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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 This our fourth week of class 

 I plan to continue to be available to you by email and on Sundays at 3 p.m. in Zoom for 

questions. 

 We are "in" the chapter 6 of our textbook. 

 Continue to monitor this page and remember to REFRESH the page in your browser each 

time. 

 http://www.robertcat.net/gdrive/spring2021/padm5302/site/index5302.html 

 

A LOOK AHEAD 

 

 here is assignment 2 

 http://www.robertcat.net/gdrive/spring2021/padm5302/site/assignments/assignment2.pdf 

 "how high the sky is" refers to the budget ceiling based on the revenue forecast for the 

coming year. 

 

NEW -- BUDGETING INVOLVES STRATEGIC BEHAVIORS 

 

Strategies and behaviors are easier to teach than numbers, for many social scientists.  

 

Basically, the challenges and the patterns are similar in almost any kind of government. 

 

I often reference a "dance." All the actors have roles to play. Everyone pretty much does what is 

expected of the role. Personalities can make a difference, of course. But most of the details are 

worked out behind closed doors, and a lot of the work is done by professional staffers. The 

public hearings may be primarily for show.  

 

Public budgeting cannot be reduced to mere calculation. It is much more about politics than 

about rationality. There is some objective rationality about budgeting. But most of the 

"rationality" is a political rationality that involves getting reelected and taking credit and so forth. 

 

Elected people are usually concerned about reelection and fixate on the "windshield" rather than 

the distant future. That is why sewer systems and global warming and other things don't get 

emphasized. 

 

The level of conflict is limited by INCREMENTALISM. 

 

 The fight is usually limited to the margins -- a little more or a little less. 

 

Everyone needs to go home and say to others, "I was there for you!" 



 

Elected people are not necessary experienced business or finance people and depend heavily on 

professional staffers, except maybe at the local level. 

 

Incrementalism serves to reduce the level of political conflict. It also simplifies things and helps 

decision-makers who have BOUNDED RATIONALITY (i.e., limited mental capacities). 

 

THE PURPOSES OF BUDGETING 

 

A budget should be AT LEASE a planning document. It's construction should be informed by 

some kind of strategic plan. While the budget itself focuses on one or two near-term years, there 

should be a sense of purpose and direction behind it and reflected in it. 

 

For example, what is Wayne, Nebraska now and what does it hope to be within five, ten or 

perhaps twenty years? With no documented vision, a person or a place is not likely to change and 

grow.  

 

There is often at tension between those who reach for the future and those who cling to the past. 

 

 
Source: https://pixabay.com/images/search/unicycle/ 

 

To balance on a unicycle you must continually push both forward and back. I can tell you from 

experience that it is a very disagreeable experience. A bicycle is far better because you can push 

forward continually. The past is seldom as grand and remembered. But I assure that many would 

return there if possible.  

 

Accept change. You cannot perpetuate the past. It is over. Move on. "Remember Lot's wife." 

 

Two church buildings on the side of the road between Albany and Sylvester look the same. One 

is old and the other is new construction. What is that evidence of? It suggest to me that the 

mental models of the members have not changed in 50 or more years. Hopefully, the mental 

models of communities evolve over time. 

 

Without a vision, how can you measure progress? It is like playing football on a field without 

goal posts. The world changes. The environment of any place changes. Without a plan the 

direction of "progress" is likely to be downward.  

https://pixabay.com/images/search/unicycle/


 

---------- - 

 

A budget can be a means of control, to some degree. Assuming money is allocated to 

departments as per the budget, people can be held accountable for how the money was used.  

 

LINE ITEM BUDGETS are "primitive" but they are the most widely used format today. They 

have little value either for planning or control purposes, but they are used because they are 

simple to understand.  

 

---------- - 

 

A budget can be structured as a PROGRAM budget. This is a modest improvement over a line-

item budget. It as least asks, what program as this expenditure intended to achieve. OVERHEAD 

has be allocated across programs. But some item/objects are intended for particular programs. 

Then you can begin to ask, WHY does this program need 150 reams of paper? How are 1500 

gallons of gasoline going to be used? By whom, driving where, and why? And then you can 

begin to have some intelligent conversations about intended outcomes. A program budget can be 

thought of a one step "up" from a line-item budget. I think it incorporates line-item budgeting, 

but asks, "WHY." It makes decision-makers think more deeply, which they may not be willing or 

able to do. 

 

------- - 

 

And then a PERFORMANCE BUDGET begins to ask, what outcomes will we get for our inputs. 

What did it cost last year (per ton) to collect 100 tons of garbage? Is that good? Are there better 

ways to do this? What does it cost to collect a ton of garbage? What SHOULD it cost to collect a 

ton of garbage? 

 

----- - 

 

The budget format determines how "smart" the conversations are. Line-item budgets do not 

engender very intelligent conversations because they do not cause participants to ask good 

questions. "Duh. Okay, we will probably need more office supplies next year."  

 

----------- - 

 

ZERO BASED BUDGETING  - - Kind of a blind ally 

 

Incrementalism (for all its limitations) serves one important purpose -- it serves to CONTAIN 

levels of political conflict. It also serves to help people deal with BOUNDED RATIONALITY. 

We have small processors between our ears. 

 

We don't have to "reinvent the wheel" every year if we assume the next year is likely to look a 

lot like last year. We argue about the margins -- a little or a little less. We don't step back and 

ask, do will really need to continue to do all these programs?  



 

------------- - 

 

BUDGETING IN A CUTBACK ENVIRONMENT 

 

It a CUTBACK environment (the "sky is really low") we tend to "cut across the board" instead 

of making the hard decisions that probably should be made. (Refer to textbook for better 

explanation.) "Five percent cut across the board" seems more fair and eliminating one or more 

entire programs. But this is "good politics" rather than good administration, unless your 

department is the one that may get eliminated. Once created, administrative departments and 

programs tend to last "forever."  

 

Remember, for elected politicians the "game" is to stay in office. Conflict can create "enemies" 

and opposition in the upcoming election. "Just play the game, avoid conflict, and kick the can 

down the road forever if possible." I am not recommending this. I am trying to explain why this 

happens. When the economy is bad you don't make friends by "speaking truth to power."  

 

 

 

 

 


