
 

IT’S ALL IN THE NUMBERS.  The major US Wars: a look-see at the cost in 
American lives and dollars. 

Anne Stemmerman 
Westwood Middle School 

 

Lesson Plan Summary:  This lesson plan is designed for students to analyze and evaluate the 

costs of wars that the United States has participated in beginning with the War of 1812.  Students will 
compare and contrast monetary expenditures and casualty numbers to determine the most and least 
costly wars.  Students would then discuss the possible reasons for their findings, e.g. economies before 
the war, citizen support, military logistics, etc. 
 

Objectives: 
SS.A.1.3 
SS.A.4.3 
SS.A.5.3 

 
Curriculum Maps 
Middle School: 
America: People, Places, Events (1880-Present) 
 
High School: 
America Becomes a World Power 
Civil War and Reconstruction 
World War I Period 
World War II  
The Vietnam Era 
 

Historical Time Period: 
1812 through current time 
 

Grade Levels: 
Adaptable for both middle and high school American History classes (possibly high school World History) 
 

Lesson Time: 
45 - 90 minutes total (one to two 45 minute classes) 

 
Materials Needed:  Handouts:    

 Population 1790-1990  (1 page) 

 Population 2000 – 2006 (1 page) 

 Cost of US Wars  (1 page) 

 America’s Wars   (2 pages) 

 CRS Report for Congress.  (costs of Major US Wars (5 pages))                 

 table 
 
 

Lesson Procedures: 
1.  Group students 
2.  Provide each student/group with handouts 
3.  Instructions:   
 a. Read and review the data or information of the expenditures and costs (in lives and dollars) of 
all the major wars that the United States has participated.   
 b. Complete the table (or produce a graph for AP/Honors) 
 c. Compare and contrast the wars 
4.  Analyze your information: 
 A. which war was the most costly in lives? 
             B. which war was the most costly in monies? 
             C. what reasons can you determine to explain the findings? 

http://publish.learningfocused.com/999029
http://publish.learningfocused.com/998741
http://publish.learningfocused.com/998739
http://publish.learningfocused.com/998742
http://publish.learningfocused.com/998744
http://publish.learningfocused.com/998747


 

 

 

Cost of U.S. Wars  

 

HISTORICAL COSTS OF U.S. WARS (In 2007 Dollars)  
(From The Center for Arms Control and Non-Proliferation) 
 
 
 
 
World War II $3.2 trillion 
Iraq and Afghanistan To Date $695.7 billion 
Vietnam War $670 billion 
World War I $364 billion 
Korean War $295 billion 
Persian Gulf War $94 billion 
Civil War (both Union and Confederate costs) $81 billion 
Spanish-American War $7 billion 
Mexican War $2 billion 
War of 1812 $1 billion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.armscontrolcenter.org/policy/securityspending/articles/historical_war_costs/


 

 
 
 
AMERICA’S WARS  (Department of Veterans Affairs May 2008) 
 
 
 
WAR of 1812 (1812-1815)   
Total US Service members   286,730 
Battle Deaths                   2,260 
Non-Mortal Wounded                    4,505 
 
MEXICAN WAR (1846-1848) 
Total US Service members             78,718 
Battle Deaths                     1,733 
Other Deaths (in Theater)                 11,550 
Non-Mortal Wounded                    4,152 
 
CIVIL WAR (1861-1865) 
Total US Service members (Union)            2,213,363 
Battle Deaths (Union)                 140,414 
Other Deaths (Union In Theater)                224,097 
Non-mortal Wounded (Union)                281,881 
Total Service members (Conf)                  1,050,000 
Battle Deaths (Conf)                   74,524 
Other Deaths (Conf In Theater)                  59,297 
Non-Mortal Wounded (Conf)                               Unknown 
 
SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR (1898-1902) 
Total US Service members (Worldwide)         306,760 
Battle Deaths                         385 
Other Deaths in Service (Non Theater)                     2,061 
Non-mortal Wounded                      1,662 
 
WORLD WAR I (1917-1918) 
Total US Service members (World Wide)           4,734,991  
Battle Deaths                    53,402 
Other Deaths in Service (Non-Theater)                   63,114 
Non-mortal Wounded                              204,002 
Living Veterans                                                                 1 
 
WORLD WAR II (1941-1945) 
Total US Service members (World Wide)          16,112,566 
Battle Deaths                   291,557 
Other Deaths in Service (Non-Theater)                  113,842 
Non-mortal Wounded                  671,846 
Living Veterans                2,498,000 
 
KOREAN WAR (1950-1953) 
Total US Service members (World Wide)            5,720,000 
Battle Deaths                     33,741 
Other Deaths (In Theater)                     2,833 
Other Deaths in Service (Non-Theater)                  17,672 
Non-mortal Wounded                  103,284 
Living Veterans                                        2,400,000 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
VIETNAM WAR (1964-1975) 
Total US Service members (World Wide)            8,744,000 
Battle Deaths                                 47,424 
Other Deaths (In Theater)                   10,785 
Other Deaths in Service (Non-Theater)                  32,000 
Non Mortal Wounded                  153,303 
Living Veterans                 7,203,600 
 
 
GLOBAL WAR on TERROR (Oct 2001- ) The Global War on Terror, (GWOT) including Operation 
Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom are ongoing conflicts.  For the most current GWOT 
statistics, visit the following Department of Defense website: 
http://siadapp.dmdc.osd.mil/personnel/CASUALTY/gwot_component.pdf 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://siadapp.dmdc.osd.mil/personnel/CASUALTY/gwot_component.pdf


 

 
 
 
 

WAR Total US 
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Total Cost 
in Lives: 
deaths (and 
wounded) 

% of deaths 
(and/or 
wounded) to 
total 
population 

Total cost 
in dollars 
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Costs of Major U.S. Wars 

Stephen Daggett  
Specialist in Defense Policy and Budgets 

Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Trade Division 

Summary 

This CRS report provides estimates of the costs of major U.S. wars from the 
American Revolution through current conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. It 
gives figures both in "current year dollars," that is, in prices in effect at the time of each 
war, and in inflation-adjusted "constant dollars" updated to the most recently available 
estimates ofFY2008 prices. All estimates are of the costs of military operations only and 
do not include costs of veterans benefits, interest paid for borrowing money to finance 
wars, or assistance to allies. The report also provides estimates of the cost of each war as 
a share of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) during the peak year of each conflict and of 
overall defense spending as a share of GDP at the peak. This report will be updated 
periodically to reflect additional appropriations for ongoing conflicts and to adjust 
constant dollar figures to prices of the current fiscal year. 

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Congress has appropriated more 
than $800 billion for military operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere around the 
world, including $65 billion to cover costs for the first few months of FY2009. Almost 
as soon as the next Administration takes office, the military services are expected to 
submit requests for additional funds - quite possibly $100 billion or more - to cover 
costs of overseas operations and of repairing and replacing worn equipment through the 
remainder of the fiscal year. In the face of these rather substantial and growing amounts, 
a recurring question has been how the mounting costs of the nation's current wars 
compare to the costs of earlier conflicts. 

The following table provides estimates of costs of major wars from the American 
Revolution through Korea, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf War of 1990-1991, and current 
conflicts. It also provides estimates of war costs as a share of the economy. Comparisons 
of costs of wars over a 230 year period, however, are inherently problematic. One 
problem is how to separate costs of military operations from costs of forces 'in peacetime. 
In recent years, the Defense Department has tried to identify the additional "incremental" 
expenses of engaging in military operations, over and above the costs of maintaining 
standing military forces. Before the Vietnam conflict, however, the Defense Department 
and others did not view war costs in such terms. 

Congressional Research Service ~~ The Library of Congress 
Prepared for Members and Committees of Congress 



 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures are problematic, as well, because of difficulties in comparing prices from one vastly 
different era to another. Inflation is one issue. Perhaps a more significant problem is that wars 
appear more expensive over time as the sophistication and cost of technology advances, both for 
wars and for civilian activities. Adjusted for inflation, the War of 1812 cost about $1.3 billion in 
today's prices, which appears by contemporary standards to be a relatively small amount. But 
using commonly available estimates of gross domestic product, the overall U.S. economy 195 
years ago was less that 1I1400th as large as it is today. The data in the attached table, therefore, 
should be treated, not as truly comparable figures on a continuum, but as snapshots of periods of 
U.S. history viewed through very different lenses over time. 
 

 

 

Sources: All estimates are of the costs of military operations only and do not reflect costs of veteran’s benefits, 

interest on war-related debt, or assistance to allies. Except for costs of the American Revolution and the Civil War 

costs of the Confederacy, all estimates are based on U.S. government budget data. Current year dollar estimates of 

the costs of the War ofl812 though World War II represent the increase in Army and Navy outlays during the 

period of each war compared to average military spending in the previous three years. For the Civil War costs of 

the Confederacy, the estimate is from the Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1994. For the American 

Revolution, the estimate is from an unofficial financial history of the United States published in 1895. For the 

Korean War, the estimate represents increased expenditures of the Department of Defense during the period of the 

conflict compared to the projected trend from the average of three years before the war to three years after. For the 

Vietnam War and the Persian Gulf War, figures are Department of Defense estimates of the incremental costs of 

operations, meaning the costs of war-related activities over and above the regular, 

non-wartime costs of defense. For operations since September 11, 2001, figures reflect CRS estimates of amounts 

appropriated to cover war-related costs. The current year dollar estimates are converted to constant 

prices using estimates of changes in the consumer price index for years prior to 1940 and using Office of, 

Management and Budget and Department of Defense estimates of defense inflation for years thereafter. The  CPI 
estimates used here are from a data base maintained at Oregon State University. The data base 
periodically updates figures for new official CPI estimates of the U.S. Department of Commerce. ' 

b. Totals forpost-91l1 operations include all funds appropriated through the enactment ofFY2008 
supplemental appropriations and FY2009 "bridge fund" appropriations in P.1. 110-252,which the 
President signed into law on June 30, 2008. Totals are for military operations only and do not include 
costs of reconstruction assistance, diplomatic security, and other activities by other agencies. Figures for 
post-91l1 costs are for budget authority - all other figures are for outlays. 

c. Reflects funding for "Operation Enduring Freedom," the bulk of which is for operations in 
Afghanistan but which also includes amounts for operations in the Philippines, the Horn of Africa, and 
other areas. 

d. Based on data available from DOD, CRS is not able to allocate $5.5 billion (in current year dollars) in 

FY2003 by mission. That amount is included here in the total for all post-91l1 operations. , 

Notes 
a. Most Persian Gulf War costs were offset by allied contributions or were absorbed by DOD. Net costs 
to U.S. taxpayers totaled $4.7 billion in current year dollars. Source: Department of Defense Annual 
Report to Congress for Fiscal Year 1994, January, 1993. 

Varying Definitions of War Costs 

Varying Definitions of War Costs 

For the Vietnam War and the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf War, the figures reported here are 
Department of Defense estimates of the "incremental" costs of military operations -- 

i.e., the costs of war-related activities over and above the normal, day-to-day costs of recruiting, 
paying, training, and equipping standing military forces. Estimates of the costs of post-9/l1 
operations in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere are by Amy Belasco of CRS, based on (1) amounts 
appropriated by Congress in budget accounts designated to cover war-related expenses and (2) 
allocations of funds in reports on obligations of appropriated amounts by the Department of Defense 
amounts by the Department of Defense

1
.  These figures appear to reflect a broader definition of war-

related expenses than earlier DOD estimates of incremental costs of the Vietnam and Persian Gulf 
conflicts. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In years prior to the Vietnam War, neither the Defense Department nor any other agency or 
organization attempted to calculate incremental costs of war-related operations as opposed to 
normal peace-time activities. In the absence of official accounts of war expenditures, CRS 
estimated the costs of most earlier wars - except for the American 
Revolution, the Confederate side of the Civil War, and the Korean conflict - by comparing war-
time expenditures of the Army and the Navy with average outlays for the three years prior to each 
war. The premise is the cost of wars reflects, in each case, a temporary buildup of forces from the 
pre-war level. 

During the Korean War, however, the United States engaged in a large buildup of forces not 
just for the war, but elsewhere in the world as well. For the Korean conflict, therefore, CRS 
compared outlays for the Department of Defense during the war with a trend line from average 
expenditures of the three years before the war to average expenditures of the three years after the 
war. 

Data on the costs of most conflicts from the War of 1812 through the Korean war are based 
on official estimates of the budgets of the Army, Navy, and, for Korea, the Air Force. No such 
official figures are available, however, for the Revolution or for the confederate states during the 
Civil War. Estimates of the costs of the American Revolution are from a financial history of the 
United States cited in a thorough Legislative Reference Service memo prepared in 1956.

2
 

Estimates of the Civil War costs of the confederacy are from the Statistical Abstract of the United 
States 1994 edition. 

Sources of Data on Military Expenditures and GDP 

Data on Army and Navy outlays prior to 1940 are from the Department of Commerce, 
Historical Statistics of the United States from Colonial Times to 1970, Part 2, 1975. GDP 
estimates prior to 1940 are from Louis D. Johnston and Samuel H. Williamson, "The Annual 
Real and Nominal GDP for these United States, 1790 Present." Economic History Services, 
October 2005, at (http://www.eh.net/hmit/gdp/]. Outlays and GDP figures from FY 1940 on are 
from the Office of Management and Budget. 

3
 

I
 For a full discussion see CRS Report RL33110, The Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other 
Global War on Terror Operations Since 9/11, by Amy Belasco, updated regularly. 
2
 Raymond E. Manning, Senior Specialist in Taxation and Fiscal Policy, Legislative 

Reference Service, "Cost of U.S. Wars," October 1956, 34pp. The Legislative Reference 
Service was renamed as the Congressional Research Service in 1970. 
3
 Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: Budget of the United States 

Government Fiscal Year 2009, February 2008, Table 3.1 and Table 10.1. 

Sources of Data on Inflation Adjustments 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For each conflict, CRS converted cost estimates in current year prices into constant FY2008 
prices using readily available inflation indices. For years since 1948, CRS used an index of inflation 
in defense outlays from the Department of Defense. For years from 1940-1947, CRS used an index 
of inflation in defense outlays from the Office of Management and Budget.

4
 For years prior to 1940, 

CRS used an index based on the Consumer Price Index (CPI) that the U.S. Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) maintains and updates quarterly. That index extends back to 1913. 
For earlier years, CRS used an extension of the CPI by academic researchers which is maintained at 
Oregon State University.

5
 That index also uses the official BLS CPI from 1913 forward and 

periodically updates both earlier and later figures to reflect new, official CPI estimates. 

Inflation adjustments extending over a period of more than 200 years are problematic in many 
ways. The estimates used here are from reliable academic sources, but other experts might use 
different indices of prices or might weight sources differently and come up with quite different 
results. In addition, over long periods, the relative costs of goods within the economy change 
dramatically. It is difficult to know what it really means to compare costs of the American 
Revolution to costs of military operations in Iraq when, 230 years ago, the most sophisticated 
weaponry was a 36-gun frigate that is hardly comparable to a modem $3.5 billion destroyer. 
Comparisons of costs in inflation adjusted prices, therefore, should not be taken as anything more 
than a very rough exercise. Finally, the inflation indices used here are more specialized for more 
recent periods. Figures since 1940 are adjusted using factors specific to defense expenditures, but no 
such index is available for earlier years. 

4
 U.S. Department of Defense, Under Secretary of Defense (Comptroller), National Defense Budget 

Estimates for FY2009, March 2008, Table 5-8, "DOD Outlay Deflators by Title" for figures from 
FY 1970 on and Table 6-11 "Outlays by Appropriations Title - FY 1 948-FY20 13" for calculated 
figures from FY1948 on (DOD provided copies of both tables to CRS in advance of publication). 
Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: Budget of the United States Government 
Fiscal Year 2009, February 2008, Table 10.1 "Gross Domestic Product and Deflators Used in the 
Historical Tables: 1940-2010." 
5
 Robert Sahr, Oregon State University, "Inflation Conversion Factors for Dollars 1665 to Estimated 

2017," available on line at [http://oregonstate.edu/cla/polisci/faculty/sahr/sahr.htm]. The data prior 
to 1913 are based on research reported in John J. McCusker, "How Much Is That in Real Money?," 
Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society (2001). A number of alternative indices are 
provided at [http://measuringworth.comlcalculators/uscompare/], and at [http://eh.net/hmit/]. 



 

U.S. Census Bureau 

State and County QuickFacts 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.html 

 

 

 

People QuickFacts        USA 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Population, 2006 estimate       299,398,484 

Population, percent change, April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2006              6.4% 

 

Population, 2000        281,421,906 

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.html

