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Preface

Public budgeting is an aggravating enterprise under all but ideal circum-
stances. We generally want more than we can afford, and we often don’t agree
regarding what we want. If'we are honest and have a reasonable degree of
humility, we are also aware that we often don’t understand what we are doing.
In all these respects, public budgeting bears a close resemblance to other
aspects of life.

Unfortunately, democracy (whether direct or representative) does not func-
tion terribly well when large numbers of people know very little about pub-
lic budgeting and when a wealth of inaccurate information about public
budgeting is believed by many people. Are we a generous nation when foreign
aid decisions are made? Is there a Social Security crisis, and what sorts of pro-
posals might help improve the situation? Would a poor child be better off liv-
ing in Sweden or in Texas? A better-informed public is in 2 better position to
help guide public decisions regarding budgets.

Budgetary decisions, both public and private, serve as a sort of social lie
detector, casting light on the sometimes large gap between what we say and
what we do. Reflect on the amount of money that Americans spend on gam-
bling, cosmetics, recreational vehicles, sports, jewelry, or any number of other
products and activities. Compare those sums with the amounts that we spend
on libraries or the probable cost of extending health care coverage to the mil-
lions of Americans who lack that coverage today. These comparisons may not
always make us feel comfortable, but they are educational.
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xvi PREFACE

THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

I have tried to combine the emphases of budgetary literature from the politi-
cal/policy side with the literature having more of a public administration and
public finance emphasis. These two streams of literature often speak to related
concerns and help to place each other in perspective but often seem to func-
tion separately. I hope the effort will be of value.

Chapter 1 provides a brief introduction and discusses the various uses of
public budgeting along with the most important theories of public budget-
ing. The chapter will also explore’major strategies used by participants in the
budget arena and the techniques used to cope with the complexity and con-
flict associated with budgeting. Chapter 2 discusses the major revenue
sources and spending patterns of national, state, and local governments in the
United States, and explores changes in revenues and spending over the years.
Chapter 2 also explores the implications of some of those changes for pub-
lic budgeting.

Chapter 3 provides a general overview of the various phases in the budget
process, to provide some context for Chapters 4 through 7. Chapter 4 exam-
ines the processes involved in developing a budget proposal and how those
processes have changed over the years. This chapter describes some of the dif-
ferent formats used for public budgets and what we have learned from using
those formats. Chapter 5 provides a brief, nontechnical introduction to some
of the analytical techniques used in budgetary analysis. Those techniques
include forecasting future revenues and expenses, and analysing the effective-
ness and efficiency of programs.

Chapter 6 explores the adoption phase of budgeting, with particular
emphasis on the evolution of the budget process in Congress, but also on dis-
tinctive features of state and local budget adoption. Chapter 7 discusses the
implementation of budgets after they have been approved, as well as some of
the major methods for revising a budget after it has been adopted. Chapter 8
examines financial management, which has many facets: decisions regarding
major purchases of durable equipment and facilities, public debt, auditing and
accounting, and management of funds on hand.

Chapter 9 explores the complex relationships between the economy and
public budgeting. As we will see, the economy can affect public budgets in
many ways, and budgetary decisions can also affect the economy. Chapter 10
examines the issue of fiscal federalism, which includes such topics as financial
aid from one level of government to another, competition among governments
for revenues, and the ways in which one government may try to influence the
budgetary decisions of other governments. Chapter 11 offers some concluding
thoughts on public budgeting with particular attention to the question of why,
after more than 100 years of reforming public budgeting, we continue to be
less than satisfied with public budgeting in the United States.
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