
they do in less populous rural areas. Why? It is not 
because bureaucracy is more power hungry in cit-
ies but, rather, because more-concentrated popula-
tions require more rules. Building codes are more 
critical in urban areas because of the associated 
fire-safety and health risks—a problem with one 
building can pose risks for those working or living 
in the surrounding buildings. Building regulations 
thus tend to be more detailed, and the enforcement 
of these rules tends to be a higher priority in urban 
than in rural areas. In this sense, urban areas do 
have more bureaucracy than rural areas.

Measuring Bureaucratic 
Effectiveness: It Does  
a Better Job Than  
You Think
So far, our application of the comparative method 
has given us a sense of how big bureaucracy is and 
why it is so big—because characteristics such as 
urbanization and geography result in different 
demands being placed on government. These 
different demands translate into public agencies of 
different sizes and with varying levels of 
involvement in our day-to-day lives. What the 
comparative method has not told us is how good 
(or bad) of a job public agencies do. The widespread 
belief is that such agencies are, at best, mediocre 
managers of public programs and services.13 
Although this negative stereotype is held by many, 
for the most part it is wrong. Public agencies, as it 
turns out, are very good at what they do.

How good? Well, in many cases, they are at least 
as good as, if not better than, their private-sector 
counterparts. The assumption is that the private 
sector is more efficient and more effective than the 
public sector, but numerous studies have found 
that this assumption is based more on stereotypes 
than on facts.14 For example, contracting out is a term 
used to describe having private or nonprofit organ-
izations rather than government agencies deliver 
public services. The basic idea is that rather than 

TABLE 10-3

States With the Most and the Least 
Bureaucracy by Expenditures

State
State and Local Expenditures 

(Dollars Per Capita)

Top Five

Alaska 20,292

New York 15,400

Wyoming 15,313

California 12,143

Massachusetts 11,463

Bottom Five

Oklahoma 8,117

Arkansas 8,089

Indiana 8,085

Georgia 7,959

Idaho 7,619

Source: SAGE State Stats database, http://library.cqpress.com/statestats/
document.php?id=series-2303.

Expenditures and employees tell us something 
about the size of the bureaucracy, but they do not 
tell us much about its influence or power over the 
daily lives of citizens. An undermanned bureau-
cracy with a small budget still can have consider-
able impact on the interests of an individual. If 
you have ever spent time in a university financial 
aid office, you probably already understand the 
point here—when people complain about bureau-
cracy being too big, they often mean the red tape 
and rules that come with it, not its budget or pay-
roll. For the number of forms you fill out at the 
financial aid office, you may feel that the bureau-
cracy owes you a free meal, but there is only so 
much money in the pot. It is very easy to recog-
nize this sort of thing as a central part of bureau-
cracy; it is very hard to measure it objectively. The 
lack of good measures of “red tape” or “rules” 
makes drawing comparisons difficult. If there are 
no comparative measures, it is harder to use the 
comparative method to help show why some 
bureaucracies have more influence than others.

Despite this, there is little doubt that public 
bureaucracies play a more powerful role in the day-
to-day lives of citizens in large urban areas than 

Contracting out
Government hiring of private or nonprofit organizations to deliver public 
goods or services
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