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GLOSSARY OF BUDGET TERMS

Account refers to a separate financial reporting unit 
used by the Federal Government to record budget author-
ity, outlays and income for budgeting or management 
information purposes as well as for accounting purposes. 
All budget (and off-budget) accounts are classified as be-
ing either expenditure or receipt accounts and by fund 
group. Budget (and off-budget) transactions fall within 
either of two fund group: (1) Federal funds and (2) trust 
funds. (Cf. Federal funds group and trust funds group.)

Accrual method of measuring cost means an ac-
counting method that records cost when the liability is 
incurred. As applied to Federal employee retirement ben-
efits, accrual costs are recorded when the benefits are 
earned rather than when they are paid at some time in 
the future. The accrual method is used in part to provide 
data that assists in agency policymaking, but not used 
in presenting the overall budget of the United States 
Government.

Advance appropriation means appropriations of 
new budget authority that become available one or more 
fiscal years beyond the fiscal year for which the appro-
priation act was passed.

Advance funding means appropriations of budget au-
thority provided in an appropriations act to be used, if 
necessary, to cover obligations incurred late in the fiscal 
year for benefit payments in excess of the amount spe-
cifically appropriated in the act for that year, where the 
budget authority is charged to the appropriation for the 
program for the fiscal year following the fiscal year for 
which the appropriations act is passed.

Agency means a department or other establishment of 
the Government.

Allowance means a lump-sum included in the budget 
to represent certain transactions that are expected to in-
crease or decrease budget authority, outlays, or receipts 
but that are not, for various reasons, reflected in the pro-
gram details.

Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control 
Act of 1985 (BBEDCA) refers to legislation that altered 
the budget process, primarily by replacing the earlier fixed 
targets for annual deficits with a Pay-As-You-Go require-
ment for new tax or mandatory spending legislation and 
with caps on annual discretionary funding. The Statutory 
Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010, which is a standalone piece of 
legislation that did not directly amend the BBEDCA, re-
instated a statutory pay-as-you-go rule for revenues and 
mandatory spending legislation, and the Budget Control 
Act of 2011, which did amend BBEDCA, reinstated dis-
cretionary caps on budget authority.

Balances of budget authority means the amounts of 
budget authority provided in previous years that have not 
been outlayed.

Baseline means a projection of the estimated receipts, 
outlays, and deficit or surplus that would result from con-
tinuing current law or current policies through the period 
covered by the budget.

Budget means the Budget of the United States 
Government, which sets forth the President’s comprehen-

sive financial plan for allocating resources and indicates 
the President’s priorities for the Federal Government. 

Budget authority (BA) means the authority provided 
by law to incur financial obligations that will result in 
outlays. (For a description of the several forms of budget 
authority, see “Budget Authority and Other Budgetary 
Resources’’ earlier in this chapter.)

Budget Control Act of 2011 refers to legislation that, 
among other things, amended BBEDCA to reinstate dis-
cretionary spending limits on budget authority through 
2021 and restored the process for enforcing those spend-
ing limits. The legislation also increased the statutory 
debt ceiling; created a Joint Select Committee on Deficit 
Reduction that was instructed to develop a bill to reduce 
the Federal deficit by at least $1.5 trillion over a 10-year 
period; and provided a process to implement alternative 
spending reductions in the event that legislation achiev-
ing at least $1.2 trillion of deficit reduction was not 
enacted.

Budget resolution—see concurrent resolution on the 
budget.

Budget totals mean the totals included in the bud-
get for budget authority, outlays, receipts, and the surplus 
or deficit. Some presentations in the budget distinguish 
on-budget totals from off-budget totals. On-budget totals 
reflect the transactions of all Federal Government enti-
ties except those excluded from the budget totals by law. 
Off-budget totals reflect the transactions of Government 
entities that are excluded from the on-budget totals by 
law. Under current law, the off-budget totals include 
the Social Security trust funds (Federal Old-Age and 
Survivors Insurance and Federal Disability Insurance 
Trust Funds) and the Postal Service Fund. The budget 
combines the on- and off-budget totals to derive unified 
(i.e. consolidated) totals for Federal activity.

Budget year refers to the fiscal year for which the bud-
get is being considered, that is, with respect to a session 
of Congress, the fiscal year of the government that starts 
on October 1 of the calendar year in which that session of 
Congress begins. 

Budgetary resources mean amounts available to in-
cur obligations in a given year. The term comprises new 
budget authority and unobligated balances of budget au-
thority provided in previous years.

Cap means the legal limits for each fiscal year under 
BBEDCA on the budget authority and outlays (only if ap-
plicable) provided by discretionary appropriations.

Cap adjustment means either an increase or a de-
crease that is permitted to the statutory cap limits for 
each fiscal year under BBEDCA on the budget authority 
and outlays (only if applicable) provided by discretion-
ary appropriations only if certain conditions are met. 
These conditions may include providing for a base level 
of funding, a designation of the increase or decrease by 
the Congress, (and in some circumstances, the President) 
pursuant to a section of the BBEDCA, or a change in con-
cepts and definitions of funding under the cap. Changes 
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in concepts and definitions require consultation with the 
Congressional Appropriations and Budget Committees.

Cash equivalent transaction means a transaction 
in which the Government makes outlays or receives col-
lections in a form other than cash or the cash does not 
accurately measure the cost of the transaction. (For exam-
ples, see the section on “Outlays’’ earlier in this chapter.)

Collections mean money collected by the Government 
that the budget records as a governmental receipt, an off-
setting collection, or an offsetting receipt.

Concurrent resolution on the budget refers to the 
concurrent resolution adopted by the Congress to set bud-
getary targets for appropriations, mandatory spending 
legislation, and tax legislation. These concurrent reso-
lutions are required by the Congressional Budget Act of 
1974, and are generally adopted annually. 

Continuing resolution means an appropriations act 
that provides for the ongoing operation of the Government 
in the absence of enacted appropriations.

Cost refers to legislation or administrative actions that 
increase outlays or decrease receipts. (Cf. savings.)

Credit program account means a budget account 
that receives and obligates appropriations to cover the 
subsidy cost of a direct loan or loan guarantee and dis-
burses the subsidy cost to a financing account.

Current services estimate—see Baseline.
Debt held by the public means the cumulative 

amount of money the Federal Government has borrowed 
from the public and not repaid.

Debt held by the public net of financial assets 
means the cumulative amount of money the Federal 
Government has borrowed from the public and not repaid, 
minus the current value of financial assets such as loan 
assets, bank deposits, or private-sector securities or equi-
ties held by the Government and plus the current value of 
financial liabilities other than debt.

Debt held by Government accounts means the debt 
the Treasury Department owes to accounts within the 
Federal Government. Most of it results from the surplus-
es of the Social Security and other trust funds, which are 
required by law to be invested in Federal securities.

Debt limit means the maximum amount of Federal 
debt that may legally be outstanding at any time. It in-
cludes both the debt held by the public and the debt held 
by Government accounts, but without accounting for off-
setting financial assets. When the debt limit is reached, 
the Government cannot borrow more money until the 
Congress has enacted a law to increase the limit.

Deficit means the amount by which outlays exceed 
receipts in a fiscal year. It may refer to the on-budget, off-
budget, or unified budget deficit.

Direct loan means a disbursement of funds by the 
Government to a non-Federal borrower under a con-
tract that requires the repayment of such funds with or 
without interest. The term includes the purchase of, or 
participation in, a loan made by another lender. The term 
also includes the sale of a Government asset on credit 
terms of more than 90 days duration as well as financing 
arrangements for other transactions that defer payment 
for more than 90 days. It also includes loans financed by 

the Federal Financing Bank (FFB) pursuant to agency 
loan guarantee authority. The term does not include the 
acquisition of a federally guaranteed loan in satisfaction 
of default or other guarantee claims or the price support 
“loans” of the Commodity Credit Corporation. (Cf. loan 
guarantee.)

Direct spending—see mandatory spending.
Disaster funding means a discretionary appropria-

tion that is enacted that the Congress designates as being 
for disaster relief. Such amounts are a cap adjustment to 
the limits on discretionary spending under BBEDCA. The 
total adjustment for this purpose cannot exceed a ceiling 
for a particular year that is defined as the total of the 
average funding provided for disaster relief over the pre-
vious 10 years (excluding the highest and lowest years) 
and the unused amount of the prior year’s ceiling (exclud-
ing the portion of the prior year’s ceiling that was itself 
due to any unused amount from the year before). Disaster 
relief is defined as activities carried out pursuant to a de-
termination under section 102(2) of the Robert T. Stafford 
Disaster Relief and Emergency Assistance Act.

Discretionary spending means budgetary resources 
(except those provided to fund mandatory spending pro-
grams) provided in appropriations acts. (Cf. mandatory 
spending.)

Emergency requirement means an amount that the 
Congress has designated as an emergency requirement. 
Such amounts are not included in the estimated budget-
ary effects of PAYGO legislation under the requirements 
of the Statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010, if they are 
mandatory or receipts. Such a discretionary appropria-
tion that is subsequently designated by the President as 
an emergency requirement results in a cap adjustment to 
the limits on discretionary spending under BBEDCA.

Entitlement refers to a program in which the Federal 
Government is legally obligated to make payments or pro-
vide aid to any person who, or State or local government 
that, meets the legal criteria for eligibility. Examples 
include Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, and Food 
Stamps.

Federal funds group refers to the moneys col-
lected and spent by the Government through accounts 
other than those designated as trust funds. Federal funds 
include general, special, public enterprise, and intragov-
ernmental funds. (Cf. trust funds group.)

Financing account means a non-budgetary account 
(an account whose transactions are excluded from the 
budget totals) that records all of the cash flows resulting 
from post-1991 direct loan obligations or loan guarantee 
commitments. At least one financing account is associ-
ated with each credit program account. For programs 
that make both direct loans and loan guarantees, sepa-
rate financing accounts are required for direct loan cash 
flows and for loan guarantee cash flows. (Cf. liquidating 
account.)

Fiscal year means the Government’s accounting peri-
od. It begins on October 1st and ends on September 30th, 
and is designated by the calendar year in which it ends.

Forward funding means appropriations of budget 
authority that are made for obligation starting in the 
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last quarter of the fiscal year for the financing of ongoing 
grant programs during the next fiscal year.

General fund means the accounts in which are re-
corded governmental receipts not earmarked by law for 
a specific purpose, the proceeds of general borrowing, and 
the expenditure of these moneys.

Government sponsored enterprises mean private 
enterprises that were established and chartered by the 
Federal Government for public policy purposes. They 
are classified as non-budgetary and not included in the 
Federal budget because they are private companies, and 
their securities are not backed by the full faith and credit 
of the Federal Government. However, the budget presents 
statements of financial condition for certain Government 
sponsored enterprises such as the Federal National 
Mortgage Association. (Cf. off-budget.)

Intragovernmental fund—see Revolving fund.
Liquidating account means a budget account that re-

cords all cash flows to and from the Government resulting 
from pre-1992 direct loan obligations or loan guarantee 
commitments. (Cf. financing account.)

Loan guarantee means any guarantee, insurance, 
or other pledge with respect to the payment of all or a 
part of the principal or interest on any debt obligation 
of a non-Federal borrower to a non-Federal lender. The 
term does not include the insurance of deposits, shares, 
or other withdrawable accounts in financial institutions. 
(Cf. direct loan.)

Mandatory spending means spending controlled by 
laws other than appropriations acts (including spend-
ing for entitlement programs) and spending for the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, formerly 
food stamps. Although the Statutory Pay-As-You-Go 
Act of 2010 uses the term direct spending to mean this, 
mandatory spending is commonly used instead. (Cf. dis-
cretionary spending.)

Means of financing refers to borrowing, the change 
in cash balances, and certain other transactions involved 
in financing a deficit. The term is also used to refer to the 
debt repayment, the change in cash balances, and certain 
other transactions involved in using a surplus. By defini-
tion, the means of financing are not treated as receipts or 
outlays and so are non-budgetary.

Obligated balance means the cumulative amount of 
budget authority that has been obligated but not yet out-
layed. (Cf. unobligated balance.)

Obligation means a binding agreement that will re-
sult in outlays, immediately or in the future. Budgetary 
resources must be available before obligations can be in-
curred legally.

Off-budget refers to transactions of the Federal 
Government that would be treated as budgetary had the 
Congress not designated them by statute as “off-budget.” 
Currently, transactions of the Social Security trust funds 
and the Postal Service are the only sets of transactions 
that are so designated. The term is sometimes used more 
broadly to refer to the transactions of private enterprises 
that were established and sponsored by the Government, 
most especially “Government sponsored enterprises” such 
as the Federal Home Loan Banks. (Cf. budget totals.) 

Offsetting collections mean collections that, by law, 
are credited directly to expenditure accounts and deducted 
from gross budget authority and outlays of the expendi-
ture account, rather than added to receipts. Usually, they 
are authorized to be spent for the purposes of the account 
without further action by the Congress. They result from 
business-like transactions with the public, including pay-
ments from the public in exchange for goods and services, 
reimbursements for damages, and gifts or donations of 
money to the Government and from intragovernmental 
transactions with other Government accounts. The au-
thority to spend offsetting collections is a form of budget 
authority. (Cf. receipts and offsetting receipts.)

Offsetting receipts mean collections that are cred-
ited to offsetting receipt accounts and deducted from 
gross budget authority and outlays, rather than added 
to receipts. They are not authorized to be credited to ex-
penditure accounts. The legislation that authorizes the 
offsetting receipts may earmark them for a specific pur-
pose and either appropriate them for expenditure for that 
purpose or require them to be appropriated in annual ap-
propriation acts before they can be spent. Like offsetting 
collections, they result from business-like transactions or 
market-oriented activities with the public, including pay-
ments from the public in exchange for goods and services, 
reimbursements for damages, and gifts or donations of 
money to the Government and from intragovernmental 
transactions with other Government accounts. (Cf. re-
ceipts, undistributed offsetting receipts, and offsetting 
collections.)

On-budget refers to all budgetary transactions other 
than those designated by statute as off-budget  (Cf. bud-
get totals.)

Outlay means a payment to liquidate an obligation 
(other than the repayment of debt principal or other dis-
bursements that are “means of financing” transactions). 
Outlays generally are equal to cash disbursements, but 
also are recorded for cash-equivalent transactions, such 
as the issuance of debentures to pay insurance claims, 
and in a few cases are recorded on an accrual basis such 
as interest on public issues of the public debt. Outlays are 
the measure of Government spending.

Outyear estimates mean estimates presented in the 
budget for the years beyond the budget year of budget au-
thority, outlays, receipts, and other items (such as debt).

Overseas Contingency Operations/Global War 
on Terrorism (OCO/GWOT) means a discretionary 
appropriation that is enacted that the Congress and, sub-
sequently, the President have so designated on an account 
by account basis. Such a discretionary appropriation that 
is designated as OCO/GWOT results in a cap adjustment 
to the limits on discretionary spending under BBEDCA. 
Funding for these purposes has most recently been asso-
ciated with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Pay-as-you-go (PAYGO) refers to requirements of 
the Statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010 that result in 
a sequestration if the estimated combined result of new 
legislation affecting direct spending or revenue increases 
the on-budget deficit relative to the baseline, as of the end 
of a congressional session.
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Public enterprise fund—see Revolving fund.
Reappropriation means a provision of law that ex-

tends into a new fiscal year the availability of unobligated 
amounts that have expired or would otherwise expire.

Receipts mean collections that result from the 
Government’s exercise of its sovereign power to tax or 
otherwise compel payment. They are compared to outlays 
in calculating a surplus or deficit. (Cf. offsetting collec-
tions and offsetting receipts.)

Revolving fund means a fund that conducts continu-
ing cycles of business-like activity, in which the fund 
charges for the sale of products or services and uses the 
proceeds to finance its spending, usually without require-
ment for annual appropriations. There are two types of 
revolving funds: Public enterprise funds, which con-
duct business-like operations mainly with the public, 
and intragovernmental revolving funds, which conduct 
business-like operations mainly within and between 
Government agencies. (Cf. special fund and trust fund.)

Savings refers to legislation or administrative actions 
that decrease outlays or increase receipts. (Cf. cost.)

Scorekeeping means measuring the budget effects 
of legislation, generally in terms of budget authority, 
receipts, and outlays, for purposes of measuring adher-
ence to the Budget or to budget targets established by the 
Congress, as through agreement to a Budget Resolution.

Sequestration means the cancellation of budgetary 
resources. The Statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010 re-
quires such cancellations if revenue or direct spending 
legislation is enacted that, in total, increases projected 
deficits or reduces projected surpluses relative to the 
baseline. The Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit 
Control Act of 1985, as amended, requires such cancella-
tions if discretionary appropriations exceed the statutory 
limits on discretionary spending. 

Special fund means a Federal fund account for 
receipts or offsetting receipts earmarked for specific pur-
poses and the expenditure of these receipts. (Cf. revolving 
fund and trust fund.)

Statutory Pay-As-You-Go Act of 2010 refers to 
legislation that reinstated a statutory pay-as-you-go re-
quirement for new tax or mandatory spending legislation. 
The law is a standalone piece of legislation that cross-
references BBEDCA but does not directly amend that 
legislation. This is a permanent law and does not expire.

Subsidy means the estimated long-term cost to the 
Government of a direct loan or loan guarantee, calculated 
on a net present value basis, excluding administrative 
costs and any incidental effects on governmental receipts 
or outlays.

Surplus means the amount by which receipts exceed 
outlays in a fiscal year. It may refer to the on-budget, off-
budget, or unified budget surplus.

Supplemental appropriation means an ap-
propriation enacted subsequent to a regular annual 
appropriations act, when the need for additional funds is 
too urgent to be postponed until the next regular annual 
appropriations act.

Trust fund refers to a type of account, designated by 
law as a trust fund, for receipts or offsetting receipts dedi-
cated to specific purposes and the expenditure of these 
receipts. Some revolving funds are designated as trust 
funds, and these are called trust revolving funds. (Cf. spe-
cial fund and revolving fund.)

Trust funds group refers to the moneys collected and 
spent by the Government through trust fund accounts. 
(Cf. Federal funds group.)

Undistributed offsetting receipts mean offsetting 
receipts that are deducted from the Government-wide 
totals for budget authority and outlays instead of being 
offset against a specific agency and function. (Cf. offset-
ting receipts.)

Unified budget includes receipts from all sources and 
outlays for all programs of the Federal Government, in-
cluding both on- and off-budget programs. It is the most 
comprehensive measure of the Government’s annual 
finances.

Unobligated balance means the cumulative amount 
of budget authority that remains available for obligation 
under law in unexpired accounts. The term “expired bal-
ances available for adjustment only” refers to unobligated 
amounts in expired accounts.

User charges are charges assessed for the provision of 
Government services and for the sale or use of Government 
goods or resources. The payers of the user charge must 
be limited in the authorizing legislation to those receiv-
ing special benefits from, or subject to regulation by, the 
program or activity beyond the benefits received by the 
general public or broad segments of the public (such as 
those who pay income taxes or custom duties).


