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Rethinking Budgeting in Action:

Program Budgeting in Orange County, Virginia

BY KATIE LUDWIG AND MANUELA SASOT

hen Orange County,
Virginia, began moving
away from line-item
budgeting, the change
wasn't just about modern-
izing financial processes.
Itwas aboutrethinking
budgetingitself, to tella
clearer story about whatlocal government
does and how it serves residents.
GFOAhad the chance to sit down with
several of the leaders driving this change:
Ashley Jacobs, management analyst;
Glenda Bradley Paul, county administra-
tor, who spearhead the program-based
budget effort; Jayson Woods, communi-
cations manager; Andrew Oliver, finance

director; and Larry Clement, IT director.
Together, they shared how Orange County
isimplementing program budgetingin
away that bestservesitsresourcesand
culture.

Orange County, home to nearly
38,000 people and known for its history,
wineries, and outdoor activities,
manages an annual budget of roughly
$158 million. Like many local govern-
ments, its finances were traditionally
organized vialine-item budgeting, which
meant the organization’s staff, board, and
residents could see how much was being
spent on things like salaries, utilities,
or supplies, butnot whatresidents were
getting for their tax dollars.

The county’s leadership decided
topursue something different. They
wanted a framework that could connect
dollars to programs, programs to
outcomes, and outcomes to residents.
Today, that vision is becoming reality.

From vision to action

Theinitiative began with the previous
county administrator Ted Voorhees.
Having worked with performance
measures for years, Voorhees recognized
that the county was ready to take

the next step toward program-based
budgeting. His leadership proved
essential. “We had the support from

the top,” explained Paul. “There was
resistance in departments, as you'd
expect, because it meant people had to
think differently. But we kept talking
aboutit, keptitin front of people, and
that's what made it possible.” The vision
was not aboutlayering on more work but
aboutaligning goals and objectives with
performance measures. Embedding the
approach directly into the county’s chart
of accounts made it possible for staff to
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“With random line items, there s
no story. But once you connect
the functions of a department
withits funding, it's a whole lot
mare fransparent.”

JAYSON WOODS
COMMUNICATIONS MANAGER

reduce additional workload and make
the structure sustainable.

The deeper motivation for the shift
was the desire to communicate clearly
with both elected officials and the public.
Traditionalline-item budgets often
obscure the bigger picture. As Woods put
it: “With random line items, thereisno
story. But once you connect the functions
of adepartment withits funding, it'sa
whole lot more transparent.” Residents
easily understand visible services like
parks, recreation, or the library. But what
aboutinternal services such as human
resources or information technology?
Program budgeting makes these
departments visible by defining their key
missionsin plainlanguage and linking
them directly to board priorities.

In this context, the county adopted
aphased approach, identifying beta
testers while keeping all department
directors informed about the plan.

The Information Technology (IT)
Department was chosen to pilot the
approach, which gave staff time torefine
the process before scaling it up. In fact,
theITlayoutlater served as a practical
example for other departments. For IT
Director Larry Clement, this shift was
particularly meaningful. “IT can feel like
ablack box—full of jargon and acronyms.
Butbeing able to describe our outcomes
in a simple two- or three-sentence format
that connects back toboard priorities

was powerful. It gave us a way to show
value without overwhelming people with
technical detail.”

Thisincremental rollout worked in
partbecause of Orange County’s size.
With fewer layers of bureaucracy, the
county could experiment and adjust more
easily thanlargerjurisdictions. “We're
notreally small—we're the right size,”
Woodsreflected. “Larger localities may
have more resources, but theyalso face
more barriers to change. For us, our size
makes it possible to be nimble, to try new
approaches, and to make positive change.”
That flexibility has already paid off. Board
membersnow have a clearer understand-
ing of what departments actually do, a
question that was once difficult to answer
off the cuff. When asked, leaders can
point directly to programs and projects,
providing anarrative thatresonates.

Getting started

Identifying programsraised a central
question: How do we define a program,
anyway? For staff used to line-item
thinking, identifying programs wasn't
alwaysintuitive. Towork through this
next step, Jacobs sat down one-on-one
with each department director over the
course of seven months, foras many
times as they needed to meet, torefine

the definitions. She used a simple tool:
aone-page sheet thatasked directors
toname their primary service delivery
areas and the core components required
tocarry them out. The goal was to capture
three to five main programs per depart-
ment (or more), not an exhaustive list of
every activity. “It wasn't about replacing
line items,” Jacobs emphasized. “We were
enhancing them. Departments can still
runreports the old way, but we're building
aculture that focuses on programs and
outcomes.”

That cultural shift depended on trust
and reassurance. Staff needed to know
program budgeting wasn't a backdoor
attemptat cuts. “We weren't ever coming
atitfrom the point of view of, ‘Whatcan
we cut?'” said Paul. Instead, the county
framed itas a way to communicate more
clearly with both staff and the public. As
Jacobs summed it up: “I can confidently
tell any department head, ‘Your money is
there. Letmehelp youfind it.””

One point Orange County emphasizes
isthat program budgeting doesn’t require
expensive new software. The county
adopted this new approach usingits
existing enterprise resource planning
(ERP) software, and used Microsoft Excel
for early mapping. “Other localities we
spoke to at the GFOA conference had
purchased software, and they faced the

From left to right: Andrew Oliver, finance director; Larry Clement, IT director; Glenda Bradley Paul,
county administrator; Katie Ludwig, director of research development for GFOA; Ashley Jacobs,

management analyst.
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same challenges we did,” Jacobs noted.
“Itwasreassuringtorealize we could

do this with what we had.” This flexi-
bility underscores one thing: Program
budgetingisn'tabrand-name system, nor
isthere a specific approach to go about it.
Whether called priority-based, perfor-
mance-based, or outcome budgeting, at
the end of the day, itis about moving away
from a one-line item and adopting a new
mindset. As Jacobs putit, “Justrethink
budgeting. It's notlinear—it'samethod.”

Overcoming challenges

Like any major change, implementing a
program-based budget in Orange County
came with its fair share of challenges.
While the team has made significant
progress, they were quick to acknowledge
thatthe workis ongoing and will continue
to evolve with each budget cycle.

One of the most persistent challenges
has been programs that cross depart-
mental lines. Customer service, for
instance, isn't confined to one office.
Thinking about how to allocate costs for
departments that support face-to-face
interactions across the county required
more foresight than theyinitially built
into the framework. Similarly, Clement
noted the difficulty of placing shared
resources into a single program bucket.
Some resources support every depart-
ment, but telling that story clearly and
accurately remains a complicated task.

Afurtherchallenge waslinking
performance measures to programs.

“Departments can sfill run
reports the old way, but we're
building a culture that focuses
on programs and outcomes.”

ASHLEY JACOBS
MANAGEMENT ANALYST

Some department directorsinitially
saw performance measures as little
more than paperwork, rather than tools
to connect funding with outcomes.
Thisis why Jacobs and her team let
department directors define their
own programs instead of imposing
top-down definitions. That ownership
made the measures more meaningful.
“Because they have built this structure
themselves, they're going to understand
itand connect withitmore. That's
animportant piece of the process, is
that they're justas much involved
in the build out,” she explained.
Fromthe financial side, Andrew Oliver,
the county’s finance director, described
thebalancing act between maintaining
amanageable chart of accounts for
financial reporting and adaptingittothe
needs of program budgeting. Retitling
groupings created some confusion
during the transition. For example, FY25
reports didn'tline up neatly with past
categories. IT and finance staffalso
struggled with inconsistent terminology
across departments, where similar
expenses were described differently,
leading to additional reconciliation work.
Despite these hurdles, the team
repeatedly returned to a central
point: Program budgeting is ulti-
mately about telling a clearer story.
Traditional financial reporting may
satisfy accounting requirements,
but program budgeting translates
government activity into something
residents can actually understand. As
Oliver putit, “We have to understand
what'’s the story you're trying to
tell... it's a translator for people.”

Advice for other governments

For otherlocal governments considering
program budgeting, Orange County
leaders have some pieces of advice:

= Take the first step. The process
can feel overwhelming, but
breakingitdown into phases
makes it manageable.

= Use existing resources. Whether
it's Excel or your existing finance
or ERP system, you don’'t need
new software to begin.

= Communicate relentlessly. Keep
talking about it, involve leadership,
and reassure staff that the goal
is clarity, not cuts, so thatitall
becomes part of your everyday
culture and language.

Mostimportantly, Orange County
stresses that program budgeting is
about telling a story. “It's not cost
accounting,” said Oliver. “It's about
showingresidents what government
does, and why it matters.”
Afewmonthsintoimplementation,
Orange Countyisalready seeing
benefits. Department heads can
answer questions they couldn’t
before. The board has clearerinsight
into trade-offs across programs. And
residents are starting to see not just

budgetingisn't justa new format.
It'sa culture shift—one built on trust,

government should be able to explain
itsworkin a way people understand.
Jacobs summed itup: “Don’tlet the
perfectbe the enemy of the good.

Just take the step. It's worth it.”

Katie Ludwig is director of
resource development for GFOA.

Manuela Sasot is a former
intern with GFOA's Research and
Consulting Center.

what the government spends, but what
it delivers. For Orange County, program

persistence, and the simple belief that
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