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Search FRED for data on the U.S. deficit and debt. 
Below is an exercise for locating data, along with questions and 
activities related to the data. 
 
1. Go to http://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/ 
 
2. Using the Search box, type deficit.   
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3. The graph of the data will be presented, along with the options that include viewing and 
downloading the data and making changes to the graph.  Looking at the graph, what do the shaded 
areas (gray bars) represent? 
 
 

 
 
 
4. What is a recession?   When was the most recent recession? 
 
 
5. What does the “zero” on the y-axis represent?  
 
 
 
6. What is a budget surplus?  What is a budget deficit? 
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7. To see the history of the series, choose View Data (to left of graph).  Below is a screenshot of 
the Federal Surplus or Deficit data.  In order to see the entire series, you will need to scroll down. 
 

 
 
 
 
8. Looking at the data, in what year did the United States last experience a federal budget surplus, 
and how much was it?  To answer this question you’ll need to see the entire series. 
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9. Describe the trend in the data before World War II.  What about after World War II? 
 
 
 
 
10. The deficit is one measure of the government’s financial situation.  Another measure is the debt 
of the country as a percent of the gross domestic product (GDP).  Define federal debt and GDP. 
 
 
 
 
11. Now, locate the annual GDP data in FRED and then divide that number by the gross federal debt 
held by the public.  (This is the most commonly used measure of the US debt.)  Start with the FRED 
homepage.  Under Data Categories, click on Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Components. 
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12. In that category, choose GDP/GNP.  
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13. Choose Gross Domestic Product (click on the title) that is annual data and goes back to 1929.  
This is the annual GDP data, in billions of dollars.   
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14. Choose Edit Graph to make changes to the graph (which will involve adding the debt data and 
creating a new graph that shows the percent of debt to GDP). 
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15. The new graph may be edited—for this exercise, you will add the gross public debt data to the 
same line as the GDP data, and then divide the debt by GDP to get the ratio (percentage).  First click on 
the Add Data Series section. * 
 

 
 
*NOTE:  Every year, the Council of Economic Advisors issues the Economic Report of the President.  This 
year it was released on February 24, 2011.  That document contains the amount of gross federal debt 
held by the public.  You can also find historical debt series at the Congressional Budget Office at 
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/120xx/doc12039/historicalTables[1].xls  or from the Office of 
Management and Budget at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2012/assets/hist07z1.xls . 
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16. Then, change the button to “Line 1”.  This will allow you to create a single line with the formula 
of debt/GDP.  In the search box, type gross public debt to retrieve the series “Gross Federal Debt Held 
by the Public (FYGFDPUB)”.   
 
 

Once you begin typing the term in the search box, you will receive 
suggested data series.  Choose the “Gross Federal Debt Held by the Public” 
series.  This series includes holdings of the Federal Reserve System and 
excludes holdings of the social security and other federal trust funds. 
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17. You will then see a Formula Box.  Type in the correct formula to calculate the debt/GDP ratio 
(b/a), and then click Redraw Graph. 
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18. This is the graph of the debt/GDP ratio for publicly held debt.  Download the data in the graph. 
 

 
 
 
21. For 2010, what is the ratio?  In a sentence, explain what this ratio measures. 
 
 
22. Look at the graph. What was the cause of the largest increase in the debt to GDP ratio?    
 
 
 
23. How does the federal government fund its deficits? 
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