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 n Perceptions of government 
waste are at an all-time high, as 
the federal government has vast-
ly expanded beyond its proper 
constitutional scope.

 n Government waste encom-
passes a much broader spectrum 
of government activities than 
mismanagement and fraud. Mis-
targeted and poorly run entitle-
ment programs have for 40 years 
driven, and continue to drive, 
the increase in federal spending 
and debt.

 n Congress should reform entitle-
ment programs and end govern-
ment provision where feasible, 
reform welfare spending, and 
end corporate welfare.

 n Congress should also establish 
a specifically dedicated waste 
commission to eliminate waste, 
duplication, and inappropriate 
federal spending. Moreover, 
Congress should adopt and 
enforce firm spending caps, 
control the debt, and uphold the 
earmark ban.

 n Ultimately, efforts to eliminate 
waste and control spending 
should reduce the size and scope 
of the federal government.

Abstract
Waste and inefficiency in the U.S. government are rampant. The feder-
al government does too many things that would be done better by indi-
viduals or businesses in the private sector, or by state and local govern-
ments, or that should not be done at all. Moreover, unnecessary taxing, 
spending, and regulating distorts economic activity in numerous ways, 
leading to less growth and prosperity than if the government refrained 
from acting outside its proper constitutional domain. Ultimately, suc-
ceeding in eliminating waste and controlling government spending re-
quires reducing the size and scope of the federal government.

If one asks Americans how many cents of every dollar that the 
federal government spends they believe is wasted, their answer 

reflects a belief that Washington is vastly incompetent when it 
comes to managing taxpayer money. A 2014 Gallup poll reported 
that Americans think the federal government wastes 51 cents of 
every dollar they pay in taxes.1

this year’s figure is tied for the highest since Gallup began ask-
ing the question in 1979, when Americans thought their govern-
ment wasted about 40 cents of every tax dollar it spent.2 except for 
a low point of 38 percent in the midst of ronald reagan’s presidency, 
American perception of government waste has gone the same direc-
tion as the size of the federal budget—up.

While a narrow definition of government waste might include 
such boondoggles as a bridge to nowhere or the infamous roboSquir-
rel, any attempt to control government spending and eliminate waste 
is best served by a broader definition based in economic principles.3
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the federal government does too many things that 
would be done better by individuals or businesses in 
the private sector, or by state and local governments, or 
that should not be done at all. Moreover, unnecessary 
taxing, spending, and regulating distorts economic 
activity in numerous ways, leading to less growth and 
prosperity than if the government refrained from act-
ing outside its proper constitutional domain.

Ultimately, succeeding in eliminating waste and 
controlling government spending requires reducing 
the size and scope of the federal government.

What Counts as Government Waste?
every year, countless news articles highlight 

wasteful spending by government. Waste in that 
sense often means lavish conferences, use-it-or-
lose-it purchases made by agencies before the end 
of the fiscal year (FY), subsidies to dead farmers, or 
scratch-your-head programs, such as paying for a 
reality tV show in India.4

economists use a broader definition of waste. they 
characterize the misallocation of resources as waste. 
When higher-valued resources are used for lower-val-
ued activities, that is waste. the federal misallocation 
of resources takes various shapes, including:

 n Spending on projects that cost more than the 
benefits they create;

 n Government intervention in the form of subsi-
dies or regulations that cause individuals and 
businesses to reduce their productive efforts or to 
engage in unproductive activities. A direct exam-
ple is lobbying for additional government favors 
(“rent seeking”) instead of seeking profit from 
serving consumers to the best of their ability;

 n Federal spending on functions that could be bet-
ter performed by the private sector, or by state 
and local governments;

 n Mis-targeted programs whose recipients should 
not be entitled to government benefits;

 n Spending on outdated, unnecessary, or duplica-
tive programs; and

 n Inefficiency, mismanagement, and fraud.

A definition of government waste based in eco-
nomic principles encompasses a much broader 
spectrum of government activities and is helpful 
as a guide to evaluating existing and new spending 
programs from a principled vantage point. An eco-
nomic perspective should by no means be the only 
guide to defining the proper role of government, as 
other considerations, first and foremost the con-
sent of the governed, plays the most important role 
in the American constitutional form of government. 
the consent of the governed is substantively distinct 
from “the will of the majority.” As explained in The 
Heritage Guide to the Constitution:

Any political powers not derived from the con-
sent of the governed are, by the laws of nature, 
illegitimate and hence unjust.… the “consent 
of the governed” describes a situation in which 
the people are self-governing in their communi-
ties, religions, and social institutions and into 
which the government may intrude only with 
the people’s consent.… In europe, the “will of the 
majority” signals an idea that all decisions are 
ultimately political and are routed through the 

1. Rebecca Rifkin, “Americans Say Federal Gov’t Wastes 51 Cents on the Dollar,” Gallup, September 17, 2014,  
http://www.gallup.com/poll/176102/americans-say-federal-gov-wastes-cents-dollar.aspx (accessed September 22, 2014).

2. Romina Boccia, Alison Acosta Fraser, and Emily Goff, “Federal Spending by the Numbers, 2013: Government Spending Trends in Graphics, 
Tables, and Key Points,” Heritage Foundation Special Report No. 140, August 20, 2013,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/08/federal-spending-by-the-numbers-2013.

3. Emily Goff, “Top 10 Examples of Wasteful Federal Spending in 2012,” The Daily Signal, October 16, 2012,  
http://dailysignal.com/2012/10/16/top-10-examples-of-wasteful-federal-spending-in-2012/.

4. Matthew Sabas, “‘Use It or Lose It’ Shows There’s More Room to Cut Spending,” The Daily Signal, November 14, 2013,  
http://dailysignal.com/2013/11/14/use-lose-shows-theres-room-cut-spending/; Alexis Levinson, “Waste Report: Tax Dollars Going to Indian 
Reality TV, Overseas Advertising,” The Daily Caller, June 16, 2012,  
http://dailycaller.com/2012/06/16/waste-report-tax-dollars-going-to-indian-reality-tv-overseas-advertising/ (accessed September 22, 2014); 
and Diane Katz, “6,300 Reasons the Government Is Dead Wrong on Farm Subsidies,” The Daily Signal, August 9, 2013,  
http://dailysignal.com/2013/08/09/usda-dead-wrong-on-farm-subsidies/.

http://dailycaller.com/2012/06/16/waste-report-tax-dollars-going-to-indian-reality-tv-overseas-advertising/


3

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 2960
OctOber 17, 2014  

government. thus, limited government is not 
just a desirable objective; it is the essential bed-
rock of the American polity.5

by both standards of measure, the federal gov-
ernment has overextended itself into areas that 
fall outside its proper domain. eliminating gov-
ernment waste and controlling spending is neces-
sary to return America to its constitutional form 
of government.

The Growth in Government Spending
Federal spending is divided into three broad cat-

egories: discretionary, mandatory, and net inter-
est. Discretionary spending is provided through 
appropriations acts and is subject to congressional 
debate every year. this category covers the costs of 
most government agencies, including federal sala-
ries, and includes spending on defense and domestic 
programs, such as transportation, education, and 
the enforcement of environmental regulation. Man-
datory spending is authorized by laws other than 
appropriations acts, either on a permanent or multi-
year basis. Mandatory funding becomes available 
automatically each year, without further legislative 
action by congress. Net interest is what the govern-
ment pays to service the national debt.

Over the past 20 years total federal spending 
grew by nearly two-thirds after inflation.6 Although 
spending has increased across the board, the share 
of the budget dedicated to mandatory spending has 
expanded most significantly.7 Mandatory spending, 
including Social Security and means-tested spend-
ing, doubled since 1993, while discretionary spend-
ing grew by half.

the expansion of mandatory spending as a share 
of the budget has proceeded steadily over the past 
50 years. Whereas discretionary spending made 
up two-thirds of the budget in 1963 and mandato-
ry spending consumed about one-fourth, by 2013 
these shares had almost perfectly flipped with 
mandatory spending consuming nearly two-thirds 
of the budget and discretionary spending falling to 
about one-fourth.

the growth in mandatory spending can particu-
larly be traced to policies enacted between 1965 and 
1972. both Medicare and Medicaid were enacted 
in 1965, and they and Social Security were signifi-
cantly expanded in 1972. Other programs targeting 
the poor and disabled, like the earned Income tax 
credit (eItc) and Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI), were added in the 1970s, further increasing 
the population eligible for federal benefits.

5. David F. Forte and Matthew Spalding, The Heritage Guide to the Constitution: Fully Revised Second Edition (Washington, DC: The Heritage 
Foundation, 2014), p. 2, http://www.heritage.org/constitution.

6. Boccia, Fraser, and Goff, “Federal Spending by the Numbers, 2013: Government Spending Trends in Graphics, Tables, and Key Points.”

7. Ibid.

1963 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2023

61.8%

24.2%

14.1%

25.4%

67.6%

7.0%

Mandatory
Spending

Discretionary
Spending

Net
Interest

CHART 1

Sources: O�ce of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: 
Budget of the U.S. Government, FY 2014, Table 8.5, April 2013, 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals (accessed 
May 8, 2013); and Congressional Budget O�ce, Updated Budget 
Projections: Fiscal Years 2013 to 2023, May 2013, 
http://www.cbo.gov/publication/44172 (accessed May 15, 2013).
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Additionally, health care costs per person have 
been on the rise, fueling the growth in federal health 
care spending in large part due to poor incentive 
structures provided by third-party payment. More-
over, the increase in American life expectancy over 
this period is contributing to a large degree to the 
rising cost of Medicare and Social Security as more 
beneficiaries draw benefits from both programs for 
longer periods of time.

Nate Silver, statistician and journalist, analyzed 
the increase in government spending over the past 
40 years by grouping spending into four broad cat-
egories: (1) entitlement; (2) military; (3) infrastruc-
ture and government services (such as education 
and the criminal justice system); and (4) interest on 
the debt.

Silver identified that entitlement spending 
increased sixfold from about $0.5 trillion in 1972 
to $2.9 trillion in 2011, faster than gross domestic 

product (GDP) and all other government spending. 
entitlement spending even increased by more than 
the overall increase in government spending, mean-
ing that spending on other categories remained flat 
or decreased relative to the size of the economy, as 
seen in chart 2.

Silver concludes that “essentially all of the 
increase in spending relative to economic growth, 
and the potential tax base, has come from entitle-
ment programs, and about half of that has come 
from health care entitlements specifically.”8

Looking forward, entitlement programs will 
continue to be the major drivers of spending and 
debt. Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid 
(including Obamacare’s expansion) are all pro-
jected to grow faster than the economy and rev-
enues. by current congressional budget Office 
(cbO) projections, Social Security, Medicare, and 
Medicaid, and what Americans pay in interest to 

8. Nate Silver, “What Is Driving Growth in Government Spending?” The New York Times FiveThirtyEight blog, January 16, 2013,  
http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/01/16/what-is-driving-growth-in-government-spending/?_php=true&_type=blogs&_
php=true&_type=blogs&_r=1& (accessed August 25, 2014).
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Source: Nate Silver, “What Is Driving Growth in Government Spending?” The New York Times FiveThirtyEight blog, 
January 16, 2013, http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/01/16/what-is-driving-growth-in- government-
spending/ (accessed September 23, 2014).

Nearly all the growth in 
government spending 
over the past 40 years is 
due to growth in 
entitlement programs. 
In fact, government 
spending would be even 
higher were it not for 
reductions in defense 
spending.
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service the public debt, will consume all tax rev-
enues by 2030.9 this means that the federal govern-
ment could cease all other operations, including its 
core constitutional duty to provide for the national 
defense, and would still end up in a fiscal hole with-
in one generation.

Overspending on entitlement programs is the 
biggest driver of future debt. In its 2014 Long-Term 
Budget Outlook, the cbO highlights that the cur-
rent debt trajectory is unsustainable. In the cbO’s 
own assessment,

[t]he high and rising amount of federal debt 
that cbO projects under the extended baseline 
would have significant negative consequences 
for both the economy and the federal budget.… 

the large amount of debt could also compro-
mise national security by constraining defense 
spending in times of international crisis or by 
limiting the country’s ability to prepare for such 
a crisis.10

In sum, doing nothing to address the growth in 
entitlement spending is simply not an option.

With the overall majority of spending going 
toward, essentially, federal insurance programs (for 
health, retirement, and unemployment) and with 
these entitlement programs growing at a dispro-
portionate rate, eliminating waste and controlling 
spending in entitlements is an absolute necessity. A 
better understanding of the meaning of a minimal 
safety net should guide this process.

9. “Medicaid Is the Fastest-Growing Major Entitlement,” The Heritage Foundation, August 20, 2013,  
http://www.heritage.org/multimedia/infographic/2013/08/federalspendingbynumbers2013/page-7-chart-2.

10. Congressional Budget Office, The 2014 Long-Term Budget Outlook, July 15, 2014, http://www.cbo.gov/publication/45471  
(accessed August 25, 2014).
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http://cbo.gov/publication/44521 (accessed September 30, 2013), and O�ce of Management and Budget, 
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In less than two 
decades, all projected 
tax revenues will be 
consumed by three 
federal programs 
(Medicare, Social 
Security, and 
Medicaid, which 
includes CHIP and 
Obamacare) and net 
interest on the debt. 
Entitlement reform 
is a must.
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Social Insurance v. Egalitarian 
Redistribution

Austrian economist Friedrich von Hayek laid out 
his case for a minimal safety net in an industrialized 
world where labor mobility dissolved community 
ties in The Constitution of Liberty:

All modern governments have made provisions for 
the indigent, unfortunate, and disabled.… [t]he 
necessity of some such arrangement in an indus-
trial society is unquestioned—be it only in the 
interest of those who require protection against 
acts of desperation on the part of the needy.11

Providing for those in need does not mean that 
the government should nationalize the provision of 
retirement income, health care, and other social ser-
vices. For the government to become the sole provid-
er of these services and for it to require that everyone 
participate in them, regardless of ability to provide 
for oneself, turns a system conceived to relieve pov-
erty into one in which the government redistributes 
income above and beyond what is necessary to care 
for the poor. As Hayek describes the situation:

Seen as an alternative to the now discredited meth-
od of directly steering production, the technique 
of the welfare state, which attempts to bring about 
a “just distribution” by handing out income in 
such proportions and forms as it sees fit, is indeed 
merely a new method of pursuing the old aims of 
socialism.… It is essential that we become clearly 
aware of the line that separates a state of affairs in 

which the community accepts the duty of prevent-
ing destitution and of providing a minimum level 
of welfare from that in which it assumes the power 
to determine the “just” position of everybody and 
allocates to each what it thinks he deserves.12

Social Security and Medicare, the two largest 
federal government programs, redistribute money 
from younger working generations to older and on-
average wealthier generations, regardless of need. 
Although many program beneficiaries argue that 
they paid for their own benefits, the programs are 
structured on a pay-as-you-go basis in which cur-
rent workers finance the benefits of current retirees. 
Moreover, past and current retirees receive much 
more in benefits from Social Security and Medicare 
than they ever paid into the programs.13

Most Americans support the idea of providing a mini-
mal safety net to prevent poverty in retirement.14 but 
Social Security and Medicare go far beyond that. More 
than 47,000 millionaires receive federal retirement 
benefits, including some wealthy lawmakers’ children.15

Overall, when it comes to net wealth, older Amer-
icans are faring much better as a group than young-
er Americans. A 2009 Pew study revealed that the 
typical household headed by someone 65 or older 
had 47 times as much net wealth as the typical house-
hold headed by someone below the age of 35.16

Means-tested welfare programs have expanded 
beyond their purported aims. the government runs 
over 80 means-tested welfare programs that provide 
cash, food, housing, medical care, and social servic-
es to poor and lower-income Americans.17 Since the 

11. Friedrich A. Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1960).

12. Ibid.

13. Romina Boccia, “Washington Post Op-Ed: You Didn’t Pay For That (And She’s Right),” The Daily Signal, April 11, 2014,  
http://dailysignal.com/2014/04/11/washington-post-op-ed-didnt-pay-shes-right/.

14. Rich Morin, Paul Taylor, and Eileen Patten, “A Bipartisan Nation of Beneficiaries,” Pew Research: Social & Demographic Trends,  
December 18, 2012, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/12/18/a-bipartisan-nation-of-beneficiaries/ (accessed August 25, 2014).

15. Romina Boccia, “Social Security Turns 78: What Was It Meant to Do?” The Daily Signal, August 13, 2013,  
http://dailysignal.com/2013/08/13/social-security-turns-78-what-was-it-meant-to-do/, and David C. John, “Social Security Pays Benefits to 
Millionaires’ Children,” The Daily Signal, August 24, 2012,  
http://dailysignal.com/2012/08/24/social-security-pays-benefits-to-millionaires-children/.

16. Richard Fry, D’Vera Cohn, Gretchen Livingston, and Paul Taylor, “The Rising Age Gap in Economic Well-Being,” Pew Research Social & 
Demographic Trends, November 7, 2011, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/11/07/the-rising-age-gap-in-economic-well-being/ 
(accessed August 25, 2014).

17. Robert Rector and Rachel Sheffield, “Welfare Spending at All-Time High … and Growing,” Heritage Foundation Commentary,  
October 22, 2012, http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2012/10/welfare-is-at-an-all-time-high, and David B. Muhlhausen, “Do 
Federal Social Programs Work?” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2884, March 19, 2014,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/03/do-federal-social-programs-work.

http://dailysignal.com/2012/08/24/social-security-pays-benefits-to-millionaires-children/
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/03/do-federal-social-programs-work
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War on Poverty began in the 1960s, means-tested 
welfare spending has grown sixteen-fold, adjusted 
for inflation. total government welfare spending 
was $943 billion in FY 2013. Since 1960, taxpayers 
have spent $22 trillion on means-tested welfare pro-
grams.18 today, roughly one-third of the population 
receives benefits from a means-tested welfare pro-
gram. tragically, these programs have failed to pro-
mote self-sufficiency.

Cutting Government Down  
to Size and Limiting Its Growth

the need to eliminate waste and control govern-
ment spending is clear. Less clear is how such a feat 
can be accomplished. Most spending decisions are 
not made within the context of thorough congressio-
nal deliberation. rather, special interests are driving 
politics in America at the expense of the interests of 
the general public and the American taxpayer. the 
challenge then becomes to convince lawmakers to 
bind themselves to rules that, if violated, carry pain-
ful consequences. rules should be simple so they can 
be understood by a watchful public to help hold law-
makers accountable.

the other, perhaps bigger, challenge is to help 
the American public understand that the most pop-
ular programs, Social Security and Medicare, also 
pose the biggest challenge to eliminating waste and 
controlling government spending. reducing the 
government’s role in the provision of health care 
services and retirement income does not by any 
means indicate that Americans would not enjoy 
the same or better benefits in retirement. rather, 
freeing up resources that are today being divert-
ed to government programs would allow them to 
produce more opportunity for Americans to enjoy 
greater retirement security. eliminating waste and 
controlling government spending requires the sup-
port of the electorate.

the following agenda corrects course in America 
by eliminating waste where possible and by control-
ling government spending by cutting it down in both 
size and scope. congress should:

 n Refocus entitlement programs and end gov-
ernment provision where feasible. the mas-
sive increase in entitlement spending is a direct 
consequence of mis-targeted programs that 
provide benefits to recipients that should not be 
receiving them, and that provide them inefficient-
ly. Assuming a basic social safety net as proper 
in an industrialized society, government should 
provide for those in need in the least harmful way 
possible. this means limiting benefits to those 
who actually need them and providing them in 
the most economical way possible.

Social Security should focus benefits on those 
least able to prevent destitution in old age or 
those with disabilities, while encouraging others 
to save for their own nest egg.19

Medicare and Medicaid spending, other than for 
the needy disabled and elderly who may require 
additional administrative support, should be tar-
geted to those individuals who need support the 
most, in the form of a premium support payment 
that enables beneficiaries to choose their own 
health care plans.20 Other federal means-tested 
social programs that are measurably more costly 
than the benefits they provide for their recipients 
should be eliminated.21 the most efficient method 
of providing insurance against poverty is through 
direct cash benefits, tied to specific purposes where 
deemed necessary, such as health care. convoluted 
social programs have a tendency to provide greater 
benefits to the bureaucracies who administer them 
than to the needy they are supposed to help.

18. Robert Rector and Rachel Sheffield, “The War on Poverty After 50 Years,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2955, September 15, 2014, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/09/the-war-on-poverty-after-50-years#_ftnref6.

19. Rachel Greszler and Romina Boccia, “Social Security Trustees Report: Unfunded Liability Increased $1.1 Trillion and Projected Insolvency in 
2033,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2936, August 4, 2014,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/08/social-security-trustees-report-unfunded-liability-increased-11-trillion-and-projected-
insolvency-in-2033.

20. Nina Owcharenko, “Medicaid Reform: More than a Block Grant Is Needed,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 3590, May 4, 2012,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/05/three-steps-to-medicaid-reform.

21. Muhlhausen, “Do Federal Social Programs Work?”
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With the right reforms, congress can better 
protect America’s most vulnerable populations 
by providing a durable safety net, without bur-
dening younger generations with economically 
harmful debt levels or higher taxes.

 n Reform welfare programs. Welfare reform 
should begin with taking account of the vast 
expanse of the welfare state. total annual welfare 
costs as well as cost projections should be includ-
ed in the President’s annual budget. Means-
tested welfare programs are spread across mul-
tiple government agencies and are approached 
in a piecemeal fashion rather than viewed as a 
whole. Policymakers should place a cap on total 
welfare spending, adjusting for inflation, which 
would require policymakers to prioritize among 
welfare spending categories. Welfare programs 
should first and foremost promote self-sufficien-
cy, requiring all able-bodied adults to work, pre-
pare for work, or look for work in exchange for 
receiving assistance.

 n End corporate welfare. corporate welfare, or 
the provision of financial and other benefits to 
businesses, distorts markets and directs pro-
ductive activities toward unproductive rent-
seeking. It also breeds corruption. According 
to analysis by the cato Institute’s ted DeHaven, 
the federal government spends $100 billion a 
year on corporate welfare.22 ending corporate 
welfare in practice means, for instance, shut-
ting down the export-Import bank, and ending 
energy mandates, loan programs, and agricul-
ture subsidies. taxpayers would be better off if 
government stopped doling out favors to spe-
cial interests.

 n Eliminate waste, duplication, and inappro-
priate federal spending. Undoubtedly, there is 
a great deal of waste that can be cut from the fed-

eral budget. From $5 million spent on fancy crys-
tal in the State Department, to a single $1 million 
bus stop in the Washington area, the federal gov-
ernment knows how to spend money irresponsi-
bly. Greater congressional oversight and financial 
transparency would go a long way toward reining 
in lavish agency spending. to allow congress to 
conduct proper oversight, however, government 
must be cut in size and scope. the government 
has simply grown too big for Members of con-
gress to keep pace. case in point: there are 2,283 
federal domestic-assistance programs.23

each year, the Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) releases a report detailing duplication 
among federal government agencies, along with 
recommendations on how to fix the problem. 
congressional oversight can tie agency funding 
to improvements in the management of taxpayer 
resources. Other GAO-identified actions require 
congressional authorization, such as preventing 
individuals from double-dipping from unemploy-
ment and disability benefits.

Moreover, reducing improper payments through 
better oversight and management could save bil-
lions every year. the federal government wasted 
more than $100 billion in 2013 alone by making 
improper payments, such as sending checks to 
people who should not receive them, overpay-
ing for medical equipment or paying for goods 
and services that were never delivered, as well as 
paying benefits to dead people.24 the vast bulk of 
improper payments happen in federal health care 
programs, where government intervention has 
grown rapidly.

A specifically dedicated, independent commis-
sion with the charge to eliminate waste, cut 
programs that are outside the proper scope 
of the federal government, and consolidate 

22. Tad DeHaven, “Corporate Welfare in the Federal Budget,” Cato Institute Policy Analysis No. 703, July 25, 2012,  
http://www.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/pdf/PA703.pdf (accessed August 25, 2014).

23. Catalogue of Federal Domestic Assistance, “CFDA Statistics: Programs at a Glance,”  
https://www.cfda.gov/?s=main&mode=list&tab=list (accessed August 25, 2014).

24. Government Accountability Office, “Improper Payments, Government-Wide Estimates and Reduction Strategies,” testimony before the 
Subcommittee on Government Operations, Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, U.S. House of Representatives, July 9, 2014, 
http://www.gao.gov/assets/670/664692.pdf (accessed on September 23, 2014).
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duplicative programs, could help congress 
eliminate waste and control government 
spending.25 Such a commission should also 
be charged with identifying government pro-
grams that unfairly compete with the private 
sector, or that should be within the purview 
of state and local government. It should also 
judge programs based on performance mea-
sures, including the outcomes of randomized 
controlled trial experiments.

reining in the federal government as it 
encroaches on more spheres that are not nation-
al priorities and reducing its current bloated 
scope is key to reducing the power of Wash-
ington bureaucrats to meddle in affairs better 
left to individuals, businesses, and state and 
local government.

 n Enact and enforce firm spending caps. Firm 
spending caps would encourage lawmakers to 
allocate scarce resources toward their greatest 
uses, by prioritizing federal spending based on 
constitutional principles. Spending caps enable 
lawmakers to say no to special interests and pro-
tect American taxpayers from wasteful spending 
burdens. Spending caps could be implemented in 
a number of different ways. For example:

Spend One Dollar Less. this rule would require 
congress to spend precisely one dollar less next 
year than it did this year.26

Limit Spending Growth to Inflation. this approach 
would stop government from growing faster than 
changes in the cost of living.

Limit Spending Growth to Economic Growth. Mea-
suring the size of government in terms of the 
economy, through GDP, shows how big govern-
ment is compared with measured private-sector 

activity. this rule would bind government so that 
it can grow no faster than the economy.

 n Control the debt. George Washington, the 
nation’s first President, suggested that congress 
should avoid “the accumulation of debt” so as 
to “not ungenerously [throw] upon posterity the 
burden which we ourselves ought to bear.”27 the 
public debt has reached heights not seen since 
right after World War II and entitlement spend-
ing growth threatens to elevate the public debt 
to levels never before seen in the U.S. Such high 
levels of debt endanger the nation’s economy and 
its people. Unlike wars or economic crises, which 
may require the temporary accumulation of debt, 
the projected increase in the public debt is due to 
structural spending challenges. congress should 
return the debt to below its historical average of 
40 percent of GDP and limit the accumulation 
of debt by keeping spending within its means. 
congress should further refrain from suspend-
ing the debt limit, as that abdicates its constitu-
tional power to control the borrowing of the fed-
eral government.

 n Uphold the earmark ban. earmarking is the 
practice of directing funds to specific projects 
by bypassing competitive bidding processes and 
other forms of impersonal allocation of funds. 
earmarks contributed to spending on often-
inappropriate (beyond the scope of government) 
and wasteful federal programs. earmarks have 
a damaging effect on the budget process beyond 
their dollar cost. In the transportation area, ear-
marks are often carved out of each state’s formula 
allocation so that a dollar devoted to an earmark 
means that this dollar is no longer available to the 
state’s own priority projects. by bypassing com-
petitive bidding processes, moreover, earmarks 
often allocate funding to lower-quality and high-
er-cost projects at a loss to the public. Moreover, 

25. Romina Boccia, “How Congress Can Improve Government Programs and Save Taxpayer Dollars,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2915, 
June 10, 2014,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/06/how-congress-can-improve-government-programs-and-save-taxpayer-dollars.

26.  This idea was advanced by a group of public policy organizations in a letter to Members of Congress dated November 18, 2013. The text of the 
letter can be found at Jonathan Strong, “Conservatives’ New Plan: Spend One Dollar Less,” National Review Online, November 18, 2013,  
http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/364265/conservatives-new-plan-spend-one-dollar-less-jonathan-strong.

27. Washington’s Farewell Address, September 19, 1796, Heritage Foundation First Principles Series,  
http://www.heritage.org/initiatives/first-principles/primary-sources/washingtons-farewell-address.



10

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 2960
OctOber 17, 2014  

earmarks breed corruption.28 congress should 
uphold its 2010 rule to ban its own earmarks and 
seek to eliminate administrative earmarks next.

Reducing the Size  
and Scope of Government

the federal government does too many things 
that would be done better by individuals and orga-
nizations in the private sector, or by state and local 
governments, or that should not be done at all. A 
smaller, more limited federal government would 
focus on providing essential public services, legal 
services, and a basic social safety net, and would 
otherwise leave individuals free to determine their 
own affairs to the maximum extent possible in the 
defense of liberty. eliminating waste and control-
ling government spending is best accomplished by 
reducing the size and scope of government.

—Romina Boccia is the Grover M. Hermann Fellow 
in Federal Budgetary Affairs in the Thomas A. Roe 
Institute for Economic Policy Studies, of the Institute 
for Economic Freedom and Opportunity, at The 
Heritage Foundation.

28. Spencer S. Hsu, “Visclosky Aide Offered Earmarks for Campaign Donation, Convicted Lobbyist Said,” The Washington Post, September 18, 2014,  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/visclosky-aide-offered-earmarks-for-campaign-donation-convicted-lobbyist-
said/2014/09/18/7ab7cc6a-3f3f-11e4-b0ea-8141703bbf6f_story.html (accessed on September 23, 2014).
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