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INTRODUCTION 

 
What Dr. Menifield includes in the first two chapters is pretty much everything I learned about 
budgeting at University of Georgia years ago. This way of teaching budgeting and financial 
management is more the "political science" way of teaching rather than the business school 
way of teaching. My teachers were political scientists, and I teach as I was taught.  
 
These notes do not substitute for the textbook. Read and study the textbook carefully. If you 
ask me questions, I will respond. 
 
First, there really are budget cycles. They even have calendar dates by when things need to 
happen. The dates are not uniform among all jurisdictions. Even the fiscal years are not 
uniform. In most political jurisdictions a budget is a law and there can even be criminal 
penalties for not following it. But that does not mean that department heads have no 
discretion. Most state governments are required to have "balanced budgets," and yet many 
states have substantial accumulated debts and may run annual deficits. (The national/federal 
government of the United States is not required to have a balanced budget. In time of war, for 
example, Congress cannot just say, "Opps, we are out of money." The solution in Congress has 
often been to lower tax rates and borrow more money. But that is another story. In recent 
years the solution has been that each "side" lets the other side have what they want, and to 
pretend that the debt does not matter. Well, it does matter and there is going to be a load of 
hurting in the United States some day soon, in my opinion. 
 
My understanding of a balanced budget is that total anticipated government revenues in a new 
budget must be equal to or greater than total anticipated spending for the coming fiscal year. 
The reality is that ACTUAL spending may be more than was anticipated (and/or) actual 
revenues less. These things happen. So while the budget was balanced, the reality was not, and 
the jurisdiction runs a deficit for the year; the jurisdiction borrows money, and the deficit gets 
added to the debt of the state or local political jurisdiction. Some states and local governments 
run surpluses and accumulate some money in the bank. This is good and provides some 
"cushion" for unexpected expenses in the future.  
 
In my mind there are four common phases in the budget cycles: executive preparation; 
legislative approval, administrative implementation/execution; and the audit/evaluation phase. 
Most political jurisdictions have a budget every fiscal year; but the cycle extends beyond 12 
months. At least three different budgets are usually in play in any jurisdiction at any moment in 
time -- the future one being planned; the current one being implemented; and the prior one 
being audited. The typical budget office is a busy and important place. Imagine a football arena 
in which three different games are continually being played at the same time, with different 
begin times and end times.  



 
The first phase is budget preparation, usually done by the elected political chief executive with 
the help of some staffers who know what they are doing. For example, the chief executive of a 
city is usually a mayor. A city administrator (appointed and employed, not elected) is also likely 
to be involved at the city level. Because the mayor is only one person, he or she is best suited to 
get things started.  
 
In the second phase, the legislative branch of the respective jurisdiction must begin with the 
proposed budget, and pass something as if it was a law. This may be relatively simple at the 
local level, difficult at the state level, and a full-blown nightmare in Congress. If the legislative 
branch cannot do its job, then usually the old budget continues for another year at the old 
spending levels. Also, in Congress a lot of the budget is on, "autopilot." Members of Congress 
do not want to take responsibility for unpopular decisions, so they found a way to make 
decisions by not making decisions.  
 
I think Dr. Menifield does a nice job of describing the "games" people play in political budgetary 
processes. Please read this carefully, including how departments heads say and do things to 
advance the interests of their departments. A good administrator needs to be a good politician. 
It is not wrong to promote the interests of one's own department. It is part of the job. It is 
expected an necessary. You  should not treat other departments as enemies; even if you are 
competing with others for the same money. Let me frame this here in terms of city 
government. They mayor wants to advance his or her policy initiatives. The budget director 
wants stay on schedule and get the job done. The budget staff want to do their professional 
work and try to stay out of the middle of any political fights. Elected members of the city 
council (the legislative body) want to keep promises to their constituents so as to be reelected. 
Lobbyists work for interest groups and want to help their employers in terms of budget and/or 
policy goals. And, of course, some citizens may get directly involved, especially if they have the 
money to make their voices heard. It is a game or a dance. It is almost always incremental in 
nature -- not zero-based. People are generally fighting over a little less or a little more than last 
year. Everyone wants to go back to their constituents and say, "I was there for you." If everyone 
acts in predictable ways, everyone go home with something to show for their participation. You 
want to be honest and trustworthy. You will probably "dance" with these same people in the 
following budget cycle. Play nice, and you will probably be taken care of by the system, even in 
a poor year. 
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