
Connecticut’s Fiscal Guardrails: 
A Data-Driven Analysis

Connecticut’s Spending Cap: A Closer Look

Zachary Liscow  Yale Law School
Luke Bronin  Yale Law School / The Connecticut Project

nathanaeL McLaughLin  Tobin Center for Economic Policy at Yale University 
Patrick J. MurPhy  University of San Francisco
Mohit agrawaL  Yale Department of Economics

eLiZa Mckenney  Tobin Center for Economic Policy at Yale University 

DeceMBer 2024

A joint research effort between The Tobin Center for Economic Policy 
and The Connecticut Project

Copyright © Yale University. All rights reserved.

https://tobin.yale.edu/
https://ctproject.org/


Contributors

Zachary Liscow  Yale Law School
Zachary Liscow is professor of law at Yale Law School, served as chief economist at the Office of 
Management and Budget at the White House from 2022–2023, and was a staff economist at the 
White House Council of Economic Advisers from  2009–2010. Liscow earned his PhD in economics 
from the University of California, Berkeley, and his JD from Yale Law School, as well as a degree in 
economics and in environmental science and public policy from Harvard College. 

Luke Bronin  Visiting Lecturer in Law, Yale Law School / The Connecticut Project
Luke Bronin is a visiting lecturer in law, senior research scholar in law, and Tsai leadership senior 
distinguished fellow in residence at Yale Law School and most recently served two terms as Mayor 
of Hartford, Connecticut. Bronin was general counsel to then-governor of Connecticut Dannel P. 
Malloy from 2013–2015 and prior to that served in the Obama administration at the US Department 
of the Treasury. Bronin was an officer in the US Navy Reserve. Bronin received a BA from Yale 
College, an MSc from the University of Oxford, and a JD from Yale Law School.

Nathanael McLaughlin  Policy Fellow, Tobin Center for Economic Policy at Yale
Nat McLaughlin is a policy fellow at the Tobin Center for Economic Policy, previously held the 
role of policy advisor to Connecticut’s Chief Budget Officer, and also served as a naval officer. 
McLaughlin holds an MA in global affairs and an MBA from Yale University, a Master’s in national 
defense and security studies from the US Naval War College, and a BS in industrial engineering 
from Northwestern University.

Patrick J. Murphy  Professor, University of San Francisco
Patrick J. Murphy is a professor and faculty director for the Urban and Public Affairs program at the 
University of San Francisco. He currently serves as the director of resource equity and public finance 
for The Opportunity Institute. Previously, Murphy worked at the US Office of Management and 
Budget, as a consultant for state and local government, and at Arnold Ventures. Murphy received a 
BA from the University of Notre Dame, an MPA from the University Texis-Austin, and a PhD and 
MA from the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Mohit Agrawal  PhD Candidate, Yale Department of Economics
Mohit Agrawal is an applied microeconomist and a fourth-year PhD candidate in economics, a grad-
uate policy fellow at Yale’s Institute for Social and Policy Studies, and a visiting scholar at University 
of Chicago’s Becker Friedman Institute. Agrawal served as deputy policy director and advisor to 
Governor Ned Lamont of Connecticut from 2019–2021. He received his BA in mathematics from 
Princeton University, and an MSc in applied statistics, as well as an MBA, from the University of 
Oxford.

Eliza McKenney  Research & Policy Program Manager, Tobin Center for Economic Policy at Yale
Eliza McKenney is a research and policy program manager at the Tobin Center for Economic 
Policy. Prior to joining the Tobin Center, McKenney worked in economic consulting at Cornerstone 
Research where she collaborated with leading economic and financial academics. McKenney holds a 
BBA in finance and a BA in psychology from the College of William & Mary.



page 1 

december 2024

The spending cap ties growth in state appropriations to growth in the state’s economy, using the 
prior year’s actual spending as the base and applying a growth rate to determine allowable appro-
priations for the current year. 

To calculate the maximum allowable growth in spending from one year to the next, the base is 
adjusted by the compound annual growth in personal income over the prior five years (Bureau 
of Economic Analysis) or the annual increase in the consumer price index (CPI) measured in 
December (Bureau of Labor Statistics), whichever is greater.1 After adjusting for growth, the 
items that had previously been excluded from the calculation are added back, producing the limit 
for appropriations for the current year.

1  “Sec. 2-33a. Limitation on expenditures authorized by General Assembly. Base year adjustment for certain expenditures,” 
Chapter 16, General Assembly, General Statues of Connecticut, https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_016.htm#sec_2-33a.

Figure V.A: Connecticut’s spending cap calculation
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According to the Connecticut state treasurer’s office, the growth in personal income test has been 
applied twenty-seven times while the CPI has been applied as the deflator only five times over 
the period 1993 to 2024.2

Modifying the Spending Cap 
Connecticut’s constitution dictates key elements of the spending cap. The constitution prohibits 
increases in appropriations above the prior year’s general budget expenditures by more than the 
increase in personal income or the increase in inflation, whichever is greater. The constitution 
leaves it to the General Assembly to define the terms “increase in personal income,” “increase in 
inflation,” and “general budget expenditures.” Those definitions may be amended by a three-
fifths majority of the members of each house of the legislature.3 

Spending may exceed the cap when the Governor declares an “emergency or the existence of 
extraordinary circumstances” and at least three-fifths of the members of each house of the 
General Assembly vote in support.4 If the limit is raised, the amount budgeted in that year 
becomes the new base going forward. The Governor has issued a declaration to exceed the cap 
seven times since it was imposed in 1991, most recently during the 2007–2009 budget cycle.5

Examining the Current Base

Precisely what spending is included within the category of “general budget expenditures” has 
changed over time, and much of the discussion about the spending cap debate has focused on 
that definition. For example, aid to distressed municipalities was initially excluded from the cap. 
Today, it is included. 

Beyond the definition of “general budget expenditures,” it is worth looking at a more fundamen-
tal feature of the spending cap design: the fact that the spending cap base begins with the prior 
year’s appropriations, rather than what could have been appropriated under the prior year’s spend-
ing cap. 

There are significant consequences to that choice. If a particular year’s appropriations fall below 
the allowed cap level, the following year’s cap is ratcheted down to the lower appropriations 
mark. That lower spending cap threshold is then carried forward in subsequent years, resulting 
in a long-term downward shift.

This downward shift is, in fact, what happened during the period between FY17 and FY19. 
Because spending was reduced in response to revenue shortfalls, the General Assembly did not 

2  “Connecticut’s Fiscal Guardrails Treasurer’s Office Inaugural Investor Conference,” Connecticut State Treasurer’s Office, 2023, 
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/opm/bud-other-projects/reports/other-reports/inaugural-ct-investor-conference--opm--fiscal-
guardrails--may-23-2023.pdf, 5. 
3  “Article III, Section 18(b),” Constitution of the State of Connecticut, 2023, https://www.cga.ct.gov/asp/Content/constitutions/
Constitution_State_CT.pdf, 115.
4  “Sec. 2-33a.”
5  “Connecticut State Budget 2007–2009,” Office of Fiscal Analysis. https://www.cga.ct.gov/ofa/Documents/year/BB/2008BB-
20071200_FY%2008%20-%20FY%2009%20Connecticut%20Budget.pdf. 
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appropriate funds to the level that the spending cap would have allowed.6 That reduction in 
spending effectively reset the base, so that the amount of spending allowable under the cap was 
approximately $1.8 billion lower in FY25 than it would have been if the General Assembly had 
appropriated funds up to the allowable cap in earlier years (see Figure V.B). 

In other words, because of weak revenues in 2017 and 2018, the spending cap adjusted downward 
and, as designed, could not adjust to catch up with economic growth in the years that followed 
(see Figure V.B). 

As policymakers examine the cumulative effects of the spending cap, this feature of the current 
spending cap deserves examination. Conceptually, the spending cap is meant to rise in a way 
that is consistent with economic growth in Connecticut over time. Setting the spending cap with 
reference to the prior year’s spending cap, rather than prior year appropriations, would avoid the 
potential decoupling of spending and growth. 

6  Revenues for FY17 were projected at $20.6 billion with a spending cap of $20.4 billion, but actual revenues ended up at $19.8 
billion. The General Assembly ultimately appropriated $19.7 billion for FY17. See, “Connecticut State Budget FY 16 & FY 17,” 
Office of Fiscal Analysis, https://www.cga.ct.gov/ofa/Documents/year/BB/2016BB-20151007_FY%2016%20and%20FY%20
17%20Connecticut%20Budget.pdf, 2; “Connecticut State Budget FY 17 Revisions,” Office of Fiscal Analysis, https://www.cga.
ct.gov/ofa/Documents/year/BB/2017BB-20161101_FY%2017%20Connecticut%20Budget%20Revisions.pdf, 6; “Connecticut 
State Budget FY 18 & FY 19 Budget,” Office of Fiscal Analysis, https://www.cga.ct.gov/ofa/Documents/year/BB/2018BB-
20180214_FY%2018%20and%20FY%2019%20Connecticut%20Budget.pdf, 11.
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Figure V.B: Additional spending cap space using prior year spending cap as alternative base, FY12–FY25
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As the constitutional spending cap language explicitly refers to the prior year’s authorized spend-
ing as the base, a constitutional amendment would be required to make such a change to the 
spending cap design. However, the governor and the General Assembly could, pursuant to a 
declaration of extraordinary circumstances and a three-fifths vote, make a one-time adjustment 
to the base to account for the downward shift in spending that resulted from the 2017 revenue 
decline. Because adjustments to the spending cap base carry forward into future years, such an 
adjustment would allow policymakers to counteract the effect of the one-way ratchet. 

Current Mechanisms to Avoid the Spending Cap 

In part due to the procedural hurdles of amending the spending cap, the General Assembly has 
employed a number of methods for avoiding the constraints of the spending cap. 

The spending cap is really an “appropriations cap,” limiting the amount that is appropriated in 
any given year. As a result, if budgeted funds are left unspent in one year, they can be “carried 
forward” and spent in the next year, above the cap. The use of carryforwards has become routine 
practice and was done most recently in the 2024 legislative session. 

In addition, the General Assembly can establish “revenue intercepts,” diverting revenue to a  
dedicated purpose outside of the appropriations process. Finally, policymakers may rely more 
heavily on tax expenditures or on bonding than they otherwise would in the absence of the 
spending cap. 

While such methods of avoiding the constraints of the cap are legal, they risk decreasing budget 
transparency and increasing inefficiency. To the extent that policymakers find themselves rou-
tinely structuring around the existing cap, more direct and transparent changes to the spending 
cap’s design may be warranted. 
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