
Economy

The relative size and health of a state’s economy 
has a huge impact on its capacity to govern and 
provide public services. The per capita gross 
domestic product—the state equivalent of the 
gross national product—varies from about 
$28,000 in Mississippi to $62,000 in Delaware19 
(see Map 1-3). This means government in 
Delaware has the ability to tap a greater amount 
of resources than can government in Mississippi. 
The difference in wealth, in effect, means that if 
Delaware and Mississippi were to implement 
identical and equivalent public services, 
Mississippi would have a considerably higher tax 
rate. This is because Mississippi would have to 
take a greater proportion of its smaller amount of 
resources, compared with Delaware. These sorts 
of differences also are visible at the local level. 
Wealthy suburbs can enjoy lower tax rates and 
still spend more on public services than can eco-
nomically struggling urban or rural communities.

Elazar Classification

Moralistic Individualistic Traditionalistic

Role of  
Government

Government should act to 
promote the public interest 
and policy innovation.

Government should be utilitarian, a 
service provider.

Government should help 
preserve the status quo.

Attitude of Public 
Representatives

Politicians can effect 
change; public service is 
worthwhile and an honor.

Businesslike—politics is a career like 
any other, and individual politicians are 
oriented toward personal power. High 
levels of corruption are more common.

Politicians can effect 
change, but politics is 
the province of the 
elites.

Role of Citizens Citizens actively participate 
in voting and other political 
activities; individuals seek 
public office.

The state exists to advance the 
economic and personal self-interest of 
citizens; citizens leave politics to the 
professionals.

Ordinary citizens are not 
expected to be 
politically involved.

Degree of Party 
Competition

Highly competitive Moderate Weak

Government 
Spending on Services

High Moderate—money goes to basic 
services but not to perceived “extras.”

Low

Political Culture Strong Fragmented Strong

Most Common in . . .  Northeast, northern 
Midwest, Northwest

Middle parts of the country, such as 
the Mid-Atlantic; parts of the Midwest, 
such as Missouri and Illinois; parts of 
the West, such as Nevada

Southern states, rural 
areas

TABLE 1-2

Political Cultures at a Glance

Source: Adapted from Daniel J. Elazar, American Federalism: A View from the States, 2nd ed. (New York: Crowell, 1972).

Regional economic differences do not deter-
mine just tax burdens and the level of public 
services; they also determine the relative priori-
ties of particular policy and regulatory issues. 
Fishing, for example, is a sizable industry in 
coastal states in the Northeast and Northwest. 
States such as Maine and Washington have 
numerous laws, regulations, and enforcement 
responsibilities tied to the catching, processing, 
and transporting of fish. Regulating the eco-
nomic exploitation of marine life occupies very 
little government attention and resources in 
places such as Kansas and Nevada, although 
agriculture in the former and gambling in the 
latter create just as many policy challenges and 
demands for government action.

Regardless of the basis of a state’s economy, 
greater wealth does not always translate into 
more support for public programs. States with 
above-average incomes actually tend to spend 
less per capita on higher education. Why would 
less-wealthy states concentrate more of their 
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