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This presentations covers:

1. The budget as a communication tool

2. Observations on the South African experience

3. Principles of clear budget communications



The budget as a communications tool



What’s in 
a name?

Budget

From the Latin bulga (to bulge) 

came bouge in Middle French, 

meaning a bag; or bougette, 

the diminutive. 

Non, ce n’est pas une baguette.

In the early 18th Century, the 

ministers of the British Crown 

carried their expenditure plans to  

Parliament in a large leather bag, 

which was referred to as the 

budget.

– Webber and Wildavsky 



Purpose of budget documentation 

To provide a comprehensive, relevant, 

timely, and reliable overview of the 

government’s financial position and 

performance, and set out the fiscal 

projections.

CLEAR ◻︎ CREDIBLE ◻︎ COMPARABLE ◻︎ ANALYTICAL ◻︎

RELEVANT



But are you 
communicating?



What is transparency? 

The quality of something that makes it easy to 

understand -- Oxford

Printing or Posting ≠ Transparency

Comprehensiveness ≠ Clarity

Compliance ≠ Policymaking 

Data ≠ Direction



Building 
credibility 
capital

Strong budget rules and 

institutions, backed by clear 

communication and fiscal 

transparency, enhance 

credibility. That, in turn, 

improves access to credit and 

secures more room for 

maneuver in times of crisis. 

-- IMF blog summarizing October 2021 

Fiscal Monitor



THE SOUTH AFRICAN 
EXPERIENCE



Open Budget Index (2019)



Transparency, oversight, participation



South Africa’s main budget 
documents 
Medium Term Budget Policy Statement 

• Tabled in Parliament each October

• Policy framework for three-year spending plans 

• Generally 45-50 pages, with 20 pages of appendices

Budget Review

• Tabled each February in Parliament

• Sets out the budget proposal for the year ahead 

• Covers economic and fiscal policy considerations

• Accompanied by spending plans and legislation 

• About 100 pages of text, 100 pages of supplementary 

materials and tables



What do 
journalists 
need?

• Credible numbers in accessible 
narrative

• Accurate assessment of 
economic and fiscal position

• Clarity (not jargon)

• Interesting facts, comparisons 

• “So what?” and “what’s next?”

• Clear policy position and trade-
offs

• Headlines*



Budget day

• 6am lockup – journalists given access to the 
budget documents in a closed room under strict 
embargo (no reporting). 
With coffee!

• 11:00am press conference with finance minister, 
treasury and central bank officials

• 2pm budget speech



For the press, a resource 

At the same time, the Treasury offers tax 

benefits to those who can afford to 

contribute to pension funds. According to 

the National Treasury’s latest Budget 

Review, about R100-billion in benefits is 

given to retirement funds.

An allocation of 10.3 billion rand ($708 million) has been 

made to buy and dispense the shots through March 2024, 

the Treasury said Wednesday in the 2021 Budget Review. 

A further 9 billion rand could be drawn from contingency 

reserves and emergency allocations if needed as the final 

costs remain uncertain, 



Transparency and the budget



Transparency 
& integrity

“The national 

budget process is highly 

transparent and respected 

globally.”

– Leon Myburgh, South 

African Reserve Bank



a) Parliament

b) Financial markets

c) Journalists

d) Government 
departments

e) Multilateral financial 
institutions

f) Rating agencies

g) NGOs

h) The public

i)  Economists

j)  All of the above

Polling question
What are the main audiences for your core 

budget documents? Select one. 



Our approach to the 
South African budget

• Start with clear thinking. What is the 
Treasury trying to say?

• Communicate goals and allocations, 
policy shifts and new initiatives, and 
successes and challenges

• Write for a non-technical audience, 
using clear, accessible language. 
Streamline, using appendices for 
detail. Support with tables, graphs, 
visual summaries.

• Budget as policy and planning tool.



PRINCIPLES OF CLEAR 
BUDGET COMMUNICATION



Principles of clear budget 
communication
• Think about your reader

• Write clearly and to the point

• Structure documents logically

• Ensure main policy documents 

are concise

• Omit unnecessary detail

• Prefer concreteness to 

abstraction 

• Reduce density

• Use visual elements effectively

• Provide sufficient analysis

• Tell a story



Audience: Think about your reader 

• Who is the budget written for? There are various target 

audiences, but what’s the goal?

• Convey economic ideas clearly for the non-specialist.

• Written in your own words.

• Not written for “those who will understand”.



Linguistic 
inflation at 
the 
Federal 
Reserve



Audience: Avoid an overly 
technical approach 

Lower deficits and lower gross financing needs have eased 

tensions on the domestic capital market. Figure 6 shows that the 

net issuance of domestic government paper hit a low point earlier 

in 2018, in constant price terms. This was accompanied by a 

decline in interest rates across the maturity spectrum. Interest 

rates at issuance fell by 10 percentage points over the past two 

years. Lower interest rates and net issuances had positive effects 

on the fiscal accounts by reducing interest payments. 



Write clearly and to the point 



Write clearly and to the point

The main objective of the Scheme is to encourage faster 

adoption of Electric vehicles by way of offering upfront 

incentive on purchase of Electric vehicles and also by 

establishing the necessary charging infrastructure for electric 

vehicles.

The scheme encourages people to use electric cars by 

offering a purchasing incentive and establishing charging 

stations. 



What is 
jargon?



Avoid jargon 

During 2018-19, the growth rate of monetary aggregates 

reverted to their long-term trend after experiencing an 

unprecedented behaviour in 2016-17 led by demonetisation

and again in 2017-18 due to the process of remonetisation. 

Reserve Money (M0) as on March 31, 2019, recorded a 

growth of 14.5 percent over the previous year. The source of 

expansion in M0 was mainly driven by currency in circulation.



Explain technical terms 

In Chapter 7 we look at risks that could affect the balance 

sheet directly via balance sheet transactions (e.g. lending to 

the private sector or issuing debt to purchase assets, as 

when ‘bailing out the banks’), balance sheet transfers (when 

the government assumes the liabilities of a private sector 

entity, either in the real world or through a statistical 

reclassification) and valuation effects (e.g. the effect of 

currency movements on the sterling value of the foreign 

exchange reserves). 



Structure documents logically 



Quantity 
versus 
quality 

Brevity is the 

sister of talent  
(Chekhov)

Brevity is the soul of wit 
(Shakespeare)

I didn't have time to write a 

short letter, so I wrote a long 

one instead.  (Twain)



Keep it 
concise

“Budget at a Glance”

517 pages

Opening chapter 

is 36 pages 

of tables



Be concise, but provide context

Budget 

at a glance

2 pages

No narrative



Highlights 
from South 
Africa 



Remove unnecessary detail, 
reduce density
ORIGINAL

Because of poor rainfall last year and in 

spite of less water in the dam, through 

Sujalam Sufalam Yojana and Sauni Yojana, 

the water reservoirs have been filled by 

lifting water from the Narmada canal. By 

filling Aji-1 and Nyari-1 for Rajkot city, Aji-3 

and Ranjit Sagar for Jamnagar City, Veri-1 

for Gondal city, Machchhu-2 for Morbi city, 

Machchhu-1 for Wankaner city and 

Bhandar-1 reservoir for Jetpur, Gondal and 

other areas, Sukhbhadar reservoir for 

Ranpur city and Tapar dam for Kutchchh, 

with Narmada water, the drinking water 

requirements of the people of these areas 

have been met satisfactorily. 

EDITED

Following poor rainfall last year, the 

Sujalam Sufalam Yojana and Sauni Yojana 

water schemes filled depleted reservoirs 

by lifting water from the Narmada canal. 

This ensured that all communities had 

access to safe drinking water. 



Prefer 
concreteness 
to 
abstraction

At the World Bank, a Shortage of 

Concrete (Language)

A computer analysis of more than 65 

years of the bank’s annual reports found 

a sharp decline in factual precision, 

replaced by what the researchers call 

management discourse, a bureaucratic 

gobbledygook whose meaning is hard to 

decipher.

– New York Times, April 14, 2016



Lost time

The number of 

temporal adverbs 

— like “now,” 

“recently” and 

“later” — per 

thousand words 

in World Bank 

reports



Use tables 

and charts 

to reinforce 

your points



Don’t 
overcomplicate 
images



New Zealand: overview & outlook 



South Africa: medium-term outlook



Use tables 
effectively



Provide analysis 

Analysis helps your reader make sense of vast amounts of 

information



Data ≠ 
analysis



Telling the 
budget story



Building your 
narrative

• Identify the central theme of the report

• Break the narrative into a logical 
sequence

• Use the identified theme as a guiding 
thread for the reader – weave it 
throughout the narrative

• Remember: data on its own is not a 
story



South Africa, 2012 Medium Term Budget Policy Statement

The narrowing of fiscal space, in combination with the erosion of the link between budget

inputs and social outputs, implies the need for additional measures to secure the country’s

fiscal footing and improve the quality of spending. Over the next three years spending

growth will remain stable and well contained…

If, however, the substantial risks to the outlook materialise and the economic

environment deteriorates, realising these fiscal objectives will require a

reconsideration of current spending and revenue plans. In a lower-growth scenario,

an appropriate balance between spending restraint and new revenue initiatives

would be necessary.

Shaping long-term fiscal policy

2012

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017



Shaping long-term fiscal policy

South Africa, 2014 MTBPS

The 2012 Medium Term Budget Policy Statement pointed out that if the

economic and fiscal outlook were to deteriorate, a reconsideration of

expenditure and revenue plans would be warranted. In the 2013 Budget,

government trimmed its spending plans and reduced the unallocated

contingency reserve. Eight months ago, the 2014 Budget stated that

additional measures to ensure fiscal sustainability would be required if

the economic outlook were to worsen.

That turning point has been reached.

2012 2013

2014

2015 2016 2017



Shaping long-term fiscal policy

2014 MTBPS continued…

Government proposes a series of measures to narrow the deficit and stabilise debt over the 

medium term. The five elements of the fiscal package are as follows: 

• Reduce growth in spending. Government will lower its 2014 Budget  expenditure ceiling by 

R25 billion over the next two years. 

• Adjust tax policy and administration. Proposals will be introduced in the 2015 Budget to 

generate additional revenue of at least R27 billion over the next two years. 

• Strengthen budget preparation. Government will place greater emphasis on longer-term 

planning and efficient resource allocation, within a fiscal framework that links aggregate 

expenditure and economic growth beyond the medium term. 

• Freeze government personnel headcounts. Government will also review funded 

vacancies. 

2012 2013

2014

2015 2016 2017



Recap

1. Think about your readers

2. Write to the point 

3. Use a logical structure

4. Keep documents concise

5. Omit unnecessary detail

6. Prefer concreteness to 

abstraction

7. Reduce density 

8. Use visual elements 

9. Provide sufficient analysis

10.Tell a story



Q&A



THANK YOU


