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Sources: Historical figures are from Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2014, Historical Tables 
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2013), table 1-1.

Note: Figures are fiscal year outlays, according to current statistical conventions for treating off-budget items. 
The total budget in billions of dollars was $9.5 in 1940, $42.6 in 1950, $92.2 in 1960, $195.6 in 1970, $590.9 
in 1980, $1,253.2 in 1990, $1,788.9 in 2000, and $3,537.1 in 2012, down from $3,603.0 in 2011.

FIGURE 15-1   Defense and Foreign Policy Spending as Percentage of Total Budget 
Outlays, 1940–2012
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is “a critical tool in the diplomatic toolkit. A great power must have the tools 
to act—beyond simply intervening militarily. A streamlined, effective foreign 
aid template can enhance U.S. values and influence in a dangerous world and 
help avoid the enormous costs in blood and treasure that inevitably result from 
military intervention.”65

In opinion surveys, citizens indicate only lukewarm support for foreign 
aid spending, and they grossly overestimate how much is actually spent. In a 
2010 University of Maryland poll, respondents said that 25 percent of the 
federal budget goes to foreign aid; a year earlier a Kaiser Foundation poll found 
that 45 percent believed that foreign aid is one of the largest categories of 
federal spending.66 Perhaps that is the reason U.S. foreign aid, although high 
in pure dollar terms, ranks low among the world’s wealthiest nations as a 
proportion of the gross domestic product.67

Some observers point to this imbalance between military and other aid as 
a weakness in the nation’s ability to use diplomacy to prevent armed conflicts. 


