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Extension of the Dividend and Capital-Gains
Tax Rates:  Why Now?

Executive Summary
C After two and a half years, the lower tax rates on dividends and capital gains enacted in

2003 have produced impressive economic results – dividend distributions have risen
substantially, business investment has surged, and the nation’s Gross Domestic Product has
grown steadily.  Moreover, the lower rates benefit the majority of American households.

C Nevertheless, critics contend that, since the lower rates are not scheduled to expire until the
end of 2008, Congress does not have to bother with the issue for two years or more – an
approach that, at best, can be described as shortsighted.

C American companies are making investment decisions today that will be influenced in
significant part by the future tax rates imposed on individual investors who supply the
capital that is essential for those companies to expand and create new jobs.

C The lower tax rates on dividends and capital gains have effectively reduced the cost of
capital for businesses to invest in new equipment, facilities, and products by as much as
15.5 percent, according to Treasury Department estimates.

C If Congress assures investors that the lower tax rates will be extended, businesses can factor
that stability into their financing cost estimates made today for future investments.

C Alternatively, investors are likely to begin demanding higher returns as soon as they believe
that Congress will allow the rates to expire – a perception that could take root if Congress
fails to extend the dividend and capital-gains rates in the tax-reconciliation bill.  And, if
investors’ return requirements begin to rise, the cost of capital will likely follow suit.

C The tax imposed on investor returns is one of the only factors that Congress can control,
among the many that influence the cost of capital and business investment.  

C To ensure that the impressive growth in business investment is sustained and the growth in
jobs and the economy is realized in the coming years, Congress must provide certainty with
respect to the tax code by maintaining the current 15-percent tax rate on dividends and
capital gains through 2010, and ultimately making the rates permanent.  

C Providing this certainty will encourage investors and businesses to make investment
decisions today that will add to the nation’s economic well being far beyond tomorrow. 
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Introduction

After two and a half years, the lower tax rates on dividends and capital gains enacted in
the Jobs and Growth Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2003 have produced impressive economic
results.1  Notably:

‚ Dividend distributions are up – quarterly dividends paid by the constituent firms
comprising Standard & Poor’s S&P 500 Index have increased 51 percent from the
quarterly average of the 10 years preceding the rate reduction, which has
benefitted Americans saving for retirement and the nation’s seniors who rely on
dividend and capital gains to supplement Social Security benefits.2 

‚ After declining for nine quarters prior to the 2003 tax act, corporate investment in
new property, plant, and equipment has surged, motivated significantly by the
reduced cost of capital that the lower tax rates have produced.3

‚ The nation’s Gross Domestic Product has grown for 10 consecutive quarters at a
rate above 3 percent since the 2003 tax legislation was enacted, fueled in part by
capital investment resulting from the lower tax rates.4

‚ Because of the change in the tax treatment of dividends, corporate executives are
now more likely to focus on measurable, consistent value in the form of dividend
payments, thereby improving corporate governance.5

Moreover, the lower dividend and capital-gains rates have benefitted the majority of
American households.  According to a recent survey of equity ownership in this country, 50.3
percent of American households – representing 91.1 million individuals – owned equities such as
stock or mutual funds in 2005.6   Among these individuals are a significant number of senior
citizens, many of whom rely on dividend and capital gains to supplement Social Security
benefits.  In fact, 57 percent of individuals age 65 and older reported taxable dividend income
and 23 percent reported taxable capital-gains income in 2003, according to the most recent data
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available from the IRS.7  Additionally, lower- and middle-income individuals are substantial
beneficiaries of this change in tax policy – research has shown that more than 80 percent of
taxpayers who reported dividend income earned less than $100,000 and 76.4 percent of those
who reported capital gains earned less than $100,000 in 2004.8 

Despite the impressive results and broad application among American taxpayers, critics
continue to oppose extension of this important growth-oriented tax policy.  Economists have
repeatedly warned that the failure to extend these tax rates will likely result in adverse
consequences for the stock markets and the economy overall.9  Nevertheless, critics contend that,
since the lower rates are not scheduled to expire until the end of 2008, Congress does not have to
bother with the issue for two years or more – an approach that, at best, can be described as
shortsighted.

Why Extend the Rates Now?

The key to understanding why time is of the essence is the effect that the lower tax rates
on dividends and capital gains have on the cost of capital for American businesses.  In turn, the
cost of capital influences business investment and the economy over the long term.  In short,
companies are making investment decisions today that will be influenced in significant part by
the future tax rates imposed on individual investors who supply the capital that is essential for
those companies to expand and create new jobs.

Tax Rates and the Cost of Capital

At the most basic level, a business’ cost of capital is the rate of return it must offer in
order to entice individuals to invest in the company.10  For their part, investors are generally
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concerned with the return on the investment that remains after taxes.11  When taxes applicable to
that return – dividends and/or capital gains – are high, companies must provide higher rates of
return in order to meet investors’ requirements.12  The result is a higher cost that businesses must
bear to raise equity capital for new equipment, facilities, products, research and development,
and other business investments.

Conversely, by lowering the taxes on dividends and capital gains, the 2003 tax act
effectively reduced the cost of capital.13  In fact, the Treasury Department estimates that the act
produced a 15.5-percent decrease in corporate financing costs,14 which corresponds to a
reduction of 50 to 100 basis points (0.5 percent to 1 percent) in the actual cost of capital,
according to another study.15  Thus, a pre-2003 cost of capital of 6.5 percent would have declined
to 5.5 percent after the 2003 tax act, based on these findings – representing a significant cost
savings for corporations seeking to finance multimillion-dollar investments over long periods of
time.

Cost of Capital and Business Investment

While influenced by a number of factors including taxes, risk, and other economic
conditions, the cost of capital is a fundamental determinant of business investment.  Every
capital investment considered by corporate management is evaluated on the basis of how much
of a return the investment – the new product, equipment, facility – will produce and how much it
will cost the business to finance it.16  What the critics of the lower tax rates fail to understand is
the fact that American businesses do not live in a world that plans only for tomorrow or a week
down the road.  Successful businesses rely on business plans that span five to ten years in most
instances when it comes to capital investments.  These are commitments that companies make
today with respect to projects that are vital to the company’s long-term profitability.

Consider, for example, a hypothetical company that is evaluating two major projects for
its five-year capital-investment plan:  (1) a new consumer product that the company expects to
begin developing in 2006 and have available for retail sales in 2007; and (2) a new
manufacturing facility that the company will start in 2008 and take at least two years to
complete. While a host of non-tax factors will influence the company’s cost of capital, the effect
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of investor tax rates deserve particular attention.  If Congress assures investors that the tax rates
on dividends and capital gains will be extended, the company can factor that stability into its
financing cost estimates for both potential projects.17  

On the other hand, investors are likely to begin increasing their return requirements on
equities as soon as they believe that Congress will allow the lower tax rates to expire at the end
of 2008 – a perception that could take root if Congress fails to address the rates in the tax-
reconciliation bill.18  And, if investors’ return requirements begin to rise, the company’s cost of
capital will follow suit, which could adversely affect the prospects for proceeding, especially
with the new product, which must be financed in the near term.

The second project under consideration by the hypothetical company, the new
manufacturing facility, would present an even more difficult decision since its construction will
not begin until 2008 and then take two years to complete.  As a result, the company would not
have to raise the capital for several years, forcing the company to make a guess today as to what
the cost of capital will be four to five years in the future.19  If the lower rates are not extended
this year, prudent business management would suggest that (holding the other non-tax influences
constant) the company should assume that the cost of capital will rise significantly, at least by
2009 when the dividend-tax rate will increase from 15 percent to as much as 35 percent and the
capital-gains rate will return to 20 percent.  

At that point, an investor who required an after-tax return of a $1.00 prior to 2009 then
would demand a return of $1.10 to $1.25 (depending on whether the return consists of capital
gains or dividends) in order to achieve the same $1.00 after-tax return.  For the company, the
additional 10-to-25 cents per dollar would raise the cost of capital and reduce the profitability of
the new manufacturing facility (or, in the worse case, exceed the facility’s expected rate of
return), making the investment less attractive or even uneconomical.  And, if the company were
to decline to move forward with the investment, the jobs that the new installation would
otherwise have produced would also be lost.

The bottom line is that this hypothetical company must make decisions today as to
whether it will commit to these capital investments, delay them for some period, or forgo them
altogether – all of which hinge on the financing costs.  At the margins, a stable tax policy with
respect to the current tax rates on dividends and capital gains may well be a deciding factor
between a company’s decision to undertake a long-term, innovative project and a decision to
abandon a job-creating investment altogether.

Moreover, this example assumes only two investment proposals, a small fraction of the
number likely being considered by a typical U.S. multinational business in its annual long-range
investment plans – investments that are essential for it to remain competitive in the global
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Tax Relief Spurring Business Investment
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economy.  Additionally, there are more than 5,000 publicly traded companies headquartered in
the United States and countless more privately held businesses that are making the same
decisions every day.20  If too many of these businesses decide today to forgo new investments (as
well as the essential jobs that go with them), the economy will surely suffer over the long run.  

A Measure of Certainty is Needed

In a recent statement, Treasury Secretary John Snow made the following observation,
illustrated by the accompanying chart:

The Jobs and Growth Act of 2003 was especially effective at encouraging investment
because it lowered the cost of capital – the lifeblood of a free market economy.  Business
investment literally turned around overnight when those tax cuts took effect, ending nine
quarters of investment dearth and spurring ten quarters – so far – of outstanding business
investment, which has then led to growth and job creation.”21

To put this impressive growth in perspective, several points should be considered.  First,
the significant decline in business investment was a primary contributor to the 2001 recession,
and, unlike the case in most other recessions, consumer spending remained relatively steady
during that period.22  Second, the recovery in business investment, which paralleled the
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enactment of the 2003 tax act, has contributed to substantial growth in employment.  In fact,
between May 2003 and December 2005, more than 4.6 million net new payroll jobs were
created.23  Lastly, real (or inflation-adjusted) private business investment today represents more
than 11 percent of the nation’s Gross Domestic Product, according to figures from the first three
quarters of 2005.24  Based on these factors, it is clear that changes in business investment can
have a pronounced effect on the strength or weakness of the nation’s economic health.

One of the only factors that Congress can control, among the many that influence the cost
of capital and business investment, is the tax imposed on investor returns – dividends and capital
gains.  To ensure that the impressive growth in business investment is sustained and the growth
in jobs and the economy is realized in the coming years, Congress must provide certainty with
respect to the tax code by maintaining the current 15-percent tax rate on dividends and capital
gains through 2010, and ultimately making the rates permanent.  Doing so will encourage
investors and businesses to make investment decisions today that will affect the nation’s
economic well being far beyond tomorrow. 

Conclusion

Businesses across the nation, large and small, are making decisions every day about
capital investments that they will implement over the next one to ten years.  And those decisions
are based in part on how the cost of capital will respond to changes in tax policy that may occur
years in the future.  If American businesses collectively start factoring significantly higher costs
of capital into their current planning, the result is likely to be a downturn in capital investments
and a decline in new job creation over the long term – a decline that could ultimately retard
economic growth.  To avoid that result, Congress should assure investors and the business
community today that tax rates on capital investments will remain stable.


