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management initiatives, especially in relation 
to budgetary rationalism. These offer important 
lessons about which financial management prac-
tices work well in the real world of decision making 
and which do not.

BUDGETARY 
INCREMENTALISM

The traditional expenditure budget process 
in Canadian governments until the 1960s was 
incremental budgeting, or line-item budgeting 
(Kernaghan and Siegel 1999, 621–4). This approach 
is so named because the budget document that 
results is a line-by-line list of expenditures to be 
paid for by a given department or agency or office 
over a specific year. As you can see in table 6.5, the 

budget lists items such as salaries, benefits, equip-
ment, rent, travel, and vehicles and determines 
expenditure for them in the context of the year 
before. This form of budget is quite rudimentary. 
A budget manager need only take the previ-
ous year’s figures and marginally adjust them to 
take account of inflation, contractual obligations, 
change in service levels, and alterations in popula-
tions served. Such adjustments to an established 
base cause only incremental change to the overall 
budget, and the basic activities of the organization 
are accepted as given. The only question is the 
degree to which funding for established objects of 
expenditure will increase or decrease.

A line-item budget tends to develop from the 
bottom up rather than the top down within the 
organization. The detailed concern for items of 
expenditure, changing costs, and service level 

TABLE 6.5

Hypothetical line-item budget, Federal Court of Canada Regional Office 
($000s)

ITEM 2022 ACTUAL 2023 BUDGET

Salaries (regular) 404.0 415.0

Salaries (overtime) 20.5 24.0

Employee benefits 65.0 67.0

Office equipment 28.7 33.5

Office supplies 12.5 15.1

Facility rent 87.7 90.9

Cleaning services 36.0 38.0

Security services 49.0 51.0

Travel 5.0 5.0

Library 33.6 35.0

Miscellaneous 5.0 5.0

Total 747.0 779.5




