
High stakes, yes, but it is somewhat ironic that 
state and local governments tend to get less atten-
tion in the media, in private conversation, and in 
curricula and classrooms than does their federal 
counterpart.21 Ask most people to think about 
American government, and chances are they will 
think first about the president, Congress, Social 
Security, or some other feature of the national 
government. Yet most American governments 
are state or local. Only 535 elected legislators 
serve in the U.S. Congress. Thousands of legisla-
tors are elected at the state level, and tens of thou-
sands more serve in the legislative branches of 
local government.

In terms of people, state and local governments 
dwarf the federal government. The combined 
civilian workforce of the federal government 
(about 3 million) is less than half the number of 
people working for a single category of local gov-
ernment—more than 6 million people work for 
public elementary and secondary schools alone.22 
Roughly 5 million state employees and more than 
14 million local government employees punch the 
time clock every day (see Map 1-4). In terms of 
dollars, state and local governments combined 
represent about the same spending force as the 
federal government. In 2011, state and local gov-
ernment expenditures totaled about $3 trillion.23
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MAP 1-4

Number of Government Employees by State, 2012

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “State Government Employment and Payroll Data,” 2012, www.census.gov/govs/apes.
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