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Budgeting is a continuous process, divided into distinct stages that can make it appear to be a series of

discrete, even barely connected steps. The fact is that to manage effectively requires the ability to see

beyond the barriers of fiscal year divisions. Without this perspective, it is impossible to assess whether a

program (or institution) is advancing or retreating, or even taking on a different identity.

Whether at the institutional level or the department level, everyone is affected by the constraints

of managing within a fiscal year. When these constraints coincide with the general outline of the

academic instructional year, there is a purposeful connection between the two. However, in terms of

cycles and focus, the patterns in the institutional budget office are a bit different from those at the

program or department level.

The traditional academic year starts in the fall, at which time department chairs begin with an

intact fiscal year budget. Chairs should take care to manage wisely and not spend too rapidly—thus

curtailing future flexibility. The central budget office, meanwhile, is reviewing the results of the last

fiscal year, looking for echo effects into the current budget year, and gauging the impact on planning for

the next fiscal year's budget.

The call to units for drafting their next fiscal year budget will go out in late fall or early winter

from the institutional budget office. Chairs can expect that document to include the basic operating

rules. For example, the call will specify decisions such as whether budgets will be cut, whether unit

heads will adopt a zero-based budget approach (in which every expense is justified), advice on how to

present capital requests, and so forth.

After the unit drafts reach the institutional budget office, much of the work reverts to that office.

It is common for the institutional budget office to call meetings of cognate units or schools, at which

participants can discuss the relationship among the requests and take the opportunity to seek creative

collaboration both between and among units.

However, the institutional budget office is ultimately responsible for creating the coordinated

budget for the entire college or university. At independent institutions, this budget document needs the

approval of the board supervising the institution. At public institutions, negotiations are more complex
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because they also involve the state legislature. Regardless of how the board conducts the approval

process, commitments cannot be made for expenditures in the next fiscal year until the next fiscal

budget is officially approved. Once approved, a chair will know what funds are available to the

department for the next academic cycle.


