
“The Annual
Set-up”

N. Dean Meyer
“So, boss, at last Congress approved
the budget.  Now we’re in real trou-
ble!”

“What do you mean, we’re in trou-
ble!?  We haven’t had time to do any-
thing wrong yet!  Like you said, it’s a
new budget.”

“That’s my point.  We’re set
up.  There’s no way to win.”

“How so?”

“Well, we got our budget for
the fiscal year ahead, right?”

“Right.”

“And it wasn’t all we asked for,
right?”

“True.  It never is.”

“Even if we’d gotten all we
asked for, it wouldn’t have
been enough to satisfy all the
demands on us, right?”

“You’re right.  They expect the
world!”

“So you know what they’re
going to say. . . .  ‘Hey, we gave
you all that money.  Now it’s
your job to give us anything we
ask for all year long!’  And
when we can’t deliver, we’re the
villains!  We lose!”

“That’s exactly what happens!  But
that’s just the way the world works.”

“Yeh, right.  Try it at your local gro-
cery store. . . .  Hey, Mr. Store
Manager, I’ve got 50 bucks to spend.

Here, take it.  Now, I’m serving a din-
ner party for 12.  I want caviar,
Chauteaubriand, chocolate truf-
fles. . . .  That’s not the way the real
world works, and we all know it.  So
why do we let that happen here in
government?”

The Root of the Problem

“Hey, unfair!  There’s not a lot we can
do about it.  I don’t see how we can
change their attitudes.”

“Their attitudes have nothing to do

with it.  And we absolutely can fix this
problem . . . if we want to.”

“Oh, believe me, I’d love to.  It takes a
heck of a toll on our staff.  We’re
working as hard as we can, and clients

are still mad at us.  We have no time
for professional development, or
research—stuff we know we have to
do to stay in business.  We don’t even
have time to answer clients’ voice mes-
sages!  I’d love to find a way out of this
scapegoat role!  But how???”

“Like anything else, we’ve got to get to
the root of the problem before we
know how to fix it, right?  So, let me
ask you something. . . .  When we sub-
mitted our budget, did we explain
how much we’d need for object class-
es like salaries, licenses, travel, train-

ing, that sort of stuff?”

“Of course.  That’s how budg-
eting works.”

“Okay, then they made you
cut, cut, cut, right?  And final-
ly, you got a number.”

“Yep, that’s the game.”

“Now, it’s really clear we don’t
have enough budget to pay for
travel and training, right?”

“We have some; but yes, not
anything like what we need.”

“Here’s the punchline:  We
know we can’t travel.  But
nobody has a clue what products
and services our budget covers!
We have no way to match
expectations to available
resources.”

“You’re right.  The budget
process doesn’t really give us
that data.”

“It’s a trap.  Everybody expects every-
thing they can dream to ask for, all for
a fixed price!  They have no way to
know otherwise.  And even though
everybody knows we can’t do every-
thing, they’re all going to try to get
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Interested?

It is practical to do 
performance budgeting
and use it to match
expectations to available
resources, either during
the budget process or
anytime during the fiscal
year.  

Call us if you’d like more
information on the
Budget-by-Deliverables®

method and tool-kit.

641 Danbury Road, Suite D,
Ridgefield, CT 06877 USA

203-431-0029
ndma@ndma.com

their share by putting the squeeze on
us.”

“And they do!  So what you’re saying
is, we’ve lost the link between budget
and results.  So we can’t manage
expectations.  That’s true, but that’s
why we formed the Steering
Committee to set priorities.”

“Oh, yeh, like a group of disgruntled
customers are going to run cover for
us!  Didn’t you ever hear of, ‘Divide
and conquer’?  The last thing we want
to do is encourage our customers to
gang up on us!”

“It does kinda’ feel that way at times.
You got a better idea?”

The Way Out

“Well . . . let’s go back to the root
cause:  Our budget doesn’t link
resources to deliverables, so people
don’t know what’s in and what’s out.
That’s where the problem starts.
That’s what we’ve got to fix.”

“I’m with you.  So the answer is. . . .”

“I think we’d better get on the band-
wagon with performance budgeting;
you know, the President’s ‘budget and
performance integration’ goal.”

“Isn’t that just more of an administra-
tive burden for us?”

“No, I think we can make it work to
our advantage.  Look, we’ve got our
budget spreadsheet.  The columns are
our object classes:  compensation,
travel, training, etc.  And the rows are
the projects and services they want us
to do in the coming year.  Picture it?”

“Sounds familiar.”

“So we filled in the numbers.  Then,
what’d we do?  We totalled up the
columns, right?”

“Right.  That’s what we’ve got to enter
into the budget submission system.”

“Sure, eventually.  But you can’t nego-
tiate the columns.  You’ve got to nego-
tiate the rows.  They want to cut our
budget.  You say, ‘Sure, what rows do
you want to do without?’  Simple,
eh?”

“And what about the financial sys-
tems?  I can’t just forget about them!”

“No problem totalling the columns...
after you’ve negotiated which rows are
in and out.  So look, the capital col-
umn is too big.  You say, ‘Fine.  What
rows that use a lot of capital do we
cut?’  You never cut a column, only
the rows, okay?”

“I get it.  But what about all our fixed
costs, like infrastructure, and staff
development, and internal overhead
like you and me?”

“It all gets embedded on the rows, on
the price of things the agency wants to
buy—just like in the real world!”

Practicalities

“Hey, you know what this sounds
like?  It sounds like activity-based
costing.”

“That’s exactly what it is.”

“But you’re suggesting we do ABC on
the whole product line!?  Everybody
knows that’s impossible!”

“One company didn’t know it was
impossible.  So with some carefully
researched simplifying assumptions
they developed the tools to do it!”

“But wait a minute.  Performance
budgeting is still in flux.  Nobody
really knows how to do it.”

“Which means, if we do it, we’ll be
real leaders, right?”

“Yes, that would be good.  But why 
do you think we can do what 
everybody else is struggling to figure
out.”
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“They know how to do it in the pri-
vate sector.  Why don’t we just use an
established method and tool-kit?”

“Well, even if there is a way, it’s too
late for this year. . . .”

“No, it’s not!  Too late to affect the
total number, true.  But we can at
least figure out what’s in this year’s
budget and what’s not.  We can
‘reverse engineer’ the budget we got to
bring expectations in line with reali-
ty.”

“True. . . .  That could really help me
address all the unreasonable demands
this year.”

“Then, once we learn the method,
we’ll be all set to do next year’s budg-
et that way, from the start.” ❑


