Regulations
What Regulations Are

In a general sense, regulations are rules or laws that define how something should be done. In this sense, regulations, ordinances, and laws are interchangeable terms and have the same effect. In the legal system, regulations are rules that have the force of law by virtue of being adopted by entities that have been given the power to create these legally binding rules by other laws or statutes (here). For the purposes of this discussion the more loose definition of regulations will be used and the more specific definition for legal regulations will be referred to as concrete regulations. 
Types of Regulations

In the United States, there exist several different levels of laws and regulations. Federal laws and regulations apply to the whole country, across state lines (most especially when the action being governed crosses state lines). Examples of these types of regulations are the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act which attempts to thwart unsavory business practices of criminal enterprises, and the rules from the Environmental Protection Agency defining acceptable levels of certain chemical compounds in drinking water. State laws and regulations only govern activities that occur within state borders. Common examples of state laws and regulations include whether or not workers have a legal right to form a labor union, qualifications for unemployment insurance benefits set by the state's labor agency, and whether or when execution of criminals is legal. Local laws and regulations are typically generated at the county or city level and are sometimes called ordinances. These regulations commonly cover generally less significant issues like underage curfews and the maximum legal length for grass in a lawn.
Intended Effects of Regulations

Usually, regulations are used to make certain activities safer, less risky, or to protect property with the underlying premise of protecting societal norms. For example, a law prohibiting firearms on school premises is meant to keep the faculty and students safer by limiting the chance of weapons entering the environment. The Food and Drug Administration has laws and concrete regulations about inspecting imported foodstuffs to ensure public safety which makes purchasing and consuming imported food less risky. There are laws against burglary to protect the property of those being burgled. Protecting the property rights of the members of society keeps the society from breaking down into anarchy and collapsing the economy; the same can be said about laws regulating murder. 
The Economy as a Highway

To examine how regulations effect the economy as a whole, the following comparative anecdote is quite useful.
Imagine that there is a highway in a large city. Everyone uses this highway to cross a river. The goal for the individual is to get to their destination across the bridge as quickly as possible. The goal for society is to get as many people safely across the bridge as possible. 

Now imagine that the bridge and the transit system have no regulations governing them. There is no speed limit, there are no rules about what technology is allowed, there are no regulations about what materials are allowed to be used, and there are no guidelines for following distance. 
In this scenario there are F1-formula race cars, cars with jet engines attached, cars with only one gear, cars that use a wide array of different fuels, have no catalytic converters, cars made of plastic, cars made of steel, vehicles 3 feet wide, vehicles 8 feet wide, bicycles, horse drawn carts, and pedestrians all which are attempting to use this highway. Clearly, some vehicles are able to travel much faster than others. Since there are no limitations on speed, regulations on braking systems, or rules about following distance, there will invariably be collisions related to some vehicles going very fast and colliding with the vehicles that are unable to match the faster speed. Because of the lack of regulation in materials testing used in vehicles traveling this highway, collisions tend to be horrific as one vehicle will be considerably more well built and/or have more safety features like seatbelts and airbags installed than the counterpart it collides with. In addition, the lack of technological regulation allows unfiltered exhaust emissions to be released into the atmosphere. The result is that when things are running smoothly, the traffic is able to make the journey very quickly. However, major collisions occur often. These collisions are so severe, because of the myriad of vehicle types, high speed, and tight spaces, that they sometimes shut down the highway for days from all of the fatalities. Furthermore, the exhaust from all of the standing vehicles builds up and impairs visibility causing even more collisions. During these frequent shutdowns foot and bicycle traffic are the only ones to get through though clearly at a much slower rate than if the highway was not closed and they were driving. This additional unprotected traffic also leads to more frequent fatal collisions (think pedestrians getting mowed down by rocket cars). Furthermore, since there are no regulations for the building design and materials used for the bridge, it occasionally collapses which then halts traffic for weeks or months depending on how grave the collapse is.
For certain individuals, particularly those with the means to purchase the fastest most durable vehicles, this arrangement works well enough. They are able to get across the bridge at considerable speed but to the detriment of others. During times of highway closure, these individuals are able to wait and use the highway when it reopens without significant penalty. Furthermore, in the event of a collision, these individuals suffer a very minor hardship in replacing or repairing the damaged vehicle. However, for society, there is a lot of inefficiency with the regular highway closings and fatalities.

Now imagine that the transit system and bridge are thoroughly regulated. There is a posted and enforced speed limit. There is a separate lane for pedestrians, a separate lane for bicycles, and a separate lane for busses. Vehicles are tested for collision preparedness and vehicles that fail the tests are not allowed on the highway. There are guidelines for proper following distance. There are regulations for braking systems to ensure the best stopping ability. Passengers in vehicles are required to wear seatbelts. Vehicles are required to be equipped with cushioning airbags to lessen the severity of collisions. Bicyclists are required to wear helmets. There are regulations to ensure that all vehicles are fitted with catalytic converters for their exhaust and all vehicles have their emissions tested; those vehicles that fail the tests are not allowed on the highway. There are regulations about the maximum size of vehicle allowed on the highway. There are rules written by civil engineers governing building materials and methods used for building the bridge. 

In this scenario, traffic generally flows smoothly. When there is a collision, there is generally enough distance between following vehicles that there is not a chain reaction of collisions and the result is merely a slowdown in the rate of traffic flow, rather than a complete stop. The resulting period of the slowdown is usually 2 hours or less. Because of the roughly equal ability of vehicles to sustain collisions, the additional safety features, and the lower speeds, there are far fewer fatalities as a result. Modes of transportation with completely mismatched speeds are no longer sharing the same lanes which also reduces fatalities. Exhaust fumes from vehicles create some smog but not enough to impair vision as there are far fewer "stand-stills" and the amount of particulate exhaust from each vehicle is far less. The bridge is regularly inspected for integrity allowing for minor repairs instead of major reconstructions. 
For particular individuals, specifically those with the means to afford much faster vehicles and drive during non-peak hours, this system curtails their ability to get across the bridge quickly. Because of the enforced speed limit and limitations on type of propulsion systems these individuals make it to their destination more slowly than they would have otherwise. However, for society, the regulations make traffic on the bridge much more predictable, relieving uncertainty, than it would be otherwise; they also allow many more people to make it to their destination safely without serious loss of life or property.
Simply having and enforcing regulations does not mean that everyone will adhere to them. There will be those in society that will break the law if they see that it gives them an advantage. Moreover, some regulations may encourage disobeying others. For example, requiring seatbelts to be worn, having anti-lock brakes on all vehicles, and having surround airbags on all vehicles makes drivers feel more safe (justifiably so). Unfortunately, this feeling of safety can often lead to the perpetuation of risky behavior like exceeding the speed limit or not following safe following distance guidelines. It falls on to society to study these effects and determine the most efficient balance. 
The most common charge levied against economic regulations (though all regulations effect the economy in some way) is that they stifle economic growth and activity. If we use the highway bridge anecdote as a proxy for the economy as a whole, imagine that individual economic prosperity is measured by how quickly they are able to cross the bridge, and imagine that macroeconomic prosperity is a measure of the total amount of people able to cross the bridge and the speed at which they are able to do so, then it becomes evident that the charge carries some amount of technical truth. 
As in the unregulated scenario, those with wealth are able to make more economic gains without regulations than with regulations in place. The major traffic incidents and high fatality rate in the anecdote are analogous to economic decline and business bankruptcy in reality. Those with means are able to weather economic downturns and personal damage with some discomfort but can be largely unscathed unlike the rest of the population. The problem is that, for society, the unregulated scenario is highly inefficient and the prosperity of the few is perpetuated at the detriment of the many. Economic conditions are also extremely unstable and lead to frequent booms and busts as evidenced in the later half of the 19th century. Economic regulations do cause the relative economic prosperity of some to decline but the benefit is that many more people are able to achieve some level of success which more than offsets the decline of the few; thus the economy as a whole benefits. Just as the regulations in the highway bridge anecdote discouraged highly risky behavior that could lead to a significant drop in the flow of traffic, so too do regulations in the real world discourage the highly risky behavior that can cause macroeconomic collapse. The idea is to design the regulations to minimize the frequency and impact of unexpected shocks. Also, as in the anecdote, some regulations may actually have unintended consequences of encouraging some undesirable behavior. Again it falls on society to evaluate the value of a particular regulation and evaluate the unintended effects to determine whether or not the regulation is beneficial to society as a whole, modified, or repealed.    
Misuses of Regulations

In addition to unintended consequences of regulations, regulations are sometimes misused. Misuse in this case means presenting a regulation as addressing one issue while fully intending to exploit an additional effect. Misuse is often caused for political or monetary gain but not necessarily for the legislator or government official that created the regulation. 
For example, in California there are regulations that require dairy production facilities to have "…a 'pasteuriser with a recorder', a 'culture tank”' and a 'filler', which apparently also required a 'mechanical capper' to screw lids on jars," (here). The regulations make no allowances for volume of product produced or whether or not the base dairy product is already pasteurized. The regulations also state that it is unlawful to pasteurize dairy products twice. There was a woman who was renting space in a California kitchen in 2011 to create yogurt that ran afoul of these regulations. The yogurt she was making was made from already pasteurized milk. The quantity of yogurt produced was less than 76 liters per week which is about enough to feed 60 people (here). The cost of the equipment would have been prohibitive for a business that saw revenues of only $300 per week. Pricing dairy equipment online yields an indication that the equipment would have cost in excess of $10,000 (here). The California Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA) and the large diary manufacturers would argue that these regulations keep consumers safe by not allowing unpasteurized dairy product onto the market that could potentially harm others with infectious bacteria. Large dairy manufacturers have a beneficial unintended consequence of these regulations on their side. The requirement to have all of this expensive equipment regardless of the inputs or volume of production raises the barriers to entry for the market and keeps out competitors. In this case, assuming the CDFA is not intentionally protecting large dairy producers, the phenomenon described in this story is an unintended consequence of their regulations; the large dairy producers are able to misuse the regulations to protect themselves from competition at a modest cost (with respect to the volume of business they do) for compliance with the regulations.
Another such misuse of regulations is a city zoning regulation in Holland, MI which prohibits food carts in the downtown commercial that are not connected to restaurants. The reasoning is that restaurants are at a disadvantage in the downtown area because carts do not have to pay property taxes (here). This misuse of regulations benefits restaurants in the downtown area by forcing any potential patrons to walk into a store front for food. This regulation actually creates an unfair advantage for restaurants by completely eliminating additional competition and thus allowing the restaurants some measure of price manipulation. In this case it would seem that there is little need for regulation as food carts are only able to support a fraction of the volume of patrons as restaurants are and pose little threat to the restaurants as there is only some overlap in the types of patrons they serve. It also seems that both the politicians and restaurants are misusing this regulation to limit economic activity for the profit of the individual. 
Summation of Regulations

Regulations have many different names and are rules used to protect and order society by making certain activities safer, less risky, or to protect property. Regulations in the United States fall into three major jurisdictions: federal, state, and local. When compared to a highway bridge, the economy reacts much in the same manner to regulations. Complete non-regulation leads to chaos and mass inefficiency. Over regulation can result in inefficiency as well. Well reasoned regulations can have the effect of minimizing the frequency and impact of shocks to the system. Some regulations can have unintended consequences and regulations should therefore be periodically reevaluated to ensure they are having the desired effect or to be modified to correct for unintended consequences. Sometimes regulations are misused, typically for some sort of political or monetary gain for parties affected by the regulations. These misuses normally manifest themselves in  raising barriers of entry to a market or barring competition.
