Government spending was a central concern in President Obama’s recent State of the Union
address, and it will remain an important part of the upcoming negotiations on the sequester and the
debt ceiling.
Government debt is projected to reach 90 percent of the US gross domestic product by 2022, if not
sooner. Economists have identified that level of debt as counterproductive, yet this sad state of
affairs is the result of an increasing and bipartisan propensity to spend. During the past 30 years a
worrying trend has emerged: high levels of spending under Republican administrations have
become institutionalized in Democratic ones.
This week’s chart shows the amount of real (2005) federal dollars spent per capita over the past 68
years. After adjusting for population and inflation, the data clearly show that federal outlays have,
with a few exceptions, grown at a staggering pace since 1948.
The first Truman budget spent $4,312 per person. Government spending per person decreased for
the next two years and in 1948 hit a historic low of $1,918—a low that has not been matched in six
decades. Today’s spending per person is more than five times this amount.
By the end of the Truman administration per-capita spending had risen back almost to the levels of
Truman’s first budget, and it continued to increase under the next few presidents. Kennedy began
his term by raising per-person spending to $3,790. Carter, Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Clinton
all began their presidencies with higher per-person spending than their predecessors had ended with.

George H. W. Bush oversaw a decline in per-capita spending, which fell from $7,326 to $7,147
over four years. He is the only president since Kennedy whose last budget spent less per capita than
his first budget. That trend was reversed under Clinton and George W. Bush, whose last budgets
spent $7,267 and $10,337 per person, respectively. However, as the chart shows, the increase in
spending during Clinton’s two terms was very slight.
While some of the spending in fiscal year 2009 was a result of President Obama’s so-called
stimulus bill, President Bush is still responsible for most of it. Some people might argue that this
chart illustrates that the current president is fiscally responsible, that he is not a big spender, or even
that the government doesn’t have a spending problem. Those are not correct interpretations.
The chart shows that spending has not increased as quickly under Obama as it did under the
previous administration. In fact, it has even fallen slightly, at least for the moment. But the federal
government is still spending an enormous amount of money—significantly more than in 2008, and
in every single year before that. The fact that the government isn’t quite as bloated as it was at its
peak—or not getting fatter as fast as it was before—doesn’t mean the government is lean.
Moreover, a recent Mercatus chart of Congressional Budget Office projections shows that the trend
of decreasing spending is unlikely to continue.
The chart below and accompanying table also show a country addicted to spending increases. Every
president has spent more total real dollars in his last budget than in his first. Johnson increased
spending by 38 percent, George W. Bush increased it by 53 percent, and even Reagan increased
total spending by 22 percent.
This country needs to start making real and credible commitments to cutting government spending.

Presidential Budgets 1945 to 2013

President

Took office

Left office

First
budget

1945 (April)
1953 (Jan.)
1961 (Jan.)
1963 (Nov.)
1969 (Jan.)
1974 (Aug.)
1977 (Jan.)
1981 (Jan.)
1989 (Jan.)
1993 (Jan.)
2001 (Jan.)
2009 (Jan.)

1953 (Jan.)
1961 (Jan.)
1963 (Nov.)
1969 (Jan.)
1974 (Aug.)
1977 (Jan.)
1981 (Jan.)
1989 (Jan.)
1993 (Jan.)
2001 (Jan.)
2009 (Jan.)
---

1946
1954
1962
1963
1970
1975
1978
1982
1990
1994
2002
2010

First budget
outlays

Total Change ($)
Total Change (%)
Last budget
Since Predecessor's
Since Predecessor's
outlays
Last Budget
Last Budget
In Billions

Harry S. Truman
Dwight D. Eisenhower
John F. Kennedy
Lyndon B. Johnson
Richard Nixon
Gerald Ford
Jimmy Carter
Ronald Reagan
George H. W. Bush
Bill Clinton
George W. Bush
Barack Obama

609.6
609.2
707.0
705.0
982.2
1,149.9
1,278.2
1,451.7
1,831.3
1,878.4
2,200.6
3,081.0

677.1
648.5
707.0
976.3
1,027.3
1,213.6
1,416.0
1,723.3
1,844.7
2,071.7
3,173.4
3,116.4

-347.3
-28.6
58.5
269.3
51.0
186.3
202.4
307.3
121.4
227.0
1,101.7
-57.0

-34%
-4%
9%
38%
5%
18%
17%
22%
7%
12%
53%
-2%

All figures are represented in inflation-adjusted 2005 dollars as outlined in the OMB Historical Tab les.
Growth estimates compare last b udget outlays of each President with their predecessor's last b udget.

Data Notes:
This chart is an expanded version of a previous chart created in September 2012. These figures
represent historical data from the Office of Management and Budget and the Department of the
Treasury. Population data from the Census Bureau is used to adjust the figures on a per-capita basis.
All figures use real 2005 dollars, as calculated by the Office of Management and Budget. The 2012
figures represent the most recent estimates from the Treasury. The 2013 figures represent estimates
from the president’s 2013 Mid-Session Review.
Veronique de Rugy discusses the current and future federal spending problem at NRO’s The
Corner.
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