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FRAMING THE ISSUES:
How to talk about smart public investment and tax fairness

Investing, where 

it matters most, 

pays off Simple math: 
high-school 
dropouts, bad 

roads and people 
without health care are costing us all 

billions. Research shows states doing better long-term 
if they invest tax dollars in education, transportation 
infrastructure and healthy communities. These public 
assets support  sustained growth, self-sufficiency 
and prosperity for businesses and all citizens, but the 
private sector typically does not invest enough in them. 
If government does not make the investments, workers 
and employers pay the price. 

Especia l ly 
in times of 
s c a r c i t y , 

government must make 
tough choices about where to spend. Failing 

programs are easy to cut, but if new approaches are 
required, how should policymakers choose where  
to redirect funds?

Investing in 

what works

Investing 

cost-effectively 

for results

Raising tax 

money fairly and 

sufficiently
 

T a x p a y e r s 
resist the idea 
of investing 

if they perceive 
it means simply paying more for the 

status quo. But voters want governments to work 
and a reasonable case that their money will improve 
things is persuasive. Articulating costs and benefits can 
overcome empty rhetoric about wasteful and ineffective 
government.

P e o p l e 
disagree 
a b o u t 

whether tax fairness 
means progressive (larger percentage for 

higher incomes) or proportionate (same percentage for 
all). But Minnesota’s overall state-local tax system now 
is neither. It is regressive; with those on the top paying a 
significantly smaller percentage than everyone else.  In 
fact, the top earners have a larger share of income and 
wealth than they have had since the Great Depression. 

These principles are important to stress when talking 
about how to invest where it matters most: 

•	 Large effects. We need to target harmful 
disparities and problems with the most serious 
future consequences; aim for widespread impact 
and sustainable, long-term improvement.

•	 Capacity-building. Favor investments that build 
the wealth-creating capacity and self-reliance 
of individuals, businesses and communities; 
e.g.teaching to fish rather than giving away fish.

Emphasize that these investment principles should be 
applied in a smart public investment strategy:

•	 Evidence-based. Base solutions upon inquiry 
and evidence about what really works, not 
simply upon who benefits or whether a policy 
meets certain political tests. 

•	 Defined outcomes. Define clear outcomes 
and select measures of success at the start, 
so citizens can hold officials and agencies 
accountable. 

Growth & Justice encourages consideration of policy 
options through an economic lens that focuses on 
getting the best returns for the public dollar:

•	 Cost-effectiveness.  Consider the benefit from 
both future costs savings and increased value; 
recognize the impact may not occur immediately 
and benefits may accrue beyond the people and 
agencies directly involved.

•	 Sufficiency. Fund solutions adequately; 
adopting half-measures or using unsustainable 
funding may be worse than doing nothing.

•	 Fairness. The state’s own 2009 Tax Incidence 
Study shows that the wealthiest households pay 
an effective tax rate nearly 3 percentage points 
lower than an average household. Explaining 
this key statistic appeals to a sense of fairness 
and leads to support for a fairer tax system.

•	 Sufficiency. Minnesota’s Price of Government 
(all state and local revenues as a percentage of 
income) is two percentage points lower than 15 
years ago, which translates to $4.6 billion less in 
public investments. We now rank only average 
in public investments, after decades of ranking 
in the top 10, and taxes and budgets have been 
cut in Minnesota more than in any other state.
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