
 

The Budget Game 

Instructions  
 
 

 

The following exercise is based on fiscal year (FY) 2012 Federal Budget documents. It is intended to 

prompt discussions on how our money is allocated and spent, and of the principles that drive our 

choices.  

 

 

To make the budget a more manageable concept, give each person 100 pennies (or have each 

person come with 100 pennies), to represent 100% of the budget. 

 

First, remove to a restricted place:  

 6 pennies that go to pay the Interest on the Public Debt  

 20 pennies that go to pay for Social Security  

 13 pennies that go to pay for Medicare  

 

These are mandated by law and must be paid before any other money is spent. (You have now 

spent 39% of your budget!)  

 

There are seven more categories set up in which to spend the remaining 61% of the budget. Ask 

the participants, “Each penny represents one percent of the federal budget. How many pennies 

do you think should go in each of the following categories? For example, if you think 10% of 

the budget should go to supporting the economy, put 10 pennies in that category.”  

 

1. Health Care (excluding Medicare)  

Including Medicaid, public health, Indian Health, National Institutes of Health, Centers 

for Disease Control, and related programs  

 

2. Supporting the Economy  

Including Employment and Education supports, Troubled Assets Recovery Program, and 

other one-time infusions into the economy, Community Development Funds, Child Care 

Assistance, Social Service Programs, transportation 

 

3. Responding to Poverty  

Including assistance with food, housing, income, education, energy and other essentials 

for qualifying individuals and families  

 

4. Government Operations  

Including Legislative, Judiciary, Department of Justice, most of the Department of 

Homeland Security, IRS, Treasury, and others  

 

5. Energy, Science and Environment  

Including Environmental Protection Agency, National Science Foundation, National 

Aeronautic and Space Administration, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 



Administration, Department of the Interior (most), Forest Service, Natural Resource 

Conservation Service  

 

6. Diplomacy, Development and War Prevention  

Including the entire State Department (diplomatic corps and Agency for International 

Development), support of the U.N. and other international institutions, non-military 

direct aid to other countries.  

 

7. Military  

Defense Department and related programs, including Veterans’ Affairs, and spending 

on current wars 

 

 

Allow the participants time to place their pennies in each category. Then, invite group 

discussion around several of the following questions:  

 How will your available money be divided up among the various needs?  

 How would you explain why you put the pennies where you did?  

 What are moral, amoral, and immoral aspects of your budget proposals?  

 

Then, give each participant a copy of the chart for the current budget year that shows the 

actual percentages for each category. Allow participants to respond to the following questions:  

 How does this compare to your percentages?  

 What surprised you?  

 

Finally, wrap up the discussion with some of the following questions:  

 What can or should be your responsibility to make your views and those of your 

community known?  

 What are some potentially effective ways to make your voices heard?  

 Who are your Senators and Representatives? Are any of them on the House or Senate 

Budget Committees?  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

This budget document is for fiscal year 2012. For current budget document, check this website: 

washington.mcc.org  

 

 Some other alternatives to 100 pennies for each participant:  

 

1. Divide the group into smaller groups (3-5), and give each group 100 pennies. The 

advantage of this version is that the discussions and negotiations will need to take place 

sooner, and participants can soon experience the complexity of agreeing on final 

budget figures.  

 

2. Taking the number of participants in the group, calculate (in rough terms) what 

percentage of the group would equal 6% (for the interest on the debt), 20% (for Social 

Security), and so on. Move the participants around the room, so that there is an 

immediate visual representation of how the money gets spent. Discussions can ensue 

within each of the budget categories, and then among all the categories. 



Federal Budget 

     

Interest on the  

Public Debt 

Social Security Medicare Government 

Operations 
 

Legislative, judiciary, 

Department of Justice, most of 

the Department of Homeland 

Security, IRS, Treasury, etc. 

Supporting the 

Economy 
 

Employment and education 

supports, Troubled Assets 

Recovery Program (TARP) and 

other one-time infusions into the 

economy, community 

development funds, child care 

assistance, social service 

programs, transportation 

Interest due on the portion of the 

federal debt that was generated 

by past spending on civilian 

programs 

Payments to individuals, 

administrative costs 

Health care for those 65 and over 

 

6% 

 

 

20% 

 

 

13% 

 
Military Diplomacy, 

Development and 

War Prevention 

Health Care 

(excluding Medicare) 

Responding to 

Poverty 

Energy, Science and 

Environment 

Includes the Pentagon (Defense 

Department) budget,  Veterans’ 

Affairs, war spending. 

Entire State Department 

including diplomatic corps and 

Agency for International 

Development, support of the 

U.N. and other international 

institutions, non-military direct 

aid to other countries. 

Includes Medicaid, public health, 

Indian Health, National 

Institutes of Health, Centers for 

Disease Control and related 

programs 

Assistance with food, housing, 

income, education, energy and 

other essentials for qualifying 

individuals and families 

Environmental Protection 

Agency, National Science 

Foundation, National 

Aeronautic and Space 

Administration, National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration, Department of 

the Interior (most), Forest 

Service, Natural Resource 

Conservation Service 



 

 

FY2012 Federal Budget   

category includes 

Totals 

(in billions) 

Percent of Total 

(Rounded) 

      

Interest on the Public 

Debt 

Interest due on the portion of the federal debt that was generated by past 

spending on civilian programs 

225   6% 

      

Social Security Payments to individuals, administrative costs 772   20% 
      

Medicare Health care for those 65 and over 478   13% 
      

Military       22% 
  Pentagon and 

related spending 

Pentagon budget, nuclear weapons, and "defense-related" programs 

throughout the budget 

714  

 

  Veterans Veterans' affairs and related programs 130   

      

Health Care (excluding 

Medicare) 

Includes Medicaid, public health, Indian Health, National Institutes of 

Health, Centers for Disease Control and related programs 

364   10% 

      

Supporting the 

Economy 

Employment and education supports, including Trouble Assets Recovery 

Program and other one-time infusions into the economy, community 

development funds, child care assistance, social services programs, 

transportation 

212   6% 

      

Responding to 

Poverty 

Assistance with food, housing, income, education, energy and other 

essentials for qualifying individuals and families 

429   11% 

      

Government 

Operations 

Legislative, judiciary, Department of Justice, most of the Department of 

Homeland Security, IRS, Treasury, etc. 

238   6% 

      

Energy, Science and 

Environment 

Environmental Protection Agency, National Science Foundation, 

National Aeronautic and Space Administration, National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration, Department of the Interior (most), Forest 

Service, Natural Resource Conservation Service 

165   4% 

      

Diplomacy, 

Development and 

War Prevention 

Entire State Department including diplomatic corps and Agency for 

International Development, support of the U.N. and other international 

institutions, non-military direct aid to other countries. 

50   1% 

Figures taken from the FY2012 budget. Due to rounding, totals may not add up to 100% 


