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I Rank-and-file House Republicans are increasingly alarmed by
the secrecy shrouding the massive tax bill their party leaders
plan to ram through Congress next month.
-Reported in Politico, 10/28/2017

I I argued during the health-care debate for a return to regular
order, letting committees of jurisdiction do the principal work
of crafting legislation and letting the full Senate debate and
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• In general, seniority on the committee determines committee
chairs and ranking members
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previous congress, he may submit a transfer request
• The various picks are combined into a resolution which must

be approved by a majority in the chamber
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I U.S. House Committees, 116th Congress

Committee Dem. Rep. Party Ratio Subcommittees Exclusive?
Agriculture 26 21 1.24:1 6
Appropriations 30 23 1.30:1 12 X
Armed Services 31 26 1.19:1 6
Budget 22 14 1.57:1 0
Education and Labor 28 23 1.22:1 5
Energy and Commerce 31 24 1.29:1 6 X
Ethics 5 5 1:1 0
Financial Services 34 26 1.31:1 6 X
Foreign Affairs 26 21 1/24:1 6
Homeland Security 18 13 1.38:1 6
House Administration 6 3 2:1 1
Judiciary 24 17 1.41:1 5
Natural Resources 24 20 1.2:1 5
Oversight and Reform 23 18 1.28:1 5
Rules 9 4 2.25:1 3 X
Science, Space and Technology 22 20 1.1:1 5
Small Business 15 11 1.36:1 5
Transportation and Infrastructure 37 31 1.19 6:1
Veterans’ Affairs 15 12 1.25:1 5
Ways and Means 24 17 1.41:1 6 X
U.S. House 232 197 1.18:1
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I U.S. Senate Committees, 116th Congress

Committee Rep. Dem. Party Ratio Subcommittees
Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry 11 9 1.22:1 5
Appropriations 16 15 1.07:1 12
Armed Services 14 13 1.08:1 7
Banking, Housing, and Urban Affairs 13 12 1.08:1 5
Budget 11 10 1.1:1 0
Commerce, Science, and Transportation 14 12 1.17:1 6
Energy and Natural Resources 11 9 1.22:1 4
Environment and Public Works 11 10 1.1:1 4
Finance 15 13 1.15:1 6
Foreign Relations 12 10 1.20:1 7
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 12 11 1.09:1 3
Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs 8 6 1.33:1 3
Judiciary 12 10 1.2:1 6
Rules and Administration 10 9 1.11:1 0
Small Business and Entrepreneurship 10 9 1.11:1 0
Veterans’ Affairs 9 8 1.13:1 0
U.S. Senate 53 47 1.13:1
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I Fenno’s (1973) theory of committees:

• Members of Congress have three primary goals:

I Re-election (and bringing spending to the district is the best
way to get re-elected)

I Good public policy
I Influence within House

• Members choose the type of the committee to match their goal

I Members choose constituency service committees (Interior and
Post Office) if they are primarily concerned with re-election

I Members choose policy committees (Education and Labor and
Foreign Affairs) if they are primarily concerned about crafting
good public policy

I Members choose prestige committees (Appropriations and
Ways and Means) if they are primarily concerned about
influence within the House
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I Committee transfer patterns (Fenno, 1973):

From To
Ways and App. Foreign Educ. and Interior Post Total

Means Affairs Labor Office From
Ways and Means - 0 0 0 0 0 0
Appropriations 1 - 0 0 0 0 1
Foreign Affairs 1 1 - 0 0 0 2
Educ. and Labor 4 5 1 - 0 0 10
Interior 3 16 3 1 - 0 23
Post Office 3 5 8 3 1 - 20
Total to 12 27 12 4 1 0 56

Table: Transfers Among Six Committees, 80th-89th Congress — Reproduced
from Table 2.2 from Fenno (1973)
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I Committee request patterns (Shepsle, 1978):

Total % of Members % of Requests
Committee Requests Requesting First Choice
Agriculture 44 19 50
Appropriations 26 11 69
Armed Services 53 24 53
Banking and Currency 59 25 57
District of Columbia 7 3 0
Education and Labor 46 20 35
Foreign Affairs 39 17 51
Gov. Operations 39 17 5
House Administration 6 2 0
Interior 56 24 25
Judiciary 78 34 35
Merchant Mar. and Fisheries 13 7 8
P.O. and C.S. 21 9 14
Public Works 65 28 34
Rules 2 1 100
Science and Astronautics 38 16 29
Un-American Activities 5 2 20
Veterans Affairs 16 7 13
Ways and Means 1 0 0
Total 659

Table: Freshman Requests, 86th-93rd Congress — Reproduced from Table 3.2
from Shepsle (1978)
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I Committee transfer patterns (Shepsle, 1978):
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App. - 0
W&M - 0
Rules - 0
Arm. Sv. 2 1 - 2 5
For. Aff. 2 1 2 1 - 6
Jud. 1 3 1 - 5
Interst. 3 2 1 1 - 7
PW 1 1 1 5 - 8
S&A 5 3 4 3 1 2 2 - 1 1 1 1 1 1 26
Agri. 6 4 1 3 1 1 - 1 17
E&L 9 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 - 19
B&C 6 2 1 5 1 3 1 3 1 - 23
Int. 11 2 1 2 4 1 1 1 - 1 1 25
HUAC 2 1 - 3
Gov. Op. 2 2 1 1 1 1 1 2 - 1 12
MMF 6 2 1 3 1 2 1 1 1 1 2 - 1 22
PO&CS 9 1 1 2 3 1 1 2 3 1 1 1 - 26
H. Adm. 2 3 1 1 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 - 1 18
DC 3 3 1 4 3 - 14
VA 5 1 3 1 2 3 1 1 2 2 - 21
Total 75 29 15 22 22 7 19 13 23 9 9 5 30 7 25 29 20 14 25 6

Table: Revealed Transfer Preferences, 86th-93rd Congress — Reproduced from
Table 3.8 from Shepsle (1978)
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I Committee attractiveness rankings:

Rank House Committee Senate Committee
1 Ways and Means Finance
2 Appropriations Appropriations
3 Rules Foreign Relations
4 Energy and Commerce Armed Services
5 Armed Services Judiciary
6 Foreign Affairs Rules and Administration
7 Budget Budget
8 House Administration Commerce
9 International Security Aeronautics
10 Natural Resources Labor and Human Resources
11 Agriculture Agriculture
12 Judiciary Veterans Affairs
13 D.C. Banking
14 Banking Post Office and Civil Service
15 Merchant Marine Energy and Natural Resources
16 Public Works Small Business
17 Science Governmental Affairs
18 Post Office Environment and Public Works
19 Education and Labor D.C.
20 Standards of Official Conduct
21 Government Operations
22 Veterans Affairs
23 Small Business

Table: Relative Attractiveness Committee Ranking, 81st-102nd Congress —
Reproduced from Table 8.7 from Stewart (2001)
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• Committees allow for specialization, acquisition of
information—often associated with Krehbiel (1991)

• Committees allow for division of labor
• Committees allow the majority party to exercise agenda

control—often associated with Cox and McCubbins (2005)
• Committees are designed to allow members of Congress to

claim credit in their districts—Universalism
• Good committee assignments are used as rewards for loyal

members of the party (Cox and McCubbins, 1993)
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• Legislation is complicated—it is often not obvious what the
result of a particular policy will be

I Does “Stars Wars” missile defense work?
I Does Iraq have WMDs?
I Is the bailout bill necessary? (and how much money?)
I What is the best way to improve educational attainment / Do

school vouchers “work”?

• “Good” legislation vs. “bad” legislation
• How left/right-wing a policy may not be obvious
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I Krehbiel’s Information theory

• Committees are organized in order to provide the floor with
good information about the likely effects of policies

• In Krehbiel’s view, the chamber median runs things
• The committee provides the best information to the chamber

median if the committee has similar preferences to the
chamber median

• Prediction (No preference outliers): Committees should be
broadly representative of the chamber, both ideologically and
within the committee’s jurisdiction

• Prediction (No preference outliers): Committees leaders
should be broadly representative of the chamber, both
ideologically and within the committee’s jurisdiction

• Banking committee proposes bailout bill, floor doesn’t know
exactly how much money is necessary. Banking committee is
made up of NYC congressmen who prefer more than really
necessary
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• Prediction: more extreme members should be rewarded with
better committee assignments
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Committees in Congress

I Parties reward loyal members with desirable committee
assignments and leadership positions

• Prediction: more extreme members should be more likely to be
promoted to leadership positions



Committees in Congress

I Committees allow for a division of labor:

• Prediction: Most committees should see some bills allocated to
them, and see some of their bills should be enacted into law
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Committees in Congress

I Committee membership and occupation:

• There appears to be weak selection based on expertise, which
poses a challenge to Krehbiel’s information theory



Committees in Congress

I House Committee membership and region (Fenno, 1973):

Seats by Ways and Post Educ. Foreign
Region App. Means Office and Labor Affairs Interior

East 26% +1 +1 +2 +11 +2 -12
South 24% 0 +4 +9 -12 -5 -16
Border 9% -2 +1 -8 -2 -5 -4
Midwest 27% +1 -3 0 -2 +16 -6
Far West 15% -1 -3 -4 +5 -8 +39
Representativeness Score 5 12 23 32 36 77

Table: Regional Representativeness of House Committees, 84th-89th Congress
— Reproduced from Table 3.3 from Fenno (1973)
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I Senate Committee membership and region (Fenno, 1973):

Seats by Foreign Labor and Post
Region App. Relations Finance Pub. Welfare Office Interior

East 20% -2 +3 -4 +20 -8 -19
South 22% +9 +1 +10 -1 -1 -19
Border 10% -4 -6 +1 -2 +14 -10
Midwest 22% -4 +11 +5 -8 +5 -12
Far West 25% +2 -6 -10 -3 -9 +62
Representativeness Score 21 27 30 34 37 122

Table: Regional Representativeness of Senate Committees, 84th-89th Congress
— Reproduced from Table 5.5 from Fenno (1973)



Committees in Congress

I House Committee membership and region (93rd-110th
Congress):

Region Agriculture Armed Services Banking Education and Labor
Northeast -16 -5 +8 +5
Midwest +5 -10 +1 +6

South +7 +13 -1 -12
West +2 +2 -6 0
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I House Committee membership and region (93rd-110th
Congress):

Region Interior National Security Natural Resources Veterans Affairs
Northeast -5 -5 -9 -3
Midwest -6 -14 -13 +1

South -12 +14 -13 +7
West +25 +4 +37 -2
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• With the exceptions of interior and natural resources, fairly
week relationship between region and committee assignments,
which poses a problem for Universalism

• One could argue that freshman are requesting committee
assignments that match their region, but often are not
successful
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Committees in Congress

I Preference outliers—general ideology (Cox and McCubbins,
1993):

Committee Congress
86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97

Agriculture - - - -
Appropriations
Armed Services - - - - - -
Banking + + +
Education and Labor + + + + + + + +
Foreign Affairs + + +
Gov. Operations + + + + + + +
Interior
Commerce
Judiciary + + +
Merchant Marine
Post Office
Public Works -
Rules
Science
Veterans + +
Ways and Means

Table: Summary of Difference of Means Tests on ADA Scores for House
Committees, 86th-97th Congress — Reproduced from Table 12 from Cox and
McCubbins (1993)
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• Little evidence of committee outliers in terms of general
ideology (though none of the theories really required this)

• Perhaps Krehbiel’s theory gets some credit for explicitly
predicting this
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Committees in Congress

I Preference outliers—domain of committee (Krehbiel, 1990):

Committee Rating Diff. of Medians
Armed Services ASC 50.0*
Appropriations BIPAC -13.5

CCUS -15.0
Budget BIPAC -3.0

CCES -2.0
Education and Labor COPE 19.0

IBT 15.0
MNPL 10.5
RLEA 8.0
NEA 2.5

Foreign Affairs ASC -30.0
Interior CCUS -10.5

LCV -3.0
PCCW -5.0

Public Works CCUS -4.5
LCV -3.0

PCCW -4.0
RLEA 0.0

Small Business BIPAC -8.0
Agriculture NFU 6.0*
Aging (select) NCSC 3.5

Table: Preference Outliers Based on Policy-specific Ratings. ∗ indicates
statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level — Reproduced from Table 3 from
Krehbiel (1990)



Committees in Congress

I Preference outliers—domain of committee:

• Little evidence of committee outliers in terms of the domain of
the committee, which poses a problem for Universalism
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Committees in Congress

I Preference outliers—leaders of prestige committees
(93rd-110th Congress):
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Committees in Congress

I Preference outliers—important agenda setting offices:

• Strong evidence that agenda setting offices are filled with loyal
members of the majority party

• Results consistent with Cox and McCubbins (2005)
• Results consistent with loyal party members being rewarded
• Results pose a challenge for Krehbiel’s information theory
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I Rewards for loyal party members? (93rd-110th Congress):
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Committees in Congress

I Number of freshman requests (Shepsle, 1978):

Length of Preference
Ordering %

1 23
2 16
3 36
4 15

5 or more 10
(N = 231)

Table: The Length of Freshman Preference Orderings, 86th-93rd Congresses
— Reproduced from Table 3.4 from Shepsle (1978)



Committees in Congress

I Number of transfer requests (Shepsle, 1978):

Length of Preference
Ordering %

1 84
2 8
3 5
4 2

5 or more 1
(N = 130)

Table: The Length of Non-freshman Preference Orderings, 86th-93rd
Congresses — Reproduced from Table 3.5 from Shepsle (1978)



Committees in Congress

I Loyal members are more likely to make a transfer request
(80th-103rd Congress):
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Committees in Congress

I Disloyal members are more likely to have a failed request
(80th-103rd Congress):
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Committees in Congress

I Disloyal members submit a longer list of requests (80th-103rd
Congress):
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Committees in Congress

I Rewards for loyal party members?

• Loyal party members are given favorable committee
assignments—this is consistent with both rewarding loyal
members and attempting to control the legislative agenda

• Some evidence that mechanism is a reward for loyalty (at least
for the Republican party)
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Committees in Congress

I Number of committee assignments (Fenno, 1973):

Number of Number of Number of
Assignments Senators % Representatives %
One 0 - 199 57%
Two 33 43% 91 43%
Three 37 49% 0 -
Four 5 7% 0 -
Five 1 1% 0 -

Table: Number of Committee Assignments, Members of Six House and Senate
Committees, 89th Congress — Reproduced from Table 5.1 from Fenno (1973)



Committees in Congress

I Number of committee meetings (Fenno, 1973):

Number of Number of Subcommittee
Subcommittee Full Committee Total Number Meetings

Meetings Meetings Meetings as a % of Total
Appropriations 590 24 614 96
Educ. and Labor 363 40 403 90
Interior 374 82 456 82
Post Office 119 44 163 73
Foreign Affairs 186 135 321 58
Ways and Means 0 180 180 0

Table: Subcommittee and Full Committee Meetings, 88th Congress —
Reproduced from Table 4.3 from Fenno (1973)



Committees in Congress

I Why committees?

• Moderate evidence that committees allow for division of labor

• Strong evidence for Cox and McCubbin’s mechanism for
majority party agenda control

• Moderate evidence that loyal members are rewarded with
desirable committee assignments

• Moderate evidence against Krehbiel’s theory that committees
are organized to provide information to the floor median

I Committees are not organized to maximize information, but
that doesn’t mean they don’t provide some information to the
floor

• Moderate evidence against Universalism—committees do not
seem to be organized to allow members to claim credit for
spending
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Committees in Congress

I Why committees?

• Committees allow the crafting of legislation, but composition
is also stacked to facilitate majority party agenda control

• Tax bill ultimately when through the usual committee process
in the House

• Nothing unusual went on—bills are often written by one
person before being considered in committee

• Important legislation that has passed through committee in the
House often skips the committee step in the Senate

• Forcing a vote without allowing for amendments in the Senate
would be unusual, but is that what happened? (next
topic—Parties and Agenda Control)
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