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Abstract: Year after year, The Heritage Foundation’s
Index of Dependence on Government documents the ever-
growing number of federal aid programs and the ever-
growing number of Americans who rely on government
subsidies for their existence. The number of Americans who
now pay no taxes has passed 35 percent. The International
Monetary Fund predicts financial devastation for the U.S.
by 2015 unless drastic cuts are made in the deficit imme-
diately, and Congress has lost control of the national budget.
An impending tipping point for the structure of American
government and civil society is tangible. Following are pre-
liminary estimates for the upcoming 2010 Index of Depen-
dence on Government that all Americans should heed.

The Heritage Foundation has published the Index
of Dependence on Government for eight consecutive
years. For each of these eight years, the Index has sig-
naled troubling and rapid increases in the growth of
dependence-creating federal programs; and for each
of these eight years, Heritage has warned of the threat
that rapid growth in government dependence poses
for the United States’ republican form of government,
as well as for the broader civil society.

Preliminary estimates for the 2010 Index dramati-
cally underscore the concerns of years past. According
to preliminary estimates by The Heritage Foundation’s
Center for Data Analysis (CDA):

1. Americans’ dependence on government grew by
13.6 percent in 2009.
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• The Heritage Foundation has published the
Index of Dependence on Government for
eight consecutive years. Most years, the
Index has signaled rapid growth of depen-
dence-creating government programs.

• Every year, The Heritage Foundation warns
of the threat that this ever-growing depen-
dence poses for America’s form of govern-
ment, as well as for its civil society.

• More and more Americans are supported by
government subsidies paid for by fewer and
fewer taxpayers. More than 35 percent of
Americans now pay no taxes.

• The IMF predicts that U.S. debt will equal 100
percent of GDP by 2015 unless the deficit is
cut immediately by an amount equal to 12
percent of GDP.

• Community groups and families across
America should once again assume more
responsibility for aiding those in need. Private
institutions and individuals are always better
than government bureaucrats at helping
people get back on their feet.
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2. The Index’s dependence variables that grew the
most over that past year are:

• Health and Welfare at 22 percent,

• Rural and Agricultural Services at 20 percent, and

• Housing at 15 percent.1

3. The increase over 2009 means that the Index
has grown by 49 percent since 2001.

4. Americans’ dependence on the government was
14 times greater in 2009 than it was in 1962.

The increase in the Index of Dependence on Gov-
ernment during 2009 is the greatest single-year per-
centage change since 1976. It covers data through
the end of 2009, which was a momentous year
across a wide horizon of public policies. Even sea-
soned Washington insiders, however, might be sur-
prised to learn just how noteworthy that year was.

Not only did the federal government effectively
take over half of the U.S. economy and expand pub-
lic-sector debt by more than all previous governments
combined, but it also oversaw the largest single-year
expansion in total government debt in U.S. history.
Much of that growth in new debt can be traced to
dependence-creating government programs.

U.S. spending and debt have now become of
concern to the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
On May 14 of this year, the IMF ranked the U.S. sec-
ond among the countries that must reduce their
structural deficit (caused in part by spending on
dependence-creating government programs) or risk
financial calamity. The IMF predicts that U.S. pub-

lic-sector debt will equal 100 percent of gross
domestic product (GDP) by 2015 unless immediate
action is taken to cut the deficits by an amount
equal to 12 percent of GDP. Even woeful Greece
needs to cut its deficits only by 9 percent of its
national output.

The federal government’s budget is not quite as
fiscally sick as California’s, but it may not be long
before President Barack Obama calls for cuts in
pensions, salaries, welfare programs, and infrastruc-
ture spending as Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger
is already doing in the Golden State.

How are debt and dependence on government
connected? What can Americans do to avoid the
embarrassments of California and Greece? In order
to answer these questions, one must focus on
dependence-creating government programs.

To be clear: Every person will be dependent on
others many times during his or her life, and there is
nothing wrong with that. People spend most of
their childhoods utterly dependent on their parents,
and many people will rely on caregivers during their
last years. Dependence on family, neighbors, fellow
members of community groups, and—yes—local
government is the normal, everyday stuff of life.

When people receive aid from someone in their
social circle, they are given an opportunity to repay
that aid someday in a similar way. Mutual aid is the
glue that binds communities together; it gives
strength to families and the greater civil society.
Most Americans know instinctively that creating
strong communities and families is a matter of car-
ing for each other.

When the federal government provides aid, that
aid also binds the dependent person to the aid giver.
This aid, however, is anything but mutual. No one
expects the dependent person one day to give similar
aid to the federal government. And government aid
certainly does not strengthen communities and fami-
lies: If Americans have learned anything about the
federal welfare system, it is how effectively it under-
mines family structure and hollows out communities.

1. For detailed information on how the CDA constructs the Index of Dependence on Government, see William W. Beach, 
“The 2009 Index of Dependence on Government,” Heritage Foundation Center for Data Analysis Report No. 10-01, March 
4, 2010, at http://www.heritage.org/Research/Reports/2010/03/The-2009-Index-of-Dependence-on-Government.

_________________________________________

Much of the growth in new government debt 
in 2009 can be traced to dependence-creating 
government programs.

____________________________________________

_________________________________________

If Americans have learned anything about the 
federal welfare system, it is how effectively it 
undermines family structure and hollows out 
communities.

____________________________________________
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Index of Dependence on Government, 1962–2009

Sources: Heritage Foundation calculations sourced throughout the Index of Dependence on Government.

Table 1 • B 2419Table 1 • B 2419 heritage.orgheritage.org

Year Housing
Health and 

Wefare Retirement Education

Rural and 
Agricultural 

Services
Index
Value

Annual Percentage 
Change in Index 

Value

1962 1 6 5 2 5 19
1963 1 6 5 2 6 21 11.75%
1964 1 6 5 2 7 22 2.75%
1965 2 6 6 2 6 22 –0.49%
1966 2 7 6 4 4 23 6.06%
1967 2 8 7 7 5 28 22.30%
1968 2 9 8 9 6 34 21.35%
1969 2 10 9 7 7 36 4.97%
1970 3 11 9 8 7 38 7.49%
1971 4 14 11 7 7 43 12.14%
1972 6 17 11 7 8 49 13.76%
1973 9 15 13 7 8 51 4.84%
1974 9 16 14 5 5 49 –5.16%
1975 9 21 15 7 5 57 17.07%
1976 14 24 16 8 6 69 20.87%
1977 20 23 18 9 9 78 13.44%
1978 22 22 18 10 13 86 10.01%
1979 26 22 19 12 12 91 5.12%
1980* 30 25 20 15 10 100 10.48%
1981 34 26 22 18 10 109 9.22%
1982 34 25 23 14 10 106 –3.34%
1983 36 26 24 13 12 112 6.12%
1984 38 24 25 13 8 108 –3.43%
1985 38 25 26 14 13 115 6.23%
1986 38 26 27 14 14 118 3.01%
1987 36 26 27 12 11 113 –4.35%
1988 38 27 28 13 8 113 0.22%
1989 38 28 29 16 7 118 4.13%
1990 39 31 30 16 7 123 3.79%
1991 40 37 31 17 7 132 7.30%
1992 42 44 33 16 7 142 8.19%
1993 47 47 34 20 9 157 10.32%
1994 51 48 36 11 8 154 –1.86%
1995 58 50 38 19 6 170 10.17%
1996 56 50 39 16 6 167 –1.82%
1997 56 49 41 15 6 168 0.58%
1998 57 50 41 15 6 170 1.63%
1999 55 52 41 13 10 172 1.06%
2000 56 55 42 12 13 179 3.80%
2001 57 59 44 12 11 183 2.20%
2002 62 68 46 20 10 206 12.61%
2003 64 73 48 26 12 223 8.42%
2004 64 74 49 28 8 224 0.40%
2005 63 75 51 34 15 237 5.91%
2006 62 73 52 52 21 260 9.81%
2007 70 74 56 25 12 236 –9.23%
2008 67 81 58 23 10 239 1.12%
2009 77 99 63 22 12 272 13.62%

* Base year
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Worse, dependence-creating programs quickly
morph into political assets that policymakers all too
readily embrace. Voters tend to support politicians
and political parties that give them higher incomes
or subsidies for the essentials of life; but no matter
how well-meaning policymakers might have been
when they created government aid programs like
Medicare, unemployment insurance, and subsi-
dized housing, these same programs quickly grow
beyond their mission and turn into a mechanism
that creates and sustains a never-ending cycle of
dependence—and entitlement thinking.

The more people there are that depend on gov-
ernment subsidies for much or all of their existence,
the smaller the percentage of tax-paying citizens
who finance those subsidies. Combined with Con-
gress’s loss of control over the national budget, an
impending tipping point is becoming increasingly
likely. The Tax Foundation reported recently that
the percentage of tax returns filed that required no
taxes to be paid in 2008 passed 35 percent.2 Even
more of a wake-up call, the Tax Policy Center says
that the percentage of all taxpaying units—single,
married filing jointly, head of household, married
filing separately—who paid no taxes in 2009 is
close to 47 percent.3

Additionally, Gene Steuerle of the Urban Insti-
tute reports in the latest edition of his Index of
Fiscal Democracy that the percentage of current
federal revenues not already spent by previous
Congresses has fallen to zero.4 In other words, Amer-
icans’ elected representatives are essentially working
for past voters.

America’s current challenges are shared by other
countries around the world. Greece, Italy, Portugal,
France, Spain, Britain, Japan, and a host of other
countries that dramatically expanded health, retire-
ment, housing, food, and education programs dur-

ing good economic times provide glaring examples.
These one-time assets are now dragging down those
economies. Today, each has either fallen into a
financial emergency or is dangerously close to doing
so, principally because spending on these programs

2. Scott A. Hodge, “Record Numbers of People Paying No Income Tax; Over 50 Million ‘Nonpayers’ Include Families Making over 
$50,000,” Tax Foundation Fiscal Fact No. 214, March 10, 2010, at http://www.taxfoundation.org/publications/show/25962.html 
(May 27, 2010).

3. See Roberton Williams, “Who Pays No Income Tax?” Tax Policy Center Tax Notes, June 29, 2009, p. 1583, at 
http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/UploadedPDF/1001289_who_pays.pdf (May 26, 2010). The Tax Policy Center is “a joint 
venture of the Urban Institute and the Brookings Institution.” Ibid.

4. Addison Wiggin, “The Fiscal Democracy Index,” The Daily Reckoning, January 28, 2010, at http://dailyreckoning.com/
the-fiscal-democracy-index/ (May 27, 2010).
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Dependence on Government 
is Skyrocketing

Source: Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables, Budget 
of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2011 (Washington D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 2010), Table 3.2., pp. 56 and 63, and 
Table 12.3, pp. 259, 265–267, 271–272, 278, and 303; and Heritage 
Foundation calculations.
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cannot be cut back without enor-
mous political pain. After all, aid
recipients vote too.

That is why the IMF is so con-
cerned—and why every American
should be as well. The problems that
European governments have in re-
forming their dependence-creating
programs can be viewed by Ameri-
cans as a movie trailer for the prob-
lems the United States is likely to face
soon unless dramatic steps are taken
to rein in the growth of dependence-
creating programs.

Rather than continue along the path
to financial ruin, the tens of thousands
of community groups and millions of
families across America should once
again take on more responsibility for
aiding those in need. Private institu-
tions and individuals do their work
more efficiently than government and
at less cost. There is also a greater like-
lihood that people in trouble today
will get back on their feet faster with
the help of neighbors and loved ones
than with bureaucrats.

Not only would that assuage the concerns of the
IMF, but stronger families and communities assure a
stronger economy and nation in the future.

How the Index of Dependence 
on Government Is Constructed

After identifying the government programs that
contribute to dependence, the Center for Data Anal-
ysis further examined data from the annual budgets
of the U.S. government to identify the components
that contributed to variability. Temporary programs
and relatively small programs are not included. The
remaining expenditures were summed up on an
annual basis for each of the five major categories
listed in Table 2.5 The program titles are those used
by the Office of Management and Budget.

CDA analysts collected data for fiscal year 1962
through FY 2009. Deflators centered on 2005 were
employed to adjust for inflation.

Indices in general are intended to provide insight
into phenomena that are so detailed or complicated
that simplification is required for obtaining any-
thing other than a rudimentary understanding. The
Consumer Price Index (CPI) of the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, for instance, is a series based on an arbi-
trarily selected “basket of goods” that the bureau
surveys periodically for price changes. The compo-
nents of this basket are weighted to reflect their
relative importance to overall price change. Energy
prices are weighted as more important than clothing
prices. Multiplying the weight times the price pro-
duces a weighted price for each element of the CPI,

5. U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2011 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2010), at http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/fy2011/assets/hist.pdf 
(May 27, 2010).

  I. Housing
 Mortgage credit
 Housing assistance
 Community development block grants
 Urban development action grants
 Subsidized housing programs
 
 II. Health and Welfare
 Health care services
 Health research and training
 Consumer and occupational health 
        and safety
 Unemployment compensation
 Food and nutrition assistance
 Other income security
 Disease control (preventative  

    health care services)
 Health resources and services
 Substance abuse and mental health 
        services
 Grants to states for Medicaid 
 Child nutrition programs
 Food stamp programs
 Family support payments to states
 Social services block grants
 Children and families service  
        programs
 Training and employment services
 Unemployment trust fund

III. Retirement
 Medicare
 Social Security
 General retirement and disability 
        insurance

IV. Education
 Federal higher education
 State higher education

 V.  Rural and Agricultural Services
 Farm income stabilization
 Agricultural research and services
 Community development
 Area and regional development
 Disaster relief and insurance
 Rural community advancement 
        program
 Homeland Security disaster relief

heritage.orgTable 2 • B 2419

Programs Used to Calculate Index Values

Source: The Heritage Foundation
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and the total of the weighted prices produces the
CPI score.

The Index of Dependence on Government gen-
erally works the same way. The raw (or unweighted)
value for each program (i.e., the yearly expenditures
for that program) is multiplied by its weight. The
total of the weighted values is the Index value for
that year.

The Index is calculated using the following
weights:

1. Housing: 30 percent;

2. Health and Welfare: 25 percent;

3. Retirement: 20 percent;

4. Education: 15 percent; and

5. Rural and Agricultural Services: 10 percent.

The weights are “centered” on the year 1980.
This means that the total of the weighted values for
the Index components will equal 100 for 1980,
which gives the Index a reference year from which
all other Index values can be evaluated.

The 2010 Index of Dependence on Government
will appear later this year, and its message will be
more serious than ever.

—William W. Beach is Director of the Center for
Data Analysis, and Patrick Tyrrell is a Research Coor-
dinator in the Center for Data Analysis, at The Heritage
Foundation.


