
National Priorities Project 
Federal Budget 101 Webinar 

Your guide to the federal government’s 
budgeting process 

 
“The future of our communities depends, in large part, 

on the federal budget.” 
-Ricardo Ortega, Legacy of Equality, Leadership and Organizing. 

 
In an engaged democracy, a well-informed public shapes the priorities of 
its government.  
 
Federal Budget 101 is for audiences that have spent little time thinking 
about the federal budget – either its significance in people’s lives or the 
process itself – but have realized the importance of developing a deeper 
understanding of the process in order to better participate in shaping the 
federal government’s spending priorities. 
 
Federal Budget 101 is a 40-minute presentation that will introduce the 
audience to the federal budgeting process. It is intended to strengthen 
people’s understanding of the community-level impact of the federal 
budget, and how regular people can have a voice in the budgeting 
process. 
 

National Priorities Project (NPP) staff created Federal Budget 101 
because most people in the United States do not understand the federal 
budget process or know how the federal government spends their tax 
dollars. People don't know who makes budget decisions or how to make 
their voices heard in debates over federal spending priorities. 
 
In addition to examining the budget process introduction, we will briefly 
explore some of NPP’s other resources, and we will leave time at the end 
of the webinar for Q&A. 
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THE ROLE OF THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT 
 
Through the federal budget, the federal government sends funds to states 
to support community programs and benefits.  The federal government 
spends money on: 
 

 roads and other infrastructure 

 education  

 job training 

 community development 

 children’s health insurance 

 food and drug safety 

 housing 

 Medicare, Medicaid, Social Security and Unemployment Insurance 
 

The federal budget has a direct impact in our daily lives, providing many 
essential benefit programs. And ideally, the priorities in the federal budget 
are also a reflection of our values as a nation. In practice, this is not 
always the case. The question is: Why are so few people involved in this 
decision-making process?  
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THE FEDERAL BUDGET PROCESS DEFINED 
 

The federal budget process is the annual mechanism that funds the 
operations of the federal government. It begins with the president’s budget 
proposal, which is also called the president’s requested budget, or simply 
the “request.” The White House releases the requested budget every year 
in February for the coming fiscal year, which begins on October 1. The 
federal fiscal year runs from October 1 through September 30. 
 
After the president’s request, there are numerous steps to turn the budget 
into law before the start of the new fiscal year. 
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THE FEDERAL BUDGET PROCESS 
 
The federal budget process has five key steps. First comes the president’s 
budget request, followed by budget “resolutions” in the House and Senate. 
A budget resolution isn’t a binding document, but rather it’s more like a 
blueprint for Appropriations Committees that will set funding levels for 
specific federal programs. Once Appropriations Committees in both the 
House and Senate have written appropriation bills, the two chambers 
reconcile the differences between their separate versions of the bills. And 
finally, after members of Congress have worked out their differences and 
appropriation bills have passed both chambers, the pieces of legislation 
go to the president to be signed into law. Then the country has a budget! 
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THE CONGRESSIONAL BUDGET PROCESS 
  
Step 1: The President Submits a Budget Proposal to Congress 
The budget process begins with policy prioritization decided by the 
president and the Cabinet. Based on these priorities, the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB), which is part of the Executive Branch, 
gives guidelines to federal agencies instructing them how to prepare their 
strategic plans and budgets. Agencies then submit budget requests to the 
OMB. OMB then compiles the budget request, which is released in early 
February. 
 
Step 2: Congress Passes a Budget Resolution 
After the president submits the budget request to Congress, the House 
and Senate spend early spring preparing budget resolutions. A budget 
resolution is a framework provided to Congress for making budget 
decisions regarding spending and taxes. Budget resolutions set spending 
limits, but do not set exact spending amounts for particular programs. 
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THE CONGRESSIONAL BUDGET PROCESS, CONTINUED 

 
 
Step 3: Congressional Subcommittees ‘Markup’ Appropriation Bills 
The Appropriations Committee of each chamber is broken down into 12 
different subcommittees, each of which reviews the part of the president’s 
budget request that pertains to its area of responsibility. For example, 



there is an Appropriations subcommittee for homeland security, and it 
reviews the part of the budget request pertaining to the Department of 
Homeland Security. The subcommittees conduct strict reviews of the 
president’s request and hold hearings with the leaders of federal agencies. 
 
Each of the 12 Appropriations subcommittees then writes a first draft of 
the appropriation bill to fund the federal agencies under its jurisdiction. 
These draft appropriation bills, which set specific levels of spending for 
federal programs, are also referred to as the “Chair’s Mark.” 
 
These draft bills are then considered, amended, and voted upon by the 
members of each subcommittee. Upon passage, the full Appropriations 
Committee reviews each bill, and then sends them to the full House or 
Senate.  
 
Step 4: The House and Senate Vote on Appropriation Bills and Reconcile 
Differences 
The House and Senate each debate and vote on 12 appropriation bills 
from each of the 12 Appropriations subcommittees. After both chambers 
pass their respective appropriation bills, the House and Senate versions of 
each bill are reconciled by a “conference” committee. Conference means 
that the two chambers come together. Then both chambers vote on 
reconciled versions of the bills. 
 
Step 5: The President Signs Appropriation Bills 
Once the bills pass Congress, they are enacted into law with the 
president’s signature. Ideally the entire process is completed by October 
1, the first day of the new fiscal year. 

 
Slide #7 

 
PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 

 
This detailed map of the federal budget process starts even before the 
president’s request. As the green boxes indicate, the president’s budget 
request is the result of a series of recommendations and revisions based 
on work done by individual federal agencies and the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB). OMB serves as the president’s 
accounting firm, and coordinates the creation of the annual budget 
request, a process that takes many months. 
 
So, even as a new fiscal year begins, work is already underway at OMB to 
craft the next year’s budget. In other words, work on the fiscal year 2013 
request began in the spring of 2011, before fiscal year 2012 had even 
started. 
 



We focus our attention on the legislative portion of the process—shown in 
blue boxes on this slide—because ultimately Congress has the greatest 
power over the final version of the federal budget, and because it is during 
the congressional portion of the process that individuals like us can have 
the most impact on shaping the final outcome. 
 

 

Slide #8 
 

WHAT DOES ALL THIS REALLY MEAN? 
 
Okay, but what does this really mean, practically speaking? 
 

 This decision of how much funding to give to specific federal 
programs falls to appropriators. 

o The House and Senate each have 12 Appropriations 
subcommittees (shown). 

o The subcommittees use the overall spending figures 
allocated by the budget resolution. 

o Then they determine how much funding specific programs 
should receive. 

 
Let’s use the president’s FY2013 budget request for Health and Human 
Services (HHS) funding as an example. 
 
The Obama Administration requested around $922 billion for HHS for 
fiscal year 2013. (In budget terms, HHS is the largest federal agency, 
followed by the Department of Defense.) 
 

 Funding for HHS falls under the Labor, Health & Human Services 
and Education Subcommittee. 

o Subcommittee members determine how much each HHS 
program will receive. 

o See the slide for examples of specific program funding in the 
FY2013 request. 

o NPP offers state-level data on these and many other federal 
programs. 

 
Sources: Office of Management and Budget, "Analytical Perspectives," 
Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2013, Tables 18–17, 
18–19 and 18–23. 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2013/assets/spec.pdf
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WHERE FEDERAL FUNDS LAND IN OUR COMMUNITIES 
 
The federal government provides financial support to our communities for 
a broad range of services. This support includes programs that benefit 
specific individuals—for example, through nutrition assistance or job 
training—as well as entire communities, through programs for clean water, 
transportation, or schools. 
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THREE MAIN BUDGET CATEGORIES 
 
The federal budget is divided into three major spending categories:  
mandatory, discretionary, and interest on the federal debt. 
 
Mandatory spending is money that is spent in compliance with laws that 
govern programs like Medicare, Social Security, and food stamps. People 
who are eligible and apply for benefits from these programs must, by law, 
receive benefits. That’s what makes this kind of spending “mandatory.” 
Mandatory spending accounts for roughly two-thirds of total federal 
spending. 
 
Changes in mandatory spending programs are infrequent and often very 
dramatic. An example of a change in mandatory spending regulations is 
the Obama healthcare reform legislation. 
 
Like its name implies, discretionary spending is the portion of the budget 
that Congress appropriates every year at lawmakers’ discretion. It 
represents roughly one-third of the total annual federal budget. 
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THE DISCRETIONARY BUDGET 
HOW DOES IT AFFECT YOU? 

 
Although it represents only around one-third of annual federal spending, 
the discretionary part of the budget is in many ways the most important. 
Discretionary spending funds many of the domestic programs considered 



critical by most Americans: education, housing assistance, environmental 
protection, and the military. 
 
There are other reasons the discretionary budget is especially important. It 
is the portion of the budget that must be requested by the president and 
approved by Congress each year, so it is significantly more susceptible to 
changes in the political climate than mandatory spending. When politicians 
are looking for areas of federal spending to cut—as they are right now—
the discretionary budget is most accessible to them. 
 
Last August lawmakers passed a debt deal—officially called the Budget 
Control Act of 2011—which enacted cuts and caps to the discretionary 
budget. Such reductions in the discretionary budget affect funding for 
programs like Head Start and the Children’s Health Insurance Program 
(CHIP). 
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THE BUDGET CONTROL ACT OF 2011 
 
The Budget Control Act of 2011 (BCA) is legislation enacted in August 
2011 as the result of an agreement between the Obama Administration 
and Congress that would reduce the federal deficit by $2.4 trillion over ten 
years. The BCA calls for initial savings of $917 billion between fiscal years 
2012 and 2021, generated by caps on discretionary spending. The cuts 
would be divided between military and non-military spending. 
 
The BCA also created a 12-member "super committee" which was 
charged with coming up with a plan that would further reduce the deficit by 
at least $1.5 trillion over 10 years. The BCA also established an automatic 
process for reducing spending if the super committee declined to produce 
a plan, or if Congress declined to pass the super committee’s proposal. 
The process for automatic spending reductions – known as sequestration 
– would cut an additional $1.2 trillion from federal spending over 10 years. 
 
The super committee was not able to reach an agreement on deficit 
reduction prior to the November 2011 deadline, nor did Congress on its 
own pass legislation that would have met the $1.2 trillion deficit-reduction 
requirement. As a result, automatic cuts are scheduled to go into effect on 
January 1, 2013. Many lawmakers in Washington, including President 
Obama, have talked about preventing sequestration from taking effect, or 
changing the way it would impact different areas of the federal budget. 
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NOW, HOW CAN YOU INFLUENCE THIS? 
 
It might seem difficult or even impossible. But we’ve got some simple 
guidelines that will help you navigate Washington and make your voice 
heard. 
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KNOWLEDGE IS POWER 
HOW TO TAKE ACTION  

 
Regularly contact the White house regarding your priorities for the nation. 
 
The preparation for the president’s budget request is done in the various 
federal agencies and begins early in the spring of the preceding year. 
Spring through early fall is the best opportunity for constituents to help 
shape a federal agency’s upcoming budget request by contacting officials 
at the agency in question. For example, if you believe funding should be 
expanded for the nutrition program WIC, which stands for Women, Infants, 
Children, then you should communicate your position to officials at the 
USDA. 
 
You can also influence the budget request by contacting officials at OMB, 
who are responsible for compiling the president’s budget. 
 
The president releases the budget request on the first Monday in 
February.  
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HOW TO TAKE ACTION, CONTINUED 
 
From February to March, the House and Senate Appropriations 
subcommittees review the request. Hearings are held with heads of 
federal agencies and non-federal public witnesses. This is a good time to 
contact lawmakers if you believe the president’s budget is wrongly cutting 
a program or to voice support for provisions in the budget. Subcommittee 
members determine who testifies about requested agency funding and 
they may ask stakeholders for suggestions on issues they should raise at 



hearings. You may be able to influence a hearing, or even testify, if you 
are deeply affected by a particular program.  
 
In April, the House and Senate Budget Committees vote on budget 
resolutions. April is a good opportunity to speak with lawmakers about 
this; contact members of Budget Committees about agencies’ overall 
spending levels.   
 
Once the budget resolution has passed, you should shift your attention 
back to Appropriations subcommittees, as they consider funding for 
specific programs. 
 
Then the House and Senate will pass their respective versions of 
appropriations bills from July to August. This time frame presents you with 
another good opportunity to contact lawmakers about funding for specific 
programs.  
 
The House-Senate conference committee begins in September to resolve 
differences between the two chambers’ bills. As lawmakers iron out 
differences between their respective versions of appropriation bills, it is 
critical that lawmakers hear from constituents about which provisions 
should prevail. For instance, if you support program X, and one chamber 
has provided significantly more funding for program X than the other 
chamber has, urge lawmakers to include the higher funding level in the 
final bill.  
 
After the House and Senate have passed the final bills, they are presented 
to the president for signing into law. If you believe the final version of a bill 
is deeply problematic, you can urge the president to veto it. But a 
presidential veto is rare. 
 
These guidelines help you to follow the process as it’s supposed to go. 
But recent conflict in Washington has meant that the actual process has 
not always followed these steps. 
 
The NPP website will keep you up to date about what’s going on in the 
budget process in real time, since part of our job as citizens is to 
recognize when lawmakers are shirking responsibility – and to hold them 
accountable when they do so. 
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NPP HAS THE STUFF TO KEEP YOU UP-TO-DATE AND 
ENGAGED IN THE BUDGET PROCESS 

 
For nearly 30 years, National Priorities Project (NPP) has made complex 
federal budget information transparent and accessible so people can 
prioritize and influence how their tax dollars are spent. 

 

Some of our most popular tools include:  
 

1. The Federal Priorities Database:  This NPP Database breaks down 
federal expenditures on education, energy, health, housing, nutrition 
assistance, labor, and poverty on the state and even county level.  It 
also has data on unemployment, poverty rates, food insecurity, and 
many other kinds of social indicators. 
(http://data.nationalpriorities.org) 

 
2. The President’s Budget: This publication offers a look at federal 

budgets spanning multiple years. It gives people a chance to 
compare the president’s stated priorities with the funding he provides 
for different kinds of initiatives. 
(http://nationalpriorities.org/en/analysis/2012/presidents-budget-
fy2013/) 

 
3. Federal Budget 101: The web-based version of Federal Budget 101 

has a wealth of additional introductory resources. 
(http://nationalpriorities.org/en/budget-basics/federal-budget-101/) 

 
4. “Budget Briefs” on YouTube: You’ll find weekly two-minute 

“Budget Brief” videos on NPP’s YouTube channel. Budget Briefs 
cover a variety of current budget issues. 
(http://www.youtube.com/nationalpriorities) 

 
5. Trade-Offs: This tool allows users to compare different spending 

options in ways that are easy to understand. 
(http://nationalpriorities.org/en/interactive-data/trade-offs/) 

 
6. Tax Day:  How are your federal income tax dollars spent? NPP 

shows you – down to the penny – and writes you a receipt. 
(http://nationalpriorities.org/en/analysis/2012/taxday-2012/) 

 
7. Webinars:  In addition to this webinar, NPP offers several others, 

including “The President’s Budget,” covering President Obama’s 
recent request, and “Jobs, Deficits & Taxes,” an overview of three of 

http://data.nationalpriorities.org/
http://nationalpriorities.org/en/analysis/2012/presidents-budget-fy2013/
http://nationalpriorities.org/en/budget-basics/federal-budget-101/
http://www.youtube.com/nationalpriorities
http://nationalpriorities.org/en/interactive-data/trade-offs/
http://nationalpriorities.org/en/analysis/2012/taxday-2012/
http://nationalpriorities.org/en/budget-basics/webinars/


the critical issues facing our nation today. We are also always 
considering topics for new and timely webinars. We encourage your 
suggestions. (http://nationalpriorities.org/en/budget-basics/webinars/) 

 
8. NPP’s “Budget Matters” Blog: NPP staff blog regularly on issues 

related to the federal budget and the budget process. 
(http://nationalpriorities.org/blog/) 

 
9. NPP on Social Media: We’re constantly sending out bite-sized 

budget information on Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube! 
 

And… 
 
A People’s Guide to the Federal Budget 
Coming May 2012 from Interlink Books 
  

http://nationalpriorities.org/en/blog/
http://www.facebook.com/nationalpriorities
twitter.com/natpriorities
http://www.youtube.com/nationalpriorities

