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The politics of sovereign borrowing
• The (conditional) democratic advantage (Ballard-

Rosa, Mosley & Wellhausen 2021)
• The choice of borrowing instruments (Bunte 2019, 

Zeitz 2024)
• And economic policy transparency (Mosley & Rosendorff 

2023)

• The currency denomination of debt (Ballard-Rosa, 
Mosley & Wellhausen 2022)
• Government approval & international capital 

markets (Ballard-Rosa et al 2026; Brooks, Cunha & 
Mosley 2026)
• Decisions regarding restructuring, fiscal adjustment 

and default (Ballard-Rosa 2020)
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Is the U.S. 
exceptional?

• Yes
• Dollar’s role as global 

reserve currency creates 
demand for dollar assets.

• Long assumed to be zero 
(or near zero) risk of 
default.

• Borrow only in own 
currency.

• Most debt held by 
domestic investors.



International Monetary Fund, Article IV consultation, February 2026, released April 2026. 

https://www.imf.org/en/publications/cr/issues/2026/04/01/united-states-2026-article-iv-consultation-press-release-staff-report-and-statement-by-the-575120


Is the U.S. 
exceptional?

• Yes, but…

• Other countries’ frustration with 
U.S. economic policies sets off 
search for dollar alternatives.

• Within the U.S., institutional 
erosion, reduced transparency, 
disregard for rule of law.

• Concerns about Fed 
independence, ”fiscal 
dominance.”

• Growing debt servicing burdens, 
coupled with relatively low 
average time to maturity of debt. 



The average maturity of outstanding U.S. 
debt is 6 years. 

Among OECD countries, the average term to 
maturity of outstanding government debt 
was just under 8 years in 2024; only Estonia, 
Sweden, Israel, Norway, Poland and Turkey 
had shorter average debt maturities than the 
United States.

https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/vendor/_accounts/JEC-R/debt/Monthly%20Debt%20Update.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2025/03/global-debt-report-2025_bab6b51e.html


What are the politics of fiscal 
adjustment?
• Does excessive debt threaten politicians’ 

survival in office?
• Incentives to delay adjustment
• Do voters demand fiscal adjustment?

• Tax increases and spending cuts both perceived 
as unpopular. 

• Where do governments make cuts?



Public 
opinion: 
tradeoffs

• A recent survey (Ballard-Rosa 
& Martin 2026) asks U.S. 
respondents about a situation 
in which the US government is 
trying to deal with an 
additional fiscal deficit.

• Should they borrow more; cut 
spending; or increase taxes? 
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Public opinion: tradeoffs



Extras



Foreign official holdings of 
US government debt grew 
quickly in the early 2000s but 
peaked in 2020. 

In late 2024, approximately 
13 percent of outstanding 
US Treasury securities were 
held by official foreign 
holders, with another 17 
percent held by foreign 
private holders.

https://home.treasury.gov/data/treasury-international-capital-tic-system


Has default risk in the US increased?
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