009 CBO interest-rate assumptions held, the 
federal government would be paying a $620 billion in-
terest tab in 2017, rather than $270 billion. 

That is the good news. The bad news is that when in-
terest rates paid by Washington return to a historically 
normal range of 5%–7% (or even higher, because of the 
soaring national debt), federal spending will explode 
by hundreds of billions—or even trillions—of dollars. 

In addition to low interest rates, the slow economic re-
covery and technical re-estimates saved $820 billion in 
mandatory program costs through developments such 
as lower automatic inflation adjustments and lower 
than projected spending on Medicare Part D. Finally, 
$397 billion was saved from faster than projected re-
payments of the 2008 financial bailouts as well as the 
rapid recovery of deposit insurance and government 
mortgage-guarantee institutions that had cratered 
in 2008. All told, this $3.5 trillion in nonlegislative 
spending savings exceeded the $3.1 trillion in lost tax 
revenues (Figure 3).

Even during the 2009–12 period of trillion-dollar defi-
cits, the net budgetary loss to economic and technical 

revisions (relative to the January 2009 baseline) av-
eraged about $50 billion annually.8 Since then, these 
factors have provided a net savings of approximately 
$100 billion annually, as net interest and mandatory 
program savings, such as those described in the last 
paragraph, continue to grow rapidly.

Overall, the weak economy and technical re-estimates 
reduced deficits by $400 billion from the original 
2009–19 budget projections. This offset some of the 
$5 trillion in new legislation, leading to a sum of $4.6 
trillion in net additional deficits over this period.

$5 Trillion in New 
Legislation 
In eight years, President Obama signed legislation that 
cumulatively added $4,988 billion in budget deficits 
over 2009–19. Taxes were reduced by $3.120 trillion, 
program spending increased $758 billion, and $1.110 
trillion in interest costs resulted.9 The main compo-
nents are summarized in Figure 4, and some details 
are explained below.

1. Extending tax cuts inherited from previous 
administrations ($4,135 billion). The most ex-
pensive bills signed by President Obama did not reflect 
major policy changes; they were instead extensions 
of tax cuts that had been scheduled to expire. This in-
cludes extensions of the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts orig-
inally signed by President George W. Bush ($1,660 
billion), the Alternative Minimum Tax (AMT) “patch”10 
($1,247 billion), and a series of small tax cuts known 
as the “tax extenders” that Congress regularly renews 
every December ($481 billion). 

Because this raised the national debt, it also added 
$747 billion in interest costs. Following a two-year ex-
tension enacted in December 2010, the AMT patch and 
most of the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts were finally made 
permanent in January 2013, and many annual tax ex-
tenders were made permanent in December 2015. 

There is a persuasive argument that these extensions 
should have been incorporated into the original CBO 
baseline rather than counted as “new” tax cuts. After 
all, a baseline is supposed to show the tax and spend-
ing effects of maintaining current policies. Instead, 
the January 2009 baseline assumed the expiration of 
the tax policies above and thus the implementation 
of $5 trillion in new tax increases (including interest 
costs) over the next decade, the vast majority of which 
would later be canceled by a bipartisan congressional 

FIGURE 3. 

The Weak Economy Is Not the Reason  
That Budget Deficits Exceeded the January 
2009 Budget Projections

Source: Author’s calculations based on CBO data
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majority. Yet controversial budget rules classified this 
simple continuation of current tax policies as a new $4 
trillion tax cut.11 It is true that the baseline merely re-
flected expiration dates that were written into these tax 
cuts (partly because of other arcane budget rules). Yet 
CBO’s baseline projections regularly assume that ex-
piring entitlement programs (such as farm subsidies) 
will be extended and that Social Security and Medicare 
benefits will continue to be fully paid, even after their 
trust funds are exhausted. Simple consistency suggests 

that the baseline should have also assumed these tax 
policy extensions in the original baseline (and scored 
their long-term cost when originally enacted), rather 
than counting them as expensive “new” tax cuts.

Based on a current-policy baseline (which assumes the 
renewal of existing policies), Obama and Congress ac-
tually raised net taxes. The January 2013 legislation 
made permanent the 2001 and 2003 tax cuts for most 
taxpayers but allowed tax rates to rise for upper-in-

FIGURE 4. 

Bridge from CBO Projections to Final Values ($billions)

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2009 –19
CBO January 2009  
Baseline Budget Deficit -1,186 -703 -498 -264 -257 -250 -234 -272 -234 -188 -235 -4,321

Legislative Changes
Renewing Pre-2009 Tax 
Policies -27 -114 -239 -273 -382 -363 -421 -528 -539 -596 -654 -4,135

2009 ARRA Stimulus -163 -311 -175 -63 -58 -55 -39 -29 -33 -39 -46 -1,010
Subsequent Stimulus and 
Recession Relief -7 -106 -233 -269 -93 -15 -17 -41 -44 -56 -67 -948

Renewing Pre-2009  
Health Laws 0 -3 -16 -20 -19 -15 -16 -19 -19 -15 -12 -154

Other Mandatory Spending 
Legislation -7 -7 -16 -25 -29 -13 1 -1 4 12 13 -69

Hurricane Sandy Relief 0 0 0 0 -5 -13 -12 -11 -10 -7 -6 -64
BCA Mandatory  
Sequesters 0 0 0 0 10 14 16 16 18 20 22 117

Affordable Care Act 0 -7 -2 19 44 51 51 30 17 30 41 275
Other Revenue  
Legislation 4 18 -4 21 7 35 27 56 37 39 41 282

Discretionary Spending and 
OCO Reforms -18 -49 -84 -59 36 89 124 144 150 183 202 718

Economic and Technical Re-estimates
Revenue Effect–  
Economic Changes -33 27 3 -17 -180 -197 -256 -329 -287 -299 -352 -1,920

Revenue Effect– 
Techncial Re-Estimates -159 -178 -118 -254 -54 -125 -7 -33 -121 -92 -93 -1,233

Financial Bailout Cost  
Re-Estimates -1 126 5 -28 113 89 33 25 26 7 0 397

Mandatory Spending–  
Economic/Technical  
Re-Estimates

176 10 65 30 -23 24 1 71 125 151 190 820

Interest Spending– Economic/
Technical Re-Estimates 8 1 12 113 210 261 309 332 350 363 356 2,314

Actual Values and January 
2017 Baseline Deficit -1,413 -1,294 -1,300 -1,087 -680 -485 -438 -587 -559 -487 -601 -8,931

Memorandum
Total Legislative Changes -219 -577 -768 -668 -488 -286 -286 -382 -418 -429 -467 -4,988
Total Economic and  
Technical Re-Estimates -8 -14 -33 -155 66 51 81 67 93 130 101 378

Total Deficit Changes -227 -592 -801 -823 -423 -235 -205 -315 -325 -299 -366 -4,610

Source: Author calculations based on CBO data. Figures for 2017–19 reflect CBO baseline as of Jan. 2017. Positive numbers reflect deficit reductions, and negative numbers reflect deficit 
increases. Legislative estimates include interest costs or savings as estimated from the bill. The stimulus and ACA legislative estimates include later technical re-estimates as specified by CBO.
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come families and small businesses by an estimated 
$600 billion over 10 years, relative to the tax policies 
at the time. Certain tax-cut extenders have been scaled 
back as well, and new taxes were imposed to pay for 
the Affordable Care Act (ACA) as well as for children’s 
health care (tobacco taxes). The net effect is a 2017 
tax code designed to raise more revenue from a given 
income distribution than the 2008 tax code.

2. Economic stimulus policies ($1.958 trillion). 
Shortly after taking office, President Obama and the 
Democratic Congress enacted the American Recov-
ery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which included 
$748 billion in new “stimulus” provisions plus $262 
billion in net interest costs over the decade. Over the 
next several years, this was followed by an additional 
$716 billion in economic stimulus and recession relief 
costs, including payroll tax holidays ($226 billion), 
emergency unemployment-insurance extensions ($191 
billion), and extensions of new 2009 stimulus tax relief 
involving the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), Child 
Tax Credit (CTC), American Opportunity Tax Credit 
(AOTC), and various business-tax cuts ($187 billion). 
Net interest costs added $231 billion to this last round 
of stimulus policies, which were mostly contained to 
2009–14, except for the permanently extended EITC, 
CTC, and AOTC provisions.

3. Discretionary spending cuts and mandatory 
sequestrations ($835 billion saved). Following 
an initial surge, discretionary spending proved to be 
the source of large budgetary savings in the Obama 
years. More than $300 billion in “emergency” 
discretionary spending was included in the 2009 
stimulus bill described above. Two years later, a new 
House Republican majority demanded and received a 
$2.1 trillion spending cut over 10 years, in exchange for 
raising the debt limit by an equal amount. Because a 
congressional “Super Committee” created by the 2011 
Budget Control Act (BCA) deadlocked in its attempt 
to find alternative budget savings, the BCA ended 
up imposing most of its cuts within discretionary 
spending. Specifically, the law created 2013–21 
statutory discretionary spending caps that were $1.3 
trillion below the CBO discretionary spending baseline. 
The remaining savings would come from modestly 
sequestering a small sliver of mandatory spending 
(such as Medicare), as well as lower interest costs.

Overall, discretionary outlays—excluding 2009 emer-
gency stimulus spending and Hurricane Sandy relief—
are set to come in $640 billion below the inherited 
2009–19 baseline level. These reductions consist of 
defense discretionary spending ($506 billion below 
baseline) and nondefense discretionary spending 
($423 billion below baseline)—partially offset by addi-

tional emergency supplemental funding for Overseas 
Contingency Operations (OCO), such as in Iraq and 
Afghanistan ($290 billion above baseline). This $640 
billion in program savings also produced $78 billion in 
net interest savings and combine with the BCA’s man-
datory sequester savings ($98 billion plus $19 billion 
in interest savings) to arrive at the $835 billion saved. 

The savings listed above are far less than the initial 
BCA score because: 1) this paper’s 2009–19 analysis 
period cuts off the BCA’s larger savings years of 2020 
and 2021; 2) Congress has broken the discretionary 
caps by more than $150 billion so far, mostly in return 
for slowly phased-in entitlement reforms; and 3) Con-
gress has proved adept at using budgetary gimmicks 
to slip in extra spending. Despite this backsliding, the 
BCA represents one of the largest spending cuts in 
several decades.

4. Affordable Care Act ($275 billion saved). 
Shortly after its enactment, CBO estimated that the 
ACA would collect $526 billion in revenues (mostly 
from taxes on the health industry and upper-income 
families) and spend $401 billion over 2009–19—for 
a net deficit reduction of $125 billion.12 The president 
and Congress subsequently reduced the law’s savings 
by repealing or delaying $50 billion in taxes, fees, and 
fines (while also saving $14 billion in spending). Yet 
the ACA’s total budgetary cost has continued to fall 
because of factors outside lawmakers’ control. Specif-
ically, lower than expected enrollment in the health-
care exchanges and the Supreme Court ruling making 
the state Medicaid expansion voluntary saved $279 
billion in federal subsidies, while also reducing reve-
nues by $79 billion over the decade (mostly through 
reduced risk-adjustment transfers). The decision by 
the Department of Health and Human Services to 
cancel the CLASS Act—an actuarially unsustainable 
long-term-care program that had been included in the 
original ACA—cost $65 billion.13 Finally, $52 billion 
was saved in net interest costs because of the rest of 
the law’s deficit reductions. 

Altogether, the $125 billion in original projected savings 
was reduced by $36 billion through subsequent legisla-
tion and by $65 billion from the cancellation of CLASS. 
Yet the budget picture benefited from $200 billion in 
savings outside lawmakers’ control (mostly due to de-
creased exchange enrollment) and $52 billion in net 
interest savings. The result is $275 billion in overall 
2009–19 savings.14

Net deficit reduction does not necessarily mean that 
the ACA was fiscally responsible. The original law was 
estimated to provide $788 billion in new health-care 
benefits over the decade, offset by $931 billion in new 
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taxes and cuts to programs like Medicare (excluding ed-
ucation savings). Given that entitlement spending is on 
a completely unsustainable path, there is a reasonable 
argument that the limited supply of realistic spending 
and tax offsets should have gone toward shoring up 
Social Security and Medicare, rather than funding a 
new government program. Instead, Washington added 
another expensive entitlement to its long-term obli-
gations and reduced the supply of available offsets to 
address the upcoming deluge of debt. The task of bal-
ancing the long-term budget was made more difficult 
by the ACA.

5. Health extenders ($154 billion). Just as the 
CBO baseline had assumed large new tax increases, it 
also assumed that Medicare physician reimbursement 
rates would be allowed to fall by as much as 21% (based 
on a 1997 law), even though Congress had moved to 
prevent these cuts every year since 2002. During the 
Obama presidency, lawmakers continued to extend 
the current Medicare physician payment structure 
(as well as extending other small health laws), while 
often cutting other health-provider payments as offsets 
(thus cutting net spending relative to a current-policy 
budget baseline). Finally, in 2015, Congress made the 
Medicare “doc fix” permanent (and even expanded 
payment rates by $33.5 billion over the following 
decade) without major offsets. Overall, most of this 
$154 billion in spending is consistent with a current-
policy baseline.15

The Two Presidencies of 
Barack Obama 
New presidents typically enter office with a voter 
mandate for a long list of expensive campaign propos-
als. Indeed, Ronald Reagan’s tax cuts, Bill Clinton’s 
stimulus and health initiatives, and George W. Bush’s 
tax cuts and education spending initiatives were all 
debated in the first two years of their presidencies. 
Over time, mandates recede, congressional opposition 
hardens, and gridlock sets in. The Obama presidency 
was no exception. Nearly all his major legislative suc-
cesses occurred in 2009 and 2010, with the help of 
large Democratic majorities in the House and Senate.

Specifically, the 111th Congress enacted mandatory 
spending initiatives with a combined cost of $1,103 
billion over the following decade. Discretionary spend-
ing above the January 2009 baseline (excluding 
OCO)16 added an additional $329 billion over those 
two years.17 However, after the Republicans captured 
the House majority in the 2010 elections, the next six 

years saw $265 billion in 10-year mandatory spend-
ing expansions and a $519 billion decline in non-OCO 
discretionary spending relative to the January 2009 
baseline.18 This adds up to a $1,432 billion spending in-
crease over the first two years of the Obama presidency 
and a $254 billion spending cut in the next six years.

That analysis may even understate the difference between 
these two periods. Most of the expensive initiatives that 
were enacted beginning in 2011 (and even some of those 
enacted in 2009 and 2010) were bipartisan extensions of 
existing policies. This includes extending the 2001 and 
2003 tax cuts, the 2009 stimulus tax cuts (such as AOTC 
and expansions of CTC and EITC), the Medicare doc 
fix, and emergency unemployment benefits. Excluding 
these basic extensions, the president and Congress 
increased mandatory spending by $853 billion during 
2009 and 2010, and decreased mandatory spending 
by $369 billion during the next six years (Figure 5). 
Combined with the discretionary spending figures 
above, this “current-policy” tab comes to $1,182 billion 
in new spending during 2009–19 and an $889 billion 
spending cut afterward.

The revenue side also shows a strong contrast after the 
2010 elections. The largest legislation—the $3.6 tril-
lion legislation making permanent much of the “Bush 
tax cuts” and the AMT patch—was enacted in early 
2013 under split government. However, setting aside 
basic extensions of earlier tax policies (including some 
2009 stimulus tax cuts), the 111th Congress enacted an 
overall 10-year, $519 billion tax increase (mostly due 
to the ACA), while the next six years saw $44 billion in 
net tax cuts covering the following decade (dominated 
by the 2011 and 2012 payroll tax holiday).

The contrast between these periods shows that the 
common conservative complaint that the Republican 
Congress acted as a rubber stamp for Obama is false. 
The large federal government expansion under unified 
Democratic government ended immediately after the 
2010 election. From that point on, discretionary spend-
ing was significantly reduced, and mandatory spending 
increases were largely limited to current-policy exten-
sions that both parties supported. 

Who Gets Credit for 
Fiscal Restraint?
The Obama presidency did not result in the histor-
ic expansion of federal spending that many conser-
vatives feared. Of the $5 trillion in added legislative 
debt, $4 trillion resulted from the extensions of exist-
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ing tax cuts that conservatives overwhelmingly sup-
ported. The main government expansions were $2 
trillion in (mostly temporary) government stimulus 
provisions and the ACA. And these costs were partial-
ly offset by one of the largest discretionary spending 
cuts in U.S. history. 
To be sure, conservative fears were not unfounded. 
Obama and the unified 2009–10 Democratic Congress 
enacted some of the largest government expansions in 
decades. Breaking this momentum required a Repub-
lican takeover of the House of Representatives in 2011 
and the Senate in 2015. From that point on, neither the 
Obama administration nor the Republican Congress 
moderated their demands. Rather, gridlock was pro-
duced by two parties trying to pull government in rad-
ically different directions. 

President Obama sent eight annual budget requests 
to Congress. Figure 6 shows that those eight budgets 
proposed an average of $1.8 trillion in new taxes 
and immigration revenues (against a current-policy 
revenue baseline) over the following decade, as well 
as $1.0 trillion in new spending on federal programs 
(excluding OCO spending and the current-policy Medi-
care doc fix).19 Even after successfully securing large 
spending increases in 2009–19, the president con-
tinued to propose comparable spending increases in 
future budgets. Tax revenue proposals expanded from 
$1.3 trillion in the president’s first budget propos-
al, to $3.4 trillion in his final budget request. Most of 
Obama’s budget proposals would gradually reduce the 
budget deficit by chasing spending increases with even 
larger tax increases. 

On the flip side, the congressional Republican budget 
proposals veered radically in the opposite direction. In 
order to show a balanced budget over a 10-year period, 
Republican blueprints typically left tax revenues at 
their current-policy baseline level, while proposing 
10-year spending cuts that grew from $4.8 trillion in 
early budgets, to $5.8 trillion by 2015. These Republi-
can budgets shared virtually no common ground with 
Obama’s budgets.

Essentially, the president’s proposals to sizably expand 
government, as well as the congressional Republicans’ 
proposals to drastically reduce government, were 

FIGURE 5. 

The Decline of New Spending After the House Changed Hands in 2011
Example: in 2013, Congress enacted mandato-
ry spending reforms that were scored by CBO 
as saving $70 billion over the following decade. 
It also enacted a 2013 discretionary spending 
level that was $130 billion less than the level 
the original 2009 CBO baseline had assumed 
for 2013 (excluding emergency appropriations 
for OCO). 
Source: Author’s calculations based on CBO and Joint Committee 
on Taxation (JCT) data. Discretionary spending figures exclude 
emergency appropriations for OCO (which would otherwise show even 
larger 2011–16 savings) and Hurricane Sandy. Starting in January 
2009, this analysis assumes that the discretionary “enactment year” 
and “budget year” are the same, which reflects the new reality of 
appropriations bills typically being delayed until after the new year.
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Obama’s Eight Budget Proposals Called for 
Large Tax and Spending Increases*
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request.
Source: OMB, President’s Budget Proposals, FY 2010–FY 2017. Includes new proposals 
hidden in the budget baseline and excludes OCO proposals due to the lack of a plausible 
baseline to score them against; also excludes current-policy extensions of longtime tax 
cuts and Medicare payment rates. 

$2,000

$1,500

$1,000

$500

0

-$500

N
om

in
al

 $
Bi

lli
on

s

Tax Increases 
& Immigration 

Revenues
$1,844

Program 
Spending 
Increases

$988

Net Interest 
Impact of 
Proposals

-$265



Obama’s Fiscal Legacy  |  A Comprehensive Overview of Spending, Taxes, and Deficits

14

dead on arrival each year. The BCA produced the 
largest policy breakthrough, with Obama winning 
an increase in the debt limit and the congressional 
Republicans receiving deep discretionary spending 
cuts (although neither President Obama nor the 
Republican Congress has been eager to own the deep 
cuts to defense). Beyond that, the parties managed to 
find common ground in favor of extending expiring 
policies such as tax relief, Medicare payment rates, 
and unemployment benefits, while also teaming 
up for payroll tax relief, Hurricane Sandy relief, 
veterans’ assistance, and partial replacements of the 
discretionary spending caps with modest entitlement 
savings from dozens of programs. The fiscal restraint 
from 2011 through 2016 resulted from gridlock.

The Missed Opportunity
For those concerned about the nation’s long-term fiscal 
health, the most important budgetary development of 
the Obama era was not the stimulus spending, tax-cut 
extensions, or discretionary spending cuts. Instead, it 
was the failure to reform Social Security, Medicare, and 
Medicaid, the three entitlement programs that remain 
on course to swallow the federal budget. 

Driven by 77 million retiring baby boomers and rising 
health-care costs, federal spending on Social Security 
and health entitlements soared by 59% between 2008 
and 2016—from $1,234 billion to $1,966 billion. These 
programs were responsible for 84% of the total federal 
spending increase during this period, and they now 
constitute the majority of federal spending.20

The costs of inaction are high. Over the next decade, 
CBO projects annual Social Security and health-entitle-
ment costs to grow by another $1.6 trillion. These pro-
grams (along with interest on the debt that will result 
mostly from their deficits) are the entire reason that 
CBO projects the national debt held by the public to 
swell from 77% to 150% of GDP over the next 30 years 
(and the total debt in nominal dollars to grow from $20 
trillion to $92 trillion).21 

There is no plausible way to pay for these escalating 
costs. Even 100% tax rates on all income above $1 
million, or even above $500,000, would not come 
close to funding this gap.22 Neither would eliminating 
defense spending, foreign aid, or the unholy trinity of 
waste, fraud, and abuse.

The future entitlement Armageddon is no secret. 
Erskine Bowles, President Clinton’s former chief of 
staff, called it “the most predictable economic crisis 

in history.”23 House Speaker Paul Ryan has essentially 
focused his career on putting Social Security and health 
entitlements on a sustainable path. While Democrats 
have traditionally opposed reforming these programs, 
President Obama promised not to “kick the can down 
the road” on entitlements.24 In 2010, he created the 
bipartisan Bowles-Simpson commission to address 
long-term budget deficits, adding that “the cost of 
Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security will continue 
to skyrocket. . . . This [commission] can’t be one of 
those Washington gimmicks that lets us pretend we 
solve a problem.”25

Unfortunately, the can was kicked down the road. 
Other than some modest Medicare reforms,26 entitle-
ment spending continued to rise during the Obama 
years. Obama’s eight budget proposals failed to offer 
reforms to significantly reduce long-term Social Securi-
ty and Medicare liabilities (with the exception of a 2013 
budget proposal to slow down Social Security inflation 
adjustments that was quickly abandoned in the face of 
liberal opposition). As Bob Woodward details in The 
Price of Politics and Matt Bai explains in the New York 
Times Magazine,27 repeated “grand bargain” budget 
negotiations between the White House and congres-
sional Republicans broke down, mainly because of 
disagreements over the ratio of tax increases versus 
spending cuts, as well as the White House moving the 
goalposts to demand additional taxes after a bipartisan 
agreement had been negotiated by President Obama 
and Speaker Boehner. White House requirements 
for trillion-dollar tax increases were accompanied by 
smaller entitlement concessions that would trim only 
a small fraction of the long-term entitlement liabilities. 
That said, Obama conceded more spending reforms in 
these negotiations than congressional Democrats were 
comfortable with, which was not without political risk. 
Similarly, the House Republican leadership likely con-
ceded more tax revenues than the House Republican 
majority would have accepted. Overall, the failure to 
complete a deal putting entitlements on a sustainable 
path was the largest fiscal failure of the Obama era.

The Evolving  
Federal Budget
With the failure to put Social Security, Medicare, and 
Medicaid on a more sustainable basis, these three pro-
grams expanded from 41% to 49% of all federal spend-
ing.28 Another large budgetary development was the 
national debt, which rose from $11.5 trillion to $20 
trillion (or from 80% to 106% of GDP).29 Even though 
most of the $2 trillion in stimulus costs have expired, 
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their impact on the national debt (chiefly through 
annual interest costs) is here to stay. Tax-cut exten-
sions also produced a larger national debt than if they 
had been allowed to expire.

Meanwhile, discretionary spending declined from 
38% of the federal budget to 31%—and will continue 
to decline because of the BCA. Essentially, lawmakers 
who refused to confront escalating Social Security and 
health entitlements have begun cutting the rest of the 
budget. Lawmakers will eventually run out of other 
programs to cut or eliminate.

Figures 7 and 8 show other notable budgetary devel-
opments between 2008 and 2016, which include:

●  Defense and net interest spending each declined in 
nominal dollars between 2008 and 2016 (and fell 
significantly when accounting for the 12% inflation 
over this period). Net interest costs fell because the 
mounting national debt was (temporarily) offset by 
falling interest rates. Defense spending fell as war 
costs dipped and the BCA capped spending.

●  Veterans’ spending doubled to $175 billion as the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan created a new genera-
tion of veterans.

●  Federal antipoverty spending rose from $476 billion to 
$744 billion—a 56% increase that well exceeds the 19% 
increase in inflation and population growth—despite 
the economy improving from a deep recession to a 
seven-year recovery.30 As a percentage of GDP, this 
spending rose from 3.2% to 4.0%. Medicaid and the 
ACA drove much of the increase, although programs 
like SNAP (formerly, food stamps) saw substantial 
caseload growth even after the recession ended.

Obama’s Long-Term 
Budget Legacy
The national debt is set to end the 2009–19 period $5.9 
trillion higher than had been estimated in January 
2009. Even at a low 4% interest rate, this will require 
$235 billion in annual interest costs for as long as the 
debt exists.

Tax revenues are approximately 18% of GDP, which 
is above the 17.4% historical average, yet below the 
20% figure that the 2009 baseline assumed would be 
the case when the Bush-era tax cuts expired, the AMT 
was no longer patched, and other tax cuts expired. Ul-
timately, temporary tax policies have finally been made 

permanent; taxes have been increased on upper-in-
come families, small businesses, and smokers; and 
new health-related taxes have been enacted to pay for 
the ACA. The weak economic recovery (which will have 
produced $7.4 trillion less GDP than expected) has cost 
trillions of tax revenue dollars, although this does not 
fully show up in the percentage of GDP figures because 
both the numerator and denominator are lower.

Federal spending, at 21% of  GDP, is roughly 2% of GDP 
higher than under George W. Bush but 0.5% below the 
level projected in January 2009. Mandatory spend-
ing is about 0.4% above the already-rising projections 
(mostly due to the ACA), and discretionary spending 
(driven by the BCA) is approximately 0.2% lower than 
the already-declining 2009 baseline. The real driver of 
lower than projected federal spending is the 0.8% of 
GDP saved in net interest spending (relative to the pro-
jection), due to low interest rates.

The historically low interest rates of the past several 
years are unlikely to persist because of: 1) continued 
Federal Reserve interest-rate increases toward more 
typical levels; 2) improvement from the current lethar-
gic economic growth rate; and 3) a surge of new federal 
debt in the coming decades with interest effects that 
the official projections are underestimating. When in-
terest rates do rise, the budget will turn very ugly. The 
January 2017 CBO baseline projects a budget deficit of 
$1.4 trillion in 2027. But a return to the 1990s interest 
rates would bring that year’s deficit to $2.2 trillion, and 
a return to the high interest rates of the 1980s would 
bring $3.2 trillion annual deficits. The longer-term 
picture is even worse. If the average interest rate paid 
on the national debt rises to 7% over the next decade 
(just slightly above the 1990s average),31 it would add 
$55 trillion in interest costs to the national debt by 
2047 (the current $92 trillion debt projection would 
instead become $147 trillion, or would jump from 
150% to 240% of GDP). 
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Conclusion 
In the debate over Obama’s fiscal legacy, conservatives 
as well as liberals can point to areas of vindication. The 
yearly budget deficit fell under this president, yet it 
would have fallen even faster without the president’s 
expensive initiatives. Obama signed legislation adding 
$5 trillion in 2009–19 deficits, but $4 trillion of this 

consisted of tax-cut extensions that most conservatives 
supported. The weaker-than-expected economic re-
covery did not directly contribute to the budget deficits 
exceeding their January 2009 projections, although 
it did lead to $2 trillion in stimulus policies. Obama 
enacted a net spending cut over his final six years in 
office, largely due to a new Republican congressional 
majority rejecting his spending proposals and insist-

FIGURE 7. 

Federal Spending, 2008–16 (Outlays, $millions) 

Nominal Outlays 2008 –2016 Increase
Spending Category 2008 2016 Amount Percentage Avg. Annual

Social Security $617,027 $916,067 $299,040 48% 5.1%
Medicare $390,758 $594,536 $203,778 52% 5.4%
National Defense $616,066 $593,372 -$22,694 -4% -0.5%
Medicaid $201,426 $368,280 $166,854 83% 7.8%
Income Security Programs $268,076 $330,446 $62,370 2% 2.6%
Net Interest $252,757 $240,033 -$12,724 -5% -0.6%
Veterans’ Benefits $84,653 $174,516 $89,863 106% 9.5%
Federal Retirement & Disability $108,998 $144,757 $35,759 33% 3.6%
Education $65,678 $82,072 $16,394 25% 2.8%
Highways & Mass Transit $49,978 $62,136 $12,158 24% 2.8%
Health Research & Regulation $54,049 $56,395 $2,346 4% 0.5%
Justice Administration $48,097 $55,768 $7,671 16% 1.9%
International Affairs $28,857 $45,306 $16,449 57% 5.8%
Other Mandatory Health $18,224 $41,510 $23,286 128% 10.8%
Natural Resources & Environment $31,820 $39,534 $7,714 24% 2.8%
Unemployment Benefits $45,340 $35,159 -$10,181 -22% -3.1%
ACA Exchanges and Related 0 $30,827 $30,827 NA NA
General Science, Space & Technology $26,773 $30,174 $3,401 13% 1.5%
Training, Employment, Social Services $25,609 $27,665 $2,056 8% 1.0%
General Government $20,323 $22,674 $2,351 12% 1.4%
Air Transportation $19,399 $20,028 $629 3% 0.4%
Farm Subsidies $18,387 $18,342 -$45 0% 0.0%
Other Commerce $12,167 $14,961 $2,794 23% 2.6%
SCHIP $6,900 $14,305 $7,405 107% 9.5%
Disaster Relief & Insurance $11,170 $10,594 -$576 -5% -0.7%
Water Transportation $8,239 $10,402 $2,163 26% 3.0%
Community & Regional Development $12,782 $9,546 -$3,236 -25% -3.6%
General Retirement & Disability Insurance $8,899 $3,777 -$5,122 -58% -10.2%
Energy $631 $3,719 $3,088 489% 24.8%
Postal Service $-3,074 $-1,265 $1,809 -59% -10.5%
Deposit Insurance $18,760 $-13,052 -$31,812 -170% NA
Mortgage Credit $17 $-34,721 -$34,738 -204341% NA
Undistributed Offsetting Receipts/Other $-86,242 $-95,251 -$9,009 10% 1.2%
Total Outlays $2,982,544 $3,852,612 $870,068 29% 3.3%

Source: OMB, Historical Tables, May 2017, Tables 3.2 and 8.5. Inflation totaled 12% between 2008 and 2016. Any total spending growth exceeding that 
rate represents an inflation-adjusted increase.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals
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ing on cuts. The ACA is not adding to the deficit at this 
point, yet it is using up valuable offsets that could have 
extended the life of Social Security or Medicare. The 
overall cost of the Obama presidency was smaller than 
conservatives feared, although the failure to reform en-
titlements and the inevitability of rising interest rates 
could have catastrophic long-term consequences. 

Political score-setting aside, the rapid deterioration 
of the federal budget picture since 2001 presents a 
huge challenge for the country. The retirement of 77 
million baby boomers into Social Security and Medi-
care—combined with rising health-care costs and the 
interest cost of putting these bills on the nation’s credit 
card—threatens to elevate taxes to European levels, 
squeeze out all other federal spending priorities, and, 
in extremis, eventually bury the economy in a Greek-
style debt collapse. Several presidents and Congresses 
have understood this coming crisis but chose political 
expediency over the gradual phase-in of long-term 
reforms. President Trump’s first budget proposal 

refused to offer reforms that would save Social Security 
and Medicare from bankruptcy—which was consistent 
with his campaign’s opposition to reform.32 But costs 
continue to grow, and the day of reckoning is coming. 
Current and future politicians will be judged on their 
response to this challenge.

Appendix
How the Numbers Were 
Compiled

This analysis of the Obama fiscal record begins with the 
January 2009 CBO budget baseline that the incoming 
president inherited. This baseline provided the 10-year 
(2009–19) default projection of spending and revenues 
against which to measure the president’s record. CBO 

FIGURE 8. 

Discretionary Spending, 2008–16 ($millions of Budget Authority)  

Nominal BA 2008-2016 Increase
Spending Category 2008 2016 Amount Percentage Avg. Annual

National Defense $685,896 $606,845 -$79,051 -12% -1.5%
Education $59,824 $71,536 $11,712 20% 2.3%
Veterans’ Benefits $43,778 $71,128 $27,350 62% 6.3%
Health Research & Regulation $53,403 $60,603 $7,200 13% 1.6%
Justice Administration $47,737 $55,170 $7,433 16% 1.8%
International Affairs $43,219 $55,027 $11,808 27% 3.1%
Income Security - Housing Assistance $35,040 $44,383 $9,343 27% 3.0%
Natural Resources & Environment $37,024 $37,620 $596 2% 0.2%
General Science, Space & Technology $26,689 $31,465 $4,776 18% 2.1%
Income Security - Non-Housing Assistance $18,194 $22,939 $4,745 26% 2.9%
Training, Employment, Social Services $20,205 $22,679 $2,474 12% 1.5%
Community & Regional Development $37,773 $18,502 -$19,271 -51% -8.5%
Air Transportation $16,314 $18,306 $1,992 12% 1.5%
General Government $17,351 $17,907 $556 3% 0.4%
Water Transportation $7,759 $9,367 $1,608 21% 2.4%
Medicare $4,939 $6,605 $1,666 34% 3.7%
Agriculture $6,597 $6,192 -$405 -6% -0.8%
Social Security $5,015 $5,674 $659 13% 1.6%
Energy $5,010 $5,599 $589 12% 1.4%
Highways & Mass Transit $4,681 $4,854 $173 4% 0.5%
Housing & Commerce $3,200 $-5,693 -$8,893 -278% NA
Total Discretionary BA $1,179,648 $1,166,708 -$12,940 -1% -0.1%
National Defense $685,896 $606,845 -$79,051 -12% -1.5%
Nondefense $493,752 $559,863 $66,111 13% 1.6%

Source: OMB, Historical Tables, May 2017, Table 5.4. Inflation totaled 12% between 2008 and 2016. Any total spending growth exceeding that rate represents an inflation-adjusted increase.

https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals
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updates its rolling 10-year projections three times per 
year and classifies all baseline movements into three 
causal groups: 1) legislative changes; 2) economic 
re-estimates that affected spending and revenues (such 
as faster growth, raising tax revenues); and 3) technical 
re-estimates of revenues or spending, such as updated 
projection models (which are often secondary effects of 
economic changes).36 CBO further breaks down these 

three groups by the specific spending or tax category 
affected (such as the technical changes affecting Medi-
care).

Digging deeper into the legislative changes required 
building a database of more than 110 of the largest tax 
and mandatory spending bills signed into law over the 
Obama administration’s eight years—down to the line-

Economic and technical changes ($3.337 trillion). 
CBO’s early 2001 projections were developed near the 
end of a historical stock-market and economic bubble 
that had created surging and ultimately unsustainable 
tax revenues. CBO had projected a continuation of  
these economic trends. Instead, the bubble burst and 
created a brief 2001 recession, which was followed by  
a modest recovery before the Great Recession  
collapsed tax revenues, beginning in 2008.

The 2001/2003 tax cuts ($2.330 trillion). When 
the most pressing budget concern was that massive 
budget surpluses would pay off the entire national 
debt too quickly, Bush signed large tax cuts into law. 
Setting aside the $504 billion in net interest costs that 
are included in this total, approximately 70% of the tax 
revenue forgone benefited families earning incomes 
under $250,000 annually. 

Defense increases ($2.171 trillion). The 9/11 attacks 
and subsequent wars in Afghanistan and Iraq reversed 
the steep defense cuts of the 1990s. Approximately 
$400 billion of the spending increases represents  
interest on added national debt.

Nondefense discretionary spending increases 
($802 billion). The largest increases between 2001  

and 2008 were granted to veterans’ health benefits 
(95%), international aid (79%), education (42%), and 
health research and regulation (37%)—versus 21% 
inflation over this period.

Other tax changes ($489 billion). Much of this 
category consists of the annual AMT patch and other 
current-policy tax extenders.

Other mandatory spending changes ($432 billion). 
This consists of dozens of smaller mandatory program 
expansions, in areas such as farm subsidies and  
Hurricane Katrina flood relief.

Medicare Part D (prescription drugs) ($321 billion). 
The 2003 Medicare entitlement has cost less than 
anticipated, which has played a lead role in the recent 
slowdown of Medicare cost growth. Still, its cost is  
contributing to Medicare’s long-term unsustainability. 

TARP ($221 billion). Most of the 2008 Troubled Asset 
Relief Program bailout expenditures were later  
recovered during the Obama administration.

Economic Stimulus Act of 2008 ($181 billion).  
This antirecession bill relied chiefly on tax rebates  
for families.

When George W. Bush entered the White House in January 2001, CBO projected a $5.9 trillion budget surplus 
over the 2001–11 period. Instead, he presided over cumulative budget deficits of $4.4 trillion. Bush’s $10.3 trillion 
fiscal decline relative to his inherited baseline far exceeds Obama’s $4.6 trillion decline relative to his own inherited 
baseline.33 Bush’s legislative debt overwhelmingly consisted of new initiatives (some of which were thrust upon 
him, such as 9/11), while much of Obama’s debt resulted from extending tax policies inherited from Bush.

Overall, the $10.286 trillion fiscal decline under Bush consisted of $5.148 trillion in lower than projected revenues 
and $5.138 trillion in higher than projected spending. Legislation accounted for $6.949 trillion, while economic and 
technical changes accounted for $3.337 trillion:

Despite these measures, Bush oversaw much lower budget deficits than Obama because he had inherited a  
budget surplus. During the Bush presidency, federal spending rose from 17.6% to 20.2% of GDP (averaging 
19.0%), while revenues fell from 20.0% to 17.1% (averaging 17.1%, although the initial figure reflects a  
temporary revenue bubble). The national debt increased from $5.6 trillion to $11.5 trillion (or from 56% to 80%  
of GDP) through 2009.34 As entitlement costs continued to grow, Bush campaigned on Social Security reform  
in 2004 and made it a priority after his reelection. The effort collapsed in 2005.35

President Bush’s Fiscal Record: A Look Back
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item level of detail (Figure 9). CBO and Joint Com-
mittee on Taxation (JCT) staff helped fill in many of 
the line-item gaps. One complication is that several 
scores existed for some bills—the final published score, 
an often unpublished post-enactment rescore for the 
next CBO baseline update, and JCT scores that did not 
always match CBO scores. I used the latest cost esti-
mates when possible, although the post-enactment es-
timates often lacked a line-item breakdown and thus 
had to be reconciled with the earlier, more detailed, 
scores. Overall, this report accurately captures approx-
imately 95% of all legislative line-item costs and esti-
mates the rest based on the CBO data provided. From 
there, all line items were classified into nearly 100 cat-
egories (such as housing, education, and 2001/2003 
tax-cut extensions). Some categories, like economic 
stimulus, required occasional judgment calls.

Because discretionary spending levels are set directly 
by Congress—often through statutory spending caps 
that do not change based on economic or technical 
factors—I bypassed the technical/economic/legisla-
tive breakdown and simply compared each year’s total 
discretionary spending with the original 2009–19 dis-
cretionary spending baseline. Also, when examining 
discretionary baselines, I occasionally split out the 
supplemental spending bills for Iraq and Afghanistan 
because this naturally declining category does not fit 
well with an inflation-growing baseline.

Net interest costs are incorporated into the cost of bills 
and line items. Two complications were: 1) CBO’s base-
line updates list only the total interest cost of all re-
cently enacted legislation, rather than a specific break-
down by bill; and 2) these 10-year interest projections 
were highly dependent on whatever future interest 
rates that CBO assumed at the time of enactment. I 
addressed both problems by redistributing each year’s 
total legislative net interest expense based on each tax 
and spending subcategory’s prorated contribution to 
the added legislative debt for that year.

For example, imagine two hypothetical laws enacted in 
2009 and 2015 that each added $100 billion in project-
ed new debt by 2019 but where CBO assumed a 2019 
interest rate of 5% when the first bill was enacted and 
3% when the second bill was enacted. Both 2019 in-
terest rates cannot simultaneously be true, and rather 
than punish the first law with CBO’s $5 billion net 
interest cost in 2019 versus $3 billion for the second 
law, I would assign each law $4 billion in 2019 interest 
costs for their respective $100 billion in new debt. This 
method ensured that every bill (and line item) could 
have an interest cost assigned to it and that each year 
would have its own uniform interest rate.

Of course, actual interest rates have regularly come 
in far below the earlier levels projected by CBO when 
scoring bills. A given year may have a CBO weight-
ed-average projected interest rate of 4% but actually 
come in at 2%. In those cases, the legislative cost in-
cludes the CBO weighted-average interest rate, and the 
interest rate savings are categorized in the economic 
and technical re-estimates. In other words, the actual 
cost of most legislation came in below the levels listed 
in this paper because of interest savings that are placed 
in the economic/technical section.

Obama’s budget record is measured over a 10-year 
period (despite an eight-year presidency) because the 
original January 2009 CBO baseline covered 10 years 
and therefore allows us to analyze the effects of the 
president’s policies over this longer period. Still, the 
analysis ends with the January 2017 CBO baseline that 
estimates the 2017–19 budget picture, and any subse-
quent changes to the 2017–19 budget will be credited 
to President Trump. Similarly, the Bush era (2001–11) 
includes the 2009–11 spending, tax, deficit, and debt 
levels as estimated by CBO in January 2009, when 
Bush left office. Subsequent changes between 2009 
and 2011 are credited to President Obama.

Finally, CBO and JCT budget data have their critics. 
CBO and JCT, for example, do not inflation-adjust their 
10-year numbers. More important, the use of a cur-
rent-law budget baseline (rather than a current-pol-
icy baseline) runs counter to the idea that a baseline 
should reflect the continuation of longstanding policies 
that are presently in place (including those requiring 
renewals). Nevertheless, CBO and JCT numbers are 
the official Congressional data, and the most verifiable 
source. Rather than manually inflation-adjust 10-year 
figures, or build my own current-policy baseline—which 
would result in data that cannot be easily verified by 
the reader—I provide the official CBO/JCT figures and 
then regularly mention: 1) the relevant inflation rates, 
such as the 19% expected total rate over the 2009-2019 
period; and 2) that certain policies (such as extending 
existing tax and Medicare policies) would not be clas-
sified as “new” costs under a current-policy baseline. 
This provides readers with the information to make 
their own adjustments should they wish.
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Legislation Signed by Obama with a Gross Budgetary Impact Exceeding $10 Billion over the 
Following Decade (in Chronological Order, in $millions)

Public  
Law Bill Date Bill Title Main Budgetary 

Provisions
Gross 

Budget 
Impact

Deficit 
Impact Revenue Mandatory 

Outlays
Discretion-

ary BA

Congress: 111-1st (2009)
PL 111-003 HR 2 2/4 CHIP Reauthorization Act of 2009 Children's Health 151,222 -1,912 74,655 76,567 0

PL 111-005 HR 1 2/17 American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act Economic Stimulus 818,482 -818,482 -211,754 295,528 311,200

PL 111-118 HR 3326 12/19 Department of Defense 
Appropriations Act

Extend Emergency  
UI Benefits 18,091 -18,091 -5,986 12,105 0

Congress: 111-2nd (2010)

PL 111-144 HR 4691 3/2 Temporary Extension Act of 2010 Extend Emergency  
UI Benefits 10,200 -10,200 -2,064 8,136 0

PL 111-147 HR 2847 3/18 Hiring Incentives to Restore 
Employment (HIRE) Act More Stimulus 21,884 6,662 14,273 7,611 0

PL 111-157 HR 4851 4/15 Continuing Extension Act Extend Emergency  
UI Benefits 17,234 -17,234 -1,877 15,357 0

PL 111-152 HR 4872 7/21 PPACA (both laws combined) Affordable Care  
Act & Offsets 1,107,000 173,000 640,000 467,000 0

PL 111-203 HR 4173 7/21 Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform  
and Consumer Protection Act Wall Street Reform 23,701 3,101 13,401 10,300 0

PL 111-205 HR 4213 7/22 Unemployment Compensation 
Extension Act of 2010

Extend Emergency  
UI Benefits 32,932 -32,932 0 32,932 0

PL 111-212 HR 4899 7/29 The Supplemental Appropriations 
Act of 2010

Veterans Compensation 
for Agent Orange 13,377 -13,377 0 13,377 0

PL 111-226 HR 1586 8/10
State Bailout Bill/FAA Air 
Transportation Modernization  
and Safety Improvement Act

More Stimulus 19,155 2,389 10,772 8,383 0

PL 111-312 HR 4853 12/17
Tax Relief, Unemployment 
Insurance Reauthorization, and  
Job Creation Act of 2010

Tax Cut Extenders  
& Stimulus 857,874 -857,874 -721,428 136,446 0

PL 111-347 HR 847 1/2 
(2011)

James Zadroga 9/11 Health  
and Compensation Act of 2010 9/11 Victim Assistance 15,083 -5,913 4,585 10,498 0

Congress: 112-1st (2011)

PL 112-009 HR 4/ 
HR 705 4/14 Comprehensive 1099 Taxpayer 

Protection Act
Repeal 1099 Reporting 
Requirements 39,615 167 -19,724 -19,891 0

PL 112-025 S 365 8/2 Budget Control Act of 2011 Spending Caps  
& Sequestration 1,455,000 1,455,000 0 -136,000 -1,319,000

PL 112-041 S 1642 10/21 United States-Korea Free Trade 
Agreement Implementation Act

Trade and Fee 
Extensions 13,983 29 -6,977 -7,006 0

PL 112-056 HR 674/ 
HR 2576 11/21 Three Percent Withholding  

Repeal and Job Creation Act 
Health Program 
Eligibility 41,659 1,733 -19,963 -21,696 0

PL 112-078 HR 3630/
HR 3675 12/23 Temporary Payroll Tax Cut 

Continuation Act Of 2011
Payroll Tax Relief,  
FHA Fees 44,009 2,381 -20,814 -23,195 0

Congress: 112-2nd (2012)

PL 112-096 HR 3630 2/22 Middle Class Tax Relief and Job 
Creation Act of 2012

Payroll Tax Relief,  
UI Extension 89,489 66,021 77,755 11,734 0

PL 112-141 HR 4348 7/6 MAP 21 (Highway bill) Pensions &  
Student Loans 16,215 16,215 9,191 -7,024 0

PL 112-240 HR 8 1/2 
(2013)

American Taxpayer Relief Act  
of 2012 Tax Cut Extenders 3,959,553 -3,959,553 -3,638,976 308,577 12,000

Congress: 113-1st (2013)

PL 113-002 HR 152 1/29 Sandy Supplemental  
Appropriatons

Hurricane Sandy  
Relief 50,508 -50,508 0 0 50,508

PL 113-067 HJ Res 59 12/26 Bipartisan Budget Act of 2013 Raise BCA Cap with 
Offsets 148,545 22,145 6,640 -78,705 63,200

FIGURE 9.
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Source: Author’s calculations based on CBO and JCT data (underlying data available on request). Positive figures represent tax and spending increases, negative figures reflect tax and spending 
cuts. In deficit column, positive figures reflect deficit reduction. Gross budget impact is the sum of the absolute values of the revenue, mandatory spending, and discretionary spending impacts. 
Discretionary spending includes only the creation or alteration of statutory budgets caps as well as major (non-OCO) emergency appropriations. For example, at the time of enactment, CBO 
scored the CHIP Reauthorization Act of 2009 as increasing the 10-year budget deficit by $2 billion through a combination of $77 billion in new mandatory spending and $75 billion in new tax 
revenues (the law did not alter discretionary spending). Although the net deficit impact was small, the separate effect on total taxes plus total spending (the gross budget impact) was $152 billion.

Congress: 113-2nd (2014)

PL 113-079 HR 2642 2/7 Agricultural Act of 2014 Farm Subsidies  
& SNAP 16,608 16,608 104 -16,504 0

PL 113-146 HR 3230 8/7
Veterans' Access to Care through 
Choice, Accountability, and 
Transparency Act

Veterans' Health 
Assistance 10,055 -10,055 -80 9,975 0

PL 113-295 HR 5771 12/19 Tax Increase Prevention Act  
of 2014 Tax Cut Extenders 41,780 -41,600 -41,690 -90 0

Congress: 114-1st (2015)

PL 114-010 HR 2 4/16 Medicare Access and CHIP 
Reauthorization Act of 2015

Extend Medicare  
Doc Fix Permanently 148,344 -141,006 3,669 144,675 0

PL 114-027 HR 1295 6/29 Trade Preferences Extension  
Act of 2015

Extend Trade 
Preferences 10,698 52 -5,323 -5,375 0

PL 114-074 HR 1314 11/2 Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015 Raise BCA Cap with 
Offsets 160,062 62 32,301 -47,761 80,000

PL 114-094 HR 22 12/4 Fixing America's Surface 
Transportation Act

Federal Reserve 
Surplus Fund 71,477 71,477 65,835 -5,642 0

PL 114-113 HR 2029 12/18 Consolidated Appropriations  
Act, 2016 Tax Cut Extenders 679,563 -679,563 -522,605 156,958 0
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Abstract
The end of the Obama presidency now allows for an overall assessment of taxes, spending, 
and deficits during his years in office. The analysis in this paper begins with the 10-year 
budget baseline that Obama inherited in January 2009 and measures subsequent tax  
and spending changes through the January 2017 baseline released as he left office.  
The data come from more than 20 Congressional Budget Office baseline updates over the 
administration’s eight years, supplemented with the line-item scores of approximately  
110 major bills that Obama signed into law.

Key Findings
1.  The cumulative 2009–19 budget deficits are set to end up at $8.93 trillion—$4.6

trillion higher than projected for the same time period when Obama took office.

2.  The economy grew more slowly over this decade than was projected in 2009.  Yet
far from deepening the budget deficits, the slower economic recovery and technical
changes saved $400 billion over the decade relative to the January 2009 baseline, as
lower tax revenues were offset by lower interest payments on the national debt, the
result of recession-dampened interest rates.

3.  New legislation cost $5.0 trillion over the 2009–19 period. However, $4.1 trillion of
this “cost” came from basic extensions of expiring taxes including the Bush-era tax
cuts. Economic stimulus added $2.0 trillion in spending, and discretionary spending
caps and mandatory sequestrations saved $800 billion.

4.  The Affordable Care Act reduced the 2009–19 budget deficit by $275 billion, as its tax
increases and Medicare cuts exceeded the cost of new health benefits. But the health
law has made balancing the long-term budget more difficult by using most of the tax
increases and Medicare cuts to finance a new entitlement rather than deficit reduction.

5.  Virtually all net spending increases during the Obama administration were enacted
during 2009–10, when Democrats controlled Congress. During the following six years,
with a Republican House and eventual Republican Senate, $889 billion in net spending
cuts were enacted, excluding legislation that simply extended expiring policies.

6. Obama leaves behind a budget with higher entitlement spending, lower discretionary
spending, and (temporarily) lower net interest costs than originally projected.
The ballooning national debt leaves taxpayers liable for exorbitant debt service
costs when interest rates return to normal levels.


