
include everything from county sheriff to state 
attorney general. As elected officials, these agency 
heads often make campaign promises, and, once 
in office, they try to get their agencies to deliver on 
those promises.

The visibility and importance of these elected 
state and local agency heads increased with the rise 
of New Federalism. They now are widely recog-
nized as critical players in the process of policy for-
mulation, not just policy implementation.10 
Therefore, some agencies will be the tools used to 
deliver on a political agenda. It is also true that 
other bureaucrats, not just elected agency heads, try 
to influence policy. As we will see later in this chap-
ter, unions are powerful political actors in many 
states, lobbying for better pay and benefits and get-
ting actively involved in election campaigns.

The implementation and political roles of 
bureaucracy make it a particular target for citizen 
concern and, at times, scorn. It is easy to see that we 
need some bureaucracy. Somebody has to manage 
all those programs and services we want from gov-
ernment. Yet government bureaucracy has a terrible 

reputation for inefficiency, incompetence, and mis-
management.11 Many question whether we have too 
much bureaucracy, and still others are concerned 
about the powerful political role of what are mostly 
unelected officials. Why do we have so much 
bureaucracy? How good a job does it really do? 
Could we get by with less of it? Is there a better way 
to run public programs and services? Is there too 
much bureaucracy and too little democracy in state 
and local government? These are reasonable ques-
tions that the comparative method can help answer.

What Is “Enough” 
Bureaucracy?
Most people believe that, whatever the merits of 
bureaucracy, there is too much bureaucracy in 
government and in our lives. Undeniably, state 
and local governments have a lot of bureaucracy. 
How much? Some insight into the size and scope 
of state and local agencies can be gleaned from 
Table 10-1, which lists the numbers of employees 

TABLE 10-1

State and Local Government Employment by Function, 2012

Function
Total Individuals  
(in Thousands)

State Government  
(in Thousands)

Local Government  
(in Thousands)

Elementary and secondary education 8,037 67 7,970

Higher education 3,093 2,487 606

Hospitals 1,090 446 644

Police protection 1,017 107 909

Corrections 763 489 274

Streets and highways 560 240 320

Public welfare 549 247 303

Other government administration 429 62 366

Electric power and gas supply 94 4 90

Judicial and legal 456 183 273

Financial administration 432 173 258

Fire protection 429 0 429

Natural resources 208 159 49

Social insurance 83 83 0

State liquor stores 10 10 0

Other 514 201 313

All functions 19,809 5,329 14,480

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2012 (Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).
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