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Case Study June 2021: Results Don’t Matter (but they should)  

When it comes to government programs, policies, and agencies, results should matter. 
For millions of modern progressive Americans, however, they don’t. They care only 
about the intentions of the progressive politicians, not the actual results of the policies 
and programs they create.  

This has become an enormous problem in American politics and it is the subject of this 
case study, which will feature these main topics: 

1. Historical origin of emphasizing intentions over results 

2. Three Examples: Education, War on Poverty, War on Drugs 

3. Why don’t progressives care about the results of the government programs they 
support? 

4. Shift the conversation from intentions to results 

1. HISTORICAL ORIGIN OF EMPHASIZING INTENTIONS OVER RESULTS 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, first elected President of the United States in 1932 and serving 
until his death 1945, was the first prominent public figure to admit that his public 
policies and government programs had failed to produce the results he promised, 
while emphasizing that his administration should be judged by their good intentions.  

For ordinary Americans, the single greatest economic problem during the Great 
Depression (of the 1930s and 40s) was chronic, high unemployment. National 
unemployment rates in the United States hovered between 20% and 25%, meaning 
around a quarter of working-age adults had no jobs. 

FDR promised that his New Deal programs, such as the National Industrial Recovery Act 
(1933), Civilian Conservation Corps (1933), and Civil Works Administration (1933), 
coupled with large increases in taxes—business taxes doubled in the 1930s and New 
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Deal Democrats eventually raised the top marginal income tax rate to 94%—would 
create millions of new jobs and reduce unemployment.  

On May 9, 1939, FDR’s Secretary of Treasury, Henry Morgenthau, Jr., testified before the 
United States House of Representatives House and Ways Committee. He summarized 
the dismal results after years of failed New Deal government programs: 

“We have tried spending money. We are spending more than we have ever spent 
before and it does not work. And I have just one interest, and if I am wrong, somebody 
else can have my job. I want to see this country prosperous. I want to see people get a 
job. I want to see people get enough to eat. We have never made good on our 
promises…. I say after eight years of this Administration, we have just as much 
unemployment as when we started. And an enormous debt to boot.” 

What did FDR have to say? He acknowledged that his programs had failed to produce 
the results he promised, and then went on to suggest that what matters most, when 
judging those in government, are their intentions, not their results.  

Thus spoke Roosevelt: 

“Governments can err. Presidents make mistakes. But the immortal Dante tells us that 
divine justice weighs the sins of the cold-blooded and the sins of the warm-hearted in 
different scales. Better the occasional faults of a government that lives in a spirit of 
charity than the consistent omissions of a government frozen in the ice of indifference.” 

To make mistakes and enact expensive programs that fail is forgivable, in other words, 
so long as the people in government “warm-hearted” progressives who care about 
others—who want to help others—rather than being “frozen in the ice of indifference.” 

Many Americans agreed. FDR was elected an unprecedented four times as President! 
Since the four administrations of FDR in the 1930s and 40s, millions of Americans judge 
government programs by the publicly-expressed intentions of the politicians who 
create them, rather than by the actual, measurable results of those programs. 
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2. THREE EXAMPLES: EDUCATION, WAR ON POVERTY, WAR ON DRUGS 

EDUCATION 

The goal of the United States Department of Education is to improve education in the 
United States.  

Federal education spending per pupil has increased almost 400%, in inflation-adjusted 
dollars, since the creation of the Department of Education in 1979.  

There are also far more government education employees per pupil, including large 
numbers of non-teachers, virtually all of whom are members of teacher unions.  

Yet, after decades of more education spending and more education bureaucrats, there 
has been no significant improvement in measurable learning results among students. 
Among certain demographic groups, education performance has actually declined over 
the past five decades.  

Progressives insist that we continue to fund government education programs and 
schools, however, because it’s the intention of helping students that matters, not the 
failure to actually help them.  

In fact, those who propose cutting back government education programs, at any level, 
or expending kinds of educational choice for parents, such as vouchers and charter 
schools, are often attacked for not caring about children. 
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WAR ON POVERTY 

President Lyndon Johnson announced an “unconditional war on poverty” in January, 
1964. The results he promised were clear: “Our aim is not only to relieve the symptoms 
of poverty,” he said in his 1964 State of the Union Address, “but to cure it and, above all, 
to prevent it.” 

Since then, the United States government has spent nearly $25 trillion dollars of other 
people’s money on the War on Poverty, a price tag far higher than all the military wars 
from the American Revolution to today, combined. 

Here’s some perspective on what $25,000,000,000,000 means: That’s enough money to 
send $75k to every adult U.S. citizen and every child in the United States, today, and 
STILL have money left. 

Yet, poverty rates remain the same today in the United States as they were in 1964. 
Among some groups of citizens, rates of poverty have gone up. One thing is beyond 
dispute: The War on Poverty did not “relieve the symptoms of poverty,” “cure” poverty, 
or “prevent” it. 

So why didn’t the War on Poverty end poverty in the United States? Why are there poor 
people in America today, including more children in poverty now than when the War on 
Poverty was launched? 

Answer: Because the War on Poverty was never about ending poverty. Taking money 
from the most productive people, putting much of it in the pockets of politicians and 
bureaucrats, and distributing what’s left to those who are less productive—or not 
productive at all—cannot end poverty. Only increased productivity among people 
secure in their private property can end poverty. 

The War on Poverty was and remains a combination of programs that share one 
common main goal: Creating large classes of government employees whose union 
dues help re-elect those in the progressive political class. 
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WAR ON DRUGS 

In 1971, President Richard Nixon announced the War on Drugs, the price tag of which—
$2 trillion—is small compared to the War on Poverty.  

After launching the War on Drugs, drug use in the United States never went down. 
Today, we have a drug epidemic, with historic rates of people abusing and overdosing 
on opioids and other narcotics.  

There never has been “victory” in the War on Drugs, which turns 50 years old in 2021. 
But the War on Drugs did create many new government jobs, including prison 
contractors, prison guards, regulators, DEA and FBI agents, prosecutors, judges, parole 
officers, and social workers. It also led to historic numbers of young black men being 
incarcerated. The United States now tops the nations of the world with a prison 
population of two and a half million citizens, a 500% increase in the U.S. prison 
population since the War on Drugs was started.  

Suggest scaling back the War on Drugs, however, and emphasize the colossal waste the 
War on Drugs has been, and you will likely be told that the War on Drugs is worth 
maintaining because it’s the intentions behind the War on Drugs that matter, not the 
measurable results. 

3. WHY DON’T PROGRESSIVES CARE ABOUT THE GOVERNMENT PROGRAMS THEY 
SUPPORT? 

Progressives tend to ignore the actual, measurable results of the programs they 
support and emphasize intentions over results for a political purpose: So long as 
progressives talk about how they (or progressive politicians) intend to help others or 
solve a problem, they can easily say about political opponents that anyone who 
disagrees does not care about those who need help or the problem in need of solving. 
It’s a form of political maneuvering.  

The French economist Frédéric Bastiat understood this maneuver with particular 
clarity. In his 1850 essay, “The Law,” Bastiat observed: 

Socialism, like the ancient ideas from which it springs, confuses the distinction 
between government and society. As a result of this, every time we object to a 
thing being done by government, the socialists conclude that we object to its 
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being done at all. We disapprove of state education. The socialists say that we 
are opposed to any education. We object to a state religion. The socialists say 
that we want no religion at all. We object to a state-enforced equality. They say 
that we are against equality. And so on, and so on. It is as if the socialists were 
to accuse us of not wanting people to eat because we do not want the state to 
raise grain. 

So long as we allow conversations to continue on the premise that those who 
support government programs are the only ones who care about others, we 
remain on the moral low ground, which is a losing position. 

The goal must be to reframe the premise of our conversations and emphasize 
that those who care about the actual results of programs—and reliable, accurate 
metrics of human well-being and flourishing are the one who care about others. 
Progressives are merely virtue signaling by supporting government programs 
that don’t produce the results promised by those who create them. 

4. SHIFT THE CONVERSATION FROM INTENTIONS TO RESULTS 

Our action item is to shift conversations from intentions to results, when it comes to 
government programs and policies.  

After all, most Americans do care more about results than intentions in almost every 
other area of their lives: Their family, their business, their favorite sports team, etc. In 
all these areas, Americans care about what people actually do and the results they 
actually produce more than whatever feelings or intentions are expressed.  

This case study has offered three big examples of government programs that never 
achieved the results promised by the political class: education, the War on Poverty, and 
the War on Drugs. Can you think of more examples, whether at the federal, state, or 
local level of government?  

Progressives are continuously proposing new programs, yet they never want to pause 
long enough to examine the results of the programs that already exist, the programs 
that form the swamp. Here’s a recent example of yet another progressive proposing yet 
another program:  
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https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2021/04/20/green-new-deal-aoc-measure-aimed-climate-change-economic-justice/7299750002/


Practice referring to failed government programs, with which you are familiar, to help 
you frame future discussions of yet more proposed government programs and policies. 
Practice asking these questions to others:  

1. Why are you so confident government will produce what it promises now when 
it has failed so miserably in so many other ways?  

2. Why should we believe the progressive political class who has either lied or been 
mistaken many times before?  

3. What measurable results can we expect to see from the proposed program you 
support, and when will we see them? 

4. Keep nudging public and private conversations toward judgment of the 
measurable results of government programs. Consider this kind of question: 
“Let’s look at existing programs, some of which have been around for decades. 
How much do they cost, what do they do, and have any actually achieved their 
goals?” 

If you can get others to agree that government programs rarely if ever achieve 
their results, then encourage those people to start thinking about scaling back 
and/or abolishing government programs that have failed. 

“For example, have we achieved victory in the War on Poverty? If not, can we do 
the equivalent of withdrawing troops and bringing them home? Why are we still 
funding the War on Poverty if we have not won it after six decades?” 
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