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“It’s a debt-inducing, make-rich-people-richer tax bill that in the long run is not going to be 

helpful to the vast majority of people in my state that are sitting around the kitchen table trying 

to figure out how [to] come out even at the end of the month.” 

— Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.), quoted in HuffPost, Jan. 9, 2018 

McCaskill made this statement as she played down the announcements made by various 

companies that they would give bonuses to workers because of corporate tax savings in the tax 

law signed by President Trump. At last count, about 15,000 employees in Missouri will receive 

one-time bonuses of about $1,000 or $1,500 each, according 

to various corporate announcements. She echoed other Democrats in saying that such bonuses 

were only a one-shot deal, and that higher wages are better. (Some companies have also said they 

would increase minimum wages.) 

We thought this would be a good opportunity to demonstrate to readers whom the tax bill can be 

framed as good or bad for, depending on the perspective one uses. This tour through these charts 

and data will be a bit wonky, but we hope it will help illustrate why both sides pick and choose 

the data that helps make their case. 

The facts 

The debate over the tax cut has centered around a key question: Is it mostly for the wealthy or 

the middle class? 

In some ways, the answer is obvious. As we have explained before, any broad-based tax cut is 

going to mostly benefit the wealthy because they already pay a large share of income 

taxes. According to Treasury Department data, the top 10 percent of income earners in 2016 paid 

80 percent of individual income taxes. The top 20 percent paid 94.8 percent. The top 0.1 percent 

paid an astonishing 24.5 percent of taxes. 

Since there are far more people in the middle class, there are fewer dollars to share per taxpayer 

when the savings from a tax cut are divvied up. The nonpartisan Joint Committee of 

Taxation estimates that 572,000 taxpayers will file returns with an income category of more than 

$1 million, compared with more than 27 million in the $50,000 to $75,000 category and almost 

70 million in the under $50,000 category. (Not to get too technical but these income categories 

generally are higher than a person’s stated salary because the JCT uses an “income concept” that 

includes employer contributions to health plans and Social Security as part of income, among 

other items.) 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/bonuses-gop-taxes_us_5a553a50e4b0d614e48a8f52
https://advisorhub.com/stifel-gives-staffers-special-tax-gift-bonus/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171221006054/en/KCS-Awards-Year-End-Bonus-Response-Passage-U.S.?utm_source=Speaker.gov+Master+List&utm_campaign=b998d88a3d-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_01_02&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e173f5a25-b998d88a3d-157503977
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171221006054/en/KCS-Awards-Year-End-Bonus-Response-Passage-U.S.?utm_source=Speaker.gov+Master+List&utm_campaign=b998d88a3d-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2018_01_02&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_3e173f5a25-b998d88a3d-157503977
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2017/09/29/trump-aides-sell-tax-plan-with-pinocchio-laden-claims/?utm_term=.e9a55abeff5b
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/tax-policy/tax-analysis/Documents/Distribution-of-Tax-Burden-Current-Law-2016.pdf
https://www.jct.gov/publications.html?func=startdown&id=5054


If the wealthy end up with more money because they pay more in taxes, that’s not necessarily a 

fair way to look at tax legislation. It’s also important to look at the percentage change in a 

person’s tax situation. 

Different approaches 

The Joint Tax Committee and the Tax Policy Center both have offered analysis of the impact of 

the tax cuts in the first year after enactment. We offer two examples below, which show the 

impact either by  income or quintile category. In both cases, they show a benefit for the middle 

class, especially in terms of a percentage change in taxes. But the money for the middle class 

pales in comparison to the tax benefits for the wealthy. 

 

 

Chris Edwards of the libertarian Cato Institute has argued that both JCT and TPC present a 

misleading picture because they include payroll taxes — and the bill left payroll taxes 

untouched. He recalculated the JCT and TPC estimates to exclude payroll taxes. When you look 

at it this way, it appears as if the largest share of the tax changes goes to the middle class. 



 

 

Notice that in one of his charts, Edwards shows “n/a” for taxpayers with less than $40,000 in 

income. That’s because households in this income group generally do not pay income taxes — 

just payroll taxes. And though the $1 million-plus group appears to have the smallest percentage 

change, it still means that 572,000 people get to share a tax cut of $37 billion, compared to 27 

million sharing $23 billion. 

William Gale, co-director of TPC, argues that the best way to measure the impact of a tax cut is 

by examining how a tax affects a household’s after-tax income. He offered this example. 

Suppose a person has: 



 $1 in income tax 

 $10 in other federal taxes, such as Social Security 

 $100 in income 

Then the tax bill cuts his income tax to zero. The following statements are all factually correct: 

 Income tax goes down by $1, so income tax goes down by 100 percent 

 Federal tax goes down by $1, so federal tax goes down by 9 percent 

 After-income goes up by $1, so after-tax income goes up by 1.12 percent 

“The last way is the most relevant way to describe the situation, as it tells you about the person’s 

overall welfare,” Gale said. Edwards does not dispute this analysis, if one just wants to look at a 

person’s welfare. But he says his approach makes more sense when examining the “fairness” or 

“equity” of the policy change — which in this case, he said, ended up making the U.S. tax 

system more progressive, at least initially. 

McCaskill’s statement 

With this framework in mind, let’s look at McCaskill’s statement: “It’s a debt-inducing, make-

rich-people-richer tax bill that in the long run is not going to be helpful to the vast majority of 

people in my state that are sitting around the kitchen table trying to figure out how [to] come out 

even at the end of the month.” 

Notice how she slipped in the phrase “in the long run.” That terminology is intended to allow her 

to skip past any possible near-term gains. 

Indeed, her staff defended her comment by focusing on her “long run” language. This brings us 

to an oddity of the tax bill: the individual tax cuts expire over the course of the decade. 

Republicans did this to keep the whole tax cut — especially the corporate tax cut —  in a budget 

box that allowed only for a $1.5 trillion increase in the federal deficit over 10 years. 

The assumption — possibly a big one — is that Congress will vote to extend the tax cuts when 

they begin to expire, just as most of the George W. Bush tax cuts were extended, with the 

support of Democrats like McCaskill. Her staff declined to answer a question as to whether she 

would support extending the tax cuts for individuals in the Trump tax bill. 

But the law is the law, and it certainly is within McCaskill’s right to focus on the 2027 tax tables 

produced by JCT and TPC that show the tax cuts shrinking or even disappearing for tens of 

millions of Americans. 



 

  

 

A state-by-state analysis produced by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, a liberal-

leaning group, show the vast majority will get some kind of tax cut in Missouri in 2019, but then 

as much of a third will experience tax increases in 2027. Even more striking is how even the tax 

cuts shrink. In the middle 20 percent of households, 90 percent would get an average tax cut of 

$830 in 2019 — compared to 60 percent getting an average tax cut of $100 in 2027, or about a 

quarter a day. (The ITEP calculation includes the impact of a variety of provisions, including 

repeal of the health mandate.) Below is a visual representation of the ITEP data produced by 

MSNBC. 

 

https://itep.org/finalgop-trumpbill-mo/
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/12/19/heres-how-the-final-gop-tax-bill-would-hit-your-wallet.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2017/12/19/heres-how-the-final-gop-tax-bill-would-hit-your-wallet.html


McCaskill’s staff also pointed to three factors: 1. The law’s shift to a new method for accounting 

for inflation, which over time could place taxpayers in higher tax brackets. 2. The elimination of 

the health insurance mandate that could raise insurance premiums.  3. An increase in the federal 

deficit that could put pressure to cut spending on social welfare programs. These are somewhat 

fuzzier complaints, with fewer hard data points. 

Citing IRS tables for adjusted gross income, McCaskill’s staff notes that more than 77 percent in 

Missouri report income below $75,000. You can’t really compare that to the $75,000 figure in 

the Joint Tax Committee tables because JCT, as we noted, includes a lot of other income. Even 

in 2027, most people would get a tax cut, though the size of the tax cut could just be cents a day 

— assuming the individual tax cuts are not extended. 

The Pinocchio Test 

In a nutshell, here’s why the two parties appear to be talking about two different tax bills: 

Republicans focus on the immediate upfront tax cuts, which go to every income group, even if 

most of the money goes to the wealthy. Democrats focus on the ugly-looking distributional 

tables for 2027. Perhaps that’s worthy of an asterisk, since Republicans are betting that the tax 

cuts will be extended — and Democrats such as McCaskill will not say whether they would 

actually refuse to extend them. 

McCaskill, in her comment, focused on the “long run” and also on the impact of people sitting 

around a kitchen table, which denotes a change in after-tax income. Certainly, under the 2027 

scenario, many taxpayers would receive very little. But at the same time, it’s probably safe to 

assume that even a Democratic-led Congress and president in 2025 would seek to avoid tax 

increases on most Americans, even if they wanted to boost taxes on the wealthy. 

So we face a conundrum. McCaskill framed her statement to reflect the findings of scorekeepers 

of the bill in 2027, even if the law was designed this way for budget reasons, not practical reality. 

Her staff says that means her statement is accurate. But in doing so, she ignores the more 

immediate impact of the law, which probably means noticeable tax cuts for her constituents for a 

number of years. So she’s telling only half the story. 

 


