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Overview of Government Budgeting Approaches 

A. How Governments Budget 

Governments have adopted a wide variety of practices to develop and control their budgets. 

These practices shape both the process of making the budget and the final product—the 

budget document shared with the public. To understand budget features that can support 

transparency and equity, we must first understand the different approaches that 

governments take when setting and maintaining their budgets.  

The budget process adopted by the government is a critical site for evaluating equity in 

public resources because, as The Politics of Public Budgeting1 explains,“[b]udgeting links 

citizen preferences and governmental outcomes” (p. 2), connecting tasks to be performed 

with the resources (people and money) needed to accomplish those tasks and “mediat[ing] 

among groups and individuals who want different things from government” (p. 1). The 

budget process shapes which citizen preferences are strongly linked to outcomes, and who 

among mediating groups will see their preferences prevail.  

There is growing consensus that local budgets are important and that in many cases the 

current budget process is not well suited to modern American life. In a 2022 publication, 

Why Do We Need to Rethink Budgeting?, the Government Finance Officers Association 

(GFOA) and International City/County Management Association (ICMA) asserted: 

Local governments have developed their budgets in essentially the same way for 

decades. The essence of the traditional approach is, first, that the budget is 

incremental. This means that last year’s budget becomes next year’s budget with 

changes at the margin. Second, the budget is built around line items—categories of 

spending like personnel, commodities, and contractual services, which are then 

grouped into departments and funds. People have criticized this approach for almost 

as long as it has been in use with local governments (p. 1). 

As the GFOA identifies above, key features of traditional government budgeting include a 

focus on line items and inputs (e.g., equipment, supplies, staffing) and how these change 

from year to year. The approach has many advantages related to simplicity, the required 

level of effort, and standardization. It is easy to understand whether line items have been 

over- or under-spent; requires less effort to consider only the changes from the prior budget 

rather than the entire budget itself; and uses somewhat standardized categories like 

“personnel spending” and “supplies” which may have different nuances across jurisdictions 

but are readily understood in general. Rubin also notes that line-item budgets reduce 

competition because the budget does not directly compare programs. 

 
1 Rubin, Irene, S. (2019). The Politics of Public Budgeting: Getting and Spending, Borrowing and Balancing. 9th 

Edition, Sage.  

https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/d0f8d548-ab8a-453e-95cf-9b3aed4b3b64_Why+Do+We+Need+to+Rethink+Budgeting_R3.pdf
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In short, this budgeting process is useful for administrating an established program and 

evaluating incremental changes. However, as the GFOA and ICMA note, there are also many 

limitations of this approach including the tendency to determine how much to spend on 

different activities primarily based on historical precedent rather than based on identified 

needs. Additionally, the focus is almost entirely on inputs with little attention to what 

services are achieved through these inputs. And, as Rubin writes, “[t]he line-item budget 

forces attention to changes in accounting categories” which are often technical questions 

“of limited policy interest” and which cannot really be evaluated in terms of whether or not 

they reflect sound management (p. 87). 

For these reasons, alternative budget approaches have been considered and incorporated 

to some extent into local governments’ approaches. It is somewhat difficult to separate 

alternative approaches cleanly in part because many actual budgets combine formats 

(Rubin 2019). However, alternatives include: 

• Zero-base budgeting (ZBB), which “asks managers to build a budget from the ground 

up, starting from zero” but is very labor intensive because it asks officials to justify 

the whole budget each year, not just incremental changes, and to clearly differentiate 

service level options or packages that officials can choose among (e.g., a minimum 

level of service, current service, or enhanced services).2 Rubin explains that because 

zero-base budgeting creates a formal mechanism for reallocating funds from one 

department to another, “[t]he potential for generating competition and conflict is so 

great…that [ZBB] is seldom used” (p. 87). 

• Target-based budgeting, which gives each department a target spending amount 

lower than the total that is affordable (e.g., 90% of what was spent last year), then 

requires departments to submit decision-packages to request funding for activities 

they cannot fit within the target spending in order to evaluate what additional 

services to fund. Rubin labels target-based budgeting a “less-extreme version” of 

zero-base budgeting because it puts only a certain percentage of departments’ 

budget on the table for reallocation. 

• Three related approaches, the distinctions among which are somewhat unclear: 

o Priority budgeting, also called “budgeting for outcomes,” in which the 

government identifies its most important priorities and allocates resources to 

priorities rather than directly to departments, then ranks programs according 

to how well they align with the priorities. 

o Program budgeting, described by Rubin as “divid[ing] expenditures by 

activities…. Sometimes program budgets are formally linked to a planning 

process, whereby public goals are stated and expenditures allocated to reach 

those goals. […] Program budgets have the most potential for allowing 

legislators to review the policy implications of spending decisions” (p. 86-87). 

 
2 “Zero-Base Budgeting: Modern Experiences and Current Perspectives”, an undated report from the GFAO and 

City of Calgary 

https://mrsc.org/getmedia/c52f539c-adad-41c1-8421-6584ed3ba8d9/gfoazero.pdf
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o Performance budgeting, described by Rubin as “list[ing] what each 

administrative unit is trying to accomplish, how much it is planning to do, and 

with what resources. […] A performance budget emphasizes getting the most 

service of a given quality for the dollar” (p. 86). 

 

Orange County, California, takes an 

approach that seems similar to 

target-based budgeting. They 

publish “augmentation requests” 

as a separate document, defining 

augmentations as shown in the 

interior box. Even though the 

augmentation requests are 

published at the same time as the 

regular budget, only “technical” 

and “reduce” augmentations are 

incorporated into the 

recommended budget; the 

“restore” and “expand” 

augmentations are shown in a 

separate document. These “restore 

and expand” augmentations are 

those that go beyond or add to last 

year’s budget. While clearly 

establishing a “base” budget and 

then separating out new additions, 

this requires the public to add numbers from different documents to understand the full 

amount recommended for different departments each year.  

 

 

The GFOA conducted a survey3 of participants in its Distinguished Budget Presentation 

Award program,4 inquiring about the different budgeting approaches they used before and 

after the 2008 recession. According to the survey, about three-quarters of respondents used 

line-item budgeting and about half reported using last year’s budget as the starting point for 

this year’s (incremental budgeting). Only one-third reported using performance measures in 

budget discussions.  

 
3 The survey and these results are discussed in the undated “Zero-Base Budgeting: Modern Experiences and 

Current Perspectives” report from the GFAO and City of Calgary. The report says that the GFOA received 413 

responses but does not provide the year the survey was fielded. It seems to have been around 2010.  
4 The GFOA describes having established this award in 1984 to encourage and assist state and local 

governments to prepare high-quality budget documents that reflect the guidelines established by the National 

Advisory Council on State and Local Budgeting and the GFOA's best practices on budgeting. For the award, 

budgets are rated by “practitioner volunteers” on criteria that are fairly basic but clear; local governments pay 

an annual sliding scale fee based on population to be considered. 

https://cfo.ocgov.com/budget
https://www.gfoa.org/budget-award
https://www.gfoa.org/budget-award
https://mrsc.org/getmedia/c52f539c-adad-41c1-8421-6584ed3ba8d9/gfoazero.pdf
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/8a42cc08-d162-463d-8060-4be2092b5320_BudgetCriteriaExplanations2022.pdf
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We thought it might be useful to look in-depth at how one local government describes its 

budgeting approach (excerpted below). Madison, WI, has received silver certification from 

What Works Cities, a program from Bloomberg Philanthropies and Results for America 

setting a “standard of excellence for data-driven, well-managed local government.” In a 

profile of Madison, What Works Cities extensively discussed how the city was moving toward 

a “results-focused budget process.” However, two years after the city was awarded silver 

certification, the budget appears to incorporate this results-focused budget approach for two 

departments, the library and streets, but not for many others. Its example points to how 

difficult budget process reform can be—in this case, the city government is receiving awards 

and has achieved continuity in key leadership positions, but budget process reform is still a 

work-in-progress over multiple years.  

https://whatworkscities.bloomberg.org/
https://medium.com/what-works-cities-certification/with-a-strong-data-foundation-madison-reaches-for-equity-goals-f45170db9d2f
https://www.cityofmadison.com/finance/documents/budget/2023/operating/adopted/Adopted2023.pdf
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B. Constraints on Budgeting 

How a government sets its budget is a response to the variety of constraints it faces. These 

constraints also set boundaries on the speed and reach of budget reforms, as we saw above 

in the Madison example. In this section we organize constraints into categories (legal, fiscal, 

capacity, and social constraints) and give specific examples of how these constraints 

operate on local governments.  

Legal Constraints 

Local government budgeting is a mix of legal requirements, administrative rules and 

procedures, and informal norms. Each of these pose different types of constraints on how 

the budget is set and the scope of changes to be considered through the budget process. 

Due to their position within the federalist system, city and county governments are subject to 

legal constraints from their own level (e.g., from city and county ordinances), but also from 

Excerpted from Madison, WI budget: 

Guidelines for Agency Operating Budgets 

Base Budget: Agency operating budgets start with a “cost to continue” projection, which is 

the cost to provide the same level of services in the upcoming year. This projection 

accounts for factors such as planned salary adjustments (step and longevity increases), 

changes to interdepartmental billings and cost allocations, updated insurance and 

workers’ compensation expenses, and other agency specific adjustments. From this base 

budget, agencies were allowed to reallocate funding across services so long as the overall 

amount was consistent with the budget target.  

Reduction Scenarios: As part of the budget request process, General and Library Fund 

agencies (with the exception of Public Health), were asked to develop 1% reduction 

scenarios to identify permanent cost savings. The 2023 Adopted Budget includes 

reductions in general fund expenses by adjusting agency revenues and shifting costs to 

the capital budget ($1.1 million) and reducing the general fund subsidy for Metro Transit 

($7.7 million) to leverage federal funding. These adjustments are detailed in the agency 

overview pages for each impacted agency. 

Supplemental Requests: Agencies were permitted to submit up to one supplemental 

request for additional funding to address key priorities and service needs. Agencies were 

instructed to 1) consider reallocating funds within their base budget before requesting 

additional funding and 2) include ways to phase in or scale up programs over time, and 3) 

describe the implications for ongoing increases in the next five years. As with reduction 

scenarios, supplemental proposals were carefully considered for impact. Proposed 

supplemental requests are described in the summaries for each impacted agency, and 

additional details are available in the Executive Summary. 
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state and federal laws. The specific legal environment can vary greatly depending on the 

state, policy area, and even size of the locality involved—with many states putting different 

requirements on cities and counties based on their size.  

Local Rules and Ordinances 

First, local governments may impose legal constraints on themselves through their own 

ordinances, charters, and budget rules and regulations. Such rules often set the timeline for 

the budget, but can also prescribe the process for amending, vetoing, or approving the 

budget as well. These rules can vary greatly from place to place with some places granting 

extensive veto powers to the local executive while others give council the power to offer 

extensive amendments during the budget process.  

In addition, some localities set rules about service levels that have significant budgetary 

implications. Because of our focus, we are most familiar with minimum staffing levels set for 

policing, including debates over whether these are enforceable. For example, some Boston 

police unions sued over minimum staffing levels as set by ordinance in 2022, and a 

Minneapolis judge ruled on a similar suit there the same year. In 2020, San Francisco voted 

to remove police minimum staffing levels from their city charter but, this year, some 

supervisors introduced a ballot measure to reinstate staffing minimums. (At the time of the 

2020 vote, the city reported that, even though the ordinance was in place, there had been 

years when they did not comply with it.)  

In terms of legal constraints, those created by local rules and ordinances are easiest to 

overcome because the process for revising ordinances or the government charter is similar 

to the process for passing the budget itself and because there does not seem to be a lot of 

precedent for legally enforcing these requirements. 

State Regulations 

Local ordinances and rules may be in place to ensure compliance with state law. The power 

to create and regulate local governments is left to states in the U.S. system. This gives state 

governments the final say on rules regarding how local governments set and approve their 

budgets. It also gives states an implicit veto over decisions made by local governments 

through a power known as preemption.5 This state authority shapes many aspects of local 

governments including the format and timeline for local government budget publication, 

staffing levels, and purchasing guidelines for contracting for services (Rubin, 23-25). 

Preemption hangs over many budget deliberations because any policy decision taken by a 

local government can be overridden by a sufficiently motivated state legislature.  

One of the most common regulations set by state governments is constraining the revenue 

available to local governments by capping local property taxes or restricting revenue sharing 

from sales taxes. As a result, local budgets are often created with one eye looking toward 

 
5 A 2019 report by New America discusses preemption at length: https://www.newamerica.org/political-

reform/reports/punching-down/  

https://www.wgbh.org/news/politics/2022/07/19/police-unions-sue-over-city-council-non-lethal-weapons-police-oversight-ordinances
https://www.wgbh.org/news/politics/2022/07/19/police-unions-sue-over-city-council-non-lethal-weapons-police-oversight-ordinances
https://www.kare11.com/article/news/local/court-rules-minneapolis-doesnt-have-to-meet-minimum-police-staffing/89-e97a0430-8523-4a0f-9e67-1db0a96b5212
https://www.cbsnews.com/sanfrancisco/news/sfpd-supervisors-dorsey-stefani-seek-police-staffing-measure-2024-ballot/
https://www.newamerica.org/political-reform/reports/punching-down/
https://www.newamerica.org/political-reform/reports/punching-down/
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the state budget and any policy and revenue changes there that may impact local 

conditions. These fiscal constraints will be discussed in more detail below. 

Another common constraint occurs when the state government provides funding to local 

governments to deliver a specific program or service. This is sometimes called “devolution” 

and entails the state government paying local governments to provide a service while setting 

requirements about the quality and conditions of that service. This occurs in several policy 

areas like juvenile justice, court proceedings, and K-12 education. Here funding comes with 

detailed rules about how it is to be used. 

Federal Rules and Regulations 

While the federal government may not have much formal authority over how local 

governments operate, by setting terms and conditions on the receipt of federal aid, it is able 

to significantly regulate financial reporting, program implementation, and more. One of the 

most common federal revenue sources in municipal budgets is housing assistance from the 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). HUD aid, and the rules and 

regulations attached to it, is often the primary or even sole housing assistance spending in a 

city government. Although rules and regulations for this aid may not be acknowledged or 

identified in the budget itself, and the specific details may be known only to the program 

administrators, these rules and regulations do shape the budget implicitly or explicitly. For 

this reason, grants from other governments may not be budgeted in the same way as local 
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(“own source”) revenue: “Grant revenue from the federal government or from the state may 

be incorporated into the budget, or it may be budgeted separately” (Rubin, p. 105).6 

Creditors and Non-governmental Rules and Restrictions 

Local governments carry over $2.1 trillion in outstanding debt compared to their $2.4 trillion 

in annual revenue.7 This debt—and the contracts signed to acquire it—creates legal (and 

fiscal) constraints. As a result, one primary purpose of the budget document is to make 

information available to creditors and communicate the continued credit-worthiness of the 

locality. This means the budget document and procedures may be adapted to conform to 

the preferences of the locality’s creditors or the wider municipal bond market. As with 

federal rules and regulations above, these rules or preferences usually are not explicitly 

identified in the budget document or process itself but are well known to financial experts or 

relevant staff within the local government.  

The decision to borrow, despite its impact on the annual operating budget, is made through 

capital budgets, often approved on a five-year cycle. These budgets set a limit for borrowing 

and impose carrying costs on the annual budget through future debt service payments. As a 

result, they shape the presentation and form of the budget with many pages often devoted 

to financial details relevant to lending agencies. For example, it is initially striking that the 

New Haven, CT, budget leads with this information and touts the credit-rating of the 

municipality. These credit obligations not only shape budget presentation, but also impose 

fiscal constraints as localities decide to meet debt obligations first, in order to secure a high 

credit rating. We’ll discuss this constraint in more detail below.8  

Fiscal Constraints 

The discussion of state revenue limits and capital borrowing leads directly to the fiscal 

constraints that localities face in preparing and controlling their budgets. Unlike the federal 

government, state and local governments must balance their budgets annually. Local 

 
6 For instance, Oklahoma City budgets grant funds as "non-operating funds because the activities supported by 

grants would typically not be provided without the grant funding." Other municipalities budget all state and 

federal grants together as “intergovernmental funding” with no further explanation.  
7 U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 Annual Survey of State and Local Government Finances. 
8 From Rubin: “Budget rules often determine the order in which requests will be considered, giving money first 

to items such as debt repayment or entitlements…” (p. 83) 

“Both state and local governments budget separately for capital and operating 

expenses, which the federal government does not. The process for formulating and 

approving the capital budget is often distinct from the process for formulating the 

operating budget. Capital budgets have a different time frame from the operating 

budget, as the projects they fund often drag out over several years. While the operating 

budget may look the same (or nearly so) from year to year, the capital budget does not. 

Items in the capital budget come and go as projects are completed.”   

~ Irene Rubin, p. 104-105 
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governments face an array of constraints that limit options to balance their budgets. These 

include: 

• Fiscal uncertainty 

• Structural limitations on dollars 

• Ongoing fiscal obligations 

• Labor agreements 

Fiscal Uncertainty 

Budget officials in local governments rightfully perceive a number of constraints on their 

fiscal decisions because balancing their budget is required by law and borrowing and total 

debt accumulation are limited by credit markets and financial controls. Additionally, local 

governments are subject to fluctuations in revenue from federal, state, and local economic 

conditions, as well as changes in the cost of credit to fund capital projects and ongoing debt 

obligations. The combination of greater fluctuation in revenue streams and fewer options to 

address changes in revenue results in budget documents and public budget messages 

emphasizing fiscal constraint. This mindset toward caution is as important to the budget 

process as the objective fiscal conditions because this mindset shapes how budgeting is 

approached each year. Perception is key because it influences the initial budget proposal 

and that initial proposal is critical in setting the terms of the debate about resource 

allocation for the year.  

It is also important to note that, with few exceptions, local governments almost always 

present internal comparisons to their own fiscal condition over time, and rarely, if ever, 

compare their fiscal condition to other communities. While other communities and their 

responses to fiscal conditions or provision of services may be part of policy discussions, they 

are rarely mentioned or discussed in the budget itself. 9 This inward focus and self-

comparison reinforce the incrementalism inherent to the budget process. 

Structural Limitations on Dollars 

Money is fungible, but not all dollars are exchangeable in a local budget. The revenue 

sources that fund programs within the local government may be subject to specific fiscal 

regulations and rules that further divide the total budget into sub-budgets. The most 

important of these is the division between the general fund and all other funds.  

Fund Type Description Example 

General Fund The pool of general purpose dollars 

that can be allocated to any activity. 

General tax dollars. 

Special 

Revenue 

Fund 

A pool of revenue allocated for a 

specific activity and/or raised 

through a specific revenue stream.  

A county may set aside a 

percentage of sales tax revenue to 

 
9 Two important exceptions are that municipal budgets often compare their property tax rates to neighbors’ 

rates in the budget and also compare department heads’ salaries, frequently using these comparisons to 

justify changes to their own rates or salaries. 
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fund operating and maintaining a 

community recreation program. 

Enterprise 

Fund 

Funded by user fees on utilities 

operated by the government. Funds 

can only be used to operate and 

maintain the utility service and have 

strict financial controls.  

A city water department is often 

funded largely by revenue raised 

by user fees charged on water 

bills, revenue that cannot be used 

elsewhere. 

Dollars may not necessarily be substituted across funds, which creates complicated rules 

and sub-budgets that often are not fully described in budget discussions and presentations 

(Rubin 2019). These rules can pre-determine which departments compete for funding. For 

example, a group of funds designated for public safety will be up for grabs among a few 

departments like police, fire, and emergency services while other departments cannot 

compete for those funds because of the definition of the fund and the classification of their 

department. To become eligible for a public safety funding stream one of those two 

elements would first need to change. “At the other end of the continuum, some programs 

may be given their own source of revenue, with no other programs allowed to compete for 

those funds” (Rubin, p. 83). 

Additionally, funds may have different sources like state and federal aid or fees for services 

provided to other governments. This means that, for some programs, it is possible to expand 

services without raising local revenue or cutting other local programs. The downside is that 

when these external revenue sources end or diminish, it is easier to end a program due to 

lack of funding. As Rubin notes: “Intergovernmental grants may make some expenditures 

relatively cheap and some cutbacks relatively expensive and, hence, frame choices for state 

and local budget officials” (p. 34). 

The rules and procedures for shifting funds across these budgetary boundaries are part of 

the “art” of budgeting. Although specific rules set parameters, “fiscal experts” are often able 

to articulate creative solutions to moving money within the budget when this is desired. In 

contrast, when the public demands shifting funds across the same boundaries, this may be 

met with an authoritative-seeming statement that local officials are unable to act in the face 

of such structural constraints.  

Past Debt, Future Savings, and Deferred Maintenance 

Budgets operate on an annual cycle, but budget decisions have impacts far beyond the next 

fiscal year. The biggest example is debt obligations from capital expenditures financed 

through issuing bonds. As noted above, bond decisions are made outside of the annual 

operating budget process despite their large impact on that process since payments to 

creditors reduce the balance available to fund the annual operating budget. 

Even after paying creditors, local officials may find themselves constrained by budgetary 

moves made by a previous administration or in prior budgets when fiscal conditions were 

different. One decision that local governments have to make is whether to deposit money in 

or to withdraw money from their fiscal reserve account, often called the “rainy day” or 
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budget stabilization fund. According to an analysis by Pew Charitable Trusts, in FY 2022, 

many states made significant contributions to their fiscal stabilization funds and many of 

these funds reached record levels in terms of the number of days of government spending 

they could fund.10 

On the other side, the decision to defer maintenance or construction of a needed new 

facility in order to contribute to the budget stabilization fund creates a different type of 

obligation on future budgets by putting needed work off to the future when maintenance 

and construction costs will likely be higher. A decision to build a new facility now is also a 

reduction in maintenance and construction costs in future budgets.  

 

Figure: Deferred maintenance can lead to catastrophic costs as in Jackson, MS11 

At the margins there are also many opportunities to shift expenditures on either side of the 

fiscal year boundary to balance the budget. Contracts may be structured to pay out ahead of 

a fiscal year end date, a large purchase may be deferred until the next fiscal year, or 

supplies may be purchased and stockpiled for the next year using this year’s surplus. All of 

these decisions can lead to constraints on the programs and spending priorities of the 

elected officials overseeing the next annual budget. The end result is that an annual budget 

process creates opportunities for short-term strategies to shift spending to influence the 

next budget cycle but can constrain long-term thinking about resource allocation.  

 
10 Theal, Justin and Alexandre Fall. March 16, 2023. “Record State Budget Reserves Buffer Against Mounting 

Fiscal Threats.” Pew Charitable Trusts: State Fiscal Health. Accessed online: 

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/03/16/record-state-budget-reserves-

buffer-against-mounting-fiscal-threats  
11 Image source: https://www.cnn.com/2022/09/03/us/jackson-mississippi-water-crisis-saturday/index.html  

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/03/16/record-state-budget-reserves-buffer-against-mounting-fiscal-threats
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/articles/2023/03/16/record-state-budget-reserves-buffer-against-mounting-fiscal-threats
https://www.cnn.com/2022/09/03/us/jackson-mississippi-water-crisis-saturday/index.html
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Staff Cost Obligations Defined in Labor Agreements with Employees 

By far the biggest decision that a local government makes is the compensation plan it offers 

its employees. Labor costs always constitute the majority of spending by the local 

government. However, these costs very often are negotiated with minimal if any input from 

the public. Decisions made at the bargaining table, sometimes in closed session, can 

significantly limit options in the city’s or county’s operating budget. The public may find that 

the budget foundation has already been set to accommodate provisions in already 

negotiated labor agreements.   

Labor agreements do not just directly impact the budget through pay scales, but also often 

dictate staffing levels, equipment and supply costs, and insurance coverage and plans. For 

example, police contracts often specify that any court pay is in addition to regular pay and is 

a certain minimum number of hours even if the officer only drops off papers (e.g., a 

minimum of 3 hours in Cambridge and a minimum of 4 hours in Boston). They also often 

specify that officers receive additional pay for being assigned to a different unit or station 

than their regular assignment and can specify whether patrol cars have one or two police 

officers. They can set minimum overtime requirements as well: a recent Boston Globe 

editorial argued that the way to cut police overtime spending is through contract 

negotiations, not through the budget.  

Another example of how labor agreements dictate costs beyond specific staff salaries occurs 

in public works and transportation where local government contracts often dictate that the 

government pay union-scale wages even to non-union workers. These provisions and more 

have outsized impacts on both the resources available in the budget and the price the 

government needs to pay to start a new program or expand services. Budgets do sometimes 

acknowledge these agreements directly, but just as often a budget may obscure some of 

these spending provisions or obliquely mention increased staffing costs without ever 

indicating to the public that these staffing costs were approved by elected officials in 

negotiations separate from the budget process.  

“For many local governments, workforce costs represent more than two-thirds of 

their operating budget. In many regions of the country, most of these 

compensation costs are negotiated or collectively bargained, at least in part, with 

public employee unions. Despite the tremendous fiscal implications of these 

negotiations, those involved do not always incorporate resource planning 

information from the finance office. Although it is not always possible for finance 

officers to be at the bargaining table as labor contracts are negotiated, 

governments need to work closely with the finance department to address the 

short-and long-term implications of any proposal.” 

~ The GFOA discusses the importance of finance officers in collective bargaining 

with public employees. 

 

 

https://www.cambridgema.gov/-/media/Files/personneldepartment/collectivebargainingagreements/cambridgepolicepatrolofficersassociation.pdf
https://www.baystatebanner.com/2023/02/27/still-no-answers-on-bpd-court-overtime/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/06/17/opinion/bpd-boston-police-budget-cut-wu-city-council/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/06/17/opinion/bpd-boston-police-budget-cut-wu-city-council/
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/role-of-the-finance-officer-in-collective-bargaining
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/role-of-the-finance-officer-in-collective-bargaining
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Figure: Public sector labor disputes erupt in Wisconsin, 201112 

Capacity Constraints 

Governments, even well-resourced ones, cannot do everything well all the time and must 

make choices in how to deploy their resources. There are real constraints on capacity 

imposed by both the staffing decisions made by the government and by the realities of the 

budget timeline.  

Staffing and Elected Officials 

Local governments are multi-million to multi-billion dollar organizations subject to an array of 

rules, regulations, and obligations to the public that funds their operation. Spending money 

on necessary administrative tasks like fiscal reporting and financial controls can sometimes 

be seen as taking money away from providing public services. This tension means that local 

governments are often looking for the most efficient way to prepare and execute the budget 

while meeting all requirements and obligations.  

Many local governments have limited staff available to monitor the budget and evaluate 

alternative policies and spending decisions. Local governments often operate without the 

equivalent to a state legislative analyst’s office (LAO) or legislative budget board (LBB), 

resources which provide independent fiscal and policy analysis to elected officials at the 

state level. This makes it more difficult for local elected officials to analyze budget proposals 

independently from the information presented by the chief financial officer or mayor. Local 

elected officials also are often part-time, volunteer, or professionalized but with few 

dedicated staff. They often lack direct experience or training in public budgeting or public 

 
12 https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/17/us/17wisconsin.html  

https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/17/us/17wisconsin.html
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administration and, as a result, may find it difficult to absorb and analyze the volume of 

information generated during the annual budget process. 

At the local level, then, there is often limited capacity for evaluating budget decisions and 

issuing recommendations for changes; the budget as proposed by the mayor or chief 

financial officer often becomes the budget as adopted. In the process, the format of the 

budget becomes vitally important because of its ability to frame decisions, provide certain 

data to decisionmakers, and foreclose answering other questions without additional 

analysis. Simply through format, too, the budget presentation can also help guide which 

departments or programs compete most directly with others for money. 

It is critical that both the public and elected officials have access to information not just on 

what their city or county proposed to spend but what it actually spent on different services. 

In typical budget formats, actual spending is shown on a two-year lag (e.g., for the fiscal year 

2023 budget, 2021 actuals are shown – see the example from Milwaukee County below). 

This lag not only hinders residents from understanding how their money is actually spent, 

but also hinders local officials from making decisions about next year’s budget.  

 

Another way local governments reduce workload is by limiting the amount of information 

published about the ongoing status of the budget. Even in large local governments, budget 

Los Angeles County has 5 full-time elected officials (County Supervisors) who 

are responsible for reviewing, amending, voting on, and monitoring a budget 

of $42 billion on behalf of nearly 10 million residents (2 million residents per 

supervisor). Compare this to the state of Iowa, which has a budget of about 

$44 billion but is the responsibility of 150 state representatives and 

senators who each represent about 30,000 to 60,000 people, respectively.  

State governments like Iowa invest heavily in both budget and fiscal analysts 

within the executive branch, but also in legislative service agencies that 

provide nonpartisan fiscal and policy research to elected officials to use in 

shaping budget and legislative decisions. At its scale Los Angeles County is 

able to make some similar investments but still faces the challenge that only 

five people are responsible for administering that oversight across all the 

policy and issue areas the county and its budget address. 
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updates during the year are often left as agenda items or committee reports rather than 

being compiled and published in a consistent format and posted with other budget 

information where the public may know to look for it. Although there are notable exceptions 

discussed later, the result is that the public’s best opportunity to find out if the budget has 

been exceeded or funds misused is after the final financial numbers are included in a future 

budget, often two years later.  

As a whole, lack of staffing resources perpetuates an incrementalism in local governments 

that requires sustained effort and education on the part of elected officials or the general 

public to overcome.  

Experimentation and Innovation 

Most of the services provided by government are responses to difficult-to-solve problems 

and competing interests. Elected officials and the public demand results for their 

investments when asked to deviate from the status quo. In addition, the inward focus of 

local budgeting and the hesitancy to make regional or national comparisons means that 

officials and the public often want assurances that new programs will yield results when 

applied locally.  

Modern policymaking tools are not quite up to this challenge. Efforts to demonstrate 

program effectiveness are perhaps more advanced than in the past, but modeling the 

implementation risks for specific localities is still not a common practice. Policymakers do 

have access to a variety of “evidence clearinghouses” that provide evaluations of the impact 

of programs demonstrated to work across a variety of policy areas like education, home-

visiting for new parents, support services to strengthen families and prevent the need for 

foster care, and labor market reforms,13 but it is not clear how widely these are used by local 

officials and advocates to consider new programs.  

There are initiatives to boost the specific capacities of local governments to innovate in 

smart ways, like What Works Cities, Results for America, and Code for America, the latter 

two of which attempt to boost the capacity of local governments by placing trained policy 

analysts and software developers in partnership with local governments to solve challenging 

problems. The existence of these programs highlights the capacity constraints that can be 

overcome but also highlights how difficult it is to implement new programs or reforms to 

meet a community’s challenges. In the face of uncertain success and many competing 

interests, it can be challenging for public officials to make the case for a dramatic change in 

course to solve local problems.  Better research and evaluation capacity could alleviate 

some of this concern – particularly in the form of staff who are able to translate studies and 

evaluations into implementation plans and local pilots.  

 
13 The U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse, U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services’ HomVEE and Prevention Services clearinghouses, and the U.S. Department of Labor’s CLEAR 

respectively.  

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
https://homvee.acf.hhs.gov/
https://preventionservices.acf.hhs.gov/
https://clear.dol.gov/
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Social Constraints 

Finally, governments operate in a social environment that also constrains their ability to act. 

The capacity and ability of the public to be involved in giving input and guiding government 

decisions is limited by larger social pressures. Three that intersect with the budget process 

most directly are: communication and sharing of information, public knowledge and trust, 

and the tension between technical expertise and community involvement.  

Communication and Sharing of Information 

Local government budgets are complicated and parochial – terminology can vary across 

jurisdictions and, as discussed in the prior memo and in greater detail below, the standards 

for reporting information vary greatly. Public officials themselves often lament the challenge 

of deciphering and analyzing hundreds of pages of tables and figures each year. It is difficult 

to communicate the decisions in the budget accurately and succinctly, let alone to do so in a 

way that reaches multiple intended audiences. Of course, staffing levels for public 

communication and public engagement are also often low and deprioritized in constrained 

budgets in favor of staff delivering direct services. Below, we provide examples of the variety 

of ways cities and counties have engaged with this problem.  

Public Knowledge and Trust 

Budget communication, like all public communication, is easier when there is trust and 

shared knowledge between the public and the local government. Many communities rely on 

an informal network of very engaged citizens with specific interests to provide public input to 

the budget process but find it difficult to engage new audiences and voices in the process.  

Political knowledge, and as a result, political engagement, at the local level is a less well-

studied phenomenon than it is at the federal level (Annenberg Poll 2014, Delli Carpini and 

Keeter 1996). However, results from a few studies indicate that local political knowledge is 

likely not appreciably greater than national political knowledge and can be very specialized 

to specific current issues in the community (Shaker 2012, Wallsten and Park 2015, Binder 

et al 2016).  

Working in favor of local governments is the well-studied phenomenon that the public trusts 

local governments at a higher level than the federal government and that this trust is less 

variable along partisan lines (Gallup 2018). However, there is still more room for research 

about mediators of that trust and whether it varies across issue area – like political 

knowledge – and how much it varies within communities.  

Technical Expertise and Community Engagement 

Trust is important because much of what the government does is designed and carried out 

by technical experts. Technical expertise is necessary for good government – to do things 

efficiently, safely, and responsibly. However, technical expertise also limits public 

democratic participation as “… scientists often present their findings — intentionally or 

unintentionally — in an intimidating language that gives citizens the sense that they can’t 
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discuss the issues… The end effect is that the process works… to privilege expert 

knowledge, thus maintaining a barrier to a fuller form of democratization” (Fischer 2009).  

Fischer’s use of the term democratization is important because the public is often invited to 

and given legally protected opportunities to provide public input but not to participate 

actively. There is little room for democratization and deliberation when the terms of the 

debate are set by and designed for domain experts – doubly so when that domain expertise 

is around the intricate web of rules and regulations governing the budget and government 

financial controls. Thus, public participation is often reduced to legally required comment-

giving where public comments are recorded and counted, but public officials do not engage 

and the public receives no opportunity for deliberation with elected officials, experts, or one 

another. 

As a result, community members find themselves at a disadvantage in public decisions 

about how and where to allocate resources in their communities. They lack the time, 

network, and means to hire experts of their own to advocate for their community, and they 

lack the credibility of professionalized experts themselves. For the government’s part, it can 

be difficult to tap into the local expertise of residents because of a lack of time and 

resources to thoughtfully engage with residents, build trust and credibility, and balance 

competing concerns. The culture of professionalized policy evaluation can be seen as an 

attempt to shortcut this process but often results in the interests of those with the resources 

to hire experts being privileged. This is how a clear and simple public demand to build more 

publicly accessible drinking fountains can be met with requests for environmental impact 

studies, water quality upgrade plans, concerns about long-term sustainable funding for 

maintenance, and issues with shortfalls in the water infrastructure capital fund. To meet a 

seemingly simple demand, the public is sometimes expected to anticipate and address all 

possible issues before the government will take action.  

C. Navigating Constraints 

The constraints described above profoundly shape local governments’ budgets and budget 

processes. Governments respond to these constraints by adopting different institutional 

arrangements and budgetary practices. An overview of these is given here before we review 

examples from specific budgets and their impact on equity in more detail in the sections 

below.  

“To be sure, the citizen can still express his or her view, but in a world 

dominated by a centralized state guided in large part by the views of 

administrative and policy experts, professional advisory committees, think 

tank specialists, governmental policy staffs, academic consultants, and the 

like, they have less and less chance of being taken seriously.”  

~ Fisher, 2009, p. 55 
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Additive Budgeting 

The constraints above have a cumulative impact of making it difficult for local governments 

to significantly reduce spending to specific programs. Reducing or ending a program that 

exists is difficult because: a) public sector employees usually have labor protections that 

make firing them difficult, b) departments are an in-built constituency with access to 

information and resources to advocate effectively for their continued operation, and c) 

budget stabilization funds and other flexibilities make it possible to meet payroll costs even 

when revenue declines, alleviating fiscal pressures. Finally, cutting programs is generally 

less popular than adding new programs. As a result, budgets are largely additive year to 

year.  

As mentioned above, an exception is programs funded by special revenue sources like 

temporary tax assessments or grants from other governmental agencies. In these cases, the 

expiration of dedicated funding makes it easy to justify sunsetting a program that no longer 

has its own stream of funds. Thus, the arrangement of funds and access to different funding 

streams is an important, but sometimes opaque, determinant in assessing the long-term 

sustainability of a government service or program.  

Put simply, slightly adding to the existing budget is preferable because it requires less 

deliberation, less analysis, fewer choices, and less justification. As revenues trend slightly 

upward annually, the result is an incrementally additive budget process punctuated by 

noteworthy and sometimes dramatic exceptions.  

Managing Centralization 

Centralization describes who shapes and forms the initial budget request. In the budget 

process the initial proposal is critically important for both anchoring revisions and 

establishing the terms of the budget debate for the year. In a centralized system the chief 

executive, in consultation with the chief financial officer, gives department heads detailed 

instructions on what to submit in their budget request. The executive sets the boundaries for 

all budget proposals that follow. In a decentralized system, the department heads submit 

requests with less direction from the chief executive, and perhaps through independent 

outreach to their own stakeholders and members of the legislative council. In a less 

centralized process, the initial budget proposal includes input from a wider group of 

stakeholders, and more people outside of the executive office are involved in setting the 

boundaries for the initial budget discussions. 

In times of abundance it is easier to accommodate and debate many requests and the 

budget process may become more open. In times of scarcity, the budget process narrows its 

focus on solvency and preservation. The more centralized the process, the fewer entrypoints 

there are for genuine public input and new ideas to enter the budget process and the more 

budgetary and programmatic decisions are insulated from public discussion and scrutiny. 

Managing the degree of centralization, thus, can be one way to navigate the constraints 

highlighted above. 
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Shaping Timeline 

The budget for the next fiscal year must be set before a full evaluation of the current year’s 

budget can be completed. And, uncertain economic and political conditions can pose 

significant challenges in assessing the amount of revenue available for the next year. If the 

government chooses to delay drafting its initial budget proposal until close to the end of the 

fiscal year, the result may be a more accurate budget and forecast for the next year but a 

much shorter time period available to get feedback from the public and deliberate about 

possible changes. If the government starts the process earlier in order to have extended 

deliberation and discussion, new financial estimates could greatly impact those discussions.  

 

 

Figure 1: An example of the budget cycle 

Budget hearings are usually the focal point of public involvement in budgets, but hearings 

often come late in the budget cycle and offer limited scope for deliberation or change – 

either because of formal rules limiting actions that can be taken at this stage or because of 

the many capacity constraints described above. The initial stage of the budget process, 

including department requests, may be where many important decisions are made but with 

little public engagement. As Rubin describes: “Informal discussion with department heads or 

even telephone calls to the budget office may be the route to influence” (p. 35). “The mayor 

and council often work out an agreement on the budget in advance, so the…need for a veto 

is slight. City staff typically monitor council statements throughout the year…. By the time the 

council gets the budget, the things they wish to see are usually already incorporated” (p. 

100). Thus, the timing and openness of different parts of this budget cycle are another way 

governments navigate the constraints on their budgeting.  
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Presenting the Budget Document 

The information contained in the budget is presented in different ways at different times to 

different audiences. The budget originates from legally required financial statements and 

accounting reports so the easiest budget presentation is to simply provide these statements 

without explanation.14 For small governments with fewer administrative resources, this 

option is low-effort and can be supplemented with a short written statement or presentation 

to communicate the budget.  

 

Figure: The “Munis sheet” from the Jackson, MS, budget 

Communicating the “bottom line” from these tables is the purpose of the budget document. 

All communities must make choices about how much effort they can put forth in this 

translation from the financial documents to the budget, and what audiences they prioritize. 

As we will see below, some budgets prioritize plain-language and clear presentation to speak 

to the general public, while others emphasize financial controls and accounting information 

that is more relevant to the public sector bond market and creditors.  

 
14 These are sometimes referred to as “Munis sheets” referring to the Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 

software suite Munis created by TylerTech, which is one of the most common products on the market to help 

local governments manage their finance and accounting. Munis is now called “Enterprise ERP.” 
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The budget presentation is also constrained by the limited time window in which it is 

prepared and published; extensive format changes may not be possible. In addition, the 

budget has a set of established users who may not wish to see changes and who would be 

inconvenienced or negatively impacted by significant changes to the presentation.  

Finally, budget changes can impact the information people have about budget trends over 

time. Reorganizing and recategorizing budget categories to be more informative or better 

aligned to community needs is a good step for service provision but has the negative 

(sometimes but not always intended) impact of breaking the historical trend, making 

comparison with past budgets uninformative or even impossible. This occurs somewhat 

frequently in budgets we analyze when a department or category is shifted or relabeled, 

sometimes without explanation in the budget document, and comparisons to past years in 

the budget are no longer possible.  

Foundations for Equity: Budget Transparency 
This section of the memo describes various features of budget transparency. We use 

examples15 from existing budgets to illustrate the necessary conditions to inform the public. 

Then, we highlight ways some local governments are beginning to make progress on the 

broader challenge of empowering the public to participate in budget decisions. Transparency 

or informing the public is an enabling condition for equity, but equity and democratic 

budgeting necessitate more – an empowering of people to have a say in budget decisions 

and the government activities they fund.  

In general, the trend in public budgeting reform is summed up by Rubin, who has been 

updating The Politics of Public Budgeting for over three decades:  

“In recent years, there has been progress in making budgets more readable, inclusive, 

and informative. To achieve more transparency, budgeters have tried grouping 

expenditures by program and establishing performance goals and measurements for 

each program. At the national level, the Government Performance and Results Act of 

1993 (GPRA), updated in 2011…, required that all federal agencies create program 

plans and performance measures. The goal of performance budgeting at all levels of the 

government has been to broaden the notion of accountability from a record of where the 

money was spent to how well the money was spent and to hold public officials 

accountable for program outcomes and impacts” (p. 21-22). 

Moving beyond this vision of performance budgeting toward budgeting for equity will take a 

similar set of efforts to build on some of the promising practices emerging at the local level. 

For now, though, we begin with the basics: posting the budget in an easy-to-find location 

 
15 The cross-reference table we have included lists all locales mentioned by section and page, along with a 

rough categorization of whether the included example is positive, negative, or neutral. 
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online and providing a machine-readable budget with an informative table of contents, 

glossary, summaries, and explanatory text (not just tables). 

A. Basics 

A bare minimum in terms of budget equity and transparency should be posting the most 

recent budget on the local government’s webpage in an easy to find place and with a 

descriptive title or surrounding text so that the public can easily identify the relevant 

document. Most but not all cities and counties in the U.S. meet this minimum.  

Most but not all city and county budgets also meet the basic requirement of being machine-

readable so that the public can search through them using a computer’s search and find 

(and so they can be read by screen readers). A prominent budget that is not machine-

readable is Broward County’s; the budget initially appears machine-readable but is saved as 

a .png file. Another, albeit smaller, local government with a non-machine-readable budget is 

Montgomery, AL; its budget appears to have been created by taking photos of printed pages. 

A second basic feature of budgets that greatly affects transparency is the Table of Contents. 

A well-organized Table of Contents makes a tremendous difference in quickly finding 

relevant information. For example, contrast the table of contents for Dallas’s city budget on 

the left with the table of contents for Fulton County’s budget on the right; it is much easier to 

quickly find the relevant information in Dallas’s budget. Ideally, a budget’s table of contents 

is “clickable,” enabling users to click on a heading to be taken to that page (the GFOA’s 

award criteria specifically call for this electronic linkage). Ideally, the table of contents is also 

incorporated into the PDF’s navigation panel.  
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A third basic feature of budget 

transparency and usability is a glossary. Including a 

glossary with definitions of budget terms is very 

helpful. The GFOA calls for including a glossary with 

any terminology that is not readily understandable to a reasonably informed lay reader. For 

example, Alameda County’s budget glossary defines terms like “authorized position,” 

“enterprise fund,” “COLA,” and “general purpose revenue.” In contrast, Los Angeles County’s 

budget does not have a glossary or equivalent section; as a result, even readers familiar 

with budget documents may struggle to understand some of the budget terms. For example, 

in prior work, we have struggled to understand LA County’s “S & EB Expenditure 

Distribution” (Salary and Employee Benefit Expenditure Distribution) line item, which is 

shown in the excerpt to the right and elsewhere in the budget but is never explained in 

words. Some local governments include a glossary in some budget documents but not 

others, which can hinder readers’ understanding if they do not know to look for the glossary 

in another document (for example, San Bernardino’s adopted budgets contain a glossary but 

its recommended budgets do not). 

Another budget basic is simply including totals or summaries of all positions and all funds. 

The GFOA award criteria call for providing an “overview of the total resources budgeted by 

the organization,” specifically stating that “[t]his criterion requires a summary of the 

revenues and other financing sources and expenditures and other financing uses of all 
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appropriated funds in one place in the budget document.” However, not all budgets do this. 

For example, Harris County’s [Houston] budget does not provide a total budget across all 

funds. This greatly impedes the public’s ability to understand the big picture of what 

resources their county has and is managing. 

A final budget basic is including at least some explanatory text, not simply tables. Although 

rare, we have seen a few cities and counties simply publish tables of revenue and expenses 

with no narrative text at all, as shown in the examples from Jackson, MS, and Hays County, 

TX, that were included in the first memo. Including only tables is not consistent with the 

GFOA’s recommended practice of “provid[ing] a budget message that articulates priorities 

and issues for the upcoming year.” The GFOA recommends that the message “describe 

significant changes in priorities from the current year and explain the factors that led to 

those changes” and notes this message may take the form of a transmittal level, budget 

summary section, or something else. 

B. Public Materials and Input 

Before we dive into a detailed discussion of budget content, we want to discuss 

transparency aspects of how the budget is presented to the public and what materials and 

opportunities are available for public engagement. Of course, the content cannot be wholly 

separated from this as we will show but we will endeavor to focus first on engaging the 

public in the budget process. Public materials and opportunities for input that are 

empowering and an authentic part of the process are all too rare, but are vital for improving 

equity in the budget process and in public spending.  

When and How the Public is Engaged 

A government budget is not just a document—it is a legally required process. A key aspect of 

the process is seeking public input since the budget is funded through public dollars and 

should ostensibly carry out the public’s wishes. The extent to which local governments 

engage groups in the budget process varies dramatically. Rubin argues that “[b]ecause the 

budget process is such an important part of governance, if there is public participation in 

and control over the budget, there is likely to be public control over government more 

broadly” (p. 82).  

The GFOA (and others) point out many challenges with engaging the public in the budget 

process. The first is that: 

…there is no single “public” that government can get feedback from. The “public” 

that engages in local issues (the people who attend city council meetings, participate 

online, and email council members and staff) is made up of self-selected individuals 

who have an interest in that issue. These people are not representative of most 

citizens. Many citizens may not feel they have a stake in the issue at hand or may be 
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content with the status quo. Others may not have access to the decision-making 

process.16  

This means that, in addition to holding public hearings and being responsive to direct 

feedback from constituents, local officials need to solicit public engagement in many more 

ways, including through social media, surveys and focus groups, meetings of community 

interest groups and neighborhoods councils, Citizen Relationship Management systems, and 

more. For example, consider Boston’s approach last year in which the city launched “a 

listening tour and multilingual digital survey” that “sought to both educate residents and 

solicit public feedback, ahead of the Mayor submitting the Recommended Budget to the City 

Council.” The city also produced an introductory document about the budget process and 

how to engage in 12 languages along with engagement videos – including one on how to 

testify at a budget hearing – in Spanish and English.  

Contrast that with many local governments that only offer a few public hearings near the end 

of the budget process, after the recommended budget has been prepared and the city 

council or county board are about to vote on the final budget. The GFOA cautions that “[a] 

general-purpose public hearing shortly before final decisions are made on the budget is not 

adequate”17 and “often amounts to little more than an opportunity for citizens to air their 

grievances at a microphone.”18 

Consider, for example, San Diego County’s budget process versus Detroit’s, each of which 

has some strong equity features. San Diego County provides the budget executive summary 

and news release in nine languages and offers two community budget meetings at different 

times of day (2-4pm and 5:30-7pm). However, the figure below from the county’s website 

also clearly indicates that the public’s input is only sought after the recommended budget is 

proposed at a few meetings over a compressed timescale of about one month. 

 
16 From the 2022 publication “Why Do We Need to Rethink Budgeting?” by the GFOA and ICMA, p. 10 
17 From the 1998 Recommended Budget Practices: A Framework for Improved State and Local Government 

Budgeting, published by the GFOA and National Advisory Council on State and Local Budgeting, p. 42 
18 From “Why Do We Need to Rethink Budgeting?”, p. 10 

https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/d0f8d548-ab8a-453e-95cf-9b3aed4b3b64_Why+Do+We+Need+to+Rethink+Budgeting_R3.pdf
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/recommended-budget-practices-a-framework-for-improved
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/recommended-budget-practices-a-framework-for-improved
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/d0f8d548-ab8a-453e-95cf-9b3aed4b3b64_Why+Do+We+Need+to+Rethink+Budgeting_R3.pdf
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In contrast, Detroit seeks public input prior to proposing a budget (as shown in the figure 

below), holding “budget priorities forums” in each council district plus two overall meetings, 

with all on Zoom and some streamed via Facebook Live. However, all meetings start at 

approximately the same time (between 5 and 6:30pm) and no printed materials appear to 

be available in languages other than English. 

In terms of the process itself, we would emphasize that, to support equity, a local 

government needs to: 

• Provide multiple ways for residents to engage 

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/sdc/openbudget/en/home.html
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• Solicit feedback at 

multiple times 

throughout the year, 

including prior to 

preparing the budget 

not simply after 

recommending a 

budget 

• Hold public meetings 

at multiple times of 

day and in multiple 

locations 

• Advertise meetings to 

residents through 

multiple channels and 

in multiple languages 

• Pay attention to 

language justice and 

provide interpretation 

services at meetings 

along with materials in 

a variety of languages 

Materials: The Basics for Public Engagement 

The first time we saw full budget books in a language other than English was this year. For 

the first time, Harris County, TX, produced their full annual budget book in Spanish, 

Vietnamese, and Chinese. This is a huge undertaking that dramatically improves 

accessibility to different communities, and we hope to see more local governments 

undertake this work in the future. 

We are often struck by which places do and do not include at least some budget materials in 

other languages. For example, while Orange County publishes its “key budget message” and 

“recommended budget transmittal letter” in Korean, Simplified Chinese, Traditional Chinese, 

Spanish, and Vietnamese, we have not seen any city-provided budget materials for the City 

of Los Angeles in languages other than English. Similarly, while Los Angeles County has a 

few short videos about the budget available in Spanish, no other budget materials appear to 

be readily available in Spanish or other languages beyond English. Over 20% of LA County 

residents over the age of 5 speak a language other than English and report speaking English 

https://cfo.ocgov.com/budget
https://ceo.lacounty.gov/budget/
https://detroitmi.gov/departments/office-chief-financial-officer/ocfo-divisions/office-budget/your-budget
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“less than very well,”19 suggesting that – if they were to engage in the budget process – 

materials in languages other than English would greatly facilitate that engagement. 

In contrast, the city of Dallas recently conducted a budget priority survey, which they made 

available in three languages (English, Spanish, Vietnamese) both online and in paper copies 

at public library branches and park and recreation centers. Their budget describes how this 

is part of Dallas’s “budget for all” approach.

 

Materials: Beyond the Basics 

Beyond simply providing information in a language residents can understand, it can be 

helpful to provide budget guides or summaries aimed specifically at community members 

rather than elected officials. These are fairly common; examples include Baltimore City’s 

“Community Guide to the Budget” and Maricopa County’s “Citizens’ Budget Brief,” both 

shown below. 

 

 
19 American Community Survey (ACS) 2021 five-year estimates from Language Spoken at Home for the 

Population 5 Years and Over.  

https://dallascityhall.com/departments/budget/financialtransparency/Pages/Budget-Priorities-Survey.aspx
https://data.census.gov/table?q=c16001&g=1400000US06037432802&tid=ACSDT5Y2021.C16001
https://data.census.gov/table?q=c16001&g=1400000US06037432802&tid=ACSDT5Y2021.C16001
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Some local governments have begun creating interactive online budget-related materials, 

which offer promise for public understanding and engagement but have many pitfalls in 

execution. Here we quote the GFOA’s caution that “superficial or poorly designed [public 

engagement] efforts may simply waste valuable staff time and financial resources, and at 

worst can increase public cynicism if the public perceives that its input has not been taken 

seriously.”20 

For an example of a poorly designed public participation effort consider the following web 

tool, which asks the public how to spend Phoenix’s budget surplus. The tool’s title implies 

the public will be asked for input on the city’s total budget, which is over $2 billion in the 

General Fund alone. However, in the tool, the public can only interact with the General Fund 

surplus of $134 million. Then almost all of the proposed spending is allocated to employee 

compensation with no opportunity to give feedback on compensation for particular 

departments or types of employees, and quite small amounts of surplus funds devoted to 

the other categories shown. In actuality then, the level of feedback the public can really 

share through the tool is quite superficial. 

 

 
20 GFOA “best practices” for public engagement in the budget process 

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/public-engagement-in-the-budget-process
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Contrast this to the city of Corona’s version of the same web tool (created by Balancing Act – 

see textbox for more information). Corona’s version is better designed and seems much less 

superficial. It displays the budgets for units within each department so that, for instance, a 

community member could suggest increasing the amount spent on emergency medical 

services but decreasing the amount spent on fire prevention. However, it still has the issue 

that the second largest category, shown in teal, is “General Government Responsibility” 

including shared costs, utilities, and debt service. The public cannot really engage in 

meaningful feedback regarding this category without further information.   

https://phoenix.abalancingact.com/PHXTrialBudget23-24
https://coronaca.abalancingact.com/adopted-budget-fiscal-year-2023-general-fund
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Even when well implemented these tools often fail to give the public any indication of where 

or how their input is used in the budget making process. Without some understanding of 

how officials will take the information into account, instead of empowering the public, these 

tools often instead function like a suggestion box that is never opened up and read.  

We also want to highlight interactive, online presentations of the entire budget. These can 

be very useful for users with at least moderate computer skills and either a high degree of 

interest in the budget or decent patience to explore information and uncover insights. In that 

case, online budgets can allow users to drill down for many more details and comparisons 

than are possible in PDF versions of the budget.  

Online budgets or tracking tools are also particularly informative if they contain information 

on actual spending throughout the year. For example, “Checkbook L.A. [below] gives the 

public a transparent look at how tax dollars are spent by tracking the goods and services 

purchased by the City of Los Angeles. Information is updated monthly.” However, as we will 

show through examples later in this memo, these tools’ usefulness depends in large part on 

the usefulness of the underlying budget categories and content – that is, decisions made 

about what content to present and how in the PDF budget is most often carried over into 

these interactive materials too. 

Balancing Act offers the most frequently used web app we have seen to solicit 

residents’ feedback on the budget. The app is easy to use and can be a tool for 

public engagement. The criticism we have most often heard from community 

groups about its tool is that results are not automatically shared publicly so it is 

hard to know if your vote is being counted or to trust the results that are shared 

from the tool. Also, it is not uncommon for the link to different governments’ 

Balancing Act apps to be broken; we are not sure if this is because of payment, 

taking information down over time, or something else but, while links to local 

governments’ budget documents almost always work, links to Balancing Act 

surveys seem to be broken fairly frequently. 

https://abalancingact.com/
https://lacity.spending.socrata.com/#!/year/2023/
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Finally, it may be interesting to note some of the most common platforms for interactive 

budget tools. From our informal observations, Socrata/Tyler Technologies is the most 

common, used by many locales including Austin, Baton Rouge, Cambridge, Chattanooga, 

Colorado Springs, Dallas, Dubuque, Eugene, Kansas City, L.A., Mesa, San Diego County, 

Seattle, and more. We have also seen a few interactive budgets built using OpenGov (e.g., 

those of Minneapolis, Oakland, San Diego City) and a few that appear to be custom built 

such as Baltimore City’s (built in shinyapps) and Montgomery County, MD’s (cannot 

determine the platform but it is a really well done, informative example).  

Rubin writes that, “[e]very budget is selective to some degree about what it will present and 

how. […] The amount of secrecy in budgets goes up and down with different administrations 

and requires constant monitoring” (p. 22). The modern corollary of this is that platforms 

matter and the budgeting tools localities choose to purchase set constraints on their ability 

to inform and empower the public around the budget.  

C. Content 

We next discuss the “meat and potatoes” of the budget – its content – in terms of five 

common features that can be handled in more or less transparent and useful ways that can 

then have equity implications. These features are indirect costs, nondepartmental expenses, 

revenue transparency, performance measures, and within-department (i.e., division, bureau, 

or office-level) information. 

Indirect Costs   

Indirect costs are shared expenses for which a department or agency incurs costs that it 

does not pay directly. These can include employee benefits, liability insurance, information 

technology services, fuel, maintenance, utilities, and more. How different governments 

handle indirect expenses can be very simple for the public to understand or can greatly 

cloud understanding. 

The GFOA recommends as a best practice that governments allocate (or distribute) their 

indirect costs in order to approximate the full cost of different departments and functions. 

The city of Los Angeles’s budget (below) illustrates one approach to this. It shows expenses 

that the department directly pays for in the “total departmental budget.” Then it shows 

“related and indirect costs” that are not within the department’s budget but are generated 

on behalf of the department; these include pensions and retirement, other human resources 

benefits, water and electricity, and more.  

https://baltopi.shinyapps.io/open_budget/
https://apps.montgomerycountymd.gov/basisoperating/Common/BudgetSnapshot.aspx?ID=47P01&TYPE=E
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/indirect-cost-allocation
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Other local governments include employee benefits directly in department budgets. Since 

personnel costs are usually local governments’ largest expense -- and employee benefits 

usually departments’ largest indirect cost – how these are displayed in the budget has major 

implications for transparency. For examples ranging in their degree of transparency, see: 

• Detroit, which shows Salaries & Wages separately from Employee Benefits 

• Atlanta and Dallas (middle right), which show more detailed information on regular 

salaries vs. overtime and the cost of specific benefits  

• City of Durham (bottom left) and Hennepin County (bottom right), which show only 

“Personnel” or “Personal Services” with no further breakdown of salaries vs. benefits 

https://cao.lacity.org/budget23-24/2023-24Proposed_Budget.pdf


 

 

34 

 

We would also highlight that we have occasionally seen budgets (e.g., King County, WA’s) 

that provide no details at all on the amount spent on personnel. 
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The budgets above all show benefits costs allocated to departments. In contrast, some 

budgets treat Employee Benefits separately from departments and do not show benefit 

costs per employee, describe how costs differ for employees in different departments, or 

provide any information about the indirect expenses generated by departments. Examples of 

this include Durham County (below) which categorizes employee benefits as 

“nondepartmental” and shows these as the largest single General Fund expenditure. 

Another example is Seattle, which includes all healthcare expenses across departments in 

the budget of Human Resources (HR), making HR the city’s third largest department. Such 

approaches make it very difficult for the public to understand the true total cost of any one 

department, especially since healthcare and retirement benefits vary widely by job type and 

department.  

 

While employee benefits are usually the largest numeric indirect cost, the same issue of 

clearly accounting for indirect costs applies to others as well including IT, fuel, maintenance, 

and more.  

“Nondepartmental” Costs   

Some budgets have a “nondepartmental” section that is treated similarly to a department, 

although it has no staff or department/agency head (making accountability sometimes 

unclear).21 A “nondepartmental” section can function in different ways and serve different 

purposes. For example, we mentioned above that Durham County includes employee 

benefits in “nondepartmental” expenses; vehicles and equipment are also included here as 

are a variety of “transfers” to the Reappraisal Reserve Fund, Law Enforcement Officers 

Special Separation Allowance Fund, and others. Eugene, OR, appears to use its 

nondepartmental section in a similar way. In its open budget tool (screenshot below), when 

 
21 In other cases, the mayor or city/county head is explicitly identified as responsible. 
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breaking down expenditures by “department,” almost one-third are “Nondepartmental” and 

there is no further information on them.  

 

Another way that the “nondepartmental" section is used is to group expenses that have 

been added over time but never assigned to a department for responsibility. This seems to 

be how the city of LA uses its nondepartmental/General City Purposes section.  

In LA, the 

“nondepartmental” 

section has a total 

budget of over $7 

billion. It includes four 

pages of specific line 

items ranging from as 

little as $300 to as 

much as 

$250,000,000. While 

the underlying idea of 

grouping one-off 

expenses in one 

section makes sense, 

the level of detail 

provided is much 

scanter than would be 

expected for a 

department and, in 

this case, can 

represent very large 

sums of money.  

https://budget.eugene-or.gov/#!/year/2023/operating/0/department


 

 

37 

 

Revenue Transparency 

The two sections above discuss budget transparency related to expenditures. We also want 

to discuss transparency in regard to revenue. One of the revenue topics that community 

members are most interested in is how much revenue different departments receive from 

non-local sources, like the federal and state government, as well as how much they receive 

from fines and fees. Local budgets 

provide this information to different 

extents.  

It is fairly common for budgets to 

state only how much revenue 

departments receive from specific 

funds like the General Fund, with no 

information on how much the 

department receives from the state 

or federal government or 

from fines or fees. Some 

budgets show 

department-received 

revenue in broad 

categories like “federal 

grants and contracts” and 

“state grants and 

contracts” (see Wayne 

County example top left), 

while others group 

federal, state, and other 

aid into an 

“intergovernmental” 

category (see Durham County example middle right). Still 

others are much more detailed, listing the specific 

federal or state funds by name and amount (see LA 

County example lower left). 

As these few examples illustrate, there is a tremendous 

difference in the level of detail provided and thus in the 

transparency available to the community about revenue 

sources for different departments.  

In some cases, the concern about revenue transparency 

applies to the budget overall. For example, the public 

often wants to know how much of the budget is funded through specific types of tax dollars, 

like property taxes, sales taxes, etc. Some budgets do a great job of providing this 
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information clearly, often in a pie chart like in the example from Miami below. Others group 

all local taxes together or do not provide the total tax amount across all funds, preventing 

the public from easily understanding how much of the budget comes from important sources 

like property taxes.22  

 

Within-Department Information 

Up to this point, we have discussed budget content provided at the department level or 

above. However, having within-department information is critical to the public’s 

understanding of what their tax dollars actually support. In a recent analysis of 38 city and 

county budgets, we found that many did not include this within-department information. We 

specifically looked for information at the highest level within departments (e.g., for 

department divisions but not units within divisions). Depending on how departments are 

organized, this means that there may be no staffing or spending data provided to the public 

for divisions, bureaus, or whole offices like: 

• The Office of Housing and Community Development within Atlanta’s City Planning 

Department 

• The Juvenile Delinquency Program within Wayne County’s Health, Human, and 

Veterans Services Department or the Parks Division within the county’s Public 

Services Department 

• The Patrol Bureau within the Minneapolis Police Department. 

We found that the following budgets had no information on within-department staffing, 

spending, or either: 

 

 
22 Rubin claims that the public prefers “less-visible taxes and…taxes earmarked for specific expenditures” (p. 

15) and that “over the last generation, taxation at the local level has shifted away from dependence on 

property taxes and toward sales taxes” (p. 20), which would lead to a proliferation of special revenue funds, as 

has occurred in localities in California for example. 
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No information on staffing by 

division/bureau/office 

No information on spending 

by division/bureau/office 

No information on either 

Dallas (city) Bernalillo County Atlanta 

Dallas County Durham (city) Birmingham 

Hennepin County Miami Durham County 

Jackson, MS Oklahoma County Fulton County 

Maricopa County  Jefferson County, AL 

Minneapolis  King County 

Wayne County   

Beyond simply showing within-department information, there is also the question of whether 

the divisions or bureaus have meaningful names that a layperson could understand and are 

organized in a way that provides some information to the public. For example, compare the 

more detailed within-department organization of the St. Louis (City) Police Department 

(below right) with that of the Miami-Dade Police Department (below left). In the Miami-Dade 

Police Department, the largest division in terms of staff and spending is simply “Police 

Services.” In this case, providing “within-department” details on the number of FTEs and 

spending actually conveys very little additional information to the public because of how the 

divisions are organized. 

Miami-Dade PD Divisions St. Louis PD Programs 

Police Services Chief of Police 

Investigative Services Office of the Assistant Chief 

Support Services Bureau of Community 

Policing 

Administration Bureau of Investigations 

 City Marshals 

Park Rangers 

Budget & Finance 

Supply & Uniform 

Internal Affairs 

Force Investigative Unit 

Information Technology 

Patrol 

911 Dispatch 

Prisoner Processing 

We also suggest that, to provide sufficient information to the public about within-department 

activities, the budget should include a brief description of each division/bureau/office within 

the department.  

Departmental staffing decisions have another level of impact on equity as choices about 

who to hire, how to hire them, and requirements to place on hiring all impact access of the 

community to high-quality local government employment and representation of the 

community within the rank and file of government departments. This is an area we’ve seen 
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receive increased attention by some community groups who want to see government 

employment more equitably distributed throughout their community. Some examples of 

ways that departmental staffing decisions are contested and impact equity include: 

• The decision to outsource government work to contractors instead of public 

employees. We’ve written about how IT contracting drives inequity and distributes 

local revenue to remote companies instead of to salaries for local residents.23 

• Imposing residency requirements on government employees requiring them to live 

and reside in the community they serve. 

• Investing in training and career pathways for existing employees to promote 

employee retention and keep institutional knowledge and community ties in the local 

government.  

Lack of Discussion of Within-Locale Geographic Distribution of Resources  

Another important set of within-department information regards the department’s spending 

patterns across space and how and where services are delivered. As Rubin points out, “local 

governments are firmly rooted to a defined geographical area” (p. 7). As a result, within-

locale distribution of resources is often what residents care about in terms of equity. 

Residents often want to see equity in where public library branches are opened (and for 

what hours and how well staffed); in the quality of streets and other infrastructure in their 

specific neighborhood; or in where public housing is sited. However, very little budget 

information is provided at this level. Specifically, neighborhood-level spending is not often 

tracked, and neighborhood-level provision of services may be tracked internally but is rarely 

communicated in the budget.  

To answer these questions, local governments must have available – and monitor -- 

disaggregated data. We do see some cities and departments taking the lead in examining 

and sharing information on the within-locale geographic distribution of resources. Some of 

these exceptions include: 

• Information on repairs done by public works departments (for example, a What Works 

Cities profile of Athens-Clarke County, Georgia, discussed how they made available 

up-to-date information on the status of roads, sidewalks, crosswalks, and more) 

• Gilbert, AZ, publishes a “tree library” created as part of their strategic plan for shade 

and streets 

• An issue brief on Advancing Racial Equity in Public Libraries from the Local and 

Regional Government Alliance on Race & Equity discussed ways specific 

communities have examined within-locale equity in library hours, bookmobile 

locations, and more 

• A blog post from the Urban Institute discussed the importance of considering park 

location, staffing, and maintenance within locales, noting the importance of trying to 

 
23 Knowles, Jared. July 21, 2022. The Civic Pulse: “The invisible tech monopolies holding back democracy.” 

https://civilytics.substack.com/p/big-dull-tech  

https://whatworkscities.bloomberg.org/cities/athens-clarke-county-georgia-usa/
https://whatworkscities.bloomberg.org/cities/athens-clarke-county-georgia-usa/
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/fdeacbe0cdfd49158c3b46b4992c040e
https://www.racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/GARE_LibrariesReport_v8_DigitalScroll_WithHyperlinks.pdf
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire
https://civilytics.substack.com/p/big-dull-tech
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consider how the legacy of segregation and being excluded formally or informally 

from public spaces might be mitigated 

Performance Measures   

As the GFOA has highlighted, most public budgets revolve around line items and inputs while 

the public likely cares more about outputs and outcomes: what the local government and 

each department actually accomplish with funds. Performance measures are one way of 

reporting outputs. In a 1998 report on Recommended Budget Practices: A Framework for 

Improved State and Local Government Budgeting, the GFOA wrote: “Evaluating and 

reporting on program performance on a routine, publicized basis keeps stakeholders 

apprised of actual results compared to expectations. One option is to prepare regular 

reports of key performance measures, with in-depth evaluations or reviews conducted once 

every several years.”24 

Most of the local government budgets we have reviewed include at least some metrics that 

the government calls “performance measures” or “targets.” However, too often these are 

simply reporting the department’s performance without setting a goal or metric. Among the 

better performance measures that we have seen are those for the City of Durham (below). 

These reflect outcomes of importance to the public, such as clearance rates, and include 

both a target and the achieved performance. We note, however, that Durham’s budget 

includes no discussion of how these performance targets were set or why the department 

changed some targets over time.  

 

 
24 P. 62. The GFOA also has more recent publications on “best practices” for performance measures with 

guidance on how to set measures and communicate them internally and externally.  

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/recommended-budget-practices-a-framework-for-improved
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/recommended-budget-practices-a-framework-for-improved
https://www.gfoa.org/materials/performance-measures
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For an even better example, see Maricopa County’s budget below which describes why each 

performance measure is meaningful and what the county is doing to move its performance 

on the measure. 

 

Compare this to, for example, Houston’s performance measures which report some 

important information like the number of traffic fatalities but do not provide any information 

about the department’s goals for reducing these. Additionally, Houston’s budget provides 

other measures, such as “classified attrition,” that would be hard to interpret or of little 

interest to the general public without more context. 
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The performance measures in Bernalillo County’s budget are uninterpretable to the public 

since the “business strategy and trend analysis” section is too high-level to be meaningful 

and the second section mainly shows objectives that were canceled. 

In contrast, Phoenix’s performance measures below are interpretable but (1) do not include 

any targets/goals (what violent crime rate is the department aiming for?) and (2) the visual 

presentation, while eye-grabbing, may detract from the seriousness of the statistics. 
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Finally, we want to highlight that Jackson’s budget (below) is one of the few we have seen 

with performance measures for law enforcement related to equity and diversity. 

 

Moving from Informing to Empowering 

A. Accessible Information at the Right Time 

The first step here is for local governments to provide the best available information in the 

time frame when the public can actually drive changes. Some approaches that are helpful in 

this regard are (1) providing estimates or projections for prior year spending as part of the 

recommended budget for the current year and (2) providing mid-year, quarterly, or monthly 

updates of actual spending as the year goes on. 

First, when the recommended budget for the year is released and local officials (as well as 

the public) are considering plans for the following year, it is extremely useful if the budget 

includes estimates or projections of what was actually spent in the prior year. The examples 

below from San Bernardino County (left) and LA County (right) show how estimates or 

projections are sometimes presented. This type of in-progress spending information is 

critical for news stories like a recent one in the Boston Globe on how New Hampshire State 

Police were on track to spend more than twice as much as planned on overtime for fiscal 

year 2023.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/05/03/metro/new-hampshire-state-police-overtime-budget-is-busted-again/
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Second, providing publicly accessible ongoing reports on actual spending as the year 

progresses can be extremely valuable to interested members of the public. One of the best 

examples we have seen comes from Dallas, which has a monthly “budget accountability 

report” that remarkably only lags actual spending by about two to three months 

(screenshots below). It shows year-to-date actual spending as well as year-end forecast by 

fund and department. 

 

 

 

 

Dallas’s monthly “budget accountability report” also provides updates on the status of both 

single-year and multi-year budget initiatives, such as the initiative below to install wi-fi at 

park facilities. 

 

https://dallascityhall.com/departments/budget/financialtransparency/DCH%20Documents/Budget%20Accountability%20Report/Budget%20Accountability%20Report%20-%20March%202023.pdf
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/budget/financialtransparency/DCH%20Documents/Budget%20Accountability%20Report/Budget%20Accountability%20Report%20-%20March%202023.pdf
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As shown above with the example of the LA Checkbook, online tools can facilitate the 

public’s access to more up-to-date spending information. Lower-tech options can be 

perfectly sufficient too, though. For example, here is a simple but clear mid-year report from 

Newburyport, MA. 

One more way we have seen the budget process be opened up to give more information to 

the public (and elected officials) in a timely way is through “trial budgets.” These are used by 

Phoenix and San Antonio to give the city council and public an early look at revenue 

expectations and potential expenditures for the upcoming year. Released before the normal 

“proposed budget,” these give elected officials and the public more time to make sense of 

prior year spending along with expectations for the coming year and weigh in on how to 

proceed.  This is an example of budget monitoring we will discuss in more detail below. 

B. Participatory Budgeting 

Another more direct way that many communities are empowering residents in the budget 

process is through participatory budgeting. “Participatory budgeting (PB) is a democratic 

process in which community members decide how to spend part of a public budget.” The 

Participatory Budgeting Project, a nonprofit supporting participatory budgeting efforts in the 

U.S. and Canada, advertises that they have “empowered more than 400,000 people to 

directly decide how to spend $300 million in public funds in 29 cities.” Cities’ participatory 

budget projects are usually very well advertised, with visually appealing signage and 

welcoming language that contrast to the drier signage and language often accompanying 

public budget hearings.25 They also tend to devote more time and energy to explaining 

various programs and alternatives – that is, to conveying in concrete terms what funds 

would buy. 

While participatory budgeting offers lessons that could be applied to increase public 

participation in the “main” budget process, it is striking what a small share of governments’ 

total funds are usually awarded through participatory budgeting when it occurs. For 

example, New York City’s participatory budget allocates around $30 million in capital project 

funds out of a capital budget of about $15.6 billion, meaning that less than half a percent of 

the budget is allocated through participatory budgeting. Similarly, Boston advertises that 

young people decide how to spend $1 million of its capital budget through participatory 

budgeting but this is again less than half a percent of the total capital budget.  

The Participatory Budgeting Project recommends that larger municipalities set aside around 

$1 million per 100,000 residents (around $10 per person) to allocate through participatory 

budgeting. Therefore, while participatory budgeting invites public participation, it limits input 

to a very small slice of the overall budget pie. Of course, some constraining of the public’s 

 
25 It is often striking to compare what residents choose to fund in participatory budgeting sessions versus what 

the majority of public budget dollars go to. Participatory budgets often fund community gardens, parks, and 

centers, programs for kids and families, public bathrooms and free showers, bike lanes, affordable housing 

resources, etc. Examples of projects communities have chosen to fund through participatory budgeting in 

Cambridge, Hayward City, and Redwood City are linked here. 

https://www.cityofnewburyport.com/sites/g/files/vyhlif7106/f/uploads/fy2023_mid-year_budget_report_1-20-2023.pdf
https://www.participatorybudgeting.org/what-is-pb/
https://council.nyc.gov/pb/
https://council.nyc.gov/pb/
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/omb/downloads/pdf/cb4-23.pdf
https://www.boston.gov/departments/youth-engagement-and-advancement/youth-lead-change
https://pb.cambridgema.gov/pbcycle8
https://www.hayward-ca.gov/your-government/departments/city-managers-office/hayward-peoples-budget
https://www.redwoodcity.org/departments/city-manager/city-manager-s-initiatives/the-people-s-budget
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focus is advisable given limits on governments’ time and ability to incorporate feedback. In a 

2023 publication on Rethinking Public Engagement, the GFOA writes that “…the ‘right issue’ 

[for public engagement] may not be the entire budget! Local governments have limited 

resources for public engagement, so rather than trying to engage the public on the entire 

budget, it may be better to pick a specific topic that is of interest to the community” (p. 18). 

However, we would argue that the public should be directly engaged in decisions about a 

much larger slice of the budget than participatory budgeting usually entails.  

One other note is that it seems like participatory budgeting is more often used for part of the 

capital budget rather than the operating budget. This makes sense for a variety of reasons. 

First, since “items in the capital budget come and go as projects are completed” (Rubin, p. 

104-105), participatory budgeting for the capital budget does not create ongoing 

commitments for the city or county. Second, participatory budgeting for the capital budget 

may allow communities to see physical, tangible results more directly, such as new bike 

lanes installed or a community garden opened.  

However, focusing participatory budgeting on the capital budget alone limits residents’ 

power in important ways, not least because operating budgets are much larger than capital 

budgets in most places: our analysis of the 2021 Annual Survey of State and Local 

Government Finances indicated that the average ratio of current operation dollars to capital 

outlay dollars by local governments was 6.15: 1 – $6.15 current operations dollars for every 

capital expenditure dollar.26  

Just as importantly, many of the government activities that the public cares about are not 

facilities or projects that fall under the capital budget. Food security, housing assistance, 

and community safety programs are popular programs that require staffing and ongoing 

funding to operate and so would not be eligible for funding through a participatory budgeting 

process restricted to capital spending. 

C. People’s Budgets 

The most direct approach we have seen to empower residents is “people’s budgets.” Unlike 

participatory budgeting, “people’s budgets” often focus on the whole budget pie – including 

rethinking spending priorities for currently operating departments. Also unlike participatory 

budgeting, people’s budgets – as far as we have seen – are not city- or government-

sanctioned efforts. A 2021 Teen Vogue article highlighted people’s budget campaigns in 

Chicago, Minneapolis, Philadelphia, and St. Louis while also noting that people’s budget 

efforts were active in Jacksonville, Louisville, Nashville, and several other cities. At Civilytics, 

we have collaborated for several years on people’s budgets efforts in Los Angeles and 

Orange County. What these efforts often have in common is (1) a focus on making budget 

information more accessible and (2) a focus on shifting more funding to social service 

 
26 U.S. Census Bureau, 2021 Annual Survey of State and Local Government Finances. Localities reported 

$1.65 trillion in direct expenditures on current operations and $285.7 billion on capital outlays including 

construction and other capital expenditures.  

https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/3501a5b8-2fb4-422b-99ca-6a697f93fdc6_GFR-0423-RethinkingPublicEngagement.pdf
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/peoples-budgets-what-to-know
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needs, often away from carceral and police systems. Again, it is important to note, however, 

that we are not aware of any city- or government-sanctioned people’s budgets. 

Budget-Adjacent Materials to Examine 
We also want to discuss three existing types of budget-adjacent materials that are promising 

for budget transparency and for empowering community members: mid-year budget 

monitoring, strategic plans, and reports from government oversight offices like auditors, 

comptrollers/controllers, and inspectors general. 

A. Budget Controls and Monitoring 

A budget needs to have credibility that the boundaries it sets on government spending and 

revenue will be upheld after it is approved. This credibility comes from regular monitoring 

and a process of fiscal controls that ensure departmental expenditures stay within budget. 

The GFOA distinguishes between budget monitoring and budget controls. “Budget 

monitoring is an on-going activity that is useful throughout the entire budget cycle… Budget 

controls are necessary to ensure that a government does not spend more than the amount 

legally appropriated by its governing body. By establishing clear spending boundaries, 

budget controls also promote accountability and bolster trust throughout the 

organization…”27  

While budget monitoring is of most importance to the public since budget controls are 

mostly behind the scenes, too often it is unclear what budget controls are in place or how 

they are applied across departments – an area where improvement is needed since many 

localities struggle to constrain departmental spending in the area of law enforcement. The 

public has a right to understand and hold officials accountable to control spending to the 

levels agreed upon in the budget process. 

Monitoring is essential to this process – it is the way the public can get visibility into how 

effective budget controls are being applied. According to the GFOA, a good monitoring 

system should minimize gaming and budgetary tricks like “padding the budget, spending out 

unspent funds at the end of the year, and exaggerating legal restrictions on funds” by 

making budget information open and transparent throughout the budget cycle.  

One example of this comes from the City of Boston:  

 “The City monitors spending and all transactions go through a budget-check process 

prior to procurement. Maintaining tight central expenditure controls allows for critical 

review of all non-personnel spending as well as the ability to adjust to fiscal changes 

or trends. Additionally, the Office of Budget Management prepares a monthly 

 
27 “Budget controls are applied to individual financial transactions and can be classified as ‘hard’ or ‘soft.’ A 

hard budget control does not allow a financial transaction…. Conversely, a soft budget control does allow the 

financial transaction to proceed, but often with an alert to the staff personnel or a request for an additional 

level of approval” https://www.gfoa.org/materials/budget-control  

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/budget-control
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variance report, updating all departments expected year-end position using actual 

information, and maintains continuous dialogue with departments throughout the 

year” (p. 127). 

Budgets too infrequently give reference and visibility to budget monitoring activities and 

resources available to the public throughout the year. Connecting these dots would be a 

small step that localities could take toward empowering the public to participate in the 

budget process. The passage of the budget is only one step in the budget cycle – monitoring 

and ensuring the budget is implemented correctly is a year-round effort and needs to be 

supported by year-round communication to the public. 

B. Strategic Plans 

In theory, the role of a governmental strategic plan is to serve as a framework for informing 

budget allocations during the annual and capital budget processes. In practice, the quality 

of and extent to which local governments use their strategic plan varies widely. A white 

paper from Balancing Act and other government technology companies claims that “…many 

local governments don’t even have a strategic plan. For those that do, it often sits dormant 

in a PDF, or ends up managed ineffectively via a spreadsheet. Even fewer cities and 

counties align their budgeting process with their strategic plan” (p. 11).28  

 

This may be true, but we do see many budgets point to their strategic financial plans, in 

particular to note how new initiatives align with these plans. We also have heard anecdotally 

that local governments can be more receptive to feedback and suggestions at the planning 

stage than at the budgeting stage and, since planning often precedes changes to the 

budget, it can be a way for community members to indirectly enter the budget process at the 

ground level. Planning committees often include members of the public who serve as 

volunteers and are not elected officials, which may also be a less burdensome way to get 

involved in public budgeting in an official capacity.  

Rubin clarifies that, “When revenues are growing, there may be more emphasis on planning 

and on linking the budget to future community goals to stimulate public demands for new 

spending. When there is little new money, planning may seem superfluous” (p. 34). Perhaps 

this accounts for the difference between our perception that it is not uncommon for local 

governments to refer to their strategic plan often in the budgeting process versus the 

perception given by the white paper above that these are the exception to the rule. Either 

way, to the extent that strategic planning does occur, it can be a powerful opportunity for 

giving residents a voice in the direction of their community and ultimately in the future 

budget allocations. 

 
28 “Rethinking Budgeting: A Roadmap for Real Collaboration in Budgeting”, a white paper, from Envisio, 

Questica, and Balancing Act  

https://envisio.com/our-resources/rethinking-budgeting-roadmap-for-real-collaboration-in-budgeting/#text
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This is consistent with how the GFOA recommends governments engage in strategic 

planning “to provide a vision for the future that can be used to align budgeting with 

organizational priorities.” They suggest “interim reviews every one to three years, and more 

comprehensive strategic planning processes every five to ten years, depending on how 

quickly conditions change,” providing a great graphic illustrating how this rolling approach to 

strategic planning can work. 

 

Exhibit from 2022 GFOA publication on Rethinking Strategic Planning, p. 23 

C. Reports from Auditors, Inspector Generals, and Comptrollers 

Reports from government auditors, inspector generals, and comptrollers/controllers can 

empower the public with information that would not otherwise be accessible outside of 

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests. For example, we have used the inspector 

general’s reports for LA County to find out how much the LASD spent on overtime each year 

and a state auditor’s report on CalOptima in Orange County to understand how much money 

a publicly operated health insurer was holding onto instead of paying out to claimants and 

medical providers.  

If there are standard differences between auditors, inspectors general, and 

comptrollers/controllers, we do not know them, although our rudimentary understanding is 

that auditors usually have a narrower function and may be one function within an inspector 

general’s or controller/comptroller’s office. However, this also seems to vary by state.29  

 
29 For example, the California State Association of Counties reports that all California counties have an auditor-
controller, while it appears that only a few have an inspector general. In Florida counties, however, offices of 
inspector generals (OIG) seem to be more common. Miami-Dade County explains that the OIG has “three distinct 
yet overlapping functions – audits, investigations and legal/contract oversight” – and Collier County and Polk 
County, both in Florida, have similar descriptions of the office’s role. In Baltimore and Houston, the City 
Comptroller or Controller oversees multiple divisions that include a division of audits. Corpus Christi’s website 

further explains that external auditors review the city’s financial statements to determine whether they are an 

https://www.gfoa.org/materials/bp-strategicplanning
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/9a31e076-a936-456e-8ed8-7e0914f2bf6e_RethinkingStrategicPlanning_gfr0622.pdf
https://www.latimes.com/socal/daily-pilot/news/story/2023-05-02/state-auditor-o-c-s-medi-cal-insurer-made-slow-progress-improving-access-while-gathering-1-2b-surplus
https://www.counties.org/county-office/auditor-controller
https://www.miamidadeig.org/inspector-general/home.page
https://collierclerk.com/inspector-general/
https://www.polkcountyclerk.net/195/Inspector-General-Fraud-Reporting
https://www.polkcountyclerk.net/195/Inspector-General-Fraud-Reporting
https://comptroller.baltimorecity.gov/
https://www.houstontx.gov/controller/index.html
https://www.cctexas.com/departments/city-auditor/faq
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Denver’s Audit Services Division has a helpful explanation of all the different types of 

audits they conduct including: 

• Performance audits, which review the efficiency and effectiveness of agencies’ 

work, as well as the overall use of Denver tax dollars. 

• Financial audits, which take a close look at an agency’s records and processes to 

identify errors in reporting and payments and other risks to the city and its 

reputation. 

• Contract compliance audits, which determine whether a third-party vendor — 

and/or a city agency — is following the terms of a contract. 

• Information technology audits, which review the controls and operation of the city’s 

network, software applications, and cybersecurity processes to make sure they are 

operating correctly. 

• Continuous auditing and audit analytics programs, which help identify high-risk 

areas of the city by repeatedly performing updated analyses of transactional data 

from different city databases. 

Auditors are also responsible for producing and verifying the numbers in the Comprehensive 

Annual Financial Reports (CAFR) mentioned in the first memo, which serve as the official 

record of the actual spending and revenue for a local government. Public officials respond to 

and anticipate audits, like they do other public accountability mechanisms, and it can be 

difficult for audits to be conducted and made public in time for action to be taken. As Rubin 

details: “Audits measure more than just spending data; they include compliance with laws 

and some measure performance as well. But if elected officials have made choices that 

some members of the public disapprove of, those officials may be reluctant to report the 

details of their decisions…. They may withhold data or, if the data are collected, may be 

reluctant to make it public” (p. 22). 

Existing Approaches to Budgeting and Equity 
We thought it would be useful to conclude with a brief overview of some existing approaches 

to budgeting and equity. Although this is not our area of expertise, we reviewed some 

approaches to budgeting and equity in the process of preparing this memo and wanted to 

share.  

In a brief on The Basics of Equity in Budgeting, the GFOA states that “[t]he Government 

Alliance on Race and Equity’s Racial Equity Toolkit…is among the most widely used equity 

frameworks for local governments.” The GFOA describes GARE’s framework as “investigating 

the distributional impacts of proposals by neighborhoods, the racial demographics of those 

most impacted in the jurisdiction, potential unintended consequences and how those will be 

 
accurate representation of the city’s financial position and follow generally accepted accounting principles, 

while internal auditors’ work goes beyond just the financial statements and also involve risk management, 

internal controls, and improvement efforts.  

https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/80d22a0b-d880-4387-96a1-a1872d226aab_GFRFeb2021-Equity-Budgeting.pdf
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addressed, and whether a proposal would increase or decrease racial equity based on the 

above research and stakeholder involvement.”  

The National League of Cities has a “repository of city racial equity policies and decisions” 

with examples from different cities of creating a home for racial equity work in the city 

(infrastructure), budgeting for equity, collecting disaggregated data, providing staff and 

elected officials training on racial equity, diversifying city staff, and more. A report on 

Charting an Equitable Future from What Works Cities’ City Budgeting for Equity and Recovery 

Program (CBER)30 also has lessons learned and examples from participating cities’ 

budgeting for equity and recovery efforts. For example, they note that “In Philadelphia, the 

official budget forms require each city department to reflect on how their departmental 

budget impacts racial equity” and that “there are racial equity questions in the forms for 

existing budgets, new spending, and budget cuts.”  

In conducting a cursory survey of local governments’ efforts to budget for equity and the 

tools available we noted the local government equity assessment tools shown in the box 

below. We also reviewed a 2023 GFOA report, Budgeting for Equity: Tensions, Lessons, 

Steps for Success, which proposed a process for budgeting for equity illustrated in the figure 

below. 

 

 
30 Along with Results for America, Blue Meridian Partners, and Bloomberg Philanthropies 

Local Government Equity Assessment Tools 

Austin 

Durham – tool mentions examining Seattle, 

Grand Rapids, and Minneapolis 

Dallas  

Milwaukee County 

Nashville-Davidson 

Portland  

San Antonio  

https://www.nlc.org/resource/repository-of-city-racial-equity-policies-and-decisions/
https://designrr.page/?id=174830&token=3850645198&type=FP&h=2406
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/c9583828-cb0a-4cd8-92d3-fb36db177221_Budgeting+for+Equity_R4.pdf
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/c9583828-cb0a-4cd8-92d3-fb36db177221_Budgeting+for+Equity_R4.pdf
https://app.smartsheet.com/b/publish?EQBCT=b90f65efc1d344b2be9ee13526e5236b
https://www.durhamnc.gov/DocumentCenter/View/36744/2-Racial-Equity--Budget-Engagement-Council-Retreat?bidId=
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/pnv/resilient_dallas/DCH%20Documents/Budgeting%20for%20Equity_FY20%20(1).pdf
https://county.milwaukee.gov/files/county/administrative-services/PSB/BudgetsCopy-1/2022-Budget/2022-Budget-REQ/2022-REBT/2900PreTrialREBT2.pdf
https://www.nashville.gov/sites/default/files/2022-03/Budget-Equity-Tool-FY2023.pdf?ct=1646236194
https://www.portland.gov/sites/default/files/2021/bds-budget-equity-assessment-tool-blank.pdf
https://www.sanantonio.gov/Equity/Initiatives/BudgetEquityTool
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Exhibit from 2023 GFOA report, Budgeting for Equity: Tensions, Lessons, Steps for Success 

Conclusion 
Local governments face significant challenges and constraints setting their budget and 

deploying their resources in response to shifting community needs and priorities. At the 

same time, local governments offer many more avenues for direct and indirect public input 

into the budget process than state and federal budgets do. As a result, the promise for a 

more democratic and equitable approach to public budgeting is strong at the local level.  

To realize this promise localities need to continue to open up both their ledger sheets and 

the budget process to include more public input and oversight. As budget campaigns in 

cities and counties across the country have shown, people who have been traditionally 

excluded from or ignored in local fiscal policy are eager to make their voices heard. 

Localities should strive to harness this energy – their community members are contributing 

oversight and innovative policy solutions, and are identifying external resources to meet 

local needs. Instead of seeing this as a political challenge, local officials and community 

members should see this engagement and energy as a way to overcome capacity and social 

constraints that hold back local policymaking.  

We’ve seen in this memo that localities big and small have contributed promising practices 

that can be replicated and extended to continue advancing equity in the local budget and 

budget process. Through these efforts localities can inform and empower the public and, in 

the process, expand their capacity to promote the flourishing of the public they serve. 

https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/c9583828-cb0a-4cd8-92d3-fb36db177221_Budgeting+for+Equity_R4.pdf
https://gfoaorg.cdn.prismic.io/gfoaorg/c9583828-cb0a-4cd8-92d3-fb36db177221_Budgeting+for+Equity_R4.pdf

