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Occupational Licensing: 
An Extreme Policy Only for 
Extreme Cases

North Carolinians have a self-evident, inalienable right 
to “the enjoyment of the fruits of their own labor” —
NC State Constitution, Article I, Section 1

Occupational licensing — entry barrier against people 
enjoying the fruits of their own labor in many kinds of 
jobs

The state’s “Most Restrictive” occupational regulation, 
only for when the “Risk to Public Welfare” is highest 
(Program Evaluation Division report, 2020)



Some Key Facts

• NC has 59 occupational licensing boards 
licensing 19 percent of the state’s workforce

• NC ranks 11th in the State Occupational License 
Database

• NC licenses 66 of 102 lower-income professions 
tracked by the Institute for Justice, ranking 17th 
among the states

• According to the Economic Development 
Partnership of North Carolina, the state has 
“almost 950 regulatory, state-issued and 
occupational licenses and permits: 319 
occupational licenses, 498 business licenses, 
and 80 business/occupational licenses”

• Of over 1,100 state-regulated professions, only 60 
(a little over 5 percent) are regulated by all states



Layers of 
Policy 
Alternatives 
to Licensure



Recommendations

• Universal License Recognition: Licensed professionals 
moving here from other states wouldn’t be prevented 
from working over a slight differences in state licensing 
standards

• A Right to Earn a Living Act: Make licensing the policy of 
last resort, and include tests for whether an 
occupational license is demonstrably necessary, 
carefully tailored, and designed for legitimate health, 
safety, and welfare objectives

• An independent License Review Commission or sunset 
with periodic review for all licensing boards and 
licenses: Take political concerns out of necessary review

• A standard of Least Burdensome State: NC shouldn’t 
make it any harder here than elsewhere to perform 
licensed work

• See the Locke Foundation’s “Policy Solutions” and 
upcoming occupational licensing report for more



Taking the REINS of Out-of-
Control Regulations



Some Key Facts
• A 2015 study estimated that state regulations cost North Carolina’s economy as much as 

$25.5 billion

• Legislative process is more deliberative than rulemaking — it’s easier to make rules than 
pass laws

• It’s also hard to pass a law to disapprove a rule

• This setup favors rulemaking exceeding the legislature’s intent in delegating lawmaking 
power



How REINS Addresses 
the Problem
• A REINS Act using legislative rule ratification 

is a proven, effective way to ensure 
legislative scrutiny of any rule that would 
impose costs on the state’s private sector 
above a defined high-cost amount

• A bureaucrat’s costly rule couldn’t take 
effect if it wasn’t debated and okayed by 
legislators accountable to the people

• It produces cooperation between the agency 
and the legislature during the rulemaking 
process
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