Environment, Energy, and Economic Development
A R A N D I N F R A S T R U C T UR E , SA F E T Y, A ND E NV IR O NME NT PR O G R A M
THE ARTS
CHILD POLICY
CIVIL JUSTICE
EDUCATION
ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public
service of the RAND Corporation.
Jump down to document6

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE
INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS
NATIONAL SECURITY
POPULATION AND AGING
PUBLIC SAFETY
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
SUBSTANCE ABUSE

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research
organization providing objective analysis and effective
solutions that address the challenges facing the public
and private sectors around the world.

TERRORISM AND
HOMELAND SECURITY
TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE
WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

Support RAND
Purchase this document
Browse Books & Publications
Make a charitable contribution

For More Information
Visit RAND at www.rand.org
Explore the RAND Environment, Energy, and Economic
		

Development Program

View document details

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later in
this work. This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial use only.
Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited. RAND PDFs are protected under
copyright law. Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research
documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please see RAND Permissions.

This product is part of the RAND Corporation technical report series. Reports may
include research findings on a specific topic that is limited in scope; present discussions of the methodology employed in research; provide literature reviews, survey
instruments, modeling exercises, guidelines for practitioners and research professionals, and supporting documentation; or deliver preliminary findings. All RAND
reports undergo rigorous peer review to ensure that they meet high standards for research quality and objectivity.

Government Consolidation
and Economic Development
in Allegheny County and the
City of Pittsburgh
Rae W. Archibald, Sally Sleeper
Sponsored by the Citizens Advisory Committee on the Efficiency and Effectiveness of
City-County Government

Environment, Energy, and Economic Development
A RAND INFRASTRUCTURE, SAFETY, AND ENVIRONMENT PROGRAM

The research described in this report was sponsored by the Citizens Advisory Committee on
the Efficiency and Effectiveness of City-County Government and was conducted under the
auspices of the Environment, Energy, and Economic Development program (EEED) within
RAND Infrastructure, Safety, and Environment (ISE).

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available for this publication.
ISBN #978-0-8330-4463-1

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research organization providing objective analysis
and effective solutions that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors
around the world. RAND’s publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its
research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2008 RAND Corporation

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or
mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval)
without permission in writing from RAND.
Published 2008 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138
1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665
RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact
Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002;
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

Summary

Pittsburgh–Allegheny County: Fragmented and Underachieving
Allegheny County has the dubious distinction of being among the most fragmented counties
in the United States in terms of governmental units. It has some 128 municipalities, 101 special
districts, and 44 school districts. Looking more widely, the seven-county metropolitan statistical area (MSA) has more than 900 governments, giving the region more governmental units
per capita than any other region in the United States.
With such extensive fragmentation, the topic of government consolidation as a way of
improving the economic well-being of the area’s residents inevitably arises. Aggregate data,
when viewed across regions of the country and over time, suggest a positive relationship. As
Table S.1 shows, fragmented governance correlates with poor regional performance on population and employment measures. The Pittsburgh MSA, which is the most fragmented of the
larger MSAs in the United States, lags even among the six most fragmented MSAs. The Pittsburgh MSA also performed worse than the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania did on these
measures.1 Its population has declined over the past 15 years, and its employment lags the least
fragmented MSAs by 16.5 percentage points.
Such disappointing statistics are well known to the leaders of the region. Recently,
the mayor of Pittsburgh and the county executive asked the chancellor of the University of
Table S.1
Indicators of Regional Performance, by Degree of Government Fragmentation
Region

Population Change, 1990–2005 (%)

Employment Change, 1990–2005 (%)

Six least fragmented cities

23.7

21.0

Six most fragmented cities

9.8

12.8

–3.5

4.5

4.4

9.0

Pittsburgh MSA
Pennsylvania
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau data.

1

Government fragmentation is measured as the number of local governments per 100,000 residents. For this metric, the
six least fragmented MSAs are, in order of increasing fragmentation, San Diego (Calif.), Los Angeles–Riverside–Orange
County (Calif.), Phoenix-Mesa (Ariz.), Miami–Fort Lauderdale (Fla.), San Francisco–Oakland–San Jose (Calif.), and
Tampa–St. Petersburg–Clearwater (Fla.). The six most fragmented cities (also in order of increasing fragmentation) are
Cleveland-Akron (Ohio), Kansas City (Mo.-Kan.), Cincinnati (Ohio-Ky.-Ind.), St. Louis (Mo.-Ill.), Minneapolis–St. Paul
(Minn.), and Pittsburgh (Pa.) (Orﬁeld, 2002).
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Pittsburgh to chair a task force to explore issues surrounding consolidation, whether that
might be the provision of joint services or wholesale merger of governments. The task force,
in turn, asked RAND to analyze one speciﬁc topic that it thought had special import for the
region and often was cited as a rationale for consolidation: that consolidation would result in
enhanced economic development.
To comply with this request, we reviewed the literature, interviewed experts in the region
and across the nation about the relationship between consolidation and economic development, created a framework for analysis, and developed conclusions about the possibilities for
enhancing economic development under consolidation.

What Is the Economic-Development Case for Consolidation?
The information we gathered falls naturally into three categories:
t the theoretical case
t the practitioner case
t the academic case.
The Theoretical Case

A review of the theories about consolidation’s eﬀects on regional economic development reveals
substantive arguments on both sides of the question. Table S.2 summarizes these.
The Practitioner Case

Those directly involved in economic development generally take a more positive view of consolidation’s eﬀect on economic development than that found in the theoretical literature. Where
consolidation actually has occurred, experts voice opinions that range from mildly positive to
enthusiastic. In counties that have not consolidated, we found general support for the idea that
consolidation would foster enhanced economic development. That said, those we interviewed
were short on speciﬁcs of exactly how consolidation did or would do that. But certainly a
recurring theme was that unity of leadership, speaking with one voice, and sharing a common
vision would have a positive eﬀect on regional economic development.
The Academic Case

Our review of the academic literature suggests that those who have studied consolidation
believe that it will enhance a region’s capacity for economic development and that it should help
Table S.2
The Theoretical Case for and Against Consolidation
Arguments for
Improves technical efﬁciency
Reduces fragmented governance
Improves regional ﬁscal and social balance
Enhances economic development

Arguments Against
Reduces choice
Fails to achieve anticipated economies of scale
Spreads urban ills to the suburbs
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economic performance. However, we could not ﬁnd unequivocal evidence that city-county
consolidation does improve economic development. Neither did we ﬁnd any strong analysis
refuting the notion that consolidation can improve it. The empirical work we reviewed does
not show statistically signiﬁcant evidence that consolidation will enhance economic development when measured against a variety of measurements, such as ﬁrm or payroll growth. In
some cases, statistically signiﬁcant growth did occur but at the same pace as in the rest of the
state or comparable regions, suggesting that the growth might have occurred irrespective of the
consolidation.2 However, the empirical studies are few and the measurement issues diﬃcult,
leaving the academic case unsettled.

Expectations of the Impact of Consolidation on Economic Development
The body of material we reviewed does not make an incontrovertible case for the link between
consolidation and economic development. Theoretical arguments can be found on either side
of the question. Practitioners generally believe that it is helpful but have diﬃculty pointing to
speciﬁc connections or results. Academics generally think it should help, but neither the case
studies nor the empirical analyses provide strong quantitative support for that feeling. Clearly,
we cannot make a deﬁnitive, empirical case one way or the other.
In the absence of clear empirical support for the case and divergence among experts, we
looked at the body of evidence from many sources. Responses from practitioners suggest an
expected eﬀect of consolidation on economic development along speciﬁc dimensions that help
deﬁne a positive case for economic development. When we weigh the body of evidence in total,
we conclude that consolidation of the city and county can have a generally positive impact on
economic development. We reached this conclusion following a train of logic based on the
goals of economic development and the experiences of consolidating entities. First, we identiﬁed common goals of economic development. We then reviewed the economic-development
process and analyzed some common elements that are indicative of ways in which government
can aﬀect that process. We next assessed the evidence relative to a hypothetical consolidation
of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County with respect to whether the key elements would ﬂourish
or founder in the event of that consolidation.
Based on our assessment of the literature, case studies, and interviews, economic development should include at least three speciﬁc goals. One is feeding and sustaining the local
economy. This includes such activities as improving schools, reducing crime, and improving
infrastructure. It also includes making growth easy for existing businesses and encouraging
innovation. A second goal is attracting new businesses and institutions to the region. In this
case, unlike the ﬁrst goal, the focus falls outside the region. The third goal is maintaining
or improving the attractiveness of the workforce. Here, actions include capitalizing on the
strength of educational institutions and encouraging them to teach the types of skills that are
attractive to local employers and those being sought from outside the region.
Building on the evidence, we then identify general characteristics that are frequently
cited in support of the proposition that city-county consolidation can improve regional economic development. These key elements of the economic-development case appear in Table
S.3, along with more-detailed attributes of each element. The perception of practitioners,
2

Note, however, from Table S.1, that the Pittsburgh MSA lags the state in key indicators.
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Table S.3
Salient Elements of an Economic-Development Case
Element

Characteristic

Unity of leadership

One accountable decisionmaker
Common vision; speak with one voice
Greater regional stature
Improved access to state and federal money

Increased planning and development capacity

More-comprehensive planning and coordinated land-use
regulation
Improved public-private cooperation
Larger legal and resource base for attracting and supporting
development
More-sophisticated economic-development capability

Simpler regulatory procedures for business

Clarity of authority
Improved transparency
Streamlined permit processing

Reduced intergovernmental competition

Less-fragmented governance
Fewer inefﬁcient economic-development subsidies

theorists, and involved citizens with whom we talked, as well as our own analysis, suggest that
these elements of consolidation can—and, in some circumstances, do—make a diﬀerence in
economic performance.
The next step was to consider each of the key elements and its characteristics under two
situations: with and without consolidation of the City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County.
Conceptually, we retraced the arguments and assessed where the balance might fall speciﬁcally for Pittsburgh–Allegheny County. Table S.4 shows anticipated eﬀects of consolidation on
the characteristics based on our assessment of the body of evidence of diﬀerences that might
show up when comparing an unconsolidated City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County with
a consolidated entity. These assessments are based on the theoretical and empirical literature,
case studies, and interviews with practitioners. Our intent is to signal the direction of change,
if any, and the intensity that might be expected.
The direction and strength of elements of a possible case for improved economic development through consolidation that we have identiﬁed are noncommensurable. We are not proposing that one simply sum the elements that are hypothesized to improve with consolidation
and declare the case to have been made. The assessments are distillations of arguments found
in the literature, case studies, and interviews with practitioners and experts. The direction of a
change is based on the body of evidence; however, the magnitude of the impact is our subjective judgment based on the same evidence. Any number of weighting schemes could be applied
that would change a naïve interpretation of the number of elements hypothesized to improve
under consolidation. But for us, calling out some elements of a case and setting forth subjective
magnitudes of a change is a way of sharpening the debate and squeezing the empirical evidence
and subjective inferences into metrics through which informed citizens can agree or disagree
about the eﬀects of some factor, thereby improving their discourse on future public policy.
Two overarching points emerge from the assessments reﬂected in Table S.4. First, consolidation can improve economic development. Even though, in some cases, consolidation of the
city and county may have little or no eﬀect on a given characteristic of economic development,
we judge that seven of the characteristics improve under consolidation, some substantially. The
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Table S.4
Elements of an Economic-Development Case and Anticipated Effects from the Consolidation of the
City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County
Element
Unity of leadership

Characteristic
One accountable decisionmaker

Greatly improve

Common vision; speak with one voice

Greatly improve

Greater regional stature
Improved access to state and federal
money
Increased planning and
development capacity

More-comprehensive planning and
coordinated land-use regulation
Improved public-private cooperation

Simpler regulatory procedures for
business

No change
Likely no change
Improve
No change

Larger legal and resource base
for attracting and supporting
development

Improve

More-sophisticated economicdevelopment capability

Little or no change

Clarity of authority

Improve

Improved transparency

Improve

Streamlined permit processing
Reduced intergovernmental
competition

Anticipated Effect of Consolidation
on Characteristic

Little or no change

Less-fragmented governance

Improve

Fewer inefﬁcient economicdevelopment subsidies

No change

second key observation is that unity of leadership is aﬀected to the greatest extent. Accountability and a common vision weigh heavily for consolidation, and we conclude that this dimension alone of the case for consolidation holds promise for improving economic development.

Conclusions
The varied nature of consolidations and the diﬃculties of measuring improvement in economic development with or without consolidation make it impossible to ﬁnd deﬁnitive evidence one way or the other that consolidating the City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County
should improve economic development. But neither does the evidence suggest that consolidation would have a negative eﬀect on economic development.
Even if not demonstrable empirically in other settings, key signs point to some version of
consolidation as being helpful for the City of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County. First, improved
policy direction and unity of leadership seems within grasp, and our judgment is that this can have
a positive—albeit diﬃcult to measure—eﬀect on economic development. Second, improved coordination and sharpening of economic-development initiatives seem within reach, and our judgment is
that this would have a positive (although, again, likely to be diﬃcult to measure) eﬀect on economic
development.
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These conclusions come with caveats. First, any such economic-development gains will
require enhanced coordination and collaboration with the private sector. The consolidated entity
still will have to deal with the need to rationalize the myriad of economic-development eﬀorts
under way within the region, including the worthy public-private partnerships and the perception of a bewildering number of programs and agencies that seem to have some responsibility
for the economic well-being of the region. Second, fragmented regulatory processes and intergovernmental competition will remain drags on regional economic development if the consolidation scheme involves only the city and county. Finally, we recognize the inherent limitations
of employing a body-of-evidence approach, described earlier. The direction and magnitude of
eﬀects are our judgments based on distillations from our research and interviews. However,
the process can sharpen the debate about consolidation and provide a common framework for
discussion.

