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A Four-Point Fiscal Policy Blueprint  
for Building Thriving State Economies  

By Erica Williams 
 
Everyone in America — regardless of where they were born, the state where they live, the color of 

their skin, or the size of their bank account — should have the opportunity to achieve their goals. 
Ensuring broad opportunity and prosperity yields gains for everyone, but it won’t happen by chance. 
Smart state fiscal policies can play a critical role in building strong, equitable state economies.  

 
A tax-cutting agenda shaped by — and primarily benefitting — the highest-income households 

and profitable corporations has long dominated in many states. These tax cuts have typically failed 
to produce economic benefits for the broad majority, and they have squandered resources that states 
could otherwise have invested in shared opportunity. Much of the economic gains of recent decades 
has accrued to a small number of wealthy Americans; people of color and women have plateaued at 
best. And some recent federal policy proposals would further weaken basic economic security for 
millions and shift even more income to the top. 

 
One thing is clear: state fiscal policy has never mattered more. State policymakers can lay the 

foundation for opportunity to thrive in every corner of America by using available state fiscal policy 
tools to build state economies in which everyone can contribute and succeed. They can: 

 
• Unleash residents’ potential and boost productivity by investing in education and 

health. States can target education dollars to early learning, smaller class sizes, and improved 
teacher quality to improve education outcomes, especially for students of color and low-
income students. They can build a stronger workforce by expanding access to higher 
education and job training. They can also improve the economy by investing in public health, 
making workers more productive and raising the quality of life.   

• Launch public infrastructure projects to create jobs, spur growth, and promote equity. 
Building and repairing roads, bridges, public transit, school buildings, and other physical assets 
creates jobs. When these projects are targeted to communities with the greatest need, they also 
can promote equity and broad prosperity, strengthening state economies for the long haul. 

• Boost household incomes for shared prosperity. States can help families make ends meet 
and improve children’s life chances with state earned income tax credits and higher minimum 
wages. They also can remove barriers to work with child care and transportation assistance, 
and otherwise help families get on their feet. States also should look to remove other barriers 
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to economic security and opportunity by reducing incarceration and taking an inclusive 
approach to undocumented immigrants, for example by offering driver’s licenses and in-state 
college tuition to students educated in the state’s K-12 system.    

• Clean up and modernize the tax code and improve budget planning for a stronger 
future.  Getting rid of ineffective, special interest tax breaks, incentives, and loopholes and 
asking the wealthiest to pay their share would free up new dollars for education, income 
supports, and infrastructure projects. Modernizing state sales taxes and leveling the playing 
field between online and brick-and-mortar businesses would raise billions of dollars for key 
priorities. Taxing carbon pollution and resource extraction would raise money for key public 
investments while also counteracting the effects of climate change on communities with 
limited financial resources. 

 
State economies and communities thrive when public investment in the foundations of broad 

prosperity unlocks the potential of every person. Good schools in every community offer children 
from lower-income families a chance at a better future. Family economic supports help parents 
struggling on low wages to provide their children with stable housing, nutritious food, and less 
stressful home lives. Health coverage protects families from bankruptcy due to a health emergency 
or chronic illness and ensures that businesses have healthy, productive workers. High-quality 
infrastructure — roads, bridges, ports, and waterways — helps businesses get their goods to market, 
and building it creates good jobs in the short term when the economy is not at full employment. 

 
These public investments also help generate the entrepreneurs of tomorrow and allow 

entrepreneurs to flourish. Most job creation is fueled by home-grown businesses, not the influx of 
out-of-state firms, and during periods of healthy economic growth, startups and young, fast-growing 
companies create most new jobs. 1 These firms want a high-quality workforce and public amenities 
(such as parks, libraries, and schools) that improve quality of life.2 In addition, entrepreneurs are 
likelier to take necessary risks when they know there are economic supports to help them through 
tough times.3  

 
Forward-looking public investments are key to creating these conditions. This report provides a 

blueprint of fiscal policies that can help create jobs now, remove barriers that limit opportunity for 
people of color, women, and others, and prime states for long-term prosperity. 
  

                                                
1 Michael Mazerov and Michael Leachman, “State Job Creation Strategies Often Off Base,” Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, February 3, 2016, https://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-job-creation-strategies-
often-off-base. 
2 Endeavor Insight, “What Do the Best Entrepreneurs Want In a City?  Lessons from the Founders of America’s Fastest 
Growing Companies,” February 2014, 
http://www.ilga.gov/house/committees/98Documents/RevenueAndFinance/SupplementalData/What%20Do%20the
%20Best%20Entrepreneurs%20Want%20in%20a%20City_%20-%20FINAL.pdf. 
3 Carmen Nobel, “Food Stamp Entrepreneurs: How Public Assistance Enables Business Bootstrapping,” Harvard 
University, September 2, 2014, http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/food-stamp-entrepreneurs-how-public-assistance-enables-
business-bootstrapping. Gareth Olds, “Food Stamp Entrepreneurs,” Working Paper 16-143, Harvard University, 2016, 
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/16-143_2cf7ba14-5bfa-4c34-85d9-0edc0ddc7ce6.pdf. Gareth Olds, 
“Entrepreneurship and Public Health Insurance,” Working Paper 16-144, Harvard University, 2016, 
http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Publication%20Files/16-144_d9ce8326-eeaa-4650-a8af-6ff03c3f7e77.pdf. 
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Blueprint for Building Thriving State Economies 
This report provides a blueprint of fiscal policies that can help create jobs now, remove barriers to 
opportunity, and prime states for long-term prosperity. 

 

1. Unleash Residents’ Potential and Boost Productivity by Investing in Education 
and Health 

• Unleash children’s potential with more early learning, smaller classes, and 
higher-quality teachers.  

• Build a stronger workforce by expanding access to higher education and job 
training. 

• Improve workers’ productivity and financial security with affordable health care. 

 

2. Launch Public Infrastructure Projects to Create Jobs, Spur Growth, and Promote 
Equity 

• Repair and build schools.  
• Build and restore roads, public transit, and water systems.  
• Improve broadband access. 

 

3. Boost Household Incomes for Shared Prosperity 

• Raise working families’ earnings.   
• Buoy individuals and families facing major barriers to work.  
• Reduce the number of adults and youth behind bars. 
• Let immigrants contribute fully. 

 

4. Clean Up and Modernize the Tax Code for a Stronger Future 

• Clean up special-interest tax breaks, incentives, and loopholes.  
• Modernize state sales taxes and eliminate the unfair tax break for online 

retailers.   
• Ask those benefitting the most from a state’s economy to pay their share.   
• Tax carbon emissions and resource extraction.  
• Protect investments in people and improve transparency with better planning.   
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1. Unleash Residents’ Potential and Boost Productivity by Investing in 
Education and Health 

Failure to make the public investments that enable people to thrive, like education and health care, 
stifles human capital and diminishes productivity and quality of life. State policies can help unleash 
people’s potential to build a stronger economy and a higher standard of living for all of us. For 
example, states can target education dollars to improve education outcomes for students of color 
and low-income students. They can also improve the economy by investing in the public’s health, 
making workers more productive and raising the quality of life.   

 
Unleash children’s potential with more early learning, smaller classes, and higher-quality 

teachers. States should invest in high-quality education systems, targeting these investments to 
promote greater racial equity and build a stronger future economy. Well-funded public schools help 
kids get a good start in life — especially when funding targets investments shown to produce better 
outcomes, such as early learning programs, smaller classes, and higher teacher quality. Such 
investments can benefit all children and close racial disparities.4   

 
Public investments in early learning and K-12 schools are also highly complementary. For children 

living in poor families, the benefits of an early learning program increase when followed by greater 
funding for K-12 schools; likewise, spending on K-12 schools is more effective when preceded by 
investments in early learning.5  

 
These types of investments also improve the economy and raise living standards. For example, 

high-quality preschool improves not only children’s academic performance but also, over time, the 
quality of a state’s workforce and jobs. Workers’ increased earnings alone outweigh the costs by 
more than five times, one study found.6  

 
Build a stronger workforce by expanding access to higher education and job training. 

States with a better-educated workforce tend to have faster economic growth.7 More public dollars 
for public colleges and universities and need-based financial aid would help states make higher 
education more accessible for aspiring students from families with low incomes. Similarly, 
customized job training that focuses on the basic skills sought by local employers has been shown to 
produce substantial payoffs.8 

                                                
4 Bruce Baker, “Does Money Matter in Education?” Albert Shanker Institute, 2016, 
http://www.shankerinstitute.org/sites/shanker/files/moneymatters_edition2.pdf.   
5 Rucker C. Johnson and Kirabo Jackson, “Reducing Inequality Through Dynamic Complementarity: Evidence from 
Head Start and Public School Spending,” Working Paper, Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 2017. 
6 Timothy Bartik, “From Preschool to Prosperity: The Economic Payoff to Early Childhood Education,” W.E. Upjohn 
Institute for Employment Research, 2014, 
http://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1246&context=up_press.  
7 Noah Berger and Peter Fisher, “A Well-Educated Workforce is Key to State Prosperity,” Economic Policy Institute, 
August 22, 2013, http://www.epi.org/publication/states-education-productivity-growth-foundations. 
8 Timothy Bartik, “Bringing Jobs to People: How Federal Policy Can Target Job Creation for Economically Distressed 
Areas,” Brookings Institution, October 13, 2010, https://www.brookings.edu/research/bringing-jobs-to-people-how-
federal-policy-can-target-job-creation-for-economically-distressed-areas.  
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Improve workers’ productivity and financial security with affordable health care. Health 
coverage lets families and individuals get the preventive and ongoing health care they need, which 
keeps them healthier and more productive as workers. It also protects them from health-related 
financial shocks due to a health emergency or treatment for an expensive chronic illness.  

 
The Affordable Care Act’s Medicaid expansion has enabled a majority of states to expand 

coverage to low-income adults; it has been particularly beneficial to states in dealing with the opioid 
crisis, providing coverage to many previously uninsured adults suffering from drug addiction.9 It also 
has produced budget savings in a number of states.10 Moreover, the availability of publicly funded 
coverage could help give potential entrepreneurs the confidence to take the risk of starting a new 
business, as one study has shown.11 States should take advantage of opportunities to expand 
Medicaid to cover more people and provide greater economic security. States can also layer on their 
own state health insurance programs for people ineligible for Medicaid due to their income or 
immigration status.  

 
2. Launch Public Infrastructure Projects to Create Jobs, Spur Growth, and 
Promote Equity 

The condition of roads, bridges, public transit, school buildings, and other physical assets greatly 
affects the economy’s ability to function and grow. These public investments can also promote 
equity and broad prosperity, strengthening state economies for the long haul. In fact, unleashing the 
potential of each individual and strengthening state economies require advancing equity across lines 
of gender, race, and economic status. State spending on schools and roads, for example, should 
prioritize the places that have been most neglected — typically those where families with low 
incomes and those that are predominantly of color live.  

 
Repair and build schools. Each year, the United States spends $46 billion less than it should to 

build and repair K-12 schools to provide healthy and safe modern facilities.12 This neglect hurts 
students’ health and school performance — and, by extension, weakens the country’s long-term 
prosperity.  

 
While this underinvestment has occurred nationwide, the disparity between low- and higher-

income communities is pronounced.  The wealthiest school districts spent almost three times as 
much per student as the poorest districts to improve school facilities between 1995 and 2004, a 

                                                
9 Peggy Bailey, “Repealing Health Reform Would Undermine Fight Against Opioid Epidemic,” Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, February 9, 2017, http://www.cbpp.org/blog/repealing-health-reform-would-undermine-fight-against-
opioid-epidemic. 
10 Jesse Cross-Call, “Medicaid Expansion Is Producing Large Gains in Health Coverage and Saving States Money,” 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, April 28, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/research/health/medicaid-expansion-is-
producing-large-gains-in-health-coverage-and-saving-states. 
11 Nobel.  
12 State of Our Schools: America’s K-12 Facilities, 21st Century School Fund, National Council on School Facilities, The 
Center for Green Schools, 2016, https://kapost-files-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/published/56f02c3d626415b792000008/2016-state-of-our-schools-
report.pdf?kui=wo7vkgV0wW0LGSjxek0N5A. 
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study of almost 150,000 school improvement projects found.13 As a result, a higher percentage of 
public schools in poor areas need repair than those in wealthier places.14   

 
Because children of color are likelier to be in economically struggling communities, they’re also 

likelier to be in schools in need of repair. Further, when states allow their school buildings to fall 
into disrepair and fail to keep up with the need for new school construction, they add to the damage 
from other state funding cuts to schools. Reversing this decline is key to promoting full economic 
recovery and creating good jobs, which can be targeted to members of the very communities that 
have historically been most neglected.   

 
Build and restore roads, public transit, and water systems. In its most recent report card on 

the condition of America’s infrastructure, the American Society of Civil Engineers gave U.S. 
infrastructure a D+ or “poor” rating.  The engineers estimated the cost of bringing America’s 
infrastructure to a state of good repair (a grade of B) by 2025 at $4.6 trillion, of which only about 55 
percent has been committed.15  

 
Businesses small and large require well-maintained roads, railroads, airports, and ports so that 

manufacturers can obtain raw materials and parts and deliver finished products to retailers for sale to 
consumers. Healthy communities require well-functioning water and sewer systems. Reversing the 
serious decline in state investment in roads and transit, water treatment, and other forms of vital 
infrastructure will create jobs now and improve economic growth and job quality in the long run.16  
This is an especially good time to take on such projects, given today’s low interest rates.   

 
Infrastructure spending also can improve racial equity. Often the communities most in need of 

upgraded schools and water systems, for example, are predominantly lower income and of color. 
Such projects could target communities suffering from neglect and, by hiring locally, provide needed 
job opportunities for community residents.  

 
Improve broadband access. High-speed Internet connections have become central to 

participation in society. People use the Internet for job searches and interviews, education, health 

                                                
13 Mary W. Filardo et al., Growth and Disparity: A Decade of Public School Construction, 21st Century School Fund, October 2006, 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED498100. 
14 Debbie Alexander, Laurie Lewis, and John Ralph, “Condition of America’s Public School Facilities: 2012-13,” 
National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, March 2014. 
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2014/2014022.pdf. 
15 “2017 Report Card for America’s Infrastructure,” American Society of Civil Engineers, March 2017, 
http://www.infrastructurereportcard.org/.  
16 Timothy Bartik, “State Economic Development Policies: What Works?,” presented at the 19th Annual State Fiscal 
Policy Conference, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Washington, D.C., November 30, 2011, 
http://research.upjohn.org/presentations/27/; Peter S. Fisher, “Corporate Taxes and State Economic Growth,” Iowa 
Fiscal Partnership, February 2012, http://www.iowafiscal.org/2011docs/110209-IFP-corptaxes.pdf; Jeff Thompson, 
“Prioritizing Approaches to Economic Development in New England: Skills, Infrastructure, and Tax Incentives,” 
Political Economy Research Institute, U. of Mass., August 2010, 
http://www.peri.umass.edu/fileadmin/pdf/published_study/priorities_August9_PERI.pdf; Robert G. Lynch, 
“Rethinking Growth Strategies: How State and Local Taxes and Services Affect Economic Development,” Economic 
Policy Institute, 2004, http://www.epi.org/publication/books_rethinking_growth/. 
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care, government services, and civic participation — and employers, educators, health care 
providers, banks, and retailers widely expect them to do so, which has helped turn broadband from a 
luxury into a necessity. People with low incomes who lack Internet access may face barriers to jobs 
and opportunities, especially since they often face other barriers like lack of transportation, inflexible 
job schedules, or limited or unreliable child care. States can improve access to high-speed Internet 
by supporting local efforts to expand broadband, providing grants for broadband in underserved 
areas, and connecting K-12 schools to federal funding for high-speed broadband and offering 
matching funds.17 

 
3. Boost Household Incomes for Shared Prosperity 

Unevenly shared prosperity, where economic gains are concentrated among the richest 
households, limits opportunity for the broad majority.18 Millions of families struggle to make ends 
meet because their jobs pay too little or offer inadequate, unpredictable, and inflexible schedules. 
Many others struggle because of employment barriers that are difficult or impossible to overcome, 
like a disability or criminal record. Women and people of color are especially likely to be paid low 
wages or face major barriers to employment.   

 
Extreme income inequality and lack of economic mobility hold back state economies both in the 

short term, by weakening the purchasing power of poor and middle-class families (who spend all or 
most of what they earn), and in the long term, by making economic growth less sustainable.19  
Limited opportunity harms children in particular. Children in poor families not only perform less 
well in school than their better-off counterparts, but also earn less as adults.20 Forgone earnings and 
other negative effects of child poverty create a substantial drag on the economy over the long run.21   

 
State policymakers should redouble efforts to invest in economic opportunity, ease hardships for 

struggling families, reduce barriers faced by people of color and other marginalized groups, and put 
children on a better path in life.  

 

                                                
17 The Broadband Fund, Colorado Department of Regulatory Agencies, https://www.colorado.gov/pacific/dora-
broadband-fund; “2016 State of the States,” Education SuperHighway, January 2017, https://s3-us-west-
1.amazonaws.com/esh-sots-pdfs/2016_national_report_K12_broadband.pdf.  
18 Chad Stone et al., “A Guide to Statistics on Historical Trends in Income Inequality,” Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities, updated September 25, 2017, http://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/a-guide-to-statistics-on-
historical-trends-in-income-inequality; Elizabeth McNichol et al., “Pulling Apart: A State-by-State Analysis of Income 
Trends,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and Economic Policy Institute, November 15, 2012, 
http://www.cbpp.org/research/poverty-and-inequality/pulling-apart-a-state-by-state-analysis-of-income-trends.  
19 Andrew G. Berg and Jonathan D. Ostry, “Equality and Efficiency,” Finance & Development, Vol. 48, No. 3, September 
2011, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2011/09/pdf/berg.pdf; Jonathan D. Ostry, Andrew Berg, and 
Charalambos G. Tsangarides, “Redistribution, Inequality, and Growth,” International Monetary Fund, February 2014, 
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2014/sdn1402.pdf. 
20 Greg J. Duncan and Katherine Magnuson, “The Long Reach of Early Childhood Poverty,” Pathways, Winter 2011, 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/scspi/_media/pdf/pathways/winter_2011/PathwaysWinter11_Duncan.pdf.  
21 Harry Holzer et al., “The Economic Costs of Poverty in the United States: Subsequent Effects of Children Growing 
Up Poor,” Center for American Progress, 2007, http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-
content/uploads/issues/2007/01/pdf/poverty_report.pdf. 
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Raise working families’ earnings. Working-family tax credits and minimum wage increases help 
ensure that workers can make ends meet. Twenty-nine states and the District of Columbia have 
enacted state-level Earned Income Tax Credits (EITC) to help working families earning low wages 
meet basic needs. State EITCs build on the success of the federal EITC by keeping working parents 
on the job and families and children on their feet. They also build on the federal EITC’s well-
documented, long-term positive effects on children, boosting the nation’s future economic 
prospects.   

 
States can also promote family economic stability by raising their minimum wage. Higher 

minimum wages help the lowest-wage workers and their families afford basics like decent housing in 
safe neighborhoods, nutritious food, reliable transportation, and quality child care, as well as 
educational opportunities that can move working families toward the middle class. The federal 
minimum wage hasn’t kept pace with the cost of living and is now 24 percent below its peak value in 
1968, after adjusting for inflation; 29 states plus the District of Columbia have minimum wages that 
exceed the federal wage — several of them substantially so.22  

  
Increases in state EITCs and minimum wages work best together; it’s not an either-or choice.23  

Both help to ensure that workers in low-paying jobs — including women and people of color, who 
are likelier to work in such jobs — share in a state’s economic gains.24 

 
Buoy individuals and families facing major barriers to work. Building thriving communities 

also means supporting families and individuals who face the biggest barriers to work. These 
members of our communities may turn to public assistance when they aren’t paid enough to get by, 
are unemployed, need to care for a sick child, or face a crisis such as fleeing an abusive relationship. 
Many also face serious mental or physical health problems or chronic illness. States should maintain 
cash assistance and other supports like child care and transportation subsidies, funded by federal and 
state dollars, to help these families meet basic needs and find and keep jobs.25  

 
Reduce the number of adults and youth behind bars. States can also expand opportunity by 

reforming their adult criminal justice systems and dramatically reducing the use of incarceration for 
youth and young adults. High rates of adult incarceration are costly to families, communities, and 

                                                
22 “2017 Minimum Wage By State,” National Conference of State Legislatures, January 5, 2017, 
http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/state-minimum-wage-chart.aspx. 
23 Erica Williams, “State Earned Income Tax Credits and Minimum Wages Work Best Together,” Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, updated February 8, 2017, http://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/state-earned-income-
tax-credits-and-minimum-wages-work-best-together.  
24 Erica Williams, “States Can Adopt or Expand Earned Income Tax Credits to Build a Stronger Future Economy,” 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, updated February 8, 2017, 
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=4084.  
25 “State Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Programs Do Not Provide Adequate Safety Net for Poor Families,” 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, http://www.cbpp.org/state-temporary-assistance-for-needy-families-programs-
do-not-provide-adequate-safety-net-for-poor.  
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state budgets, particularly communities of color deeply weakened by overly harsh incarceration 
policies.26  

 
Smart criminal justice reforms can enable marginalized members of society to participate more 

fully in the economy and produce significant savings that states can reinvest in affected 
communities. Some states, for example, have chosen to reduce the length of prison terms and 
parole/probation periods or to expand the use of alternatives to prison, such as addiction treatment 
programs for people convicted of drug-related crimes.  

 
For youth, rates of arrest and incarceration have fallen dramatically over the past 10 to 15 years, 

presenting an opportunity to close prison-like youth detention centers and invest the savings into 
community-based approaches that nurture children and young adults and build stronger 
communities and local economies. These reforms have saved states millions of dollars and improved 
outcomes for young people, even as crime rates have continued falling.27  

 
While such reforms are encouraging, states must do more to address racial disparities throughout 

the criminal justice system to ensure that all communities share in the gains. For example, African 
Americans and Latinos are likelier to be arrested and convicted of drug-related charges and receive 
harsher sentences than their white counterparts, despite similar rates of use.28  

 
Let immigrants contribute fully. States can avoid the unnecessary social, economic, and 

financial costs of detaining unauthorized immigrants by leaving immigration enforcement to federal 
agencies. Instead, state policymakers can adopt more inclusive approaches that bring unauthorized 
immigrants into the mainstream economy, build a more educated and productive workforce, and 
allow immigrants to contribute to their fullest.   

 
For example, states can strengthen enforcement of labor laws to ensure that all workers, including 

unauthorized immigrants, receive the wages they are legally owed. States also can allow in-state 
tuition and financial aid for immigrants that have long resided in the state, and provide access to 
driver’s licenses that enable them to get to work and become insured.29 
  

                                                
26 Michael Mitchell and Michael Leachman, “Changing Priorities: State Criminal Justice Reforms and Investments in 
Education,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, October 28, 2014, https://www.cbpp.org/research/changing-
priorities-state-criminal-justice-reforms-and-investments-in-education.  
27 Melissa Sickmund and Charles Puzzanchera, “Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2014 National Report,” National 
Center for Juvenile Justice and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, December 2014, 
http://ncjj.org/nr2014/downloads/NR2014.pdf. 
28 Marc Mauer, “The Changing Racial Dynamics of the War on Drugs,” The Sentencing Project, April 2009, 
http://www.sentencingproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/The-Changing-Racial-Dynamics-of-the-War-on-
Drugs.pdf; Brett E. Garland, Cassia Spohn, Eric J. Wodahl, “Racial Disproportionality in the American Prison 
Population: Using the Blumstein Method to Address the Critical Race and Justice Issue of the 21st Century,” Justice Policy 
Journal, Vol. 5, No. 2, Fall 2008, http://www.cjcj.org/uploads/cjcj/documents/racial_disproportionality.pdf.  
29 Erica Williams, “Inclusive State Policies Can Benefit Unauthorized Immigrants and State Economies,” Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities, October 29, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/blog/inclusive-state-policies-can-benefit-
unauthorized-immigrants-and-state-economies. 
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4. Clean Up and Modernize the Tax Code for a Stronger Future 
The public investments that underpin economic growth and help to build thriving, equitable 

communities — schools, health care, roads, and services for struggling families — offer big payoffs 
but require ongoing public support. Cleaning up the tax code by getting rid of tax breaks and 
loopholes that serve powerful interests can help states raise revenue to invest in people and 
communities. This means scrutinizing policies that let the wealthy and corporations avoid paying 
their share and shift the responsibility of paying for services that benefit everyone onto middle- and 
lower-income taxpayers.  

 
In addition, long-term protection of public investments in quality schools, affordable higher 

education, accessible health care, and well-maintained roads requires thoughtful and transparent 
planning. The more accurate and useful information states have, the better decisions they can make 
about allocating resources. Policymakers can better plan for the future by laying out a clear budget 
roadmap, ensuring that analyses of the impact of tax and spending decisions are professional and 
credible, and instituting mechanisms that trigger needed mid-year changes when needed to keep the 
state on course. 

 
Clean up special-interest tax breaks, incentives, and loopholes. States should regularly 

monitor and evaluate economic development subsidies and eliminate those that are ineffective. 
These incentives for businesses cost state and local governments $45 billion each year, despite the 
fact that, on a whole, they’ve not been effective at reducing unemployment, raising incomes, or 
growing state economies.30   

 
More broadly, states should scrutinize the billions of dollars they spend each year through the tax 

code in the form of credits, deductions, and exemptions. For the most part, policymakers don’t 
regularly examine these “tax expenditures” for effectiveness the way they examine yearly budget 
appropriations. For example, a state agency has to make its case to the governor and legislature each 
year for the level of funding necessary to serve state residents, but a tax break for a certain type of 
business could continue (and even grow in cost) without scrutiny or debate. 

 
States also can nullify a variety of tax-avoidance strategies employed by large multistate 

corporations by adopting a reform known as “combined reporting,” which treats a parent company 
and its subsidiaries as one entity for state income tax purposes.31 And, by adopting a reasonable 
minimum corporate tax, states can ensure that every corporation operating in the state pays at least a 
reasonable minimum tax to support the public investments that undergird a thriving private 
economy. 

 
Modernize state sales taxes and eliminate the unfair tax break for online retailers. 

Antiquated tax systems ill-suited to the 21st century economy hamper states’ ability to restore school 
funding, rebuild budget reserves, and invest in the future. For instance, many states primarily levy 
sales taxes on tangible goods, even though services — many of which didn’t exist when sales taxes 

                                                
30 Timothy Bartik, “State Economic Development Policies: What Works?”  
31 Michael Mazerov, “A Majority of States Have Now Adopted a Key Corporate Tax Reform – “Combined Reporting,” 
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, revised April 3, 2009, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=246.  
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were first enacted, such as video streaming — make up a growing share of consumption. States can 
halt the erosion of their sales taxes and improve their long-term ability to invest in state priorities by 
broadening the sales tax to include more services.32  

 
States should also act to ensure that businesses collect sales taxes on online purchases; the failure 

of Internet sellers to collect and remit state and local sales taxes costs states billions of dollars each 
year.33 Similarly, many states don’t require online travel companies like Expedia, Orbitz, and 
Priceline to collect and remit the appropriate tax on hotel room bookings.34  
 

Ask those benefitting the most from a state’s economy to pay their share. Individuals and 
families with the highest incomes and the greatest wealth pay the least in state and local taxes, when 
measured as a share of income. Policymakers could reduce today’s extremely high levels of income 
and wealth inequality by boosting income tax rates for the highest-income households and scaling 
back tax breaks that disproportionately benefit them.35 And they could tax large inheritances by 
reinstating or expanding state estate or inheritance taxes.36     

 
Tax carbon emissions and resource extraction. Carbon pollution is increasing global 

temperatures, with harmful consequences including more droughts, rising sea levels, and more 
severe weather, weakening the economy’s health and potential. A carbon tax or other method of 
“putting a price on carbon” can generate substantial revenue for critical investments while also 
reducing carbon pollution. 

 
Low-income communities often bear the brunt of the negative environmental effects of carbon 

pollution. Yet low-income households would be hit hardest by taxes on carbon pollution because 
they spend a bigger share of their income on energy and energy-related products than do higher-
income households.37 States can design carbon-tax measures to generate enough revenue to fully 
offset the hit to the lowest-income households from higher energy prices, cushion the impact on 
many other households, and leave plenty to spare for other uses. In addition, states that levy 
severance taxes on resource extraction can close loopholes in these taxes to fund core priorities like 
education, health, and infrastructure. 

 

                                                
32 Michael Leachman and Michael Mazerov, “Four Steps to Moving State Sales Taxes Into the 21st Century,” Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities, July 9, 2013, http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=3987. 
33 Michael Mazerov, “States Get New Tool to Collect Taxes Due on Internet Sales,” Center on Budget and Policy 
Priorities, February 24, 2016, http://www.cbpp.org/blog/states-get-new-tool-to-collect-taxes-due-on-internet-sales.  
34 Michael Mazerov, “State and Local Governments Should Close Online Hotel Tax Loophole and Collect Taxes 
Owed,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, April 12, 2011, 
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=3467. 
35 Elizabeth McNichol, “Many States Tax Inherited Wealth: 18 States Levy an Estate or Inheritance Tax,” Center on 
Budget and Policy Priorities, updated December 9, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/research/many-states-tax-inherited-
wealth.  
36 Ibid.  
37 Chad Stone, “Putting a Price on Carbon Can Be a Budget Policy/Energy Policy ‘Two-Fer,’” Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, March 29, 2012, https://www.cbpp.org/blog/putting-a-price-on-carbon-can-be-a-budget-policyenergy-
policy-two-fer.  
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Protect investments in people and improve transparency with better planning. States 
routinely put at risk some of their highest priorities ― educating children, maintaining a healthy and 
trained workforce, and caring for the elderly, for example ― by failing to employ proven tools for 
planning further into the future. For example, only a handful of states regularly prepare “current 
services” budgets (which estimate the cost of maintaining the current level of services) extending 
beyond one budget year. By better estimating both their likely revenues and the cost of continuing 
core services, states can help ensure that they have the resources to invest in the building blocks of 
strong economic growth and widespread prosperity.38   

 
Policymakers can make better and more transparent spending and tax decisions if they have 

accurate information about the costs. Nearly all states produce some sort of cost estimate, typically 
called a “fiscal note,” but they often fail to look beyond a one- or two-year window, are not revised 
when the legislation is amended, or are only produced for a narrow set of bills.39 This lack of 
information can lead to policy changes that cause serious fiscal problems and makes it hard for the 
public to hold lawmakers accountable.   

 
Additionally, states should strengthen their “rainy day” reserve funds, which help offset revenue 

declines during economic downturns and are crucial to prudent fiscal management.40 In hard times, 
these funds can help protect state investments that promote economic growth and sustain demand 
for private-sector goods and labor. States without such funds should create them; states with 
arbitrary or onerous restrictions on their use should reform them.  

 

                                                
38 Elizabeth McNichol, Iris J. Lav, and Michael Leachman, “Better State Budget Planning Can Help Build Healthier 
Economies,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, October 15, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-
and-tax/better-state-budget-planning-can-help-build-healthier-economies.  
39 Elizabeth McNichol, Iris J. Lav, and Kathleen Masterson, “Better Cost Estimates, Better Budgets: Improved Fiscal 
Notes Would Help States Make More Informed Decisions,” Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, updated November 
24, 2015, http://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/better-cost-estimates-better-budgets.  
40 Elizabeth McNichol, “When and How States Should Strengthen Their Rainy Day Funds,” Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities, April 17, 2014,  http://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/when-and-how-states-should-
strengthen-their-rainy-day-funds. 


