
resources on higher education? There are a 
number of possible explanations. Education is 
a critical component of a postindustrial econ-
omy; so states that are less well-off may direct 
more of their resources into education in hopes 
of building a better economic future. Citizens 
in wealthy states simply may be better able to 
afford higher tuition costs. Whatever the expla-
nation, this example suggests another advantage 
of employing the comparative method—it 
shows that the obvious assumptions are not 
always the correct ones.

Geography and Topography

There is wild variation in the physical environ-
ments in which state and local governments oper-
ate. Hawaii is a lush tropical island chain in the 
middle of the Pacific Ocean, Nevada encompasses 
a large desert, Michigan is mostly heavily for-
ested, and Colorado is split by the Rocky 
Mountains. Such geographical and topographical 
variation presents different challenges to govern-
ment. State and local authorities in California 
devote considerable time and resources to  
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Economy by State, 2012

The relative size of state economies is measured in terms of gross state product. Notice how big states with small economies (Montana and 
Alaska) compare with small states with big economies (New Jersey and Massachusetts).

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, “Gross Domestic Product by State (millions of current dollars)—All Industry Total, 2012,” http://bea.gov/iTable/iTable 
.cfm?reqid=99&step=1.

  15Chapter 1  Introduction


