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INTRODUCTION
As the Senate takes up more and more complex policy questions, 

should it make better use of professional policy analysis ? What are 
the roles and responsibilities of Senate leaders and leadership units in 
this regard? These are the subjects of the studies in this volume.

The Senate is not hierarchical but collegial. Traditionally, it has 
made policy in small pieces and by negotiation, with major responsibil­
ity primarily carried by the standing committees. There is, however, a 
widespread view that more information of the right kind and at the 
right time might provide better public policy. The papers address from 
various perspectives how this might happen—how a demand for better 
information might be institutionalized within the Senate.

The first paper, by Professor Randall Ripley of Ohio State Uni­
versity, is a description of the nature of Congress and the priorities of 
its members which militate against strong policy leadership. Despite 
restraining factors, there are a number of functions which leadership 
could perform which would tend to create more integrated policy de­
cisions. The policy committees are identified as the most likely and 
available institutions for this purpose. The paper goes on to explain 
how the new policy process would work.

First, it should build “on an already existing procedural base” the 
leadership’s scheduling function. Second, it should be partisan, because 
the leadership is party leadership. Third, it should be selective because 
the volume of Senate business precludes exhaustive analysis of every 
issue. It should draw on existing analytic resources rather than trying 
to do most or all of the analysis itself. It should act as liaison between 
the standing committees and the support agencies. Finally, it should 
“be perceived as generally non-threatening to the interests of individ­
ual Senators.”

The functions to be included in the new role of the policy commit­
tees are the following: scheduling of floor business, which should be 
made more far-reaching so as to include “a rough roadmap” for an 
entire Congress or at least an entire session; agenda-setting, based on 
the identification of “problems that were likely to become central and 
critical over the next five years”; research and analysis—a blend of 
in-house, off-the-shelf, and contract work; liaison—with party units 
in the House, the standing committees, the support agencies, and out­
side groups; development of party positions; and committee manage­
ment, a “much trickier” function which would, if successfully imple­
mented, “include influence over the scheduling decisions of commit­
tees, the agenda-setting decisions of committees, and the nature of 
subcommittee structure in jurisdictional terms.”

In the first of two studies, Professor Charles J ones of the University 
of Pittsburgh assesses this century’s Senate leaders and concludes that 
in the main they confined themselves to procedural functions such as
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the scheduling, leaving substantive questions to the standing commit- 
.tees. The exception was Lyndon Johnson.

Next, Jones turns to the party organizations and finds that they have 
not often been used “for developing programmatic initiatives or con­
ducting cross-cutting policy analysis,” although the Republican Policy 
Committee has been “slightly more substantive” than its Democratic 
counterpart. In his view, this is as it should be. “Strong substance- 
oriented policy leadership by party leaders is neither possible nor de­
sirable in the United States Senate.” Nevertheless, some increase in 
leadership’s intervention in the policy formulation process would be 
beneficial; toward that end Jones lists techniques that might be used. 
They call for a more active role in problem identification, mobilization 
of research manpower, and encouragement of joint work on cross-cut­
ting issues by committees.

The second of Jones’ papers deals exclusively with the minority 
party, with special emphasis on its leadership. Criteria for judging the 
capabilities of a minority leader are enumerated, and the function of 
the minority is defined as being “constructive and articulate opposi­
tion” to the initiatives supported by the majority. Jones concludes with 
six recommendations, which include a call for organizational changes 
to enhance the role of the minority leader.

The paper prepared by Professor Donald Robinson of Smith College 
focuses on the Democratic policy committee. After reviewing the his­
tory of the committee’s formation in 1946 and its functioning through 
the next three decades, the paper concludes that it has not played a sig­
nificant policy-making function to date. At this time, however, the 
traditional “centrifugal and disintegrative” pattern of Congressional 
decisionmaking must be altered, for “positive government must be 
coordinated and controlled.” The Senate has made some progress to­
ward that goal through increases in the staffs of the standing commit­
tees and support agencies, but it “still lacks . . . responsible political 
guidance at its own center.”

It is Robinson’s view that the policy committee could be a force for 
integrating policy but not unless the Majority Party Senators as well 
as leadership wanted it. The paper contains an important appendix 
analyzing the various geographical and political backgrounds of Sen­
ators on the policy committee and the need to consider such factors if 
the policy committee is to provide policy leadership.

The paper by Frederick Hayes, a consultant in public administra­
tion, describes with several examples how the legislative process has 
had to contend with increasingly complex issues and a corresponding 
increase in shortcomings. The shortcomings derive in part not only 
from limitations on our ability to predict the future but in some 
instances on the failure to use projection techniques that are available. 
Hayes suggests that shortcomings in policy decisionmaking will get 
worse in the absence of a regular and systematic effort to address 
costs, benefits and effective alternatives. Identifying the problem does 
not mean we can do better, but we certainly must try. He suggests 
several areas where Senate leadership might insure improvement, 
even if such improvement is incremental. Using examples of health 
and welfare programs, he asserts that the quality of certain major 
legislation might have been improved if projection techniques had been 
applied at the outset. The use of this and other kinds of policy analysis
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“will require a stronger, more extensive leadership role and, with this, 
an expansion of the resources serving the leadership and the Senate as 
a whole,” he concludes.

Allen Shick of the Congressional Research Service, Library of 
Congress, prepared a paper for Policy Analysis in 1975, reprinted 
here because of its relevance. Schick sets forth the conditions of the 
legislative process which limit the use of high quality policy analysis 
by the Congress. He suggests that there are a number of circumstances 
which appear to be increasing the demand for analysis, particularly 
in the event that Congress wants to assert its capability for independ­
ence (from the executive branch) in the development of policy deci­
sions. The increase in Senate staff is itself a basis for more analytic 
work. The problems of support agencies as suppliers “in a weak 
market” of analysis are examined in detail in a context of suggestions 
that a new agency be established.

Richard Royce, a consultant and former staff director of the Sen­
ate Public Works Committee, believes the Senate (and the Congress) 
will contrive to suffer erosion of authority with a consequent weaken­
ing of representative democracy if it fails to develop a capability for 
better decisions. Royce describes two efforts made by congressional 
committees to relate policy decisions to the larger world beyond such 
committee’s jurisdiction subject matter. Royce proposes a leadership 
level committee including committee chairmen to handle functions 
presently handled by the policy committees plus policy analysis and 
research management.

The next paper, by Professor Jack L. Walker of the University of 
Michigan, deals with agenda setting and the role of activist, entre­
preneurial Senators in the process. A statistical analysis of legislative 
initiatives in the post-World War II Senate discloses an increasing 
tendency throughout this period toward legislative activism among 
young, liberal Senators from the larger, more politicially competitive 
states. He describes legislative entrepreneurism, and the factors which 
determine what gets on the Senate’s agenda, and the ebb and flow 
of Senate attention to various issue areas.

The last paper, by Walter Kravitz of the Congressional Research 
Service of the Library of Congress, concerns the relationships of the 
party leaders of the House and Senate and as an element in better 
policy coordination.

The paper begins with a summary of the views of those who contend 
that there is significant room for improvement in Senate-House rela­
tions. Their position is that greater coordination between the branches 
would be conducive to development of more coherent policies, increase 
the efficiency of the legislative process, strengthen the Congress rela­
tive to the President, and increase accountability, party responsibility, 
and credibility. Subsequently, the counterarguments are set forth. The 
focus is on the arguments for and against more centralized leadership. 
The paper also contains a detailed description of relations between 
Senate and House leaders in the postwar era and concludes with a dis­
cussion of three possible strategies for change.





PARTY LEADERS, POLICY COMMITTEES, AND POLICY 
ANALYSIS IN THE UNITED STATES SENATE

By Randall B. Ripley
The argument of this paper can be summarized quite simply:
1. The nature of Congress militates against a strong role for party 

leaders, especially in terms of using policy analysis to support sub­
stantive policy leadership. . .

2. There are, however, important opportunities to be explored it 
party leaders want to increase their substantive policy role (includ­
ing their role in both providing and using policy analysis) despite the 
constraints created by congressional practices, norms, and incentives.

3. In the Senate the Policy Committees give party leaders an in­
stitutional peg on which to hang an expanded role in substantive 
policymaking for themselves. .

4. Careful attention by party leaders to a modest expansion ot 
Policy Committee staff will help give some reality to the possibility 
of a more substantive policy role by the committees.

The sections that follow flesh out this argument by focusing on 
the context for a leadership role in policy analysis, the potential role 
of the policy committees as adjuncts to leadership, and the staffing 
of the policy committees for an expanded role.

The Context for a Leadership Role in Policy Analysis

In an essay of this kind there is neither room nor inclination to 
attempt a complete statement of the contextual factors surrounding 
the possibility of an expanded role for Senate party leaders m the 
provision and utilization of broad-gauged policy analysis. But the 
general outlines of the context can be sketched.

What follows will first comment briefly on the major characteristics 
of Congress as an institution and on the characteristics of members 
of Congress. These provide the context for anything taking place 
or proposed for the Senate and House. Then the contexts of two sep­
arate phenomena within Congress—party leadership and policy 
analysis—will be discussed. Finally, it will be argued that within the 
constraints there is still considerable latitude for an expansion ot the 
leadership role in providing and using policy analysis.
The Nature of Congress and Its Members

Several facets of Congress as an institution are particularly rele­
vant to the role of the party leaders in policy leadership.

First, Congress is, by design, pluralistic. In order to provide access 
for the many interests in a large and diverse society like ours and 
to cope with a mammoth agenda, responsibility for action (or in­
action) and influence over outcomes is diffused throughout Congress
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to a variety of individuals and groups (especially the standing com­
mittees and subcommittees). But the exact form of the pluralism at 
any given time is not fixed. It can take, and has taken, many different 
shapes.

Second, Congress is a partisan body. Despite blurring of party lines 
on most votes, despite the lack of party positions on many issues^ and 
despite the functioning of many committees and subcommittees with 
a minimum of partisanship, there are still many times when the simple 
fact of formal party identification is critical in determining both a 
final legislative decision and its details. Partisanship is even more 
important on procedural matters.

Third, Congress is capable of conscious, self-directed change. Like 
any institution it changes in part in response to outside forces. But 
it also has a demonstrated capacity for considering internal institu­
tional change in a rather orderly way and acting—sometimes effec­
tively, sometimes not—to bring it about.

Fourth, Congress is powerful and important in terms of the sub­
stantive agenda it handles. It considers virtually everything in which 
the Federal Government is involved. More important, it need not be 
a rubber stamp on any issue for any other person or institution in the 
policymaking process if it does not want to be.

Several characteristics of the individual Members of the Senate and 
House are also particularly relevant to the position of party leaders as 
potential policymaking leaders.

First, Members are election-oriented. Most of them want to retain 
their seats, and a great deal of their activity is aimed at achieving 
that result. Most of the choices that confront Members are looked at 
in part from the standpoint of their potential impact on the next 
election.

Second, Members have created and sustained a set of norms for de­
cisionmaking founded on bargaining and compromise as the normal 
and preferred way of doing business. Bargaining and compromise 
takes place not only between Members as individuals but also between 
Members, in special roles (committee chairmen, subcommittee chair­
men, whip, majority leader, delegation dean, and so on), and also 
between Members and persons from outside Congress (bureaucrats, 
interest group representatives, the President, home state newspaper 
editor, home state party leader or public official, and so on).

Third, Members do care about policy. This concern may come from a 
variety of motivations (Fenno, 1973, suggests, for example, that com­
mittee assignments may be sought to maximize reelection chances or to 
influence substantive policy, presumably because of personal interest in 
the subject matter) but in some ways the motivations do not matter, 
vv hat matters is that Members care about substantive outcomes. These 
outcomes are far from being their exclusive concerns, but they are 
°^n unportant concerns and rarely totally absent.

Fourth, Members care about their standing in their parties. This 
concern varies over time and is stronger among Representatives than 
among Senators, but it is rarely absent altogether for any Member of 
either house.

Fifth, despite some grumbling and discontent, most Members are or 
want to be proud of Congress as an institution. They develop a per­
sonal stake in having an institution to which they can be loyal.
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Many observers of Congress look at the above factors (and others) 
and conclude that there are inevitable patterns of behavior m Con­
gress that cannot be overcome. These patterns are often alleged to 
prevent party leadership from playing much of a substantive role. 
They are also alleged to lead virtually all Members of the Senate and 
House to reject serious policy analysis as a meaningful input to their 
decisionmaking. Oddly enough, what is proclaimed to be inevitable 
also turns out to be identical with whatever exists at any given time; 
earlier patterns of behavior and institutional arrangements are usually 
1STo be sure, some of the above characteristics do limit policy analysis 
and substantive policy leadership by party leaders, but they do not 
absolutely prevent either from occurring. The characteristics produce 
tendencies and create a context. What is often forgotten is that ten­
dencies are not inevitabilities and that any context offers opportunities 
as well as constraints.
The Nature of Party Leadership

Throughout virtually all of the 20th century there has been a con­
stant tension between those wanting a more important role for the 
party leadership and those wanting more autonomy for standing com­
mittees. On balance, more committee autonomy has been achieved, 
often at the expense of the influence of the leaders.

However, the situation is more complicated than a simple zero-sum 
balance between leaders and committees. There have also been demands 
for more influence for individual Members of the Senate and the House 
and, at the same time, there have been demands for more aggressive 
and active leaders (often by Members other than the leaders them­
selves) . In some ways the demands for more autonomy for individual 
Members and more influence for party leaders are not contradictory. 
Much as those thinkers attempting to weaken feudal controls m 17th 
and 18th-century France linked the cause of individual freedom to a 
powerful monarchy acting against the nobility, so a number of persons 
in Congress have linked an increase in the importance of individual 
Members to a simultaneous increase in the importance of the leader­
ship. Those from whom power is to be taken are the committee chair­
men, the counterparts of the nobles.

There are problems in maximizing the influence of individual Mem­
bers and party leaders at the same time, but there are also ways in 
which the two goals can be pursued simultaneously and serve to sup­
port each other. Strong leaders are needed if individual autonomy is 
to be aggregated into important impact on policy. If Members are con­
tent with limited influence over relatively small aspects of policy, 
strong leaders may become irrelevant and perhaps threatening, v* hat is 
critical is the degree to which large numbers of Members seek to influ­
ence policy. Individuals by themselves cannot have much impact on 
policy. Those who want broader impact must find some method ot 
aggregating their concern while not negating their individual impor­
tance. On balance, strong committee chairmen have not proved helpful 
to this goal. •

The other option that some have taken is to look to aggregation 
through a strong caucus. But a caucus probably cannot operate with 
much impact without strong leadership of its own. In short. Members 
of the House and Senate desiring enhanced individual influence on 
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policy are likely to face the necessity of worrying about institutional 
influence over policy for the Senate or the House, or Congress as a 
whole. One major option for providing that institutionalized influence 
resides with the party leadership.

Many changes in recent years have created a situation in which 
individual Members of the Senate and House can. in fact, pursue their 
own policy ends without being hostile to strong leaders. Indeed, in 
part they look to strong and active leaders for help (see Stewart, 1975, 
and Jones, 1976).

Strong leadership, however, has yet to emerge. Jones (1976:263) 
sums up the situation succinctly: “Whereas recent reforms have pro­
vided a greater potential for strong party leadership in Congress than 
at any time since 1910, seldom have leaders been as unassertive as 
Speaker Carl Albert and Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield.” 
For those who think that party leaders have some potential role in 
policy leadership. Davidson (1976:305) puts the problem very well: 
“Party leaders, although stronger on paper than in the Rayburn- 
Johnson days, lack the political resources to induce coordination among 
the work groups, much less the analytical resources to foster coordina­
tion of policies.” The question that remains is whether the political 
and analytical resources that are available can be used to their full 
potential to change this situation.
Policy Analysis in Congress

CinQ does not need to espouse the view that Congress can and should 
suddenly become a paragon of analytic capacity and utilization. It is 
enough to point out that Members of Congress have already shown con­
siderable interest in developing and using analytic capabilities and 
that the presence of such capabilities could have important impacts on 
policy choices. (See, for example. Havemann, 1976. For the con­
trary argument, that meaningful policy analysis of important issues in 
Congress is impossible, see Dreyfuss. 1976.) Schick (1976:233) reaches 
a balanced conclusion based on a detailed and persuasive argument: 
“For Congress, analysis is a sometime thing. The five propositions set 
forth in this Article point to increased receptivity to analysts and their 
work on Capitol Hill. Yet most of the legislative process continues to 
be driven by nonanalytic forces. The balance between analysis and 
other factors will be struck differently for different times and is­
sues. . . . Congress is not likely to become either captured by or alien­
ated from analysis. The argument that Congress will not become a 
ma jor user of analysis is as untenable as the position that a new ana­
lytic era is just over the horizon. The more reasonable conclusion is that 
the supply and demand for analysis will depend on a number of 
circumstances.”
Traders and Policy Analysis: Room for Expansion

What conditions generally seem to allow expansion of the leadership 
role in promoting and using policy analysis ? Some of these conditions 
stem from the nature of Congress outlined earlier. Some of them stem 
from the central characteristics of the Members outlined earlier. And 
some stem from current circumstances.

A. The Nature of Congress
1 . The pluralistic character of Congress means, among other things, 

that policy analysis comes from many sources. (See Schick, 1976:229)
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This creates limits on what the leaders can reasonably be expected to 
do in providing authoritative analysis, but it also creates °PP°^^ 
(’on4essional leaders can be both clients for analysis done by a variety 
of agents and a source of analysis for others, that is, by passing a & 
the results of studies they have commissioned.

2 The partisan character of Congress helps give legitimacy to the 
efforts of party leaders in any held of endeavor and would a 
legitimize any attempts of theirs to provide useful policy

3 The fact that Congress is capable of conscious and directed i 
stitutional change, coupled with the obvious interest m providing 
greater analytic capability, suggests that, modest
sponsored by the leaders in the direction of more analytic capability 
would have a good chance of winning support. substantive

4 The fact that Congress is important and pow erful m a subst ant 
policy sense means that there are good reasons for Members to worry Kut how to increase the analytic capacity of Congress^Additional 
expertise could, in fact, result in at least, incremental policy chaises.

B. Characteristics of the Members
1 . The fact that many Members care about, the substance of policy 

means that they will be receptive to policy analysis. It does not mean 
that they will act on the basis of analysis alone (an unrealistic ex- 
pectation, given both the dedication to reelection and bargaining style 
that are the hallmarks of congressional decisionmaking), but it does 
lead a large number of Members to take analysis seriously.

2 The fact that individual members care about their standm m t h 
parties gives some extra legitimacy to the efforts of party leaders.to 
Lmmunicate information to Members. If that information contained 
some policy analysis there would be a tendency to see analysis as worthy 
of attention too. (Since concern for party standing is stronger in th 
House than in the Senate, however, this may not provide much sup 
port for Senate leaders’ efforts to improve policy analysis.)
1 3 Having an improved capacity to analyze policy could become 
an additional source of pride in Congress for some Members, many 
of whom appear to have a genuine interest m strengthening the 
institution.

C. Special Current Conditions
1 Party leaders, particularly those of the majority party, haie a 

universally recognized and at least partially authoritative ro e to play 
in the scheduling of business for floor action. This means that they ha^ e 
a natural entry point into the broader task of agenda-setting. Ihe 
leaders could begin to develop their scheduling power into more of an 
agenda-setting function and could combine some provision for policy 
analysis with setting the agenda. Naturally, if the leaders restrict their 
scheduling and agenda-setting to the floor (instead of extending these, 
activities to committees) these functions will always be attenuated, but 
they are still a natural entry point for more policy analysis.

d In the last few years Congress as a whole and key Members or 
both houses have demonstrated increasing interest in reducing their de­
pendence on the executive branch. If this desire continues, party 
leaders can help create the conditions under which less dependence is 
possible. One of these conditions would certainly be to provide a greater 
degree of independent policy analysis. (The desire for such independ-
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ence becomes more problemmatic when a Democratic President is 
elected with a Democratic Congress, but it need not automatically 
vanish.) J

The Potential Role for Senate Policy Committees as Adjuncts to 
Policy Leadership

Thus far it has been argued that it is not unrealistic to think about 
^ie substantive policymaking role of congressional party 

leaders. I he rest of this paper focuses on a single question: what role 
can the Policy Committees, and particularly their staffs, play in assist­
ing the leaders in increasing their substantive policymaking role in 
part through an improved analytic capability? In large part the 
Policy Committees and their staffs have been chosen as a focus because 

aAk and theY seem so underutilized, despite their name 
and the hopes of their designers. They also seem admirably suited to 
perform a number of policy-related functions that can enhance the 
leaders impact and. given their closeness to the leaders already ('par­
ticularly in the case of the Democrats), a move by the leaders to use 
them to obtain greater analytic input would not be seen as an un­
natural expansion of leadership activity by most Senators.

In the discussion that follows the nature of an expanded policy 
analysis function for the leaders will be considered in general terms 
there is also a discussion of some specific functions that the leadership, 
working with the Policy Committees and their staffs, might perform, 
Nature of an Expanded Policy Analysis Role for Leaders

I have already suggested that considerably more policymaking 
aetivity by party leaders m the Senate is feasible. I also hold it to be 
desirable. But there is not much use m considering the desirable if it 
rt. m. V“s case’1 think that “ large measure
the attributes of both a desirable and feasible policy analysis role for 
party leaders coincide Specifically, I would argue that a desirable 
and masible role should possess six major attributes:

on the.already existing procedural base. The 
simple fact that the Democratic leader and Democratic Policy Com­
mittee already have the floor-scheduling function should be viewed as 

Substantlve *sp^ts of policy analysis can be added to this 
essentially procedural task. Even m the leanest of times the power of 
party leaders over the scheduling function has remained virtually 
unquestioned. The procedural aspects of party leadership will always 
remain at its core; the leaders, therefore, should judiciously weave 
substantive, policy-related functions into their procedural ones.

2. It should be explicitly partisan in the sense of being tied to party 
machinery. This does not mean that all analysis should be partisan in 
the narrow sense of pitting Democratic against Republican alterna­
tives. But it does mean that it makes much more sense to tie expanded 
policy analysis to partisan machinery. The leaders, after all, are chosen 
by and responsible to their respective parties. Partisanship and policy 
analysis are not incompatible. Analysis is rarely neutral, and there is 
no reason why its inherent nonneutrality should not be placed in the 
in^n^otherway0^ Party as We^ 85 *n tbe s®1*™® of interests defined
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3. The leaders’ policy analysis role must be selective. There is little 
point in pretending that they can do everything. A remark by Schick 
(1976: 229) in another context is appropriate here: “As the most 
pluralist of institutions, Congress must draw analytic sustenance from 
many sources * * *.” That will continue to be true. This means on 
the one hand that it would be foolish and unprofitable for the leaders 
or anyone else to imagine that they can establish a monopoly on the 
analysis being provided to Congress. But it also means that there is no 
reason why the leaders themselves cannot select some important aspects 
of policy analysis and get into the game of providing “analytic 
sustenance.”

4. The policy analysis role of the leaders should be synthetic. That 
is, not only should they not pretend to be able to provide all or most 
of the useful analysis but also that they should use existing analytical 
resources and synthesize the output of those resources as well as 
attempting to provide some new increments of analysis.

5. The leaders’ role should also be coordinative. That is, the leaders 
need to focus both on disseminating information to other important 
actors in the senatorial environment and collecting relevant informa­
tion (including analysis performed) from them. This requires con­
stant leadership relations with the standing committees and subcom­
mittees. It also suggests that close relations should be developed with 
the policy support agencies for Congress (Congressional Budget Of­
fice, Congressional Research Service, General Accounting Office, and 
Office of Technology Assessment) and with support agencies outside 
Congress.

6. Finally, the leaders’ role should be expanded in such a way as to 
be perceived as generally nonthreatening to the interests of individual 
Senators. Ideally, in fact, the expanded role should be seen as suppor­
tive of some individual aspirations. For example, it might be argued 
that when party leaders provide good policy analysis they help in­
dividual Senators to function more intelligently in their legislative ac­
tivities, which may mean increasingly favorable notice by the media. 
Such notice is flattering to senatorial egos and can be presumed to 
make renomination and reelection somewhat easier.

Given this list of desirable characteristics for an expanded leader­
ship role in policy analysis, it seems to me that placing the Policy Com­
mittees and their staffs at the core of such a role makes good sense. 
First, in the case of the Democrats the Policy Committee already per­
forms in the key procedural area of floor scheduling. To the extent 
that the minority party gets involved in floor scheduling it would 
seem easy to assign the activity to the Republican Policy Committee. 
Second, both Policy Committees are by definition partisan. Third, the 
Policy Committees necessarily wTill have to be selective about what 
they do in providing policy analysis since they are small committees 
with small staffs and many competitors. Fourth, they seem ideally 
suited—as both extensions of the leadership and at the core of their 
respective parties—to be both synthetic and coordinative. Finally, 
given their history of nonthreatening (some would say somnolent) 
existence, they would probably start out with some reservoir of toler­
ance among individual Senators. If they expand their activities care­
fully in support of a greater policy analysis role for the leadership 
they need not become threatening. By the same token, they should be 
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able to devise ways of being of use to individual Senators without 
abandoning the cause of more active and aggressive policy leadership 
by the party leaders.
Functions To Be Performed

What should expanded Policy Committees (and expanded staffs) 
do? Thus far I have tried to point out the environmental constraints 
on the committees and their staffs, but I have also tried to suggest 
that there is considerable latitude within the constraints. If that is 
the case and the Policy Committees and party leaders are not living 
in a deterministic world (and I see almost no evidence that they are), 
how should that latitude be used ?

There are many ways of conceptualizing the functions that might 
be performed. Rather than listing a large number of functions I have 
identified six major areas of activity in which the Policy Committees 
and their staffs might engage. They are currently involved in only two 
of these in any significant way. Five of these areas seem open to almost 
immediate expansion of Policy Committee activity, since expansion 
would not be particularly threatening to the normal way of doing Sen­
ate business. The sixth is a trickier area in which actual or perceived 
threats to the interests of a variety of Senators are no doubt greater.

1. Scheduling of Floor Business.—The Democratic Policy Committee 
is already performing part of this function. Scheduling will, no doubt, 
always be more important for the Policy Committee of the majority 
party, which bears the major responsibility for Senate scheduling. 
But this function can also be expanded. Instead of focusing exclusively 
on short-range questions, such as “what shall the Senate do next 
week?” the Policy Committee could develop a schedule for an entire 
Congress or an entire session. No doubt the realities of business in the 
Senate would necessitate a considerable number of adjustments during 
the course of a 1-year or 2-year period but at least a rough road map 
could be issued at the outset. This would serve to articulate the leaders’ 
views on which issues were ready for decisionmaking and would help 
develop support for those views within the party because of the Policy 
Committee’s endorsement.

2. Agenda-setting.—The broader version of scheduling is a form of 
agenda-setting. However, there are also other aspects to an agenda- 
setting function for the leadership and the Policy Committees. One 
primary aspect would be to identify problems that need attention of a 
serious kind—probably by engaging in research on them—even if they 
were not ready for floor action. This would require some modest fore­
casting on the part of the leadership in terms of being able to see 
problems likely to become central and critical over the next five years, 
not just in the immediate future. Different items would be at different 
stages on the agenda. Some might be nearing committee action and 
therefore would need to l)e scheduled for floor action. Some might lie 
in the beginning stages of identification. Some might be in the middle 
of the research and analysis phase.

To the extent that Presidential programs seek to identify issues 
likely to become important in the next few years the Policy Commit­
tees also could serve as mechanisms through which party leaders re­
sponded to the President's vision of the intermediate future. The 
committees could underscore his identification of some issues, put their 
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own stamp on others, suggest that some issues he had identified were 
not likely to become important, and identify other issues they thought 
he had missed altogether. This would allow them to begin to order 
their own priorities, whether in agreement or disagreement with presi­
dential priorities, at an earlier and less frenzied stage than is usually 
the case now.

Policy Committee staff could play an important role in this agenda- 
setting. In addition to their work in responding to the requests of 
the leadership committee members, staff members might take part in 
such experiments as chairing staff task forces from several agencies in 
agenda-setting exercises. Such ad hoc staff task forces might include 
individuals from the Office of Technology Assessment, the Congres­
sional Research Service, the Congressional Budget Office, and non­
governmental research institutions, such as the Brookings Institu­
tion and various universities. OTA, CRS, and CBO personnel would, 
of course, have to be available to the Policy Committees of both parties 
and could not make partisan judgments. But the products of such 
ad hoc task forces would be transmitted to partisan leaders and Policy 
Committees for them to cast in their own terms, which would be at 
least partially partisan.

3. Research and Analysis.—The research and analysis function 
would be closely related to the agenda-setting function. Research and 
analysis could help identify issues that ought to be put on the agenda; 
items already on the agenda would become prospective candidates 
for research and analysis.

Research and analysis could focus on both the beginning and the end 
of the policymaking process. Thus a considerable amount of research 
and analysis would focus on investigating the shape of a problem area 
and the nature and consequences of different options. Research and 
analysis would also focus on the description of trends suggesting the 
emergence of a problem area at some time in the future and the pos­
sible solutions that might be investigated. At the other end of the 
policymaking process, solutions (programs) already being tried would 
be evaluated and appraised.

Research and analysis could be carried out in four different ways 
simultaneously:

First, the staff could prepare syntheses of existing research findings 
applicable to a given problem area. The staff also could perform the 
political intelligence function of preparing syntheses of views held 
by important individuals on the seriousness of the problem and the 
best solutions. In undertaking this type of effort staff members might 
experiment with the cross-institutional task force arrangement de­
scribed above. One result of this type of endeavor would be identifica­
tion of areas requiring more research.

Second, the staff itself could engage in some limited research efforts 
of its own, or take the lead in working with ad hoc task forces engaged 
in research. The independent policy research and analysis capability 
of the staff would, properly, be limited. But it would be useful and 
important for such capability to exist. The leadership and the Policy 
Committee might want a different perspective on a problem. Or there 
might be situations in which the need to meld together the research 
and analysis of many outside individuals would be particularly diffi­
cult or could not be started in timely fashion, necessitating independ­
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ent research and analysis capability, at least for short periods of time. 
Furthermore, staff members should have their own analytic credentials 
in order to maintain the respect of the outside research and consulting 
community. What is frequently found now are cavalier attitudes 
among outside consultants when dealing with either legislative or ex­
ecutive branch research facilitators.

Third, Policy Committees could be given sufficient funds to allow 
them to contract out a modest amount of high-priority research in 
cases in which they felt they needed either another viewpoint or skills 
that were unavailable within the congressional setting.

Fourth, all of the above activities would give the committees and 
the leadership some capacity for making suggestions about how the 
whole congressional research and analysis apparatus ought to proceed 
in terms of priorities. A feudal-like autonomy now dilutes the impact 
of the total congressional research operation.

4- Liaison.—The Policy Committees and staffs could link Senate 
scheduling, agenda-setting, and research and analysis activities to the 
activities, preferences, and interests of other important persons and 
institutions with which the Senate must, or should, interact. Various 
types of liaison activity would be useful to the Senate in developing 
its capacity to handle policy questions with improved analytical input.

First, the Senate Policy Committees should effect liaison with their 
partisan counterparts in the House. Such liaison would be profitable 
particularly if the House Policy Committees also undertook to ex­
pand their analytical capacities. But even without parallel develop­
ments in the House, liaison efforts could provide another link between 
leaders in the two chambers that would help to circumvent the delays 
and frustrations of bicameralism.

Second, liaison activities of several different kinds should be effected 
with the congressional support agencies—GAO, CRS, CBO, and OTA.

Third, liaison could be effected with groups outside of Congress 
(other than the executive branch) with research capabilities. This 
could include liaison with specific organizations, such as research in­
stitutions and university-based centers. It could also include greater 
interaction between Policy Committee staff and members of the re­
search community at professional meetings and conferences.

Fourth, liaison could be effected with the staffs of the standing and 
special committees and subcommittees of the Senate. There is con­
siderable talent on these staffs, and ideally Policy Committee staffs 
should both draw knowledge from and contribute knowledge to them. 
Obviously, a kind of territorial protectionism may surface in liaison 
attempts of this kind, making progress slow and sporadic. But links 
can be forged and mutually profitable relationships can be developed 
if the preliminary liaison work is done carefully.

Liaison with staff members in the executive branch has been pur­
posely omitted up until now. Given executive branch aggressiveness, 
this kind of liaison will not have to be fostered by the Policy Commit­
tees. If the Policy Committees become more important the executive 
branch will certainly initiate interaction. Although no moat need be 
dug between the Policy Committees and the executive branch it would 
seem prudent for the committees to take a restrained attitude toward 
interacting with executive branch staff members, no matter how ex­
pert. Executive branch experts constantly make their views known to 
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the standing and special committees and subcommittees and, presum­
ably, are also behind the President’s publicly articulated visions of 
broad policy priorities and solutions.

Liaison in a different sense could link the committees with the news 
media. This liaison would be aimed at getting media coverage of im­
portant congressional work on policy matters, now reported only 
spottily.

5. Party Position Development.—Party positions can be discussed 
and developed at any point in the policy process and, in fact, should 
probably be explicitly developed at several different points so there 
is a constant chance for further shaping of those positions. Some dis­
cussion and development will come in connection with agenda-setting, 
some may come in connection with specific scheduling decisions, some 
will come before research has been synthesized or taken place, and some 
may come in response to research findings.

The discussions of Policy Committee Members with each other, 
with the leaders, and with staff members leaves both Members and 
leaders better informed about conditions, facts, and options and also 
about each other’s interests and intentions. Indirectly, Senators on 
the Policy Committee can then educate other Senators about the same 
conditions, facts, and options by talking with them (the Republicans 
already promote these ties by inviting all Republican Senators to 
Policy Committee luncheons).

The involvement of Members and staff in discussing possible party 
positions on various matters identifies for the leaders the areas in 
which further action is likely, those in which it would be possible only 
after considerable missionary work, and those in which the effort re­
quired may be too great to warrant it. Jones (1964: 139) reported that 
in the case of the House Republican Policy Committee, “the principal 
policy function is to discover a basis (both substantive and proce­
dural) for consensus, or to discover that there is no such basis.” This, 
hopefully, would not turn out to be the committees’ principal function, 
but it would certainly be an important one.

6. Committee Management—T would argue that aggressive but sen­
sible leaders could move very swiftly toward using the Policy Com­
mittees in helping them perform most of the above functions. This 
sixth function is much trickier and would require much longer to 
implement. But relations between the leadership and the standing 
committees are also critical to what party leaders can hope to achieve 
in terms of substantive policy input (see Jones, 1975; and Ripley, 
1974). Management of the standing committees by the leadership is 
not meant to imply control, but it is meant to imply selective points 
of influence over committee functioning. This would include influence 
over the scheduling decisions of committees, the agenda-setting deci­
sions of committees, and the nature of subcommittee structure in juris­
dictional terms. Management of the committee system (as opposed to 
management of committees separately) would also suggest that the 
leadership should have considerable influence in arranging ad hoc 
committees (composed of the members of several different standing 
committees with overlapping interests and jurisdictions) to consider 
broad problems.
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Staffing the Policy Committees for an Expanded Role

The job of the Policy Committees’ staffs will, of course, be defined 
by the functions performed by the committees. In the section that 
follows it is assumed that the committees will perform at least the first 
five functions discussed previously and will at least have the capacity 
for moving into the sixth function on a gradual and selective basis. 
I have five specific prescriptions that seem sensible to me at this point.

1. The Policy Committees should not have large staffs. I have no 
magic number to prescribe but I would not conceive of these staffs as 
large new parts of the congressional bureaucracy. The quality of the 
staff members and their skills would be far more important than 
numbers.

2. Staff members should be appointed by party leaders on the basis 
of professional norms, not on the basis of either the formal or in­
formal patronage of individual senators. Naturally, the leadership 
will consider personal recommendations from Senators, but the norm 
used in making final choices must be a professional norm that works 
against loading the staffs with political hacks and glorified clerks who 
turn out to be drones. In a policy sense the staff should be especially 
responsive to the priorities of the party leaders personally and of the 
committee collectively. Individual Members of the committees should 
not be free to use the time of staff to pursue their own private visions 
of policy priorities.

3. There should be a permanent core staff composed neither of tech­
nical experts nor lawyers. Permanent staff should be broad-gauged 
and experienced in several senses. They should have a mix of policy 
experiences and familiarities. They should also have a mix of political 
(in the broad sense) experiences and political-diplomatic skills. Both 
analytic and diplomatic skills are required if the committees and the 
leadership are going to be successful in expanding their analytic roles 
in ways that have any importance to individual Senators and to the 
Senate decisionmaking process. These permanent staff members need 
to be sophisticated about personal relations in general, and some of 
them should know a good deal about the Senate as an institution from 
personal experience. They also need to have broad perspectives on 
policy problems facing the country.

4. The permanent staff could be temporarily expanded for special 
studies in given substantive fields. This would mean bringing special­
ists onto the staff for periods of time ranging from a few months to sev­
eral years. These specialists would not be as numerous as the technical 
experts in other congressional or executive institutions but they could 
serve as conduits in dealing with other experts and could also serve to 
check on the substance of information received from other sources.

5. The recruiting net should be cast wide for both permanent and 
temporary staff members. Sources would include Senate personal staffs, 
Senate committee staffs, executive agencies, interest group staff, uni­
versities, independent policy analysis institutions, and other congres­
sional support institutions. Permanent staff would probably have to 
come from the first two sources and probably should not come from 
the congressional support institutions, which do not have an over- 
supply of analytical and research personnel. Temporary staff could 
come from all of the above sources.
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Final Thoughts

Despite constraints interpreted by some to be fatal to a policy analy­
sis role for congressional leaders and Policy Committees, 1 would argue 
that the confusion and pluralism of Congress creates opportunities for 
the leadership and the Policy Committees to contribute incremen­
tally—but importantly—to the total policy analysis capability of Con­
gress. Ideally, the expansion of the Policy Committees would be tied 
to other changes in the position of the leaders that would put them in 
a stronger position. (For some specific suggestions related to what is 
contained in this paper see Jones, 1975; Ripley, 1974; and Ripley, 
1975). But it is also feasible and I think useful to pursue expansion of 
the Policy Committees' role in the Senate (and to increase staff support 
for that expanded role) regardless of whether or not the other changes 
are made.

The party leaders in the Senate are undoubtedly legitimate as pur­
veyors of some semblance of procedural order. By building on this pro­
cedural base they can help provide a greater semblance of substantive 
order too.

August, 1976.
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SENATE PARTY LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC POLICY

By Charles 0. Jones
Analysis of the policy role of Senate party leaders must begin with a 

consideration of the nature and limits of leadership in a democracy. 
Every tenet and reasonable definition of democracy complicates the 
task of leadership. Liberty encourages assertiveness on the part of the 
citizenry. Equality forces recognition of all legitimate groups in the 
society. Fraternity asks for a reaching out even to those whom one 
opposes. Majority rule has been developed as a means to overcome 
these complexities of democratic government. The founders of this Re- 
public also feared the tyranny of the majority, however, and incorpo­
rated in the governmental structure many checks against it.

John Dewey expressed the democratic idea as that of “community 
life itself”; J

Wherever there is conjoint activity whose consequences are 
appreciated as good by all singular persons who take part in 
it, and where the realization of the good is such as to effect 
an energetic desire and effort to sustain it in being just be­
cause it is a good shared by all, there is in so far a community. 
The clear consciousness o^ a communal life, in all its implica­
tions, constitutes the idea of democracy.1

To project the notion of community—with its emphasis on aware­
ness, knowledge, communication, understanding, justice—on a na­
tional scale over a large land mass is indeed a noble experiment. How­
ever worthy the effort might be judged, it must be acknowledged that 
it creates very special leadership problems. How simple by comparison 
is the challenge facing leaders in authoritarian political systems. 
Alexis de Tocqueville drew an interesting comparison during his visits 
in the 1830’s that remains valid today (and particularly in this bicen­
tennial year of high politics):

On passing from a free country into one which is not free 
the traveler is struck by the change; in the former all is bustle 
and activity; in the latter everything seems calm and motion­
less. . . .

It is not impossible to conceive the surprising liberty that 
Americans enjoy; some idea may likewise be formed of their 
extreme equality; but the political activity that pervades the 
United States must be seen in order to be understood. No 
sooner do you set foot upon American ground than you are 
stunned by a kind of tumult; a confused clamor is heard on 
every side, and a thousand simultaneous voices demand the 
satisfaction of their social wants.2

1 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (New York : Holt, 1927). p 140
2 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York : Knopf, 1945), p.' 249.
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Seeking to create a national community is obviously neither a calm 
nor a tidy adventure.

Clearly leadership under these circumstances must be justified on 
grounds other than divine right, aristocratic heritage, or some other 
concept. By definition leadership in this communal setting of free po­
litical activity is highly dependent on what goes on within, not out­
side, the community. In his brilliant essay on democratic leadership, 
T.V. Smith observed that, among other things, science went on inside 
the American democratic community. (John Dewey would have said 
that it must, for a community to exist.) And science prevented a cult 
of leadership from emerging.

Science has discredited this type of [absolute] leadership 
by the simple process of revealing that nature is too tough to 
be subdued by phraseology and of showing that it is impos­
sible for any one man to know as much about the natural con­
ditions of human welfare as these spectacular leaders of the 
past ought to have known in order to fulfill their promise.3

How fitting for democracy as community. As Smith concluded, “the 
crucial test of democracy is the health of science under its patron­
age. ...” 4 But science also suggests a different style of democratic 
leadership—“a leadership of knowledge based on facts.”

It is of the specialistic piecemeal type. In order to know 
enough to lead here, I must choose to be relatively ignorant 
there. That means that the choice that makes me a leader 
here requires me to be a follower there. But I must demand 
of him whom I follow, even as he demands of me, that he shall 
not put either his prestige or his interests between me and 
the facts. This clearly means that in a civilized society, every 
man must be a follower in many fields. For he who today 
thinks to speak with authority upon things in general remains 
a fool at home.5

One may justifiably ask why a paper for a Commission with very 
practical goals should begin with a theoretical discussion of demo­
cratic leadership. The answer is simply that too many prescriptions 
for legislative reform are based on inapposite assumptions about 
what can be achieved. Having initially outlined certain fundamental 
characteristics of the democratic order, we can now state a number of 
limiting conditions which are likely to influence any reforms which 
are enacted.

1. Democracy as community does not countenance absolutist 
leadership.

2. Democratic leadership is, and must remain, pluralistic.
3. Democratic leadership must facilitate those processes likely 

to complicate decisionmaking—e.g., public education, growth of 
expertise, group access to government.

As a consequence of these conditions, one expects democratic political 
leaders to be oriented more to such process functions as creating 
organizations and procedures, facilitating communication, supporting 
research and inquiry, scheduling work, estimating majorities, deter­

3 T. V. Smith, The Democratic Way of Life (Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1926), 
p. 1 85.

4 T. V. Smith, op. cit., p. 191.
6 T. V. Smith, op. cit., pp. 189-190.
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mining when conclusions have been reached. Accepting this proposi­
tion confines this discussion—particularly in terms of the recom­
mendations likely to emerge. So let me say right now: I conclude that 
strong substance-oriented policy leadership by party leaders is neither 
possible nor desirable in the United States Senate.

The remainder of the paper will treat the nature of the Senate as a 
legislative body; the traditions of Senate party leadership; the rela­
tionship of Senate party leaders to party organizational, policy re­
search, and analytic units; a set of process-oriented options for party 
leader involvement in policy development and implementation; and 
some recommendations which are hopefully consistent with the overall 
perspective offered here.

The United States Senate as a Legislature

First one must, observe that the United States Senate is an extra­
ordinary legislative body. Nothing quite like it exists anywhere in 
the world. Along with the presidency, this powerful upper chamber 
represents a unique American contribution to the art of self-govern­
ment.

However, one cannot really analyze the functions of the Senate apart 
from those of the House of Representatives. For however different 
the two chambers, they form one Congress and function in response to, 
and in anticipation of, each other. If w’e think of Congress overall as 
the institutionalized comunitv. i.e., the citizenry in state, so to speak, 
then it serves to inventory problems, discover acceptable solutions, and 
monitor their effective implementation.

As a practical matter there must be some means bv which those with 
problems can be heard, proposals can be developed, the alternatives 
debated, conclusions reached, and oversight achieved. As it happens, 
both chambers have established procedures for accomplishing these 
ends but they differ in style and emphasis. In general, the Senate tends 
toward a more integrative, less parochial perspective. Debate and 
oversight are stressed somewhat more than in the House. But, of course, 
it is because of the specialized nature of House representation, policy 
development, and limited debate that the Senate is free to take the 
broader view. As Lindsay Rogers pointed out many years ago:

The undemocratic, usurping Senate is the indispensable 
check and balance in the American system, and only complete 
freedom of debate permits it to play this role. Its power 
comes, in large part, from the guillotine to which the House 
of Representatives submits.®

But there is more to consider. The less well-defined channels and 
debate closures in the Senate encourage a special creativity which 
contributes mightily to American democracy. Nelson W. Polsby de­
scribes it thus:

The essence of the Senate is that it is a great forum, an 
echo chamber, a publicity machine. Thus “passing bills,” 
which is central to the life of the House, is peripheral to the 
Senate. In the Senate the three central activities are (1) cul-

• Lindsay Rogers, The American Senate (New York : Knopf, 1926), p. ix.
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tivating national constituencies; (2) formulating questions 
for debate and discussion on a national scale (especially in 
opposition to the President); and (3) incubating new policy 
proposals that may at some future time find their way into 
legislation.7

Clearly these functions must be preserved. They are presently nur­
tured in the Senate by norms which are seemingly undemocratic in 
character and thus tempting targets. T. V. Smith argues persuasively 
in The Legislative Way of Life that a major obstacle to be surmounted 
in legislatures is “the self with its natural egoism and its utopia­
building reveries.” The legislature must rise “as a triumph over selfish­
ness.” “It exists to serve selves, to be sure, but by their own enlarge­
ment.” 8 The United States Senate has overcome this obstacle by sub­
suming it. Elsewhere I have described the Senate as “an institution 
based on ‘functional self-indulgence’—a sort of adult Summerhill 
characterized by self-promotion and permissive egocentrism. I con­
cluded that such characteristics encourage imaginative policy searches 
and random innovation, and create a potential for intellectual debate 
of a high order.9 * Apparently little has changed over the years, for 
Lindsay Rogers in 1926 concluded that:

A Member of the House of Representatives is a private in 
the ranks . . . Each Senator, on the other hand, is a staff 
officer—even a prima donna. He looks upon himself not as 
'primus inter pares but as inter stellas tuna minoresT*

And very much as I judged the results as worth the peacockery in­
volved, Rogers determined that, “Senators, perhaps, should not be 
taken too seriously, but the importance of the Senate must not be 
underestimated.”11 .

The creation of an institution which capitalizes on egoism to serve 
the people was, in its own right, a most fascinating development m 
democratic government. But our interest here is in its effect on lead­
ership. And it does not take much imagination to see that Senators are 
unlikely to accept strong leadership. Writing in the 1880s, Woodrow 
Wilson observed that political life in Congress lacked a prize at its 
end” in the form of party leadership. The Speakership developed into 
such a prize with the Reed Rules, only to be cut in authority with the 
1910-1911 rules changes. Recent reforms have restored much ot tne 
earlier authority and the office has once more become more of a prize 
“to attract great competitors.” But there is no direct counterpart to the 
Speaker in the Senate. With a few exceptions (discussed below), 
Wilson's comments on the Senate remain descriptive today:

Some Senators are, indeed, seen to be of larger mental stat­
ure and built of stauncher moral stuff than their fellow mem­
bers, and it is not uncommon for individual members to 
become conspicuous figures in every great event in the Senate s 
deliberations. The public now and again picks out here and

v Nelson W. Polsby, “Strengthening Congress In National Policymaking,’’ in Nelson W.
i94”-

P’ » “Will Reform Change Congress,’’ in The Role o/ Confess II (New York: Time, Inc. 
1975).w Lindsay Rogers, op. cit., p. 254.

11 Lindsay Rogers, op. mt., p. 25o.
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there a Senator who seems to act and to speak with true in­
stinct of statesmanship and who unmistakably merits the con­
fidence of colleagues and of people. But such a man, however 
eminent, is never more than a Senator. No one is the Senator. 
No one may speak for his party as well as for himself; no one 
exercises the special trust of acknowledged leadership. The 
Senate is merely a body of individual critics, representing 
most of the not very diversified types of society substantially 
homogeneous; and the weight of every criticism uttered in 
its chamber depends upon the weight of the critic who utters 
it, deriving little if any attention to its specific gravity from 
connection with the designs of a purposeful party organ­
ization.12

Reforms directed to a stronger policy role for Senate party leaders 
must accommodate these conditions or fail.

Senate Party Leaders

Formal party leadership in the Senate is a relatively recent phenom­
enon—essentially a 20th century development—and thus is still being 
institutionalized. The most important position is, of course, the floor 
leadership post, though there are conditions under which the assistant 
leader or whip may also have significant influence. The potential for 
centralized party leadership is somewhat greater in the Democratic 
Party, given the fact that the Democratic floor leader chairs the major 
party committees and the caucus. Different individuals serve as heads 
of the various party units for the Republicans.

Professor Randall B. Ripley lists the following six major functions 
for Senate party leaders.

1. Help organize the party
2. Schedule the business
3. Get Senators on the floor for voting
4. Distribute information
5. Persuade Senators to follow their lead
6. Maintain liaison with the White House 13

He properly observes that party leaders vary in how aggressive and 
consistent they are in performing these functions. Thus, for example, 
they may view these functions as primarily procedural in nature, i.e., 
the leader does little more than permit the party majority to realize 
itself. By this view, the party is organized to facilitate individual mem­
ber expression, business is scheduled as the members want, Senators 
are kept informed of what others think, persuasion follows the emer­
gence of a majority, the White House is kept informed of all these 
developments.

A more aggressive view would also be more programmatic or sub­
stantive in purpose. In this stance, these various functions are exer­
cised toward accomplishing goals set by the leadership. The party 
is organized to suit their policy preferences, business is scheduled to 
facilitate movement of preferred legislation, information is developed 
and distributed to support leadership positions, persuasion is very 

12Woodrow Wilson, Congressional Government (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1885), pp. 
213-214.

18 Randall B. Ripley, Power in the Senate (New York : St. Martin’s Press), p. 24.
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purposive, etc. We have already discussed whether the political and 
institutional context in the Senate would permit this more aggressive 
approach to prevail very often.

It might be helpful in thinking about the boundaries of Senate 
leadership to illustrate with cases from both ends of the spectrum just 
introduced. I emphasize that this spectrum does not necessarily repre­
sent degrees of strength and weakness in leadership. To speak of strong 
and weak leaders requires criteria for effectiveness in achieving some 
political or policy goals and I am not prepared to offer any such 
criteria here. Rather I am proposing to identify differences in style 
which are characteristic of specific leaders.

Among the Democrats, the spectrum is most dramatically illustrated 
by the last two floor leaders—Lyndon B. Johnson (1953-1961) as the 
more aggressive; Mike Mansfield (1961-1977) as the more quiescent. 
Of others, John Kern (1913-1917) and Joseph Robinson (1923-1937) 
tended to be more Johnsonian in approach (with emphasis on the 
“tended”) and Thomas Martin (1911-1913; 1917-1919), Scott Lucas 
( 1949-1951), and Ernest McFarland (1951-1953) more like Mansfield 
in style, with Oscar Underwood (1919-1923) and Alban Barkley 
(1937-1949) somewhere in between.

On the Republican side, the Mansfield side of the scale is over-loaded. 
Only Robert Taft (1953) and Everett M. Dirksen (1959-1969) begin 
to approach the middle of the scale. The other 10 who have held the 
formal post of floor leader in this century fall on the less active side. 
One really has to go back to Nelson W. Aldrich to find a Republican 
Senator as impressively active as Lyndon B. Johnson. However, 
Aldrich led the Senate from his position as Chairman of the Commit­
tee on Finance, not as floor leader.

Thus, it would appear that, in Johnson and Mansfield, we have 
represented the opposite extremes in floor leadership styles. What are 
the differences? How’ did the two leaders function? In comparing 
them, Robert L. Peabody begins by observing that “the primary role 
of the majority leader remains similar to that at its inception, namely, 
to program and to expedite the flow of his party’s legislation.” 14 So, 
in Peabody’s judgment, the principal functions are procedural in 
nature, i.e., to keep business moving. But as was emphasized earlier, one 
may come at these tasks with programmatic purposes—and these may 
be derived from a number of sources, e.g., the standing committees, the 
President, the floor leader’s own preferences, or possibly some party 
committee.

One major difference between Johnson and Mansfield was that the 
former aggressively pursued programmatic purposes. They were not 
necessarily his own, but at some strategic point he would make it clear 
where he "thought the Senate should be moving on an issue. Peabody 
identifies several other specific differences in approach between the 
two men, as summarized below.

Johnson Mansfield
Policy Committee Operations..... ...............Actively controlled____ __ ________ Expanded and democratized.
Committee assignments................................ Involved and influential .......... ............ Involved but permissive.
Leadership selection ....................................Involved and influential___ ________ Neutral.
Staff........................... ........ ..............................Expanded ................ ..................... ..........Limited—a “tight staff.”
Relations with Senators ............................Aggressive—the "Johnson....................Permissive.

treatment.”

w Robert L. Peabody, Leadership in Congress (Boston : Little, Brown, 1976), p. 336.

80-188—77----- 3
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These observations characterize how the two men carried out many 
of the functions listed by Ripley. However, it is difficult to develop 
a meaningful comparison on one very important function, that of 
maintaining liaison with the White House. For Johnson did not serve 
with a Democratic President and Mansfield did—indeed, with the 
forceful Johnson for five years. It has always been interesting to spec­
ulate as to how Johnson would have acted under an aggressive Demo­
cratic president.

What can be concluded from this brief review ? Firet, party leader­
ship can perform its traditional procedural functions in such a way 
that it has considerable impact on the substance of legislation. This 
suggests that there are openings for leadership to initiate, encourage, 
and facilitate more systematic policy analysis and evaluation. Second, 
historical evidence on Senate party leaders suggests that a Lyndon 
B. Johnson and a Nelson W. Aldrich are clearly exceptional. Put an­
other way, it may be dangerous to draw too many conclusions about 
what is possible or likely from a study of the leadership style of Ma­
jority Leader Johnson. We may never see his like again. And that calls 
to mind the earlier discussion of the nature of the Senate and its con­
straining influences on independently active leadership.

Finally, as a concluding exercise,\t might be useful to think of leg­
islative party leaders in two dimensions: (1) the extent to which they 
depend on the party or president for determining programmatic ini­
tiatives and proposals—dependent, independent; and (2) the extent 
to which they attempt to pressure legislators into supporting proposals 
which emerge—aggressive, permissive. Four types would then emerge:

1. Independent, aggressive: The leader independent^ forms his 
own programs and aggressively pursues support within the Sen­
ate. As noted, one would seldom expect such a leader to emerge 
in the Senate (Nelson W. Aldrich may have fit this pattern).

2. Independent, permissive: While independently forming his 
own preferences and proposals, this type of leader permits a^con- 
sensus or majority to emerge on its own (e.g. Mike Mansfield on 
many foreign policy issues).

3. Dependent, aggressive: While dependent on what the system 
produces, this leader is aggressive in pressing it into action and in­
suring output (Lyndon B. Johnson is the classic case).

4. Dependent, permissive: Again dependent on the system, this 
leader is permissive as to whether, when, and how the Senate acts 
{e.g. Mike Mansfield, on many issues, and most other Senate floor 
leaders in history).

Senate Party Organization

On paper, party organizational units of the Senate would appear to 
offer potential for policy direction and coordination. Each party has a 
policy committee, a committee on committees, and a caucus or confer­
ence. If we didn’t know better, we could conceive of the partv actually 
directing policy activities rather than awaiting the initiative of the 
standing committees and their chairmen. In this model, the policy 
committees would develop a specific program, the caucus would modi­
fy and endorse it, and the committee on committees (perhaps even 
the campaign committees) would be used as an effective force to punish 
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recalcitrant standing committee members and chairmen. Standing 
committees would serve party purposes.

The Democrats appear to have moved in this direction by having 
the floor leader serve as chairman of these various party units (except 
for the campaign committee). The Republicans, on the other hand, 
distribute these posts among different Senators. In fact, however, 
Democratic centralization versus Republican collegiality in leadership 
posts has not resulted in any great differences in policy direction and 
coordination. Neither set of units has been used frequently for de­
veloping programmatic initiatives or conducting cross-cutting policy 
analysis.

If the policy committees don’t make policy, and the steering commit­
tees don’t steer, and the conferences don’t confer and consult, what do 
thev do? Can they ever do these things? Are there conditions under 
which they are more likely to do them ? It may be useful to consider 
each of the units in turn.

The Democratic Policy Committee has a membership of 10, includ­
ing the floor leader, the whip, the President pro tempore, secretary of 
the conference, and six members appointed by the floor leader. The 
Committee itself serves in an advisory capacity to the floor leader for 
scheduling legislation. The Committee does not block bills from going 
to the floor, only advises on scheduling. The final decision rests with 
the floor leader in consultation with his counterpart in the minority. 
Quite naturally, then, the small Policy Committee staff serves pri­
marily to keep track of legislation and develop the schedules. Sched­
uling is unquestionably a significant leadership function and can be 
used by an aggressive party leader for specific policy purposes. But 
at present scheduling is designed primarily to accommodate the needs 
of the standing committees, and is not employed as a means for achiev­
ing comprehensive policy review. It is questionable whether any such 
review is even possible to arrange at such a late point in the legislative 
process. If little or no direction is offered at earlier stages, then leg­
islation arrives at the scheduling point as it will, not necessarily in a 
sequence facilitating cross-policy analysis or integrated policy devel­
opment.

What if the Policy Committee were to influence when and what the 
standing committees take up? The seemingly simple task of scheduling 
business so as to facilitate floor consideration of related legislation is, 
in fact, highly complex and demanding. And if the Committee were 
to assume the even more challenging responsibility of developing a 
Democratic Party program, its staff would have to be enlarged ex­
ponentially. Given the fact that the Committee would then be assum­
ing functions presently exercised by the standing committees, perhaps 
portions of their staffs could be transferred. The Policy Committee 
would be performing possibly the most important functions of any 
unit in the Senate and would require a highly specialized staff.

Are there any conditions under which either of these impressive 
functions (i.e., scheduling for committee consideration and coordi­
nated floor debate and developing a party program) is likely to be 
realized? The most likely political conditions would seem to be 
(1). an aggressive Republican President challenging a Democratic 
majority in the Senate, or (2) an extraordinary crisis to which the 
President is judged unable or incapable of responding (possibly 



26

because lie is a Republican!). In fact, the Democratic Policy Commit­
tee and conference have played a more important policy role under 
Presidents Nixon and Ford than previously. For example, an ad hoc 
committee led by Senator John Pastore was set up in 1975 to develop 
an alternative economic and energy plan to present to the Democratic 
Policy Committee and conference. The Pastore Committee was served 
by the Policy Committee staff. While this was an interesting develop­
ment, the work of this unit did not result in anything like party- 
directed policy development. The committee’s recommendations were 
accepted by the relevant standing committees as input, not policy 
direction.

The Republican Policy Committee has demonstrated a slightly more 
substantive policy role than its Democratic counterpart. Members meet 
every Tuesday for lunch, with all Republican Senators invited. They 
do not issue policy statements, however, nor make specific attempts 
to develop Republican positions on issues. Staff is used for tracking 
legislation, providing research and reports at the request of indi­
vidual Senators, and speech-writing or other political work. While 
these are policy-related activities, they do not represent anything close 
to the functions discussed above. Nor is the potential presently there, 
either in leadership or in staff experience and capabilities.

Little need be said about the committees on committees. While they 
theoretically offer considerable potential for building support for an 
integrated party program, (particularly for the chairman of the 
Democratic committee), in fact there is little practical possibility 
that they will be used in this way. Such measures as the Johnson Rule, 
while laudable on other grounds, have made it even more difficult in 
recent years to employ the committee assignment process for party 
policy purposes. All Senators are guaranteed major committee assign­
ments regardless of their policy stands.

What of the recent changes in committee chairmanships in the 
House? Might these not presage a move toward establishing policy 
criteria for chairmanships in the Senate? First one must note that the 
shifts in the House did not seem to be primarily related to policy. 
Chairmen were ousted more for reasons of age, personality, or 
indiscretion.

Second, given the staggered terms in the Senate, the body is un­
likely to encounter the kind of “freshman fervor” that dominated the 
House Democratic organizational caucuses of the 94th Congress. The 
point is that the leadership must rely on resources other than the 
committees on committees if it is to attempt any very imaginative 
and comprehensive policy drives.

What then of the conferences? Functioning as the debating and 
legitimating body for a truly policy-oriented Policy Committee, the 
conference could play a major role. It has not done so in either party 
since the binding caucuses of the first Woodrow Wilson administra­
tion, however. The Democratic conference was somewhat more active 
in regard to energy policy in 1975 but it remains an essentially unused 
resource for policy development. Not even the important 1976 Budget 
Committee report was debated there.

In summary, one finds little in the existing party apparatus which 
might serve the leadership in developing cross-cutting policy analysis 
and/or an integrated policy program. The Policy Committee has some 
potential for service in this direction because of its critical work on
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scheduling. This task could logically be extended to other important 
functions associated with the development of an integrated policy 
program. But any such move would require support within the party 
and an enlarged staff.

Senate Policy Analysis

Are there other sources which might provide the leadership with 
policy analysis? The large staffs of the standing committees are not 
easily available, nor are they all necessarily experienced in the kind 
of cross-cutting review and judgment being probed here. (Appropria­
tions, Finance, Government Operations, and Budget Committee staffs 
would bo the most likely to have a somewhat broader policy view). 
Short of the revolutionary change mentioned above (i.e., standing 
committee staffs coordinated under the direction of the Policy Com­
mittees), party leaders must assume that standing committee staffs 
will serve the chairmen and individual members of their committees.

Other possibilities are worthy of mention, however. Congress has 
available a number of supportive analytic units—the Congressional 
Budget Office, the Congressional Research Service, the Office of Tech­
nology Assessment, and the General Accounting Office. To what 
extent are these units susceptible to leadership direction for producing 
cross-cutting policy analysis (leading to or supportive of integrated 
policy within the Senate) ? To answer that question it is necessary 
first to review the foimal ties between these units and Senate party 
leaders, if any, and then assess the potential for greater access, control, 
and use of the units by party leaders.

As one might expect, the Congressional Budget Office was created 
primarily to serve the committees and not the leadership. It is to make 
itself available to all committees and members, but with special prior­
ity given to the work of the Budget Committees. The Director is 
appointed by the Speaker and the President pro tempore. Thus, there 
is no direct tie between this office and the party leadership.

Despite this lack of direct influence, there is ample time between 
the receipt of the Current Services Budget in November and the 
President’s Budget in January for the leadership to formulate prior­
ities. The Congressional Budget Office could be used by the leadership 
to identify and prepare such a set of priorities. While there is no spe­
cial provision for this exercise, it would seem to be a reasonable course 
of action for party leaders in conjunction with the chairman of the 
Budget Committee. Policy integration is a natural and expected out­
come of budgetary analysis. Party leader identification with this proc­
ess would, in all likelihood, enhance the probability of a kind of co­
ordinated action—that is, that which results when individual members 
respond to an integrated budget supported by the leadership.

Ties with the Congressional Research Service of the Library of 
Congress are no closer for leaders than for any other Senator. In fact, 
the administrative responsibility of the Library is a bit of a curiosity. 
The Librarian is nominated by the President for approval by Congress. 
The Joint Committee on the Library oversees the operation of the 
Library, with special attention to the Congressional Research Service. 
The six Senate members on the committee are appointed by the Pres­
ident pro tempore, not the majority and the minority leaders. Two 
must be drawn from the Committee on Rules and Administration 
and there must be equal representation of the two parties.
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While the Congressional Research Service is a part of the Library, 
the Librarian of Congress is directed by the Legislative Reorganiza­
tion Act of 1970 to “grant and accord to the Congressional Research 
Service complete research independence and the maximum practica­
ble administrative independence consistent with these objectives [i.e., 
those designed to provide services for Congress].” The Librarian 
appoints the Director of CRS after consultation with the Joint Com­
mittee on the Library. The 1970 Act emphasizes the research and policy 
analysis functions of CRS, consistently identifying committees as the 
principal clientele. There is almost nothing in the CRS mandate that 
specifically encourages cross-cutting policy analysis or contributions 
to the development of integrated policy packages.

In summary, there do not appear to be any special openings for lead­
ership use of CRS, apart from those available to all Senators. That is 
not to say CRS is not responsive to special requests from the leadership. 
It is to say that CRS is already overloaded with work and is presently 
structured to meet the needs of a committee-oriented policy develop­
ment process in the Senate. Should this process change, CRS no doubt 
would adapt. There is also the legal injunction that CRS shall dis­
charge its duties “without partisan bias.”

Very much the same conclusions apply to the Office of Technology 
Assessment and the General Accounting Office. OTA is governed by a 
Technology Assessment Board of thirteen members—six Senators ap­
pointed by the President pro tempore (three from each party), six 
House Members, and the Director (who does not have a vote). In addi­
tion a Technology Assessment Advisory Council of twelve (ten public 
members, the Comptroller General, and the Director of CRS) is 
appointed by the Board. As expected, the instigation of studies by 
OTA occurs primarily as a result of committee requests—though in 
this case there is control of requests by committee chairmen.

And finally the General Accounting Office is directed by the Legis­
lative Reorganization Act of 1970 to conduct evaluations of govern­
ment programs when requested to do so by either house, a committee, 
or on its own initiative. Obviously an important policy analysis func­
tion, an evaluation of this kind could only be requested by party 
leaders as a result of a Senate resolution passed by a majority. Fur­
ther, and quite understandably given its important auditing functions, 
every effort is made to separate GAO from partisan politics. The 
Comptroller General is appointed by the President and confirmed by 
the Senate for a 15-year term.

This review does not provide much encouragement for an active role 
for party leaders in substantive policy development. The principal 
analytical support units of Congress are adapted to the predominant 
mode of policymaking in that institution. And that mode is essentially 
decentralized and highly segmented in the committee structure. If 
party leaders find authority to direct the affairs of the committees, 
then they will be in a good position to control and coordinate requests 
to these various support units. Short of any such development, now- 
ever, these agencies have no choice but to contribute to the disjointed 
and piecemeal policy development characteristic of committee-cen­
tered decisionmaking.
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Options for Senate Party Leadership in Policy

The principal purpose of this paper has been to examine the role of 
Senate party leaders. So far we have seen that their activities are 
limited to facilitating a committee-centered decision-making process. 
Seldom have the floor leaders had the inclination or the supporting 
structure to intervene in this process.

Why would they wish to intervene ? Or why would others want them 
to do so? Most rationales for change are based on the reformer’s sense 
of how decisions ought to be made and how the product of decision­
making suits his or her preferences. One frequent complaint has been 
that congressional decisions are based on inadequate policy analysis. A 
significant variant on that theme is that whereas the committee system 
provides specialization, it fails to produce cross-cutting policy analysis. 
The assumption that underlies this type of complaint is that an inte­
grated policy program is a definite good. It is implied that a major 
advantage will be realized if legislators consider the effects of their 
decisions on associated issues and policies. And, so the argument goes, 
better decisions will result from this cross-issue approach.

Party leaders would appear to have two major options in acting to 
insure that cross-cutting analysis does in fact occur. First, they might 
seek to direct the whole decision-making apparatus by developing a set 
of integrated policy proposals, presumably relying on the party struc­
ture. Of course, this would require the emergence of a party-centered 
policy process in which the Policy Committee and conference act 
before standing committees consider legislation. In this scheme, party 
leaders are in a strong position to direct the legislative process toward 
producing an integrated policy program (assuming such an outcome 
is necessary and desirable). One might rightly question whether this 
is in fact a realistic option since it calls for conditions which have sel­
dom, if ever, characterized the legislative process in the Senate.

A more likely option is that of strategic intervention by party 
leaders in certain policy functions performed by the various institu­
tional units in the Senate. At the broadest level, these functions, by 
unit, would include the following:

Institutional units

Policy functions Office Subcommittee Committee Chamber

Problem definition__________________________________  X X -----------------------
Proposal formulation, modification, facilitation---------------- X X X
Program approval (majority coalition building)---------------------------------------------------------------  X X
Program funding__________________________________________________  X X X
Program oversight_________________________________________________ X X

In one conception of legislative decisionmaking, policy is set by those 
most directly concerned and involved with the issue at hand—e.g., 
farmers, farm groups, legislators from farm states, and bureaucrats 
from agricultural agencies deal with farm policy. All of this takes 
place in a highly pluralistic fashion, with virtually silent bargaining 
(i.e., quid pro quos assumed) and mutual adjustment within estimated 
limits. This practice is the basis for generalizing about the so-called 
“sub-governments” or “policy sub-systems” or “cozy triangles” within 
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government.15 While lacking formal integrative mechanisms along 
the way, this process does not necessarily fail to estimate or reflect 
effects. Some estimates are made by those in each decisionmaking 
fraternity as they seek to develop realistic policies. These estimates 
are likely to involve a brand of cross-cutting analysis since they repre­
sent attempts to judge the limits of policy for a particular issue. 
Further, those supporting this type of subgovernment decisionmaking 
might also argue that effects are revealed through the emergence of 
new issues, and that such a process is likely to provide a more satis­
factory, perhaps more democratic, method.

Though obviously oversimplified, Chart 1 may help to clarify this 
discussion. As shown here, specific issues are primarily treated by 
units intentionally organized to reflect the principal interests or groups 
affected (e.g., wheat subsidies by an appropriate subcommittee in 
Agriculture and Forestry and by an appropriate bureau in the Depart­
ment. of Agriculture). As observed above, estimates of the range of 
policy opportunities are typically made by those active in decision­
making. In time effects are both measured and responded to in the 
system if high access is maintained. That is, when specialized pro­
grams produce adverse effects on groups not represented in the policy 
fraternity, these groups presumably react by making demands on gov­
ernment, and thus a new issue emerges. The point is that a kind of 
policy correction process does exist in a system characterized by a 
high degree of democracy. But specific coordinating efforts are lack­
ing even where means may have been developed to achieve them. For 
example, one might argue that floor debates can serve to review and 
analyze program effects but, in fact, are usually dominated by the very 
participants who have formulated the policy proposal under consid­
eration.
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15 See Douglas Cater, Power in Washington (New York: Random House, 1964) ; and 
mo^e recently, Roger Davidson, “Breaking Up Those ‘Cozy Triangles’: An Impossible 
Dream?” paper presented at the Conference on “Legislative Reform and Public Policy,” 
University of Nebraska, Lincoln, Nebraska, March 11-12, 1976.
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This method of doing business is imprecise since it operates on the 
basis of mutual estimations and a series of approximations. However, 
it is not an uncommon procedure in our democratic policy process.

It is not enough simply to propose that party leaders intervene in 
this set of cozy relationships. Thought must be given to where they 
should intervene and with what purpose. Three major stages are sug­
gested by the list of policy functions noted earlier—i.e., (1) problem 
definition and proposal formulation; (2) program approval and fund­
ing; (3^) program oversight. Intervention might occur at each stage, 
or it might be effected at one strategic point on the assumption that 
integration will follow. Again a chart may be useful for further ex­
plication. (See Chart 2).

As indicated in Chart 2, at each of three major points of policy 
action, efforts can be made to force a more horizontal or cross-cutting 
type of analysis. The first is in the use and exchange of information 
about the issue. Problem definition and proposal development are not 
left only to those most directly involved. Techniques are developed 
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for considering secondary effects of both the issue and proposals to 
resolve it. Likewise, the majority coalition-building so essential for 
program approval and funding is no longer characterized by silent 
bargaining and mutual adjustment. Rather, efforts are made to force 
open discussion and debate so as to identify the probable effects of 
programs and to clarify the nature of program support in the legisla­
ture. And finally, program oversight is not left onlv to those immedi­
ately affected and involved. Rather, techniques are developed for more 
comprehensive measurement of effects.

Intervention Techniques

What techniques of intervention might be employed by party leaders 
to increase the probability of getting integrated proposals, programs, 
and oversight ? Bearing in mind the limiting conditions under which 
party leaders operate in the Senate (see above), the following pro­
cedural techniques would appear to be realistic.

1. Identification of issues of cross-cutting analysis (the Pol­
icy Committee staff could be used for this purpose).

2. Study of such issues bv CRS and OTA (the results to be fed 
into the appropriate committees).

3. Identification of relevant committees and subcommittees for 
issues and legislation requiring joint hearings and/or cooperative 
staff work (again an appropriate task for the Policy Committee 
staff).

4. Specific encouragement of joint committee hearings and co­
operative staff work where warranted (because of overlapping 
jurisdiction or special expertise).

5. Where possible, scheduling related legislation for debate in 
the same time period.

6. Facilitation of discussion and debate by those not directly 
involved in the development of the legislation.

7. Specific encouragement of joint oversight hearings and co­
operative staff investigations.

8. Identification of programs or policy areas for which ad hoc 
investigatory or oversight committees might be created.

9. Identification of programs or policy areas for which evalua­
tion studies are necessary (another 'Policy Committee staff 
function).

10. Requests to GAO for evaluation studies.
11. Promotion of the findings of evaluation studies.

None of these proposals is very dramatic. The stress is on recom­
mendations which accommodate existing limits on leadership. It is 
assumed that no grand organizational changes are likely to occur in 
the Senate in the immediate future that would strengthen party lead­
ers in their relationships with the standing committees. Rather the 
expectation is that the measures of strength and weakness will be the 
extent to which a particular leader capitalizes on the limited resources 
available. Therefore, I have sought here to identify those resources, 
and to propose methods by which party leaders might contribute to 
the probability of realizing more integrated legislative action in the 
Senate. Rejecting the possibility of an integrated party program, I 
have emphasized instead a set of procedural moves which appear to be 
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within the present authority of Senate party leaders. Finally, it bears 
repeating that whether any of the above takes place depends very much 
on who leads the Senate. The institution has shown itself adaptable to 
differing leadership styles. Whether or not it is ready and willing to 
accommodate leaders anxious to encourage and promote cross-cutting 
policy analysis and more integrated legislative programs is uncertain.

September, 1976.



THE SENATE MINORITY AND POLICY ANALYSIS

By Charles 0. Jones
The Senate minority has a special role to play in the American polit­

ical system. Located in an institution intentionally designed to pro­
vide considered judgments about public problems, the minority bears 
the responsibility of insuring that alternative views and proposals are 
developed and assessed. Seldom can we be certain that the majority has 
comprehensively analyzed an issue or identified all possible solutions 
to a public problem. The minority in the Senate can, and should, pro­
vide means bv which a constructive opposition formulates policy 
views and makes itself heard through research, reports, and debate. 
This view assumes that however objective policy analysis may be, its 
results enter an arena in which partisan forces use whatever resources 
are available to bolster their position.1

It is true, of course, that when issues are decided in the Senate the 
majorities are seldom gathered entirely from one party. On many 
policy issues bipartisan forces make up both the support and the op­
position. Nevertheless, the Senate minority is the most logical unit for 
assuming the institutional responsibility referred to earlier. However 
cooperative a minority floor leader may be in facilitating the develop­
ment of a majority on an issue, he should be particularly sensitive to 
minority views, making it his special business to insure that these views 
are expressed in the course of the legislative process. (As a practical 
matter, we can only expect this responsibility to be met when the 
source of these minority views is within the Senate minority itself.)

It must be recognized that Senate minority leaders face a variety of 
conditions that are influential in prescribing the roles they play in the 
policymaking process. Particularly important in this connection is 
whether the President is of the same party. If he is (as has been the 
case in 14 of the last 22 years), the minority leader is in the anomalous 
position of having to exercise responsibilities associated with enacting 
the President’s program—i.e., building majorities—while at the same 
time insuring that minority views are expressed.

If the President belongs to the majority party the minority leader’s 
responsibility is more clear-cut, though no less difficult to exercise ef­
fectively. When faced with the commanding resources of the White 
House and the Senate majority, the minority leader must show special 
talents and personal dedication if alternative policy analysis is to 
thrive and contribute to decisionmaking.

Also significant is the number of minority party senators. Again, 
while the minority leader’s special responsibility for insuring the effec­
tive expression of alternative views remains, his ability to carry out 
this assignment will vary. Minority Leader Charles McNary worked 

1 For an expanded discussion of this point see Charles O. Jones, “Why Congress Can’t Do 
Policy Analysis,” Policy Analysis, Vol. 2 (Spring, 1976), 251-264.
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with only 16 colleagues in 1937 in seeking to provide opposition to the 
commanding majority of 79 Democrats, and his unaggressive strategy 
was dictated by these conditions. On the other hand, Minority Leader 
William Knowland had the advantage of the “ultimate” minority in 
1955 when the Democrats held 48 seats, the Republicans 47, and there 
was one Independent.2

It is generally useful to consider the full context of the policymak­
ing process within which the minority leader exercises his respon­
sibilities. For regardless of the political conditions under which he 
does his work, the minority leader’s activities contribute to the process 
of policy development and implementation. Table 1 presents a classifi­
cation of some of the more obvious points of policy action (problem 
identification and definition, formulation of proposals, etc.) and the 
functional activities characterizing each point. One can see that the 
traditional functions of floor leaders, and other legislative leaders, can 
be assigned to the various points. For example the following activities 
might be the responsibility of party leaders or a party leadership 
committee:

(1) Scheduling of floor action.
(2) Identification of major policy problems in the current Congress 

and in future proceedings.
(3) Programming Senate work.
(4) Management of committees—plans for legislation and over­

sight, validity of the creation of new subcommittees, integration of 
subjects overlapping committee lines.

(5) Undertaking responsibility for studies of major policy 
problems.

(6) Preparation of policy syntheses for leadership use.
(7) Response to the program of the President.
(8) Supervision and protection of support agencies—identifying 

gaps.
(9) Shaping long-range direction and use of research and devel­

opment activity.
(10) Review of decisions by budget committee at request of author­

ization committee.
(11) Review and interpretation of trends, etc.
(12) Liaison with academia and research community generally.
(13) Relations with House leadership.
(14) Contract and administrative capability for research.
(15) Institutionalization generally of functions rather than ad hoc 

approach.
These are subsumed under the categories in Table 1. For example, 

“Scheduling of floor action” is a priority-setting and management 
function, primarily at the point of program approval and funding. 
“Management of committees,” as spelled out in the listing, fits 
at several points of policy action. “Preparation of syntheses for lead­
ership use” would appear to be primarily an intelligence function at 
several stages of the policymaking process.

31 have examined these and other conditions In some detail In The Minority Party in 
Congress (Boston: Little. Brown. 1970). See also, Randall B. Ripley, Majority Party 
Leadership in Congress (Boston : Little, Brown, 1969).
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TABLE 1.—POLICY PROCESS AND ASSOCIATED FUNCTIONAL ACTIVITIES

Functional activities associated with each action point

Points of policy action Intelligence Communication setting Management

1. Problem identification and definition_____ 2,4, 5,6,11,12*____11,12____________5 .. 12,14,15.
2. Formulation of proposals_______________ 4, 6,12_____ ________4,12_____________1________3, 4, 8,10,15.
3. Program approval and funding__________6___________________4,13_____________1 ... . 1, 3, 4, 8,10,13,15.
4. Program oversight_____________________ 6, 7________________ 4, 7 9___________ 7, 9______3, 4, 8,14,15.
5. General policy posturing_______________ 6,7,11_____________ 7,11____________ 7________12,15.

i See listing of leadership responsibilities.

Setting these responsibilities in the broader context of the policy- 
making process brings perspective to an analysis of legislative leader­
ship. Too seldom do we think of leadership tasks in terms of their 
objectives or in relation to the actions of others. I stated earlier that a 
minority perspective should be represented, even facilitated, in the 
legislative process in the Senate and that the minority floor leader 
should bear the responsibility for insuring this outcome. Table 1 
graphically shows the scope of tliis responsibility and the sizeable re­
sources necessary to do the job.

What resources are available to the minority leader to insure that 
policy analysis is not dominated by the majority? First, and probably 
foremost, are the personal resources of the person holding this position, 
including such factors as:

(1) Support in the party. What was the nature of his selection? 
Unanimous choice ? Bitter party battle ? Compromise candidate ?

(2) Nature of relationship with the President. Are they of the same 
party ? Does he hold the President’s trust ?

(3) Familiarity with the House of Representatives. Has he had 
experience in the House ? "What is his relationship with House leaders ?

(4) Familiarity with the bureaucracy. Has he had broad standing 
committee experience? Service on one of the broad-gauged commit­
tees (e.g., Appropriations, Finance) ? Has he had service in an execu­
tive capacity (e.g., as a governor or cabinet member) ?

(5) Standing outside the Senate. How is he viewed by; tbQ various 
worlds which may be important for defining problems, formulating 
proposals, etc. (e.g., the academic, business, labor communities) ? 
Does he have professional standing outside government ?

(6) Nature of relationship with the press. How has he been treated 
by the press, and vice versa ?

(7) Quality and use of immediate staff. Does he hire capable .people ? 
Does he know how to use staff effectively ?

One could employ these various criteria to develop a profile of the 
personal resources of minority leaders. It is a logical first step in 
analyzing whether and how the minority leader can serve to facilitate 
the mission identified here. If he measures low by these Criteria it is 
unlikely that any amount of organizational tinkering will accom­
plish the goal of reflecting minority perspectives in policy' analysis. 
What does it mean if he scores high? It suggests that he has both the 
personal capacity and support necessary to compel Senate, decision­
making to take minority perspectives into account.
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It should also be noted that this list of qualities might well serve as a 
checklist for assessing candidates for minority leader. One implica­
tion of the argument being made here is that the stakes in the selec­
tion of the minority leader are not inconsiderable. Like the minority 
party, the general public also has a definite interest in the outcome of 
the selection process, both generally, for effects on the political system, 
and specifically, for the importance of insuring strong minority rep­
resentation in a policymaking process not ordinarily well-designed to 
receive and act on so-called objective policy analysis.

However important the personal resources of a minority leader, he 
requires additional support for realizing the full range of influence 
implied by Table 1. What are the possible sources of this support?

1. The Standing Committees.—Minority party representation on 
each of the committees is a major source of intelligence for the minority 
leader. While one cannot expect committee minority members to see 
themselves as serving the minority leader, an active leader can tap 
them for information regarding minority views and counterproposals. 
This outcome is facilitated by having all ranking minority members 
on standing committees serve on the Policy Committee—an arrange­
ment that reflects policy making realities in the Senate (see proposal 
below).

2. The Party Apparatus.—It is common knowledge that Senate Re­
publicans have highly decentralized leadership. Where the Senate 
Democrats have just one person who serves as floor leader and also 
chairs their Caucus, Policy Committee, and Steering Committee (Com­
mittee on Committees), Senate Republicans select different individ­
uals for each of these posts. However much this diffusion of responsi­
bility assists in reducing party friction by permitting all factions to 
hold a leadership post, it makes difficult the tasks identified above. For 
the fact is that the minority leader is hardly more than first among 
equals. Perhaps this is the only way to do it—that no degree of unity 
could be achieved otherwise. But since one of the functions of this 
paper is to propose alternatives for discussion, a proposal for making 
the Policy Committee a more effective resource for the minority leader 
(especially for the present minority) is in order. It is therefore pro­
posed here that the minority leader become the chairman of the Pol­
icy Committee at the next opportunity (presumably with his election 
in the next Congress), and that ranking minority members, of stand­
ing committee serve on the Policy Committee. If so constituted in 
the 94th. Congress the committee would have looked like this:

Hugh Scott, Pa., Chairman

Barry Goldwater, Ariz. 
Robert Dole, Kans. 
Milton Young, N.D. 
Strom Thurmond, S.C. 
John Tower, Tex.
Henry Bellmon, Okla. 
James Pearson, Kan. 
Charles Mathias, Md.

Clifford Case, N.J. 
Charles Percy, Ill. 
Paul Fannin, Ariz. 
Roman Hruska, Nebr. 
Jacob Javits, N.Y.
Hiram Fong, Hawaii 
Howard Baker, Tenn. 
Mark Hatfield, Oreg.

Surely no one would argue that this committee was not reflective of 
the ideological, geographical, or even age distribution among Republi­
cans in the Senate. And with the changes in the seniority system (the
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ranking minority member is now selected by the Republicans on each 
committee) one might easily rationalize this mode of appointment as 
well as any other.

The Policy Committee staff is also a potential resource for the mi­
nority leader. At present, however, the staff tends to serve as an ex­
tension of individual senators’ staffs, only occasionally serving the 
leadership in the fashion outlined here. To bring the staff under the 
direction of the minority leader as chairman of a Policy Committee 
composed of the ranking minority members of the standing commit­
tees would seem to be an appropriate and logical reordering that would 
achieve a more vital, policy-oriented minority.

One possible objection to this change might well be that minority 
leaders on the standing committees may not reflect minority views 
within their committees, thus defeating the purposes outlined here as 
significant. While this may be true, it is equally true that the Repub­
licans have a tradition of inviting all members to Tuesday luncheons 
where minority views can be expressed, and that, in any event, the 
Senate minority even at optimum size (50 members, with the Vice 
President as the majority party tie-breaker) is not an unmanageable 
group for insuring communication of minority views. Again, much 
depends on the personal resources of the minority leader.

If the minority leader were to chair the Policy Committee and di­
rect its staff he would be in a much better position to accomplish the 
kinds of functions listed above and to take the kinds of initiative 
outlined in the conclusions of my more general paper (see “Senate 
Party Leadership in Public Policy”).

3. Other Resource Units.—The several policy analysis support units 
(Congressional Research Service, Congressional Budget Office, Office 
of Technology Assessment, and General Accounting Office) may be 
slightly less available for the minority than for the majority, but 
normally they will seek to provide whatever is asked of them. The 
same is true of Federal agencies, private research organizations, and 
universities. The problem is not so much whether these organizations 
will respond to requests, but rather whether the minority party is suf­
ficiently well directed and organized so as to determine what would be 
useful, why, and when.

This paper has directed attention specifically to the Senate minor- 
itv—concentrating on the question of whether it has special responsi­
bilities in policy analysis and development. I have answered affirma­
tively, stressing the significance of identification, analysis, and expres­
sion of minority views and positions on questions of public policy. In 
a sense, of course, truly effective and objective policy analysis will not 
overlook these views. It is in part because of the reality that policy 
analysis feeds into a highly political, and often partisan, decision­
making process that one is led to insist on special protections for mi­
nority policy analysis.

In his interesting and provocative book, The Futile System, House 
Minority Leader John J. Rhodes points out that: “Members of the 
minority grow tired of being constantly against proposed bills and of 
never being able to enact anything of their own ... I fully under­
stand the futility that comes from being locked into the minority. Dur­
ing my 22 years in Congress, all but two of these years . . . have been 
spent in the minority. Twenty years of having to be against things . . . 
Unless there is a significant change in Republican fortunes in the near 
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future, my continued service in Congress is something I intend to 
review with great care.”3

While one can sympathize with Congressman Rhodes, it has been 
demonstrated many times in history that constructive and articulate 
opposition plays a vital role in a democratic society. It is with con­
tinuing belief in this proposition that I have sought to outline means 
by which the Senate minority might improve its contributions. The 
principal conclusions, in the form of proposals for thought and dis­
cussion among Senate Republicans, are as follows:

(1) The minority leadership should attend to the wide range of 
functions and activities as they occur at the several points of policy 
action. Minority analysis and expression of views should not be limited 
to a few points in the policymaking process. A more systematic effort 
to inject coherent and integrated opposition proposals into the Sen­
ate’s deliberations should be made.

(2) Selection of persons for minority leadership posts should take 
account of their personal resources for actively and aggressively ac­
complishing the above goals. Special attention should be directed to the 
selection of the minority leader.

(3) The party apparatus should be reorganized to give greater sup­
port to the leadership. In particular, it is proposed that Senate Re­
publicans centralize their leadership in the minority leader. By defini­
tion, a minority leader needs all the resources available to make an 
impact on the policymaking process. Ironically, the Senate Republican 
leadership structure has evolved in a way that provides him with min­
imal resources. He should certainly be made chairman of the Policy 
Committee, and a strong case can be made for his serving as chairman 
of the Republican Conference and Committee on Committees as well.

(4) The Policy Committee has a greater probability of serving real 
policy functions if its membership is composed of persons in the most 
visible positions of influence. Therefore it is recommended that the 
ranking minority members of the standing committees serve on the 
Policy Committee. Modifications in the seniority system and other 
changes of the past decade would seem to obviate earlier arguments 
against such a move.

(5) The Policy Committee staff should be under the direction of the 
minority leader. That proposal sounds so sensible on its face that one 
wonders why it was not done long ago. It follows from the changes 
suggested above. It also flows from the general principle of centraliz­
ing responsibility so as to make leaders accountable. The present dif­
fusion of leadership and staff justifies public frustration over the lack 
of accountability and leads to a cynicism about Congress.

(6) The minority party should make a more systematic effort to use 
the public and private resources available for policy research and 
analysis. Once again, this is a difficult goal to accomplish under the 
present structure. Hopefully, it is an outcome which would flow from 
the changes suggested above.

The Senate minority does have special and separate responsibilities 
in public policy making. It is unlikely to exercise them effectively as it 
is presently organized and led, however. This is no reflection on the 
existing leaders. They are the result of, and are confined by, the mi­
nority’s responses to earlier conflicts. An important opportunity for 
change exists in 1977, however.

8 John J. Rhodes, The Futile System (McLean, Va.: EPM Publications, 1976), p. 4. 
80-188—77-4



IF THE SENATE DEMOCRATS WANT LEADERSHIP: AN 
ANALYSIS OF THE HISTORY AND PROSPECTS OF THE 

MAJORITY POLICY COMMITTEE

By Donald Allen Robinson

Introduction

In thinking about the Majority Policy Committee of the United 
States Senate, three questions are central:

(1) Is there need for integrating leadership in the Senate, and if 
so, is there anything new or urgent about it ?

(2) In comparison with other candidates for this integrating 
role, especially the Budget Committees, what advantages does the 
Majority Policy Committee have?

(3) If the Majority Policy Committee is to assume a larger 
role in providing overall direction to the Senate, what changes 
in its composition and staffing are needed? In the final analysis, 
only members of the majority party in the Senate, and especially 
its majority leader, can answer these questions.

In the following pages discussion of these questions is in four parts. 
The first section presents, by way of background, a summary of the 
Majority Policy Committee under Lyndon Johnson and Mike Mans­
field ; the second considers the argument that modernity has sharpened 
the need for party leadership in the Senate capable of addressing the 
nation’s situation in its totality; the third lists the choices confronting 
the new Majority Leader in January 1977. Finally, an appendix 
analyzes the membership of the Democratic Policy Committee since 
1951, in an attempt to determine its representativeness. ......

I. The Majority Policy Committee Under Johnson and Mansfield

In 1947, the Senate of the United States created policv committees 
for both the majority and minority parties. Because the House of 
Representatives wanted no part of the innovation at that time, pro­
vision for these committees was contained, not in the enabling Legisla­
tive Reorganization Act of 1946, but only in the legislative branch 
appropriation act. Funds were provided to establish committees 
charged, in broad terms, with “the formulation of overall legislative 
policy of the respective parties.” The appropriation enabled each

In preparing to write this paper. I had the benefit of conversations with four current 
members of the Majority Policy Committee, Senators Moss, Pastore, Hart (Mich.) and 
Talmadge; with Senator Humphrey, who has been sitting with the Committee this rear: 
and with several Senate staff members, most notably, Francis Valeo, Secretary of the 
Senate, and Charles Ferris, staff director and general counsel of the Policy Committee. 
I thank these generous people, but I hasten to add that none of them is responsible for 
interpretations, conclusions, or errors of fact in what I have written. I also acknowledge, 
with great gratitude, the assistance of Maureen Brett Esborn, who helped to gather and 
analyze the data In the Appendix.

(40)
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committee to hire a staff “to assist in study, analysis, and research on 
problems involved in policy determination.” 1 * George Galloway, writ­
ing in 1953, summed up the intention of the framers: to provide each 
party in the Senate with a leadership committee “to plan the legisla­
tive program, coordinate and guide committee activity, focus party 
leadership, and strengthen party responsibility and accountability.

The rationale for establishing such committees had been set forth in 
the Report of the Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress 
(the so-called “LaFollette-Monroney Committee ). The committee s 
report, issued in March, 1946, said that “strong recommendations had 
been made, during its hearings, “concerning the need for the formal 
expression within the Congress of the main policies of the majority 
and minority parties.” The committee recognized the right of an 
individual member to vote against the announced policy of his party. 
But in order for the mapority party in particular to formulate the 
overall legislative policy” and to expedite the “consideration and 
passage of matters pledged to the people by their party, the commit ee 
argued that stronger and more formal mechanisms of party goiem- 
ment were needed ■within the Senate.3

The argument for reform was further articulated in a report writ­
ten by Robert Heller and published in 1945 by the National Planning 
Association. The Heller Report, entitled “Strengthening the Con- 
aress,” spoke eloquently about the new burdens that modernity was 
placing on the constitutional system of government, and argued that 
only strong party government could contribute orcter and discipline 
to the legislative process in these circumstances. Among his recom­
mendations, Heller called for the establishment, in both houses of 
Congress, of partisan policy committees,, composed of the chan men, 
or ranking minority members, of the major standing committees. (In 
another section of his report, Heller had recommended modification 
of the seniority rule.) The committees would be formalized . , . and 
hence publicly accountable for their decisions. ' Their functions would 
be to synthesize the work of standing committees, coordinate fiscal and 
monetary policy-making, and establish “partnership” with. the cor­
responding leadership group in the House of Representatiy es and w ith 
the policy councils of the executive branch.4 ,

p 61° Gallowav goes on to report that during the first six years in operation, W ith t:he aid 
of their staffs the Senate policy committees have performed a variety of useful functions. 
Thev have surveyed legislation pending before the standing committees and on the Senate 
calendar and when in the majority, have scheduled business for floor consideration. They 
have met with the chairmen of standing committees to coordinate committee work. They 
h ive heard individual Senators present their views on matters of personal and party inter­
est and have tried to reconcile divergent opinions in order to achieve party unityon leds- 
lative questions. They have considered and recommended with regard to presidential 
nominations of national and party importance, advised on the Institution of certain com­
mittee Investigations, considered questions of parliamentary P^edure-recommended the 
calling of nartv conferences and prepared broad statements of party policy (p. bV3).

Galloway goes on to say that the policy committees ‘‘have thus far to achieve 
their full potential.” He adds: “Their limited achievements to date can be attributed, pre­
sumably to their composition, to the fragmentation of power in Congress, and to. the deep 
internal divisions within both of our major political parties . . . The result is that many 
things are left undone or—what is just as bad—are done in a dictatorial manner by 
^'^Toin^Committe^on the Organization of Congress, “Organization of the Congress,” 
Report No. 1011. U.S. Senate, 79th Congress, 2nd Session, March 4. 1946 The best accounts 
of the earlv history of the Policy Committee are by Hugh Bone ( An Introduction to the 
Senate Policy Committees.” American Political Science Review, vol. 50, June, 19o6. pp. 
339—359) and Ralph Hultt (with Robert Peabody, Congress: Two Decades of Analysis
(New York : Harper & Row. 1969), Chapter Three. , : .
1 ‘ Robert Heller, Strengthening the Congress (Washington: National Planning Associa­
tion 1945), pp. 14—17. For further examples of the thinking of the party government 
school in the late 1940s, see the items listed by Hultt and Peabody, op. cit., p. 137n.
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Thirty years later the policy committees still exist, although, in their 
present form and operation—particularly on the Majority side—they 
bear little resemblance to the groups envisioned by the LaFallette-Mon- 
roney Committee in 1946. Instead, the character of each has been 
shaped by the pressures of the legislative process, and by the styles and 
preferences of succeeding Senate party leaders.

Two men have served as majority partv leaders during most of this 
period—Lyndon Johnson and Alike Mansfield. Under Johnson, the 
Democratic Policy Committee served primarily as a forum for discuss­
ing the tactics of legislative scheduling. It rarely held formal meetings 
and almost never voted. Its small staff, headed bv George Reedy, gath­
ered intelligence about the attitudes of Senators toward pending leg­
islation. Johnson used this information in preparing the legislative 
agenda. But the committee itself was not used as a forum for thrash­
ing out party policy nor as a mechanism to build loyaltv for the partv 
program.5 J r j

Johnson’s approach was severely criticized in a series of speeches de­
livered on the Senate floor in the spring of 1959 by Senators Prox- 
mire, Clark, Morse, McNamara and Douglas.6 The critics argued that 
the policy committee should express the party position on issues, and 
take the lead m redeeming pledges made in the party platform. The 
revolt came to a head at a Senate party conference in earlv 1960, when 
Senator Gore moved that the policy committee be made into “an 
organization for evolving a coherent party policy on legislation.” But 
Gore s motion, which included the provision that members of the com­
mittee be elected by the conference, was defeated, 51-12. Johnson thus 
survived the challenge to his stewardship.7

By the time Mansfield took over as majority leader in 1961, the 
Democratic Policy Committee had become a far different instrument 
than its framers had intended. It was markedly informal. It was in 
no way an agent of party discipline, nor even of party accountability, 
inasmuch as its activities usually were not publicized. It accepted no 
responsibility for the party platform, nor for regular contact with 
other centers of authority in the party. Insofar as there was any de­
mand for partisan presence in the Senate in the 1950’s, it was met per­
sonally by the dominating figure of the majority leader. As a separate 
institution, the Majority Policy Committee had virtually no identity. 
It did not make policy. It did not coordinate the work of standing com- 
mittees. !t functioned primarily as one of many channels through 
which the majority leader took soundings in preparation for schedul­
ing floor activity.

Mansfield’s approach as leader has often been contrasted with John- 
Se^ self-effacement, his elaborate

respect for even the least of his brethren, and especially his reluctance 
to resort to tricks or maneuvers to circumvent established procedures 
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or to snatch a victory that could not be won openly and directly. These 
qualities are said to be in striking contrast to Johnson’s more assertive 
style and his bold and often brilliant exploration of the limits of sena­
torial courtesy and accommodation, which seemed always to stop just 
short of provoking rebellion.

But despite their differences in personal style, their use of the Ma­
jority Policy Committee was at first remarkably similar. Johnson 
resisted the delegation and diffusing of leadership functions. Mansfield 
was wary of giving even the appearance of imposing discipline. Thus, 
under neither regime did the policy committee function as a leader­
ship council, developing the party’s legislative policy goals, devising 
strategy and tactics, and coordinating and stimulating the work of 
committees and supporting agencies in service of these goals.

Nevertheless, under Mansfield’s gentle guidance, the committee has 
developed certain distinctive patterns of activity. It meets, usually for 
lunch on Tuesdays, about twice a month (more often at the beginning 
of each session). Its meetings are closed; one or two of Mansfield’s 
aides are the only non-Senators who attend regularly. In addition 
to the ten full-fledged members, Mansfield has regularly invited the 
four members of the Legislative Review Committee, as well as Sena­
tors Humphrey and McGovern, past standard-bearers of the national 
party. This rather expansive manner of operating contributes to the 
informal character of the committee under Mansfield.

Minutes of the committee’s meetings are kept by Charles Ferris, the 
staff director, but they are confidential, available only to committee 
members. Occasionally guests are invited: officials of the administra­
tion (Henry Kissinger, Frank Zarb), economists (Arthur Okun, 
Walter Heller, Charles Schultze), or other specialists, who serve as 
resources on particular subjects (Stanley Surrey, to speak on taxes; 
Alfred Hays, president of the Federal Reserve Bank of New York, 
invited, at Senator Symington’s suggestion, to balance the committee’s 
other presentations on the economy).

More typically, however, the meetings are devoted to discussion of 
pending legislation and matters of scheduling. Mansfield and Ferris 
prepare an agenda (which is distributed at the meeting, not before, 
to the annoyance of at least two current members). Mansfield usually 
begins the meeting by reading a brief statement of his own. Discussion 
ensues, and it flows freely, due in part to the tradition of confidentiality 
which, following Mansfield’s example, is strictly honored.

Occasionally (on the average of six or eight times a year, but as 
few as three times, in 1972, and as many as thirteen, in 1973), Mans­
field will present a resolution. If, after discussion and modification, it 
gains the approval of two-thirds of the committee, it becomes the pol­
icy of the committee, and is usually presented as such to the Demo­
cratic conference for further debate and ratification. (Mansfield dis­
courages amendment or rewriting of policy committee resolutions on 
the floor of the conference.)9

The two-thirds rule established around 1970 was Mansfield’s innova­
tion. Prior to that, the policy committee proceeded by consensus, like 
a Quakers’ meeting. The patient quest for common ground still goes 
on. But in 1969. following the accession of the Republican Adminis­
tration, and with House Democrats under weak leadership and the

» Congressional Record, February 2,1973, pp. 3137-8.
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Democratic National Committee destitute and in disarray, Mansfield 
judged it incumbent on himself and the Senate Democrats to take a 
stronger partisan lead. An example of the new approach adopted was 
the policy statement on Vietnam withdrawal approved in 1971 bv a 
vote of 6-1 (Senator Byrd of West Virginia was the dissenter), "the 
resolution was subsequently adopted by the conference as a party 
position, by a vote of 37-13, over the negative votes of such influential 
Democratic Senators as Jackson and Stennis.10

The committee’s decisions and resolutions are disseminated by Mans­
field in various ways: through Senate speeches, by statements to the 
press, in private letters to particular Senators, in announcements to 
the conference, and in personal chats with committee chairmen. How­
ever, many of the decisions are not announced at all, because, as Secre­
tary of the Senate Francis Valeo has said, Mansfield prefers in many 
cases “to work in the background with committee chairmen. .. .”11

A search through the indices of the Congressional Quarterly Al­
manac since 1961 reveals only four occasions on which activity by the 
Majority Policy Committee is explicitly cited; in support of Mans­
field’s fight for troop cuts in Europe (1966); in opposition to the fur­
ther development of ABM (1970); in opposition to Senator Bayh’s 
strategy on the Constitutional amendment to replace the Electoral 
College (also in 1970); and to sponsor Senator Pastore’s 1975 effort to 
develop a Democratic policy on energy. The first and last of these 
episodes bear further comment, because they represent significant 
departures from the normal preoccupation of the Committee with 
legislative scheduling.

In July and August, 1966, Mansfield convened seven meetings of 
the Democratic Policy Committee to consider his proposal for a sub­
stantial reduction of United States troop strength in Europe. The 
committee heard testimony from Secretaries Rusk, McNamara and 
Fowler, who presented the administration’s view’ that such cuts would 
“not be a helpful step at this time.” Nevertheless, on August 31, Mans­
field announced, that, on behalf of 12 members of the policy committee 
(presumably including Senator Fulbright, chairman of the Foreign 
Relations Committee and a member of the policy committee at that 
time)., he was introducing Senate Resolution 300, an amendment to a 
1951 sense-of-the-Senate resolution that had supported the doubling 
of American military presence in Europe.

In a whirlwind week of reaction, the stand of the policy committee 
was opposed, not only by the administration and Minority Leader 
Dirksen, but by Democratic Senators Clark, Jackson, McCarthy, and 
Gore. When Fulbright, reacting to the furor, joined those who argued 
that the resolution should be referred for hearings to both the For­
eign Relations and Armed Services Committees (since both commit­
tees had considered the original resolution in 1951), Mansfield on 
September 7 withdrew his resolution.

This episode illustrates how difficult it is, even for a popular ma­
jority leader and a nearly unanimous policy committee, to frontally 
oppose fellow partisans in the executive branch, especially on national 
security. It also shows how hazardous it is for the policy committee

10 Andrew Glass, “Mansfield Reforms Spark Quiet Revolution in Senate.” National 
Journal Mnrr-h 6, 1971, reprinted in John Manley, ed., American Government and Public Policy (New York : Macmillan, 1976), p. 259.

11 Ibid., p. 265.
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to operate without the support of powerful Senators who are not on 
the committee. It may be that a more determined or less sensitive 
leader could have prevailed on this issue. At least one current mem­
ber of the policy committee thinks so. But it would have been an 
expensive victory, in terms of partisan unity, and such action could 
not have been taken very of ten.

The outstanding recent case of leadership through the policy com­
mittee came in 1975, on the energy issue. Ferris calls the circumstances 
“unique,” and indeed they were: virtual neglect by the executive 
branch; a sense of great urgency; an issue that belonged to no one 
standing committee, but spanned the concerns of several. To take the 
lead in the Senate, Mansfield asked Senator Pastore, a member of the 
policy committee, to chair an ad hoc committee composed of Senators 
Bumpers, Muskie, Hollings, Byrd (W. Va.), and Hart. Pastore’s 
group developed a systemic model of energy in the economy, and used 
it to develop a complex package of Democratic policies on energy.

In December, 1975, Mansfield published a remarkable document en­
titled “The Congressional Program of Economic Recovery and 
Energy Sufficiency.” The booklet is 38 pages long, and contains nine 
splendid, multicolored graphs and six sophisticated tables. It sets 
forth a program on energy (as adopted by the Democratic conference 
in February), argues that the program “provided the detailed frame­
work for Congressional action on . . . the economy and energy,” and 
contends that Congress, having enacted most of the program, “can be 
justly proud of its record in establishing a sound and well-considered 
economic and energy policy for this Nation.” Most of the document is 
devoted to a listing of specific proposals. After each one is a term indi­
cating the disposition of the recommendation, such as “Passed.” or 
“Achieved in Part,” or “Passed and Vetoed.” All in all, it is a striking 
and, for Mansfield, rather uncharacteristic document, making large 
claims for Congressional leadership on energy policy.

However, it is not clear that the policy committee as such had much 
to do with the work of Pastore’s committee, or with the work of build­
ing support for its package of recommendations. In the opinion of 
Senators I interviewed, the leadership did not press its initiative 
throughout the session, with the result that a promising effort came to 
a disappointing end.

One great limitation is that the policy committee staff is so small. 
Given the normal work of the committee—legislative scheduling based 
primarily on intelligence about committee work and amendments or 
objections that dissenting Senators plan to offer on the floor—the 
present staff is probably adequate. Headed by a staff director who is 
a discreet man and a shrewd listener, the staff contains two or three 
other male professionals in the same image, two women who keep and 
analyze the voting records of Democratic Senators, and one or two 
clerical assistants. To fund this staff, less than half of the money ap­
propriated each year for the Majority Policy Committee is spent. 
The rest—about $150,000-$200.000 annually—is returned to the Treas­
ury. The Republican Policy Committee, by contrast, uses all of its 
available money, most of it to support research.

The staff director explains that Mansfield abhors managing a bu­
reaucratic staff and thinks such a staff has no place in the leadership 
office. Expertise on legislative issues is normally available from the 
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staffs of legislative committees or individual Senators, and if not, 
can usually be obtained from outside experts on a pro bono basis, 
according to the director.

Interviews with members of the policy committee reveal some dif­
ference of opinion on this point. Some Senators (the leading spokes­
man for this view was the conservative chairman of an important en­
abling committee) argue that staff experts tend to be ambitious and 
contentious, provoking unnecessary fights among committees over ques­
tions of jurisdiction. In this view, it is best when Senators themselves 
can retain control and deal with one another directly.

On the other hand, there are other Senators (Adlai Stevenson and 
I rank Moss, among others) who have urged that the committee’s full 
appropriation should be used. If it were, it wrould be possible to 
assemble a staff capable of helping the committee 1) to put together 
a legislative agenda at the beginning of each session; 2) to obtain 
assistance from organizations and individuals outside the Senate who 
could help the majority party refine its program; 3) to coordinate the 
work of standing committees and, if need be, to jog them to complete 
hearings and report bills; and 4) to develop arguments in support of 
the party’s policy and prepare responses to criticism. Such a staff 
w ould not have to be large, and it would be composed of generalists 
rather than specialists, and persons with a “passion for anonymity.” 12

In passing, it should be noted that Mansfield’s policy committee 
has occasionally played a strategic role in the legislative process. 

1 erhaps the most significant example occurred in 1964 during the 
struggle for the Civil Rights Act. Having by-passed the Judiciary 
Committee, the bill faced a massive filibuster by Southern opponents 
on the floor. The bill’s advocates had to maintain pressure by mustering 
quorums and to work out compromises to obtain support for cloture. 
The policy committee staff assumed responsibility for the quorum calls, 
ajid helped arrange the crucial compromises that made cloture possible, 
thus paving the way to passage. Owing to the presence of Senators 
Russell, Hill, and Smathers, who opposed the bill, the Policy Com­
mittee itself was not able to take leadership on this issue. But the 
committee staff did fill a crucial role, in the absence of action by the 
Judiciary Committee.

It is not easy to summarize the role that the policy committee has 
phiyed under Mansfield. It is inaccurate to say that Mansfield has 
ottered no substantive leadership. He has, especially since the Repub­
licans moved into the White House in 1969. His strong statement in 
1973 at the beginning of the 93d Congress, for example, called for 
vigorous assertion by the Democratic Party in the Senate, and laid out 
a complete program of legislative action for the session ahead. A 

’ *rime Minister could not have offered a stronger lead in 
defining a partisan program.

Nor did Mansfield’s efforts end with that statement. He asked the 
policy committee, as the “executive committee” of the party conference, 
to develop a series of resolutions detailing the broad points in his

phAasVs fr?«m t«e Brownlow Commission Report of 1939, which laid out 
I1'®Executive R,?,porA ofthe, President. I would borrow another phrase 

t JgUe that» “k® the President in the 1930s, when the implications of "’odernity threatened to swamp the executive branch of government, the Majority Leader or the 1970s needs help.
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opening speech. These resolutions were then presented to the confer­
ence, and approved.13

What Mansfield had done was to rally a party demoralized by 
Nixon’s landslide and provide it with a bold, comprehensive and 
coherent program. But at that point, he eased up, because it was his 
powerful conviction that the Senate’s legislative decisions must reflect 
the free will of a majority of Members.

An eloquent statement of Mansfield's philosophy of leadership had 
come a decade earlier, in November, 1963, in response to a sharp attack 
by Senator Thomas Dodd, who called Mansfield “kind” and “gentle,” 
but an ineffective leader. Among other things, Dodd complained that 
the Senate was not in session long enough each day, and he warned 
that the nation was growing impatient with the lack of legislative 
output.

Mansfield replied the next day, with characteristic grace. He pleaded 
guilty to the charge of being “dull and dreary,” but he offered no 
apologies for the Senate’s output. The calendar, he said, was clear. 
All legislation reported by committees had been brought to the floor 
and voted on. Senator Wayne Morse, among many others, leaped to 
Mansfield's defense, arguing that, “if anything is wrong in regard to 
the legislative record of the present session of Congress, I suggest that 
we look to the committees, where there are some major pieces of pro­
posed legislation that have not yet been reported....” Morse concluded 
that the log jam was “not the fault of the majority leader.”14

Over the years, especially since 1969, the Majority Policy Commit­
tee has been a mechanism for Mansfield’s leadership. He has used it 
to gather information on the status and prospects of pending legisla­
tion, and as an educational forum for Senate leaders. Occasionally he 
has used it to test the viability of his own policy ideas (such as reduc­
ing troops in Europe). On at least one major occasion (in 1964). he 
used committee staff to perform legislative functions left unattended 
'by the responsible standing committee. On the energy issue, in 1975, he 
used the committee to develop policy in an area that might otherwise 
have been neglected, or fragmented by different committees. Occa­
sionally. he has used it to promote contact between the party in the 
Senate, its counterpart in the House, the Democratic National Com­
mittee, and Democratic Governors, as in 1973. when he, House Speaker 
Albert, DNC Chairman Strauss, and then-Governor Dale Bumpers 
joined in the creation of the Democratic Advisory Council of Elected 
Officials. What he has not done is to use it to sustain pressure for a 
partisan legislative program, or to act in concert with other centers 
of authoritv in the party.

Nevertheless, Mansfield's actions suggest what the policy committee 
of the majority party can become. A new leader, moving to develop 
the committee into a true forum for partisan leadership, would not be 
engaging in a radical departure, but building on precedents established 
by a modest, patient, creative, and respected predecessor.

The Need for Political Guidance

Tn analyzing the role of the policy committee, it helps to bear in 
mind that the Senate did not have even a majority leader until the

n The pnlsndp Is described bv Mansfield himself In the Congressional Record, February 2, 
J9^R. nn. 3131-3141.14 Congressional Quarterly Almanac, 1963, pp. 26-27.
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third decade of the 20th century. In fact, until the fourth decade of 
this century, committee chairmen sometimes introduced bills on the 
floor of the Senate without even consulting the leaders.

Now, however, it is difficult to imagine the Senate operating with­
out the order and direction provided by the majority and minority 
leaders. The change that has occurred in this century is explained 
not by numbers of bills introduced or laws enacted, but by govern­
ment^ assumption of new functions, the proliferation of Federal 
agencies and bureaus, and the rise in per capita expenditures by the 
Federal Government.

In short, it is the rise of positive government, especially at the 
national level, which has created the need for stronger mechanisms 
of control. That need is met in part by the executive branch, but its 
mastery over public policy is more apparent than real; and the 
legislative branch, quite rightly, has not been willing to rely on 
Presidents and their aides to provide the sole perspective on public 
policy.

Modern conditions pose a dilemma for Congress. By constitutional 
design, men and women in Congress owe their places, and thus their 
primary political loyalties, to diverse constituencies. The legislative 
process itself dispenses power by relying on specialized committees 
to develop proposed legislation; and these committees, their chair­
men, and their staffs are influential. Congress has no other good way 
to refine the items on its lengthy agenda than by the proper use of 
these enabling and appropriating committees.

Our legislative process is thus, by design and tradition, centrifugal 
and disintegrative. Yet modern conditions require positive govern­
ment, and positive government is government that is coordinated and 
controlled. The resulting tension in the Congress is inescapable.

Yet, without sacrificing its own unique contribution to our political 
process, the Senate has shown that it can adjust to the demands of 
lawmaking in a mature political economy. The majority party has 
empowered its caucus to review the selection of committee chairmen, 
with an eye to encouraging greater responsiveness to the program of 
the party as a whole. Contacts w’ith leaders of the party in the House 
and elsewhere in the political system have been increased. These 
efforts have been tentative and ad hoc, but they evince a desire for 
coherence and coordination on the part of organized political 
authority.15

In many ways, the development of policy-making competence in 
Congress has parallelled that in the executive branch. Just as the 
executive departments and agencies have acquired expertise, legisla­
tive committees have built staffs of specialized personnel. The inte­
grating role of the Office of Management and Budget has recently 
been matched by the work of the Congressional Budget Office and 
the two budget committees. The upgrading of the Congressional Re­
search Service, the creation of an Office of Technology Assessment, 
and the continuing activity of the General Accounting Office have 
provided more technical assistance of a high order. In addition, in­

summary of developments along these lines is by John Stewart, in an article 
entitled Central Policy Organs in Congress,” Proceedings of the Academy of Political

PP- 20—33. For a report by Mansfield on contacts with the Speaker 
ot the House (Carl Albert), the Chairman of the Democratic Governors (Dale Bumpers), 
and the Chairman of the Democratic National Committee (Robert Strauss), see Congres­
sional Record, February 2, 1973, pp. 3136-3137.
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dividuals and institutions in the private sector offer critical and in­
dependent guidance to Congress, similar to that available to policy 
makers in the executive branch.

In addition, in recent years, Majority Leader Mansfield has under­
taken to lay out a legislative platform. The most notable example, 
as we have seen, occurred in 1973 at a time when the electorate gave 
mandates both to a conservative Republican President and to a pro­
gressive Democratic Congress. His response to this challenge pro­
duced a set of resolutions, which was adopted as party policy by the 
policy committee and conference.16

Almost immediately, however, came Watergate, the collapse ot the 
economy, and the energy crisis, and the leadership was unable to P^" 
sue Mansfield’s program. Thus it may be argued that Mansfield s 
initiative in 1973 was more important for the precedent it established 
than for the results it has produced. .

What Congress, and especially the Senate, still lacks is responsible 
political guidance at its own center. The Majority Party in the Senate 
has developed nothing equivalent to the State of the Union address 
to command attention to the welfare of the nation. As a result, it is 
often dependent on the President for priorities and program direc­
tion—whatever his party may be. . .

Before looking for possible candidates for the job of integrating 
and guiding the Senate’s work, it is important to state the problem 
as precisely as possible. As presently structured, the Senate is mag­
nificently equipped to give detailed consideration to legislative pro­
posals, and even to generate legislative programs in areas that fall 
within the jurisdiction of existing legislative committees. However, the 
Senate lacks sufficient capacity for synthesizing. This can be demon­
strated in at least four ways.

First, specific proposals are not placed in the context of an overall 
Senate program. Priorities are not assigned and pressed. Recent efforts 
by Senator Mansfield in this direction have not succeeded in giving 
clear and orderly purpose to the deliberations of the body as a whole, 
either in the eyes of Senators themselves or in the view of outsiders.

Second, issues that lie in the jurisdiction of more than one com­
mittee are often handled awkwardly, or ignored until they become 
crises. The contemporarv political agenda seems crowded with such 
issues: energy, urban policy, income maintenance and welfare reforms, 
juvenile delinquency, governmental reorganization, and a host of oth­
ers. Occasionally, such issues are handled by brilliant improvisation. 
The recent energy conservation act is an example. It was produced by 
collaboration between the Commerce, Interior and Finance Commit­
tees whose joint deliberations were coordinated by a subcommittee of 
the Joint Economic Committee. And there are other cases of legislative 
programs produced by ad hoc cooperation between committees. But 
despite these isolated instances, there remains a need for leadership 
that can quietly and gracefullv help committees work together on 
issues that span their several jurisdictions.

Third, there is little effort to anticipate problems that are not cur­
rently burning issues or are just beginning to emerge as such. The 
executive branch has recognized the need for anticipation. Policy 
planning staffs exist now in most major departments. If Congress is to

i® Congressional Record, February 2, 1973, pp. 3132—3136.
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remain a separate, independent and equal branch, it must equip itself 
with the capacity to look ahead.

Fourth, contacts between the Senate leadership and other centers 
of action and responsibility in our political system are not regular 
and institutionalized. There are breakfasts at the White House, and 
conferences galore. And Majority Leader Mansfield in 1973 joined in 
establishing a Democratic Advisory Council of Elected Officials. But 
the leadership of the Senate, particularly as it involves more than one 
or two Senators, has no mode or habit of contact with responsible 
leaders elsewhere in the system.

Assuming that the needs listed here are felt, not just by analysts, 
but by Democratic Senators themselves, the next question is how they 
can be met. The answer depends in part on which needs are felt most 
keenly.

The need for placing specific proposals in the context of an overall 
program, for example, is met in part by the new legislative budgetary 
process. But for many items on the nation’s political agenda fiscal con­
siderations are secondary; these issues are distorted when considered 
primarily in their fiscal dimension. Stationing troops abroad, strategies 
for desegregating schools, governmental reorganization, and environ­
mental protection are all problems with financial aspects, but they 
ought not to be decided exclusively or primarily on those grounds. 
Moreover, in terms of long-range planning, if budgetary considera­
tions prevail, opportunities that challenge current budgetary assump­
tions might be missed, to our detriment. Finally, the bipartisan char­
acter of the Budget Committees, particularly in the Senate, may be a 
strength on its own right, but it can inhibit the development and en­
actment of a legislative program for the nation. The relationship 
between the Budget Committee and a strengthened Majority Policy 
Committee might be problematical at times, but the majority party 
ought not to defer to the bipartisan Budget Committee on overall 
legislative leadership and management.

1 he argument, then, comes down to this: If Senate leadership is to 
be collective, and if the Senate is not going to depend on outside ele­
ments for its direction, the Majority Policy Committee is the one for­
mal unit in the senatorial system that can supply political guidance 
and synthesis. If the committee were perceived by Senators to be rep­
resentative of the major components of the party, if it were to have 
sufficient staff to supervise the w'ork of supporting agencies that serves 
the majority program, if its members were bold and strong in asserting 
the prerogatives of the legislative branch, if they were imaginative 
and energetic in anticipating problems about which there was not yet 
a public clamor, if they were graceful in inducing separate standing 
committees to work together on problems that overlap their juris- 
di chons. and if they were successful in developing modes of contact 
with fellow partisans outside the Senate, the result would be to achieve 
a major adaptation of our constitutional system to the demands of a 
maturing political economy.

Choices for January 1977
Th® democratic Party in the Senate is at a critical point. In Jan­

uary 1977, it will choose a new leader, and he, in turn, will choose at 
least three new, regular members of the policy committee.



51

The new leader and the renewed policy committee will then confront 
a series of crucial questions.

(1) Will Mansfield’s precedent of 1973 be followed? Will a 
Democratic legislative program be set forth ? Or will the Senate 
majority be content to let the President set the political agenda 
for the nation ?

(2) Will the majority leader and the policy committee get out 
front and strive to keep the nation’s attention fixed on the Senate 
majority’s agenda ?

(3) Will the committee’s full staff appropriation be used? 
Will the staff continue to focus on the tactics of scheduling? Or 
will the majority leader gather a staff capable of assisting the 
committee to achieve strategic objectives ?

(4) Will the committee’s work be publicized? Will its agenda be 
distributed in advance? Will its votes be announced?

(5) Will it function as the executive committee of the party 
conference? Will its resolutions be regularly presented to the 
party conference for approval? Will the decisions of the policy 
committee and conference be set forth, and received as the author­
itative standard of party loyalty in the Senate ?

These choices cannot be avoided, though the response can of course 
be ambiguous. Upon the answers given by the new majority leader 
will depend the prospects for a strong, independent, and progressive 
Senate, as the American political system gears up to regain mo­
mentum after the suspended animation of the Watergate years.

Appendix—Analysis of Membership

The Democratic Policy Committee has been the Majority Policy 
Committee since the 81st Congress convened in 1949, except for the 
83rd Congress, in 1953-54. It has been composed of the party’s elected 
leaders (majority leader, assistant majority leader or whip, and secre­
tary of the conference), plus six other members appointed by the 
majority leader. (Lately the majority leader’s choices have been sub­
ject to ratification by the party conference, but that has been no more 
than a formality under Mansfield.) In addition, since 1971, the Presi­
dent pro tempore (the senior Democrat) has served ex officio, bring­
ing the regular membership to ten. And, since 1959, the members (orig­
inally three, now four) of the legislative review committee have also 
sat as members of the policy committee, and have been so listed in 
the Congressional Directory and on the committee’s stationery since the 
early 1970s.

In selecting the appointed members, majority leaders are said to be 
guided primarily by considerations of ideological and geographic bal­
ance. As Ralph Huitt has written:

When Senator Johnson chose new members of the policy 
committee he tried to balance considerations of geography, 
seniority, ideology, and influence in the Senate. He wanted 
men he could work with, but each also should represent a 
power group in the legislative party. ... A policy committee 
meeting . . . was like a conference of chieftains. Each man 
had independent power; each unofficially represented a group. 
He brought more than intelligence on Senate attitudes; he
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brought influence also, since other votes were almost sure to 
go with his.17

Mansfield seems generally to have followed similar criteria.
In 1977, there will be five new members of the policy committee, 

including a new majority leader and new secretary of the Democratic 
conference. Is that a record number of new members ?

Twice before, since 1951, there have been four new members of the 
committee at the beginning of a session: in 1953 and 1961, there were 
two new elected leaders and two new appointed members. And in 
1969, there were three new members, two of them appointed. But 
1977 is the first time since 1947 that there will be as many as three 
new members appointed by the majority leader (to replace Syming­
ton, Pastore and Hart). Thus the choice of new majority leader, and 
conference secretary, and the leader’s choices for the policy committee, 
will have an unprecedented effect on the leadership of the Democratic 
Party in the Senate.

The Congressional Directory has presented an official list of the 
committee’s membership since 1951. By analyzing the evolving mem­
bership, one can answer certain important questions relating to the 
committee’s representativeness—a key factor, if the committee is to 
lead the Senate majority.

(1) Is the committee a council of Senate elders ?
The data suggests that this has become increasingly true over the 

years. The trend began under Johnson’s leadership. The average num­
ber of years of continuous service in the Senate for members of the 
policy committee was nine when Johnson assumed the leadership. It 
grew gradually during the 1950’s, and when Johnson left in 1961 to 
assume the Vice Presidency, the average tenure was 17 years.

TABLE.—AVERAGE TENURE OF DEMOCRATIC POLICY COMMITTEE MEMBERS

[In number of years]

Total committee Elected members Appointed members

1951 ...................................................................................
1953 ................ ..................................................................
1955 ............... .................................. .................................
1957 ...................................................................................
1959 ................... ...............................................................
1961................................... ...............................................
1963 ...................................................................................
1965 ...................................................................................
1967 ...................................................................................
1969 ...................................................................................
1971 ...................................................................................
1973 ...................................................................................
1975 ...................................................................................

9.0 6 10
11.0 3 15
14.0 5 19
16.0 6 21
18.0 8 23
17.0 10 21
19.0 12 22
21.0 14 24
22.0 14 26
18.0 11 22
19.5 14 20
17.0 16 22
18.0 18 20

The average tenure continued to grow under Mansfield, and by 1967, 
it had reached 22 years. Thereafter it tapered off somewhat, maintain­
ing an average of 18 years or three full senatorial terms.

For purposes of comparison, the following table sets forth the aver­
age tenure of all Democratic Senators during four sessions of the past 
quarter-century.

Average tenure of Democratic Senators
Years Years

1951___________________________  8.16 1971___________________________11. 91
1961___________________________  8. 51 1975 ___________________________11. 58

17 Hultt and Peabody, op. cit., p. 155.
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Note that the influx of new Senators in recent elections (notably 
1958 and 1974) did not stem the tide of advancing seniority in the 
senatorial party as a whole. But note also that the gap between the 
tenure of policy committee members and that of the senatorial party 
as a whole increased markedly over these years.

Until fairly recently, the overall averages concealed a sharp differ­
ence in tenure between the two components of the policy committee's 
membership: the party’s elected leadership and the members appointed 
by the majority leader. When Johnson assumed the leadership in 1953 
(Democrats were in the minority at that time), the three elected party 
leaders averaged three years in the Senate. Johnson, with four years 
of Senatorial experience, was the senior leader, followed by Earle 
Clements with three and Thomas Hennings -with two.

The six appointed members, by contrast, averaged 15 years in the 
Senate. Richard Russell’s 20 years made him the committee’s senior 
member. Robert Kerr was most junior, with four years. Every one of 
the appointed members except Kerr (who had been appointed by Mc­
Farland in 1950) had at least 15 years of Senate service behind him, 
including the two new members appointed by Johnson—James Mur­
ray, w’ho had been in the Senate for 19 years, and Edwin Johnson, a 
veteran of 16 years.

In 1955, Johnson, now the majority leader, appointed Carl Hayden 
to replace Edwin Johnson, and the average tenure of appointed mem­
bers took another jump upward. Ever since then, the average among 
appointed members has been well over three full terms in the Senate.

While the average tenure of appointed members has held steady, 
the tenure of the elected members has been creeping upward. By the 
end of the current 94th Congress, Mansfield, Byrd, and Moss will all 
have served 20 or more years in the Senate—a far cry from the levels 
of experience that prevailed among party leaders in the early 1950’s.

Certain facts should be cited that mitigate these trends. Both John­
son and Mansfield have used various devices to include younger mem­
bers at committee meetings. Johnson, sensing the pressures and oppor­
tunities generated by dramatic Democratic victories in 1958, created 
something called the legislative review committee. It was a group of 
three freshmen Senators (Bartlett, Engle and Hart), whose function 
ostensibly was to monitor the flow of business from the calendar and 
register Objections on behalf of any Senate Democrat when attempts 
were made to pass bills by unanimous consent. Johnson invited these 
new Senators to attend the meetings of the policy committee. Whether 
or not they were to be voting members was never determined, however, 
as the committee under Johnson was never used in a formal way.18

The practice of including the members of the legislative review com­
mittee has continued under Mansfield,19 and eventually it has come to 
be accepted that these members have a full voice and vote on the policy 
committee. The leavening effect was mitigated, however, as the mem­
bers appointed in 1958 grew in seniority. Muskie, appointed in the 
early 1960’s by Mansfield, is still a member of the legislative review 
committee. Mansfield has usually made a practice of appointing fresh­
men to vacancies, although the naming of Hartke to replace Hughes in 
1975 was an exception. By 1975 the average tenure of the four current 
members of this group was 11 years.

18 Glass, op. clt., pp. 258, 279. See also Huitt and Peabody, op. dt., p. 154.
» Congressional Record, January 8,1965, p. 468.
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Mansfield has adopted other means of introducing the views of 
younger members to the policy committee. In 1973, he announced that, 
“under the new doctrine of ‘juniority,’ ” he had invited Senators Biden 
and Haskell to attend one meeting of the policy committee, and would 
continue the practice “until all members have had an opportunity to 
participate . . . and to give the committee the benefit of their insights 
and observations.”20

Despite these accommodations, the Majority Policy Committee has 
indeed become a council of party elders, a circumstance made tolerable, 
perhaps, by the personal responsiveness of Mansfield toward new mem­
bers. However, as regards the representativeness of the policy commit­
tee—a critical factor in its usefulness as an instrument of party leader­
ship—it may be desirable for the party conference and the new ma­
jority leader to consider ways of insuring that the membership of the 
policy committee reflects the range of tenure in the party as a whole.

Perhaps the easiest way to correct this situation would be to restore 
Johnson’s precedent of reserving legislative review committe member­
ship for Senators serving their first term. The only other way would 
be to expand the number of members or develop the practice of rotating 
membership.

(2) Is the policy committee a council of committee chairmen?
Some of the most powerful committee chairmen of recent years— 

Stennis, Randolph, McClellan—have never served on the policy com­
mittee. But the chairmen have always had powerful reprevSentation. 
Under Lyndon Johnson, there were always five or six chairmen among 
the policy committee’s nine members. Under Mansfield, there have been 
fewer, but always at least three or four. Currently there are four 
among the regular members: Moss, chairman of Aeronautical and 
Space Sciences; Eastland, chairman of Judiciary; Magnuson, chair­
man of Commerce; and Talmadge, chairman of Agriculture. Muskie, 
chairman of Budget, and Hartke, chairman of Veterans Affairs, also 
attend as members of the legislative review group.

Mansfield has been careful to maintain comity between the chair­
men and the policy committee. In 1969, when the policy committee an­
nounced its intention to set forth “party positions on major issues on 
which substantial agreement might exist among Democrats,” Mans­
field took pains to have its revised procedures approved, “unani­
mously,” by the legislative committee chairmen, as well as by the party 
conference.21

As noted earlier, Robert Heller proposed that the policy committee 
should be composed of committee chairmen, and there are obvious rea­
sons for his suggestion. Especially if the committee deals primarily 
with scheduling, chairmen are probably in the best position to know 
how bills are ripening.

But chairmen are also the most senior members. If the committee is 
to assume a stronger policy leadership role, it must be more representa­
tive than it would be if it were composed exclusively of committee 
chairmen.

(3) Once on the policy committee, do Senators ever leave it ?
The answer is. never voluntarily.
Since 1951, 12 appointed members have left the committee. All of 

them have either died in office, retired from the Senate, or been defeated 
20 Congressional Record, February 2,1973, p. 3139.
21 Congressional Record, February 2,1973, p. 3131.
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in campaigns for reelection. The conclusion is clear: once a Senator is 
appointed, he serves in perpetuity.

Among the members who serve ex officio, by virtue of their positions 
as elected leaders of the Senate Democrats, eight have left the commit­
tee since 1951. One (Hennings) died in office, and one (Smathers) re­
tired from the Senate. But two (Clements and McFarland) were de­
feated for reelection, two (Johnson and Humphrey) were elected Vice 
President, and two (Russell Long and Edward Kennedy) lost their 
leadership posts. Thus six of the eight elected leaders who left the com­
mittee did so because of events in their own political careers.

There are apparently two ways to heighten the sensitivity of the 
policy committee to the shifting currents of political life. One is to 
increase the ratio of elected members to appointed members. The 
other is to rotate appointed members automatically.22 * * * * The argument 
for perpetual service on standing committees is that a member gathers 
knowledge about a particular subject over the years and thereby be­
comes more expert in that area. But the work of the policy committee 
is broader, demanding less particular knowledge and more openness 
to new issues and willingness to seize upon new opportunities.

The policy committee ought not to be dominated by eager new mem­
bers drawn from where there is vigorous competition between parties. 
Tempered wisdom and balance are as important in the Senate’s leader­
ship as elsewhere in the political system. Furthermore, the committee 
must be wary of alienating the chairmen of standing committees, who 
will normally be the most senior Senators. But there are dangers on 
the other side, too. Mansfield’s integrity, skill and ironic temperament 
have kept them submerged, but if the policy committee under the new 
majority leader is truly going to represent the sentiments of the whole 
party in the Senate and command respect for its initiatives, Mans­
field’s ad hoc accommodation of younger members may somehow have 
to be institutionalized.

(4) What about geographical balance? Have the regions been 
represented on the policy committee in proportion to their weight 
in the Senate Democratic Party as a whole ?

The analysis shows that one region, the South, is increasingly over- 
represented, and one region, the Midwest, is consistently, and in­
creasingly, under-represented. During the last quarter-century, the 
share of the 11 Southern States in the Senate Democratic Party as a 
whole has fallen from 45 percent (22 out of 49) in 1951 to 25 percent 
(15 out of 60) in 1975. But there are still three southerners (Talmadge, 
Eastland and Hollings) on the Majority Policy Committee, just as 
there were in 1951. Meanwhile, the Midwestern share of the Demo­
cratic Party in the Senate, which stoood at 6 percent (3 out of 49) 
in 1951, has risen to 23 percent (14 out of 60) in 1975. But there is 
still only one midwesterner (Hart) on the policy committee. (For 
purposes of this analysis, 11 states are counted in Midwest: the six 
Great Lakes states, plus North and South Dakota, Iowa, Nebraska and 
Kansas.)

In passing, it may be noted that the five Border states (Maryland, 
West Virginia, Kentucky, Oklahoma, and Missouri) are currently 

22 Galloway (op. cit., p. 603) noted in 1953 that members of the Republican Policy Com­
mittee were chosen for two year terms and limited to two consecutive terms. Democrats
would probably not want to go to this extreme, but some modification of the principle of
permanency may well be in order.

80-188—7T-----5
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overrepresented, contributing 10 percent of the Senate Democrats, 
but two (Byrd and Symington) of the ten policy committee members. 
Similarly, the eight Mountain states (Montana, Idaho, Utah, Wyo­
ming, Colorado, Nevada, Arizona, and New Mexico) are slightly over- 
represented, with two policy committee members (Mansfield and 
Moss) standing for a group that contributes 15 percent of the Senate 
Democrats.

Finally, the regional breakdowm shows that the four mid-Atlantic 
states (New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware) have 
had only one or two Democratic Senators at a time since 1951 (cur­
rently two: Williams and Biden), and have never had a policy com­
mittee member.

It is sometimes said that regional differences are less sharp, less 
significant than they used to be. Perhaps the cleavage between south­
ern and other Democrats is softening somewhat, although an analysis 
of roll call votes in recent sessions suggests continuities that are masked 
by the reputations of such Senators as Bumpers, Hollings and perhaps 
one or two others.

Whatever one makes of the cleavage between north and south, 
however, it is clear that the energy issue, to take one leading example, 
has a regional dimension. In making legislative policy for the Senate 
Democrats, and for the nation, the policy committee needs to be sensi­
tive to the concerns of all regions. The best way to insure sensitivity 
is to have balanced representation of all the regions.

(5) Finally, what about philosophical balance? Has the policy 
committee represented the political leanings of the Senate Democrats 
as a whole ?

Philosophical orientation is notoriously difficult to measure. Sen­
ators themselves have a pretty good feeling for the relative liberalism 
or conservatism of their colleagues, but when it comes to making an 
objective determination, there are two problems: what kind of activity 
should be measured and what standard should be established?

One approach is to compare the roll-call voting record of Senators 
on the policy committee with that of Senate Democrats as a whole, 
using as a standard the Congressional Quarterly's analysis of support 
for the so-called “conservative coalition” of Republicans and Southern 
Democrats. The standard is not precise, and the results are not ad­
justed for absences. (Thus, Senator Hart, who was ill in 1975, obtained 
a score of 61 for his votes in opposition to the conservative coalition, 
25 to 30 points below his usual score. And Senator Eastland, who votes 
with the coalition 95 percent of the time, had a score of only 72 in 
1975, due to absences during roll-call votes.) Still, the comparison does 
provide a rough basis for comparison.

The analysis shows that the Majority Policy Committee members 
have a voting record that is slightly more conservative, on the average, 
than that of their Democratic colleagues as a whole. In 1975, for ex­
ample, Democrats as a whole had an average score of 32 in support of 
the position taken by the coalition. Policy committee members aver­
aged 38. Of the ten committee members, four (Talmadge, Eastland, 
Byrd and Hollings) were more supportive of the conservative posi­
tion than Democrats as a whole, while the other six were less so.23 CQ 43 

43 The scores are presented In the 1975 CQ Almanac (Washington, 1975), pp. 972-975.
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has presented a similar breakdown of voting records since 1957, and 
for that period at least, it appears that the comparison for 1975 is 
typical.

One additional fact is worth noting. Since 1970, four of the policy 
committee members (Talmadge, Hollings, Byrd, and Presidents pro 
tempore El lender and Eastland) have consistently voted with the 
“conservative coalition,” while their six colleagues have not. Of the 
six more liberal members, one (Magnuson) will return to the 95th 
Congress, but the other five (Mansfield, Moss, Hart, Symington and 
Pastore) will not. Thus, if the correlation between the Democratic con­
ference and its “executive committee” is to remain close, the replace­
ments for all five of these departing members will have to be drawn 
from the moderate-to-liberal elements of the party.

September, 1976.



THE USES FOR POLICY ANALYSIS IN THE 
UNITED STATES SENATE

By Frederick O’R. Hayes

Introduction

This paper is addressed to the standards for supporting informa­
tion and analyses that the leadership of the Senate might reasonably 
expect from the committees of the Senate when they review and report 
on legislation. These standards, in turn, influence the demands placed 
by Senate committees upon the Executive Branch for information to 
support legislative proposals.

During the past 15 years, the legislative process has had to contend 
with issues and programs of an increasingly difficult and complex 
character. Evidence of problems and shortcomings in the legislative 
process has substantially increased. These problems and shortcomings 
are of several kinds:

(1) Some programs and other legislation have failed to produce the 
expected results;

(2) Programs and other legislative actions have had major adverse 
secondary effects that were not anticipated;

(3) Divided responsibilities among Senate committees and between 
the Congress and the executive branch have hampered integrated 
consideration of important issues;

(4) Major emerging issues have not been anticipated.
Most of these failures and shortcomings have their origins not in 

the Congress but in the executive branch which proposes much of the 
legislation and provides a large part of the supporting data and anal- 
yeses which are the raw material for House and Senate deliberations.

The basic problem is the increasing difficulty of dealing with the 
future. Part of the problem rests in uncertainty with respect to key 
external factors, such as future changes in the state of the national 
economy. Part is the lack of present knowledge of the means-ends 
relationships that link programs and the results they are intended to 
achieve. Still another part of the problem is the limited advance at­
tention we have given to long-term problems.

The existence of the problem does not, in itself, indicate that it is 
possible to do better. The scope of legislation has been progressively 
extended to deal with more and more of the major concerns of the 
nation. In this broadened area of legislative concern, there are fewer 
problems that can be solved easily, even fewer that can be resolved 
within the short term, and some that simply may be not soluble by 
government. In some sectors of the economy and the society, the sheer 
size of the expanded government commitment makes adverse secondary 
impacts difficult to avoid. Lastly, we must recognize that our ability, 
under the best of circumstances, to predict future conditions is lim­

(58)
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ited; the greater the precision we require and the farther into the 
future we need to predict, the more likely we are to be off target.

These limitations are real and important. Yet, they do not preclude 
a substantial improvement in overall performance on major legisla­
tion. It is the argument of this paper that such an improvement is pos­
sible, and that it can accelerate as experience increases our sophistica­
tion in dealing with the problems of the future.

Forecast and Prediction

For a quarter of a century after the successful post-World II ar II 
economic adjustment, the Federal Government devoted little attention 
to long-term problems. Earlier, the depression and the war had en­
gendered some serious concern for long-term issues. The creation of 
the National Resources Planning Board and its successor agencies,' 
the work of the Temporary National Economic Commission, the es­
tablishment of the National Stockpile and the Truman Administra­
tion’s Paley Commission investigation of material supply problems, 
these were all of this future-probing character.

The stockpile was the only manifestation of a cautionary attitude 
toward the future to survive the transition from Truman to Eisen­
hower in 1953. The Eisenhower Administration accepted the notion 
of short-term economic policy (then still disputed by many in the 
right wing of the Republican party) and the use of the procedures 
and mechanisms established by the Employment Act of 1946, but it 
rejected any involvement in longer term planning.

In the subsequent decade, the Federal Government seemed to learn 
much about short-term economic planning and policy. Successes were 
particularly marked in the extraordinary effectiveness of both analytic 
techniques and policy achieved by the Kennedy-Johnson Councils of 
Economic Advisors in the 1961-1965 period. The dominant attitude, 
certainly through 1965 and perhaps through the end of the decade, was 
that if we could manage to achieve short-term economic policy objec­
tives the long-term would take care of itself. This may seem to some 
shortsighted and wrong-headed but, in fact, the post-war experience 
provided impressive evidence supporting this perspective.

The concern for long-term issues tends to be dormant so long as 
the present is satisfactory. Current interest in the longer perspective 
has developed only with the increasing problems of the last decade. 
Ten years of inflation and the more recent prolonged recession have 
begun to raise questions about the future of the economy. The chang­
ing position of America in the world economy has had similar impact. 
The pressure of economic development of land use, air and water 
quality and, more broadly, on the overall quality of life has made the 
longer term environmental perspective a major factor in government 
decisionmaking. The social trends of the 1960’s. especially the huge 
increases in welfare programs and in crime, have dampened our 
optimistic confidence in the future. The issue most important of all 
in advancing a longer term perspective, however, was the energy crisis 
following the 1973 Israeli-Arab war.
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The Energy Crists
More than any other phenomenon or problem, the energy crisis 

seemed to reveal an appalling lack of foresight by American society 
and government. The declining ability of the nation to meet its oil 
needs from domestic or safe foreign sources was clearly predictable— 
in fact, long before, it had been predicted by the Paley Commission 
in its 1952 report. The Mobil Oil Company has rerun its public in­
terest advertisments of a dozen and more years ago to readvance its 
earlier argument for action on the problem.

Indeed, the government posture on energy seems to have been per­
verse as well as negligent. The Federal Power Commission, in regulat­
ing natural gas prices, adopted a low-price consumerist position, sug­
gesting a casual Commission view that expansion of supply required 
no special economic stimulus. Legislation to control air pollution 
placed requirements on automobile manufacturers that substantially 
reduced gas economy on 1973 model cars. Environmental concerns 
were, at the same time, slowing the development of Alaskan North 
Slope oil as well as new nuclear power installations. Throughout re­
cent history, it is difficult to find any indication that the Government 
viewed oil and energy supply as a significant problem.

The oil crisis is seemingly a classic illustration of the need for future 
planning. Yet, it is not at all certain that even clairvoyance would 
have prevented the problem. If the United States in the early 1950’s 
had foreseen the events that began with the Yom Kippur War of 
1973, it is by no means certain that a program could have been de­
veloped and carried out to make us capable of meeting our energy 
needs with little or no Arab oil in 1973.

Unfortunately, long-range economic forecasting is rarely clair­
voyant. Forecasting would have given us supply and demand projec­
tions showing a rising dependence upon foreign oil, and, perhaps, 
could have resulted in a long-term program for the expansion of energy 
resources. We might, in addition, have had influential voices prepared 
to argue that the FPC’s low natural gas price was contrary to long­
term national policy. Perhaps the arguments could have persuaded the 
Congress against high energy solutions to the pollution problem. 
These actions are not of negligible importance and probably would 
have made our energy situation better than it was in 1973. We would, 
moreover, have had a staff with some experience and expertise in 
energy analysis and planning—which we did not have in the fall of 
1973. But it is doubtful that the 1973 crisis would thus have been 
averted.

To solve the problems, the forecasters would have had to make a 
case for urgent action on the grounds, not merely that we were in­
creasingly vulnerable to foreign action on oil supplies, but also that 
action to exploit our vulnerability was highly probable. It is doubtful 
that they could have either made such a case or sold it to the country’s 
political leaders.

The Arab oil boycott is a very special case, but it is at the same time 
a reminder that, at best, we cannot forecast all of the future. We are 
always the victims or beneficiaries of uncertainty. In a people more 
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psychologically inclined to believe in disaster, the same forecast might 
produce a more radical and energetic response than among Americans. 
So it is not simply a matter of what we see in the future; it is also a 
matter of how seriously we take it.

Forecasting Needs

In our current climate of dampened optimism, the future is becom­
ing much more a matter of real concern. The idea of a national effort 
in planning and/or forecasting has acquired a coterie of distinguished 
supporters. Banker Robert V. Roosa, in his testimony before the Joint 
Economic Committee on the Humphrey-Javits planning bill, set out 
a limited statement of needs: “* * * we need an early warning serv­
ice, capable of locating some if not all of the emerging problems with­
in the structure of the economy and focusing appropriate attention 
upon them. Government and business in the most advanced economy 
of the world should be able to rise above the continuing pattern of 
crisis responses to the unexpected; of emergency legislation, prepared 
in a hurry as some long smouldering problem breaks out into flames. 
Foresight will never be 20-20, but we ought to have some built-in 
facility, at the highest level of the Government, for looking ahead and 
alerting the President (and, through him, the Congress) to evolving 
changes that signal future problems.”

In fact, we do have a significant, albeit limited, capability to meet 
Roosa’s prescription for forecasts of future needs and problems.

The surest and most important element of this capability is demog­
raphy. Much of the future will be determined by the demographic 
characteristics of our current population. With no data aside from the 
age distribution of our 1975 population and current age-related mor­
tality trends, we can develop fair population estimates for the aged 
through the year 2040. From these projections we can derive prelimi­
nary estimates of needs for hospital, nursing home and domiciliary 
facilities for that population. At the other end of the age spectrum, 
we know the size of the age cohorts from which will come every col­
lege graduating class through 1996 and every entering first grade class 
through 1981 or 1982. We can predict from population data alone, 
under alternative assumptions, the probable 1990 demand or need 
for hospital beds, high school seats and many other services.

Despite the extensive use of demographic projections, there is evi­
dence that they have not always been utilized in program decisions. 
One suspects that the current and expensive surplus of hospital beds 
in many parts of the country was avoidable. It seems probable that a 
careful examination would disclose scores of new school buildings 
that opened only a short time before declines in enrollment made them 
unnecessary.

There are more sophisticated and perhaps more speculative uses 
of demographic projections. Robin Williams, the Cornell sociologist, 
predicted as early as the late 1940’s the discontent, rebellion and mili- 
tance that would result when the large age cohorts of the baby boom 
reached college age in the late 1960’s. One might add that the most 
rudimentary application of age-adjusted crime rates would have pro­
jected a substantial increase in crime (although less than actually oc­
curred) as the population in the 14-24 age bracket increased.



62

Longer term economic forecasts are built upon demographic data, 
using alternative assumptions as to increases in productivity, changes 
in the character of consumer demand, and other probabilities. The 
purpose is not to predict business cycle behavior but rather to esti­
mate the impact of longer term trends upon the economy. Long term 
forecasting models have been constructed at various levels of detail. 
Such a model permits an examination of such characteristics as the 
changes in demand that result from rising average personal incomes. 
Energy use per person or per family tends to rise with income; hence, 
we would expect, other things being equal, that household energy 
demand would rise more rapidly than population. Similarly, trends 
in production technology can be reflected to determine the effect of 
these changes upon input demands. A long-term economic model also 
provides an opportunity to test the effect of assumed policies or con­
straints upon the economy.

The value of a continuing effort in national forecasting and predic­
tion can be great. However, it is clear that our current capacities are 
less than our needs. Donald Michael, professor of Psychology and 
Program Director at the Institute for Social Research, the University 
of Michigan, has commented in his book, The Unprepared Society: 
Planning for a Precarious Future: “. . . In general, we don’t have 
enough data about society to know what, in detail, is happening to 
us, much less what will happen to us, especially as a function of tech­
nological change.”

Robert V. Roosa, in his previously cited testimony before the Joint 
Economic Committee, similarly emphasizes, as the first of our needs, 
“better data—more accurate, more comprehensive, and more usable.”

Significant limitations in our present capabilities can almost cer­
tainly be relieved by systematic and serious attention to this prob­
lem. The computer’s capacity for data manipulation permits the in­
expensive and rapid introduction of variations in assumptions or pol­
icies as well as newly collected data. Measuring predictions against 
actual developments as they occur provides the most effective test of 
techniques, but this can also be done to some extent by retrospective 
analysis, which attempts to forecast the present from past data. At the 
same time, it should be possible to move from matters of relatively 
large scale, e.g., overall energy needs, to problems of finer dimensions.

Estimating Program Results and Repercussions

A capacity for forecast and prediction would help substantially to 
improve estimates of the results and repercussions likely to flow from 
major legislative proposals. However, repercussions analysis needs its 
own discipline for the examination of prospects and problems.

As a beginning, let us list the kinds of factors that affect program 
outcomes. I have assumed a grant-in-aid program format since so 
many of the Federal Government’s domestic programs function 
through grants to State and local government. In considering other 
types of programs, State and local factors in the listing would, of 
course, be ignored.
Program structure:

Statute
Federal agency regulations
State and/or local regulations (for grant-in-aid programs)
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Administrative structure and behavior:
Federal
State
Local

Behavior of intermediaries and providers
Behavior and characteristics of users and clients
External factors:

Economy
Other

The listing itself provides some indication of the range of problems 
to be considered in determining outcomes.

The listing suggests, in general, the dispersion of program author­
ity among a wide variety of participants who, within the constraints 
of the statute, will do what comes naturally—whether following estab­
lished practice, current professional doctrine or the dictates of self­
interest.
The Medicaid Cost Issue

Medicaid (supplemented in important respects by Medicare) is an 
interesting case example. Almost from its inception, Medicaid has 
been characterized by the enormous overrun of initial and even subse­
quent cost estimates and its parallel impact upon medical costs gen­
erally. Despite lowering of income ceilings for those eligible for Medi­
caid, expenditures now exceed those for cash benefits to the public 
assistance recipients who make up the vast majority of Medical 
eligibles.

Medicaid is an open-ended program. Title XIX, which was added to 
the Social Security Act in 1965, provided for grants to the States 
for medical care for the medically indigent. The States were free, 
within broad limits, to establish eligibility standards and to specify 
service eligibility. The beneficiary was guaranteed his own choice of 
physician. Fees were to be set to accord with customary and usual 
practice and hospitals were to be reimbursed on a cost basis.

Kenneth Arrow, Professor of Economics at Harvard, has cited 
Medicaid as a case fitting the logic of the neo-classical model of eco­
nomic behavior. An increase in funded demand in a sector with in­
elastic supply (of doctors and hospitals) was certain to increase costs 
and prices. By the same token, of course, the higher demand would also 
increase expenditures for the more elastic components of medical care—• 
X-rays, laboratory tests, drugs and special therapy. In time, the pro­
gram would also increase the supply of resources that were inelastic 
in the short run, provided there were no special constraints on supply. 
This, in fact, happened, particularly with respect to nursing homes. 
In addition, it was certain that Medicaid would displant a large part 
of various other free physician and hospital services to the indigent, 
as well as a share of State and local expenditures for free public clinics 
and hospitals. t .

The results obtaining were predictable in general. A bright ana 
perceptive undergraduate student of economics probably.would have 
concluded that under Medicaid medical care prices would increase sig­
nificantly faster than consumer prices on the average. He or she cer­
tainly would have estimated program expenditures in amounts much 
higher than the HEW figures submitted to the Congress. Whether 
the effect of Medicaid financing upon unionization and the resulting 
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impact on wage levels in health care institutions would have been cor­
rectly quantified may be subject to question. He might also have under­
estimated the extent of service enrichment and expansion in the 
typical patient visit or disease episode.

There were some special factors. For example, Herbert Klarman, 
professor of economics at the graduate school of public adminstration, 
New York University, has pointed out (with respect to Medicare, 
although it applies to both Medicare and Medicaid) that what was 
not anticipated was the change in hospital administrators’ behavior 
when cost-based reimbursement increased from 20-30 percent to 75- 
90 percent of patient days. With that change, the administrator could 
no longer deny demands for higher wages, more staff or more sup­
plies on grounds of insufficient funds. Our undergraduate economist 
might have missed this, but it should not have escaped a more so­
phisticated analyst. In addition, the aggregate expenditure level was 
influenced more by costs in a handful of larger States with highly de­
veloped health systems than by the experience in more typical States.

With all of the complications, our undergraduate economist would 
have fallen significantly short of the target only by virtue of failure 
to predict the very large upward changes that occurred in two external 
factors—the general price level and the number of public assistance 
recipients. If he had, however, put his calculation “on wheels” to pro­
vide cost estimates that varied with assumptions with respect to these 
two external variables, his model would, in rough terms, have described 
the actual situation.

This suggests that a more careful approach would have produced 
better forward estimates and an identification of the important factors 
external to Medicaid that would impact expenditures. Moreover, it 

Produce a crude model of Medicaid expenditure determinants 
needed to relate estimated and actual experience. Someone still would 
have had to find the wit to ask what would happen if the consumer 
^ri m ln^ex increased by six percent a year and the welfare rolls 
doubled in five years. And, if those developments were viewed seriously, 
it would have been necessary to determine what changes in the program 
were needed to better control costs. Even after the fact, there has been 
a notable lack of effective solutions for the Medicaid cost problem.
Remedial Education

A second case, is another of the Great Society programs of 1965. 
Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) has 
provided billions of dollars for compensatory and remedial education 
for deprived children. The enactment of the bill represented a recog­
nition of a serious national problem and the hope that more resources 
would help. There was no surefire method of improving educational 
performance among these children and, even if there had been, Con­
gress might very well have done just as it did and left the choice of 
program up to the local school boards.

The program has been widely regarded as a failure—perhaps un- 
fairly. Ralph W. Tyler, Director Emeritus, Center for Advanced 
Study m the Behavioral Sciences in Stanford, California, points out 
that it took time to make it work but that positive results were eventu­
ally being reported by about a third of the school districts. He also 
argues that funding was insufficient to do the job and that more might 
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have been accomplished by concentrating resources on only a portion 
of the eligible children rather than spreading it among them all as 
most school districts did.

There are several lessons to be derived from the Title I experience. 
The first is that Congress will, perhaps must, commit funds to impor­
tant problems even where the prospective results are very uncertain. 
The second lesson is that with a nearly infinite number of possible 
program choices by thousands of school districts of varying compe­
tence, there will, under the best of circumstances, be losers as well as 
winners. In this case, is it a success or a failure to have “winners” in 
one out of three school districts ? There is no answer because there was 
no norm or expectation against which to calibrate the results. Finally, 
rational legislative action demands an effort to understand why one- 
third succeeded and the other two-thirds failed. Are there legislative 
changes that would create winners among the lagging two-thirds? 
For example, should the use of federal financing for a “losing” pro­
gram be limited to some specified number of years, after which the 
recipient school board would be required to try something else?

Government rhetoric used for program justification tends to avoid 
the subject of possible failure. But failure is there. In some areas, 
governments, like people, can learn only through trial and error. The 
basic question in government is how to institutionalize the learning, 
correction and improvement processes. We ought to be able to learn 
from experience and progressively increase the ratio of success as pro­
grams mature.

The ESEA Title I program is not an isolated case. There have been 
a wide variety of programs enacted into legislation with great uncer­
tainty as to the results that would obtain. Usually, they involve, like 
the ESEA Title I program, a lack of known and reliable relationships 
between the means provided by the legislation and the ends it intends 
to achieve. With no certain program logic, the legislation typically and 
properly provides for an unusual amount of discretion in programing.

Success depends, not only upon good (or lucky) program choices, but 
upon unusually capable and innovative program administrators and 
managers. The latter point is critical. There was clearly no way under 
current practice to assure in a program such as community action, 
for example, that competent program directors would be recruited for 
the 1,500 local agencies established in the first eight months of the 
program. In cities of 100,000 or less, as well as many larger ones, the 
typical first urban renewal project was probably the most complex, 
most difficult, and largest land development enterprise ever undertaken 
in the community; it usually demanded managerial capacities far 
greater than any other job, public or private, in the community. This 
indicated a significantly high rate of probable failure.

Obviously, an estimate of probable program outcomes in such cases 
is difficult and subject to rather high error. Yet, it is a valuable exer­
cise. The routine recognition of probable failures prompts examina­
tion of program costs and benefits in a far more realistic manner than 
has been customary practice. If the prospect of a significant number 
of failures is recognized, it suggests that consideration should be given 
to administrative measures or changes in the legislation that might 
improve the proportion of acceptable performers. It means that appro­
priate attention might also be given to the quality of administration
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and leadership in the operating agencies. An estimate of outcomes 
creates the presumption that actual results will be compared to esti­
mates and reported back to legislative and executive policymakers.

Science and Technology

One of the newer problems in estimating program outcomes is the 
variation in scientific opinion on supposedly objective matters of 
applied science and technology. On some issues today, both proponents 
and opponents seem able to invoke scientific expertise of some distinc­
tion to support their arguments.

The hazards of nuclear power plants, the carcinogenic effects of 
certain food additives, the effect of various detergent components on 
algae growth in water courses, and the most effective means of con­
trolling auto pollution are only a few of the areas of controversy.

Nearly all of the cases are demonstrations of our limited knowledge 
in certain areas and of the probability of results. They indicate that 
much of science and technology, to which we tend to ascribe a high 
degree of certainty, is as subject to uncertainty as social and economic 
phenomena.

This suggests a need, first, for explicit logical exposition—the ex­
posure of assumptions and the basis for knowledge in a framework 
that reveals the questionable areas. Ultimately, some issues will re­
quire vehicles such as the committees of the National Academy of 
Sciences to establish consensus opinions or statements of a problem. 
Here, as in the case of compensatory and remedial education, the most 
valuable beginning is the open recognition of uncertainty.

The Need for an Integrated Conservation of Issues

The design of a committee structure for a legislative body poses the 
same “insoluble” problem as the design of a filing system: there is 
simply no way in which areas of overlapping concern can be avoided. 
Thus some means by which the leadership can resolve at least the 
more serious problems of coordination is necessary in any legislative 
body with a large number of committees.

The basic problem is almost certainly becoming worse. This is 
partially the result of trends in the society and economy that are 
reducing the political and economic slack in the system. The impact 
of legislation on the consumption or supply of energy, for example, 
was not a matter of concern until a few years ago. Balance of payments 
impacts have become important in the last decade or so. There are 
more and more areas that demand explicit consideration and cannot 
be simply left to the adjustment processes of the market.

At the same time, more aggressive citizen groups are asking more 
questions about legislative proposals. There is the increase in sheer 
numbers of practically everything. With more people, more govern­
ment programs, more government expenditures, and more legislation, 
interactions and interrelations tend to increase.

It should be emphasized that problems in integrating issues are 
aggravated by basic conflicts in objectives. For example, those con­
cerned with expanding energy supply are likely to be in direct con­
flict on a broad range of issues with those who regard protection of 
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the environment as more important. When the facts are disputed by 
aggressive proponents with very different perspectives the Senate 
needs a method of resolution that not only satisfies requirement for 
rationally integrated decisions, but also satisfies its many constit­
uencies that all related concerns have been carefully and fairly 
examined.

The problem of inter-related problem solving is even better 
illustrated by the tax structure which has broad impact upon business 
and individual behavior. The accelerated depreciation provisions of 
the Internal Revenue Act of 1954 have probably had as much effect 
upon the construction of rental housing as all of the housing acts 
of the last twenty years. These provisions, together with the allowance 
for the deduction of mortgage interest and real property taxes, have 
literally led to the spread of condominiums. The growth in home 
ownership over a longer period of time has, of course, been closely 
related to the interest and tax deductions. With dominant thinking in 
tax law increasingly oriented towards greater equity in taxation, we 
may well find that tax amendments generate more and more ques­
tions about their impact upon substantive program objectives.

Costs, Benefits and Effectiveness

Discussions of improvements in executive branch decisionmaking 
have tended to emphasize cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness analysis. 
These techniques have not been given the same weight in this paper 
because they seem secondary in both importance and logical sequence 
to the problem of determining probable results and repercussions; 
yet some mention is warranted.

The costs and benefits of major water resource projects, for example, 
have for a number of years been estimated and compared as a means 
of establishing priorities among projects and of determining whether 
a particular project should even be considered. The technique has been 
a useful one, especially for inter-project comparisons, although it de­
pends upon relatively soft estimates of some benefits such as the value 
of recreational use. Applications of cost-benefit analysis are more 
common in public works projects, partially because there are typically 
many more problems in valuing outputs of other kinds of programs.

Cost-effectiveness analysis is concerned primarily with questions of 
a managerial nature. It assumes that a decision has been made on 
what needs to be done and that the problem is to find the most efficient 
and/or effective way of doing it. Cost-effectiveness analysis has broad 
potential applicability to government programs, but it is most easily 
used in analyzing direct operations with clear-cut objectives, such as 
refuse collection or postal service.

Far less elaborate is the simple use of estimates of the cost per unit 
of output produced, say, the cost of manpower training for every 
candidate completing training or for every trainee placed in a job. 
This provides the reviewer with the opportunity to compare unit cost 
with his own sense of what it ought to cost or what it is worth. Simple 
as they are, unit cost data are often surprisingly revealing. Some­
times. of course, an easy measure of units of output—upon which the 
technique depends—is not self-evident.



68

Setting aside the virtues and limitations of particular approaches, 
1 will emphasize the value of a perspective that seeks to identify costs 
and benefits and potentially more effective alternatives. Even an 
itemization of pluses and minuses without numbers may be useful in 
decisionmaking.

One of the most important areas for routine application of cost 
analysis is in regulatory legislation. Even if, for example, one regards 
safety and anti-pollution requirements for automobiles as absolutes 
to be pursued regardless of costs, an analysis of the probable impact 
upon automobile prices is of basic importance to citizens. More im­
portant, it may suggest more effective, or cheaper ways to achieve the 
same objective.

In the public sector, we seem to be particularly ill equipped by 
custom and attitude to introduce marginal questions of cost and ad­
vantage, especially as they bear on matters of standards. In the case 
of water pollution control, the argument was made that the last incre­
ment in pollution control and water purity standards in the Water 
Pollution Control Act would involve costs vastly in excess of its ben­
efits. Whether or not this judgment is valid, it is indisputably true 
that, in a large family of functions of this kind, the cost-benefit ratio 
tends to become progressively less favorable as the standard of per­
formance is increased.

Such issues are by no means neglected in all Senate committee work 
on legislation. The problem is that they are not regularly and sys­
tematically pursued.

Implications for the Operation of the Senate

The job of the Senate and the Congress is vastly more complex today 
than it was only two decades ago. More legislation dealing with our 
most difficult and important social problems, an increasing concern for 
environmental and other external program effects, and more conten­
tious constituencies have all contributed to the change. There are no 
indications that these causal factors are likely to reverse course and 
return us to simpler and easier times. If our newer problems are to be 
better handled, changes in the operation of the Congress and the Sen­
ate are implied.

The most difficult problem to handle within the context of the Sen­
ate is the new need to deal explicitly with longer term issues that have 
hitherto been given comparatively little attention. This has become a 
Congressional problem and a Senate problem chiefly because of the 
slow response or inaction of the executive branch in this regard. The 
analysis of the longer term, moreover, is not a function that fits easily 
within the organization and operations of either house.

An organization devoted to forecasting, longer term analysis of 
issues, and identification of emerging and future problems might be 
set up as a new agency or entity to serve the Congress or as a component 
of one of the agencies already in existence. The Congressional Budget 
Office, possibly the Congressional Research Service, or a new inde­
pendent institute are all workable possibilities. Alternatively, an exec­
utive branch unit with comparable responsibilities might be estab­
lished. Another possibility is to have the service performed by an 
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existing non-profit research organization, such as the Rand Corpora­
tion, or to establish a new such organization for the purpose.

The advantages and disadvantages of the various alternatives are 
fairly obvious. One special problem is probably worth mention. An 
organization for longer term analysis and forecasting requires per­
sonnel with high technical and professional credentials and indisputa­
ble objectivity. The traditional approach of placing the function with­
in the executive branch—and especially within the Executive Office of 
the President—may be suspect because it may not assure the needed 
obj ectivity or provide the necessary credibility.

What would such an organization do ? How would it help ? I believe 
it could make an important immediate contribution by providing a 
more systematic approach and a better ordering of some of our longer 
term problems, such as energy needs and environmental degradation. 
Over a longer period, practice and experience should advance the state 
of the art, permitting improvements m the quality of forecasting and 
its extension to problems of less widespread impact. There are no 
prospects for miracles, but, within a decade or less, this approach 
should result in formidable capabilities for longer term analysis.

I have treated separately the problem of determining the probable 
repercussions of proposed programs and legislation. In fact, some 
significant program repercussions analyses could probably best be done 
by an organization concerned with the shape of the future. The Medi­
caid cost analysis and the impact of various possible energy policies 
and programs are excellent examples.

On the other hand, the futurist or analyst of the longer term has 
less to contribute to those problems not resting upon the demographic 
and economic dynamics of the nation. Determining the probable im­
pact of compensatory and remedial education programs is a case of 
this kind.

To assure adequate analysis of major program proposals when there 
is significant uncertainty as to results, a more demanding discipline 
should be applied to justification by executive agencies and to review 
by the functional committees of the Senate. It is not difficult to develop 
a general statement of requirements for legislative analysis despite the 
great heterogeneity of the legislative agenda. It could provide a useful 
guide to be applied to legislation of high significance. Selectivity is 
essential. We have learned the hard way over the past decade that the 
bete noir of anaivtic applications has been comprehensiveness. Cred­
ibility has been lost and enormous effort dissipated by attempts to 
deal comprehensively with the inconsequential, and with problems 
and programs that were poor targets for analysis.

The analysis of probable legislative repercussions must be recog­
nized as a speculative game, even when it is conducted in the most 
scientific and objective manner. There are few if any conclusions with 
respect to the scientific future that are not subject to. dispute. In the 
1970’s, it seems clear beyond cavil that disputable points will be dis­
puted. What the careful analysis of prospective program futures will 
do is, not eliminate such disputes, but rather provide a framework 
wherein they may be addressed. This is no small advantage. In some 
cases of contested fact and outcome, it may well be necessary to seek 
from panels of experts the “last word” or the nearest approximation 
to the last word.
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From the perspective of Senate leadership, there are two problems,, 
neither of which is simple or easy. One is quality control—making sure 
that all major pieces of legislation come to the floor with the nec­
essary analysis. The second is the task of integration—assuring that 
programs with implications extending across committee jurisdictions 
receive the review necessary to fully explore all of the relevant ques­
tions.

A third problem, of a different character, is the need to improve 
the process by which the Members of the Senate not on the reporting 
committee are fully informed on complex legislation.

One general conclusion follows: solutions will require a stronger, 
more extensive leadership role and, with this, an expansion of the 
resources serving the leadership and the Senate as a whole. This is 
much in accord with the trend that in the last several years has created 
three new organizations to serve the Congress.

The Senate leadership should have at its direct command the ana­
lytic resources to carry out a thorough exploration of prospective out­
comes, possible alternatives, and costs and benefits on a relatively small 
number of important legislative issues each year. In a typical legisla­
tive year, there are probably no more than 'ten or fifteen such issues 
or proposals, some of which will remain under consideration for a 
number of years before enactment. Such analysis should, among other 
results, reflect the different perspectives of various Senate committees 
in cases where issues cross committee lines. For legislation of lesser 
concern, quality standards will require more active leadership over­
sight, the provision of resources for the committees to do the job, 
and requirements of the executive branch for better legislative justifi­
cation.

Much of the work in analyzing, justifying and developing legisla­
tion has historically been performed by the executive branch. There 
is little reason to modify this practice, unless there is no other wav 
to obtain what is needed. The capacity of the executive branch to per­
form program and legislative analysis has been substantially expanded 
and upgraded over the past decade. There is little doubt that perform­
ance is much above that of 1965, the period from which many of the 
examples cited earlier are drawn. But there remain problems of several 
kinds. The analytic abilities of some agencies are still very inadequate. 
More important, executive branch agencies are proponents, with more 
interest in supporting their proposals than in supplying detached and 
objective analysis of issues. These limitations underline the need for 
an independent analytic capacity for use in a variety of cases where 
the executive branch response is less than satisfactory; it would be a 
means, in effect, of keeping the executive branch honest.

Realistic expectations are crucial. Systematic and analytical ap­
proaches usually produce better results than more intuitive,‘judgmen­
tal thinking—but not in every instance. Some finite incidence of 
significant error is inevitable under either method. Particular events, 
such as the oil embargo, may be beyond our capacity to predict. We 
are still not well advanced on the learning curve.

I am very much aware of the seeming conflict between systemati­
cally organized approaches to.problem-solving, on the one hand, and 
the style and method of operation of the Senate. The two, it is argued, 
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are incompatible and proposals like those in the paper, however right 
they may be in theory, are simply unrealistic.

This is a legitimate and respectable argument but, in my view, over­
states the case. First, it ignores history. Once, perhaps, the Senate sat­
isfied the 18th century idea of a deliberate body reaching rational 
conclusions on no other basis than judgments arising from the experi­
ence and education of its Members. That has long ceased to be feasible, 
and the use of supporting expertise has expanded many fold. Changes 
in this respect, even over the last two decades, have been of major pro­
portions. To have done otherwise in our changing world would have 
been to concede a monopoly on expert knowledge and, with it, power, 
to the executive branch.

Second, analysis of issues and legislative proposals does not produce 
decisions but information. It is not a substitute for politics or debate. 
Rather, it merely improves the quality of the information that serves 
these deliberations.

Last, the argument against analysis—and rationality—suffers from 
the fallacy of premature realism. The introduction of new devices and 
methods into established organizations is always difficult. But one 
never knows what can be done and how it might best be done until 
the effort is made to do it. The Congressional Budget Office and the 
Office of Technology Assessment both represent ideas that were unreal­
istic almost up to the moment they were implemented.

July, 1976.
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THE SUPPLY AND DEMAND FOR ANALYSIS ON 
CAPITOL HILL*

By Allen Schick
Anyone exposed to the ways and foibles of Capitol Hill might easily 

■conclude that Congress and policy analysis are not made for each 
other. What hope there is for analysis seems to reside in the executive 
branch, where there is time for thinking and looking ahead, where the 
search for alternatives is comparatively broad and open, and where 
reason and information have some prospect of influencing decisions. 
If this executive bias is not explicitly embraced by the analytic pro­
fessions, it is surely implied by their actions and interests. Until re­
cently, the attention and work of analysts were oriented almost ex­
clusively to the executive agencies. More than one critic has remarked 
that PPB—the Planning, Programming, Budgeting system launched 
in the 1960s to institutionalize planning and analysis in the federal 
budget process—was silent about the role of Congress.1

Congress displays little on the surface to challenge the notion that 
the surer path to analytic success is through the administrative 
process rather than the legislative thicket. Consider the steps ordi­
narily required for a bill to become a law. The process begins with 
the introduction of a bill, one of thousands offered in the same year. 
At this first step, statutory language is already rigidly in place; it 
would seem that the conclusion has already been reached. Then on 
to hearings, but only for the comparatively few bills that advance 
beyond the introductory stage. More often than not, most of the 
committee members are absent from the hearings, and those who 
are there pursue a disjointed line of questioning that yields a tangle 
of loose and dead ends. The session often opens with a prepared state­
ment setting forth findings and conclusions, before any testimony 
has been received. Having arrived with his mind made up, the con­
gressman often has also arranged a lineup of witnesses stacked in 
favor of his position.

As the measure advances through the legislative process, the in­
attention to analysis persists. At committee markups, congressmen 
wrangle over words but rarely over larger purposes of future out­
comes. In reconciling their differences, they often opt for a compro­
mise that is inferior to their original positions. The garnering of 
votes, not the quality of the “pork,” seems uppermost in the legisla­
tive process. If the legislation makes it to the floor, its fate usually 
has been, predetermined by the private exchange of commitments. 
By the time floor consideration begins, there are likely to be more

(72)
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indifferent than undecided members. Both types take their cues from 
colleagues, not from reasoned debate.2

Legislating to a Different Drummer

The foregoing is part caricature laced with a big dose of reality. 
Congress is not a natural habitat for policy analysis. The temptation, 
then, is for analysts to concentrate on the executive branch, where the 
opportunities for making an impact on public policy are more favor­
able. Although an accurate count is impossible, there are probably 
few analysts who regard themselves as working for Congress. The 
problem is not primarily one of staffing: although there are some 
critical gaps in its resources, Congress still has many thousands of 
employees on personal and committee staffs, plus thousands more in 
adjunct agencies—the General Accounting Office, the Congressional 
Research Service, the Office of Technology Assessment, and the new 
Congressional Budget Office. Nor does the problem hinge on a shortage 
of data—although analytic information often is in short supply, either 
because no one has it or because executive agencies tend to be reticent 
about searching out alternatives to their preferred course of action.

The problem is rooted in the institutional character of Congress 
as a representative, law-producing body. Propelled by pervasive politi­
cal impulses of “Who gets what,” Congress seems more concerned 
about the distributive effects of public policies than about pro bono 
publico benefit-cost ratios. Unlike the analyst who seeks to maximize 
aggregate national welfare, the legislator knows that it is someone's 
welfare that is to be benefited. This does not mean that congressmen 
are never concerned about the total public interest or that analysts 
are always insensitive to distributive effects; it means only that the 
legislative and analytic processes are not natural or easy partners.3

The beginning of wisdom about Congress is to recognize what 
Mayhew describes as “the electoral connection,” the motivation of 
congressmen to pursue politics that enhance their prospects for re­
election.4 This connection is strongest when distributive policies are 
at issue—when, for example, Congress is allocating discrete benefits 
to particular areas or target groups. It is ironic but not surprising that 
cost-benefit analysis made its first legislative appearance in connection 
with water resource policies, an arena in which the distributive ethic 
is particularly dominant. As Ferejohn demonstrates in his recent study 
of the Army Corps of Engineers, the costs of rivers and harbors often 
exceed the benefits.5 Congressmen cannot be expected to renounce their 
political aims for the sake of efficiency; nor can they be expected to 
support analysis that conflicts with their assessment of political reality.

In consonance with its distributive ethic, Congress is an institution 
in which power is widely shared, in which there are multiple points of

2 There is a vast and growing literature on the role and behavior of Congress, Including 
classics such as Richard F. Fenno’s The Power of the Purse (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 
1966) • and Donald Matthews’s U.S. Senators and Their World (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1960). Analysts who would serve Congress would do well to dip into 
this literature, which, despite occasional addiction to political science jargon, presents a a 
accurate portrayal of Conaress at work. . , . , .. ,. .. ,.3 The difference between analytic and legislative modes of choice Is akin to the distinction 
between economic and political rationality in Paul Dleslng, Reason in Society (Urbana, 
Ill. : University of Illinois Press, 1962).

4 David R. Mayhew, Congress: The Electoral Connection (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Uni- 
versity Press, 1974).'• John A. Ferejohn, Pork Barrel Politics: Rivers and Rarhors Legislation, 1947-1968 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1974).
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access, and in which many interests have an opportunity to be heard. 
This diffusion of legislative power—accompanied by what political 
scientists have become accustomed to salute as patterns of reciprocity 
and specialization—accommodates the particularistic pressures im­
pinging upon Congress. No one controls. In order to build a winning 
coalition on Capitol Hill, it is necessary to attract support from dis­
parate interests. Not all congressmen who support a bill do so for the 
same reasons, and not always for reasons that would satisfy analytic 
standards. The political process of putting together a majority not 
only produces inconsistencies in legislation but also obscures legislative 
intent and complicates the task of evaluating program results.

Analysis in the Service of Legislation

Congress and the executive branch are different. The executive has 
the comparative advantage of putting things together, coordinating a 
variety of actors and problems, concentrating power in a few hands. 
The comparative advantage of a legislature is in the sharing of power, 
in the necessity that many wills be satisfied in order for one law to 
pass. Viewed from this perspective, the fragmentation and disarray 
of the legislative process are functional; they certainly are not aber­
rations that must be remedied away if Congress is to become an effective 
policymaking institution. A legislature is not just a multimember 
executive, nor does it exist only for the purpose of separating govern­
mental power into two compartments. Its larger purpose is to diffuse 
power where the other branch concentrates it. The prospect, therefore, 
is for Congress to continue in its peculiar fashion.

Accordingly, a disposition toward policy analysis is more apt to be 
found in the executive branch than in Congress. So, reasons the analyst, 
why bother with 535 members when timely access to the right decision 
maker can bring analytic success? Why endure the frustrations of 
Congress when the unification of power and knowledge in the executive 
branch can enhance the quality of public choice ?

There are a number of compelling reasons why the issue should 
be resolved in favor of closer ties between the legislative branch and 
the analytic world. An obvious one is that it takes action by both 
branches to enact major changes in policy. If the legislative process 
were off limits to analysts, executive proposals based on analytic evi­
dence probably would not survive intact. While Congress is not going 
to transfer legislative power to cadres of analysts, it can be swayed by 
analytic thinking, at least to the extent of rejecting the worst alter­
natives.

Moreover, Congress can play a useful role in stimulating agencies to 
conduct and utilize analysis. The disappointing career of PPB dem­
onstrated that it is not easy to incorporate analysis into the decisional 
processes of government agencies. The budget process, in particular, 
can be very inhospitable to analytic penetration, even when support is 
forthcoming from the top. The evidence from the PPB years also is 
that executive agencies do not readily open their analytic books to legis­
lative inspection. Agencies generally are willing to disclose the end 
products of their analytic work—the recommended course of action— 
but not the data that might justify other alternatives. Agencies also 
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can be constrained in the range of alternatives they open to analytic 
examination, ignoring some possibilities that might be attractive from 
a congressional point of view.

The integrative tendencies of the executive branch reduce the num­
ber of points at which analysis can be injected into the decision-making 
process. Although this limited access might be a blessing to the analyst 
working for top officials who appreciate and use analysis, the situation 
can change overnight with a shift in executive positions. The agency 
that welcomes analysis today may be indifferent or hostile tomorrow; 
the planner or analyst who is in the center of things now may soon be 
pushed aside by a change in the palace guard. During the past decade, 
the status of analytic staffs has been quite unstable; there have been 
frequent reorganizations and shifts in fortune, and perhaps no analytic 
group has consistently enjoyed the limelight and top support. Unlike 
the budget maker who supplies essential services to executive au­
thorities, the analyst often can be ignored without any immediate crisis.

The very fragmentation of Congress offers the analyst multiple 
points of access. While not all members hold equal power, the skill­
ful use of evidence by even a junior congressman can have an impact 
on the legislative outcome. Within the committee structure, jurisdic­
tions are not so narrow as to allow for only one avenue of influence. 
In the case of federal spending, for example, there are literally dozens 
of pressure points, with power spread among the appropriations sub­
committees in each house as well as among the various authorizing 
committees.

The diffusion of legislative power is often regarded as an obstacle 
to the realization of analytic purposes, but it can be turned into an 
advantage. As Lindblom and Wildavsky have long argued, the free 
competition of partisan interests can enhance rational choice by in­
creasing the probability that relevant concerns will not be neglected.8 
One way to generate a broad range of alternatives and to test them 
against various assumptions and values is to open the decisional proc­
ess to partisans who have no claim to objectivity but vigorously advo­
cate their particular interests. This is the manner of Congress, and it 
yields as abundant a crop of options as are seriously considered in the 
executive branch. There is hardly an important piece of legislation for 
which alternatives are not offered. The analyst who wants to assure 
that preconceived biases do not rule out important possibilities would 
do well to exploit the multisidedness of the legislative process.

Good analysis encourages the reconsideration of initial assumptions 
and objectives as the analysis progresses. While this iterative ideal is 
not always attained in practice, at least it encourages analysts to be 
open to new data and insights and to be aware of new constraints. In 
the political world, this type of reconsideration is apt to be found 
more in the legislative than the executive branch, if only because con­
gressmen often must revise their initial positions in order to gamer 
peer support. Although the language of a bill conveys a sense of 
finality, most important legislation goes through a number of muta­
tions as various interests press their views. The political iteration 
allowed by the legislative process frequently works to assure that early 
assumptions will not go unchallenged and that sponsors will be able 
to modify their initial positions.

«Charles E. Lindblom. The Intelligence of Democracy (New York : The Free Press. 1965) ; 
Aaron Wildavsky, The Politics of the Budgetary Process (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 
1964).
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The fact that advocacy and analysis are different crafts does not 
mean that they cannot be united in a common cause. Some of the 
keenest exponents of PPB have argued that a prime objective of 
analysis is to improve the outcomes of political bargaining by intro­
ducing a new set of participants—“partisan efficiency advocates” 7— 
into the decision-making process. This concept of analysis, initially 
formulated for the executive branch, has even greater relevance for 
Congress, where many sides sit at the bargaining table and hammer 
out legislative products. The analyst who serves this table can con­
tribute to the enrichment of advocacy only if he is willing to tolerate 
the fragmentation that is the essence of a legislature.

The place of analysis in the legislative process does not depend 
solely on its quality or availability. Many analyses are done but not 
used, and over the long run the supply will be determined as much 
by the demands of consumers as by the industriousness of the pro­
ducers. Rarely are analysts able to write their own tickets in decid­
ing the uses to which their work will be put. Like seedling, analyses 
take root only when conditions are favorable, and the crop is har­
vested only when someone is motivated to reap its benefits.
NationaL Defense: An Illustrative Case

There is a legislative market for analysis, and its conditions vary 
over time and policy area. This has been the case with national de­
fense, an area in which Congress once was regarded as dormant 
but has been quite active in recent years. Each year the defense 
authorization bill occasions a “great debate” on defense policy that 
takes days and even weeks of floor time. Far more time is allotted 
to this measure than to most important legislation. During one year 

focus was on U.S. forces in Europe; in another it was on the 
ABM system; a third concentrated on our policy in Indochina, and 
a fourth on strategic offensive forces. Whatever the focus, as the 
debate proceeds, analytic evidence of high quality is marshaled in 
behalf of one or another of the positions. Many floor amendments 
are put forth as congressmen seek support for alternatives to the 
official position. The caliber of debate—in terms of the utilization 
of data and analysis—is extraordinary by congressional standards.

In recent years, the analytic quality of legislative debate has been 
consistently higher in national defense than in any other policy area. 
Yet, by some conventional measures, the preparedness of the Con­
gress for an analytic posture would appear to be quite unfavorable. 
By comparison with other congressional committees, the two armed 
services committees are very inadequately staffed. In the 94th Con­
gress, the House Armed Services Committee ranked 16th in staff 
size out of 22 standing committees of the House and was exceeded 
in size by “minor” committees such as Internal Security, District of 
Columbia, and Post Office and Civil Service.8 It outranked only the 
committees with limited or specialized jurisdiction, such as Rules* 
Science and Astronautics, and Standards of Official Conduct.

7 The term is taken from Charles L. Schultze, The Politics and Economics of Public 
Spending (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1968),

8 These data are taken from U.S. House, Select Committee on Committees, 93d Cong., 
2d sees., Committee Reform Amendments of 1974, Report to Accompany H. Res. 988, 
H. Rept. 93-916, Part II (21 March 1974), p. 358.
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A comparable situation prevails in the Senate, where the Armed 
Services Committee is surpassed in staff size by 12 of the 18 stand­
ing committees.® With less than two dozen professional staff members 
each, the House and Senate armed services committees do not appear 
to have sufficient analytic resources for their jurisdiction over defense 
legislation.

If analysis flourishes in the defense area, it is because a number 
of conditions favor it. In the following pages, I spell out five proposi­
tions relating to the supply and demand for analysis. These prop­
ositions rest on four relevant conditions: congressional independence, 
abundant and dispersed staff resources, the conduct of analysis out­
side of Congress, and the openness of the legislative process to diverse 
interests and participants. Where these conditions prevail—as in de­
fense policy—the legislative demand for and use of analysis is likely 
to be high.

Conditions Favoring Congressional Use of Analysis

1 . Legislative demand for analysis is a function of congressional 
independence from the executive branch. Congress can be a productive 
law-making body if it (a) follows the initiatives of the executive 
branch or (b) develops its own legislative programs. The first condi­
tion prevailed during the harvest years of the Great Society, when 
Congress enacted scores of important measures at the command of a 
strong president. Congress did not base its actions on analytic findings, 
because it was willing to go along with the administration’s prefer­
ences. But when Congress wishes to exercise its own judgment, its re­
ceptivity to analysis is likely to increase, if only because analysis opens 
up alternatives to the president’s position. This is exactly what hap­
pened in defense policy. As Congress asserted its independence from 
executive wishes, its utilization of analysis markedly increased.

One measure of independence is the extent to which Congress devi­
ates from the president’s budget requests, in particular the extent to 
which less money is appropriated than the president wants. Table 1 
shows the dramatic turnaround that took place in congressional atti­
tudes during the period between 1961 and 1977. In five of the seven fis­
cal years prior to peak Vietnam involvement, Congress voted more 
money than was requested by the president; since then, however, it 
has consistently appropriated amounts below the president’s budget.1® 
The cuts have been as high as seven percent, and for controversial pro­
grams such as procurement or research and development, they have 
sometimes been 10 percent or higher.

The disposition to be independent can be whetted by access to 
ample analytic resources. The very process of analysis will generate 
alternatives to the president’s preferences, and these can encourage 
congressmen to mark out their own positions. This also applies to the 
relationship between individual members and congressional leaders. 
An independent supply of analysis can stimulate members to diverge 
from the policies of their leaders, which is precisely what has happened

9 Charles B. Brownson, ed., 1975 Congressional Staff Directory (Alexandria, Va.: The 
Congressional Staff Directory, 1975).

10 For documentation of the congressional role in defense policy, see Arnold Kanter, 
“Congress and the Defense Budget: 1960—1970,” American Political Science Review 66 
(March 1972) : 129-43.
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TABLE 1.—DEFENSE APPROPRIATION BILL

Year Requested Appropriated Increase (decrease)

1961 ________________________________________ 39,335,000,000
1962 ................................................................................ 42,942,345,000
1963 ................................................................................ 47,907,000,000
1364 ................................................................................ 49,014,237,000
1965 ................................................................................ 47,471,000,000
1966 ................................................................................ 45,272,844,000
1967 ................................................................................ 57,664,353,000
1968 ................................................................................ 71,584,000,000
1969 ..............................................................................  77,074,000,000
1970 ................................................................................ 75,278,200,000
1971 ..............................................................................  68,745,666,000
1972 ................................................................................ 73,543,829,000
1973 ................................................................................ 79,594,184,000
1974 ..........................   77,250,723,000
1975 ................................................................................. 87,057,497,000
1976 ................................................................................ 97,858,000,000
1977 ................................................................................. 107,964,472,000

39,996,608,000 
46,662,556,000
48,136,247,000 
47,220,010,000 
46,752,051,000 
46,887,163,000 
58,067,472,000 
69,936,620,000 
71,869,828,000 
69,640,568,000 
66,595,937,000 
70,518,463,000 
74,372,976,000 
73,714,930,000 
82,096,297,000 
90,466,961,000

104,343,835,000

661,608,000 
3,720,211,000

229,247,000 
(1,794,227,000)

(718,949,000) 
1,614,319,000

403,119,000 
(1,647,380,000) 
(5,204,172,000) 
(5,637,632,000) 
(2.149,729,000) 
(3,035,366,000) 
(5,221,208,000) 
(3,535,793,000) 
(4,961,200,000) 
(7.391.039.000) 
(3,620,637,000)

Source: U.S., Congress, Senate, Committee on Appropriations, Appropriations, Budget Estimates, etc., 
annual volumes, 1961-75 (Washington, D.C., U.S. Government Printing Office).

in congressional action on defense legislation. Access to analysis has 
bolstered the independence of dissident members of the armed services 
committees and, particularly in the Senate, has enabled congressmen 
not serving on these committees to participate effectively in the annual 
debate on the defense authorization bill. Thus, it is not necessary that 
Congress as a whole demand analysis. This seldom happens, and it is 
not consistent with the dispersion of power within Congress. It 
suffices that individual committees or members want analysis for a 
particular program or measure.

However, the supply of analysis is not likely to be sustained unless 
there is a continuing demand for it from Capitol Hill. This was the 
dismal fate of PPB-spawned analysis in the late 1960s, when a lack 
of interest on the part of users resulted in a reduction of supply. The 
relationship between analytic supply and demand is bilateral: demand 
begets supply; supply stimulates independence; independence stimu­
lates demand.

Understandably, congressional independence tends to wane when 
both the legislative and executive branches are controlled by the same 
political party, just as it tends to be spurred by a party split between 
Congress and the White House. The resurgence of congressional in­
dependence during the post-Watergate era has been due to a weakening 
of presidential leadership and to structural upheavals within Congress, 
especially in the House of Representatives. The former has made it 
safer for legislators to deviate from the White House lead; the latter 
has fractured the power structure within Congress and has encouraged 
members to seek influence through independence. While congressional 
independence has been much applauded recently, it remains to be seen 
whether this new vigor can withstand a restoration of presidential 
leadership or a reconcentration of legislative power in the House or 
Senate. There are national and state precedents for a return from 
legislative to executive supremacy, but Congress never before possessed 
the analytic capacity to maintain its independence in the face of the 
traditional presidential advantages in information, public opinion, and 
policy formulation. The present situation is distinctive in that Con­
gress is moving to match its political independence with analytic in­
dependence from the executive branch. As for the distribution of 



power within Congress, although there have been periodic swings 
from fragmentation to cohesion, the vesting of members and commit­
tees with substantial analytic resources will make it difficult to return 
to a more disciplined legislative process in which members take their 
cues from leaders.

2. Legislative demand for analysis is a function of staff resources, 
primarily because more resources facilitate independence from execu­
tive and legislative leadership. The effects of staff resources on con­
gressional operations are frequently misunderstood, because they are 
viewed in terms of relationships with the executive branch. A favorite 
theme of legislative reform is that Congress needs more staff in order 
to compete against the superior resources of the executive. When justi­
fying more resources for itself, Congress typically points to the thou­
sands of computers in executive agencies, to the tens of thousands at 
work in the Pentagon, to the sprawling bureaucracy in the Executive 
Office of the President. As the disadvantaged branch, Congress obvi­
ously has much to gain in arguing for more staff in terms of the dis­
crepancy between executive and legislative resources.

The analytic justification for more staff seems to be: more staff for 
Congress means more analysts at work; more analysts means more 
analysis. One trouble with this formulation is its expectation that 
analysts will be hired for the new positions and, once employed, will 
continue to ply their analytic crafts. Tf staff numbers were the key 
factor, Congress should already have entered the analytic age. Table 
2 traces the growth in House and Senate staffs over the past 20 years. 
Since 1954, Congress has tripled its personal and committee staffs, 
with the steepest increases coming since the Republican presidential 
victory in 1969. The totals in table 2 do not include any of the con­
gressional service agencies. When these are added to the count, congres­
sional staff numbers exceed 23,00g.11

TABLE 2.—FEDERAL CIVILIAN EMPLOYMENT IN CONGRESS, OCTOBER 1954-OCTOBER 1974

October
Congress 
summary Senate House

1954 .............................................................-...........................................
1955 ...........................................................................................................
1956 ............ ..............................................................................................
1957 .........................................................................................................-
1958 ...........................................................................................................
1959 ...........................................................................................................
1960 ...........................................................................................................
1961 ...............................................................-...........................................
1962 ................................................. .........................................................
1963 ................................................ ..........................................................
1964 ................................................ ..........................................................
1965 ...........................................................................................................
1966 ................................................ ..........................................................
1967 .................................................................. .. ......................................
1968 ..........................................................................................................
1969 ................................................ ..........................................................
1970 ................................................  -..........................
1971 ............................... ...........................................................................
1972 .................. ........................................................................................
1973 ...........................................................................................................
1974 .......................................  —
1075 ..........................................................................................................
1976 ........................ ............. .. ............................ .....................................

5,635 2,061 3,574
5,585 1.962 3,623
6,307 2342 3,985
6,383 2,378 4.005
6,598 2,516 4.0’2
6,917 2.700 4 2’7
6,791 2,643 4,148
7,487 2.71.3 4,774
7,857 2.889 4.968
7,934 2,982 4 952
8,091 3,071 5.020
8.891 3,219 5.672
9.484 3.284 6.190
9,952 3.587 6,365

10,078 3,632 6 446
10,721 3,847 6 874
11.274 4,140 7,134
12.793 4.624 8.169
13.602 4.626 8.976
14,609 5,078 9.5’1
17.728 5.284 12 444
17.008 6.207 10,891
18,295 7,009 11,285

Source: U.S. Civil Service Commission, unpublished reports.

» Tt is hard to determine precisely how many persons In the congressional staff agencies 
are employed in behalf of Congress. Most employees of the General Accounting Office prob­
ably fit this category, but in the Library of Congress only the Congressional Research Serv­
ice functions full time as a service agency for Congress.
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Staff makes a big difference in the functioning of Congress, but not 
necessarily in the advertised manner. Staff buys independence. Access 
to staff enables a member to participate more independently in commit­
tee and on the floor. A member might campaign for more staff of his 
own in order to free himself from a committee staff beholden to the 
chairman or to expand his legislative range beyond his committee as­
signments. Conversely, a committee chairman might prefer a small 
staff in order to restrict its scope to matters under his control and to 
thwart the independence of certain members.

Congressional activity in defense policy is instructive here. The staffs 
of the armed services committees have purposefully been kept small in 
order to curb committee independence from the Pentagon. Some mem­
bers have been able to insert themselves into the defense policymaking 
process by detailing staff aides to full-time work on defense matters or 
by skillfully using the resources of congressional staff agencies.

Although proposals to augment congressional staff tend to be framed 
in terms of executive-legislative relations, the outcome is bound to 
affect the distribution of power within Congress, and legislative con­
troversy over staff will be sensitive to who is to benefit or lose from 
the enlargement. Thus, an early version of the legislation to establish 
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) would have restricted that 
office to serving the new House and Senate budget committee. A com­
peting version would have entitled all committees and members to 
CBO assistance. The enacted compromise sets up four categories of 
assistance, ranging from highest priority (to the budget committees) 
to limited assistance (to members) .12

The impact of staffing on the distribution of power flared into open 
dispute at the start of the 94th Congress when 57 senators sponsored 
a resolution to increase the staff entitlements of Senators on the basis 
of their committee assignments. In bitter debate on the Senate floor, 
the issue was explicitly drawn between the “haves” (mostly committee 
chairmen and ranking minority members) and the “have nots” (mostly 
junior Senators):

What we are asking for, those of us who are junior Senators, those of us -who 
have been here only a few years, is an equal shot with the senior Senators to 
committee staff that ... we have the same access that the Senior Senators do to 
professional staff assistance.13

After several days of unusually acrimonious debate and seesawing 
roll calls, the Senate established staff entitlements based on committee 
membership. The effect of this change will be to increase the independ­
ence of previously disadvantaged Senators and therefore stimulate 
their demand for analysis.

3. The use of analysis by Congress is a function of the analytic 
resources available in executive agencies and private organizations. 
Congress cannot be an oasis of analytic brilliance overcoming de­
ficiencies in other branches of government. The extent to which Con­
gress uses analysis depends at least as much on external capabilities 
as on what it does to bolster its own analytic resources. If very little 
analytic work is being done outside Congress, the prospect is dismal 
for much of it inside. On the other hand, if government agencies or

The priorities for assistance are spelled out in section 202 of the Congressional Budget 
and Impoundment Control Act of 1974, P.L. 93-344, 88 Stat. 304.
Rin9^imarks °f Senator packwood, 121 Congressional Record (daily edition, 10 June 1975), 
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private organizations are analytically active, Congress will be able 
to tap and exploit their findings for its own use.

For ample demonstration of this proposition, we can turn again 
to congressional action on defense policy in recent years. The level 
of legislative competence has been high primarily because analytic 
research has been quite advanced in the Department of Defense 
(DOD) and elsewhere. Especially in the major weapon area, DOD 
has a well-defined process for developing and appraising program 
proposals and for assembling analytic justification in support of its 
budget preferences. Outside of government, the Brookings Institution 
and various “peace” groups annually prepare alternatives to the presi­
dent’s budget. By utilizing these private resources, congressmen who 
disagree with the Pentagon’s viewpoint have been able to introduce 
“counteranalyses” into the debate.

There are two primary, related reasons why the caliber of legisla­
tive discussion has not been as high in other policy areas. First, the 
conduct of analysis is not as advanced in other Federal agencies as it 
is in DOD; and, second, private research organizations have not been 
as attentive to other policy issues as they have been to defense.

Congress can more easily exploit work done by others than carry 
the main burden for analysis by itself. The problem is not merely one 
of staffing levels or of the availability of analytic talent in Congress. 
No foreseeable augmentation of resources would be able to satisfy all 
the informational and research needs of Congress. Even thousands of 
professionals added to the congressional rolls would not be enough. 
In its use of analysis, Congress must function as a massive scanning 
machine, sucking in data and arguments from many sources and re­
fining them into legislative material. In this role, Congress treats 
analysis much as it treats gossip, news, constituency mail, the local 
newspaper, etc. Everything is grist for the congressional milL and 
analysis enjoys no preferred position by virtue of its esteem in intel­
lectual circles. The legislative product will be a compound of analysis 
and countless other types of input. Some of that input will be of 
analytic caliber; much will not. All of it is potentially relevant to the 
legislative process. When it has a window to the outside, Congress best 
fulfills its representative role. And when the outside is rich in analytic 
resources, Congress, too, can enrich itself. If Congress were blessed 
with a sufficiency of analytic resources, it might be tempted to close the 
window and live by its own wits and data.

The case for more indigenous legislative resources should not be 
grounded on aspirations for self-sufficiency. This status is neither 
necessary nor desirable. Rather, Congress should give itself enough 
resources to keep in touch with developments outside. It takes large 
numbers to monitor and convert to legislative use the burgeoning 
analytic work of others, and this is ample justification for more staff. 
This does not preclude Congress from conducting its own analyses, 
either to counter the preferences of the executive or to compensate 
for gaps elsewhere, but the main workload will be that of milling the 
analyses of others into a legislative product.

4. The supply of analysis would be only marginally augmented by 
establishing a specialized congressional analysis agency. Some re­
formers harbor the hope that the creation of a Rand-type organiza­
tion (such as an Institute for the Congress) would transform Congress 
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into a vigorous, self-sufficient, organizing branch. In line with the 
arguments made in support of the third proposition, I doubt that the 
establishment of a single center of analytic excellence would make 
more than a marginal difference in the overall performance of Con­
gress. Nowadays, policy research is much too fragmented to allow 
any single organization to have the sort of commanding position that 
Rand enjoyed in its prime. As the most pluralist of institutions, Con­
gress must draw analytic sustenance from many sources, most of which 
will continue to be nonlegislative. Moreover, it is doubtful that a new 
organization would be able to maintain both analytic purity and rele­
vance for legislative policymaking.

One of the reasons for the persistent interest in creating an ana­
lytic institute for Congress is that none of the existing congressional 
institutions devotes itself exclusively to research. With one exception, 
each must allocate a substantial portion of its resources to the everyday 
interests of Congress and to recurring functions assigned to it by law. 
As service agencies, these institutions are not free to develop their 
own work agendas, and each has experienced the chronic problem of 
routine activities preempting analytic interests.

A congressional agency able to attend exclusively to analytic matters 
would have to be beyond the reach of individual members and com­
mittees and -would have to be quarantined from the legislative process, 
but the quid pro quo for its organizational freedom would be less op­
portunity to have an impact on legislative policies except when Con­
gress happened to be involved in matters directly related to its primary 
research interests. This type of organization would have to be inde­
pendent of Congress in order to be able to serve Congress in the manner 
it deemed appropriate.

On a limited scale and for very specialized activities, Congress 
might tolerate some measure of organizational independence. Of the 
four congressional staff agencies, the Office of Technology Assessment 
(OTA) conforms most closely to this model. Established in 1972, OTA 
has a staff of approximately 50, an annual budget of $5 million, and a 
governing boarci consisting of the OTA director and 12 members of 
Congress. Most of OTA’s work is contracted out, and while it is highly 
specialized, little of it differs from what might be done (or is already 
being done) under executive sponsorship. OTA might develop a coun- 
teranalytic role and its research might have a bearing on some con­
gressional activities, but the overall impact would still be marginal in 
terms of the analytical supply available to Congress.

The General Accounting Office (GAO) is the largest of the service 
organizations, although it is difficult to estimate how many of its more 
than 5.000 employees are engaged in legislative work. GAO is assigned 
a large number of audit and accounting functions under law, but 
during the past decade it has sought to expand the scope of its audits 
and to provide a broader range of services to Congress. By dint of its 
accounting origins, GAO has been active in budget-relatei work, and 
it has lead responsibility for the design of budget and program in­
formation systems for the Federal Government. Legislation in 1974 
gave GAO responsibility for augmenting the program evaluation 
capabilities of Congress, but this function is likely to blossom into a 
major activity only if Congress becomes more committed to program
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evaluation.14 Despite its enlarged role, GAO still applies only a frac­
tion of its total resources to analytic work.

The Congressional Research Service (CRS) is the oldest ot the 
service organizations, and its staff and scope have grown significantly 
since the enactment of the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970. 
CRS operates as a general research organization, processing more than 
•200.000 inquiries each year on virtually anything of interest to Con­
gress. Most of its work is undertaken in response to congressional 
initiative, and anv committee or member has a free claim on its re­
sources.15 CRS suffers a persistent tension 'between its research and 
reference missions, between providing short-order responses and in­
depth analysis of major policy issues. Although the amount and quality 
of its research tend to be underestimated, the bulk of the CRS research 
effort is devoted to the translation of research by others into congres­
sionally useful form. In view of the proposition that most congres­
sional analysis will originate from outside sources, this CRS service 
is essential' for Congress, although it is not likely to win many ac­
colades in the analytic world. .

The Congressional Budget Office (CBO) is the newest staff agencv, 
having begun operations in early 1975. CBO does not have a track 
record yet, and judgments about its future role would be premature. 
But within CBO there have already emerged tensions between the 
everyday routines of budgeting and long-term policy research.

Conoressional service organizations face a dilemma similar to that 
of the analytic staffs of Federal agencies in the 1960s. Wanting to be 
useful, the analysts found it necessary to trade away their research 
interests in order to participate in agency policymaking. In the con­
gressional context, the problem is being muddled through by the or­
ganizations performing both analytic and service functions for Con­
gress. The mixture of these sometimes competing orientations has 
created tensions within each of the organizations (with the possible 
exception of OTA) and has compromised their commitment to analytic 
research. But straddling the issue enables the agencies to promote their 
analytic role to the extent compatible with other congressional demands 
for assistance.

Congressional analysts are removed from the centers of legislative 
power in the same manner that executive analysts tend to be distant 
from policymaking in their own organizations. The perennial prob­
lem of a weak market for analytic wares is compounded by the ten­
dency of congressional committees to call for outside assistance pri­
marily when they can’t take care of a matter themselves or don’t want 
to. Each of the service organizations gets work that the committees 
want done, not necessarily because it is important research but be­
cause they need it for some current activity. When a committee feels 
competent in a matter or doesn’t want outsiders involved in its work, 
it will solicit little analytic research from the staff organizations. 
Analysis thus becomes a residual function—perhaps practiced more in 
one of the service organizations than in another—but nowhere is it 
the predominant, preemptive mission.

14 See Title VII of the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974 for 
GAO’s program evaluation duties, and Title VIII for Its role in information systems.

15 However. CRS researchers operate under a number of “don’ts” proscribing certain 
tvpes of assistance. Congressional access is also constrained by the availability of CRS 
time and staff.
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5. The demand for and use of analysis is a function of the open­
ness of the legislative process to a multiplicity of interests and par­
ticipants. Because it sanctions the search for alternatives to estab­
lished policies, analysis is not a policy-neutral process. Analysis will 
be most welcomed, therefore, when alternatives are wanted, when de­
cision making is open to a diversity of views and interests. Once again, 
the defense example is germane; the rise in the use of analysis has co­
incided with congressional interests in alternatives to the official policy.

On Capitol Hill, there is a push to open up the legislative process 
to a much wider band of participants than once was permitted. The 
signs of the times include open committee meetings, joint referral of 
bills to two or more committees, and the expansion of personal staffs. 
Perhaps nowhere has the opening been more pronounced than in con­
gressional action on the president’s budget, an area that once was the 
nearly exclusive domain of the appropriations committees. If Congress 
has an annual debate on defense spending, it is because participation is 
mucn more open than it used, to be. Among the factors making for an 
open process have been increased congressional access to previously 
privileged executive budget information, the trend toward annual and 
short-term authorizations, and establishment of the congressional 
budget process. The last of these brings into the arena a new set of con­
gressional participants, the House and Senate budget committees; 
moreover, it vests the various legislative committees with a formal role 
in determining the congressional budget.16

In the past, the closure of the budget process to outside scrutiny 
was abetted by the inherent complexity of the process itself, the ob­
scurantism of budget documents and tax codes, and the unwillingness 
of affected interests to invest in budget research and the gathering of 
data. There is much truth in the observation that the appropriations 
committees gained, budgetary power by dint of long hours of hard 
work. On the tax side, the House Ways and Means Committee gained 
its advantaged status through a monolithic committee structure (no 
subcommittees), an insistence on closed rules for floor consideration of 
tax measures, and exclusive access to expert staff.

Much of this has been changed by the recent publication of read­
able and intelligent, analyses of the Federal budget and by the public 
onering of alternatives to the official requests. One milestone was the 
publication of Counterhudget by the National Urban Coalition in 
19 (1; another has been the annual Setting National Priorities series of 
the Brookings Institution. These have inspired numerous interest 
organizations to issue their own budget studies and alternatives each 
year.

Change has been most dramatic on the tax side of the budget. With 
expansion of the membership of the House Ways and Means Commit­
tee, its establishment of subcommittees, and relaxation of the closed 
rule, wider participation has begun to emerge.

On the expenditure side, it is vital that a nonbudgetary forum be 
available tor policy analysis, because the routines and pressures of the 
budget process make it very difficult to inject analysis into the debate. 
It is not surprising that analytic debate on defense policy is centered 
on the authorizations rather than the appropriations stage.
..-APHde.r111*; Congressional Budget Act, each standing committee of the House and ScnntA
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An Uncertain Conclusion

For Congress, analysis is a sometime thing. The five propositions 
set forth in this article point to increased receptivity to analysts and 
their work on Capitol Hill. Yet most of the legislative process con­
tinues to be driven by nonanalytic forces. The balance between analy­
sis and other factors will be struck differently for different times and 
issues. Hence, the conclusion can only be uncertain.

But in this paper I have tried to suggest that Congress is not likely 
to become either captured by or alienated from analysis. The argument 
that Congress will not become a major user of analysis is as untenable 
as the position that a new analytic era is just over the horizon. The 
more reasonable conclusion is that the supply and demand for analysis 
will depend on a number of circumstances. Congress will be attuned to 
analysis more in some policy areas than in others—more when the issues 
are highly technical and are not perceived primarily as distributional 
in character, less when the issues demand comparatively little techni­
cal expertise and the distribution of costs and benefits among identifi­
able interests is foremost. However, in no major instance is it likely 
that the legislative decision will be grounded exclusively on analytic 
evidence. Analysis will always have to compete with other inputs to 
the legislative process.

July, 1976.



CONSIDERATIONS OF POLICY ANALYSIS AND 
FORMULATION IN THE SENATE

By Richard Royce

INTRODUCTION

Any discussion of policy analysis and formulation in the Senate 
must distinguish between two fundamentally distinct aspects of policy. 
The first is the control and enactment of policy. The concern for this 
aspect during the past decade has led to the varied and sometimes 
dramatic activities included under the general rubric of “reform.” 
These activities have been characterized by a dispersion of traditional 
congressional authority and an increase in the authority of party cau­
cuses. The second aspect of policy is the exploration and articulation 
of new policy options. This process involves a different dynamism and 
requires a different mechanism. The concern for this aspect of policy 
leads to “reorganization” of the Congress to make it a more effective 
institution vis-a-vis the executive branch. The disparate efforts to real­
ize these two goals have often been—but are not inherently—at cross­
purposes. Failure to distinguish between these two policy aspects is 
perhaps the source of much of the confusion and misapprehension re­
garding the policy capabilities of the Congress.

The distinction will be pursued in greater detail later in this discus­
sion. but first it might be useful to examine briefly the congressional 
response to the institutional shift in authority which has been occurring 
during the last four decades or more.

Congressional Response to Institutional Shift in Authority

The growing congressional awareness of this shift, and the conse­
quent need to strengthen congressional capabilities, became apparent 
in the mid-to-late 1960’s with the expansion and increased professional­
ization of committee and personal staffs. This process was augmented 
by the strengthening of the two traditional institutional resources of 
the Congress—the General Accounting Office and the Congressional 
Research Service, formerly the Legislative Reference Service. And in 
1972 and 1975 the direction was extended with the creation of the Of­
fice of Technology Assessment and the Congressional Budget Of­
fice, respectively.

However, for most of the decade from 1965 to 1975, the changes in 
the Congress and the augmentation of its external resources occurred 
without explicit attention to the institutional power shift and the con­
comitant loss of congressional policy initiative to the presidency. It 
was not until an aloof and by then unpopular President Nixon over­
reached himself that the Congress finally started to think in terms of 
the loss of its authority and policymaking powers. Perhaps the most

(86)
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productive results of the new awareness, to date, have been the War 
Powers Act of 1973 and the Congressional Budget and Impoundment 
Act of 1974. Yet, it is worth noting that both of these measures were 
essentially defensive and reactive in relation to the presidency. For 
this growing congressional awareness of the shift in power has still not 
resulted in any systematic effort by the Congress to reassert its au­
thority and develop its capability for initiating policy.

However, the Senate did advance one effort in the 93rd Congress and 
the first session of the 94th to develop policy in a major area and on 
an inter-committee basis. In response to the Arab oil embargo, the Sen­
ate initiated its first significant inter-committee effort to report legisla­
tion of overlapping jurisdiction. Under the chairmanship of Senator 
Pastore, ranking member of the Commerce Committee and second 
ranking member of the Democratic Policy Committee, the staffs of the 
Commerce, Interior and Public Works Committees, with members of 
the Democratic Policy Committee staff, met often during 1974 and 
1975 with outside consultants to develop major legislation in the ener­
gy field, covering R & D, conservation and supply. The legislation was 
reported to the Senate with the concurrence of all three committees. 
The relative effectiveness and harmony of the Senate effort was in 
marked contrast to that of the House, where the Speaker appointed an 
ad hoc task force from the Democratic Steering and Policy Committee. 
This body did not involve the chairmen or staffs of the standing com­
mittees, and its efforts were soon challenged by the Ways and Means 
Committee.

Two aspects of the Senate effort are worthy of particular attention. 
First, the three committees involved also share the bulk of committee 
jurisdiction in environmental legislation: hence for several years 
there had been staff and committee leadership intercourse on environ­
mental legislation. Secondly, the seed for the inter-committee effort 
on energy was planted in 1970-71 by an energy policy study resolution 
(S. Res. 45) introduced by Senator Jennings Randolph, chairman of 
the Public Works Committee. This was referred to the Interior Com­
mittee, and, by agreement among the committee chairmen, the chair­
men and ranking Members of the Commerce Committee and the Pub­
lic Works Committee became ex officio members of the Interior 
Commitee for purposes of the study. Key staff members from each of 
these committees were assigned to work with the Interior Committee 
staff. Thus, the committees had approximately three years of previous 
cooperative effort in energy legislation prior to the 1974-75 legislative 
activity.

Ironically, conventional wisdom today holds that the Congress is 
incapable of developing policy on the difficult issues confronting our 
society. Yet the only semblance of national policy that exists in the 
fields of environment and energy is that which has been initiated and 
formulated by the Congress—usually over the active opposition or 
passive resistance of the executive branch.

Reform and Reorganization

This popular misapprehension that the Congress can only react to 
policy initiatives from the executive branch, rather than assume the 
initiative itself, is due in part to the failure to make the policy dis- 
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tinctions noted at the outset of this discussion. Members of the Con­
gress themselves are not immune to this confusion, and there are few 
liberal or moderate members who have thought through the distinc­
tion sufficiently to resist the siren call of “reform.” Yet, as stated 
earlier, reform efforts, devoted to the goals of more democratic pro­
cedure and greater individual participation in the control of policy, 
generally enhance the centrifugal forces at work, and strengthen the 
power of caucus rule on the principle of one-man-one-vote.

The purpose of reorganization, on the other hand, is to enable the 
Senate or the House to function more effectively as an institution. 
This almost necessarily implies an enhancement of the centripetal 
forces toward greater centralization of authority and a more clearly 
articulated leadership structure.

Thus, the Democratic conference in the Senate is probably a good 
mechanism for expressing, on a one-man-one-vote basis, the public 
sentiment or the prevailing party view in a choice between two policy 
options already developed and articulated. But the conference is not a 
good mechanism for the exploration and development of new, as yet 
undiscovered or unstated, policy options.

Many, if not most, of the incremental policy decisions addressed by 
the Congress—amendments to existing legislation and modifications 
of existing programs—are already stated and the options defined when 
they come to the Congress. They can thus be resolved in an adversary 
context on the basis of a Yes or No vote. There are a number of vital 
long-term policy questions, however, that cannot be so resolved. It is 
perhaps not an overstatement to say that the quality of representative 
democracy in the Federal Government will be determined to the extent 
that the Congress is able to assume the policy initiatives in those 
long-term areas.

Energy policy is a preeminent example, not only because it is in the 
forefront of American consciousness, but because the decisions in this 
area will be woven into the fabric of American life for decades to come. 
And though substantial legislation has been enacted in recent years, it 
can hardly be claimed that we have a coherent comprehensive national 
energy policy. There still remain nagging questions on reactor safety 
and a safe technology for nuclear waste disposal. There still has been 
no consideration of the political or social consequences of the impact 
of various modes of energy development. Consideration of the environ­
mental consequences has been inadequate. Economic analyses have 
been dominated by the marketplace assumptions of the heavily sub­
sidized nuclear energy industry.

Equally broad questions arise in policy research and analysis in the 
fields of economics, health, science, materials, food and fiber produc­
tion. and the oceans—to name but a few topics that overlay the juris­
dictions of the standing committees. In none of these areas can it be 
realistically stated that we have a national policy. And, in the absence 
of overall policies, incremental policy decisions are too frequently 
made in the Congress on an ad hoc basis. On the other hand, such 
decisions are reached in the executive branch through achieving the 
lowest common denominator of the vested interests of the agencies 
and technocrats involved in the decision-making process.
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Congressional Use of Specialized Policy Advisory Panels

It was recognition of the inability of the executive branch to develop 
satisfactory long-term policy options that led to two innovative con­
gressional efforts at policy research and analysis with which the 
writer was closely associated.

In 1970, as chief clerk and staff director of the Senate Committee on 
Public Works, the writer, under authority of Chairman Jennings 
Randolph, established an Environmental Advisory Panel for the 
committee. The chairman and ranking members of the committee had 
increasingly recognized the problem of relying on testimony of “ex­
perts” from executive agencies when their own agencies’ activities 
were the subject of committee deliberation. This was accompanied by 
the awareness of the need for truly independent sources of expert 
knowledge responsive to the legislative needs of policy analysis and 
development.

Consequently, a panel was formed of some 15 scientists and scholars 
of national repute, representing a wide array of disciplines, including, 
among others, forest ecology, bio-medical sciences, physics, chemistry, 
geology, engineering, environmental law and political science. After 
several weeks of preparatory discussions between committee staff and 
panel members, the panel met in early May of 1970 for a weekend of 
exploratory inquiry over a broad range of environmental issues. At 
the end of the meeting, five working groups or sub-panels were 
formed—on eutrophication and phosphates, ocean dumping, consumer 
products and environmental health, environmental R. & D. analysis 
and evaluation, and environmental quality criteria.

These sub-panels met during the summer months with fairly close 
but inadequate staff coordination, and made recommendations to the 
full advisory panel at a meeting in early December. This became the 
operational procedure for the panel—the full panel meeting for two 
days twice a year, with the sub-panels meeting independently two or 
three times between each full panel meeting. Much of the sub-panel 
work was conducted by correspondence and telephone in between 
meetings. (The sub-panels also used additional consultants on an ad 
hoc basis. For example, the sub-panel on ocean dumping met in 
California with experts from the Scripps Institute for two or three 
days. This and other such meetings thus expanded the network of 
resources available to the committee.)

The panel made such contributions as a critique on the implications 
of the use of NTA (Nitrilotriacetic Acid) as a phosphate substitute 
for detergent builders (at a time when the administration and indus­
try were strongly favoring this course), studies and comments on the 
potential environmental and energy impact of the SST, a critique of 
the Atomic Energy Commission Environmental Impact Statement for 
the proposed nuclear waste repository in Lyons, Kansas, and a critique 
of the Council on Environmental Quality report on ocean dumping. 
In addition, the work of the panel and of individual members rein­
forced committee legislation in the fields of air and water pollution 
abatement and subsequent legislative efforts in the field of toxic sub­
stances control. However, one of the most seminal areas of sub-panel 
activity—the analysis and evaluation of federal R. & D. programs in 
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the environment—failed realization solely because of the premature 
termination of the panel.

Indeed, none of the work of the panel came to full fruition; as a 
working group it operated for only about a year and a half, lapsing 
into disuse when the writer retired from the committee. In retrospect, 
it is evident that the chief limitation of the panel was its continuing 
function as a working entity depending too heavily on the presence 
and coordination of the writer. Though Senator Randolph gave his 
full approval and support to its operation, and other committee mem­
bers were interested in and peripherally involved with panel activ­
ities, there was not the commitment at the top staff level to maintain 
the staff support necessary to its continuing operation. However, indi­
vidual members of the panel have continued to be consulted by the 
committee staff from time to time on an ad hoc basis.

After several preliminary discussions, in early 1973, Chairman John 
Blatnik of the House Public Works Committee (now the Committee 
on Public Works and Transportation) asked the writer to serve as a 
consultant to his committee. A principal assignment was to organize 
and direct a Science Advisory Panel for the committee. (Representa­
tive Blatnik had previously attended meetings of the Senate panel, 
and he, Senator Randolph and the writer had hoped that the panel 
could become a joint Senate-House operation. We anticipated it as a 
sort of educational bridge between the two committees, mitigating 
somewhat the adversary relationship which so often develops—some­
times chronically—between analogous committees of the two bodies. 
However, this view was shared by neither the ranking majority mem­
ber nor ranking minority member of the Senate committee, so Chair­
man Randolph chose not to press the issue.)

Representative Blatnik had held a long-standing concern for the 
incongruity of population distribution patterns of the United States 
and the potential role of the programs authorized by the Public 
Works Committee to ameliorate or improve these patterns. The Con­
gress had twice mandated the President to develop a national popu­
lation distribution policy, but with no results. (Of course, if either 
body had in place the kind of leadership mechanism for policy inte­
gration, like that proposed later in this discussion, the Congress 
would have had no need to mandate the President to develop such a 
policy.)

The Public Works Committee had jurisdiction over all water re­
sources development programs of the Corps of Engineers, river basin 
authorities, major watershed projects, water pollution control legis­
lation, highway construction and regional economic development— 
activities that greatly affect land-use and population distribution. 
Chairman Blatnik therefore believed that the committee should ex­
plore the prospect of developing a coherent approach to resources 
and transportation development in relation to population distribution. 
Consequently, the Science Advisory Panel of the House committee was 
organized around the related issues of developing a national public 
works investment policy and a national population distribution policy.

After several months of preliminary staff work, the House panel, 
composed of some 20 scientists, scholars and administrative experts, 
met with members of the committee and staff in May, 1974. At the end 
of the meeting the panel was divided into four task force groups.
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Task Force I was assigned the responsibility of exploring the issues 
of a national population distribution policy in relation to the ecologi­
cally-derived concept of “carrying capacity.” Task Force II concen­
trated on the institutional mechanisms—regional government units 
at the sub-state, state, and multi-state levels—that would be required 
for comprehensive and multi-functional planning and implementa­
tion. Task Force III addressed the role of transportation in relation to 
population distribution and regional economic development. And 
Task Force IV concentrated on examining the assumptions and impli­
cations of alternate policy objectives; it also functioned for the panel 
as a whole in monitoring the assumptions generated by the other task 
forces.

Close liaison was maintained between the task forces, not only 
through staff participation and coordination, but also by overlapping 
membership among them. In addition, the chairmen of the four task 
forces met twice with the committee staff between the spring and fall 
meetings of the full panel.

Two additional areas of resource capability were developed in rela­
tion to the panel activities. The panel and committee staff worked in 
close cooperation with the Academy For Contemporary Problems (of 
the Battelle Memorial Institute) whose Diretcor, Mr. Ralph Widner, 
was also a task force chairman. At the request of the committee, the 
Academy conducted three significant studies of areas under consider­
ation by the panel. These were closely coordinated with the inquiries 
of the panel and incorporated with the panel report and recommenda­
tions to the House Public Works Committee in November, 1974. 
(Published as committee prints by the Committee on Public Works— 
“A National Public Works Investment Policy—Background Papers,” 
November, 1974, and “A National Public Works Investment Policy— 
Task Force Reports of the Science Advisory Panel,” December, 
1974.)

Also, several members of the panel, including the writer, were con­
temporaneously involved in a five-day critique of the Hudson Basin 
Project, a Rockefeller Foundation study embracing an area of 25,000 
square miles and a population of 20,000,000. This multi-disciplinary 
experimental effort examined environmental issues in an integrated 
manner in a regional context. It provided the committee panel mem­
bers with a considerable cross-fertilization of ideas and additional 
resource capabilities.

Unfortunately, the Science Advisory Panel of the House committee 
was also terminated before it could demonstrate its full capabilities as 
a policy research tool, although for a different reason than the one 
that ended the Senate Environmental Advisory Panel. The “personal­
ity dependent” aspect of the Senate panel was not operative with 
respect to the House panel. After initial resistance to the concept, the 
House Public Works Committee staff eventually gave full support to 
the panel activities. Several key staff members of both the majority 
and minority became closely and continuously involved with the work 
of the panel. By the end of 1974 the panel and staff had developed 
a direction and momentum that would have carried the work forward.

However, the panel effort fell victim to the retirement of Chairman 
Blatnik at the end of the 93rd Congress and to the “reform” of the 
House during the early part of the 94th Congress. In addition to the 
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committee chairmen who were relieved of their posts, virtually all of 
the remaining chairmen were severely restricted in their authority by 
the development of rule by caucus, which applied to committees as 
well as to the majority as a whole. Consequently, the new chairman 
of the House Committee on Public Works and Transportation, having 
been advised of some opposition to the expense of the panel (approxi­
mately $50,000), chose not to have a caucus fight at the outset of his 
tenure as chairman. He therefore did not ask for extension of the 
panel.

Three general conclusions can be drawn from these two advisory 
panel experiences:

First, the panel mechanism can be a useful and effective tool for 
policy analysis and innovation. In the process it provides a basis for 
continuing communication—not currently afforded through any other 
structure or mechanism—between the scientific/academic community 
and the legislative community.

Second, despite the value of such an approach, the full potential of 
the advisory panel mechanism cannot be realized when its inquiries are 
limited to the jurisdiction of a single committee. In the instances of 
both committees, the respective panels continually bumped into the 
walls of committee jurisdiction, thus confirming the need for such 
inquiries to be founded on a broader and more integrative basis.

Third, it is doubtful that the panel mechanism can become an 
integral part of the legislative process unless it is broadened in its 
function to serve the Senate leadership activities as well as the com­
mittee process.

Leadership Committee: A Proposal

Those who assert that the Congress is not capable of conducting 
policy analysis and formulation seem to confuse the requirements of 
information gathering and retrieval as well as the research which pre­
cedes policy analysis with the policy determination process itself. 
However, Senate establishment of the structure and mechanisms for 
policy development will not necessarily require any major super­
structure for research or production and retrieval of information. The 
Congress is quite adequately supplied with information in most 
fields from both private and public interest groups, and from foun­
dations such as the Brookings Institution. The Congress has its own 
informational agencies—the Government Accounting Office, the Con­
gressional Research Service, and, increasingly called into use, the 
Office of Technology Assessment and the Congressional Budget Office. 
And, of course, other sources are municipal and state organizations, 
and the executive branch. (Indeed, one of the more effective techniques 
of a recalcitrant executive agency in resisting congressional oversight 
or control is to inundate an oversight committee with a flood of 
information.)

The question of congressional capability for policy analysis and 
formulation is thus not one of information retrieval, but of winnowing 
and selecting and integrating the precise information needed for pol­
icy analysis in the Congress. Policy development requires an articula­
tion of political and social values, an application of an informed 
political judgment, and an exercise of political will. The problem 
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for the. Senate is thus to create the most appropriate and effective 
mechanism, for harnessing and harmonizing these processes.

Currently, Senate policy decisions are made in the standing com­
mittees. Whether the policies are actually created in the committee 
process, as in those committees with strong and innovative leader­
ship, or whether the committee merely sanctions policies created in 
the executive branch, the standing committee is the principal conduit 
for the flow of policy into the legislative process.

Therefore, any structure for policy analysis and formulation for the 
Senate as a whole must be intimately related to the committee process 
ft is for this reason that the writer proposes the creation of a leader­
ship committee to be composed of the chairman of each of the stand­
ing committees or his surrogate and the majority leader and whip.

The leadership committee could perform 15 functions which I would 
place under four general categories of activities. Though the first nine 
of the functions cited fall largely outside the scope of this discussion, 
I will briefly outline my perception of them and their attendant staff 
needs, in order to place the Senate policy considerations of this paper 
in the larger context.

Under what might be termed the housekeeping functions category 
of the leadership committee (which would include all the functions of 
the present Democratic Policy Committee as well as additional ones) 
are:

(1) Scheduling of floor action;
(2) Maintaining the program of Senate work;
(3) Management of committees—plans for legislation and oyer- 

sight; evaluating the institution of new subcommittees and integration 
of subjects reaching across committee lines;

(4) Maintenance of relations with the House leadership; and
(5) Institutionalization generally of functions rather than an ad 

hoc approach.
Under the category of current policy enactment are:
(1) Identification of major policy problems in the current Con­

gress and future proceedings;
(2) Preparation of syntheses for leadership use;
(3) Response to the program of the President; and
(4) Review of decisions by the Budget Committee at the request 

of an authorizing committee.
The other two categories of functions bear more directly on the 

policy considerations of this paper and on the use of advisory panels 
as mechanisms for policy analysis and development. Under the general 
category of policy analysis and innovation are:

(1) Responsibility for studies of major policy problems;
(2) Review and interpretation of trends, and longer-term forecast­

ing of policy issues; and
(3) Liaison with the academic and research community generally.
The final category, which might be termed research management, 

comprises: . .
(1) Coordination and protection of support agencies and the iden­

tification of gaps in research:
(2) Shaping long-range direction and use of R & D activity; and
(3) Maintenance of contract and administrative capability for 

research.
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One would envisage three component staff groups to serve the leader­
ship committee—one for each of the first two categories and one for 
the last two. The housekeeping staff activities could probably be per­
formed by eight to ten professionals with an equivalent supporting 
staff.

Current policy enactment would probably require a staff of approxi­
mately the same size. One would expect both of these professional 
staffs to be composed not of specialists but generalists knowledgeable 
in policy matters, politics, and the procedures and processes of the 
standing committees and the Senate and House.

The third staff group—dealing with policy analysis and innovation, 
and research management—would be a multi-disciplinary staff com­
posed of specialists in the natural and behavioral sciences, economics 
and management, and in the integrative disciplines. This would mean 
a professional staff of perhaps 25 or 30, including administrative per­
sonnel, and a slightly larger supporting staff.

Working with this third staff would be individual advisory panels, 
modeled somewhat after the panels previously described in this study. 
They would function in such areas as energy R & D and supply, en­
vironmental policy, health policy, priorities in scientific research, etc. 
The individual members of the panels could be retained on a consultant 
basis, or, after the panels' effectiveness was proved, a nucleus of a 
dozen or so advisors could be retained for two and three-year rotating 
terms. Such assignments could well become prestigious appointments 
in the scientific and academic communities, as were the appoint­
ments to the President's Council of Economic Advisors in earlier 
administrations.

The function of the advisory panels, under the general direction 
and coordination of the committee staff, would be to integrate and 
present the knowledge in their areas of expertise in such ways as to 
make it relevant to the policy analysis and formulation needs of the 
Senate leadership. This would be done through close and continuing 
communication with the staff, by presentation of papers in specific 
areas, and by periodic “seminars” with the leadership committee and 
staff.

The writer is aware of certain objections which might be raised to 
such a proposed leadership committee, and he has heard some of them 
from some members of the Senate. Perhaps foremost would be the 
argument, advanced by some of the junior members, to the effect that 
the committee would become a means of solidifying control by the 
“barons” of the Senate. This objection would have a superficial and 
reflexive appeal for some, especially at a time when seniority is under 
fire and the call for “reform” is so popular. However, here we must re­
turn to the earlier distinction between the control of policy and the 
exploration and development of new policy options. The proposed 
leadership committee would not negate the continuing development 
of the role of the Democratic caucus in its overview of party policies 
or voice in what policies are ultimately brought to the floor.

It might also be asserted that the leadership committee activities 
would be but another drain on the time of already overburdened chair­
men. However, the writer assumes that the Senate is serious about 
improving its operations, as evidenced by formation of the Commis­
sion on the Operation of the Senate and the Select Committee on Com­



95

mittees. And, though it is not within the mandate of the Commission 
nor of this writer to consider committee jurisdictions, it is to be hoped 
that the Select Committee will recommend, and the Senate approve, 
organizing the committee jurisdictions along functional lines. This 
would reduce the number of standing committees and significantly re­
duce the number of subcommittees. With the adoption of other recom­
mendations of the Commission, much of the needless drain on the time 
and energies of the chairmen as well as other members should be elimi­
nated, and the rampant operation of Parkinson s Law curtailed.

The proposed leadership committee structure and staff might seem, 
on first appraisal, to be an overly ambitious and burdensome enter­
prise. It does not seem so to this writer, however, when considering the 
critical importance of developing a coherent policy process in the 
Senate. The proposed staff would be comparable in size to that of some 
of the standing committees and sub-committees, and smaller than some 
of the largest. And most of this staff could be drawn from personnel 
now employed in supernumerary subcommittees.

Conclusions

An effective reorganization of the Senate will require the forgoing 
of some prerogatives for virtually all the members; it will entail the 
elimination of multiple subcommittee staffs for the more senior mem­
bers. But, if this is not achieved in the interest of a strengthened and 
augmented leadership structure along lines such as those proposed 
here, the writer foresees one of two upcoming alternatives, both un­
desirable, for the Senate vis-a-vis the presidency: with a Republican 
president we shall continue to have government by veto; the majority 
leadership will continue usually to lack the strength to override. Or, 
with a Democratic president adept at using mass communications, we 
shall move again toward a “plebiscitary democracy”; the President will 
simply go over the heads of the people’s representatives directly to the 
citizenry. In either event, the Senate will continue to suffer erosion of 
authority, and representative democracy will continue to languish.

August 1976.



SETTING THE AGENDA IN THE U.S. SENATE*

By Jack L. Walker

Introduction

Die past 15 years of American public life have been among the most 
turbulent in the nation s history. It has been a period marked by in­
tense and bitter controversy, but also a time in which the Congress 
enacted some of the most far-reaching domestic social legislation in 
the country’s history. The public sector has expanded steadily and 
the government has begun to intervene in many new areas of social 
and economic life. Besides the enactment of new programs, we have 
seen the beginning of serious public debate over many highly con- 
ti o\ ersial issues such as population control or national land use plan­
ning—long excluded from the legislative agenda of the Congress.

Many observers of the Congress have recognized the crucial impor­
tance of agenda setting. Bauer, Pool and Dexter concluded that “the 
most important part of the legislative decision process was the de­
cision about which decision to consider.’’ The representative’s major 
problem was “not how to vote, but what to do with his time, how' to 
allocate his resources, and where to put his energy.” 1

Although the choice of issues for debate clearly has an important 
impact on the outcome of the legislative process, not much is known 
about how agenda items are chosen. A small number of thoughtful 
essays exist on the subject, but there have been few large-scale empiri- 
cal studies.2 Some of the work done on this subject has been insightful, 
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but there remain many unanswered questions. Are most issues forced 
upon the legislature by forces beyond their control, or can representa­
tives determine for themselves which questions to debate? Is agenda 
setting the sole province of the leadership, or can junior members 
make an impact on the process? What kinds of information are em­
ployed by those who set the agenda ? Are agenda items chosen because 
of their relevance to certain social problems, their cost, their appeal 
to powerful constituents, their potential to bestow prestige or recogni­
tion on their sponsors, or some other criteria known only to Senate 
insiders ?

A Typology of Items on the Senate’s Agenda

The Senate’s capacity to shape its own agenda definitely is in­
creasing, but members still are able to exercise very little discretion 
over the scheduling of items for debate. Much of the business trans­
acted by the Senate either is mandated by the Constitution or required 
for the daily maintenance of the vast Federal establishment. Each 
year a budget must be created, innumerable amendments must be made 
to existing statutes, and Presidential appointees must be confirmed 
or rejected. The daily schedules of individual Senators also are jammed 
with activities—subcommittee hearings, talks with constituents, lobby­
ists or reporters, roll calls on the Senate floor, consultations with staff 
members. These matters originate with other people and are virtually 
unavoidable.3 Little time and energy remain for reflection or the 
promotion of bold new legislative departures.

With so many duties and responsibilities thrust upon them, it is no 
surprise that most Senators spend little time promoting legislative 
change. There is more than enough to do without creating new prob­
lems. In Figure 1 the Senate’s agenda is portrayed as a collection of 
items ranging from those with which the Senate is required to deal, 
toward another, smaller set of issues that Senators may take up at their 
own discretion.

The budgetary cycle produces a huge volume of periodically recur­
ring agenda items that can be placed at the left hand side of Figure 1. 
Action on appropriations, for example, is required each year along 
with decisions about a flood of requests from executive agencies and 
relevant interest groups for minor amendments or modifications of 
existing statutes. As the Federal Government’s responsibilities in­
crease, the care and maintenance of the existing operations of the gov­
ernment take large amounts of time and attention.

Moving from left to right in Figure 1. one encounters portions of the 
agenda that the Senators are increasingly able to control. To begin 
with, there is a large class of items—labeled the sporadically recurring 
problems—that do not appear every year but. nevertheless, once they 
arise, are virtually forced upon the Senate’s agenda. In these cases, 
major legislation already has been passed, agencies have been estab­
lished. and grants have been made available or regulations have been 
drawn up. Those directly involved in these programs have organized 
themselves to shape and influence the government’s activities in the

3For a good description of the demanding pressures of life in the Senate see: James 
Boyd, “A Senator’s Day.” in Charles Peters and Timothy Adams (eds.), Inside System 
(New York : Praeger, 1970).



98

A' TYPOLOGY OF SENATE AGENDA' ITEMS

REQUIRED-^ DISCRETIONARY

PERIODICALLY /SPORADICALLY /CRISES- /.THE 

RECURRING / RECURRING / PRESSING / CHOSEN 

PROBLEMS 7 PROBLEMS / PROBLEMS / PROBLEMS

Figure 1

area. Small political systems have been established, revolving around 
executive agencies, professional groups, suppliers and clients, all of 
whom operate according to customary rules and understandings that 
have developed as the programs have evolved. The vocational educa­
tional field, labor relations, the merchant marine, highway construc­
tion, soil conservation and hundreds of other specialized policy areas 
have become established as sub-governments whose immediate access 
to the Senate’s agenda is assured.4

Once major disagreements arise within these systems as a result of 
social changes or shifts in political influence they exercise a compelling 
claim on the attention of key Senators who control the committees and 
subcommittees that oversee their activities. The Senate provides the 
natural forum in which disputes are settled and new legislative com­
promises created. The history of any policy area usually can be traced 
through a series of legislative landmarks—from the Wagner Act, to 
Taft-Hartley, to Landrum-Griffin, for example—which represent 
points in the evolution of the area when fundamental changes in pre­
vailing social or political balances have required major revisions of 
government policies. When dislocations arise in established program 
areas, the pressure to consider them is nearly irresistible. Since im­
portant Senators often play key roles in these active policy systems, 
they are able to place the concerns of these established areas at the top 
of the Senate’s agenda.

Most of the Senate’s agenda items appear each year at about the 
same time with great predictability. Yearly appropriations or the 
routine aspects of oversight sometimes create unforeseen difficulties, 
but knowledgeable observers of the legislative process can describe with 
, ‘For descriptions of the interlocking system of sub-governments that guide the formu­
la?0? of P°licy ^Washington, see: J. Leiper Freeman. The Political Process (New York : Random House. 1965) ; Grant McConnell. Private Power and American Democracy (New 
lork : Knopf, 1966) ; and Douglas Cater, Power in Washington (Random House, 1964).
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fair accuracy exactly how much progress the Senate will have made on 
these problems a year in the future. The need for comprehensive re­
visions of 'welfare policies, Federal aid to higher education, or indus­
trial and labor relations also usually arise slowly over the course of 
several years. When the Senate finally begins serious debate over con­
crete proposals for change, there has been ample time to collect evi­
dence and prepare for the discussion. Once again, knowledgeable ob­
servers would be aware of the emergence of such issues and could make 
good predictions about when they would appear on the Senate’s 
agenda.

Not all issues, however, arise with such predictability. The violent 
civil disorders of the 1960’s or the OPEC oil boycott blow up like sum­
mer thunderstorms and burst upon the country in magnified form via 
the mass media. A great national crisis suddenly is proclaimed by com­
mentators and citizens alike and Senators are expected to take immedi­
ate action to solve it. Pressing problems of this kind force their way 
immediately onto the Senate’s agenda, whether or not feasible solu­
tions are in sight. Action of some kind, even if it is merely symbolic, 
must be taken as quickly as possible. Problems of this type have arisen 
frequently in the past few decades, catching most Senators by surprise. 
They occur almost randomly and when they arise they displace all 
other agenda items that can be delayed or pushed aside.

In some years the Senate’s agenda is jammed to overflowing by its 
extensive budgetary and housekeeping responsibilities, by fundamental 
revisions of established policies and by pressing problems arising from 
national crises. During such periods Senators are engaged mainly in 
reacting to the demands of outside political forces; they are able to 
exercise little choice in the establishment of the legislative agenda. 
In most years, however, several items appear on the Senate’s agenda 
for debate that have been spawned and incubated principally within 
the Senate. These issues—the Senate’s chosen problems—are the handi­
work of the activist minority, the culmination of their promotional 
efforts. They are selected from the numerous possibilities offered up by 
the Senate’s legislative activists who compete against each other and 
against all other forms of problems for this limited space on the 
agenda. Aspiring activists strive to guide their problems past the many 
obstacles in their path into the charmed circle of national concern, 
where there is room for only a few issues at a time. Once the problem 
begins to attract attention and is debated seriously by other Senators, 
it takes on a heightened significance in the mass media. Its activist 
sponsors, beyond the satisfaction of advancing the public interest as 
they see it, also receive important political rewards that come from 
greatly increased national exposure.

Three Factors Determining the Discretionary Agenda

How does an aspiring problem make its way into the charmed circle 
of serious national attention? Is the process of agenda setting in the 
Senate entirely fortuitous, each issue’s emergence the result of some 
unique combination of events ? Can any generalizations be made about 
the final process of issue selection ? Caution certainly is in order when 
an explanation is offered of such a subtle process of persuasion and 
influence. But even in the face of extreme complexity, it is possible 
to offer a general explanation of the conditions that usually allow 
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issues successfully to claim a place on the discretionary portion of the 
Senate’s agenda.

The appeal of legislative proposals concerning issues that have not 
received serious attention in the recent past is determined mainly by 
three prominent features or conditions. First, an item’s attractiveness 
increases if it has an impact on large numbers of people; Senators 
must believe that the proposed legislation will have broad political 
appeal.5 Second, convicing evidence must exist that the proposed legis­
lation is addressed to a serious and real problem. The more graphic 
and easily understood the evidence of trouble, the more creditable the 
sources of information upon which the case is based, the more appeal­
ing the aspiring agenda item becomes. Third, the case for inclusion on 
the agenda will be greatly strengthened if an easily understood solu­
tion exists for the problem being addressed. Again, the more compre­
hensible the solution and the more honorable or prestigious its origins, 
the more likely that an item will claim a place on the discretionary 
agenda. If proposed legislation has all three of these desirable charac­
teristics, its chances of appearing on the Senate’s agenda are greatly 
enhanced. These conditions are not sufficient in themselves to ensure 
success, but they certainly increase an issue’s attractiveness and lower 
any barriers in its path.

When establishing the discretionary agenda, Senators create 
alliances that appear, disappear, and recombine as problems and solu­
tions rise and fall in prominence. Often, solutions may become known 
before appropriate problems can be found to which they can be applied, 
or before a convincing case can be made for the seriousness of the 
problems they are meant to address. Activist senators or special interest 
groups dedicated to the value of a given solution—such as income 
grants in lieu of services or administrative decentralization—fre­
quently are out looking for social problems to which their nostrum can 
be applied. Or they are anxious to define problems in such a way that 
their pet solutions will be singularly applicable. There also are many 
problems—such as decay of central city housing—that can be docu­
mented easily, but they have attracted little serious debate for years 
because no politically or economically feasible solution seems to exist.

Careful observers of the Senate, studying its daily struggles and 
monitoring the informal conversations of its members, usually are able 
to make accurate forecasts of the attractiveness of any proposed leg­
islation. Based on their intimate knowledge of the political affinities 
of the membership and the patterns of influence prevailing at the time, 
insiders can estimate whether a proposal (e.g., for the national charter­
ing of corporations or the provision of subsidies to cities for the con­
struction of mass transit lines) is likely to draw any interest or sup­
port. By offering a stream of new proposals, however, activist Senators 
constantly challenge the received wisdom concerning the political 
composition of the Senate, hoping that their initiative will lead to 
some unprecedented combination of support and a dramatic political 
breakthrough. At any time there are many possible combinations of 
votes that might be forged into a winning coalition if the right kind 
of issue can be found as a catalyst. The number of feasible possibili­
ties for coalition building certainly is not infinite, but definitely ex-

3 For insightful commentary on the importance of this factor in encouraging Members of 
Congress to engage in promotional activity see: David E. Price, “Policy-Making in Con­
gressional Committees : The Impact of Environmental Factors,” op. cit.
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ceeds those that actually have appeared. Activist Senators continually 
search for these potential new voting combinations and, in periods of 
intellectual and political ferment, often find them in policy areas never 
anticipated by Senate insiders.6 .

Once a breakthrough occurs in a policy area formerly ignored by 
the Senate, a surge of legislative activity often occurs, lasting over 
several years. Activist senators are joined by lobbyists, ambitious 
agency chiefs, crusading journalists and policy professionals of all 
kinds in a rush to exploit the newly discovered political pay dirt.

The sometimes frantic burst of activity that follows an initial po­
litical breakthrough may bring proposals on to the Senate’s discre­
tionary agenda that do not necessarily have broad appeal, where little 
evidence of a problem exists and where no feasible solutions are any­
where in sight. Legislation of this kind may not only be debated but 
often passes into law because the pressure on the Senate to act in such 
circumstances is nearly overwhelming. Once a topic such as pollution 
control or mass transit has achieved the status of a chosen problem 
and it becomes clear that the votes are there for passage of bills on the 
subject, powerful forces are unleashed that press for action.. As the 
surge progresses, the relative importance of succeeding legislative pro­
posals on the same topic tends to decline and the case for their passage 
becomes weaker. Although efforts are made to sustain the momentum 
created by initial legislative successes, the vein of interest and support 
is rapidly played out. Competition mounts for space on the discre­
tionary agenda from other aspiring problems and the legislative surge 
comes to an end, leading eventually to new cycles of debate and 
legislation.

Auto Safety Legislation: 1966. A Case Study of 
Agenda Setting

One of the best examples in recent years of agenda development 
that exhibits the characteristics described here began in 1962 with the 
election in Connecticut to the Senate of Abraham Ribicoff.7 Coming 
to the Senate with experience as a State Governor, House Member and 
former Secretary of HEW, Ribicoff adopted the promotional style of 
a legislative activist. His policy interests were broad and his assign­
ment to the Government Operations Committee allowed him wide 
scope. Within two years he acquired a subcommittee chairmanship 
and almost immediately began an investigation of the Federal govern­
ment’s efforts in the area of traffic safety—a subject to which he had 
devoted much time and attention while Governor of Connecticut. In 
order to prepare for this investigation he hired as a consultant to his 
subcommittee a young attorney from Hartford, Ralph Nader, who 
had come to Washington to devote himself full-time to the cause of 
safety and consumer protection. In 1965 Nader published his book 
Unsafe At Any Speed 8 and the Ribicoff subcommittee’s hearings were 
in full swing. 9

9 For a similar description of the way information is collected in the Senate see: Allen 
Schick, “The Supply and Demand for Analysis on Capitol Hill,” Policy Analysis (Spring, 
1976), reprinted in this volume.t The description of the debate and passage of traffic safety legislation in this section 
draws directlv from: David E. Price, “Who Makes the Laws ? The Legislative Roles of 
three Senate ’Committees” (Ph. D. Dissertation, Yale University, 1969), pp. 82-107; and 
Elizabeth B. Drew, “The Politics of Auto Safety,” Atlantic Monthly (October, 1966).

8 New York : Grossman, 1965.
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The time was certainly ripe for the promotion of traffic safety as an 
agenda item in the Senate. Reports issued annually by the National 
Safety Council, a highly respected private agency, clearly demon­
strated that the country was experiencing an unprecedented increase in 
deaths on its highways. Traffic deaths per 100,000,000 miles driven had 
declined almost every year since World War II, but beginning in 1960 
the rate turned sharply upward and rose for four of the next five 
years—the longest and worst surge since yearly records had been kept. 
For those not moved by such abstractions as statistical rates there was 
clear evidence of a serious problem in the total number of deaths re­
corded. From 1946 to 1961 total yearly deaths, with a declining rate 
in ratio to an increasing number of cars, had remained within the 30,- 
000 range—33,411 in 1946 to 38,091 in 1961—but with the increase in 
accidents the numbers climbed into the 40,000 range in 1962 and 
quickly moved to 53,041 in 1966. When the increase in the death rate 
hit its peak in 1966 it was still lower than it had been in the early 
1950’s, but the upward turn had attracted attention, and coupled with 
the rapid increase in the total number of deaths, it provided stark, un­
avoidable evidence that a major social problem existed. Since the issue 
involved almost every American family, the country’s largest manu­
facturing industry, and some of its most powerful unions, it clearly had 
the potential for broad national appeal. Ribicoff, Nader, and Robert 
Kennedy, another subcommittee member who began to take an active 
interest in the problem, realized they were dealing with an issue that 
had great political potential.

As the Senators and their staff members began searching for solu­
tions to the problem, they discovered that a rather elaborate policy 
community, including numerous voluntary and governmental agen­
cies, already existed in the field of traffic safety.9 They also found that 
this community was becoming increasingly divided over how to define 
the problem they faced. The majority of professionals in the field was 
committed to the established policies being pursued all over the 
country, which affected driver training courses in high schools, im­
proved signs and lighting for highways, and mass media advertising 
campaigns promoting safe driving. All these programs aimed primar­
ily at improving the performance of the driver.

A small group of traffic engineers, however, some of them in the 
Federal Highway Administration, backed by results from a mount­
ing volume of empirical research, had begun to advocate reform of 
the automobile itself. Their studies showed that the impact on the acci­
dent rate of all policies meant to reform drivers was negligible. But 
they found that changes in the design of the auto or the addition of 
seat belts could significantly reduce the death rate by protecting the 
occupants of a car, once the accident took place. The political implica­
tions of these results also were clear—they pointed directly to the need 
for safety standards imposed by government on the manufacture of 
automobiles.

on thls community, see Nader’s chapter on The Traffic Safety Establishment, in Unsafe At Any Speed. Also see' Ronald G 
M>hel?in a8ale% Re8ea^cJ^ Communication: Is There a Systemf (Ann ArborMich. . Institute for Social Research, The University of Michigan, 1973).
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In Figure 2 both the yearly death rate from traffic accidents and the 
volume of literature on the subject of traffic safety are depicted for the

SOLID LINE = DEATHS FEFi ICO,ODO, COO MILES DRIVEN
DOTTED LINE = N.Y. TIMES INDEX COLUMN INCHES GN TRAFFIC SAFETY 

DASHED LINE = TECHNICAL TRAFFIC SlIi EIY LI TcRATURE I X10 I

Figure 2 
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years from 1952 to 1972.10 The data in Figure 2 suggest that the techni­
cal literature on traffic safety was developing rapidly during this 
period, and that the surge of publication, measured by the number of 
articles on the subject appearing in technical journals each year, began 
in the mid-1950’s, several years before the increase in death rate. This 
increased level of publication was primarily the result of an intellec­
tual controversy and came in response to pioneering research results 
that challenged prevailing assumptions in the field. The experts, in 
other words, were engaged in debate over traffic safety several years 
before the public or political leaders became aroused about the prob­
lem. A challenging new approach to reducing the traffic death toll 
emerged from this debate—one that could be presented to laymen in 
a dramatic and persuasive way through stop-action photography and 
crash-sled demonstrations.

The level of concern in the mass media over this issue is measured in­
directly in Figure 2 by the number of column inches on traffic safety ap­
pearing each year in the New York Times Index. The amount of news 
generated on this topic declined fairly steadily from the mid-1950’s 
until 1964 when it began to turn upward. There was a small increase 
in coverage during 1965—the year of the Ribicoff hearings—and 
then a massive upsurge in 1966, the peak year of traffic deaths and the 
year in which the highway safety act passed the Congress and was 
signed into law.

These data indicate that the Times was reacting to events in this 
case, not stimulating the controversy or providing leadership. The ex­
pert community had been engaged in debate for more than a decade 
prior to the emergence of traffic safety as an agenda item in the Sen­
ate, but the crucial ingredient of leadership needed to cause the politi­
cal upheaval of 1966 was provided by an ambitious group of political 
entrepreneurs who were able to capture the attention of the Congress 
and the media. There were several unique characteristics of this issue 
that contributed greatly to their success—especially the spectacular 
technical shortcomings of the Chevrolet Corvair and the sinister but 
unsuccessful effort by General Motors to discredit Ralph Nader.11 
Still, the central elements of the agenda building process were present. 
Once clear evidence from a respected source" could be found that 
pointed unmistakably to the existence of a serious national problem, 
legislative activists had the political resources they needed to promote 
the solution being offered by the research community against the one 
favored by the automobile manufacturers.

By the time the traffic safety legislation reached the stage of serious 
formulation and debate in 1966 its original sponsors had been pushed 
aside by Senators better placed to create a winning coalition. Senators 
Ribicoff and Gaylord Nelson, both of whom had pressed for the legisla­
tion in the early stages, were displaced by Warren Magnuson, the pow­
erful chairman of the Senate Commerce Committee. Under his leader­
ship a legislative victory was achieved against the determined opposi­
tion of powerful industrial interests—a result that few Senate insiders 

10 Data for the death rate per 100,000,000 miles driven was obtained from the publica­
tion Accident Facts, published annnally by the National Safety Council. The data for the 
technical literature—defined as articles, monographs or books Intended for experts or 
professionals in the field rather than the general public—came from The International 
Bibliography of Highway Safety Research (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Highway Safety Research 
Institute, The University of Michigan, 1973). The data on the New York Times is the num­
ber of column inches on the subject appearing In The New York Times Index.

11 For an excellent description of these aspects of the controversy see: Thomas White­
side, The Investigation of Ralph Nader (New York : Pocket Books, 1972).
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would have predicted when, debate began on the issue. As a result of 
the controversy, a majority coalition was discovered in the Senate foi 
legislating an unprecedented expansion of the Federal Government s 
efforts to ensure the safety of its citizens. Both proponents and op­
ponents of reform immediately were put on notice that new political 
opportunities existed in this policy area.

All the elements necessary for successful policy innovation were 
present in this case. An easily understood, widely respected social 
indicator pointed to the development of a serious national problem. 
Prevailing public policies were unable to handle it. A body of research 
with clear policy implication had emerged, providing justification 
for new legislation. Established agencies had either ignored or lost 
touch with the developing knowledge base in the field. They also had 
thrown their motives into question through illegitimate efforts to dis­
credit their critics. And skillful political entrepreneurs were available 
who could tie all these elements together in a dramatic proposal for 
change.

The Safety Movement Is Born

The passage of traffic safety legislation in 1966 was a surprise to 
many and caused a pronounced shift of political ground throughout 
the national political system. The Senate’s action not only secured 
the reputation of Ralph Nader as a national crusader for consumer 
protection and corporate responsibility. It also transmitted powerful 
cues concerning the nature of the legislative agenda to lobbyists, mem­
bers of the President’s staff, activist legislators, journalists and agency 
chiefs all over the city of Washington. Traffic safety legislation be­
came a benchmark—a widely acknowledged legislative triumph 
which could be cited as an important precedent by advocates of other 
forms of safety legislation. In 1969 President Nixon introduced his 
proposal for an occupational safety bill by saying:

“Three years ago, following its study of traffic and highway safety, 
the Congress noted that modern technology had brought with it new 
driving hazards, and accordingly it enacted the National Traffic and 
Motor Vehicle Act and the Highway Safety Act. With the advent of 
a new workplace technology we must now give similar attention to 
workplace safety and health.” 12

In the same year, speaking before a meeting of the American Society 
of Safety Engineers, David A. Swankin, the Director of the Bureau 
of Labor Standards, explained that:

“An aroused public conscience against needless highway accidents 
has had, I believe, a spin-off to work accidents, giving the whole 
safety movement a shot in the arm. . . . The whole area of safety is 
opened up.”13

Beyond the halls of Congress, associations of professionals in the 
safety field—groups like the American Academy of Occupational 
Medicine, the American Association of Industrial Nurses, the Ameri­
can Public Health Association, the American College of Preventive 
Medicine, or the American Society of Safety Engineers—began active 
discussion of the new possibilities for greatly expanded governmental 

12 The Congressional Quarterly Almanac, 1970, p. 69A. ...
13 “Does America Need the Occupational Safety and Health Act?” Journal of American 

Society of Safety Engineers (Feb., 1969), p. 8.
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action in the field of safety and accident prevention.14 Newspapers 
began to pay greater attention to any events having to do with aspects 
of individual or industrial safety. The Congressional Quarterly, the 
Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature, Index Medians and the Busi­
ness Periodicals Index created in 1967 or 1968 new categories labeled 
“Safety and Health,’’ “Industrial Safety,” or “Traffic Safety.”

Lobbyists and activists in the consumer field in 1969, interviewed 
by Mark Nadel, said that their efforts were being devoted to safety 
and consumer protection at that particular time because it was a field 
where movement was taking place, one where large political payoffs 
were possible.15 As George C. Guenther, another official of the Bureau 
of Labor Standards wrote in 1969: “It is said that each subject has its 
time. We sense a favorable and fair wind blowing for a new high level 
of safety and health in the American workplace.” 16

Within the Congress, activist Senators were moving quickly to 
capitalize on the rising interest in safety by proposing new legislation. 
Senator Magnuson’s Commerce Committee staff organized itself as a 
small factory for producing legislative proposals on safety. The com­
mittee began an investigation of meat inspection in 1967—followed in 
1968 by a study of poultry inspection and in 1971 by hearings on 
nsh inspection—and also began preparing for hearings in 1968 on 
the safety of diet pills. Also in 1967, the committee cleared for passage 
the Toy Safety and Child Protection Act and a set of strengthening 
amendments to the Flammable Fabrics Standards Act—originally 
passed in 1953. A year later, in 1968, the Fire Research and Safety 
Act was passed, a program that led in 1974 to the passage of the Fed­
eral Fire Prevention and Control Act, a comprehensive reorganization 
and expansion of the Federal Government’s efforts at fire prevention.

Sensing that legislative breakthroughs were possible in this area, 
President Johnson proposed in 1968 the creation of a National Com­
mission on Product Safety, a study group whose mission was to 
collect evidence of problems in the area and propose solutions. Com­
missions of this kind provide the President with an investigatory 
tool that may produce important political gains but is unlikely to 
cause any serious losses. In the short run, knowledge of the extent of 
household accidents was almost nonexistent at the time. Estimates of 
the number of accidents caused yearly by faulty products varied by a 
factor of five. So there was a clear need at least for information on 
the extent of the product safety problem if any action was to be taken. 
Merely by proposing the Commission, the President made an impor­
tant symbolic gesture that lent visibility to the safety movement. And, 
since concrete proposals for change were several years away, no polit­
ical enemies would be created immediately. The Commission launched 
± n ambitious program of fact-gathering and through its reports began 
to add to the national debate over safety. There was little knowledge 
or solutions for the problems being identified by the Commission. 
Only a loosely organized network of professional associations were 
dedicated to working in the area. The Congress had evidence that a 
field Frm»* with an interest in the safety
(April® 1966) pp™83-187’ IMA Is not A1one,” Journal of Occupational Medicine 
1971) *pp. 36-4ia’ie1, The Politic8 of Consumer Protection (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,

B“llh Blu’"
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serious problem existed, however, and during this period that was 
all they needed. In 1972 the Consumer Product Safety Act was passed. 
This made the commission a permanent regulatory agency with the 
authority to continue its search for solutions to the problems it had 
uncovered and to begin setting standards for the production of 
thousands of items merchandized in all sectors of the American 
economy.

VI. The Coal Mine Health and Safety Act : 1969
By 1968 it was clear that safety remained a chosen problem on the 

Senate’s agenda, but the ultimate strength of the legislative surge that 
eventually would follow upon passage of the auto safety bill still 
was undetermined. A solid majority had appeared during 1967 for 
the enactment of several pieces of safety legislation. The Study Com­
mission on Product Safety had been approved, but it still was possible 
that support would evaporate wThen additional pieces of legislation 
on the subject were proposed. In situations like this, legislative momen­
tum often is sustained by a dramatic crisis that provides unchalleng- 
able proof of the need for action.

During the 1950Ts, for example, legislation intended to prepare the 
society against the threat of nuclear war—the Civil Defense Act, 
National Defense Interstate Highway Act—was slowly making its 
way through a cautious and skeptical Congress. This leisurely legisla­
tive surge was suddenly transformed into a frantic rush—the National 
Defense Education Act, creation of NASA—immediately after the 
launching of Sputnik in 1957.

Crises seldom can be manufactured, of course, but when they appear, 
it is up to political entrepreneurs to make use of them to get the legisla­
tion they want. Advocates of safety legislation tried throughout 
this period to capitalize on disastrous accidents that took many lives in 
order to build support for their cause. Large disasters take place often 
in all industrial societies but they seldom produce any legislative 
reaction. During the period from 1966 until 1972, however, when 
safety already had claimed a secure place on the Senate’s discretionary 
agenda, any serious accident potentially was useful as a goad to 
action.

A mid-air collision of two aircraft over New Jersey in 1967 caused 
a flurry of debate over air safety during consideration of the Federal 
Aviation Agency’s appropriations bill. The accident could not be 
capitalized upon, however, mainly because no concrete proposal had 
been developed for reform in this area. A year later, though, when 
78 miners were killed in a coal mine in Farmington, West Virginia, 
legislative activists were fully prepared to move. Coal mine safety had 
been debated several times in the Congress during the past thirty 
years and legislation setting some safety standards had been passed 
in 1952, once again in the wake of several disastrous accidents.17 Tech­
nical literature on the subject was not plentiful, but a professional 
community did exist in this field, including experts with a continuing 
interest in mining safety. Medical researchers, in particular, had made 

17For a good review of recent history in the area see: C. L. Christenson and W. H. 
Andrews, “Coal Mine Injury Rates in Two Eras of Federal Control,” Journal of Economic 
Issues (March, 1973), pp. 61-82.
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significant progress during the early 1960's in discovering how to 
detect and treat pneumoconiosis or “black lung” disease. As a result, 
some had become crusaders for tougher legislation.18 Safety equip­
ment was available. Recognized mining procedures—some borrowed 
from standard practice in Japan, the Soviet Union, England and 
Germany—were known that would increase the safety of the mines 
without steep declines in productivity.19 Once again, it could be said 
that a solution existed that was in search of a problem.

The circumstances leading up to the debate and passage of the Coal 
Mine Health and Safety Act in 1969 are depicted in Figure 3.20 The 
three variables recorded here are the same as those that appeared in 
Figure 2, but in this case they display slightly different patterns. Once 
again, as in the auto safety case, the problem of coal mine safety re­
ceived little attention in the New York Times until it became the center 
of debate in the Congress. A small increase in coverage accompanied 
the Farmington mine disaster, but the newspaper seems to have been 
mainly reacting to Congressional initiatives rather than providing 
leadership for legislative activists. Technical literature in the area— 
recorded as the total number of papers and books published each year 
on the subject—was declining in the decade prior to passage of the bill. 
The sharp spurts of publication appearing from 1955 to 1957 and in 
1972—74 are probably direct results of increases in governmental re­
search funds, included in the new legislation passed in 1952 and 1969. 
They did not stem from within the professional community in response 
to research breakthroughs or intellectual controversy.

Legislative action in 1969 seems to have been the direct result of 
the abrupt increase in the death rate in 1968 caused mainly by the 
Farmington disaster. The 1952 legislation had established safety stand­
ards for coal mines, but limited its enforceability to mines with more 
than 15 employees. Since the investment necessary to meet the stand­
ards led to declines in worker productivity and increased costs, incen­
tives were created to expand production in the industry’s smaller 
mines, not covered by the safety legislation. Declines in the demand 
for coal throughout this period made these economic incentives even 
more powerful. Since the smaller mines, however, also were much more 
hazardous, the 1952 safety legislation ironically contributed to the 
steady increase in the death rate from 1955 into the early 1960’s.21 
The impact of the 1969 safety legislation was delayed both by a dis­
pute within the Nixon administration on how the new standards were 
to be enforced and by another disaster in Hyden, Kentucky that took 38 
lives in December, 1970.22 Once its provisions began to be enforced,

8 Two excellent articles giving details on coal mine safety are Rand Guffey, “Enforcing 
L!\w Bo?s Down Stirring Uproar in Coalfields,” WaZZ Street Journal (.Tune 25.

p‘ J aad Boh Harwood, “Bitter Miners Assert the ‘Black Lung’ Law Is Filled 
with Loopholes, WaU Street Journal (September 24. 1971), p. 1.
r k It te ?? the art Is described in: Thomas Lindley Ehrich, “Broad Research Is Launched Into Removing Some of the Deadly Hazards of Coal Mining,” Wall Street Journal 

™ R’ John V. Conti, “Coal Mine Study Shows Record Can Be Improved When Firms Really Try,’ Wall Street Journal (Jan. 18, 1973), p. 1: W. H. Andrews 
‘ ’ • V; , ristenson, Some Economic Factors Affecting Safety in Underground Bitu-

>Bnes’ Southern Economic Journal (January, 1974). pp. 364-376: and 
AAA here Management and Labor Share the Blame,” Business Week (Nov. 2, 1974), PP* (o—77.

coverage in The yew York Times is collected in the same manner as in Fig- 
—but data for the technical literature were collected from Index 

^a^rinNrI^x> and data for death rates were collected from The1 earhook of Labor Statistics (U.S. Dept, of Labor).
C™8*^ and w- H. Andrews, “Coal Mine Injury Rates in Two Eras of k fti<ti control, op. Cit.

footnote20°r tWS figUre Were collected from the same sources employed for figure 3—see
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however, the death rate began to decline rapidly. Solutions were avail­
able to meet the problems of coal mining safety. What had been miss­
ing for decades was not the technology that would do the job but the 
right combination of political factors that would set the stage for 
action.

COAL MINE HEALTH AND SAFETY ACT - 1969

. SOLID LINE = DEATHS PEA MILLION MAN HOURS WORKED
DOTTED LINE = N.Y. TIMES INDEX COLUMN INCHES ON COAL MINE ACCIDENTS AND SAFETY

DASHED LINE = COAL MINE HEALTH AND SAFETY TECHNICAL LITERATURE ( X5 )

Figure 3
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The Occupational Safety and Health Act: 1970
Passage of both the auto safety and coal mine safety bills within 

only three years was a political earthquake that provided enormous 
momentum for the safety movement. Legislative activists now had two 
powerful precedents that could be cited in support of safety legislation 
in many new areas. Bills covering all consumer products manufac­
tured in the country, or all workplaces in all enterprises of any kind, 
would have been regarded as hopeless, visionary schemes in 1965. Only 
five years later they were at the top of the Senate’s agenda and being 
given serious consideration. Once the opposition of the powerful auto­
mobile and coal mining industries had been pushed aside, it became 
difficult for Senators to resist appeals to complete the job by ensuring 
the safety of all the rest of the workers and products in the entire 
economy. These bills had broad potential appeal and, however uncer­
tain the reports, there clearly were many serious accidents taking place 
that probably could be traced to shoddy products and dangerous work­
ing conditions. Even though there was little reliable knowledge of how 
to create safe products or workplaces, the argument was made that 
progress was possible only if agencies were created that could begin to 
perform the necessary research.

Occupational safety was a prime discretionary agenda item in the 
Senate in 1970 primarily because of the processes of political evolution 
set in motion by the passage of automobile safety legislation in 1966 
and coal mine safety legislation in 1969. Support for this assertion is 
contained in Figure 4, where the conditions leading to the passage of 
the Occupational Safety and Health Act are depicted. This chart con­
trasts sharply with those that dealt with auto and coal mine safety. If 
analyzed alone, it would provide few clues as to why the Senate chose 
this policy area for consideration from among all those being offered 
up by legislative activists. The yearly death rate from job related acci­
dents recorded in this figure declines in all but two years of the period 
from 1950 to 1972. No distinctive upturn in the rate appears that might 
capture public attention as occurred in both the auto and coal mine 
safety cases. Advocates of occupational safety legislation argued that 
despite this decline in the death rate Federal intervention was war­
ranted to deal with new technical processes and industrial chemicals 
just coming into use. These were certain to be more hazardous than 
anything yet encountered. It seems unlikely that such hypothetical 
arguments would have been persuasive, had it not been for the momen­
tum generated by the political struggles over safety legislation that 
had occurred during the preceding five years. The urge to create a 
comprehensive program—and to capitalize on the existence of an as­
sured majority apparently ready to support further safety measures— 
led the Congress to disregard evidence that the prevailing safety poli­
cies of both government and industry had been steadily reducing the 
rate of deaths and injuries from job-related accidents for more than 
two decades.

There was no dramatic scientific breakthrough or sudden spurt of 
knowledge about occupational health and safety that would have stim­
ulated the enactment of new legislation. This definitely was not a case 
where the solution appeared before the problem. Numerous profes­
sionals were already at work in the field with long-established inter-
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Figure 4

ests in occupational diseases or job-related accidents. Most of them 
had close ties either to insurance companies or public health agencies. 
When representatives of professional societies in the field were called 
to testify during 1968 and 1969 Congressional hearings on the occu­
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pational safety legislation, many expressed great skepticism about the 
feasibility of the proposed new regulatory schemes. The Executive 
Director of the American Society of Safety Engineers, for example, 
argued against passage of any new mandatory regulations by point­
ing to the lack of effectiveness of similar programs in several of the 
larger industrial states:

“Since [these] states . . . have ongoing programs, substantial safety 
regulations, fairly adequate staffs, and consultation for employers, it is 
believed that these elements are not a great factor in changing injury 
frequency, since they show trends comparable with those of national 
data. ...Me conclude that injury data available does not indicate 
clearly a particular solution; rather, it does show a problem in reduc­
ing occupational injuries further. It is our judgment that more com­
plete, reliable data is needed to determine the nature and scope of the 
problem as well as the relevancy of regulatory codes to specific types 
of accidents and injuries.”23

The rapid upward surge in the volume of technical publications 
shown in Figure 4 begins in 1968—three years after the beginning of 
the Ribicoff hearings on auto safety—an(l turns abruptly downward 
a year after passage of the Occupational Safety and Health Act in 
1970. Many of the papers published during this period were commis­
sioned by agencies within the Department of Labor or HEW and 
must be regarded as part of the campaign mounted by advocates of 
new safety legislation. The renewed concern did lead to the founding 
of new centers of research in the area. This initial surge of publication 
appeared more because of the increased availability of Federal research 
funds and the heightened interest shown by the Congress in industrial 
and occupational safety than because of any new scientific discovery 
or broad-based intellectual revolution in the field.

Newspaper coverage of the occupational safety issue, after being 
virtually non-existent for a decade, rose slightly in 1968, but once 
again did not surge upward until the year in which the subject became 
a major focus of debate in the Congress. The New York Times seems 
to have followed the lead of Congress as it cycled from one safety 
issue to another. In each case the newspaper began extensive coverage 
of an issue in the year it moved to the floor of the Congress and then 
maintained an interest in the issue for a few years afterward while 
the new legislation was being implemented and while the general topic 
of safety remained a chosen problem on the discretionary agenda of 
the Congress.

The Surge of Safety Legislation Is Ended

By 1972 the surge of safety legislation was coming to an end. Once 
bills with such broad scope as the Consumer Product Safety Act and 
the Occupational Safety and Health Act had been passed, there were 
few matters of consequence left to consider. After the disastrous col­
lapse of a coal slag dam in West Virginia in 1972, a bill was quickly 
passed entitled the Federal Safety of Dams Act. It granted new

23 “A Message from the President,” Journal 
(April, 1968), p. 9. of American Society of Safety Engineers
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powers of inspection and regulation over the construction of dams 
to the Army Corps of Engineers, showing that the safety majority still 
existed and could be counted upon to act if given a plausible con­
text.24 The Senate’s concern over safety had not completely evapo­
rated by any means, but other issues arising from the gathering prob­
lems facing the nation’s economy and the first rumblings of the Water­
gate affair were beginning to crowd onto the discretionary agenda, 
pushing safety into the background.

Moods shift rapidly in the Senate. No sooner had a new set of 
safety agencies with increased regulatory power been created than the 
economy began to slide into a serious double illness of recession and 
hyperinflation. Freshly written safety requirements and rules came 
under fire from those concerned over the increased costs caused by 
the expansion of Federal regulatory powers. “Deregulation” became 
the slogan of these counter-attacking forces. Worries over inflation 
and declining industrial productivity led to general criticisms of any 
Federal regulation—whether it arose from efforts to ensure safety, 
prevent racial or sexual discrimination, or reduce pollution—that 
could be characterized as an obstacle to economic growth. The safety 
issue had appealed to liberals in 1968 and 1969 because reform in this 
area did not create huge new financial burdens for the federal budget. 
However, these new regulations did impose costs on the companies 
and enterprises that were required to install new equipment or keep 
records and make reports about activities that never had been moni­
tored before. The agencies receiving the most criticism were those 
enforcing the safety legislation that was passed toward the end of the 
legislative surge; the dimensions of the problems often were in dis­
pute and feasibility solutions were not readily at hand.25

Even though safety began to give way in the Senate to a new set 
of “hot” issues—public service employment, national health insurance, 
and reorganization of the Congress itself, among others—safety issues 
could not be removed entirely from the agenda. The surge of legislative 
activity had left in its wake new regulatory agencies such as the Con­
sumer Product Safety Commission and the Occupational Health and 
Safety Administration and had granted new powers and greater re­
sponsibilities to established ones such as the National Bureau of Stand­
ards and the Federal Highway Administration. This enlarged admin­
istrative complex—with all its newly acquired clients, political allies, 
interest groups, suppliers, consultants, professional societies, trade 
associations and research centers—provided a new focus for public 
attention, the concrete embodiment of governmental concern for the 
safety of its citizens. Now that this machinery had been put into place, 
it required annual appropriations, approval of appointments to its top 
administrative positions, periodic investigations of its operations, and 
the settlement of disputes over the implementation of the new policies. 
Safety was not removed from the Senate’s attention—its status simply 
had shifted from that of a chosen problem on the discretionary agenda 
to a sporadically recurring problem on the required agenda.

24 For a follow-up storv on the inadequate—in fact, virtually nonexistent enforcement of 
the bill see : Ben A. Franklin, “The Dam Builders, Congressional Pets,” The New York Times 
(.Tilly 4. 1976), D4.

2S Many examples of this shifting basis for debate can be found in the period from 1974 
to the present. A recent one is : .Tames W. Singer, “NEW OSHA Task Force—New Political 
Payoff or False Alarm,” The National Journal (July 10, 1976), pp. 973-975.
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A Summary of the Argument

There is no single, simple process governing the assembly of the 
Senate’s legislative agenda. Many items appear as part of the annual 
budgetary cycle—a highly routinized process that follows a clear time­
table and employs widely known operating procedures—while others 
are generated by visionaries and guided past innumerable obstacles by 
shrewd and energetic political entrepreneurs. Activist legislators, 
motivated by a desire to promote social change and anxious to gain 
reputations as reformers, constantly search for issues that might be 
transformed into new items on the Senate’s discretionary agenda. These 
activists compete with each other as well as the opponents of their 
proposals, fashioning arguments and justifications for action that will 
catch the imagination of fellow Senators.

Issues aspiring to be included on the discretionary agenda are more 
likely to achieve success if they exhibit three prime characteristics: 
First, a proposal should affect large numbers of people and have the 
potential for broad political appeal. Second, there should be arresting 
proof of the existence of the problem—the more graphic and news­
worthy the better. Third, an easily understood solution should be avail­
able that is both technically and politically feasible.

Aspiring agenda items that have all three of these characteristics, 
even if they break new policy ground, will, very likely, reach the stage 
of serious debate in the Senate.

If an issue on the discretionary agenda successfully passes into law— 
especially if it is in a policy area where little activity has taken place 
before—a strong impetus is created for further legislation in the same 
field. Activists inside and outside the Senate sense that legislative prog­
ress may be possible in areas that are logically related to the original 
breakthrough. Word that the policy area is beginning to open up passes 
quickly through innumerable professional and political contact net­
works. A surge of legislative activity is launched in which reformers 
urge that benefits conferred in the original breakthrough be, extended 
to similar areas. Activity continues until the logical possibilities for 
extension of the reform are exhausted or until the justifications offered 
for new proposals become so weak and unappealing that more attrac­
tive proposals in other policy areas force their way onto the agenda 
and bring the legislative surge to an end.

A complicated set of political processes produces the Senate’s 
agenda, but the results are not completely random and unpredictable. 
Even the discretionary agenda usually contains items that are logi­
cally compatible. Issues seem to group themselves into clusters that 
include complementary topics which provoke similar political align­
ments and impel government to perform similar functions. Proposals 
to toughen safety regulations, for example, appeared during a period 
m which many other forms of consumer protection and pollution con­
trol legislation were being debated. They began to recede from the 
agenda when essentially competitive proposals to encourage economic 
growth or increase worker productivity came into prominence. As 
Crenson has argued in his book on the politics of air pollution in cities:

By promoting one political agenda item, civic activists may succeed in driving 
other issues away.... A community that commits itself to the consideration of one 
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local concern may, in effect, commit itself to a whole chain of rationally related 
issues and diminish its ability to consider rationally antagonistic issues.”

Those who manage to shape the legislative agenda, in other words, 
are able to magnify their influence many times over by determining the 
focus of attention and energy in the entire political system. By dictat­
ing the issues to come under debate, they indirectly determine the kind 
of political alliances likely to be formed, and prevent others from 
gaining a hearing for logically incompatible or competitive issues.27

An Evaluation of the Process

This description of the agenda-setting process provides support for 
Polsby’s assertion that the Senate has become one of the best places 
in the American “political system for the incubation of new policy and 
the building of national constituencies.” 28 The clubby, slow-moving 
Senate of the 1940’s and 1950’s was dominated by Southern conserva­
tives engaged in a stubborn holding action against activist, liberal 
Presidents. The body is described with much clarity by Donald 
Matthews in his U.S. Senators and Their World.29 The Senate has 
slowly but steadily been transformed in recent years into a prime 
launching pad for liberal initiatives and one of the most persistent 
forces for change in the American governmental system.

Because of the distinctly liberal bias in the highly decentralized 
process by which the Senate currently sets its agenda, evaluations of 
the procedure likely will vary according to the observer’s own political 
values. The system will seem admirable to those who believe that 
government should react quickly to expressions of social need, but it 
might seem harmful and pernicious to those who feel that the public 
sector already is too large and that governmental intervention in society 
has expanded beyond reasonable boundaries. The contemporary Senate 
could be characterized either as a highly responsive forum for the 
promotion of needed reforms, or as a hyperactive, governmental busy­
body, giving recognition to every dramatic or newsworthy appeal, no 
matter how weak the justification for action might be.

Agreement never could be reached on global assessments of the 
Senate’s role in the American political system, but both conservatives 
and liberals might agree that the system is markedly haphazard and 
unsystematic. The open and competitive system of agenda-setting be­
ing'employed in the Senate encourages members and their staffs to 
search constantly for information about social problems and possible 
solutions. Once a general subject, like energy or poverty, becomes a 
prominent topic on the discretionary agenda, however, proposals begin 
to appear that either address problems whose dimensions are virtually 
uncharted or for which no feasible solutions are in sight. Some would 
argue that the Senate is justified in enacting legislation in situations 
of this kind, if only to ensure that the problem becomes recognized 
as a responsibility of government. As Arrow has argued in a recent 
analysis of organizational problem solving:

29 Matthew A. Crenson, The Un-Politic8 of Air Pollution (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
27 For a thoughtful analysis of the importance of different kinds of problems in affecting 

the political agenda see:Albert O. Hirschman. “Policy-Making and Policy Analysis in 
LnHn America—A Return Journey,” Policy Sciences (forthcoming).

« Nelson J. Polsby, “Goodbye to the Inner Club,” in Norman J. Ornstein (ed.), Congress 
in c^nne: Evolution and Reform (New York: Praeger Publishers. 1975), p. 215.

* (New York: Random House, 1960). Matthews* book covers the years 1947-1957. the 
decade prior to the rapid growth of liberal strength in the elections from 1958 through 1968.
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Once an item has arrived on the agenda, it is difficult not to treat it in a some- 
vyhat rational manner, if this is at all possible, and almost any considered solu­
tion may be better than neglect. I hasten to add that this generalization has its 
exception; there are problems for which there are no satisfactory solutions • 
Placing such an item on the agenda may create a demand for a solution which 
will of necessity be unsatisfactory.

Thus there is some justification for the principle of ‘salutary neglect,’ but on 
the whole this exception is not likely to be real. An unsatisfactory solution mav 
be what is needed to provoke the needed information-gathering to produce a 
better one, while neglect is never productive.80

Many Senators undoubtedly would agree with Arrow. They would 
blame shortcomings m the programs enacted at the end of legislative 
surges on administrators who do not sympathize with the fundamental 
puiposes of the legislation, or who show too little imagination in 
working out the details of implementation. Much of the disillusion­
ment felt by the public with social legislation enacted in the 1960's 
however, results from unsuccessful efforts to implement poorly con­
ceived or unmanageable human service programs. In selecting new 
agenda items, political leaders should not ignore the possible costs 
in damaged governmental credibility and increased public mistrust 
and cynicism that may result from badly designed programs in areas 
W * le knowledge base is weak or practically non-existent

The agenda of any legislative body inevitably will include question­
able, ill-conceived proposals that do not merit passage. If the legisla­
tive process is working efficiently, weak proposals will be discovered 
and rejected during hearings and floor debates, even though they ad­
dress problems thought by a majority of the members to be in need of 
solution by government. The Senate should never allow its agenda to 
become closed to all controversial new ideas. Junior members should 
have ample opportunity to promote new departures in policy or to 
bring new problems to the attention of the leadership.

The major problem facing the Senate in the 1970s, however, is not 
how to open its agenda to fresh new ideas. The United States Senate 
IiSWr' is th® most accessible and responsive legislative body in 
the Western World. Individual Senators are more autonomous and 
have more talented aides than legislators in any other country. After 
years of debate over the seniority system and loud complaints about 
the veto power being exercised by conservative Southern Senators, 
the Senate has slowly been transformed into a sensitive register of 
social and. political change. The period of apprenticeship once re­
quired of junior Senators no longer is imposecl. Power in the Senate 
has steadily been decentralized during the past fifteen years. The 
senates current weakness lies not in an unwillingness to take up 
serious social problems or search for new solutions, but in its seeming 
inability to set clear policy priorities and to carry out a more co­
herent, form of central legislative clearance.

Critics of the operation of the Senate would point to the aimless 
emergence of agenda items that become popular because of the chance 
appearance of an effective advocate, the development of a dramatic 
crisis, or a newsworthy change in a familiar social indicator. Programs 
often are debated that would not receive attention if taken entirely 
on their own merits, but they are brought up mainly because the Sen- 
ate has become engaged with issues of this general type. Other pro-

*°7^2eth J‘ Arrow’ The Limits Of Organization (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1974), PP. •—TO. ' ’ 
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posals on different topics, whose cases for inclusion on the Senate’s 
agenda might be stronger, do not yet have a sponsor who is able to 
capture the attention of fellow Senators. Items burst onto the discre­
tionary agenda because of the work of individual political 
entrepreneurs.

No central agency in the Senate currently is engaged in 
systematically scanning the social horizon in search of emerging social 
problems that might require legislative scrutiny. The Senate’s leader­
ship seldom tries to select important problems that should be studied 
by several committees, so that informed proposals could be formulated. 
Agenda items of all types are being promoted by individual Senators 
and committees, but the majority leadership, acting on behalf of the 
party that controls the Senate, does not often try to choose issues that 
should be at the center of national debate. Nor does it encourage the 
relevant committee staffs and Senate staff support agencies—such as 
GAO, OTA, CBS, or CBO—to open investigations of them. The 
Senate is expected to respond to Presidential initiatives, but the 
majority leadership does little on its own to shape the Senate’s agenda.

A Proposal for Reform

If the Senate’s leadership wishes to gain greater control over the 
discretionary portions of its legislative agenda, only a small increase 
in new staff will be required. The Senate already has access to all the 
information and analytical capacity needed to do an effective job of 
agenda setting. In fact, until more coherent direction is given to the 
deliberations of the Senate, it will be difficult to employ efficiently 
the extensive staff now available within the Congress and in private, 
nonprofit policy research agencies in Washington and throughout the 
country. If policy analysts and staff members were assured that a 
number of broad program areas—such as income maintenance or 
energy conservation—had authoritatively been selected as items of 
prime importance to the Senate for the next few years, the quality 
of staff work, and the depth of analysis and understanding within the 
Senate almost inevitably would improve. If it were widely understood 
that certain issues were going to receive serious attention in the Senate, 
the energies of hundreds of groups and agencies throughout the gov­
ernmental system automatically would be channeled in those directions. 
The Senate’s shifting legislative agenda already acts as a principal 
source of cues for lobbyists, policy researchers, ambitious Senators, 
agency chiefs and journalists. If the majority party wished to achieve 
greater coordination among all these elements, it could do so without 
gaining explicit power over their activities and without creating a 
huge new bureaucratic structure. All that is required is greater effort 
by party leaders to establish their own legislative priorities.

VV'itnin the Senate the organizational foundations for greater con­
trol over the legislative agenda exist already in the party policy com­
mittees. These committees have been in place for thirty years, making 
reform possible without a fundamental change in the Senate’s organi­
zation. They also are instruments of partisan control. Since the de­
termination of the questions to be debated is one of the most important 
benefits of gaining majority status, the policy committees are the most 
appropriate arenas for control of the agenda. The committees are
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small and manageable. They also are composed mostly of party leaders 
ana already are charged with formal responsibility for scheduling 
the issues for consideration on the floor. All these characteristics make 
the policy committees natural forums for debate over program pri­orities. i & i

If the policy committees are to be employed more effectively to con­
trol the agenda their precise make-up and the way in which their 
numbers are selected must carefully be reviewed. If they are to be 
eflective instruments of central legislative clearance, the committees 
must speak with the authority of extraordinary majorities of their 
respective party conferences. Policy committee staff members should 
be engaged mainly in coordinating the activities of substantive com­
mittees and the general legislative support agencies. Conflict between 
policy committee staffs and substantive committee staffs should be 
avoided, as much as possible. The policy committees should serve as 
executive committees for the party conferences and should include 
representatives from all the principal factions in the party coalitions.

The policy committee for the majority party, supplied with a 
strengthened staff and backed by a clear majority of the party con­
ference could serve several important functions. Most important, the 
committee could designate each year a small set of issues or programs 
as top priority items for Senate debate and action. Only a small num­
ber of issues would be chosen in this manner. The discretionary agenda 
always is crowded in the Senate; room always should remain for 
issues to emerge that are not included on the list of party priorities. 
Some of the items chosen for emphasis might be concrete proposals 
that already had been the subject of hearings and were ready for ac­
tion on the Senate floor. The list also should include, however, general 
issues, such as programs of energy conservation or metropolitan plan­
ning, that are just beginning to attract interest and are in need of 
investigation by Senate committees. Several substantive committees 
might be called upon to begin hearings on these issues and the policy 
committee might even commission research and analysis from executive 
departments, legislative support agencies, universities, or private firms 
outside the Senate.

A list of priorities of this kind emanating from the majority party 
leadership would attract wide notice and inevitably would stimulate 
activity and interest throughout the government. Instead of making 
haphazard responses to pressures from outside the Senate or from 
individual activists within the Congress, the party leaders could take 
the initiative and provide comprehensive guidance to policy makers in 
all sectors of the governmental system, at least in the range of issues 
where party consensus exists.

The, legislative agenda necessarily must be developed on a partisan 
basis m the Senate, with the majority party setting the pace and se­
lecting the principal topics for debate. The minority party cannot 
control the committees or manage the sequence of issues arising on the 
floor, but its influence would be magnified greatly if the minority 
leadership could obtain agreement from its party members on a 
limited number of general problems upon which it would seek to de­
velop legislation. Much of what the minority eventually proposed 
either might be defeated or might appear as amendments to legislation 
proposed by the majority, but, if staffwork could be concentrated on 
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a selected group of issues over several years, a ready-made party plat­
form would emerge for use in future elections. Also, debate in the 
Senate would be much better informed.

Ambitious Senators anxious to build national reputations by pro­
moting new legislative proposals would still have opportunities for 
maneuver in a more centralized system of agenda setting, but now the 
policy committees would become additional new objects of their ac­
tivism. When several proposals were competing for consideration by 
the Senate, the policy committees would become natural forums for 
debate among their proponents. Deliberations of this kind might 
prompt Senators to consider the broad trade-offs among different 
policy areas that seldom are addressed under the present, more de­
centralized system. More vigorous intervention by the policy commit­
tees might also send back to substantive committees the kind of poorly 
designed programs with shaky justifications that often appear toward 
the end of surges of activity in a policy area. No system would be able 
to stop the Senate from debating a bill that had the support of a large 
majority of its members, but more active leadership in agenda-setting 
should make it necessary for proponents of new proposals to make 
more powerful supporting arguments. Simply by asking more ques­
tions, the policy committees could contribute to a significant improve­
ment in the level of policy analysis and debate in the Senate.

Conclusion

The job of creating stronger, more active party leadership in the 
Senate would not be a simple or uncontroversial task. Opposition un­
doubtedly would come from many groups and individuals both inside 
and outside the Congress. More centralized agenda-setting would re­
quire the alteration of many informal rules and customs, set up new 
lines of influence and communication and directly affect the power of 
many Senators. Organizational changes never come easily, but recent 
events, such as the early successes of the Congressional budget re­
form, suggest that the Senate may be prepared to transform itself, 
especially if procedural changes promise to increase the influence of 
the legislative branch within the national policymaking system.

Today the Senate seems prepared to make rule changes that were 
completely unfeasible even a decade ago. The balance of political 
power has been shifting steadily—especially within the Democratic 
majority—so that the parties are more ideologically homogenous. 
During the past twenty-five years Southern politics has been trans­
formed by the enfranchisement of black voters, rapid urbanization 
and the rise of authentic two-party competition. As the number of 
conservative Southern Democrats has been reduced, the number of 
liberal Democrats from states outside the South has been increasing, 
beginning with the many liberal victories in the 1958 election and the 
reelection of all of them six years later in the Democratic landslide 
of 1964. As these new liberals have moved into the Senate, many rules 
have been changed in order to allow junior members greater influence, 
more access to sub-committee chairmanships, and increased staff. The 
period of apprenticeship, formerly expected of first termers, gradually 
has disappeared, allowing newly elected Senators to plunge immedi­
ately into the legislative process. All these tendencies toward a more 
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decentralized, activist legislative system further were encouraged by 
the shift in the majority party leadership from the closely held power 
of Lyndon Johnson to the more consensual leadership of Mike 
Mansfield.31

All signs point to the need at this time in the Senate’s history for a 
reassertion of power by the majority leadership. The mandate for this 
new legislative system must be founded on the consent of the party 
conference. Legislative priorities must emerge from open debate that 
involves all members of the party. Reformers must avoid placing dis­
abling obstacles in the paths of individual Senators bent on promoting 
new solutions or urging attention to problems that have been ignored 
by the leadership. Changes in the role of the policy committees and 
the procedures for agenda-setting should not eliminate all activity by 
junior Senators or independent committee chairmen. The goal of re­
form should not be the creation of an all-powerful leadership, but 
rather to strike a new balance between the Senate’s remarkable re­
sponsiveness to social problems, complaints and trends and the need 
for greater programmatic coherence.

J he social problems of the next two decades will require more con­
sistent responses from government, more analysis in depth, and greater 
awareness of the broader implications of governmental programs. The 
helter-skelter activism of the past decade has served to raise many 
new issues long blocked from national debate. The Senate has made a 
major contribution during the past two decades by providing access 
to newly forming interest groups and steering the government into 
policy areas never seriously considered in the past. The needs of the 
next two decades require the Senate’s leadership to gain greater con­
trol over its agenda and to generate more of its own policy initiatives. 
This demanding task of institutional reform must be carried out suc­
cessfully if the legislative branch of American government is to realize 
its full potential as a modern expression of representative democracy.

October, 1976.
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RELATIONS BETWEEN THE SENATE AND THE HOUSE 
OF REPRESENTATIVES: THE PARTY LEADERSHIP

By Walter Kravitz
Critics of the relationship between the Senate and the House of 

Representatives usually focus on one central theme: the need for closer 
communication, cooperation, and coordination between the two 
Houses. Half a century ago Robert Luce, a prodigious student of 
legislatures as well as a Member of Congress, complained that the 
lack of ‘‘harmonious cooperation for the public welfare [between the 
House and Senate] ... is the most serious defect in the machinery 
of Congress.” 1 Other students and observers of Congress have at­
tributed a variety of detrimental consequences to that alleged defect.

They have deplored, for example, the delays that uncoordinated 
operation of the two Houses has often inflicted on the legislative 
process, sometimes bringing it to a halt. In 1962 a dispute between the 
House and Senate Appropriations Committees was allowed to drag on 
for some seven months, holding up agreement on appropriation bills. 
There are other examples: the 1949 disagreement over the size of the 
Air Force, which delayed adjournment of Congress for a considerable 
period and tied up a defense appropriation bill at a critical period 
during the Cold War; a 1961 dispute over the Senate’s attempt to curb 
House franking privileges, during which the House adopted a meas­
ure continuing those privileges and adjourned for the year, forcing 
the Senate either to accept the House position or let the bill die and 
leave some agencies unfunded,2 and more recently, a feud between the 
two administration committees that prevented the printing of numer­
ous congressional documents for several months. Incidents of this kind 
have drawn from David Broder the relatively mild observation that 
‘‘the country obviously has a stake in seeing that the legislative branch 
functions; that it does not founder in intramural warfare.”3

Some critics charge that the lack of closer ties between the two 
Houses makes reasoned laws more difficult to draft and enact. “Fric­
tion is magnified instead of reduced,” Warren Weaver has argued. 
“The ultimate court of the conference committee is confronted with

'Robert Luce, Congress; an explanation, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1926, 
p. 31. If the Constitutional Convention had taken Benjamin Franklin’s advice, the nation 
would have a unicameral national legislature and, therefore, no problems of House-Senate 
relationships. Although many theorists have agreed with Franklin in that two houses are 
worse than one, most concede that the country is not likely to accept unicameralism at the 
national level. In any case, it is even more unlikely that either house would approve the 
necessary constitutional amendment and, thereby, its own extinction. See: George B. 
Galloway, The Legislative Process in Congress, New York: Crowell, 1953, pp. 249-252 ; 
Walter J. Shepard, “Democracy in Transition,” American Political Science Review (Feb. 
1935), p. 16; Senator George W. Norris, “The One House Legislature,” Unicameral Legis­
latures, E. C. Buehler, ed.. New York: Noble & Noble, 1937, pp. 48-49 ; J. D. Barnett, “One 
House of Congress as Two,” American Political Science Review, (Feb. 1925), pp. 82—83: 
Ivan W. Parkins, “Let’s Disassemble the House, A Proposal for the Reform of Congress,” 
The South Atlantic Quarterly (Spring 1960), pp. 226-238.

2 Jeffery L. Pressman, House vs. Senate; conflict in the appropriations process, New 
Haven ; Yale University Press, 1966, pp. 3-8.

3 David S. Broder, “ ‘The Other Body’—Not 'the Upper House,’ ” New York Times Maga­
zine (May 20, 1962), p. 23.
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broad, difficult, undiscussed issues to compromise instead of smaller, 
more manageable ones.” 4 Implicit in this argument is another. With 
no instrumentality to coordinate their efforts, the two Houses tend too 
frequently to develop strikingly different approaches to national 
problems, and the necessity of compromising differences often results 
in patch work policies and legislation.

For some observers the possibility that closer coordination between 
the House and Senate might produce more cohesive policy develop­
ment in Congress is a sufficient benefit in itself. But others see addi­
tional rewards.

According to one line of thought, cohesiveness in the development 
of policy would give Congress greater strength in its dealings with 
the executive branch. Lack of harmony between the two Houses, the 
argument goes, undermines the efforts of Congress to achieve parity of 
power with the President. Thus, Arthur N. Holcombe asserted in 
1946 that “the pernicious effect of the bicameral system as operated 
in its traditional form is that it prevents the two Houses of Congress 
from presenting a united front in the most effective manner in their 
relations with the Executive,” and by a united front, he continued, he 
meant “a more powerful front.” 5 In a more recent summary of the 
argument, W alter Oleszek noted the importance “for the general wel­
fare that internecine clashes between the House and Senate be kept to 
a minimum while actions are taken to strengthen the legislative branch 
in general through intercameral cooperation, particularly in this era of 
presidential prominence.” 6

Another line of reasoning, however, urges greater congressional 
policy cohesion not so much to strengthen Congress against the Presi­
dent but rather to promote harmony between them. Disturbed by 
what Stephen K. Bailey has called “the pullinirs and haulings in our 
national government,” followers of this line express hope that policy 
coordination between the two Houses would encourage more policy 
consensus between the legislative and executive branches and facilitate 
the processing of major presidential recommendations.7 They are par­
ticularly concerned that disagreement between the two Houses will 
delay or frustrate a Presidents “must” legislation, as was the case in 
1962, for example, with President Kennedy's Federal aid to education 
program.8

Luce made another complaint. Because of poor communication and 
coordination, he charged, too often one House will fail even to con- 
S1 uv imPor^an^ measures passed by the other. An undiscriminatin^ 
public then blames the Congress as a whole for its negligence. More- 
?YeF,1 some Members may face serious political conseouences when a 
highly controversial measure, passed in one House by a narrow mar- 
gm, dies of neglect in the other. As Weaver points out, the result may 
be that Members “are put on the spot and forced to commit them- 
selves on a politically sensitive issue without any legislation to show
197^32 Weaver’ Jr” Both your houses; the truth about Congress, New York: Praeger, 

5 U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress Hearings nn the 
ppg617^18n °f Consress’ 79th Co^re88- 2nd session, Washington: Govt. Print. Off.? 1946?

8 Walter J. Oleszek, ‘‘House-Senate Relationships: Comity and Conflict” Annals nt American Academy of Political and Social Science (Jan. 1974) p u84^onnlcr’ An”«‘S of the

S.k™rt?o"“TO^ '» H. Con. Res. 18,
8 Broder, op. ctt.
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for their discomfiture. It happened in 1965, when the House barely 
repealed, 221-203, the ‘right to work’ provision in the Taft-Hartley 
Law that permits states to prohibit the union shop. The Senate never 
acted on the bill at all, and a number of House Democrats from close, 
relatively conservative districts were beaten on the issue in 1966, hung 
for a vote that turned out to have been totally unproductive.”9 In­
stances of this kind, Weaver asserts, have contributed to bitterness 
between Members of the two Houses.

Some scholars believe that closer cooperation between the House 
and Senate should be aimed at achieving greater party responsibility 
and, therefore, accountability to the voter for carrying out party pro­
grams and pledges. The 1950 report of the Committee on Political 
Parties of the American Political Science Association (APSA) 
lamented that “in neither House of Congress is there a body of party 
leaders who have the power of managing party affairs in Congress 
and who therefore can be held accountable for it.” The committee 
urged leadership coordination between the two Houses that “would 
provide an orderly approach to the broadening of areas of agreement 
between the two parties and to the identification both of party issues 
and of issues on which no congressional party policy is needed. ”10 
Bailey recommended a similar approach that “would demonstrate the 
differences in program between the parties and also the areas of na­
tional agreement.” 11

Other benefits of closer cooperation betwen the two Houses have 
been suggested by former Senator Mike Monroney and Senator Hubert 
II. Humphrey. According to Monroney, better liaison and coordination 
might prevent duplicate investigations and the consequent waste of 
congressional time and talent.12 Senator Humphrey has offered a pro­
posal for cooperation intended to increase congressional prestige in 
the eyes of the public and to make it more aware of the existence of 
Congress.13

To sumarize, advocates of closer ties between the House and Senate 
foresee or hope for such positive consequences as the development of 
more coherent and cohesive policies by Congress, the reduction of 
internal friction and internecine clashes, the removal of some unneces­
sary delays, duplication, and strains in the legislative process, the 
strengthening of Congress vis-a-vis the President, the promotion of 
cooperation and consensus between the legislative and executive 
branches, the enhancement of party responsibility and accountability, 
and a greater credibility for Congress in the eyes of the public.
How To Do It

Among the numerous proposals to improve bicameral relations, 
many emphasize the potentialities of party mechanisms and the party 
leaders.

Some of the suggestions go no further than to urge closer relation­
ships. Thus, in 1945 then-Representative Monroney declared that there 
“should be liaison between the leadership of the two Houses . . . and 

n^Americarf’PolitEia ’̂Science Association, Committee on Political Parties, Toward a
More Responsible Two-party System, New York; Rinehart, 1950, pp. 59-60.

J2 Joint^Committee on The Organization of Congress, Hearings, 1946, pp. 289, 302.
13 U.S. Congress, Joint Committee on Congressional Operations, Congress and Mass Com­

munications, Hearings, 93rd Congress, second session, Washington: Govt. Print. Off. 19<4, 
Appendix, pp. 621, 622.
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there should be a staff relationship between the two Houses in order 
that [they] will not duplicate the same line of work [e.g., investiga­
tions and studies],” and Holcombe urged “some effective means of 
coordinating leadership in the initial stages of the legislative proc­
ess . . 14 In 1965 Charles O. Jones proposed greater coordination
on the part of existing staffs, and James Pollock urged centralization 
of leadership for coordinated action and development of policy.15 More 
recently, Weaver called for “periodic informal conferences between 
the party leaders in the tw’o Houses, now infrequent . . 16

Other observers have suggested specific mechanisms without provid­
ing any significant detail. Alfred de Grazia proposed long-range 
planning by the joint leadership working through a central office of 
both Houses,17 and Senator Monroney suggested a mediation board 
“in case we do have disputes between the two Houses . . . that could 
sit down and talk it out without either House losing face by 
surrendering.” 18

The more detailed proposals call for structures and procedures that 
generally aim, as John G. Stewart has described it, at “a routinized, 
well-staffed process for the long-term coherent development of policy” 
as contrasted with the prevailing “ad hoc process . . . usually invoked 
in response to short-term pressures . . . .”19

One basic formula envisages frequent joint meetings of the majority 
party policy (or leadership) committees of the two Houses, with sep­
arate joint meetings of the policy committees of the minority party. 
Senator Estes Kefauver preferred a more formalized joint majority 
party committee of the Senate and House, while Representative John 
Brademas has suggested joint Senate-House leadership meetings with 
committee chairmen.

Whatever the precise structure, these entities would:
Formulate overall legislative policy (1946 Joint Committee on 

the Organization of Congress), act as a legislative policy com­
mittee to work out the legislative program (Kefauver), draw up 
a list of major issues for the session (Brademas), or discuss com­
mon problems of legislative policy (APSA Committee on Political 
Parties) ;

Consider their roles in expediting coordination and passage of 
legislation pledged to the people by their party (1946 Joint Com­
mittee) , “develop ways and means of enacting into law the plat­
form of their party as adopted at the last national convention” 
(former Senator Joseph S. Clark), or formulate, implement, and 
evaluate national party policy and programs (John Saloma and 
Fredrick Sontag);

Coordinate the work of all committees (Kefauver), or set up 
joint Senate-House hearings on the designated major issues of the 
session (Brademas); and

Be supported by a permanent staff for policy purposes (Ke­
fauver).. or by larger leadership staffs to aid in interchamber 
communications (Brademas).

14 Joint Committee on The Organization of Congress, Hearings, 1946, pp. 289, 302, 619.
15 U.S. Congress. Joint Committee on The Organization of the Congress, Hearinrs on the 

Organization of Congress, 89th Congress, first session, Washington: Govt. Print. Off., 1965,
39 Weaver, op. cit., p. 35.
17 Alfred de Grazia, Congress: The First Branch of Government, Washington, D C • Amer­

ican Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 1966, p. 464.
18 Joint Committee on The Organization of The Congress, Hearings, 1965, p. 41.
39 John G. Stewart, “Central Policy Organs in Congress,” Congress Against the President. 

ed. by Harvey C. Mansfield, Sr., New York: Praeger, 1975, p. 31.
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A variant of this formula would expand the structure into a joint 
legislative-executive council. The joint majority policy committtees 
would meet regularly with the President to facilitate the formulation 
and carrying out of national policy and to improve relationships be­
tween the two branches (1946 Joint Committee), and to coordinate leg­
islative-executive efforts (Kefauver) .20

Upon the recommendation of the Joint Committee on the Organiza­
tion of Congress, the Senate approved the essence of this approach in 
1946. It did not appear in the House-passed version of the Legislative 
Reorganization Act of 1946, however, and the Senate accepted that 
version without insisting on a conference.

A second basic formula, offered either as an addition or an alterna­
tive to the first, would have the four leadership groups—Senate major­
ity and minority policy committees, House majority and minority 
policy committees—meet jointly early in each session. APSA’s Com­
mittee on Political Parties suggested that the four groups meet as a 
Joint Committee on the President’s Program. This body would con­
sider the entire program embodied in the President’s three principal 
annual messages. It would identify party issues, issues on which no 
congressional party policy is needed, and “furnish guidance to the 
general line of action on the part of the various legislative commit­
tees.” 21

In Bailey’s version of this approach “the four policy committees 
[would] meet jointly for two weeks in late January and early Febru­
ary each year to conduct general hearings on the President’s State of 
the Union message. The hearings should be widely covered by press, 
radio, and television; the leaders in the administration and in the 
out-party should be heard; and majority and minority reports should 
be issued for the general guidance of legislators and of the general 
public. These reports would demonstrate the differences in program 
between the parties and also the areas of national agreement.” The 
whole process, Bailey argued, would “bring greater cohesion to the 
handling of major presidential recommendations. . .”22 Senator 
Clark suggested that the joint bipartisan leadershin of both Houses 
consult with the President, after the State of the Union message, to 
prepare a schedule of floor business for the session.23

Another variation on this theme would place the responsible leaders 
of both parties (including, perhaps, the chairmen of key committees) 
on the Joint Economic Committee. The APSA Committee on Political 
Parties based this suggestion on the following arguments: (1) the 
President’s proposals are “the starting point of the legislative sched­
ule”: (2) the problem is “how to get these proposals responsibly han­
dled”; (3) the Joint Economic Committee already serves as an 
instrument for identifying party stances; (4) however, the Joint Com-

20 Joint Committee on The Organization of Congress, Hearlnes. 1946. pp. 14, 78; Joint 
Committee on The Organization of The Congress, Hearings, 1965, p. 592. 601, 724; Joint 
Committee on the Organization of Congress, Report, 1946, pp. 12, 13 ; APSA, op. cit., p. 60 ; 
John Saloma and Fredrick Sontag, Parties: The Real Opportunitii for Collective Citizen 
Politics, New York: Vintage, 1973, p. 145: Joseph Clark, Congressional Reform: Problems 
and Prospects, New York: Thomas Crowell Co., 1965. p. 348. See also : Thomas Finletter, 
“The Means Must Be Strengthened,” Congress and the President, ed. by Walter Travis. 
New York: Teachers College Press, 1967, p. 33; U.S. Congress. Senate, Committee on 
Expenditures in Executive Branch, Hearings on Evaluation of the Effects of Laws Enacted 
to Reorganize the Legislative Branch, 82nd Congress, 1st session, Washington: Govt. Print. 
Off . 1951, p. 211.

a APSA. op. cit., p. 60.
22 Bailey, op. cit., p. 15.
28 Clark, op. cit., p. 348.
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mittee has no formal responsibility for party leadership and therefore 
cannot “coordinate the main policy decisions that arise in the diversi­
fied activities distributed over the committee system”; (5) placing the 
party leaders on the Joint Committee would establish that responsi­
bility.24

Senator Humphrey offered a quite different proposal in S. 563 of 
the 94th Congress. He would establish by legislative mandate an annual 
“State of the Congress” message by the majority and minority leader­
ships of both Houses. The leadership would “address the Nation con­
cerning the initiatives, priorities, and shortcomings of the sessions just 
concluded.” The address “would take the form of speeches by both the 
majority and minority parties, which would designate speakers from 
each House.” In Senator Humphrey’s view, “the message by the con­
gressional leadership would make the public more aware of the opera­
tion of Congress, and it might have the desirable side-effect of generat­
ing more interest in the legislative process.”25

Before considering criticisms offered by opponents of these argu­
ments and proposals, the following section presents some historical 
background and a description of the present relationship between the 
leadership of the two Houses.
Some Recent History

The Democrats established a formal mechanism to foster Senate- 
House leadership cooperation in 1931. Called the Democratic Joint 
Policy Committee, it was composed of 10 members from each House 
presided over by Speaker John N. Garner. The group was “unofficial 
and advisory only.” Its sole object, according to Speaker Gamer, was 
to “coordinate the work” of Democrats on both sides of the Capitol and 
to “talk over legislative measures and coordinate and harmonize legis­
lative policies.” Joint statements to the press on the work of the Joint 
Policy Committee were released by the Speaker and Senate Majority 
Leader Joseph T. Robinson. Although very little was known about the 
committee during its existence, evidently it met only twice: once to 
deal with a number of economic issues and on another occasion to con­
sider two specific bills. One source reported that there was an “inclina­
tion to question the success and value of its work.”26

During the 1950s the informal interactions between Speaker Sam 
Ravburn and Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson evidently 
influenced the legislative process significantly. Their close personal 
relationship was reinforced by day-to-dav working contacts, usually 
at the dady meetings of Ravbum’s “board of education,” which were 
informal gatherings of key Members of Congress to discuss legislative 
and political problems and developments. The two leaders exchanged 
information about the progress of specific legislation, developed legis­
lative strategies on certain bills, and even formulated their own legis­
lative program on a continuing basis. They often issued joint state­
ments in response to presidential pronouncements, and usually con­
sulted with each other before releasing individual declaration®. When 
the two Houses reached an impasse on important measures, Johnson 

« APSA, op. cit., p. eo.
“ Joint Committee on Congressional Operations, op. cit., p. 622.

„ : w- H. Humbert, “The Democratic Joint Policy Committee.” The American Political 
Renew, Vol. No- 3, June 1932, p. 552-554; United States Dally, Decem­ber 30, 1931, p. 4.
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and Rayburn would sometimes intervene to resolve the differences. 
Senator Johnson and his aides even went so far, on occasion, as to 
speak with Members of the House on Speaker Rayburn’s behalf.

Following the election of 1956, in which the Democrats retained 
control of both Houses despite President Eisenhower’s landslide vic­
tory, the Democratic National Committee decided to create an advisory 
committee to develop a legislative program for the party. The chair­
man of the National Committee named twenty members to the group, 
including the seven principal leaders in both Houses. Within seven 
da vs all seven had declined to serve.28

The Joint Senate-House Republican Leadership of the 1960s was a 
formal assemblage, unlike the highly personal Rayburn-Johnson ai- 
rangement. It was created in 1961, at the suggestion of departing 1 res­
ident Eisenhower, to provide a mechanism for Republican Party pol­
icy formulation and pronouncements during a Democratic administra­
tion. The group was dissolved upon the inauguration of President 
Richard Nixon in 1969 on the ground that the President would there­
after speak for the Republican Party. Composed of the floor leaders, 
whips, and other Republican leaders, it provided them an opportumtv 
both to resolve different points of view and to speak with a unified 
voice.29 . . .

The group met about once a week while Congress was in session, 
issued formal statements to the media, and held weekly press confer­
ences conducted by Senate Minority Leader Everett B. Dirksen and 
House Minority Leader Charles Halleck that became known as the 
“Ev and Charlie Show.” The substantive positions formulated by the 
Joint Leadership and enunciated by Dirksen and Halleck received 
considerable publicity, in part because of Senator Dirksen’s flair for 
showmanship. Whether because of the publicity or the unity of the 
Joint Leadership, some observers believe the process did influence 
congressional voting.30 After Representative Gerald Ford replaced 
Halleck as House Minority Leader that unity was marred by Ford’s 
public disagreements with Dirksen on some major policies, particu­
larly on the Vietnam issue.31

Rowland Evans and Robert Novak, Lyndon B. Johnson: Exercise of Power, New
York - New American Library, 1966, pp. 86, 145, 176, 195, 219; Harry Provence, Lyndon B. 
Johnson, New York : Fleet, 1964 ; PP 86 105. Not all congressional Democrats.approvedI of 
the Ravburn-Johnson style. See: Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream, 
New York: Harper & Row, 1976, p. 114. On one occasion, when Johnson failed to inform 
Ravburn of a significant policy statement purporting to represent the Democratic congres­
sional position, Rayburn publicly expressed his dissatisfaction. See: David Truman, The 
Congressional Party, New York : Wiley & Sons, 1959, pp. 315-316.

29 Congressional Record, September 26. 1961. pp. 21743, 21372: Jerald F. terHorst, 
Gerald Ford and the Future of the Presidency, New York: The Third Press, 1974. p. 116. 
Membership was fixed as follows: For the Senate: Leader, Whip, Chairman of Policy Com­
mittee. Chairman of the Conference, Chairman of the Republican Senatorial Committee , 
For the House : Leader, Whip, Chairman of the Conference, Chairman of the Policy Commit­
tee, Ranking Member of the Rules Committee, Chairman of the Republican Congressional 
Committee. Chairman of the Committee on Planning and Research; Presiding: Republican 
N*«l°onore8aiona^ September 26. 1961, p. 21744 : Washington Daily News, Septem­
ber 7 1961 : “The Loval Opposition,” Newsweek, September 18, 1961; In his biography of 
Dirksen, Neil MacNeil notes, “The Republican Leadership meetings and the joint news 
conferences of Dirksen and Halleck had been mocked and ridiculed initially . . . [but].by 
midsummer, 1962, the ridicule had been forgotten, for Dirksen and Halleck were winning 
substantial amounts of newspaper space and television time . . ; Nell MacNeil. Dirksen.-
Portrait of a Public Man, New York : The World Publishing Company, 1970, p. 201.

si MacNeil, op. cit., pp. 249. 291-292; terHorst, op. tit., pp 98-99. 100-101 For a 
record of press conference statements for selected years, see: Senate Doc. No. 52, 88th 
Congress, 1st session; Senate Doc. No. 68, 89th Congress, 1st session; Senate Doc. No. 118, 
89th Congress, 2nd session.
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The Present Situation32
Senate and House party leaders currently maintain contact with 

each other through more or less regular meetings and also on an ad hoc basis.
1. Meetings: Democratic leaders (Senate majority leader and whin 

Mouse Speaker and majority leader) hold intermittent breakfast 
meetings, sometimes monthly, sometimes at six-week intervals. There 
!s no formal agenda. They exchange information about bills scheduled 
or likely to come up m each chamber, the committees handling them, 
the Members managing or interested in them, and any special prob­
lems they may involve. In some cases the leaders also discuss which 
chamber should act first and the timing for such action. They do not 
attempt to establish Democratic Partv policies or programs The 
meetings have.been held at least since 1972 or 1973. Senator Majority 
Leader Mike Mansfield brought them to public attention in a state­
ment before the Senate Democratic Conference at the beginning of 
the 93rd Congress when he remarked that “the Senate Leadership 
has met several times with the House Leadership. Together with the 
Speaker and his associates, we are seeking ways to promote effective 
unity between the Democrats in the two Houses of Congress.” He 
concluded that these efforts had “already established the basis for 
better coordination between the House and Senate Democratic 
majorities.”33

Senate and House Republican floor leaders have been meeting every 
i londay afternoon since 1970. Usually a few staff are present. About 
once a month the Republican whips of both houses sit in on the meet­
ings, and presidential representatives occasionally attend. The leaders 
meet one week on the Senate side, the next on the House side. There is 
no formal or structured agenda. The leaders bring each other up to 
date on the legislative schedules of their respective chambers, exchange 
information about the committees and individuals who will be han­
dling bills and any special problems involved, and review matters 
concerning relationships with the White House. According to one 
leadership staff member, substantive Republican Party policy is not 
discussed.

Meetings with the President afford another opportunity for com­
munication between.Senate and House leaders, although obviously that 
is not their primary purpose. Sometimes the President holds bipartisan 
leadership meetings; at other times he meets only with the congres­
sional leaders of his own party. Evidently these gatherings convene 
at the President’s discretion, and their frecmency varies. Official docu­
ments indicate that President Ford met with the bipartisan group on 
eight occasions during the last five months of 1974. fourteen times in 
1975, and three times during the first seven months of 1976, but in 
some months he has convened the group as manv as three or four times 
while m other months not at all. According to a Senate staff source. 
President Ford meets with leaders of his own party about once a week 
when he is in Washington.3* Foreign policy briefings and maior 
administration policy and legislative initiatives usually dominate the

^""nation this section was obtained at personal inter- s with staff of the Senate majority and minority leaders.
• Record, (Dally Ed.). January 31. 1973. pp. 81528. 81529

eates thaBt published off*1?1 documents. The published data indf-onee evert W2th Republican leaders of both houses an averatre of onlv
the flrat months o?197? °nCe a m°nth 1975’ and about once a month dnr,n* 
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agendas of the meetings at which leaders of both parties are present. 
Published sources suggest that the conferences with leaders of the 
President’s party tend to concentrate much more on specific legisla- 
tion.3*

2. Ad hoc contacts.—Apart from these more or less regular meet­
ings, House and Senate leaders and their staffs communicate with each 
other intermittently as the need arises. Some types of situations recur 
fairly regularly; others are unique.

Among the recurring situations, arrangements for joint sessions of 
the two bodies are routinely handled, although problems still crop up 
occasionally. Recently, for example, House officials set aside an insuffi­
cient number of seats for Senators at a joint session; the problem was 
resolved at the staff level without too much difficulty. The annual 
recess schedules of the two Houses are also regularly coordinated by 
informal means, and the leaders keep each other informed about any 
modifications in those schedules as the year progresses.

A still-evolving example of regularly recurring coordination be­
tween the Democratic leaders of both Houses, developed during the 
last decade, is the so-called Democratic congressional state of the 
union statement. In the past two years the congressional Democratic 
leadership has convinced the television networks to allow them equal 
time to respond to the President’s State of the Union address. Al­
though both the format and the designation of the individual or indi­
viduals to deliver the congressional reply are still determined ad hoc 
on each occasion, the basic decisions are made jointly. In 1974 the Sen­
ate Democratic Policy Committee and then the joint House-Senate 
Democratic leadership selected Senator Mansfield to give the televised 
reply plus an interview in which he outlined major congressional 
priorities. Both Speaker Carl Albert and Senator Humphrey delivered 
addresses the following year. Senator Mansfield designated Senator 
Edmund S. Muskie to make the report for congressional Democrats in 
January of 1976.35 36

The frequency of inter-House leadership communication always 
increases precipitously during the last month of a session, especially 
on the majority side. According to one staff estimate, fully 50 percent 
of all contacts occur during that month. As the target date for ad­
journment nears the leaders press hard for swift action on “must” 
bills, some so designated by the President and appearing to have a 
reasonable chance of passage, others so designated bv the leaders after 
consultation with key Members. Deadlocked conference committees 
are prodded to resolve their differences. Bills that have been dawdling 
their way through the legislative mill come crowding onto the calen­
dars. both Houses process more measures than at any other period, 
and the scheduling of floor action to accommodate the dozens of bills 
and conference reports passing back and forth across the Capitol 
often requires almost minute-to-minute coordination between the two 

35 Weekly Compilation of Presidential Documents, Washington: Office of the Federal 
Register, National Archives and Records Service, General Services Administration.

30 In some earlier years, when equal time and national coverage was still not available, 
panels of Democrats made the reply in speeches or in question-and-answer formats. Sneaker 
Albert and Senate Democrats chose Senator Mansfield to annear in a conversation with four 
network correspondents in 1971. Two years later Speaker Albert delivered a radio broadcast 
reply. See: Shirley Elder, “Mansfield will aive rebuttal,” Washington Star-News, Jan. 30. 
1974, p. A9 : Congressional Quarterly Weekly Report, Jan. 29, 1971, p. 281 : CQ, Sept. 29, 
1973, pp. 2571->2572: Washington Post, Jan. 21, 1975, p. Al; New York Times, Jan. 21, 
1975, p. 16 ; CQ, Jan. 24, 1976, pp. 140-151.
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Houses. During the last weeks of a session the leaderships and their 
staffs are constantly keeping their opposite numbers up to date on 
progress in their respective chambers, alerting them to bills or confer­
ence reports coming over from the other side, to intransigent confer­
ences, and to unforeseen delays on the floor of one House or the other. 
Last year, “hot line” telephones were installed between the Senate 
and House cloakrooms of the two parties to facilitate communication 
of this kind.

Nonrecurring types of problems are handled in a purely ad hoc 
fashion. Leadership cooperation resolved a serious problem of institu­
tional relationships between the two Houses in 1971 and 1972. A new 
and stricter House rule on nongermane Senate amendments to House 
bills was creating serious difficulties in conferences. In some instances 
House conferees were refusing even to consider Senate amendments on 
the ground that they would expose the conference report to points of 
order on the floor of the House. In a series of letters to the Speaker, 
Senator Mansfield expressed his concern that the dispute might result 
in the termination of several public programs and policies desired by 
majorities in both Houses. Later he warned the Speaker that resentful 
Senators were drafting a retaliatory rule for the Senate that might 
inflame the situation even more. The Speaker responded by urging the 
House Committee on Rules to look into the matter. In consultation 
with Senator Mansfield’s leadership staff the staff of the Rules Com­
mittee worked out a reasonably satisfactory change for the House 
rules which the House subsequently adopted.

Another example of close coordination occurred in 1973. Concerned 
that Congress was unable to reconvene except by call of the President 
when it adjourns to a date certain or sine die, Senator Mansfield and 
Speaker Albert worked out an arrangement which permitted Congress 
to reconvene itself during the summer adjournment of 1973 if action 
on the economy, energy problems, the bombing of Cambodia, or some 
other matter was necessary. The adjournment resolution, S. Con. Res. 
42, required Congress to reassemble upon joint action either of the 
President pro tempore and the Speaker, the majority leaders, or the 
minority leaders.37

A more recent instance of ad hoc bicameral leadership cooperation 
developed in 1975. After working out separate positions in their respec­
tive Houses, a House Democratic task force appointed by Speaker 
Albert and an ad hoc subcommittee of the Senate Democratic Policy 
Committee appointed by Senator Mansfield met jointly early that year 
to hammer out a common energy policy. Subsequently, the Senate 
majority Policy Committee and the House Democratic Steering and 
Policy Committee agreed upon an energy-economic recovery program, 
and a meeting between members of these groups and President Ford 
resulted in postponement of a second tariff on crude oil. Stewart has 
pointed out the resemblance between this ad hoc process and the recom­
mendation of the 1946 Joint Committee on the Organization of Con­
gress “that the Majority policy committees of the Senate and House 
serve as a formal council to meet regularly with the Executive, to 
facilitate the formulation and carrying out of national policy, and to

Congressional Record, .Tan. 4. 1973. p. 3248. and July 30, 1973. (daily ed.), p. H6850; 
CQ, Jan. 28, 1973, p. 2060. Precedents for such activities had been established during 
Tvndon Johnson’s tenure as Senator Majority Leader and Sam Rayburn’s tenure as 57 ?aker.
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improve relationships between the executive and legislative branches 
of Government.” 38

Three additional features of current Senate-House leadership rela­
tions are worth noting.

First, as a rule neither the Democratic nor the Republican Senate 
leaders inject themselves into conference negotiations unless asked to 
do so. When conferences deadlock at the end of a session, the Demo­
cratic leader may take some initiative to “get people together to work 
out something that will sell.” At other times during the session, how­
ever, the leaders wait for conferees to come to them for help. This 
happens occasionally, and when it does the leaders may give some sub­
stantive advice or, depending upon the circumstances and the indi­
viduals involved, the Majority Leader may go to the Speaker to work 
something out.

Second, the Democratic leadership on both sides of the Capitol evi­
dently have adhered to the practice of dealing exclusively with each 
other on matters of House-Senate relationships, rather than commu­
nicating directly with nonleadership Members on the other side.

Finally, very small numbers of staff are involved in leadership re­
lations between the two Houses: no more than three for Senate Demo­
crats, one or two for Senate Republicans, and about the same number 
on the House side.

In summary, there is considerable evidence that congressional party 
leaders have been and are communicating and cooperating with each 
other and coordinating bicameral relations. The means consist of in­
formal, uninstitutionalized, but more or less regular meetings and ad 
hoc, problem-oriented contacts. One staff member involved in the 
process refers to it as the “fireman approach”—meeting problems and 
crises as they arise. The relationships are uninstitutionalized in the 
sense that they are not based on rule or law or spelled-out procedures, 
nor do they employ dedicated structures or support staff. Rather, they 
consist of informal arrangements, informally evolved and adhered to 
by the individuals who happen to occupy leadership positions at the 
moment, and facilitated by the part-time, ad hoc services of staff who 
deal with bicameral relations as a byproduct of their other functions. 
Because of their informality, these arrangements clearly will not be 
binding on the successors of the present leaders.

Rarely do the Democratic or the Republican joint leaderships at­
tempt to agree upon, establish, or articulate joint public policy posi­
tions or positions on substantive legislation on behalf of their parties. 
The overwhelming thrust of their relationship is in the direction of 
facilitating the bicameral legislative process, in a broad institutional 
sense, and also in the narrower sense of smoothing procedural contacts 
between the respective congressional wings of their parties.
Counterarguments to the Criticisms and Proposals

The rebuttal to complaints about Senate-House relations and the 
role of party leadership in those relations begins by agreeing that 
communication, cooperation, and coordination between the two Houses 
are desirable. But it goes on to insist that, given the ineluctable cir­
cumstances, reasonably effective realtionships do exist, more so than is 
generally known or acknowledged.

38 Stewart, op. cit., pp. 21-22.
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n the proposed remedies are based on
a misunderstanding of the fundamental nature and values of Congress 
™d ^merical1 Party system, congressional parties
and the iole of their leaders, and the practical operations of Congress. 
And it concludes that changes which ignore fundamental political and 
institutional realities will be rejected or fail or seriously undermine 
Congress.

The rebuttal contends that Congress is a decentralized institution 
by nature. Instead of having a single head,” Nelson Polsby has ob­
served, Congress looks like the hydra of Greek mythology. Instead of 
neatly delegating work downward and responsibility upward, Con­
gress is a complex, redundant, not always predictable, and purposely 
unwieldy network of crisscrossing and overlapping lines of authority 
and information.” 39 According to some students of Congress critics 
of the existing situation rightly assume that the kind of policy co­
herence they desire requires top-level coordination, supervision, and 
control, but they wrongly assume that this executive approach to 
policy is suitable, feasible, or desirable in an institution like Con­
gress. It is m the nature of our national legislature that policies and 
programs emerge as a result of successful bargaining and compromise 
among the various congressional decision centers and interests. Con­
gress, these observers assert, is not amenable to top-level control 
« 'A, continues, should it be. As Heinz Eulau put it,
one qt the most critical functions of Congress is to represent the di- 

i erse interests and tendencies of a pluralistic society.” Any pro<rram 
or policy imposed from above “would be clearly in conflict with the 
representational requirements of a strongly centrifugal system. What- 
ei er programs Congress comes up with, these programs must reflect 
the great variety of interests and preferences and demands that, like 
™e tributaries of a river system, contribute to the main stream.”49 It 
is Folsbv s view that “on the whole, gains in institutional strength are 
likely to be had at costs in responsiveness.”41

One leadership staff member recently argued that the Senate is at 
its best when it is m apparent chaos; that it was not meant to be, nor 
should it be, efficient for the sake of efficiency; that it is the Senate’s 
classic role to frustrate and delay action until a real consensus emerges. 
Reasonable consensus, not efficiency, is the measure of congressional 
effectiveness in policymaking. Such delays as duplication of effort are 
not merely costs well worth paying; they are intrinsic to the process.

Ihe bicameral structure of Congress, the rebuttal continues, has 
positive values. By requiring each House to make its own independent 
judgment, bicameralism provides a vital check and balance in the Fed­
eral Government. “The fault,” wrote Luce, “is not that one House may 
differ in judgment from the other. That is one of the virtues of the 
bicameral system.”42

But whether one agrees or disagrees with bicameralism it exists, and 
its imperatives must not be rashiv ignored. Each House rightly cher- 
ishes and zealously protects its independence and prerogatives. Any at- 
(JW1970M 481Sby’ “StrengthenIng Congress in National Policy-Making,” Yale Review

^vlla.U^d Congress.” Congress: The First Branch 
DC" Institute

41 Polsby, op. cit., p. 484.
42 Luce, op. cit., p. 31.
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tempt to create a structure or process that might circumscribe each 
chamber’s freedom of action, or give the appearance of doing so, will 
probably meet with hostility.43 It is therefore essential, according to the 
leadership staff of both parties in the Senate, that the leaders carefully 
refrain even from the appearance of meddling in the affairs of the 
other House.

The present occupants of the major leadership positions deeply be­
lieve in the bicameral concept. Neither they nor their likely successors, 
staff members maintain, would support any change that might erode 
it. So sensitive is this issue that one staff member goes so far as to 
suggest that formalized meetings of the joint leadership might erode 
the bicameral concept.

Opponents argue, further, that proposals for joint leadership for­
mulation of party policy and programs ignore the ideologically diverse 
nature of American political parties and of the congressional parties 
they spawn. To date, parties have been successful precisely because 
they have encompassed a broad spectrum of ideological colors. Oppo­
nents charge that advocates of leadership-developed and publicly 
anounced party programs do not face up to the complex reality of 
American political parties. In real life, according to a leader in one of 
the Houses, he must contend with a congressional party split into five 
identifiably different ideological factions. The problem is compounded 
in the Senate by the traditional and prickly independence of its 
Members.

Party leaders who are insensitive to these circumstances, the rebuttal 
continues, are unlikely to exercise leadership for very long. To attempt 
to commit a congressional party publicly to specific programs and 
policies on issues that are still in controversy is to court disintegra­
tion of any existing party coherence. Moreover, to do so would be to 
assume “a measure of discipline in the congressional party which the 
facts rarely justify.”44

David Truman’s analysis, although written almost twenty years ago, 
is still valid, according to opponents of these proposals. He perceived 
the congressional party as “a mediate group” which “affords its leaders 
little opportunity for command, in the strict sense.” Moreover, if they 
can only rarely command, “they also can publicly commit their fol­
lowers to a given action only alter elaborate preparation.”45 * * That is 
why, Truman observed, Rayburn and Johnson would have been ill- 
advised to join the Democratic Advisory Council created by the Na­
tional Democratic Committee in 1956. “For if its decisions were made 
public [which they were], the leaders of the Congressional party 
would have assumed a position of command that they may have by 
implication and after maneuver and negotiation but that they can 
rarely announce in open forum.”48 Truman concluded: “Given the 
mediate character of the legislative partv and its attendant factional­
ism, commitment of the party by the elective leaders normally must 

43 to Illustrate the noint, one highly placed staff recalls the hostility aroused among 
Wavs and Means and Finance committee members when the Joint Committee on Internal
Revenue Taxation issued tax recommendations. This despite the fact that the Joint Com­
mittee consisted of members from those very committees. The incident occurred some 
30 vears ago ; the Joint Committee has since Issued no further recommendations.

4» Rowland Egger and Joseph Harris, The President and Congress, New York: McGraw-
Hill. 1963, p. 57.

43 Truman, op. cit., p. 300.
4® Truman, op. cit., p. 301.
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follow internal negotiation, not precede it, and, if negotiation fails, 
the leaders will be better off in most cases if they are not too frequently 
and openly identified with the losing side. Repeated failure of their 
public initiatives, even if enunciated in the name of the President, is 
more likely to destroy them entirely.”47

The staff of the incumbent Senate leaders hold much the same view. 
They believe that the notion of strong leaders, in programmatic or 
any other terms, springs from a superficial understanding of the 
nature of legislative leadership. It ignores Senators’ fierce devotion 
to individuality and independence. Members tend to revolt at any sign 
of leadership abuse of power, and the more power leaders have, the 
more there is to abuse. One cannot impose executive styles of leader­
ship in Congress; the Members simply will not accept the dictates of a 
few men, nor should they. Although the leaders’ powers are not 
miniscule, they are both traditional and conditional. Any attempt by 
the leaders to substitute their own judgment on policy matters for 
those of their colleagues would only harm the carefully cultivated 
positions and prerogatives of the leaders.

Within the Senate Democratic Party, staff members point out, the 
leadership has persuaded the Policy Committee on several occasions 
to take public stands on major issues, for example, on ending the Viet 
Nam war and on tax reform. These have been endorsed by the Demo­
cratic Conference and constituted mandates to the appropriate com­
mittees, which have invariably responded affirmatively. But the lead­
ership usually tries to limit these initiatives to matters on which there 
is some reasonably broad consensus already established in the party. 
Moreover, the positions are usually phrased as broad guidelines, rather 
than in detail, so as not to usurp the prerogatives of the committees. 
If this approach had been adopted in the 1950s, one staff member 
remarked, action on civil rights bills might have been accelerated with 
far less acrimony.

If achieving policy consensus is a difficult and sensitive affair in one 
House, how much more difficult must it be between the two Houses. 
That problem is compounded by what one staff member calls the “ego” 
of the. Senate and the House and also by evidence that the contempo- 
rarv Senate is more liberal than the House on various issues.48

Even if the concept of party responsibility urged by critics of Con­
gress was feasible, some scholars argue, it would lead to “the weaken- 
imr of Congress vis-a-vis the national parties, and whoever controls 
them—presumably quite often the President.” 49 The contradictory 
expectations described earlier—that is, that some expect greater policy 
cohesion between the two Houses to unite Congress against the Presi­
dent, while others insist it will facilitate executive-legislative rela­
tions is relevant here. Opponents of these proposals would argue 
that the latter expectation is an attempt to mask a clear intent to give 
the President greater leverage in the Congress.50

V bother intended to establish party policy or to facilitate schedul­
ing, the Senate’s leadership staff is skeptical about any proposal that 
the majority party’s joint leadership agree upon a legislative agenda 
for Cono-ross at the beginning of each session. Apart from the political

47 ’Truman, op. cit., p. 302.
IS the Senate More Liberal Than the House?” Journal of Politics (May

‘n Vnlsby, on. cit., p. 4R2-483.
60 Eulau, op. dt., p. 239.
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dangers, they argue, any measure inadvertantly left off the list might 
suffer. Its omission from the agenda might be taken as a sign that the 
leadership is, at best, indifferent to it, and this might discourage com­
mittees from processing useful legislation. Furthermore, they con­
tinue, it is virtually impossible to foresee at the beginning of each 
session all the important legislation that will develop. New crises al­
ways arise. Committees are constantly exploring new areas.

What can be announced in advance of a session, staff assert, are the 
measures all concerned already know about: the Presidents must 
legislation: measures due to expire during an upcoming session; and 
measures committees already have in the mill, left over from previous 
sessions Under these circumstances, one staff member remarked, pub­
lic announcement of schedules at the beginning of a Congress is super­
fluous—a “marketing device,” he called it. In contrast, the must 
list announced by the leaders toward the end of a session is based on a 
knowledge of what bills will actually be available for floor considera­
tion, a pretty clear indication of the presidential items Congress is 
taking seriously, and how much time remains for dealing with them.

Leadership staff members are also skeptical about proposals for moie 
frequent meetings between the leaders of the two Houses. To meet 
iust for the sake of meeting is a waste of precious time, t hey main­
tain, furthermore, that bicameral problems suitable for eaderstnp 
consultation do not arise very often. But when they do the leaders 
meet or correspond, and this, according to staff, is as it should be.

Nor do they see much merit in more formalized meetings. One stall 
believes that more formal and structured meetings would create jeal­
ousy and mistrust among those not invited. The observations of Ber­
tram Gross are pertinent here. “Genuine consultation is an intimate 
affair ” he wrote. “If it is formalized there is always a danger that it 
will be postponed until a very late stage in any proceedings and re- 
oarded mainly as the perfunctory performance of a ritual . . . In­
formal methods have the advantage of allowing greater selectivity in 
the making of contacts while more formal methods sometimes bring 
together people who are animated by little or no common purpose.

Proposals to increase the staff of the leadership m the Senate are 
opposed both bv the incumbent leaders and their staff aides. Ihe 
prevailing view is that present staff resources are sufficient. Democratic 
staff members remarked that their informational and analytical needs 
are completely satisfied by the Congressional Research Service and 
committee staffs. .

Leadership staff members in the Senate conclude from their ex­
perience that the personal stvles of the leaders and how they get 
along with each other will determine, to a significant degree, the 
arrangements for communication, cooperation, and coordination; 
that most problems of bicameral relations must be dealt with on an 
ad hoc basis; that crises cannot be handled in advance; that the leaders 
must have the flexibility to react to problems and crises according to 
the nature of the variables involved, such as diverse personalities, sub­
stantive issues, changing political circumstances, previous history, 
etc.; and that each leader’s style will determine when, how, and under 
what circumstances he will inject himself into a bicameral problem or 
conflict.

61 Bertram Gross, The Legislative Struggle, New York: McGraw-Hill, 1953, p. 128.



136

Optional Strategies
Some Preliminary Observations: If only half the criticisms of 

Senate-House relations are valid, the problems are still serious. If 
only half the counterarguments are valid, the obstacles to solving these 
problems are formidable. Under these circumstances, the judgment, 
one makes on the credibility of the arguments will, to a large extent 
determine how far one might wish to go in recommending changes in 
the cooperative arrangements between the leaderships of the two 
Houses.

Before suggesting w’hat some reasonable options might be we 
should mention several additional factors referred to only obliquely 
in the material presented thus far because they are largely outside the 
ken of the leadership. Senate-House relations are conditioned to a 
significant degree by the web of historical and institutional differences 
chat foster a continuing atmosphere of suspicion, jealousy, and 
hostility between the two Houses. Among these are their different 
powers and functions, their intermittently recurring dispute over 
initiation of appropriation bills, the different tenure of their Members, 
the difference m the publicity and press attention their Members 
receive, their different sizes and staff resources, their different working 
styles, the profoundly different philosophies of their rules and proce­
dures, and their frequently opposing views on the utility of devices for 
joint action, such as joint committees. Furthermore, leadership con­
tacts obviously are not the only channels of bicameral communication, 
cooperation, and coordination. State delegation relationships, sectional 
organizations, the numerous amicable conference committees, contacts

Tk staffs, and cooperation on matters of mutual in­
terest between the administrative staffs of the two chambers play a 
considerable and continuing role in easing the tensions of bicameral 
lie. It should also be obvious that Senate-House relations are inter­

twined with executive-legislative relations and other problems of 
congressional operation and organization.
o^mA1Iy’ °ne into consideration the new conditions of the
95th Congress. This Congress will be the occasion for an unusual 
miS^ leadershl& Tbe Senate will have new majority and

A Speaker will take office in the House and 
most probably a new Democratic floor leader. Possibly the Senate will 

minority whips and the House a new Demo­
cratic whip. For the first time in almost a decade the same party 
may control the White House and both Houses of Congress. In addi- 

H°USel wdl stl11 be adjusting to the impact of the new 
budget process; the Senate may be operating with a significantly

SyStem; and called sunset legislation may be 
adopted whose consequences for the operation of Congress are not 
entirely c ear but may be profound. Whether one sees any or all of 
abX£^Ta^^^ WiU a,S° enter int° the

Approves.—Among the many possible alternative an- 
We three based 0,1 

de™^ ““P^6 validity of all or most of the counterarguments 
taSvl^ f0r foreseeable future, the immu-

‘ ility of a decentralized Congress, of bicameral tensions and limita­
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tions, and of largely undisciplined parties based on a broad array of 
political and legislative positions. It believes these circumstances con­
strain party leaders to deal with the problems of Senate-House rela­
tions in a basically ad hoc fashion, that the relations among the leaders 
must depend upon the personalities and operating styles of the individ­
uals involved, how well they get along with «ach other, and what tech­
niques they find most useful to them. It assumes that informal meet­
ings, small leadership staffs, and problem-oriented cooperation are in­
evitable and desirable concomitants. On the whole, it accepts the pres­
ent state of leadership relations as best suited to the circumstances.

It would nevertheless agree that new conditions and new leaders 
may require somewhat different arrangements. It would urge the new 
leaders, whoever they may be, to consider carefully the time-tested ad­
vantages of current methods and procedures before changing them. 
But it would suggest some modest improvements.

For example, the new congressional budget process has created new 
problems in scheduling and coordinating floor action on appropriation 
bills within rather severe deadlines. This approach would recommend 
that the joint leadership consider closer coordination to deal with these 
problems. Finally, if the same party controls the presidency and Con­
gress in 1977, this approach would recommend that the new leaders 
explore the possibility of developing coordinated legislative schedules 
early in the session in cooperation with the President.

The second approach also accepts the basic validity of most of the 
counterarguments. It does not assume, however, that they are as im­
mutable or as rigidly limiting as does the first approach. It is based on 
the judgment that the leaderships have somewhat more room for ma­
neuver and more opportunity for cooperation than they have chosen 
to exercise, particularly in matters relating to the institutional rela­
tionships of the two Houses.

This approach is also based on a judgment that Congress is under­
taking larger annual workloads without sufficiently adjusting its work­
ing habits to accommodate that workload. The growing number of an­
nual, biennial, and other fixed-year authorizations and the constraints 
of the new budget process require Congress to move more legislation 
more quickly each year simply to keep the government going. An added 
burden may be imposed by adoption of sunset legislation that would 
require regular reauthorizations of virtually every Federal agency and 
program. Under the pressure of the growing workload both Houses are 
sitting longer, holding longer daily sessions, taking more votes, and 
otherwise modifying their working* habits—the Senate’s track system, 
to cite only one example. Since both Houses place the chief responsi­
bility for scheduling floor action on their leaderships, this approach 
would urge the leaders to explore all means of utilizing floor time more 
efficiently in both chambers, including closer and more frequent coordi­
nation of scheduling between the two Houses.

Toward these same ends, this approach would urge the new leaders 
to build upon current arrangements for bicameral cooperation and to 
add the actions recommended in the first approach. It would also rec­
ommend a series of additional leadership initiatives. The leaders 
should prompt the committees of their respective chambers to do more 
advance planning for each session. Estimates of what bills the com­
mittees expect to produce during the session could be generated as a 
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byproduct of the information committees must submit to the Budget 
Committees by March 15. No matter how qualified such estimates might 
be, they would give the leadership an earlier and better grasp of the 
scheduling problems they face and more useful information to ex­
change with each other.

This approach would recommend that committee jurisdiction in the 
two Houses should be reasonably parallel to avoid conference diffi­
culties. It would urge the leaders to keep closer tabs on conferences and 
to volunteer their good offices in helping conferences to reach agreement 
within reasonable time periods. It would also urge the leaders to take 
earlier and more timely initiatives to forestall or resolve any other 
institutional conflicts that may arise between the two Houses. The 
leaders should have additional staff support if these duties require it.

To emphasize and give visibility to the importance of improved co­
operation between the two Houses, this approach would recommend 
that the Senate and House adopt a joint rule or concurrent resolution 
giving recognition to leadership responsibilities in this area and urg­
ing the leaders to consult on scheduling and other problems of bi­
cameral relations as often as necessary.

Finally, this approach would not foreclose the possibility that the 
basic nature of the congressional parties may be changing. It would 
recommend that the new leaders use their best judgment and, if the 
White House is controlled by the same party, consult with the Presi­
dent on appropriate structures and processes for improving policy 
cohesion between the two Houses.

The third approach is based on the assumption that congressional 
parties are, or very soon will be, cohesive enough to formulate public 
policy agendas for Congress. It assumes that this will be even more 
feasible if one party controls both the presidency and the Congress. It 
looks upon the arrival of new leaders as a golden opportunity to move 
the congressional parties toward closer policy cohesion with the sup­
port of a newly installed, popular President who can unify the ma­
jority party. It would argue, with Stewart, that under these new polit­
ical conditions, “one might expect to see greater development and in­
stitutionalization of the ad hoc policy role now played by central 
party organs.” 52

It would therefore recommend a choice of any of the proposals_  
described in the first section of this report—that would have the leader­
ship and leadership committees meet early in a session to consider the 
President’s program, issue policy and legislative guidelines to the 
Congress, and push those guidelines in their respective chambers.

 August, 1976.
52 Stewart, op. cit., p. 32.
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