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The Congressional Budget Office Was 
Established to Give the Congress a 

Stronger Role in Budget Matters
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The agency was created by the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974 
(often called the Budget Act), which also established the House and Senate Budget 
Committees and instituted a formal Congressional budget process.

CBO’s chief responsibility under the Budget Act is to help the Budget Committees with matters 
under their jurisdiction. The agency follows processes that are specified in statute or that it has 
developed in concert with those committees and Congressional leadership. 

The agency provides analysis of budgetary and economic issues that is objective, nonpartisan, 
and timely. It does not make policy recommendations.

CBO’s work is available to the Congress and the public on the agency’s website, www.cbo.gov.

CBO’s Role

https://www.cbo.gov/
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The agency’s Director is appointed jointly by 
the Speaker of the House and the President 
pro tempore of the Senate and has a four-
year term.

CBO has about 270 employees. They are 
hired solely on the basis of professional 
competence, without regard to political 
affiliation. Most have advanced degrees.

CBO’s organization consists of the Office of 
the Director and nine divisions:

▪ Budget Analysis

▪ Financial Analysis

▪ Health Analysis

▪ Labor, Income Security, and Long-Term 
Analysis

▪ Macroeconomic Analysis

▪ Management, Business, and Information 
Services

▪ Microeconomic Studies

▪ National Security 

▪ Tax Analysis

CBO’s Organization
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CBO Provides Budget and 
Economic Analysis to Support the 

Congressional Budget Process

For additional information, see www.cbo.gov/about.

https://www.cbo.gov/about
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Each timeline is for the budget for the federal fiscal year shown (the budget year); the process begins in the preceding fiscal year (the current year). Federal fiscal years run from 
October 1 to September 30 and are designated by the calendar year in which they end.

a. Refers to a budget resolution (or plan) that is agreed upon in the House, the Senate, or both. In the absence of a budget resolution, the Congress may use other means to 
establish an enforceable budget level.

b. The concurrent budget resolution for 2021 was adopted on February 5, 2021, two months after the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021, was enacted on December 27, 2020.

The Budget Process Often Extends Beyond the Statutory Timeline

The budget process, as 
outlined in statute, involves the 
following key steps: The 
President submits a budget, 
CBO submits baseline budget 
projections, and the Congress 
agrees on the allocation of 
funding, begins work on the 
12 regular appropriation bills, 
and then passes final 
appropriations.

The budget process typically 
runs long. The Congress has 
not met the October 1 deadline 
for all 12 appropriations bills 
since 1996.



6For additional information, see www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data.

CBO prepares, and periodically updates, a 
10-year budget baseline that serves as a 
benchmark for measuring the effects of 
proposed legislation.

The baseline reflects the assumption that 
current laws governing spending and 
revenues generally remain unchanged, and it 
relies on CBO’s forecasts of key economic 
factors.

CBO Provides Baseline Budget and Economic Projections

https://www.cbo.gov/data/budget-economic-data
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CBO fulfills thousands of requests each year 
for technical assistance as lawmakers draft 
legislation and amendments. 

Required to produce a cost estimate for 
nearly every bill approved by a full committee, 
the agency usually produces 600 to 800 cost 
estimates a year. 

Those estimates include the impact of federal 
mandates on state, local, and tribal 
governments.

Furthermore, CBO tracks appropriation 
actions in real time, produces cost estimates, 
and estimates the budgetary effects of 
amendments.

CBO Prepares Estimates of the Effects of Legislative Proposals

https://www.cbo.gov/cost-estimates
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CBO uses its own projections of 
economic and technical factors to 
determine the budgetary effects 
of the President’s budget.

CBO compares its estimates of 
the President’s budget to its 
baseline and to the 
Administration’s estimates.

Typically, CBO publishes its 
analysis within four to five weeks 
of the release of the President’s 
budget and provides detailed 
projections to the Budget and 
Appropriations Committees.

CBO Analyzes the President’s Budget Each Year

https://www.cbo.gov/topics/budget/presidents-budget
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The estimates focus on the next 10 years but sometimes look 20 years or more 
into the future.

They reflect the middle of the distribution of likely outcomes.

They incorporate behavioral responses to the extent feasible on the basis of the 
available evidence.

They may be updated for new information and may change as a result.

And they include explanations of the analysis to the extent feasible.

CBO’s Estimates Have Certain Characteristics
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CBO’s reports cover every major area of 
federal policy, including spending programs, 
the tax code, and budgetary and economic 
challenges. 

The reports often present options for changes 
in the federal program or tax rules under 
consideration, but they make no 
recommendations.

CBO Publishes About 70 Reports, Testimonies, and 
Working Papers Each Year

https://www.cbo.gov/about/products
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CBO Prioritizes Objectivity,   
Analytical Soundness, 

Responsiveness, Transparency, and 
Accessibility
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CBO hires people on the basis of their expertise, without regard to political 
affiliation. 

The agency carefully considers whether potential analysts can perform objective 
analysis, regardless of their own personal views.

CBO employees are prohibited from participating in political activity if such 
participation would identify, or appear to identify, CBO with a political campaign, 
candidate, officeholder, or cause. 

CBO employees must disclose to their managers any financial or nonfinancial 
interests they or their family have in any organization that would have an interest 
in the conclusions of any analysis in which the employees are involved. 

CBO Hires People Who Can Be Impartial and 
Requires Them to Follow Rigorous Ethics Rules

https://www.cbo.gov/about/objectivity/employee_policy
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CBO makes no policy recommendations. 

CBO uses a common set of assumptions when analyzing different legislative 
proposals to ensure that its estimates are consistent and impartial. 

The agency’s estimates are inherently uncertain, but its goal is to produce 
estimates that are in the middle of the distribution of potential outcomes.

All of the agency's products undergo rigorous review by people at different levels 
of the organization.

 

CBO’s Analysis Is Objective, Impartial, and Nonpartisan

https://www.cbo.gov/about/processes
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CBO bases its assessments on:

▪ Detailed understanding of federal programs and revenue sources.

▪ Examination of the relevant research literature.

▪ Analysis of data reported by federal statistical agencies and other groups.

▪ Consultation with outside experts in academia, think tanks, industry groups, the 
private sector, and federal, state, and local agencies.

▪ Discussion with CBO’s Panel of Economic Advisers and Panel of Health 
Advisers.

CBO’s Assessments Are Based on Detailed Analysis
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CBO completes nearly all formal cost estimates before the legislation at issue 
comes to a floor vote. 

To provide context for its estimates, CBO provides technical assistance, reports, 
and other information to policymakers during earlier stages of the legislative 
process.

To bolster its responsiveness, CBO has expanded staffing in high-demand areas.

CBO Seeks to Provide Information When It Is Most Useful



16For additional information, see www.cbo.gov/about/transparency.

▪ Testifying and publishing answers to 
questions  

▪ Explaining analytic methods

▪ Releasing data

▪ Analyzing the accuracy of its estimates

▪ Comparing current estimates with previous 
estimates

▪ Comparing its estimates with those of other 
organizations

▪ Estimating the effects of policy alternatives

▪ Characterizing uncertainty of estimates

▪ Creating data visualizations

▪ Conducting outreach

CBO Makes Its Work Transparent in Different Ways

https://www.cbo.gov/about/transparency
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All of CBO’s reports and formal cost 
estimates are shared widely and made 
available on the agency’s website.

CBO publishes interactive graphics, including 
graphics accompanying reports that make key 
takeaways more easily accessible.

CBO produces versions of its reports that are 
tailored for reading on mobile devices and 
web browsers. 

CBO’s Products Are Accessible
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Often, the Most Effective Way to 
Communicate Budgetary Challenges 

Is Through a Visual



19GDP = gross domestic product.

Federal Debt Held by the Public

Federal debt held by the 
public increases each year 
in CBO’s projections, 
swelling to an all-time record 
of 116 percent of GDP in 
2034. In the two decades 
that follow, growing deficits 
are projected to cause 
federal debt to soar to 
172 percent of GDP by 
2054.
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The range of savings for an option reflects the effects of different policy specifications for that option. See Congressional Budget Office, Options for Reducing the Deficit, 
2023 to 2032—Volume I: Larger Reductions (December 2022), Table 1, www.cbo.gov/publication/58164. For a related discussion, see Phillip L. Swagel, “Options for Reducing the 
Deficit,” CBO Blog (March 6, 2023), www.cbo.gov/publication/58981.  

Projected Savings From Options for Reducing the Deficit

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/58164
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/58981
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