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1Congressional Budget Office, An Update to the Budget and Economic Outlook: 2021 to 2031 (July 2021), www.cbo.gov/publication/57218. GDP = gross domestic product.

The Federal Budget Deficit in the United States

http://www.cbo.gov/publication/57218
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CBO was established to support the Congress as it carries out its significant role 
in the budget process. The President proposes a federal budget each year, but 
spending and tax legislation originates in the Congress, as required by the 
U.S. Constitution.

The agency provides analysis of budgetary and economic issues that is objective 
and impartial. CBO is strictly nonpartisan and does not make policy 
recommendations.

CBO follows processes that are specified in statute or that it has developed in 
concert with the budget committees and Congressional leadership. CBO’s chief 
responsibilities are to help the budget, appropriations, ways and means, and 
finance committees with the matters under their jurisdiction. 

CBO’s Mission
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CBO hires people on the basis of their expertise and without regard to political 
affiliation. The agency carefully considers whether potential analysts can perform 
objective analysis, regardless of their own personal views.

CBO uses a common set of assumptions when analyzing different legislative 
proposals to ensure that its estimates are consistent and impartial. 

The agency’s estimates are inherently uncertain, but its goal is to produce 
estimates that are in the middle of the distribution of potential outcomes. 

CBO’s Analysis Is Objective, Impartial, and Nonpartisan
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CBO is required to produce a formal cost 
estimate for nearly every bill approved by a 
full committee. The agency usually produces 
600 to 800 cost estimates each year. 

Those estimates include the impact of federal 
mandates on state, local, and tribal 
governments.

Separately, CBO provides estimates to the 
appropriations committees at each stage in 
the appropriation process.

CBO also fulfills thousands of requests for 
preliminary estimates and technical 
assistance as lawmakers draft legislation. 

.

CBO Prepares Estimates of the Effects of Legislative Proposals
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CBO regularly publishes projections of budgetary and economic outcomes that 
are based on the assumption that current laws about federal spending and 
revenues will generally remain in place. Those baseline projections cover the 
10-year period used in the Congressional budget process.

CBO also provides the Congress with budget projections beyond the standard 
10-year period. Those projections, which focus on the next 30 years, show the 
effects of demographic trends, economic developments, and health care costs 
on federal spending, revenues, and deficits.

CBO’s economic forecasts cover the major economic variables—gross domestic 
product, unemployment, inflation, and interest rates—along with a broad array of 
other economic measures. 

CBO Prepares Budget and Economic Projections 
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CBO’s reports cover every major area of 
federal policy, including spending programs, 
the tax code, and budgetary and economic 
challenges. 

The reports often present options for changes 
in the federal program or tax rule under 
consideration, but they make no 
recommendations.

CBO Publishes About 70 Reports, Testimonies, and 
Working Papers a Year
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Responding to the sharp economic downturn caused by the pandemic, CBO 
provided more frequent updates of its budget and economic projections than 
usual. 

In 2020, after publishing baseline projections in January and in March (as usual), 
CBO released updated economic projections in April that included the severe 
consequences of the pandemic. Those projections also included preliminary 
estimates of the near-term budget outlook, an outlook greatly affected by the 
economic downturn and the significant pandemic-related legislation that was 
enacted in the spring. 

CBO further updated its economic projections in May 2020. 

Finally, in the summer, the agency published a full set of budget and economic 
projections, including long-term budget projections that spanned 30 years, 
keeping to its regular schedule.

CBO Frequently Updated Its Projections 
During the 2020–2021 Coronavirus Pandemic 
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▪ Coronavirus Preparedness and Response Supplemental Appropriations 

Act, 2020 (H.R. 6074, March 2020): $8 billion 

▪ Families First Coronavirus Response Act (H.R. 6201, March 2020): $192 billion

▪ Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act (H.R. 748, 

March 2020): $1.7 trillion

▪ Paycheck Protection Program and Health Care Enhancement Act (H.R. 266, 

April 2020): $483 billion

▪ Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021 (H.R. 133, December 2020): $1.0 trillion 

related to the pandemic, plus regular appropriations

▪ American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 (H.R. 1319, March 2021): $1.9 trillion

CBO Estimated the Cost, Over 10 or 11 Years, of Major Legislation 
That Was Enacted During the Pandemic



9Congressional Budget Office, The 2021 Long-Term Budget Outlook (March 2021), www.cbo.gov/publication/56977.

Federal debt held by the 
public is projected to 
reach 107 percent of 
GDP in 2031, surpassing 
its historical high.

Under current law, it 
would continue to climb 
thereafter—equaling 
202 percent of GDP in 
2051, when the deficit 
would amount to 
13 percent of GDP.

The United States Faces Significant Long-Term Fiscal Challenges

http://www.cbo.gov/publication/56977


10

Among those questions are how the developments in 2020 and 2021 will affect:

▪ Productivity, 

▪ Labor force participation,

▪ Mortality and fertility, 

▪ Health care utilization and spending,

▪ Interest rates,

▪ Inflation,

▪ Potential output, and

▪ Other key factors.

CBO Will Address Significant Analytical Questions Arising 
From the Pandemic and Provide Information to the Congress
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For discussion of the budget and economic outlook in the United States, see 
www.cbo.gov/topics/budget.

To find the budget and economic data that CBO provides to the Congress, see 
www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data.

To find CBO’s cost estimates for legislation, see www.cbo.gov/cost-estimates.

For more information about CBO’s work in progress, see 
www.cbo.gov/publication/57253.

How to Find More Information

https://www.cbo.gov/topics/budget
http://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data
http://www.cbo.gov/cost-estimates
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/57253

