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Reaganomics and Consumerism in America 
 
 

When Reagan was elected into office in 1981, America was in the midst of the biggest 

recession since the Great Depression, due to the Iranian Revolution. Reagan was able to pull the 

economy out of this ditch by implementing policies of trickle-down economics, also known as 

Reaganomics, which helped businesses to expand and hire more employees, creating an influx of 

product production and consumption. America was booming with newfound prosperity that 

continued to grow throughout the decade. Reagan’s trickle-down economic policies of the 

1980’s became the launching point to an exponentially increasing obsession with consumerism 

in America, being fueled by tax cuts, reduced government spending, and minimizing business 

regulations. 

The 1981 recession left millions of people without jobs, which Ronald Reagan set out to 

resolve with his policies. Reagan was a firm believer in consumerism and the logistics of his 

trickle down economics reflected this, supporting the idea that tax cuts will cause economic 

growth. From 1981 to 1986 the highest taxes were cut from 70 to 28 percent.  Companies spent 1

the saved tax money to invest in expanding their businesses and hiring more workers. These 

workers allowed companies to produce more product and were encouraged to invest their hard 

earned money into buying products as well, thus the cycle continues. The tax cut policies had 
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proven to be effective, as unemployment rates dropped from a record high of 10.8 percent in 

1983 to a record low of 5.4 percent by the time Reagan left office in 1989.   2

Businesses continued to thrive and the American middle and working class could now 

prosper as job opportunities became increasingly available and spend their money accordingly 

so. “... Marketing, advertising, and conceptions of leisure, had transformed the cautious 

American customer, once wary of chain stores, into the 1980s’ sale-searching, trend-spotting, 

franchise-hopping shopper. Spurred by Reagan’s gospel of progress and prosperity, Americans 

happily indulged themselves.”  Reagan was promoting a consumer society where civilians and 3

businesses would work together to maintain economic equity, while the government would 

remain independent. 

In order to replenish the government's funding from the tax cuts, Reagan had to cut 

spending to government funded organizations like social welfare and food stamps. “Reagan 

arrived with a positive message: freedom from government and taxation… to cut government 

regulations and social programs.”  In doing this, lower class civilians were forced to join the 4

labor force as they now had to find other ways to make an income than from the government, 

helping to further lower unemployment rates. However, the “trickle-down” portion of 

Reaganomics never seemed to come into play, as taxes were cut only for businesses or the 

wealthy and the government stopped spending on social programs, the upper class were able to 

perpetuate a steadily rising income while the working class’ status remained the same. This is a 
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common theme of consumerism that we see today, the government benefits off of the upper 

classes prosperities through taxes while giving little of it back to middle and working class 

citizens.  

With the success of businesses taking off and the working class being employed and 

stable, the prices of goods and production needed to be lowered in order for people to continue to 

buy and promote economic growth. Post-war inflation had been a substantial problem for the 

American economy up until 1983, when Reagan was able to counteract it through the 

deregulation of businesses and by opening a free market. President Nixon sustained price 

controls on many basic necessities, making them inaccessible to a large portion of American 

citizens throughout the 1970’s.  Reagan removed these controls from the costs cable television, 5

gas and oil, and long-distance phone service…  all of which were means that could then help 

promote consumerism once they were affordably priced, through television advertising and 

circulation of goods throughout the country through various methods of transportation. Bus 

service and ocean shipping were also deregulated. 

Businesses could act independently and set their own product prices through the free 

market. Banking was deregulated as well leading way to lower interest rates and more middle 

class citizens owning credit cards, which was previously a concept reserved for the upper class. 

Spending in America began increasing drastically as malls opened across the nation and 

advertising could be seen everywhere, through billboards, television, and radio.  The country 6

was soon captivated in a consumerist world and the numbers proved it, inflation had drastically 
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decreased since the recession, from 13.6 percent in 1980 to only 4.4 percent by 1990 and it 

seemed as though Reagan’s consumeristic dreams had come true.   7

It is inevitable that America would have become a consumerist society regardless of 

whether or not trickle down economics were implemented by Reagan in the 1980’s, due to 

humans materialistic nature. However his policies did jet start the process and led America to the 

position it’s in today. Reaganomic policies immensely decreased the unemployment and inflation 

rates of the 1980’s, which illustrate the process of consumerism taking over throughout the 

decade. The long term effects of America’s obsession with consumerism are becoming more 

apparent as time goes on, division of wealth has become so skewed that the top 1 percent of 

Americans control 27 percent of the nation's wealth, while the bottom 50 percent control only 12 

percent.  Societal spending has been increasing daily as advertising through technology become 8

more accessible with the introduction of smartphones and social media. Consumerism is also 

taking a toll on the environment and causing detrimental effects to the well being of the planet. 

Consumerism will never truly end until there are no resources left. Consumers will never stop 

consuming, not as long as someone is still making a profit. 
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