
TABLE 10-2

States With the Most and the Least 
Bureaucracy by Number of 
Employees

State
State and Local Employees  

(per 10,000 Citizens)

Top Five

Wyoming 893

Alaska 761

Vermont 677

Kansas 669

Nebraska 652

Bottom Five

Pennsylvania 458

California 457

Michigan 455

Arizona 434

Nevada 374

Source: SAGE State Stats database, http://library.cqpress.com/statestats/
document.php?id=series-2631; “States With Most Governing Employees: Per 
Capita Rates by Job Type,” Governing, 2012, http://www.governing.com/ 
gov-data/public-workforce-salaries/states-most-government-workers-public-
employees-by-job-type.html.

on state and local government payrolls by 
function. Combined, state and local governments 
have more than 19 million full-time and part-
time employees. Most of these—about 14 
million—are employees of local rather than state 
governments.12 Whether at the local or state level, 
the vast majority of these individuals work in 
what we would recognize as a bureaucracy.

The numbers contained in Table 10-1 confirm 
that there are a lot of state and local bureaucrats, but 
numbers alone give little insight into whether there 
is too much or too little bureaucracy. In reality, the 
size of the bureaucracy and the extent of its role in 
the day-to-day life of any given individual vary from 
state to state and locality to locality for two main 
reasons. First, in each locality, citizens make differ-
ent kinds of demands on each state and local gov-
ernment agency. Some localities need more of one 
particular resource, whereas others need less. In 
Eden Prairie, Minnesota, the public demands more 
cross-country ski trails, and in Yuma, Arizona, the 
citizens need more public swimming pools. As a 
result, the size and role of the public sector can vary 
significantly from place to place—more demand 
equals more bureaucracy.

Second, there is no universally agreed-on yard-
stick for measuring what constitutes a “reasonably” 
sized bureaucracy. Where one person sees a bloated 
public sector overregulating citizens’ lives, a second 
sees the same set of agencies providing important 
public goods and services. At the very least, to 
compare the size of bureaucracy across states and 
localities, we need to explore not just the total 
number of public employees but also the size of a 
specific public sector relative to the size of the pub-
lic it serves. Table 10-2 shows one way to do this. 
It lists the states with the five largest and the five 
smallest bureaucracies as measured by the number 
of government employees for every 10,000 citizens.

By this measure, it looks as though more urban 
and populous states such as California, Pennsylvania, 
and Michigan have smaller bureaucracies than do 
more rural, less populous states such as Alaska, 
Nebraska, and Wyoming. How can this be? Why on 
earth would Wyoming have more bureaucracy than 
Illinois? The answer is actually pretty simple. Fewer 
people do not necessarily mean less demand on 
the government. Even the most rural state still 
needs an educational system, roads, police and fire 
protection, as well as social welfare agencies to help 

administer programs such as Medicaid. These are 
all labor-intensive propositions. Indeed, they may 
be even more labor-intensive in rural states. To 
understand why, consider education. All states are 
required to support and maintain public elementary 
and secondary education systems, but in a rural state 
with a widely dispersed population, an educational 
system either has to build lots of small schools or 
figure out a way to transport lots of students over 
considerable distances to a smaller number of large 
schools. In contrast, more urban, densely populated 
states can take advantage of the economies of scale 
that come with centralized locations. Basically, less 
bureaucracy is needed where the citizens being 
served are close by.

The same tale is told when we use expendi-
tures—in this case, the amount of money states 
spent for services—to measure the size of bureau-
cracy. Alaska and Wyoming are both among the 
five states with the largest bureaucracies as meas-
ured by both number of employees and per capita 
expenditure. (See Table 10-3.)
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