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Executive Summary
For over thirty years, the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget (CRFB) has been a leading 
voice for fiscal responsibility and budget reform, providing outstanding nonpartisan research and anal-
ysis on fiscal issues to policymakers, journalists and the public.

CRFB is a nonpartisan, nonprofit, 501(c)3 organization committed to educating the public and policy-
makers about issues that have significant fiscal and economic policy impact. The Committee’s biparti-
san leadership includes  some of the nation’s leading budget experts, including many past chairs and 
directors of the House and Senate Budget Committees, the Congressional Budget Office, the Office of 
Management and Budget, the Government Accountability Office, and the Federal Reserve Board. 

In 2015, CRFB’s efforts earned it a reputation as a trusted budget watchdog in the media and as a 
valued resource for responsible policymakers in both parties. We also turned our attention to the 2016 
presidential campaign through fact-checking and analysis of candidates’ fiscal statements and propos-
als. 

Here are some highlights:
• Welcomed new leadership. Three distinguished leaders agreed to be co-chairs of 

          CRFB: Mitch Daniels, president of Purdue University, and former director of the    
          Office of Management and Budget; Leon Panetta, former secretary of Defense,  
          former director of the Office of Management and Budget, and a past chair of the  
          House Budget Committee; and former U.S. Congressman Tim Penny.

• The source for solutions. We released options, analysis, and comprehensive plans  
          to replace the Sustainable Growth Rate , fix the highway trust fund, offer sequester 
          relief, responsibly pave the way for tax reform and improve the budget process. We 
          also compiled over 200 fiscally responsible budget options and presented a package 
          to lawmakers.

• A bipartisan resource for Congress. We conducted more than 245 meetings with 
          over 140 individual offices from both parties in the House and Senate. We also 
          hosted 10 policy discussions with congressional staffers. In addition, policymakers 
          from both sides of the aisle sought our counsel. 

• A budget watchdog in the media. Journalists increasingly looked to us for 
          comment and analysis of fiscal developments in Washington. As a result, we 
          garnered over 380 media mentions in 2015, including outlets such as The New York
          Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, USA Today, Huffington Post, Financial
          Times, Vox, NBC Nightly News, PBS NewsHour, and Fox News.

• Produced reliable and relevant research. We issued 5 chartbooks, 28 papers, 
          31 press releases and over 300 blogs on important budgetary and fiscal topics. This  
          included primers on relevant topics such as government shutdowns, the debt ceiling, 
          the tax system, and appropriations.

• Active on the campaign trail. We launched a new Fiscal FactCheck series and
          published an overview of common budget myths to keep the presidential candidates
          honest on fiscal issues.

• Engaged the grassroots. Our Campaign to Fix the Debt and First Budget initiative 
          reached out to concerned Americans and got the attention of candidates.

• Broke new ground. Our Social Security Disability Insurance Solutions Initiative
          brought together a diverse array of interests and brought forth new ideas 
          to strengthen a vital program.

http://crfb.org/document/prep-plan-permanent-fix-sustainable-growth-rate
http://crfb.org/document/road-sustainable-highway-spending
http://crfb.org/document/sequester-offset-solutions-sos-plan
http://crfb.org/document/sequester-offset-solutions-sos-plan
http://crfb.org/document/prep-plan-paying-tax-extenders-set-tax-reform
http://crfb.org/document/better-budget-process-initiative-improving-focus-long-term
http://crfb.org/document/health-revenue-and-other-mandatory-spending-options-2015
http://crfb.org/publications
http://crfb.org/blog/
http://crfb.org/document/qa-everything-you-should-know-about-government-shutdowns-0
http://crfb.org/document/qa-everything-you-should-know-about-debt-ceiling-0
http://crfb.org/document/tax-day-2015-10-charts-and-1-table-about-taxes
http://crfb.org/document/updated-appropriations-101
http://crfb.org/fiscalfactcheck
http://crfb.org/document/fiscal-factchecker-16-budget-myths-watch-out-2016-campaign
http://www.fixthedebt.org/
http://firstbudget.org/
http://ssdisolutions.org/
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An Authoritative Voice for Responsibility
The headwinds against fiscal responsibility were strong in 2015. The deficit con-
tinued its decline from record highs, allowing many policymakers to focus on the 
much easier and politically rewarding tasks of cutting taxes and increasing spend-
ing. 

Still, the Committee for a Responsible Feder-
al Budget leveraged top-notch research, objec-
tive analysis and a forceful voice to help prevent 
greater damage. That set the stage for better re-
sults down the road that will help put the country 
on a path to prosperity. 

Our research explained why the debt remains on 
an unsustainable long-term path despite declining deficits. We also warned of 
several critical fiscal deadlines that loomed at the end of the year and identified a 
number of “budget gimmicks” that could be used to mask the true cost of legisla-
tion.

It’s easy to be bipartisan when 
adding debt,” said a statement from the 

group’s president, Maya MacGuineas. 
“The parties need to come together to 

improve our unsustainable fiscal 
situation, not to worsen it.”

Cleveland Plain Dealer

“

http://crfb.org/document/fy-2015-deficit-falls-435-billion-debt-continues-rise
http://crfb.org/document/report-2015-cbo-long-term-budget-outlook
http://crfb.org/document/gathering-storm-fiscal-clouds-amass-fall
http://crfb.org/document/avoiding-budget-gimmicks-2015
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We also analyzed important documents, 
such as the president’s budget proposal, 
the Social Security Trustees report, and 
the Congressional Budget Office’s long-
term budget outlook, highlighting the 
most important points, explaining their 
relevance, and helping to make these 
dense documents more accessible to a 
wider audience. 

When policymakers prescribed costly remedies to fixing Medicare payments to 
doctors and extending tax breaks, we blew the whistle. Although the legislation 
was enacted in both cases, the media and policymakers took notice and the final 
versions cost less than the initial proposals.

Not only were we a watchdog concerning fiscal impropriety in Washington, we also 
positively contributed ideas and plans to improve the budgetary impact of legisla-
tion. We provided comprehensive, fiscally responsible options on critical issues 
like the highway trust fund, tax extenders, the “doc fix” and the sequester. 

Our blog, The Bottom Line offered a timely take on key developments, while inter-
active tools like our budget simulator reached a broader audience.

Making an Impact in Washington 
We paired our respected research and analysis with an aggressive strategy to 
engage lawmakers, meeting with dozens of members of Congress and their staff, 
and hosting several policy briefings on Capitol Hill. Our efforts had a real impact, 
with several lawmakers using our work in crafting legislation. 

These outreach efforts reinforced our role as a resource for legislators on all man-
ner of fiscal issues. Throughout the year, several offices reached out directly to our 
staff for advice, analysis, 
and technical assistance. 
This included working 
with Senate offices on 
multiple provisions that 
were included in the con-
gressional budget resolu-
tion.

We helped to develop a 
sequester relief propos-
al from Rep. Scott Rigell 
(R-VA) that was then in-
troduced in the House 
of Representatives. We 
worked with Reps. John 
Carney (D-DE) and Jim 
Renacci (R-OH) on leg-

Spending and tax cuts shouldn’t be treated 
differently — they should both be paid for.”

CRFB President Maya MacGuineas
 in the New York Times

“

http://crfb.org/document/report-cbos-analysis-president%E2%80%99s-fy-2016-budget
http://crfb.org/document/report-analysis-2015-social-security-trustees-report
http://crfb.org/document/report-2015-cbo-long-term-budget-outlook
http://crfb.org/document/report-2015-cbo-long-term-budget-outlook
http://crfb.org/blogs/sgr-bill-would-add-500-billion-long-term-debt
http://crfb.org/blogs/negotiated-tax-deal-would-cost-about-650-billion
http://crfb.org/document/road-sustainable-highway-spending
http://crfb.org/document/prep-plan-paying-tax-extenders-set-tax-reform
http://crfb.org/document/prep-plan-permanent-fix-sustainable-growth-rate
http://crfb.org/document/sequester-offset-solutions-sos-plan
http://crfb.org/blog
http://crfb.org/interactive-tools-reform-budget
http://crfb.org/interactive-tools-reform-budget
http://crfb.org/stabilizethedebt/
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islation to improve the budget process. We also helped formulate a proposal to 
make the “doc fix” more fiscally responsible; that bill received 42 votes on the 
Senate floor.

When Congress considered a gimmick-filled “doc fix” bill that added to the debt, 
our analysis was used by members of Congress who sought a better solution. 
Senator Jeff Sessions (R-AL) took to the Senate floor with our numbers in hand.

The Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget--a fine, responsible nonpartisan 
group headed by Maya MacGuineas--did a study of this. They said over 20 years it 
would add $500 billion to the deficit. Those numbers, to my knowledge, have not been 
disputed. I think that is a pretty accurate figure. It is not going to reduce the deficit. In 
10 years, it is going to add $174 billion--not going to reduce the deficit over 20 years, 
it is going to add $500 billion.

On another important issue, Sen. Joe Manchin (D-
WV) reached out to CRFB staff for analysis of the 
fiscally irresponsible “tax extenders” package that 
was being debated in Congress and used our tax 
extenders chart during his Senate floor speech to 
bolster his argument against the bill. Sen. Angus 
King (I-ME) used another one of our charts to make 
the case against the same deal.

House Democratic Whip Steny H. Hoyer (D-MD) 
delivered a speech on the House floor in which he 
quoted CRFB President Maya MacGuineas to back 
up his opposition to the tax extenders package.

In a Wall Street Journal piece last Monday, Maya MacGuineas, a good friend of mine 
and president of the Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget, asked, and I quote: 
‘How do we explain to our children that we borrowed more than $1 trillion – counting 
interest – not because it was a national emergency or to make critical investments in 
the future but because we just don’t like paying our bills? 

Due to our strong reputation in Congress, our experts were called to testify before 
congressional committees. Maya MacGuineas testified before the Senate Budget 
Committee, outlining the importance of controlling our historically high national 
debt. Senior Advisor Ed Lorenzen testified before a House of Representatives 
subcommittee on Social Security Disability Insurance.

A Presence on the Campaign Trail
The next president will face massive fiscal challenges. It is imperative that candi-
dates address them during the campaign and offer voters real solutions.

We seek to hold candidates accountable to help ensure a constructive dialogue on 
the issue during the campaign. This includes challenging the use of budget myths, 
gimmicks, or disingenuous statements, and arming presidential debate moder-
ators with the information they need to question the candidates on these critical 
issues. 

http://crfb.org/document/committee-responsible-federal-budget-opposes-fiscally-irresponsible-tax-deal
http://crfb.org/blogs/are-tax-extenders-worth-cost
http://crfb.org/blogs/are-tax-extenders-worth-cost
http://blogs.wsj.com/washwire/2015/12/07/to-keep-expiring-tax-cuts-congress-considers-another-borrowing-bonanza/
http://crfb.org/blogs/maya-macguineas-testifies-front-senate-budget-committee
http://crfb.org/document/ed-lorenzen-testimony-disability-insurance-solvency-subcommittee-social-security
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To that end, we 
launched the Fiscal 
FactCheck series to 
analyze the candi-
dates’ fiscal claims 
and policies. In 2015, 
we fact checked over 
50 claims and pub-
lished more than a 
dozen policy explain-
ers on candidates’ pro-
posals. This included 
monitoring the pres-
idential debates and 
fact-checking candi-
date statements in re-
al-time.

We also released 16 
Budget Myths to Watch 
Out For in 2016, which 
highlights and dispels 
common budget myths used on the campaign 
trail, an infographic comparing candidates’ tax 
plans and a grid comparing their budget poli-
cies.

Maya MacGuineas and Robert Bixby, execu-
tive director of the Concord Coalition, co-au-
thored a paper entitled, “Why the Federal Debt 
Must Be a Top Priority for the 2016 Presidential 
Candidates.” 

The next president will face an array of pressing issues. One issue, however, tran-
scends them all: the unsustainable projected growth of the federal debt. No candidate’s 
vision of the future, regardless of party or ideology, will be credible if it rests on the 
premise of more and more government borrowing.

Through our Campaign to Fix the Debt and its First Budget initiative, we pushed 
candidates to address the debt and voters to demand answers. This included par-
ticipating in events around the primary debates, hosting budget exercises with vot-
ers, and co-sponsoring television interview programs with the candidates in New 
Hampshire and Iowa. 

On the day of the Iowa Caucus, the Des Moines Register cited these efforts in an 
editorial calling on the candidates to be more specific about their budget plans and 
to be more forthright about the difficult choices ahead.

http://crfb.org/fiscalfactcheck
http://crfb.org/fiscalfactcheck
http://fiscalfactcheck.crfb.org/category/factcheck/
http://fiscalfactcheck.crfb.org/category/policy-explainer/
http://fiscalfactcheck.crfb.org/category/policy-explainer/
http://crfb.org/sites/default/files/fiscal_factchecker-_16_budget_myths_to_watch_out_for_in_the_2016_campaign_.pdf
http://crfb.org/sites/default/files/fiscal_factchecker-_16_budget_myths_to_watch_out_for_in_the_2016_campaign_.pdf
http://crfb.org/sites/default/files/fiscal_factchecker-_16_budget_myths_to_watch_out_for_in_the_2016_campaign_.pdf
http://fiscalfactcheck.crfb.org/fiscalfact-check-releases-infographic-on-candidates-tax-plans/
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2015/11/campaign-2016-ccf/bixby-macguineas_final.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2015/11/campaign-2016-ccf/bixby-macguineas_final.pdf
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2015/11/campaign-2016-ccf/bixby-macguineas_final.pdf
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/opinion/editorials/caucus/2016/02/01/editorial-candidates-offer-deficit-ideas-debt/79505176/
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/opinion/editorials/caucus/2016/02/01/editorial-candidates-offer-deficit-ideas-debt/79505176/
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(Top) Former Senator George Voinovich 
(R-OH) headlined a Rotary Club of Cleve-
land forum just ahead of the first GOP 
presidential debate on August 6. (Middle 
Left) Former Pennsylvania Governor Ed 
Rendell and entrepreneur Paul Stebbins 
were the featured speakers at an Octo-
ber 1 forum in Des Moines, Iowa. (Mid-
dle Right) Former Congressmen Leonard 
Boswell (D-IA) and Tom Tauke (R-IA) fa-
cilitated a budget exercise with voters in 
Pella, Iowa on March 31. (Bottom) Former 
Senators Judd Gregg (R-NH) and Evan 
Bayh (D-IN) led a discussion on the na-
tional debt as a campaign issue in Con-
cord, New Hampshire on April 2.
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Initiating Solutions
In addition to our outreach efforts on 
Capitol Hill and noteworthy impact on 
policy discussions, CRFB also spon-
sored the McCrery-Pomeroy SSDI 
Solutions Initiative – a major project 
dedicated to identifying practical policy 
changes to improve the Social Securi-
ty Disability Insurance (SSDI) program 
and other services for people with dis-
abilities. Our initiative saw the looming 
insolvency of the SSDI trust fund as an 
opportunity to spur a debate on how to 
ensure the program best serves those 
with disabilities, those who pay into the 
program, and the economy as a whole.

An Advisory Committee consisting of members with in-depth expertise and expe-
rience with the SSDI program and/or those served by it provided guidance. And 
the effort was co-chaired by former Representatives Jim McCrery (R-LA) and Earl 
Pomeroy (D-ND). They wrote an op-ed in The Hill newspaper, urging policymak-
ers to shore up the SSDI trust fund. “As former chairmen of the House Ways and 
Means Subcommittee on Social Security, we see this as both a serious issue that 
needs to be quickly addressed as well as an opportunity to make improvements to 
the program,” they wrote.

Twelve papers were commissioned to offer ideas to improve the program. The rec-
ommendations were presented at a conference on August 4 in Washington, D.C. 
that brought together more than 150 experts, advocates, policymakers and inter-
ested stakeholders for an engaging dialogue on how SSDI and other programs can 
better serve those with disabilities, taxpayers and society as a whole. The proceed-
ings were streamed live over the internet. 

Building a Better Budget
It is clear that the federal budget process is broken. And since passing a budget is one of the most 
basic tasks of governing, fixing that process is critical to making Washington work better. Through 
our “Better Budget Process Initiative,” we are providing Congress with specific options to reform 
and improve the budget process in areas such as increasing focus on the long-term fiscal outlook, 
improving the process for dealing with the debt limit, strengthening statutory budget enforcement, 
revising the content and structure of the budget resolution, moving to biennial budgeting, and 
addressing the treatment of tax expenditures. We published papers on Strengthening Statutory 
Budget Enforcement, Improving the Debt Limit and Improving Focus on the Long Term. We also 
organized briefings on the budget process. In July, CRFB hosted a successful dinner to discuss 
budget process reform with 16 members of Congress. 

http://ssdisolutions.org/
http://ssdisolutions.org/
http://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/healthcare/249957-social-security-disability-reform-an-issue-that-cant-wait
http://ssdisolutions.org/2015-conference
http://crfb.org/better-budget-process-initiative
http://crfb.org/document/better-budget-process-initiative-strengthening-statutory-budget-enforcement
http://crfb.org/document/better-budget-process-initiative-strengthening-statutory-budget-enforcement
http://crfb.org/document/better-budget-process-initiative-improving-debt-limit
http://crfb.org/document/better-budget-process-initiative-improving-focus-long-term
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Taking the Message to the People 
Creating a groundswell of public pressure on policymakers to address the coun-
try’s fiscal challenges is critical. That is why CRFB launched the Campaign to Fix 
the Debt in 2012. Since then, Fix the Debt has generated a grassroots network 
that includes over 370,000 Americans who signed a petition to fix the debt. The 
Campaign continues to work tirelessly to foster a constructive dialogue on the debt 
through various events, media outreach and coalition engagement in target states 
around the country. 

Fix the Debt has been active in the 2016 presidential campaign – educating the 
media and the public on fiscal issues, and challenging the candidates to discuss 
how they plan to fix the country’s long-term fiscal challenges. This included having 
a presence at the presidential debates.

(Right) We gave presentations to many business, civic and 
education groups in 2015, including for students visiting Wash-
ington, DC with the Close Up Foundation.

We were in Cleveland, Ohio for the first 
debate of the presidential campaign 
on August 6. Activities included events 
with Cleveland business, political, and 
civic leaders, op-eds and letters to the 
editor in the local newspapers, as well 
as media appearances. Our ads were 
prominently featured at Cleveland’s 
Hopkins Airport, asking the candidates, 
“How will you fix the $18 trillion debt?” 
We ran ads online and in the Cleve-
land television market asking the same 
question, and a similar ad ran ahead of 
the first Democratic debate in Las Ve-
gas, Nevada.

Similar activities were undertaken 
around the October 28 debate in Boul-
der, Colorado, featuring Maya Mac-
Guineas and Fix the Debt co-founder 
and former Senator Alan Simpson (R-
WY). And we have been active online 
for all the debates, including live-tweeting 
and fiscal fact-checking.

http://www.fixthedebt.org/
http://www.fixthedebt.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lAdCfPIbeq8&feature=youtu.be
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In partnership with the Concord Coalition, our First Budget Initiative raised aware-
ness of the dangers posed by the nation’s unsustainable budget policies for the 
2016 presidential candidates. First Budget focused on the early nominating con-
tests in Iowa and New Hampshire, directly engaging candidates at campaign ap-
pearances and creating TV programs in both states for candidates to respond in 
depth to questions about their budget and economic plans.

The initiative concluded with a report finding that while all the candidates of both 
parties agree that the national debt is a problem, the proposals so far have largely 
fallen short in addressing the problem.

In the Media

As Congress faced a series of fiscal deadlines and added millions more to the 
debt, and as the presidential campaign heated up, CRFB was prominently fea-
tured in the media with over 380 media mentions this year in outlets such as The 
New York Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, USA Today, Huffington 
Post, Washington Examiner, Boston Globe, Financial Times, Vox, Christian Sci-
ence Monitor, CQ Roll Call, CNN Money, The Hill, Bloomberg View, PBS News-
Hour and many others. In addition, Maya MacGuineas is a regular contributor to 
the Wall Street Journal’s “Think Tank” feature.

http://firstbudget.org/
http://www.fixthedebt.org/uploads/files/firstbudgetreport.pdf
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We utilized traditional and new me-
dia channels to expand our outreach 
in educating and engaging key con-
stituencies. Maya MacGuineas dis-
cussed Donald Trump’s tax plan 
on NBC Nightly News. Additional 
appearances included MSNBC’s 
Meet the Press Daily, Bloomberg 
TV’s With All Due Respect, and 
multiple appearances on Fox News 
Channel, CNBC, and Fox Business 
Channel.

In addition, CRFB increased the use of social me-
dia and creative graphics to tell our story and reach 
a broader audience. For instance, an infograph-
ic illustrating the cost of the tax plans proposed 
by presidential candidates has been extensively 
shared on social media, including a retweet from 
Chuck Todd, host of Meet the Press. And in March, 
USA Today ran our “taxpayer receipt,” on their front 
page, showing their 1.7 million readers where their 
tax dollars go. 

http://crfb.org/blogs/crfbs-taxpayer-receipt-usa-today


Looking Forward
In 2016, we will build on our successes and expand our impact with new initiatives.

We will continue our efforts around the 2016 campaign, encouraging the candidates not only to speak 
out about the need to address our fiscal challenges, but to offer real solutions. Among the tools we will 
employ are fact-checking candidate statements, analyzing candidate proposals, and serving as a policy 
resource to campaigns.

We will also lay the groundwork for the next president to commit to fixing the debt in his or her first bud-
get. This will include providing forums for campaigns and offering concrete steps that the next president 
and Congress can take.

To complement our research and analysis, we will expand our focus to topics such as exploring the 
difference between austerity and fiscal responsibility; as well as the relationship between investing in 
children and spending on older Americans.

In addition to CRFB’s current portfolio, the organization is developing a new Fiscal Institute. The In-
stitute will explore a swath of fiscal and economic policy issues. The initiatives will be long-term and 
forward-thinking—and in a number of cases, more academic. 

The Institute will bring research and vision to a field that has been dictated by short-term thinking and 
political ideology, and will build ideas that can help shape public policy in the coming years. Research 
projects could include: identifying best practices in healthcare delivery systems; seeking bipartisan sug-
gestions for improvements to the Social Security Disability Insurance program; exploring a relationship 
between aging and productivity; protecting low income populations during fiscal reforms; examining 
governance reform initiatives, engaging with traditional and social media; and mapping the fiscal inter-
action between local, state, and federal levels of government.  

The coming months and years will see a worsening budget outlook that will threaten the economy and 
the standard of living for all Americans. As the pressure builds to confront our fiscal challenges, the 
Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget will be a leader in efforts to put the country on a better 
course by promoting prosperity through responsibility.
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