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There is a growing realization among both academics and practitioners that infusing government

budgets with an equity dimension has the potential to provide a pathway to a more equitable society.

This potential has already been realized by more than 80 governments worldwide that have been

using gender-responsive budgets (GRB) to advance gender equity. GRB represents a specific example

of the growing trend in budgeting, which sees government budgets as something more than a neutral

process of resource allocation. Rather, budgets are instruments to influence the allocation of resources

to advance equity. In this article, we look at how international experiences with GRB can inform
recent efforts in the United States by governments at all levels to use their budgets to advance social
equity, especially for historically marginalized groups. We identify five factors that have contributed to

GRB success and discuss how each of the factors can inform these efforts.

governments budget is the single most important
tatement of its priorities. It provides information as
to how public resources are mobilized and allocated, and
is the key instrument for making and changing policies to
address public problems. Historically, advancing equity has
rarely been seen as one of these problems. In recent years,
however, the confluence of Black Lives Matter and other so-
cial movements highlighting racism and inequality, and the
COVID-19 pandemic that has exacerbated existing dispari-
ties among individuals and communities, has led to the rec-
ognition that infusing government budgets with an equity
dimension has the potential to provide a pathway to a more
equitable society. This potential has already been realized by
more than 80 governments (Kolovich 2018) worldwide that
have been using their budgets to advance gender equity.
Infusing a gender perspective into government bud-
gets has been referred to using several terms including
“women’s budgets,” “gender budgets,” “gender-sensi-
tive budgets,” and “gender-responsive-budgets.” We
use the term gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) to
describe intentional efforts by governments to incorpo-
rate a gender perspective into their budgets to advance
equity between women and men." GRB represents an
explicit acknowledgment that budgets are not gender

neutral and that expenditure and revenue decisions made
in the budget process can reinforce, maintain or reduce
gender inequities. As Downes et al. (2017, 22) write,
“Gender budgeting is a specific example of a broader
trend in budgeting, whereby the budget is considered as
something more than a neutral process of resource allo-
cation, but as a value-laden process that embodies—and
potentially influences—long-standing societal choices
about how resources are deployed.”

This broader trend in budgeting is reflected in recent ef-
forts in the United States by governments at all levels to use
their budgets to advance social equity, especially for histori-
cally marginalized groups. In this article, we look at how les-
sons learned from gender equity initiatives can inform these
efforts. We begin with a brief history of equity in government
budgeting, followed by a discussion of how equity can be (1)
infused throughout the budget process that determines the
procedures for government deliberations concerning the allo-
cation of expenditures and revenue sources, and (2) included
in different budget formats that establish budget decision
rules and measures of success. We then look at how interna-
tional experiences with GRB can inform the implementation
of equity in budgeting in the United States. We conclude

with a summary of the main findings in the article.

*Paper prepared for delivery at the Social Equity Summic, a Journal of Social Equity and Public Administration kickoff event,

October 6-8, 2022, Charlottesville, Virginia.

1. Gender budget initiatives, to date, have not included genders other than women and men.
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A Brief History of Equity in Government
Budgeting

Equity entered the public administration lexicon in the
1960s when George Frederickson and other scholars
initiated the “new public administration movement”
which recognized that “public administration could be
better served by emphasizing fairness not only in tan-
dem with efficiency but possibly over efficiency” (Guy
and McCandless 2020, 8). Since 2005, the National
Academy of Public Administration (NAPA), the preem-
inent public administration organization in the United
States® has included equity as one of the four pillars of
public administration along with economy, effective-
ness, and efliciency. The notion of equity, however, pre-
dates public administration by several millennia with
the search for “the good” as the main focus of political
philosophers through the centuries. Several philosoph-
ical viewpoints concerning equity have influenced po-
litical science, political theory, economics, and in turn,
public budgeting. Economics in particular has long
employed notions of equity, especially those consistent
with utilitarianism,? a philosophy that implicitly serves
as the ethical basis for policy analysis and economic pol-
icy judgments, such as whether and how government
should intervene in the economy.

Richard Musgrave, often referred to as the founder of
public economics (Sturn 2007), developed a taxonomy
with three separate branches to explain government’s in-
tervention in a market economy: allocation, stability, and
distribution. Most relevant, the distribution branch calls
for governmentintervention to ensure that the distribution
of income and wealth is fair (Musgrave 1959). To execute
actions to bring about this more equal distribution, a gov-
ernment has to infuse equity into its most important pol-
icy document—the budget. Historically, equity has rarely
been explicitly considered in a comprehensive way on
either the expenditure or revenue side of government

budgets.

Expenditures

Looking at budget formats—the way in which govern-
ments classify expenditures—provides a view of how eg-
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uity has been considered on the expenditure side of the
budget. The most commonly used format is the line-item
budget in which expenditures are classified by inputs,
and show what agencies spend on specific line items, for
example, salaries, benefits, office supplies, travel, utilities
and equipment. Introduced at the end of the 19th cen-
tury to address “excesses of the political machines that
controlled many state and local governments” (Munici-
pal Technical Advisory Service 2021), the line-item clas-
sification by expenditure type speaks to the goal of cost
control in which equity has had no explicit place.

Over time, governments have adopted several alterna-
tive budget formats to provide better information about
expenditures than does the line-item approach. The most
frequently used alternative is performance budgeting, a
format in which expenditures are classified by measures
of activities performed by an agency rather than by items
it purchases. The origins of performance budgeting can
be tracked back to research at the New York Bureau of
Municipal Research (Williams 2006) in the early years
of the 20th century. Bug, the actual term “performance
budgeting” was coined almost 50 years later by the First
Hoover Commission that recommended its adoption as
an effective management approach to the budget process
(Williams 2006). As performance budgeting has ma-
tured, several public finance scholars have pointed out
that it is not realistic to expect that budgeted amounts
can be determined by performance measures, rather that
budgeting can be “performance-informed” where perfor-
mance information helps policymakers in their budget-
ing decisions (Ho 2018; Joyce 2003).

Performance budgeting requires collecting and re-
porting data to measure government performance, using
input, output, and outcome data to measure efficiency
and effectiveness (see Table 1). Even with the growing
emphasis on equity, there is little evidence that govern-
ments have amended their budgeting laws to include
equity as a performance metric. For example, a recent
analysis of U.S. state budget laws found this to be true for
the states (Rubin, Bartle, and Willoughby 2022), and the
word “equity” is totally absent in the most recent edition
(2021) of The Budgetary Processes in the States, a compre-
hensive summary of budget practices in U.S. state gov-

2. NAPA is an independent, nonprofit, nonpartisan organization established in 1967 and chartered by Congress in 1984. Its
close to 1,000 Fellows include former U.S. cabinet officers, members of Congress, governors, mayors, and state legislators, as

well as prominent scholars, career public administrators, and nonprofit and business executives.

3. According to utilitarian philosophy, government should provide the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.
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Table 1. Types of Measures Used in Performance Budgets

services. Examples include:
* Number of flu vaccinations purchased
o Salaries for full-time health care workers

* Number of flu vaccinations given

Unit Costs
* Cost per vaccination
Productivity
* Shots given per health care worker

include:
¢ Flu recidivism rate
* Flu hospitalization rate

* Cost per reduction in flu cases
* Cost per hospitalization rate

Input measures classify government expenditures by the amount of resources being purchased to deliver products or

Outpur measures classify expenditures by how many products and services government provides. Examples include:

* Number of health care workers administering vaccinations
Efficiency measures classify government expenditures by the relationship between the amount produced and the re-
sources used. There are two types of efficiency measures: unit costs and productivity. Unit costs are resources used/
number produced. Productivity costs are number produced/resources used. Examples include:

Outcome measures classify government expenditures by the impact of products and services provided. Examples

Effectiveness measures relate outcome measures to inputs used. Examples include:

Source: Rubin, Bartle, and Willoughby 2022.

ernments published by the National Association of State
Budget Officers (NASBO).# But, while equity has gener-
ally not been explicitly mentioned in budget laws, state
governments have measured performance related to eq-
uity especially where it has been mandated by laws such
as the Americans with Disabilities Act and affirmative ac-
tion, and in state constitutional provisions for universal
education (Bartle and Wang 20006).

Another budget format that has been adopted by gov-
ernments is the program budget in which expenditures
are classified by their contribution to broad government
objectives, such as education or health care, without re-
gard to the specific agency responsible for providing the
activity or service. Equity has not typically been one
of these objectives. Still another format is zero-based
budgeting (ZBB) that differs from other formats in that
the budget for each new cycle is created starting from a
“zero base,” rather than incrementally. The focus is on
the justification of all expenditures for each budget cycle
by each agency. This approach has not had an explicit

focus on equity. The absence of an equity element also
holds true in budget reforms such as the Planning Pro-
gramming Budget System (PPBS) whose major objective
was to unify the planning, programming and budgeting
systems of government, and Management by Objectives
(MBO) that focused on the cost of meeting management
targets, with periodic performance reviews (Axelrod

1995).

Revenues

Whenever equity has been discussed with respect to the
revenue side of the budget, it has generally been with
respect to personal income, particularly with regard to
taxes. As far back as 1776, Adam Smith enunciated four
standards to guide taxation in a market-based economy.
Often referred to as the four canons of taxation, these
standards are fairness, certainty, convenience, and econ-
omy. According to John Mikesell, a recognized authority
on taxation, “although the language of those standards

has changed . . . and emphasis has shifted with the de-

4. NASBO has been the professional membership organization for state budget and finance officers for more than 75 years.



4|

velopment of a more complex economy, modern reform
still concerns essentially the same issues” (2014, 352), in-
cluding fairness. Regarding fairness, Smith wrote, “The
subjects of every state ought to contribute towards the
support of the government, as nearly as possible, in pro-
portion to their respective abilities” (Mikesell 2014, 352).

More specifically, the ability to pay concept of fairness
in taxation’® looks at two dimensions—horizontal equity
and vertical equity. Horizontal equity is concerned with
equal treatment of taxpayers with equal ability to pay.
Vertical equity is concerned with the treatment of taxpay-
ers with different abilities to pay. While these two con-
cepts have been questioned by some scholars as to their
conceptual coherence and normative significance (Mc-
Daniel and Repetti 1993), they continue to provide the
focal point for discussions regarding tax equity in relation
to income. In recent years, however, there have been di-
mensions of tax equity in addition to income that have
been brought into the budget dialogue. For instance, tax
equity by gender has received attention with issues such
as the “marriage tax” feature of the federal income tax,
and other tax policies that treat women differently than
men® (Abramovitz and Morgan 2006; McCaffery 1997).

Another dimension of tax equity being recognized is
related to race. Leachman et al. (2018) point out that
several tax actions in the 19th and early 20th centuries in
U.S. southern states likely had racist intent. For instance,
after the white population in Alabama regained control
of the state legislature in 1875, it rewrote the state consti-
tution to impose strict constitutional limits on property
tax rates. Since almost all property was owned by whites,
this policy kept their tax burden low and protected them
from future increases if Blacks gained power. During this
period, Arkansas, Missouri, Georgia, and Texas adopted
similar constitutional property tax limits.

Leachman et al. (2018) also found that in 1932 when
Mississippi adopted the nation’s first retail sales tax, the
main impetus was probably to replace the shortfall in
revenues caused by the Great Depression. But, the gover-
nor “urged adopting the new tax in part by emphasizing
that the revenue would be used to reduce property taxes,
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and that as a result, the tax would shift the state tax base
away from (mostly white) property owners onto consum-
ers with little or no property but who purchased taxable
items (many of whom were Black)” (p. 9).

In the late 1970s, tax limitations swept the country
with significant, if unintended, equity implications. For
example, Proposition 13 passed by referendum in Cal-
ifornia in 1978, significantly limited increases in the
state’s property taxes, and had the effect of shifting the
tax burden to more regressive sales and excise taxes that
had a greater impact on those in lower income brack-
ets, many of whom were members of historically mar-
ginalized groups. Proposition 13 was followed by similar
property tax limitations in several other states that, in
effect, shifted the tax burden away from primarily white
property owners to other taxpayers, many of whom were
people of color.

These examples illustrate the need to move beyond a
singular focus on income when considering budget equity
to include other demographic characteristics such as gen-
der and race. However, governments typically calculate
tax burdens based on income, or sometimes geographic
area (such as city, county, school district, or legislative
district). It is rare to see tax burdens disaggregated by
other demographic characteristics that are relevant to
equity. Nor do governments systematically analyze the
equity of spending beyond isolated analyses of specific
programs. Generally, we do not know much about the
equity impact of either the expenditure or the revenue
sides of the budget, despite the growing recognition of
its importance.

Infusing Equity Through Phases of the Budget

Process

The budget process by which governments create and
approve their budget determines the procedures for gov-
ernment deliberations concerning the allocation of expen-
ditures and revenue sources. In the United States, in the
federal government and most state and large local govern-
ments, as well as in other countries that separate powers

5. A second concept of fairness is the “benefits received principle” that relates equity to the use of government services. But, as

Mikesell writes: “Problems prevent wholesale application of the benefits received principle” (2014, 360). In addition, the prin-

ciple is linked to the use of government services, and as such, does not focus on the distribution of the tax burden, the main

concern of equity in taxation.

6. Married taxpayers have the option of filing federal tax returns jointly or filing separate tax returns. The marriage penalty or

marriage tax takes effect when the taxes paid jointly exceed what would have been paid if each partner had remained single and

filed as a single filer.
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Figure 1. The Budget Process
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between the executive and legislative branches of govern-
ment, the four phases of the budget process are: budget
preparation, legislative review, budget execution, and
audit/evaluation (see Figure 1). Each phase provides
a potential for integrating equity into the decision-
making process.

Phase I: Budget Preparation

In Phase I, the executive branch of government typically
has the responsibility for budget preparation.” Led by
the chief executive, this branch is comprised of numer-
ous agencies or ministries along with a central budget
office that is responsible for establishing budget prepa-
ration guidelines, approving agency budget submissions,
and consolidating funding requests into the executive’s
budget submission to the legislature. The priorities of
the chief executive are operationalized through actions of
the central budget office and budget requests of agen-
cies/ministries. For example, if equity is one of the chief
executive’s priorities, the central budget office can man-
date that agencies submit a “needs assessment” in their
budget requests detailing existing needs and answering

these questions: how does their budget request address
these needs and how is equity addressed? The central
budget office can also use its call circulars to require
agencies to include descriptions of the potential equity
impact of their budget requests. These circulars contain
instructions to agencies regarding the budget calendar,
processes, forms for preparation, and the level of detail
for budget submission.

In efforts to promote gender equity, governments
across the world have incorporated GRB initiatives into
the budget preparation phase. For example, in Finland,
once the decision was made to adopt a GRB initiative,
the Ministry of Finance “issued specific instructions in
the budget circular, requiring all ministries to include a
summary of the important gender impacts of measures
for each budget chapter” (Quinn 2018, 69). Central
budget offices in Uganda, South Korea, and Indonesia
have included templates for developing a gender budget
statement (Kolovich and Loungani 2018) in their engen-
dered budget calls. This statement “is usually described
as a gender-specific accountability document produced
by a government agency to show what its programmes

7. In a few states in the United States, the budget is prepared by the legislative branch; in a few others the executive and legisla-

tive branches work together on budget preparation.
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and budgets are doing in respect of gender” (Budlender
2016, 5). Among countries with a GRB initiative, India
has released a gender budget statement along with its na-
tional budget documents since 2005, and Rwanda has
used them since 2012 when gender budget statements
were made mandatory.

Several countries have incorporated gender impact
assessment into their budget preparation phase that typ-
ically addresses the question: how does a law, policy, or
program reduce, maintain, or increase gender inequali-
ties? In Iceland, for instance, gender equity targets must
be included when drafting the country’s budget (Quinn
2018). Other countries using gender impact assessments
in budget preparation include Belgium, Canada, France,
Israel, Mexico, Morocco, Netherlands, Norway, Spain,
Sweden, Uganda, and the UK (Downes et al. 2017;
Ferndndez-Shaw 2019).

In Austria, gender impact assessment is constitution-
ally mandated and is integrated into the nation’s organic
budget law. The Austrian constitution calls for “the Budget
Management of the Federation [to apply] the principles of
impact orientations, especially under the consideration of
the objectives of the effective equality of men and women,
transparency, efficiency and the most faithfully possible
representation of the financial situation of the Federation”
(Rubin and Bartle 2022, 8). It further calls for the imple-
mentation of “measures for an impact-oriented adminis-
tration, especially also under consideration of the objective
of the effective equality of men and women” (Downes et
al. 2017, 11). Each ministry is required to define output
measures to support outcomes, including gender outcome
goals. Administrative units within the ministries’ outputs
have to be defined, including gender outputs. “The Court
of Audit assesses whether outcomes and outputs are met”
(Schwarzendorfer 2014).

Phase II: Legislative Review

In Phase II, the executive’s budget is submitted to the
legislature for review and approval. A gender per-
spective can be included in Phase II in several ways,
such as including it in guidelines for expenditure and
revenue legislation and in language establishing new
programs and agencies. In Sweden for instance, “the
Lower House of the Parliament ensures that gender is a
key criterion in the formulation and oversight of the na-
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tional budget” (OECD 2015, 51). In Mexico, “the par-
liament, under the leadership of female parliamentarians
and INMUJERES?®. . . have worked to ensure that greater
resources were devoted to policies and programs that ad-
dress women’s needs” (Fragoso and Rodriquez 2016, 9).
In Canada, the Parliament has a Standing Committee
on the Status of Women that oversees the implemen-
tation of the Gender Budgeting Act (Bova and Herold
da Costa Reis 2022). And, “in South Africa, a sub-com-
mittee of the powerful Finance Committee led the pro-
cess of integrating gender into the committee’s work. In
Uganda, members of the Special Interest Groups (SIG)
Caucus, through their respective parliamentary oversight
committees, began this process” (Wehner and Byanyima
2004, 81).

Phase I1I: Budget Execution

After the budget has been approved by the legislature,
it enters the third phase of the process in which budget
plans are put into operation by departments, minis-
tries, and agencies in the executive branch. There are
several ways in which a gender perspective can be in-
corporated in this phase such as including it in objec-
tives for procurement and outsourcing. Here again, as
with Phases I and II, GRB initiatives illustrate how an
equity perspective can be infused into budget execution.
For example, in Austria, “each line ministry is obliged to
consider how its activities relate to gender equality, and
to design objectives and indicators to promote gender
equality in the context of the budget” (OECD 2017, 78).
And, in Spain, gender equity objectives are established
by the central budget agency with the input of each line
ministry (OECD 2017, 35). Regarding procurement, in
Israel, for instance, the “Mandatory Tenders Law states
that when two bids receive the same number of points
after evaluation, the bid from a ‘business controlled by a
woman’ shall be chosen” (Rimmer 2017, 14).

Another way in which gender has been infused into
Phase I1I is through gender disaggregated incidence anal-
ysis that decomposes spending and revenue policies by
gender to examine their initial impact and their potential
longer-term effects. For instance, Italy and Belgium have
both classified expenditures by their impact on gender
equality: neutral (no impact), sensitive (some gender-spe-
cific impact), or “designed to reduce gender inequalities”

8. INMUJERES is a nonprofit institution in Mexico that works to advance equal treatment of women “in the political,
cultural, economic and social life of the country” (UNESCO 2016).



EqQurty N PusLic BUDGETING: LESSONS FOR THE UNITED STATES | 17

(Bova and Herald da Costa Reis 2022, 6). Not only can
this type of analysis help those within government assess
fiscal impact by gender, “incidence analysis also provides
a useful systematic oversight that helps civil society and
citizens to scrutinize if tax and allocations are aligned
with the gender related objectives” (Bova and Herald da
Costa Reis 2022, 6).

Phase IV: Audit and Evaluation

Audit/evaluation is the fourth and final stage of the
budget process. There are two basic types of audits: fi-
nancial audits and performance audits. A financial audit
determines if public funds are spent legally and man-
aged in accordance with generally accepted accounting
principles. A performance audit examines the efliciency
and effectiveness of government programs and func-
tions and determines whether programs achieve their
intended objectives. Gender audits fall into the second
category. They identify the specific ways in which the
objective of gender equity is or is not addressed in the
budget. As Katherine Rake, a GRB expert writes,
“a gender audit of policy and expenditures offers a
unique opportunity to evaluate the impact and ef-
fectiveness of the government’s social and economic
programme” (2000, 117).

Austria has incorporated gender equity evaluations
into impact assessments, performance audits, and into

the purview of the country’s Court of Audit, its supreme
audit institution. By connecting spending to measurable
and relevant outcomes, the OECD has called the Aus-
trian approach a “leading international practice in gen-
der budgeting” (Woolner 2019). Gender audits have also
been used to assess specific areas of government expendi-
tures. For instance, they have been used in Nepal, Kenya,
and Senegal to assess the success of engendering energy
policy (Clancy and Mohlakoana 2020).

Gender audits, however, cannot stand on their own
but must be consistent with rules and laws promulgated
throughout all phases of the budget process. This holds
true for a broader consideration of equity in budgeting. If
agencies are asked to apply an equity focus in the budget
preparation phase, but it is not reinforced in the legisla-
tive approval phase, they are likely to put in a half-hearted
effort during budget execution. Similarly, if equity is not
included in the evaluation/budget audit phase, there is
no feedback loop to agencies and legislators regarding
whether the initiatives are working.

Table 2 provides a summary of the potential for in-
corporating equity throughout the four phases of the
budget process. We discussed this potential almost two
decades ago (Rubin and Bartle 2005) and found that in
Phase I, the budget preparation phase, several govern-
ments had included gender guidelines and other GRB
initiatives, and that in Phase IV, the audit and evalua-

Table 2. Potential Initiatives for Infusing Equity into the Four Phases of the Budget Process

Phases of Budget Cycle Potential Initiatives

Budget preparation 1. Impact statement
2. Budget calls

Budget approval 1.

Budget execution 1.

Audit and evaluation 1.

Creation of equity guidelines for budget legislation
2. Integration of equity-specific language in legislation
3. Incorporation of equity outcomes into fiscal notes

Creation of guidelines for spending when discretion is given to agencies
2. Development of equity guidelines for outsourcing, procurement, and grant disbursement
3. Implementation of equity goals in staffing

Incorporation of an equity dimension into financial audits of spending
2. Evaluation of equity goals in performance audits focusing on outputs
3. Audit for compliance with equity goals and guidelines

Source: Rubin, Bartle, and Willoughby 2022.
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Table 3. Potential for Infusing Equity into Different Budget Formats

Budget Format Organizing Mechanism Potential Equity Integration
Line-item Expenditures organized by inputs Percentage of wages and salaries
(resources purchased) paid to people of color, women, and
other marginalized groups
Percentage of contracts awarded to
people of color, women, and other
marginalized groups
Performance Expenditures organized by activities Performance measures directed at
equity objectives
Program Expenditures organized by contri- Program impact by race, gender
bution to government objectives Equity as a stand-alone objective
Zero-based Expenditures organized by decision Race and gender impact at different
packages associated with various decision-making levels
funding levels

Source: Rubin, Bartle, and Willoughby 2022.

tion phase, there was significant progress in adopting a
gender focus. There were, however, fewer instances of
GRB initiatives integrated into Phase II, the legislative
approval phase, or into Phase III, budget execution. That
this finding still holds today should not be surprising.
When reviewing the budget, members of legislative bod-
ies have diverse views and may not have a unified opinion
on implementing a GRB initiative as compared with the
hierarchical executive branch in which a chief executive’s
focus on equity will filter through to agencies preparing
budget requests. In addition, “there are limits to par-
liamentary interventions. The role of legislatures in the
budget process is often confined to budgetary approval
and oversight, while budget formulation and execution
are more commonly functions of the executive” (Wehner
and Byanyima 2004, 71). In Phase III, agencies do not
always have the significant discretionary powers needed
to initiate policies such as those that incorporate equity.

Infusing Equity into Budget Formats

The budget process determines the procedures for govern-
ment deliberations to establish spending priorities and
to determine how these activities will be paid for. The
budger format refers to the way in which expenditures
are classified. By presenting expenditures in a particular
format, budget documents focus attention on specific

questions, relationships, and developments. As discussed
earlier, the most commonly used budget formats are line-
item budgets, performance-budgets, program budgets,
and zero-based budgets. Equity has not been explicitly
considered in any of these formats, but as Table 3 shows,
has the potential to be incorporated into each.

In line-item budgets, an equity perspective can be in-
corporated into individual line-item entries such as pro-
curement, where the proposed expenditure could include
information on the proportion of contracts that will go to
different groups of people such as women and people of
color. In performance budgets, an equity dimension can
be added by specific inclusion of the impacts of spend-
ing through equity-related performance measures. In
the program budgeting format, equity can be a stand-alone
government objective or can be specifically incorporated
into a broader objective such as equity in education or can
be specified in different subprograms. In zero-based bud-
gets, an equity perspective can be incorporated into the
assessment of alternative funding packages.

With regard to infusing GRB into different bud-
get formats, Rhonda Sharp, a GRB expert, opines that,
“Line item budgeting . . . does not readily lend itself to
assigning expenditure (and revenue) inputs in a system-
atic way according to their gender impacts” (2003, 25).
She further suggests that performance-oriented budgets
may provide the best framing for a budget initiative
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to achieve gender-equity goals (2003). This sugges-
tion could be extended to budgeting for equity for all
marginalized groups. We also believe that the program
budget format that is organized into service areas and
focuses on government objectives can provide a good
framing for budgets to achieve equity objectives, par-
ticularly if equity is identified as a stand-alone objec-
tive of the government producing the budget. In the
United States, several local governments have adopted
a program-type budget format generally referred to as a
priority-based budget (PBB). A PBB combines elements
of zero-based budgets and program budgets. That is, “It
emphasizes working with the resources available as a
starting point rather than with the previous year’s expen-
ditures, as well as allocating funding to programs rather
than departments” (Zencity n.d.).

Lessons from GRB

If GRB, or any budget reform, is to have a lasting ef-
fect, it must reform the government budget process and
become integral to the administrative routines of gov-
ernment. In a recent article, we discuss how some GRB
initiatives have been successful at budget reform, while
others have not (Rubin and Bartle 2021). We identified
five factors that have contributed to GRB success: (1) the
political commitment of government decision makers,
(2) incorporation into the legal foundation of govern-
ment, (3) support of the lead budget agency, (4) avail-
ability of gender-disaggregated data, and (5) support of
organizations outside government. Each of these factors
can inform efforts in the United States to infuse equity
into the government budget process, especially for histor-
ically marginalized groups.

Political Commitment of Government Leaders

The political commitment of government decision mak-
ers to gender equity has been critical to the success of
GRB initiatives. The assessment by Ferndndez-Shaw
(2019) of the European experience with GRB provides
evidence that without political support and leadership,
a successful initiative is not possible. The reverse is also
true as shown in efforts to introduce a gender perspec-
tive into budgets in Barbados and the two islands of St.
Kitts and Nevis where pilot GRB initiatives were not
sustained due to the lack of political support (Christie
and Thakur 2018). Perhaps nowhere is the importance of

political commitment to gender equity illustrated more
clearly than in Australia, the birthplace of GRB, where
from the early 1980s through the mid-1990s government
leaders were responsive to women’s needs and supportive
of GRB initiatives. However, elections in 1996 brought
into office leaders who were not committed to gender
equity nor to GRB. In fact, a 2011 survey by the OECD
of its member countries identified Australia “as one of
the worst performers in imposing requirements to under-
take gender impact analysis of legislation, regulations and
budgetary programs and GRB” (Sharp 2016). In 2014,
Australia’s GRB initiative was eliminated.

Historically, efforts in the United States to affect
budget reform have also required political commitment
(Axelrod 1995; Grizzle 1986). The City of San Francisco
provides an example of the nonsustainability of a GRB
budget reform in the absence of this commitment. The
City is one of just two places in the United States that
has tried to implement a GRB initiative (the second was
Fulton County, Georgia). Key to the adoption of San
Francisco’s 1998 ordinance that signaled recognition of
the budget’s importance in promoting gender equity was
the strong backing of the president of the County Board
of Supervisors’ and Willie Brown, San Francisco’s first
African American mayor, well-known for his support of
human rights. However, since the adoption of the 1998
ordinance, San Francisco’s political leaders have not been
proactive in promoting the consideration of gender in
budget decisions, with the exception of one Board of Su-
pervisors’ resolution in 2003 that “urged” (but did not
require) departments to assess the gender implications of
pending budget cuts (Rubin 2018).

Conversely, recent efforts in the United States demon-
strate the political commitment of government leaders to
use the budget to advance equity. On the federal level, on
President Biden’s first day in office, he issued Executive
Order 13985: Advancing Racial Equity and Support for
Underserved Communities Through the Federal Govern-
ment (Biden 2021). With this Order, Biden became the
first U.S. president to identify equity as a responsibility
of the federal government that would be operationalized
through the budget.

The importance of the commitment of political lead-
ers to use their budgets to advance equity can also be
seen at the local level of government. For instance, in
Philadelphia, one of the most advanced cities in terms

9. Because San Francisco is a county and a city, its Board of Supervisors functions as the City Council does in other cities.
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of implementing an equity approach to budgeting, both
the mayor and city council are committed to the effort.
As stated in a local newspaper headline, “Mayor Jim Ken-
ney and City Council have honed in on racial inequities
in public policy during budget negotiations” (McCrystal
2021). In 2015, Austin, Texas was found to be the most
economically segregated large metropolitan area in the
country. This led the City Council to create a City Equity
Office and to develop an equity assessment tool which
focuses in part on budget analysis (Guzman, Jordan, and

Joyce 2021).

Incorporation into the Legal Foundations of
Government

A second factor contributing to the success of a GRB
initiative has been its incorporation into the legal foun-
dations of government. As of 2018, three countries had
embedded a gender budgeting provision into their con-
stitutions—Austria, Bolivia, and Rwanda. Four others—
Belgium, Mexico, Norway, and Spain—have gender
equity imperatives in their constitutions that provide
a framework for gender budgeting (Kolovich 2018).
Twelve countries (Rwanda, Uganda, India, South Ko-
rea, Philippines, Austria, Iceland, Bolivia, Ecuador, El
Salvador, Mexico, and Morocco) have provisions in their
organic budget law, some of which require ministries to
take actions that are consistent with gender budgeting
(Kolovich 2018).

In the United States, budget equity provisions are
not yet embedded in organic budget laws at any level of
government. However, while extant state budgeting laws
have not been changed to include an equity component,
many governments are applying an equity lens to reve-
nues and/or expenditures in some way (Rubin, Bartle,
and Willoughby 2022). Concerning revenues, states are
increasingly considering equity when developing tax pol-
icy. For instance, in 2020, New Jersey increased the State’s
income tax rate from 8.97% to 10.75% on income over
$1 million. According to Wesley Tharpe (2020) Dep-
uty Director of State Policy Research at the Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities, “by raising revenues on the
wealthiest families and profitable corporations, expand-
ing tax credits for working families, and improving cash
assistance, New Jersey is advancing a strong, antiracist re-
sponse to COVID-19 and the recession.” In Washington,
the state legislature operationalized its “paramount duty”
to provide more equitable education services in early
learning, childcare, and K-12 through a more progressive
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tax structure. A new excise tax of 7% on the voluntary
sale or exchange of stocks, bonds, and other capital assets
realizing profits more than $250,000 annually was passed
in 2021 to fund these education services (Washington
Department of Revenue 2021).

On the expenditure side, states are applying equity ini-
tiatives to specific state functions. Some, especially those
related to education, have been incorporated in state law
for decades, while others are new. For instance, Alaska’s
Fiscal Year 2020 budget of the Department of Education
and Early Development provided funding specifically to
close learning gaps “by ensuring equitable educational
rigor and resources” with results to be delivered in FY
2022 (Alaska Department of Education and Early De-
velopment 2021). In Illinois, the state legislature passed
a law to develop equitable funding strategies and present
legislators with ways to raise graduation and retention
rates of disadvantaged students (Rasper 2021). And New
Jersey has established a seed fund to address systemic ra-
cial inequities in access to capital for Black and Latinx
entrepreneurs (Rubin, Bartle, and Willoughby 2022).

At the local level of government, “as a result of this
push for increased equity, many localities want their eq-
uity goals to be reflected in their budgets and are tying
their investments to equitable outputs and outcomes”
(Newsome 2022), and several U.S. cities are moving to
integrate equity into their budget processes. To illustrate,
the Austin, Texas City Council passed a resolution man-
dating that the central budget office “evaluate the impact
that existing city policies and practices have on equity,
evaluate best practices in other cities, and develop rec-
ommendations for addressing current race and socioeco-
nomic-based inequities” (Austin Equity Office 2020).
The City’s equity assessment tool was designed to “iden-
tify and remedy inequitable policies, practices and proce-
dures” (Austin Equity Office 2020). The tool was piloted
in 2017 in eight departments.

Support of the Lead Budget Agency

A third factor contributing to the success of GRB has
been the support of lead budget agencies. As Bova and
Herold de Costa Reis write, “The active engagement of
the people responsible for the budget is necessary for the
success of a gender budget approach” (2022). In seven of
the 12 OECD countries with a GRB initiative at some
level of government, training and capacity development
was provided by finance ministries to agencies imple-
menting gender analysis (Downes et al. 2017). And in
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Berlin, Germany, officials attribute the success of their
GRB initiative in part to the leading role of the Depart-
ment of Finance and the Department of Women and
Equality (Bova and Herold da Costa Reis 2022; Quinn
2018). It should be noted that the support of agencies
specifically established to promote gender equity has
also contributed to the success of GRB initiatives. For
instance, in Sweden, the Gender Equality Agency partic-
ipates in deciding how resources are allocated and assists
in the implementation of gender equality efforts (Bova
and Herold da Costa Reis 2022).

In the United States, lead budget offices have been
proactive in efforts to use budgets to advance social eq-
uity. At the federal level for the first time in its history,
the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) called for
consideration of an equity discussion in its A-11 budget
instructions to all agencies for preparation of their Fiscal
Year 2023 budget requests. The instructions stated:

As agencies develop and execute the President’s
Budget, they should, whenever possible, consult and
involve underserved communities . . . consider how
their organizational and decision-making processes
may not account for certain perspectives, and
incorporate leading practices for ongoing equity
assessment and affirming efforts within public sector
organizations. (OMB 2022, Section 220, 8)

At the local level of government, lead budget offices in
several cities have also initiated the equity effort. For in-
stance, in Madison, Wisconsin, the finance department
is using a Racial Equity and Social Justice Tool to “facili-
tate conscious consideration of equity and examine how
communities of color and low-income populations will
be affected by a proposed action/decision of the City”
(Madison Racial Equity & Social Justice Initiative 2018).
And San Antonio, Texas is using a Budget Equity Tool to
assess the equity impacts of budget decisions focused on
communities of color and low-income communities (San
Antonio n.d.).

Data Availability

A fourth factor explaining the success of GRB initiatives
has been the availability of gender-disaggregated data
(Ferndndez-Shaw 2019) to assess the differential impacts
of policies and programs on women and men. In their
study of GRB in OECD countries, Downes et al. (2017)
found this to be a necessary condition for success and

stressed the importance of investing in data collection to
discern and address gender differentials. Another assess-
ment of GRB in OECD countries found that the lack
of gender disaggregated data was one of the reasons for
slow implementation of GRB (Yeung 2021). The lack of
gender disaggregated data also helps to explain the non-
sustainability of the GRB initiative in San Francisco. A
1998 City ordinance required all government depart-
ments to collect gender disaggregated data. However,
there were no sanctions if they failed to do so, and many
departments did not comply with the requirement. As
a result, gender gaps were not revealed in most policy
areas (Rubin 2018). Emily Murase, past Executive Di-
rector of the San Francisco Department on the Status of
Women, identified the lack of gender disaggregated data
as the most pressing challenge in trying to implement
GRB (Rubin 2018).

Recent efforts in the United States to more broadly
use government budgets to enhance social equity have
also been challenged by the unavailability of data disag-
gregated by demographic characteristics. On the federal
level, with the exception of the U.S. Census, federal data
sets, including those necessary for equity-based budget-
ing, are generally not demographically disaggregated. In
recognition of the importance of disaggregated data, an
Equitable Data Working Group was established under
President Biden’s Executive Order 13985 mentioned ear-
lier. Its members include government leaders in program
policy, statistics, social science, data science, and infor-
mation technology. In a recently released report, the Eq-
uitable Data Working Group identified several priorities
to improve data collection efforts (White House 2022,
2). The priorities are:

generating disaggregated statistical estimates to
characterize experiences of historically underserved
groups using survey data; increasing non-federal
research and community access to disaggregated
data for the evidence-building that supports equity
efforts; and conducting robust equity assessments of
federal programs to identify areas for improvement.

Local governments also see “data as the next frontier in
equity” (Newsome 2022). As one local government offi-
cial observed: “data is critical to embedding equity into a
government’s operations and budgeting for this reality is
paramount” (Newsome 2022).
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Support of Organizations Outside Government
In many countries, the support of organizations outside
of government has also been an important factor in the
success of GRB initiatives. In the seminal GRB initia-
tives in Australia and South Africa, civil society organi-
zations were critical to their adoption. More recently,
Downes et al. (2017) reported that making civic audits
and open data resources available to nongovernmental
organizations has been helpful in supporting the growth
and implementation of gender equity policies in OECD
countries. Kolovich and Shibuya (2018) found the same
to be true in India. In many countries, “The role of UN
Women (formerly UNIFEM) has been critical in initi-
ating gender budgeting efforts . .
them” (Stotsky 2016, 19).

In the United States, there are several organizations

. and helping sustain

that are supporting local governments in their efforts to
incorporate equity into the budget process. For instance,
the Government Alliance on Race and Equity (GARE),
a joint project of Race Forward'" and the Othering &
Belonging Institute at the University of California Berke-
ley, has been working with several hundred local govern-
ments to promote racial justice through more inclusive
policymaking. GARE has developed tools that are being
used by several governments. The most relevant here are
the Racial Equity Tools that “are designed to integrate
explicit consideration of racial equity in decisions, in-
cluding policies, practices, programs, and budgets . . . Use
of a racial equity tool can help to develop strategies and
actions that reduce racial inequities and improve success
for all groups” [emphasis added] (GARE 2016, 4).

A second national effort to provide assistance to cities
working to advance equity was undertaken by Bloomberg
Philanthropies through its What Works Cities (WWC)
initiative, and launched as City Budgeting for Equity &
Recovery program (CBER) in 2020 in a cohort of 28
cities. WWC developed cases and action-oriented re-
search to advise cities on how to develop and implement
equity-focused reforms in their budgets. Several other
organizations, such as the Government Finance Officers
Association (GFOA) and the National Civic League are
also working with cities in their efforts to apply an equity
lens to budgets.
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Conclusion

Since Adam Smith, writing almost 250 years ago, in-
cluded fairness as one of his four canons of taxation, eq-
uity has been an issue in fiscal policy. In the mid-20th
century, Richard Musgrave brought the public finance
discussion of equity to the forefront when he called for
government intervention to ensure that the distribution
of income and wealth would be fair. Equity, however,
has rarely been explicitly considered in a comprehensive
way in government budgets. When it has been brought
into budgetary considerations, it has generally been with
regard to income equity. In recent years, however, addi-
tional dimensions of tax equity have been brought into
the budget dialogue, such as gender and race.

The emergence of GRB in the early 1980s in countries
around the world signaled recognition that government
budgets could be used to advance equity for a particu-
lar demographic subgroup, in this case women. In the
United States in recent years, there has been an effort by
governments at all levels to use their budgets to advance
social equity, especially for people of color and other
historically marginalized groups. Lessons learned from
GRB can inform the implementation of these efforts.
These include: (1) the importance of political support
of government decision-makers and their commitment
to change policies that contribute to inequities, (2) the
need to incorporate equity into the legal foundations of
government, (3) the support of lead budgetary agencies,
(4) the availability of data disaggregated by several demo-
graphic characteristics including race, ethnicity, gender,
disability/ability status, and sexual orientation, and (5)
the support of organizations outside of government for
the integration of equity into government budgets. These
lessons, as well as the recognition that equity can be in-
corporated into all phases of the budget process, and into
most budget formats, particularly the performance-in-
formed and program formats, can help guide the imple-
mentation of equity in public budgets, and are critical
tools for meaningful and lasting development of more
equitable public policy.

10. Founded in 1981 as the Applied Research Center, Race Forward advances racial justice through research, media, and practice.
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