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budget outlays—that is, the spending of dollars. As one budget analyst 
explains it:

Congress does not directly control the level of federal spending that will occur 
in a particular year. Rather, it grants the executive branch authority (referred 
to as budget authority) to enter into obligations, which are legally binding 
agreements with suppliers of goods or services or with a beneficiary. When 
those obligations come due, the Treasury Department issues a payment. The 
amount of payments, called outlays, over an accounting period called the fiscal 
year (running from October 1 to September 30) equals federal expenditures 
for that fiscal year. Federal spending (outlays) in any given year, therefore, 
results from the spending authority (budget authority) granted by Congress in 
the current and in prior fiscal years.25

To state it differently, budget authority is like putting money in a 
checking account, and obligations are like writing a check; when the 
check is cashed, the dollars (outlays) are dispensed to the appropriate 
recipient.

The conversion of budget authority to outlays depends on a variety of 
factors, including the character of the program or activity. Budget authority 
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Figure 2.1  Federal Spending by Major Category, Fiscal Years 1965 and 2012

Source: Charts prepared by budget expert Mindy Levit, Government and Finance Division, 
Congressional Research Service.




