
 

 
 

 

Definitions of Terms Used in the Federal Budget Process 

 

Authorization:  Every federal program is supposed to have authorizing legislation that describes all the 

features of the program. Medicaid and foster care are permanently authorized. Most programs are 

periodically reauthorized.  

Appropriations: All federal spending must be appropriated. Programs with mandatory funding have their 

authorization and appropriations included in one bill, and the bill usually covers five years. If the 

authorization period expires, Congress must extend the funding until a new authorization bill is passed. 

Discretionary programs have authorizing legislation that typically covers five years, but the money must 

be appropriated annually in separate legislation.  A number of children’s programs have expired 

authorizations but continue to have funding appropriated, such as Title 1, IDEA, and HeadStart. 

Budget Resolution: Congress is supposed to pass a Budget Resolution annually to set forth the budget 

process for the year. It’s not a law (the President doesn’t sign it) but rather a procedural rule. While it 

does not change any law, it is still very important; if it includes reconciliation procedures, then any 

budget changes to mandatory funding programs and taxes require only 51 votes. Essentially it sets up 

fast track rules for tax cuts or increases and spending changes in mandatory funding programs. The 

budget resolution also sets the overall dollar amount for appropriations. 

Continuing Resolution: This is a law (despite the name) that extends funding for any programs in a new 

fiscal year for which Congress has not yet passed appropriations. FY 2022 will begin October 1, 2021. 

Debt Ceiling: This is the level up to which the government is authorized to borrow money. If the federal 

government needs to borrow money beyond this level, Congress must pass and the president sign a bill 

raising the debt level.  Current projections are that the US will reach the debt ceiling sometime in the 

summer of 2021, but this could move significantly depending on tax revenues and government 

spending.  

Discretionary: Programs with discretionary funding must be funded through the Congressional 

appropriations process every year. (It does not mean programs that the President can use his discretion 

to fund.) For children, the main discretionary programs are part of CCDBG, Head Start, WIC, Title 1, and 

IDEA. Census funding is also discretionary, and is critical for getting good data on children. There are 

many other children’s programs that also go through the appropriations process. 

Entitlement: Entitlement programs are programs under which, so long as a person or a state meets the 

legal requirements, the program must be made available to them. It can’t be capped due to lack of 

funding. Programs with individual entitlements (where individuals can sue if they do not receive them) 

include Social Security, SSI, Medicare, Medicaid, foster care and SNAP. Some programs, notably child 

nutrition programs, are entitlement programs to states. For example, if a school district chooses to offer 

school meals, the federal program must fund them and there is no funding cap, but if a school district 

chooses not to offer the program, parents have no recourse. All entitlement programs have mandatory 



 

 
 

funding. Some programs that have mandatory funding are not entitlements; TANF used to be an 

entitlement but is no longer; its funding is still mandatory and can be multi-year. 

Reconciliation: This is the fast track process that can be set up in a budget resolution to change taxes 

and mandatory spending.  You can find a description here: http://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-

budget/introduction-to-budget-reconciliation  

Sequestration: This process, created in the 2011 Budget Control Act, enforces caps on appropriations 

spending (discretionary spending). It does not apply to most mandatory spending. The sequestration 

caps were lifted through legislation for FY 2018 and FY 2019, F2020 and FY 2021. The Budget Control Act 

has now expired and there are no current spending caps or sequestration process for FY 2022 and 

beyond. However, if the Congress passes and the President signs a reconciliation bill that includes 

appropriations for FY 2021, sequestration will still apply unless Congress subsequently passes separate 

legislation preventing sequestration. That cannot be done in the reconciliation process and therefore 

will require 60 votes.  
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