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Executive Summary

occupational licensing  imposes mandatory professional requirements on indi-
viduals seeking entry into an occupation. The purpose of these professional require-
ments is to protect consumers in situations where they may lack the information neces-
sary to evaluate the quality and safety of a good service. Initially, reasonable professional 
requirements extended only to occupations that could credibly demonstrate a need for 
licensure; but over time, licensure requirements have increasingly extended to cover 
more and more occupations. These licensure requirements now include educational 
and experience requirements as well as a wide assortment of fees. Rather than to pro-
tect consumers, industry practitioners often lobby for licensure to legally restrict en-
try into their professions, reducing competition, and raising industry wages through 
higher consumer prices. Thus, occupational licensure often hampers economic mobil-
ity and occupational choice by reducing employment opportunities, raising prices on 
consumers, and restricting consumer choice. The costs of occupational licensing often 
fall heaviest on the most disadvantaged and vulnerable groups in society, including the 
poor, minorities, military service members, and rehabilitated criminals.

Given the extensive economic burdens that occupational licensing can impose 
on vulnerable groups as well as the general population in terms of reduced economic 
growth and opportunity, it is important to carefully monitor the extent, burden, and ex-
pansion of occupational licensing. This is especially true in a state like Alabama, which 
already faces high unemployment, high property crime rates, and has a high percentage 
of people belonging to vulnerable segments of the population. In this study we provide 
a comprehensive detailing of Alabama’s occupational licensing regime and an estimate 
of the burden it places on Alabama workers and consumers.

Alabama licenses a total of 151 occupations, covering over 432,000 Alabama workers, 
which represents over 21 percent of the state’s labor force. We estimate the total initial 
costs of occupational licensure, excluding the educational costs, to be $122 million. An-
nual license renewal costs both workers and consumers (who often pay for these costs 
in increased prices) $45 million total. This pales in comparison to the total initial edu-
cation costs, which we estimate to be $65 billion, and the estimated $243 million annual 
continuing education costs for licensed workers in Alabama. 

Given the substantial economic costs imposed by occupational licensing in Alabama, 
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we offer several recommendations for reforming occupational licensing. These include 
restricting the unnecessary expansion of occupational licensing to cover even more 
workers, monitoring costs to ensure that licensure is not abused to restrict competition, 
and removing licensure in professions with no demonstrated need for licensure, consid-
ering the capacity that consumers in a free society have to protect themselves including 
a robust legal system. We examine successful licensure reforms made in other states and 
draw implications for potential reforms in Alabama to better protect consumer choice, 
occupational mobility, and economic prosperity.  
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Occupational licensing is the restriction of individual 
entry into a profession through mandated professional 
standards. These standards, which are set by occupa-
tional licensing laws, may include specific education or 
training, work experience, examinations, background 
checks, and professional organization membership re-
quirements. Individuals seeking to enter a licensed oc-
cupation must first complete and satisfactorily demon-
strate that they meet all the required professional 
standards before practicing in that profession.

Completing these professional requirements, as well as paying for the associated reg-
istration and licensing fees, is often expensive, and thus has the potential to represent 
a substantial barrier to individuals seeking to enter a licensed industry. Since the pro-
fessional standards set for occupational licensing are mandated by law, individuals at-
tempting to practice in these professions without a license verifying that they have met 
these professional standards can be served cease and desist orders, levied fines, or even 
faced with jail time. For instance, a woman pursuing her dream of being a health coach 
in Florida now faces potential jail time after licensed dieticians pursued a case against 
her for offering diet advice, even though there were no consumer complaints levied 
against her (dieticians are also licensed in Alabama). 

In the United States, occupational licensing now extends to over 1,000 different oc-
cupations.1 While in 1950 only one in twenty U.S. workers needed a license to work, now 
close to one in five U.S. workers require a license to work in their chosen profession.2 

1

Occupational Licensing in 
Theory and Practice
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The types of occupations licensed, as well as the types of requirements mandated, vary 
drastically between states.3 For example, an embalmer’s education requirements range 
from 12 months of mortuary school all the way to a bachelor’s degree.4 

Occupational licensing can theoretically serve the public interest by protecting con-
sumers from fraud and malpractice that can emerge in contexts where consumers may 
lack the information and expertise to properly evaluate a good or service.5 In economic 
terms, this type of problem is called information asymmetry. This usually occurs when 
the seller of a good is privy to more information than the consumer due to the complex-
ity of the good or service being sold. 6 Typically, this problem emerges when the seller 
of a good or service is better informed about the good or service being sold because of 
their unique education and experience acquired in selling the complex good or service, 
than the consumer. 

When they lack the information necessary to evaluate goods and services appro-
priately, consumers can be harmed in two primary ways. First, consumers lacking the 
proper information can be sold goods or services they don’t really need when defer-
ring to the expertise of a trained professional. For example, medical professionals, 
such as physicians, can order medical, medicinal, or other courses of treatment that 
may be unnecessary. The typical consumer, without medical training and experience, 

most likely lacks the ability to question whether a complex 
medical recommendation is appropriate or necessary. 
Second, consumers may not be able to properly evalu-
ate the qualifications and safety of someone claiming 

to be a professional, potentially putting the consum-
er, and even the practitioner, at risk. Occupational 
licensing, by screening applicants to a profession and 
ensuring they adhere to a strict professional code 
of conduct through monitoring, required ongoing 
training, and reporting, can help mitigate harm to 

consumers emerging from their lack of information, 
thereby supplementing broader fraud, misrepresenta-

tion, and false advertising laws.7 
Occupational licensing laws typically establish a li-

censing board compromised of industry practitioners 
and one consumer or public representative.8 This 

licensing board is given the broad power to set 
and enforce the professional entry standards for 
their profession. While occupational licensing 
is often advanced and passed as a measure to 
protect consumers, it is often advocated for by 
industry practitioners, not consumers.9 That is 
because, in practice, occupational licensing can 

In Alabama, an enrolled student cosmetologist must 

complete 1,500 clock hours and pay for and pass written 

and practical exams before being allowed to work. 

An apprentice cosmetologist must complete 3,000 

clock hours, in addition to paying for and passing exams. 
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enable industry practitioners to restrict entry to their profession thereby raising pric-
es for consumers and thus industry wages. Industry boards can restrict entry to the 
profession by increasing the stringency, and thus cost, of licensure to block entrants.10 
This is particularly true in the face of new competition from alternative service pro-
viders. For instance, licensed professionals 
in the dental industry often use occupation-
al licensing laws to restrict competition from 
teeth whitening firms, even though there is no 
apparent consumer safety or consumer lack of 
information to indicate a need for teeth whit-
eners to have full dental licenses.11 There is sub-
stantial evidence suggesting that practitioners 
experience a wage increase after receiving li-
censure.12 A study on massage therapist licens-
ing, currently licensed in Alabama, found that 
massage therapist licensing can increase wages 
by as much as 16.2 percent.13 On average across 
all licensed occupations, licensure is estimated 
to increase practitioner wages by 11 percent.14 

Occupational licensing requirements thus 
often reduce employment, especially among 
vulnerable groups that will disproportionately 
find the costs of licensure prohibitive.15 In a re-
cent study examining the effects of occupational 
licensing on unemployment, economist Thomas Snyder found that across the United 
States an expansion in licensure for just ten low-wage jobs increased the unemployment 
rate by .36 percent.16 In addition, Snyder found that licensing ten additional low-wage 
jobs increased the poverty rate in a state by an estimated 1 percent.17 The decline in 
occupational choice and economic mobility due to occupational licensing is an issue 
in Alabama, which already has relatively high unemployment among the states.18 One 
estimate found that removing occupational licensing barriers can increase job growth 
in the occupation by as much as 20 percent.19 

Occupational licensing is particularly burdensome when it falls on professions with 
no apparent need for licensure to protect consumer safety. This is because the costs of 
licensure and the restriction of access to the profession are not offset by any demon-
strable benefit to consumers. Licensure of this nature typically falls on professions 
that, in the absence of licensure, would be low-entry cost occupations. Due to the 
costs of licensure, however, access to these professions becomes more difficult for 
those with limited means.  

While occupational licensing more predominantly falls on high-skilled occupations, 
such as physicians and lawyers, an estimated 8.3 percent of workers in the United States 

Licensed professionals in 
the dental industry often 

use occupational licensing 
laws to restrict competition 

from teeth whitening 
firms, even though there 
is no apparent consumer 

safety or consumer lack of 
information to indicate a 
need for teeth whiteners 

to have full dental licenses.
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without a high school degree must obtain a license to work.20 This doesn’t, of course, 
capture the individuals who might have entered a low entry cost profession in the ab-
sence of occupational licensure. Without occupational licensing, these occupations, 
such as a barber or a cosmetologist, would represent low-cost avenues for individuals 
interested in pursuing economic mobility or entrepreneurial self-employment. The 
negative effect that occupational licensing has on entrepreneurship is concerning in a 
state like Alabama already facing low rates of entrepreneurship.21 Thus, low-to-moder-
ate income professionals are disproportionately affected by burdensome licensing re-
quirements.22 There is also some mixed evidence suggesting that occupational licensing 
can fall disproportionately on minorities, such as African-Americans and women.23 

In addition, occupational licensing can also impose substantial burdens on other vul-
nerable segments of our population. Occupational licensing, for instance, can hamper 
the economic opportunities available to our military service members and their families. 
This happens in two ways. First, after their service, former military members can find it 
difficult to enter the civilian work force due to the costs of licensure. Even if the military 

branch they were serving in provided them with specific training and experience for 
an occupation within the military, occupational licensing boards often impose 

additional requirements which make it difficult for service members to make 
a smooth transition into the civilian workforce, compounding the addi-

tional stresses, such as PTSD, often faced by our military service 
members.24 Second, military service members are also affected by 
occupational licensure due to the fact that the frequent interstate 
moves typical of military families mean the spouses of service 
members working outside of the home must frequently reapply 
for licensure in each state they move to, which may entail waiting 

periods, additional fees, and even additional examinations.25 
There is evidence to suggest that occupational licensing sub-

stantially reduces the frequency of interstate migration 
among the civilian population.26  This effect is even more 

pronounced for military families. While 1 percent of 
the adult population made interstate moves between 
2007 and 2011, 15 percent of military families made 
interstate moves over this same time period.27 The 
top occupations for spouses of military members in-
clude several typically licensed professions, including 
K-12 teachers, child care workers, registered nurses, 
accountants and auditors, nursing aides, psychiatric 
aides, health aides, dental assistants, and financial 
managers.28 

Occupational licensing can also inhibit the ability 
of former prisoners to reintegrate themselves into 

Between 1983-2013, barbers were unlicensed 

in Alabama. A barber's license now requires 

at least 1,000 hours of training or 2,000 

apprenticeship hours, in addition to $195 in 

examination fees and an $80 biennial license 

renewal fee.
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the workforce after serving their sentences.29 This can add to the difficulties faced by 
rehabilitated prisoners by making it more difficult for them to find honest employ-
ment, which can lead one-time rehabilitated prisoners back to a life of crime. This 
recidivism effect can exacerbate the situation in states such as Alabama already strug-
gling with the costs of high rates of imprisonment 
and overcrowded prisons.30 In addition, the 
increased crime committed by criminals 
unable to integrate themselves back into 
the labor force caused by occupational 
licensing burdens imposes additional 
costs on economic growth and oppor-
tunity. A new study, for instance, found a 
relationship between state occupation-
al licensing and property crime rates.31 

Despite its potentially burdensome 
costs outlined above, occupational li-
censing can, of course, increase the qual-
ity and safety of a good or service.32 It is 
important, however, to note that while 
occupational licensing can increase the 
quality of a good or service, in doing so it 
may also raise the cost of the good or ser-
vice to consumers. Higher prices can even 
force consumers to home-production or 
black markets.33 This is the so-called “Ca-
dillac” effect, where mandated safety in-
creases improve the quality so drastically that it leaves no cheaper alternatives available, 
forcing consumers to also pay higher “Cadillac” prices. In a recent study, Thomas Sny-
der found that the educational and experience requirements of occupational licensure 
do, in fact, increase consumer prices.34 The costs of quality in excess of what consumers 
actually want to pay for, as well as the reduction in consumptive choice stemming from 
occupational licensing, fall heaviest on low-income individuals. In fact, the cost of oc-
cupational licensure for all consumers in the United States is estimated to fall between 
$127 to $203 billion.35

Excessive occupational licensing costs can force more financially constrained con-
sumers to home-production or black market provision, reducing the average quali-
ty of a service or good and putting consumers at more, not less, risk.36 For instance, 
occupational licensing on electricians can raise the cost of hiring an electrician so 
prohibitively that consumers hire black market providers or attempt to do the wiring 
themselves, putting them at more safety risk.37 Tight restrictions on various occupa-
tions can have the adverse effect by limiting consumers’ access to these services, even 

There are 14,388 licensed school bus drivers in Alabama. 

State and Federal law requires background checks and 

random drug testing for bus drivers. While there are no 

Department of Education required fees, there is an annual 

renewal requirement of the Bus Driver Certificate.
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when it comes to health services.38 
Occupational licensing can also reduce quality by restricting qualified practitioners 

from entering a profession. Strict K-12 occupational licensing, for example, can discour-
age individuals with relevant practical experience and even professional degrees from 
entering the workforce.39 Several empirical studies have found that, on average, occu-
pational licensing had no measurable impact (or even a negative impact) on quality in 
many licensed occupations including electricians, dentists, medical doctors, optome-
trists, pharmacists, veterinarians, plumbers, and real estate brokers.40 

Given that occupational licensing can impose substantial costs on consumers and 
workers, it is important for states to carefully monitor the extent and burden of occupa-
tional licensing. These burdens are of particular interest when they fall on low-income 
and vulnerable segments of the population, including minorities, criminals,41 and mili-
tary service members,42 especially if the professional licensing requirements do not pro-
vide a worthwhile improvement in quality or safety for consumers. Careful monitoring 
can ensure that occupational licensing is only extended to additional professions when 
it can be demonstrated that consumers fundamentally lack the information necessary 
to evaluate the good or service being sold and that this lack of information poses a sig-
nificant safety threat to consumers. 

This is important since occupational licensing is often not advanced because of le-
gitimate concerns for consumer safety, but because unlicensed professions increasingly 
have the incentive to organize and lobby for occupational licensure.43 The recent re-li-
censure of barbers in Alabama, for example, appears to have been driven by industry 
practitioners pursuing the estimated 11 to 22 percent in wages that comes with barber 
licensing, not consumers fearful of a bad haircut.44 Even when consumers lack the infor-
mation to evaluate a good or service, this lack of information makes it easier for indus-
try practitioners to impose unnecessarily complex or costly licensure requirements in 
order to restrict entry to their profession.45 
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Compared with other states, Alabama falls in the middle 
with average national licensing burdens. The Institute for 
Justice recently examined occupational licensure across 
the United States, ranking Alabama 25th in terms of most 
broadly and onerously licensing and 47th in terms of hav-
ing the most burdensome licensing laws (Figure A).46 

For our study, we identified 151 licensed occupations in Alabama (Figure B).47 This list of 
licensed occupations in Alabama was collected from state and national licensing boards, 
state statutes, and the 2017 Licensed Occupations Guide produced by the Alabama De-
partment of Labor.48 To estimate the number of workers in these licensed industries we 
utilized state and national licensing boards, the Alabama Department of Labor Regis-
try (2014), and the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2016). We estimate, conservatively, that 
occupational licensing in Alabama covers over 432,000 Alabamian workers.49 This rep-
resents over 21% of Alabama’s workforce.50  

Many of these occupational licensing laws fall on low-income occupations. A recent 
study by the Institute for Justice found that Alabama licensed 63 (of 102) low-income 
occupations licensed across the United States. The average state licenses 54.1 of these 
occupations with the lowest being Wyoming, which only licenses 26. Figure C shows 
how Alabama fared in this study compared to other states in the Southeast. A more re-
cent study of occupational licensing on low-income professions finds that Alabama has 
some of the most burdensome licensing laws on low-income occupations.51

In addition to the above licensed occupations, some of these licensed occupations 
extend licensure requirements to apprentices, interns, and trainees in their profession. 
Figure D provides a list of the occupations in Alabama that mandate licensure for ap-
prentices, interns, and trainees. 

2

Occupational Licensing 
in Alabama
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One of these low-income occupations licensed in Alabama is barbers. Although bar-
bers were unlicensed in Alabama in 1983, they were recently relicensed in 2013. In a pa-
per presented at the American Economic Association, economists Edward Timmons 
and Robert Thornton examined the effects of barber licensing in Alabama, finding evi-
dence suggesting that barber licensing restricted competition.53 The new requirements 
for barber licensure mandate either 1,000 hours of training or 2,000 apprenticeship 
hours just to be able to cut hair in Alabama, in addition to $195 in examination fees, and 
a biennial $80 license renewal fee. 

One of the difficulties inherent in determining the full costs of occupational licensing 
is carefully parsing out what is and what is not a licensed occupation. In some cases, there 
are business fees associated with a specific occupation, even if the occupation doesn’t 
have explicit occupational licensing. For example, child day care centers and commercial 
fishers do not have official occupational licensing, but do have many features of occupa-
tional licensing.54 

Occupational licensing is especially a concern in Alabama given its high percent-
age of military families, minority groups, and former prisoners, all of whom dispro-
portionately bear the burden of occupational licensure. Alabama has an estimated 
8,732 active duty military members, 20,294 reserve members, and 23,303 military ci-
vilians.55 Training bases, such as Maxwell Air Force Base and Ft. Rucker, see frequent 
turnover, meaning that occupational licensing can be especially costly to military 
families in Alabama. 

Furthermore, with an estimated 32 percent of Alabama’s population falling within a 
minority race or ethnicity, the costs of occupational licensing in Alabama should be a 
particular concern.56 In addition, with one of the highest rates of imprisonment in the 
United States (3rd in the nation), many rehabilitated criminals in Alabama will find it 
difficult to integrate themselves into the workforce because of occupational licensing 
laws.57 Figure E provides a comparison of imprisonment statistics in the Southeast 
and one indicator, occupational licensing disqualifications for a criminal record, of 
the extent to which rehabilitated prisons in each state are affected by occupational 
licensing laws.  

FIGURE A

Comparison of Licensing Laws in the Southeast

AL

47th

25th

FL

5th

21st

GA

14th

34th

LA

43th

6th

SC

17th

22nd

MS

46th

19th

TN

39th

13th

TX

21th

42th

Most burdensome 
licensing laws

Most broadly and 
onerously licensed
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FIGURE B

Licensed Occupations in Alabama

Accountant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9,259

Anesthesiology assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Architect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 893

Athletic trainer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  784

Auctioneer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  301

Audiologist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 301

Bar pilot . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Barber . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Barber instructor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Chiropractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 786

Cosmetologist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  19,648

Cosmetology instructor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 758

Counselor, licensed professional . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2,022

Counselor, associate licensed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  488

Counselor, school . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,771

Court reporter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  330

Dental hygienist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,266

Dentist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,547

Dietitian . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,183

Doctor of medicine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15,671

Electrical contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2,719

Electrical journeyman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 885

Elevator contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Elevator inspector . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38

Elevator mechanic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 270

Embalmer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 854

Emergency medical technician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10,823

Engineer, civil . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5,126

Esthetician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 992

Esthetician instructor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24

Eyebrow threader . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Fire fighter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7,818

Forester . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 981

Funeral director . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,521

General contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4,315

General contractor, subcontractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Geologist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  539

Harbor pilot . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Hearing instrument dealer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Hearing instrument fitter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Heating & air conditioning contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,522

Heating & air conditioning contractor, refrigeration . . . .  —

Home builder . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3,760

Home medical equipment service provider . . . . . . . . . 420

Insurance, adjuster . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  109

Insurance, managing general agent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5,680

Insurance, portable electronics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, producer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, reinsurance intermediary . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, sales agent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25,079

Insurance, surplus line broker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, temporary producer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, title insurance agent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Interior designer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 245

Investment advisor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  156

Investment advisor representative . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  5,976

Landscape architect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 296

Landscape occupations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,208

Law enforcement personnel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  15,350

Lawyer, regular member . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14,595

Lawyer, special member . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,647

Limited elevator contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Limited elevator mechanic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Liquefied petroleum gas dealer—A, B . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  62

Liquefied petroleum gas dealer—B-1, C-2, F, F-1 . . . . .  —

Liquefied petroleum gas dealer—C, C-1, E . . . . . . . . . . . —

Liquefied petroleum gas dealer—D . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Manicurist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3,674

Manicurist instructor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

Manufactured housing installer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  194

Licensed occupation Number of practitioners Licensed occupation Number of practitioners
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Manufactured housing manufacturer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  33

Manufactured housing retailer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

Manufactured housing salesperson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 199

Marriage and family therapist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24

Marriage and family therapist associate . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38

Massage therapist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,861

Mastectomy fitter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  20

Mine electrician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  829

Mine fireboss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  18

Mine foreman, surface mine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  13

Mine fireman, underground mine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100

Modular home installer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  57

Motor vehicle dealer, new . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,054

Motor vehicle dealer, used . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Motor vehicle rebuilder . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Motor vehicle reconditioner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Motor vehicle wholesaler . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Natural hair stylist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Nurse anesthetist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,682

Nurse, clinical specialist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  84

Nurse, licensed practical . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16,659

Nurse, midwife . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  13

Nurse, practitioner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  3,497

Nurse, registered . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77,173

Nursing home administrator . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  490

Occupational therapist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,480

Occupational therapist assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  836

Onsite wastewater treatment operator, basic . . . . . . . 681

Onsite wastewater treatment operator, advanced . . . 368

Optometrist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 838

Orthodontics supplier . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Pedorthist, prothetist, orthotist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  323

Pedorthist, prothetist, orthotist licensed assistant . . . . . —

Pest control operator . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,498

Pharmacist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  8,850

Primary technician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12,810

Physical therapist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,532

Physical therapy assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,488

Physician assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 759

Plumber and gas fitter journeyman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 829

Plumber and gas fitter master . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,150

Podiatrist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156

Polygraph examiner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  107

Private investigator . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  220

Psychologist technician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

Psychologist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,146

Real estate appraiser certified general real property . . . 641

Real estate appraiser certified residential real property . . 644

Real estate appraiser licensed real property . . . . . . . . . . 73

Real estate appraiser state registered real property . . . 1,358

Real estate broker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,564

Real estate salesperson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7,973

Respiratory therapy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,036

Restricted agent (securities) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 318

Sale of checks . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

School bus driver . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14,388

Securities broker/dealer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,577

Securities broker/dealer agent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,690

Security alarm installer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,118

Security alarm installer, 

access control/CCTV installer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Security alarm locksmith . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 170

Security alarm locksmith, access control/CCTV installer .  —

Security alarm installer, salesperson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Security alarm installer, helper . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Security alarm installer, monitoring station operator . . . . —

Security guard . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Shampoo assistant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140

Sign language interpreter and transliterator . . . . . . . . .  121

Social worker . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2,116

Advanced generalist or clinical social worker . . . . . .  3,312

Soil classifier professional . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40

Speech pathologist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

Surveyor—engineer, professional . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Surveyor—land surveyor professional . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,121

Surveyor—professional . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 570

Teacher, classroom . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46,349

Tree surgeon . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  49

Veterinarian . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,675

Veterinarian technician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  314

Water transportation personal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1,538

Water treatment operator . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,964
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FIGURE C

Comparison of Low-Income Licensing Laws in the Southeast52
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FIGURE D

Apprentices, Interns, and Trainees Licensed in Alabama, 2017

Auctioneer apprentice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . —

Emblamer apprentice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 157

Funeral director apprentice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 214

Geologist in training . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

Hearing-instrument dealer apprentice . . . . . . . . . .  —

Insurance, adjuster apprentice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  —

Marriage & family therapist intern . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  6

Plumber & gas fitter apprentice . . . . . . . . . . . . .  4,938
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In this section, we provide detailed estimates of the full 
costs of occupational licensing in Alabama. The vast ma-
jority of licensed occupations in Alabama require some 
sort of fee to initially obtain a license. This includes appli-
cation, board processing, criminal background check, in-
vestigative, membership verification, state examination, 
national examination, fingerprinting, and licensure fees. 

Figure F gives a breakdown of the explicit initial licensing fees for licensed occupations 
in Alabama. These costs were collected from the occupational licensing boards, state 
statutes, and the Licensed Occupation Guide (2017). The average initial licensing fee 
in Alabama is $319. Interior designers in Alabama face the highest costs of initial licen-
sure ($1,565), followed by architects ($1,545), landscape architects ($1,345), and medical 
doctors ($1,285). Also notable are veterinarians ($920), orthotics suppliers ($500), veter-
inarian technicians ($410), chiropractors ($352), and auctioneers ($320).  

These estimates are considered conservative estimates for several reasons. First, we 
erred on the side of providing a conservative estimate where possible. For instance, 
several licensed professions had increasing costs for more advanced practitioners. Pest 
control operators require additional exams for each of over 20 specialty areas (ranging 
from aerial to wood treatment).59 So while we counted only the base $75 exam for pest 
control operators in our calculations, these examination costs can increase $50 per each 
specialty area (a mosquito commercial applicator requires three examinations).60 Sim-
ilarly, K-12 teachers have to pass the Praxis exam, which includes a core academic skills 
exam costing $150, but also a specialty assessment that ranges from $50 to $240. We 
used the lowest specialty assessment for an exam fee of $200 in our estimate. 

3

The Costs of Occupational 
Licensing in Alabama
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Second, many licensed occupations require additional expenditures we did not in-
clude in these estimates, such as surety bonds or liability insurance. This can be seen with 
massage therapists and limited elevator contractors, who are both required to acquire $1 
million in liability insurance.61 Likewise, home medical suppliers, in addition to having to 
have $300,000 in liability insurance, must also pay $400 for an oxygen permit (if supply-
ing oxygen), have an elevator contractor license if they are supplying stair or platform lifts, 
and pay an inspection fee of $500.62 

Third, in addition to occupational licensing, some of these licensed occupations 
also require company licenses as well, which represent additional costs that entrepre-
neurial professionals must incur to practice in their chosen profession. Some examples 
of this include security alarm companies, which are required to pay biannual licensing 
fees of $450 to $550, and cosmetology and barber shops, which must pay $100 estab-
lishment application and renewal fees.63 

Fourth, several licensed professions require several years of experience prior to li-
censure, the costs of which we also excluded from our estimates. In order to be-
come a dietician, even after receiving a bachelor’s degree in approved nutrition cours-
es, it is necessary to acquire an additional 900 hours of supervised experience before 
licensure.64 A funeral director must have a minimum of two 
years of experience as an apprentice prior to licensure.65 

Fifth, Alabama’s tax code also levies additional taxes on 
specific occupations on top of the costs imposed by occu-
pational licensing. In addition to dentist licensing, 
the state of Alabama requires dentists to pay be-
tween $5 and $25 depending on the size of the 
community they are located in. Attorneys are 
required to pay a tax of $300.66 These taxes even 
apply to some unlicensed professions in Alabama, 
extending at least one aspect of occupational licens-
ing to additional professions in Alabama.67 While 
bill collection agents are unlicensed in Alabama, for 
instance, they must pay a license tax of $25 to $100 
depending on the size of the town in which they con-
duct business.68

Lastly, our estimates are conservative in cases where 
data was contradictory. For example, the Alabama 
Board of Examiners for Speech-Language Pathology 
and Audiology (ABESPA) lists the license renewal fee for 
audiologists at $100.* However, the Licensed Occupation 
Guide 2017 lists it at $75. Similarly, the Alabama State Board 

Alabama is one of only twenty-two 

states that requires licensure of 

sign-language interpreters. 

*  See the ABESPA website here: http://abespa.alabama.gov/fees.htm.
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FIGURE G

Annual Renewal Explicit Costs for 
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of Public Accountancy (ASBPA) lists the initial application fee for accountants as $120, 
while the Licensed Occupation Guide for 2017 says $100.* In cases like these, we used the 
lower amounts to maintain a conservative estimate.

Many of the licensed professionals in Alabama must also pay fees for annual or biannual 
licensure renewal costs. We provide a breakdown of the 
annual renewal costs in Figure G. These costs were 
collected from the occupational licensing boards, 
state statutes, and the Licensed Occupation Guide 
(2017). The average annual renewal cost for a licensed 
occupation in Alabama is $109.13. Home medical 
equipment service providers have the highest re-
newal costs ($500), followed by podiatrists ($450), 
pedorthist, prosthetists, and orthotists ($450), den-
tists ($400), and chiropractors ($300). 

With estimates of how many Alabamians are 
employed in each of these occupations, we can 
come up with an estimated total for the initial, ex-
plicit, licensure costs and annual, explicit renewal 
costs. To provide the most accurate estimate, we 
compiled three different datasets for the number 
of industry practitioners; the registry from the 
state licensing board where available, the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (2016), and the Alabama De-
partment of Labor’s 2017 Licensed Occupation 
Guide.69 Individually, these registries were incom-
plete and often had contradictory data. For the fol-
lowing estimates in our study, we utilized what we 
judged to be the most reliable source, the Alabama Department of Labor’s 2017 Licensed 
Occupation Guide. We supplemented it, when necessary due to incomplete data, with 
the lowest available estimate from one of the other sources. Importantly, this is also a 
conservative estimate since we were unable to collect the number of industry practi-
tioners for several licensed occupations (listed in footnote 2). 

We estimate that the initial licensing costs in Alabama come to $122 million.70 That 
amounts to around $284 for every licensed Alabama worker. In comparison, a similar, 
but less comprehensive, study for neighboring Mississippi estimates total costs of ini-
tial occupational licensing to be around $48 million.71 

We can also estimate the total annual explicit costs paid by industry practitioners in 
these licensed occupations. We estimate, conservatively, that these annual renewal costs 

* See the ASBPA website here: http://asbpa.alabama.gov/PDF/forms/Exam%20Application%20
Package%20-%202017%20November.pdf

Out of all occupations licensed in 

Alabama, interior designers face the 

highest cost of initial licensure at $1,565.
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are above $33 million.72 That amounts to over $77 per licensed worker in Alabama per 
year. This figure excludes the implicit cost of the time for practitioners to renew their 
application annually or biannually. Assuming that practitioners spend one hour annually 
looking up renewal updates, filling out renewal forms, and submitting them, we estimate 
these costs add up to over $12 million per year using the mean hourly wage in Alabama for 
each occupation.73 Adding the costs of paperwork to our estimate of total renewal costs 
increases thus increases the total renewal costs from $33 million to over $45 million. 

Combining the data on total initial costs of licensing and annual licensing costs over the 
span of a 30-year career, the average licensed Alabama worker pays over $2,600 in licensing 
costs over their professional career. Cumulatively, current licensed workers in Alabama will 
pay over an estimated $1 trillion in explicit licensing costs over the span of their careers. 

These estimates, of course, exclude the initial and ongoing education requirements man-
dated by occupational licensing. While many of these education costs, such as medical and 
law degrees, would likely be incurred without occupational licensing, it is helpful to also ex-
amine the full extent of these costs, especially as they pertain to lower-skilled occupations. 

Given the range of education options, in particular continuing education requirements, 
these estimates required more conjecture than our previous estimates. To estimate the costs 
of associate and bachelor’s degree requirements, we utilized the average cost of attendance, 

including in-state tuition and fees taken from Collegetuition.com, 
which utilizes data on tuition costs at Alabama universities 

from the U.S. Department of Education.74 We excluded 
accommodation expenses since these costs would be in-

curred whether a student was attending college or not. 
With that in mind, we estimate that in Alabama the 
average yearly cost of college attendance, including tu-
ition and books, is $7,528.  

It is also important to include an estimate of the 
implicit costs of attending college in terms of the 
opportunity cost of students’ time i.e. what they 

would be earning if they were not attending college. 
We calculated this for college students by using the 

median wage for a U.S. worker with a high school de-
gree ($35,984) for the first year of college, the median 
wage for a U.S. worker with some college but no degree 
($39,312) for the 2nd year of college, and the median wage 
for a U.S. worker with an associate’s degree ($42,588) for 

the 3rd and 4th year of college.75 It is important to note that 
these estimates do not argue that a worker would be mak-
ing the median wage for their bracket during their time at 
college, as this is obviously not the case for many new to the 
workforce. These estimates, instead, detail the opportunity 

In Alabama, a manicurist must clock 

750 hours, plus take and pass written 

and practical exams. A manicurist’s 

education is more expensive than that of 

an emergency medical technician (EMT).
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FIGURE H

Estimated Initial Educational Costs for 
Licensed Professions in Alabama
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cost of a shortened career, a reality that is often ignored. Thus, we estimate that the total 
implicit costs of college for a bachelor’s degree to be $160,472. That gives a total estimated 
cost of a four-year college degree in Alabama, including both implicit and explicit costs, 
of $190,584. Our cost estimates, however, do not include other associated costs of college 
attendance, such as application or SAT or ACT testing costs. 

For estimating the cost of graduate degrees, when available, we utilized the cost es-
timates of specific professional programs, such as architecture, for in-state residents. 
On occasion, we utilized a nearby cost-efficient program when no Alabama programs 
offered the degree. To estimate the implicit cost of attending graduate school, we used 
the BLS median wage for a U.S. worker with a college education ($60,112) for each year 
spent in the graduate program. Our cost estimates, however, do not include application 
costs or entrance examinations such as the GRE or LSAT. 

While not requiring an associate or bachelor’s degree, there were several programs 
that still mandated specialized training, such as cosmetology and security guards. These 
programs often exhibited a wider range of costs. For example, the total estimated tu-
ition, fee, and book cost for cosmetology school at Wallace Community College was 
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$9,648.45 while the Paul Mitchell Schools Birmingham cosmetology program is a much 
pricier $18,500.76 In these cases we did our best to locate the cheapest option available 
in Alabama to provide a conservative estimate. To account for the implicit costs of these 
programs, we utilized the above-mentioned BLS median wage for workers with only a 
high school education for each year spent in the program. 

In total, we estimate the initial education requirements for licensure to amount to 
over $65 billion for all currently licensed practitioners in Alabama.77 As mentioned, a 
large portion of these required educational requirements would likely still be incurred 
even in the absence of occupational licensing. Most of the professions with the most ex-
pensive educational requirements for licensure are professions such as medical doctors, 
anesthesiologists, optometrists, psychologists, veterinarians, pharmacists, podiatrists, 
audiologists, where education costs would still be incurred even without licensure. 

Expensive educational requirements represent a substantial barrier to economic mo-
bility and occupational choice when these requirements fall on low-income occupations. 
This is especially true in the presence of excessive or unnecessary educational require-
ments. For example, in Alabama, cosmetology instructors, estheticians, and esthetician 
instructors all require more expensive training than a Licensed Practical Nurse. Cosme-
tologists, natural hair stylists, manicurists, and barbers all require more expensive educa-

FIGURE I

Estimated Continuing Education Costs for 
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tion than an emergency medical technician (EMT), a firefighter, or a mine fireboss. We 
provide a breakdown of our estimated implicit and explicit education costs for licensed 
occupations in Alabama in Figure H.78 These education cost estimates should also be con-
sidered conservative estimates. For instance, while insurance sales agents required 20 
hours of classroom training for each specialty area (life, accident, property, personal, and 
bail bonds), we included only the bare minimum for licensure of one specialty area and 
thus accounted for only 20 hours of classroom training in our cost estimate.

In addition to continuing education costs, licensed practitioners also incur annual con-
tinuing education costs. To estimate the direct costs of continuing education costs, we did 
our best to locate the cheapest available source of certified CEU credits, which often hap-
pened to be online training programs (typically an annual subscription that enabled unlim-
ited continuing education courses).79 This provides a conservative estimate. Continuing 
education costs can, of course, be much higher than the more affordable options available 
through online training, especially for out-of-state conferences and seminars. Some occupa-
tions, such as occupational therapists and occupational therapist assistants, are also required 
to submit their continuing education through CEBROKER.com, which can add up to $99 
in additional annual costs which we exclude from our estimate.80 Many online continuing 
education providers offered steep discounts to members of professional associations, so we 
conservatively used this lower rate despite the fact that we do not include the professional 
membership costs in any of our estimates in this study (unless professional membership is 
explicitly listed as a requirement for licensure). For example, the Alabama Podiatric Medical 
Association’s Beachside Scientific Seminar 2018 costs only $250 for an APMA member (ear-
ly registration) but $400 for a non-APMA member (early registration).81 The APMA dues 
currently run from $116 (first year in practice) to $436 (for 5+ years of practice), so the exclu-
sion of these membership costs provides for a conservative estimate.82 

To estimate the implicit costs of continuing education training, we used the number 
of hours of training required and multiplied it by the mean wage in that profession in 
Alabama. We estimate that total continuing education costs in Alabama for all current 
licensed practitioners amount to $243 million per year.83 We provide a breakdown of our 
estimated costs of continuing education for licensed professions in Alabama in Figure I. 

While all occupational licensing ultimately imposes costs on consumers, it is import-
ant to examine the costs that fall on the lowest paid professions, as these are the licens-
ing costs that most affect occupational choice and income mobility. We provide a list of 
the licensed occupations in Alabama that fall below the living wage for one adult and one 
child ($21.62) in Figure J.84 In total, we estimate that over nearly 142,000 Alabamians are 
licensed in one of these low-income occupations. We utilized, when available, the 2017 
Licensed Occupation Guide from the Alabama Department of Labor for the mean wage 
of each profession. The average wage of these professions is $16 per hour with an average 
initial licensing fee of $254 and an average licensing renewal fee of $108. The average ini-
tial education costs for these low-income occupations in Alabama amount to $72,322 and 
the average annual continuing education costs come to $203. 
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FIGURE J

The Costs of Occupational Licensing on the 
Lowest Paid Professions in Alabama

Shampoo assistant

School bus driver

Eyebrow threader

Barber

Barber instructor

Natural hair stylist

Cosmetologist

Esthetician

Manicurist

Manicurist instructor

Landscape occupation

Security guard

Home medical equipment

service provider

Pharmacy technician

Psychological technician

Veterinarian technician

Emergency medical technician

Plumber & gas fitter apprentice

Social worker

Mastectomy fitter

Real estate appariser, 

licensed real property

Real estate appraiser state

 registered real property

Counseler, licensed 

professional

Counseler, associate licensed

Massage therapist

Pest control operator

Real estate broker

Nurse, licensed practical

9.23

9.27

9.67

10.58

10.58

11.06

11.67

11.67

11.67

11.67

12.33

12.50

12.71

13.16

13.56

13.73

13.85

14.34

14.55

14.64

14.98

14.98

15.22

15.22

16.59

16.71

17.37

17.53

75

77

235

235

—

235

235

235

235

235

75

87

750

60

947

410

12

25

305

500

275

275

550

550

125

120

310

185

75

—

40

80

80

—

40

40

40

40

175

—

500

60

130

75

12

25

100

125

375

335

150

150

100

275

205

38

—

93

9,648

10,500

—

45,632

45,632

51,984

18,500

18,500

—

—

—

—

214,984

190,584

9,997

—

190,584

90

90,352

90,352

335,208

190,584

43,976

190,584

90,352

47,779

—

37

—

85

169

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

—

114

321

350

327

—

468

125

797

797

434

116

253

127

229

240

140

14,388

NA

NA

NA

NA

19,648

992

3,674

15

1,208

NA

420

12,810

29

314

10,823

4,938

2,116

20

73

1,358

2,022

488

1,861

1,498

5,564

16,659
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Initial  
licensing 

cost estimate

Licensing 
renewal 

cost estimate

Initial 
education 

cost estimate

Continuing 
education 

cost estimate
Alabama 

practitioners
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Pedorthist, prosthetist, and

orthotist licensed assistant

Marriage and family therapist

Marriage and family therapist

associate

Court reporter

Heating & air conditioning

contractor

Heating & air conditioning

contractor, refrigeration

Fire fighter

Advanced generalist or clinical

social worker

Security alarm installer

Security alarm locksmith

Security alarm installer, 

salesperson

Security alarm installer, 

monitoring station operator

Plumber and gas fitter 

journeyman

Tree surgeon

Cosmetology instructor

Embalmer

Sign language interpreter 

and transliterator

Law enforcement personnel

Athletic trainer

Funeral director

Dental hygienist

Average

18.07

18.53

18.53

18.59

19.20

19.20

19.75

19.75

19.80

19.80

19.80

19.80

20.15

20.21

20.48

20.75

20.90
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21.47

21.62
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315

—
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90
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250
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—
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—
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—
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40
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175

—
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100

65
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—

335,208

—

86,696

86,248

86,248

7,128

345,224

250

250
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—

—

190,584

52,932

85,212

15

—

190,584

444

190,584

72,322

333

501

315

192

116

116

—

546

408

408

—

—

—

—

—

216

121

—

861

86

649

203

NA

24

38

330

3,522

NA

7,818

3,312

1,118

170

NA

NA

829

49

758

854

121

15,350

784

1,521

4,266

3,548

Licensed occupation Mean wage

Initial  
licensing 

cost estimate

Licensing 
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Alabama 
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* Costs listed in U.S. dollars
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Even in the absence of the need for licensure, it is often 
politically difficult to reform or remove occupational li-
censing requirements.85 This reflects the political pow-
er of organized industry groups. Occupational licensing 
reforms are often introduced by state legislators who 
recognize the economic harm done to consumers and 
workers. Since poor and disenfranchised groups often 
have less political sway than organized groups of profes-
sionals, however, these measures tend not to be passed.86 

Fortunately, due to the broader recognition of occupational licensing abuse, licensing 
reform has increasingly gained traction at the state and federal level across the political 
spectrum. In 2015, the Obama Administration issued a comprehensive report detailing 
the economic harms stemming from occupational licensing.87 Both the Institute for 
Justice and the American Legislative Exchange Council have drafted model occupa-
tional reform legislation to help state governments.88 The National Employment Labor 
Project has also drafted model legislation to help state governments reform occupa-
tional licensing laws in order to better facilitate rehabilitated prisoners entering the 
workforce.89 The U.S. Department of the Treasury and the U.S. Department of Defense 
also detail the strategies taken in some states to reduce the burden of occupational li-
censing on military families.90 The Mercatus Center at George Mason University has 
outlined several potential reforms to reduce the burden of occupational licensing.91 

In February 2017, Federal Trade Commission Acting Chairman, Maureen K. Ohlhau-
sen, announced the Economic Liberty Task Force, a new initiative with a focus on oc-

 4

Reforming 
Occupational Licensing
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cupational licensing reform in the states.92 Ohlhausen noted that “state legislators and 
boards often ask the FTC for input on changes to existing occupational regulations,” and 
that the FTC “has issued hundreds of comments and amicus briefs to states, state boards, 
and self-regulatory entities addressing professional licensure across a wide-range of in-
dustries.”93 Ohlhausen recognized that varying licensing requirements from state to state 
“strongly suggests that many occupational licenses do not advance public health, safety, or 
other legitimate public protections.”94 

Several states have recently reformed occupational licensing or successfully stopped 
licensing expansion. For instance, in the past few years, states, sometimes under orders 
from courts, have delicensed occupations with no demonstrable consumer safety or health 
concern, such as florists, casket sellers, auctioneers, and hair braiders.95 In Iowa, Gover-
nor Branstad deregulated natural hair braiding in 2016 (which was previously subject to the 
same extensive training requirements as cosmetology), citing that licenses are only neces-
sary in cases where they “serve public health or safety.”96 In 2016, 
Kentucky also did away with licensure for hair braiding.97

States have also stopped the unnecessary expansion of 
occupational licensing to additional occupations. For ex-
ample, in 2013, Iowa Governor Terry Branstad vetoed a 
bill that would have required four currently unregulated 
health care occupations to fall under state licensure.98 In 
2013, Indiana Governor Mike Pence vetoed legislation 
requiring music therapists, diabetes educators, dietitians, 
and anesthesiologist assistants to be licensed by the state.99

Policy makers looking to reform occupational licensing in 
Alabama can similarly review existing occupational licensing 
laws and remove licensure where there is no apparent need for 
it. One way to do this is to see if an occupation is unlicensed in 
another state without realistic and documented severe threats 
to consumer safety. Many states, for instance, do not license 
several occupations currently licensed in Alabama, includ-
ing locksmiths, interpreters, and dieticians (see Figure K). 
Orthotics, prosthetics, and pedorthics are unlicensed in 35 
states, including nearby Louisiana, and have less stringent cer-
tification requirements in three additional states, 
including Mississippi.100  

While considering new occupational licensing 
laws and reviewing existing licensing laws, it is im-
portant that policymakers recognize that occupa-
tional licensing was often introduced prior to the 
tremendous amount of information available on 
the internet. Consumers now have unprecedent-

Landscaping has no formal education requirements, 

but applicants must demonstrate knowledge and 

experience, pass an examination, and acquire a 

Professional Services Permit and Nursery Dealer 

Permit. While mowing lawns in Alabama does not 

require a license, if an individual wants to plant a tree 

and  get paid for it, they must be licensed.
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ed access to independent reviewers–such as the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety or 
Underwriters Laboratories, warnings from investigative journalists, court dockets show-
ing past instances of malpractice and fraud, consumer reviews (such as Amazon reviews or 
Yelp), and social media pressure. These technological forms of information supplement 
more traditional venues of consumer protection including courts, reputation, advertising, 
contracting, liability clauses, insurance, brand names, chain stores, leasing, warranties and 
guarantees, pre-purchase inspections, second opinions, and performance of maintenance 
history reports. These all operate in market economies to protect consumers from fraud, 
malpractice, and injury even when consumers lack information necessary for properly 
evaluating goods and services.101 The above-mentioned mechanisms have the capacity 
to weed rogue interior designers, bad haircutters, or poorly performing auctioneers out 
of the market. In addition, we have seen an emergence of private certifications in other 
states for some occupations licensed in Alabama. EMTs, paramedics, EMT drivers, nurse 
aides, orthotists, and prosthetists, for example, all have certification, not licensing, in 
nearby Mississippi.102 Alabama itself has private certificates in some occupations, such as 
animal trainers, bartenders, and cathodic protection testers, which are currently licensed 
in some other states.103

States have also done more systemic reforms of occupational licensure laws. In 2017, 
the Nebraska legislature passed reform measures that achieved several things, including 

streamlining the license application process for real estate agents, expand-
ing the scope of practice for dental hygienists, and giving reciprocity 

for dental assistants moving to Nebraska. The measures also reduced 
licensing barriers for audiologists and eliminated the licensing of 

auto, trailer, and motorcycle salespeople, who were already 
separately licensed by the state.104 Similarly, Florida grant-

ed license-fee waivers to all individuals under a specific 
income threshold in order to spur job growth.105

An executive order in 2017 from Arizona Governor 
Doug Ducey prompted 28 state licensing boards and 

commissions to review all requirements for every 
license issued and report them to the Governor’s 

Office, stating that, “If the licensing require-
ments are found to be excessive (compared to 
the national average for that license), the board 
will have to justify the regulation in question, 
specifically citing potential harm to individuals 
in our state.”106 Missouri Governor Eric Gre-
itens also introduced significant licensing re-

form in 2017. An executive order from Governor 
Greitens established the Boards and Commissions 
Task Force, which is set to analyze the purpose and 

Although Alabama licenses auctioneers, 

they are not licensed in twenty other states. 
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necessity of each state board or commission, including determining “the cost-effective-
ness of each board and commission by considering their governmental, economic, and 
societal costs and benefits.”108 The Task Force provided policy recommendations to the 
Governor in October 2017, emphasizing that if all recommendations were undertaken, 
“close to 450 gubernatorial appointments will be eliminated.”109 

Alabama policymakers interested in broader reforms of occupational licensing laws 
can follow these examples and pursue three reforms. 

First, they can reform current procedures for extending occupational licensing to new 
occupations and mandate thorough review processes to ensure that licensing is not ex-
tended to new occupations without a demonstrable and severe threat to consumer safety 
that cannot be overcome with the market mechanisms, such as consumer or expert re-
views, reputation, guarantees, or private certification, or the already existing government 
laws, such as those dealing with liability, fraud, misrepresentation, and false advertising. 

Second, they can establish procedures to systematically review all licensure require-
ments for currently licensed occupations to ensure that they do not require unnecessary 
or excessive requirements or costs for licensure. 

Third, they can systematically review all currently licensed occupations to determine, 

Licensed  Number of states
occupation that do not license

Licensed  Number of states
occupation that do not license

FIGURE K

Occupations Licensed in Alabama 
Not Widely Licensed in Other States, 2017107

Locksmith . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

Orthotics, prosthetics, pedorthics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  35

Interpreter, sign language . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

Painting contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

Terrazzo contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

Cement finishing contractor (commercial)* . . . . .  26

Door repair contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . .  26

Paving contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   26

Dietician . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   26

Carpenter (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25

Glazier contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24

Insulation contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . 24

Iron/steel contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . 24 

Mason contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24 

Sheet metal contractor (commercial)* . . . . . . . . . 24 

Interior designer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

Floor sander contractor* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

Pipelayer contractor . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23

Midwife . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Painting contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Paving contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Terrazzo contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . 22

Door repair contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . 21

Auctioneer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Carpenter (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Cement finishing contractor (residential)* . . . . . . 20

Insulation contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Iron/steel contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20

Mason contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19

Sheet metal contractor (residential)* . . . . . . . . . . . 19

Veterinary technician  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

* Licensed under home builders.
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individually, whether a demonstrable se-
vere threat to consumer safety exists. 

If not, they can remove occupation 
licensing entirely for these occu-

pations. To accomplish these 
reforms, they can also look 
to the model legislation men-
tioned earlier, prepared by the 

Institute for Justice, the American 
Legislative Exchange Council, the Na-

tional Employment Law Project, and 
the U.S. Department of Treasury and U.S. 

Department of Defense (2012). 110

Alabama policymakers concerned about 
occupational licensing as well as with a grow-

ing prison population and criminal recidivism 
can also explore licensure reforms that specif-

ically target ex-offenders. States sharing 
these concerns are already finding ways to 
reform occupational licensing to ease the 
burden of criminal offenders in the process 
of transitioning to honest employment.111 A 

recent study suggests that states review their occupational licensing laws to ensure that 
all licensure requirements meet the bona fide occupational qualification in employment 
discrimination law to prevent unnecessary, overtly burdensome, and, especially, illegal, oc-
cupational licensing requirements on ex-offenders.112 

Alabama policymakers can also explore occupational licensing reform with military 
members and their families in mind. States interested in retaining and expanding military 
bases and attracting retired military members have already been carefully reviewing their 
occupational licensing laws with military families in mind. To create more economic oppor-
tunity for service members and their families, Alabama can take measures to lessen occupa-
tional licensing’s impact, following recent reforms enacted in other states such as Florida 
and Nebraska. By passing a licensing fee waiver for military members, spouses, and widows, 
Florida substantially reduced the burden of their occupational licensing laws on military ser-
vice members.113 Similarly, Nebraska reduced occupational licensing requirements for mili-
tary spouses with nursing licenses. A 2012 report from the U.S. Department of Treasury and 
the U.S. Department of Defense offers state policymakers additional options for protecting 
military families from the excessive burdens of licensure.114 These reform measures include 
a greater facilitation of endorsement for licensure, providing a temporary or provisional li-
cense, and expediting the application procedure for military members and their families.

Electrical contractors must document 8,000 hours of 

current or past experience before getting their license. 
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Occupational licensing imposes substantial costs on 
Alabamians in terms of reduced occupational mobili-
ty, reduced entrepreneurship, higher unemployment, 
and higher consumer prices. These costs, which fall 
primarily on consumers and vulnerable groups, such 
as minorities, rehabilitated prisoners, and military ser-
vice families, are a particular concern in Alabama. The 
demonstrated negative effect of occupational licensing 
on employment and entrepreneurial opportunities sug-
gests that licensure may also be, in part, responsible for 
the high unemployment rate and relatively low rate of 
entrepreneurship in Alabama.  
 
In this study we have provided a comprehensive estimate of the full costs of occupational li-
censure in Alabama. In total, Alabama licenses 151 occupations, covering over 432,000 work-
ers. These workers paid in $122 million in initial licensure costs and annually pay in an addi-
tional $45 million annually for licensure renewal. We estimate that the educational costs of 
licensure are $65 billion for all currently licensed workers in Alabama with an additional $243 
million spent annually to meet continuing education costs. We identified 49 low-income 
occupations with licensure, covering nearly 142,000 Alabamians. These licensed workers, 
earning an average of $16 per hour, pay in an estimated average of $254 in initial, explicit 
licensing costs and $108 in explicit licensing renewal costs. The costs of licensure education 
requirements for these low-income occupations, on average, in Alabama is over $72,000, 
with required annual continuing education costs reaching an average of over $200. 

Given the substantial costs of licensure, policymakers in Alabama can consider sev-

 5

Conclusion
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eral potential reforms to occupational licensing. 
First, they can carefully evaluate and restrict 

the growth of occupational licensure to 
new professions in the absence of a 

proven substantial threat to con-
sumers (unable to be cur-

tailed through reviews, 
reputation, private certi-
fication, courts, or general 
fraud and liability laws). 
Second, they can carefully 
review the requirements 

and costs of licensure for 
currently licensed occupations 

to ensure that these costs are not 
unreasonable or unnecessary, es-
pecially in comparison to other 
states. Finally, they can system-
atically repeal occupational li-
censing in occupations with no 

demonstrable need for licensure. These reforms could help reduce the costs of occu-
pation licensing on Alabamians, especially for vulnerable segments of Alabama’s pop-
ulation, by lowering prices, increasing competition, giving consumers more choice, 
and increasing occupational choice and economic opportunity. 

Athletic trainers in Alabama are required to have a 

baccalaureate degree, as well as pass a national certification 

exam and pay a $175 initial license fee. Annual license 

renewal costs $75.
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