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As the new Congress prepares to return to addressing the issues facing the country next 
week, one issue that might be on their agenda is how to cut government spending and 
reduce the federal deficit.  
  
• While far more prefer cutting spending (77%) rather than raising taxes (9%) to lower the 

deficit, few are able to volunteer which government programs they would cut in order to 
do so.   

 
• When presented with a list of specific suggestions for lowering the deficit, there is 

majority support for lowering the Social Security benefits paid to higher income seniors, 
reducing aid to farmers, reducing defense spending and lowering the money available 
for local projects.   

 
• But the poll suggests that many Americans aren’t expecting to pay a price themselves 

for cuts in government programs; fewer than half think it will be necessary to cut 
programs that benefit people like themselves. 

 
Views of the Deficit 
 
Americans are not averse to deficits: 72% think it is sometimes okay for the government to run 
them, such as in emergencies or if the size of the deficit is kept manageable.  Just 7% think the 
government should run whatever deficits it needs to if that’s what it takes to provide important 
services to people, and 18% think it is never acceptable for the government to run a deficit. 

 
Are Deficits Acceptable? 

 Govt should run whatever deficits it needs to     7% 
 Deficits are sometimes okay, in emergencies/if manageable 72 
 Deficits are never acceptable      18 
 
Still, seven in 10 Americans think the budget deficit is a very serious problem for the country, a 
substantially higher percentage than said so in 2003 or 2005. 
 
When asked to choose between two approaches to dealing with deficit reduction – raising taxes, 
or lowering government spending -- Americans fall clearly on the side of lowering spending, as 
they did during the high deficits of the 1980s.  That’s the case among Republicans, Democrats 
and independents. 
 

Prefer for Lowering Deficits? 
     Now  11/1985 2/1984 

Cut spending  77%  83%  82% 
Raise taxes    9    7    8 
Both (vol.)    9    7    6 
Neither (vol.)    3    1   1  



 

 

 
Reducing Government Spending – Hard Choices 
 
But many Americans are hard-pressed to name a program they would be willing to see cut in 
order to lower the deficit.  Just 38% say there is a government program they would be willing to 
see cut, and when asked to volunteer which program they would cut, the top answer is military 
and defense programs, followed by Social Security and Medicare and welfare and food stamps.  
35% could not name a program they would cut, and a quarter weren’t sure. 
 

Is There a Program You’re Willing to Cut to Reduce Deficit? 
   Yes      38% 
    (Top responses) 
    Military/defense     6 
    Social Security/Medicare    4 
    Welfare/food stamps     4 
    Government salaries/junkets    2 
    Spending wars     2 
   No, there isn’t     35 
   Don’t know     27 
 
Americans are more willing to identify areas to cut when presented with specific suggestions.  
More than half would be willing to reduce Social Security benefits for the wealthy, reduce the 
money allocated to projects in their own community, reduce farm subsidies and reduce defense 
spending.  Americans are far less willing to reduce government spending on health care and 
education, or to tax health care benefits or pay more in taxes. 
 

Support for Strategies to Reduce the Deficit 
       Willing  Not willing 
 Reduce Social Security for wealthy  63%  34 
 Reduce money for projects in your area 58%  35 
 Reduce farm subsidies   55%  38 
 Reduce defense spending   52%  44 
 Eliminate mortgage interest deduction 45%  48 
 Raise retirement age    43%  54 
 Reduce money for student loans  41%  56 
 Pay more in taxes    33%  65 
 Reduce health care/education spending 27%  67 
 Tax health care benefits   26%  69 
 
Majorities of Republicans, Democrats and independents are willing to reduce Social Security 
benefits for retirees with high incomes, and reduce aid to farmers.  But partisans differ on other 
means for deficit reduction: 
 

• Majorities of Republicans are willing to reduce federal funding for projects in their 
community (73%), reduce money for student loans (54%) and raise the retirement age 
(52%).   

• 58% of Democrats are willing to reduce defense spending.   
• Most independents are willing to lower defense spending (56%) and reduce money to 

projects in their communities (55%).   
 
 



 

 

 
 

Willing to Do to Reduce the Deficit 
       Republicans Democrats Independents 
 Reduce money for projects in your area 73%  48%  55% 
 Reduce Social Security for wealthy  66%  60%  63% 
 Reduce farm subsidies   58%  55%  53% 
 Reduce money for student loans  54%  36%  37% 
 Raise retirement age    52%  43%  39% 
 Eliminate mortgage interest deduction 43%  46%  47% 
 Reduce health care/education spending 40%  12%  31% 
 Reduce defense spending   39%  58%  56% 
 Tax health care benefits   30%  25%  25% 
 Pay more in taxes    23%  42%  33% 
 
And there are proposals that most members of each political group firmly oppose. Three in 4 
Republicans would not be willing to pay more in taxes; 63% of Democrats would not be willing 
to reduce the amount of money for student loans and 83% would not lower spending on health 
care and education.  Majorities of all three groups would not be willing to tax health care 
benefits. 
 
Just under half expect that in order to reduce the deficit it will be necessary to make cuts in 
programs that benefit people like themselves, but nearly as many think that won’t be the case.  
In 1993, more than half of Americans thought it would be necessary to cut programs that benefit 
people like themselves in order to lower the deficit. 
 

Necessary to Cut Programs that Benefit People like You? 
      Now  2/1993 
    Yes  47%  56% 
    No  41  37 
 
Tax Cuts and the Deficit 
 
In December, Congress passed and President Obama signed a bill that extended the Bush-era 
tax cuts for two more years for all income groups. More Americans think the tax cut extension 
will be good for the economy than think it will be bad. 53% of Republicans say these tax cuts will 
have a positive impact on the economy, as do a third of Democrats.  
 

Effect of Extension of Tax Cuts on the Economy 
     All Reps Dems Inds 

Good  38% 53% 34% 31% 
Bad  22 13 27 23 
No effect 28 25 27 31 

 
As for the effect the tax cut extension will have on the federal budget deficit, 34% of Americans 
say these tax cuts will increase the deficit; while just 13% say they will reduce it. More than four 
in 10, however, say the extension of these tax cuts will have no effect on the budget deficit.  
More Democrats than Republicans say the extension of these tax cuts will increase the deficit.  
 

 
 



 

 

 
 

Effect of Extension of Tax Cuts on the Budget Deficit 
     All Reps Dems Inds 

Increase  34% 27% 39% 34% 
Reduce  13 14 12 13 
No effect  42 48 40 39 

 
The Federal Budget 
 
While some Americans have a fairly accurate view of how the government spends its money, 
many do not – and many just don’t know.  
 
 A third of Americans think that 20% or more of the federal budget is spent on welfare; just one 
in 10 thinks less than 5% of the budget is spent on that.  Three in 10 Americans think 20% or 
more of the budget is allocated toward foreign aid.  Social Security comprises 20% of the actual 
budget; half of Americans think it is less than that amount.  37% think Medicare and Medicaid 
are 20% or more of the budget; 42% of Americans think it is less than that.   
 

What Percent of the Budget Goes to….? 
    Less than 20% 20%-50%   More than 50% Don’t know 
    of budget  of budget of budget  
Reducing the national debt is.. 58%  13    5  24  
Medicare/Medicaid is…  42%  33    4  21 
Social Security is…   48%  27    3  22 
Foreign aid is…   46%  25    5  24 
Welfare is…    50%  27    5  18 
Defense/military is…   16%  48  17  19 
Earmarks are…   41%  13    4  42 
 
The State of the States 
 
State governments across the country collectively face trillions of dollars in deficit spending and 
Americans are not very positive about the condition of their own state’s budget.  72% of 
Americans think their own state’s budget is in bad shape, while just one in four thinks it is in 
good shape. 

 
Is Your State’s Budget…? 

    In good shape  24% 
    In bad shape  72 
 
Regionally, Americans who live in the West – where California’s $25 billion budget deficit is the 
largest in the nation – are the most pessimistic about their state’s budget, while Americans in 
the South are the most optimistic.  Still, most Americans everywhere say their state’s budget is 
in bad shape. 

 
Is Your State’s Budget…? 

   Total  Northeast Midwest South  West 
In good shape  24%  22%  20%  33%  16% 
In bad shape  72  73  76  62  80 
 
Nevertheless, Americans are mostly unwilling to cut funding for police, fire, and other public 
safety departments in order to help reduce state government spending.  82% say they would not 
be willing to see cuts in these areas. 



 

 

 
Willingness to Cut Funding Public Safety Funding  

to Reduce State Spending? 
    Willing   17% 
    Not willing  82 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
This poll was conducted among a random sample of 1,178 adults nationwide, interviewed by telephone 
January 5 - 9, 2010.  Phone numbers were dialed from RDD samples of both standard land-lines and cell 
phones.  The error due to sampling for results based on the entire sample could be plus or minus three 
percentage points.  The error for subgroups is higher.  This poll release conforms to the Standards of 
Disclosure of the National Council on Public Polls. 
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q1-q8 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
q9 In general, which comes closer to your view of the government's budget deficit? 1. It 
is generally okay for the government to run whatever deficits it needs, if that's what it 
takes to provide important services to people; 2. It is sometimes okay for the government 
to run deficits, such as in emergencies or if the size of the deficit is kept manageable; 
OR 3. It is never okay for the government to run deficits, under any circumstances. 
  

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind    
                               %       %      %       %      
Generally okay                 7       3     10       7 
Sometimes okay                72      69     76      71 
Never okay                    18      27     12      17 
DK/NA                          3       1      2       5 
 
q10-q32 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE, q12-13 BLANK 
 
q33 Do you think the recent extension of the tax cuts which were passed by Congress and 
signed by the President last month will be good for the national economy, bad for the 
national economy, or will extending the tax cuts not have much of an effect on the 
national economy? 
 
     
Good                          38      53     34      31 
Bad                           22      13     27      23 
No effect                     28      25     27      31 
DK/NA                         12       9     12      15 
 
q34 Do you think the recent extension of the tax cuts which were passed by Congress and 
signed by the President last month will increase the budget deficit, reduce the budget 
deficit, or will extending the tax cuts not have much of an effect on the budget deficit? 
 
     
Increase                      34      27     39      34 
Reduce                        13      14     12      13 
No effect                     42      48     40      39 
DK/NA                         11      11      9      14 
 
q35-q40 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE  
 



 

 

q41 Some people say that the way to reduce the federal budget deficit is to cut back 
government spending. Others say that the way to do it is to increase taxes. Which 
solution would you favor--cutting government spending, or increasing taxes? 
 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind   Nov1985 
                               %       %      %       %     % 
Cut spending                  77      88     67      77   83 
Increase taxes                 9       3     18       7    7 
Both (Vol.)                    9       6     12       9    7 
Neither (Vol.)                 3       3      1       4    1 
Don't know/No answer           2       0      2       3    2 
 
q42-45 BLANK 
 
q46 In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, do you think it will be necessary or 
not necessary to cut back on government programs that benefit people like you? 
 
            Feb93a 
Necessary                     47      64     35      45   56 
Not necessary                 41      27     51      41   37 
DK/NA                         12       9     14      14    7 
 
q47 BLANK 
 
q48 One reason government spending is so high is that everyone fights for the programs 
they think are worthwhile. Is there a government program which you think is worthwhile 
that you would be willing to see cut, in order to reduce the deficit? 
 

Feb1985 
Yes                           38      40     38      35   39 
No                            35      28     38      37   38 
Don't know/No answer          27      32     24      28   23 
 
q49 Which program is that? 
     38% 
Military/Defense               6           
Social Security/Medicare       4          
Welfare/Food Stamps            4        
Gov't/salaries/junkets         2          
Spending on wars               2           
Education                      1            
Foreign Aid                    1           
Gov't departments              1           
Space programs                 1            
Earmarks/pork                  1           
Unemployment benefits          1           
Gov't waste                    1           
Farms/subsidies                1            
Other                          5       
DK/NA                          7      
No program in q48   35 
DK/NA in q48   27  
 
q50-51 BLANK 
 



 

 

q52 I’m going to read you some suggestions that have been made to reduce the size of the 
federal budget deficit. Please tell me whether you would be willing or not willing to do 
each of the following. In order to reduce the budget deficit, would you be willing or not 
willing to… 
       
Reduce defense spending? 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind   Mar1991* 
                               %       %      %       %     %    
Willing                       52      39     58      56   50 
Not willing                   44      58     40      38   43 
Don't know/No answer           4       3      2       6    7 
*wording change (asked without intro): In order to reduce the budget deficit, would you 
 willing or not willing to reduce defense spending? be

 
 
q53 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
        
Decrease spending in areas such as health care or education? 
      
                                    Feb10a 
Willing                       27      40     12      31   30 
Not willing                   67      52     83      64   62 
Some, but not others (Vol.)    5       6      3       5    5 
Don't know/No answer           1       2      2       0    3 
 
q54 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
          
Reduce farm subsidies? 
 
             
Willing                       55      58     55      53    
Not willing                   38      36     37      40    
Don't know/No answer           7       6      8       7     
 
q55 (In order to reduce the size of the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or 
not willing to….) 
     
Reduce the amount of money available for student loans?  
 
            Jan1987 
Willing                       41      54     36      37   33 
Not willing                   56      41     63      60   60 
Don't know/No answer           3       5      1       3    7 
 



 

 

q56 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
       
Raise the retirement age at which a person can start to collect full Social Security 
benefits? 

  ** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind    
                               %       %      %       % 
Willing                       43      52     43      39 
Not willing                   54      46     56      59 
Don't know/No answer           3       2      1       2 
 
q57 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
     
Reduce Social Security benefits for retirees with higher incomes? 
 
Willing                       63      66     60      63 
Not willing                   34      31     38      34 
Don't know/No answer           3       3      2       3 
 
q58 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
      
Tax health care benefits? 
  
Willing                       26      30     25      25 
Not willing                   69      67     71      70 
Don't know/No answer           5       3      4       5 
 
q59 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
       
Eliminate the mortgage interest tax deduction for homeowners? 
 
Willing                       45      43     46      47 
Not willing                   48      50     50      46 
Don't know/No answer           7       7      4       7 
 
q60 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
    
Reduce the amount of federal funding allocated for projects in your community? 
 
Willing                       58      73     48      55 
Not willing                   35      21     46      36 
Don't know/No answer           7       6      6       9 
 



 

 

q61 (In order to reduce the federal budget deficit, would you be willing or not willing 
to…) 
       
Pay more in taxes? 

  ** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind   Jul09b  
                               %       %      %       %    % 
Willing                       33      23     42      33   41 
Not willing                   65      75     57      64   56 
Don't know/No answer           2       2      1       3    3 
 
q62 In general, do you think the salaries and benefits of most people who work on Wall 
Street are too high for the work that they do, too low for the work that they do, or are 
their salaries and benefits about right for the work that they do? 
 
Too high                      71      62     80      71 
Too low                        1       1      0       1 
About right                   18      24     12      19 
Depends (vol.)                 1       2      1       1 
DK/NA                          9      11      7       8 
 
q63 In general, do you think the salaries and benefits of most government employees are 
too high for the work that they do, too low for the work that they do, or are their 
salaries and benefits about right for the work that they do? 
 
Too high                      54      64     44      53 
Too low                        4       2      3       6 
About right                   32      23     43      30 
Depends (vol.)                 5       5      4       5 
DK/NA                          5       6      6       6 
 
q64 In general, do you think the salaries and benefits of most members of Congress are 
too high for the work that they do, too low for the work that they do, or are their 
salaries and benefits about right for the work that they do? 
 
Too high                      69      73     65      69 
Too low                        1       2      2       0 
About right                   24      21     28      24 
Depends (vol.)                 1       1      1       1 
DK/NA                          5       3      4       6 
 
q65 As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent on Welfare 
Programs - less than 5%, between 5 and 10%, between 10 and 20%, between 20 and 30%, 
between 30 and 50%, or more than 50%? 
 
Less than 5%                  10       7     13       9 
Between 5% and 10%            19      14     23      19 
Between 10% and 20%           21      19     21      21 
Between 20% - 30%             17      19     16      17 
Between 30% - 50%             10      14      6       9 
More than 50%                  5       6      5       4 
DK/NA                         18      21     16      21 
  



 

 

q66 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent on…) 
 
Foreign Aid? 
 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind    
                               %       %      %       %  
Less than 5%                   9       6     11       9 
Between 5% and 10%            19      18     18      22 
Between 10% and 20%           18      20     21      14 
Between 20% - 30%             13       9     13      15 
Between 30% - 50%             12      12     13      11 
More than 50%                  5       6      6       4 
DK/NA                         24      29     18      25 
 
q67 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent…) 
          
On paying off the national debt? 
 
     
Less than 5%                  27      30     24      28 
Between 5% and 10%            17      16     20      16 
Between 10% and 20%           14      14     13      15 
Between 20% - 30%              6       6      7       5 
Between 30% - 50%              7       6      8       7 
More than 50%                  5       6      6       3 
DK/NA                         24      22     22      26 
 
q68 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent…) 
          
On Medicare and Medicaid? 
 
Less than 5%                   5       4      7       5 
Between 5% and 10%            14      16     16      12 
Between 10% and 20%           23      25     21      25 
Between 20% - 30%             20      17     21      20 
Between 30% - 50%             13      14     16      11 
More than 50%                  4       5      4       3 
DK/NA                         21      19     15      24 
 
q69 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent…) 
          
On Social Security? 
 
Less than 5%                   7       7      7       7 
Between 5% and 10%            16      12     18      17 
Between 10% and 20%           25      28     21      26 
Between 20% - 30%             15      13     21      12 
Between 30% - 50%             12      14     13      11 
More than 50%                  3       3      3       3 
DK/NA                         22      23     17      24 
 



 

 

q70 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent…) 
          
On Defense and military spending? 
 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                                       *** Party ID ***    
                             Total    Rep    Dem     Ind    
                               %       %      %       %  
Less than 5%                   1       1      0       1 
Between 5% and 10%             3       3      3       3 
Between 10% and 20%           12      15      9      12 
Between 20% - 30%             23      27     25      19 
Between 30% - 50%             25      20     27      28 
More than 50%                 17      13     21      18 
DK/NA                         19      21     15      19 
 
q71 (As far as you know, what percentage of the total federal budget is spent…) 
           
On earmarks? 
      
Less than 5%                  16      17     16      15 
Between 5% and 10%            15      15     18      14 
Between 10% and 20%           10      10      9      12 
Between 20% - 30%              8       7      7       9 
Between 30% - 50%              5       6      7       3 
More than 50%                  4       4      2       4 
DK/NA                         42      41     41      43 
 
q72 Based on what you've heard or read, is your state's budget in good financial shape or 
bad financial shape? 
 
Good shape                    24      27     20      24 
Bad shape                     72      66     76      72 
DK/NA                          4       7      4       4 
 
q73 In order to help reduce state government spending, would you be willing or not 
willing to cut funding for police, fire and other public safety departments? 
 
Willing                       17      17     13      20 
Not willing                   82      82     85      79 
DK/NA                          1       1      2       1 
 
q74-75 BLANK 
q76 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
q77 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
q78 HELD FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
     UNWEIGHTED WEIGHTED
Total Respondents   1178 
 
Total Republicans   339  317 (27%) 
Total Democrats   399  364 (31%)  
Total Independents  440  497 (42%) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


