
25. INTRODUCTION TO ALTERNATIVE BUDGET PRESENTATIONS 

The budget presentation and concepts used in most 
of this document are the traditional ones used in pre-
senting a President's budget. In many respects, the con-
cepts and presentation are legally required and are ef-
fective tools for Federal budgeting. 

There is, however, no single "right" way of looking 
at Federal receipts and outlays and therefore no single 
"right" structure for the Federal budget. 

• The dividing line between the Federal Govern-
ment and the private sector cannot be delineated 
unequivocally. 

• Some Federal activities may not be quantifiable 
or at least not quantifiable in a way that is com-
mensurate with budget receipts and expenditures. 

• Federal finances may be presented according to 
alternative conceptual structures for specialized 
purposes other than budgeting. 

• Budget data may be organized in alternative ways 
to view spending or receipts from complementary 
perspectives. 

• As the Government, the economy, the political 
process, and the technical capability of budgeting 
change over time, the appropriate scope and orga-
nization of the budget may also change. 

The form of the budget is therefore continually being 
adjusted to the needs of the President and the Congress 
for establishing priorities and controlling Federal re-
ceipts, expenditures, and borrowing; the needs of the 
Federal agencies for a workable system of effective pro-
gram management based on legal requirements and 
policy guidelines; and the needs of the public, including 
the press and independent researchers, for information 
with which to judge Federal operations. The change 
in budgeting for credit that is effective this year, and 
the change in budgeting for insurance that is proposed 
in the present budget, are major examples of such de-
velopment. 

The current budget concept, known as the "unified 
budget" or "consolidated budget," was developed in con-
formance with the recommendations of the President's 
Commission on Budget Concepts (1967). While various 
adaptations have occurred over the years, the Commis-
sion's report continues to provide the basic framework 
for Federal budget concepts and presentations. The con-
solidated budget is intended to be comprehensive, en-
compassing the full scope of Federal programs. It in-
cludes a diverse array of activities—most unique to gov-
ernment and others similar to business operations— 
and must accommodate extensive and sometimes incon-
sistent legal requirements. It is based primarily on the 
Government's cash receipts and outlays. 

The Comptroller General and some Members of Con-
gress, accountants, economists, corporate leaders, and 
others have criticized the current budget presentation. 
Some, notably the General Accounting Office, believe 
the budget's primary focus on obligation controls and 

cash flows distorts decisionmaking, prejudicing invest-
ment and understating liabilities. Others decry the arti-
ficiality, even gimmickry, of certain distinctions be-
tween on-budget and off-budget, and the practice of 
classifying certain Federal entities (such as REFCORP) 
as non-budgetary Government-sponsored enterprises. 
On the other hand, some argue that the budget should 
be more like State budgets that separate activities fi-
nanced by general funds from those financed by ear-
marked funds; some argue that the current practice 
of including business-type income as an offset to outlays 
should be replaced by including such income in receipts 
and showing outlays on a gross basis; and others argue 
that the retirement trust funds and the debt and inter-
est portions of the budget should be separately dis-
played. 

There is no dispute that receipts and spending should 
be viewed in more than one way. Some standard alter-
natives have been used longer than the consolidated 
budget and were taken for granted or strongly endorsed 
by the President's Commission on Budget Concepts. 
And there is a degree of merit in many of the criticisms 
of the present budget. Accordingly, this part of the 
budget document provides a selection of alternative 
budget presentations—in order to view Federal finances 
in different ways, display alternatives to those who 
have not previously considered them, allow those who 
criticize the conventional approach to examine the ef-
fects of alternatives, and encourage further discussion. 

The alternative budget presentations are considered 
in the next seven chapters. The first of these chapters 
discusses generational accounts, which is a new method 
being developed by academic economists to compare the 
fiscal treatment of different generations over the very 
long-term. It is still being developed, and a number 
of the assumptions used to estimate the accounts are 
controversial. This chapter explains the concept and 
presents some illustrative results. 

The second chapter in this part describes the Federal 
sector as measured in the national income and product 
accounts, which are an integrated set of measures of 
aggregate economic activity, including the gross domes-
tic product, prepared for many years by the Department 
of Commerce. The following two chapters present long-
standing alternative ways of dividing up the budget 
totals that complement the normal presentation. One 
divides the budget between trust funds and Federal 
funds; the other focuses on physical capital. 

The final three chapters in this part of the budget 
document show alternative presentations that could re-
place the consolidated budget, rather than complement 
it. These presentations and the consolidated budget all 
contain similar information but are arranged dif-
ferently. The principal difference is in their focus—that 
which is highlighted for decision makers and the public. 
The focus, in turn, may affect the incentive to make 
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one budgetary decision rather than another. The alter-
native presentations are not exact but rather are ap-
proximations of each approach that illustrate the gen-
eral concepts and some of the key considerations. These 
three presentations are: 

• The proposal made by the General Accounting Of-
fice, which focuses separately on operating and 
capital uses, on Federal, trust, and enterprise 
funds, and on aggregate totals. 

• A budget cast in the form of the State of Califor-
nia's budget, which, like most State budgets, fo-
cuses on individual funds rather than consolidated 
totals. 

• A budget divided threefold among an operating 
fund, a retirement fund, and a debt and interest 
fund. 

The three presentations are compared with each 
other and the consolidated budget at the end of the 
chapter discussing the last of these presentations, 
Chapter 32. 

The chapters in this part of the document do not 
reflect the proposed Defense savings to the adjusted 
Defense baseline or the proposed extension of unem-
ployment benefits. Furthermore, the details of the 
President's Comprehensive Health Reform Plan—which 
will meet the pay-as-you-go requirements of the Budget 
Enforcement Act—are not included in this document 
and therefore also are not reflected in these chapters. 
Detailed tables showing the budgetary effects of both 
proposals will be provided in February 1992. 
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