
 • MYTH: Extensive licensing requirements are necessary for public safety.

 • REALITY: Most occupational licensing does not improve public safety and, 
in some cases, can even hinder it.
Nearly 30 percent of American workers now need a license to work—up from five percent in the 
1950s.1-2 This number includes occupations traditionally licensed such as lawyers and doctors, but 
it also includes occupations that pose much less of a physical or financial risk to the public such as 
interior designers, animal massage therapists, and florists. Studies demonstrate that most occupational 
licensing does not improve safety or service quality for consumers.3-6 In fact, in some industries, stricter 
licensure limited the supply of workers, diminishing public health and safety.7 As the most restrictive form 
of labor market regulation, licensing should be reserved for occupations where there is demonstrated 
risk to customers’ safety when they are provided with poor or unqualified service.8 

 • MYTH: Local licenses are necessary to protect local residents. 

 • REALITY: Local professionals, small businesses, and local residents can be 
harmed by local licenses. 
Across the country, local governments impose additional regulations on top of states’ already-stringent 
occupational licensing requirements. Many occupations require professionals to work in many areas 
within a state and these varying local restrictions can keep people out of work and stifle economic 
growth. Local licensing preemption eliminates local licenses that are already regulated on the state 
level and limits the fees that local governments can charge for existing licenses. This ensures safety 
requirements are met while giving workers the opportunities they deserve. 

 • MYTH: Licensing requirements primarily affect the rich.

 • REALITY: Licensing requirements disproportionately harm the poor.  
Traditionally-licensed occupations such as doctors, lawyers, and accountants represent high-income, 
high-risk jobs. But many licenses now apply to entry-level jobs that offer a path to upward mobility. 9,10 
Occupational licensing stifles entrepreneurship and inhibits one’s ability to climb the socioeconomic 
ladder. The fees and barriers required for a license prevent low-income individuals from creating new 
jobs or industries, which perpetuates a cycle where low-income individuals are kept out of work. 
Easing licensing requirements allows low-income individuals to gain better jobs because they are 
more able to afford the time and educational costs of getting a license, and do not have to get 
multiple licenses to work in a single state. 
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 • MYTH: There are few local licenses in my state.

 • REALITY: Local licensing is spreading throughout the country. 
Local licensing is a widespread problem. When interest groups lose legislative battles at the state level, 
they move to the local level. Local authorities are particularly vulnerable to special interest groups 
that want to limit competition and control industry through expanded licensing requirements. To get 
ahead of this problem, Tennessee and Wisconsin passed local licensing preemption, and Arizona 
and Indiana set up a review process to eliminate unnecessary local licenses.11-14 With many other 
states passing comprehensive state occupational licensing reforms, it makes sense for policymakers 
to ensure that their work will not be undone if licensing proponents turn their attention to expanding 
regulations at the local level.

 • Myth: Local control—and local licensing—is a good thing. 

 • Reality: Local control can be good, but not when local policies burden 
state residents.
If cities are abusing their authority and harming state residents, it is well within a state’s power to push 
back on local governments. Local control was intended to protect people from overreach from the 
state—it was never intended to let cities build walls around work. 
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