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The importance of committees in Congress has been recognized and debated since Woodrow Wilson’s (1889) famous description of congressional government as committee government.  Recently, this focus on committees has been applied to state legislatures, including work that examines the prevalence of committee outliers in state houses (Overby and Kazee 2000) and the role of political party in the organization of legislative committees (Hedlund and Hamm 1996).  Our research examines the impact of committee makeup and orientation upon the treatment of committee bills on the floor of the parent chamber.  Applying research and theories developed in the context of the U.S. Congress, we predict that the judgments of more heterogeneous, more representative committees will wield disproportionate influence over the floor decision.  We argue as well that partisan signals will affect floor support.

In Wilson’s frequently quoted phrase, “Congress is session is Congress on public exhibition, whilst Congress in its committee-rooms is Congress at Work” (Wilson 1963 [1885]).  Nevertheless, these two loci of decision-making are both necessary for the production of legislation.  While it is not strictly true that decisions do not take place on the floor, it is probably true that most decisions take place in committee.  It is also likely true that the decisions of the committee influence the decisions made on the floor.  If that is true, then the goals, organization and behaviors of committees directly impact the decisions ultimately made by the full chamber.   The degree of influence of the committee on the floor is important, not only because it may affect the fate of the bill in the chamber, but also because a strong show of support may increase the likelihood that the bill will eventually find its way into law.

Functions, Composition, and Influence of Legislative Committees

A large body of literature has examined the theoretical foundations of committee roles in Congress.  Early committee scholarship mainly examined how committees served the goals of their members (Fenno 1974; Mayhew 1974).  Later scholarship continues to emphasize the roles committees serve for their members, but also emphasizes the role of committees as agenda setters for their legislative chambers.  

One line of reasoning (sometimes labeled the distributive committee power model) asserts that membership in committee is largely self selecting and MCs seek committee assignments based upon constituent concerns, making members of committees particularly well placed to perform constituency service.  These committees then serve as gatekeepers of the legislation that the full chamber will consider and they are able to pursue legislation that suits the interests of committee members.  In this model, committees are seen as largely autonomous from the constraints of non-committee members (Schattschneider 1935; Shepsle and Weingast 1981; Weingast and Marshall 1988; Weingast 1989).  A committee assignment then becomes a property right; non-members give up some of their ability to influence policies outside of the committees on which they sit (Weingast and Marshall 1988).  However, this tendency to choose committee assignments based upon concern for constituency service results in committees that are not “representative” of their parent chambers.  By this logic, committees are filled with members with shared goals (the membership is homogenous) that are not representative of the parent chamber (see for example Shepsle and Weingast 1981).  In the distributive committee power model, committees enable members to serve their constituency interests by allowing interested members to dominate decisionmaking in their particular arena, leaving the domination of other policy arenas to other members.  While such an arrangement may not serve the interests of the country as a whole (or the parent chamber, as discussed above) it may in actuality serve the more narrow interests of district constituencies by enabling MCs to serve their constituents’ interests.  

Once the textbook view of committees, the distributive model came under criticism when it failed to explain changes that occurred in the U.S. House of Representatives beginning in the 1970s.  The reforms of the early 1970s shifted power away from powerful committee chairs to subcommittees and to party leaders.  Subcommittees were given more autonomy, while party leaders took over the responsibility for committee assignments.  Moreover, the norms protecting the committee proposals began to disappear; committees became more likely to face obstacles to passing their bills on the floor (Smith 1989).  More generally, at both the national and state levels, the fact that such a property rights arrangement likely does not serve the interests of the parent chamber is problematic because committees exist to enable their parent chambers to process their work (Francis 1989).  

These facts have led to the development of another significant strand of research, the informational model.  This model is most associated with Krehbiel (1990, 1991), although Maass’ (1983) and Fenno’s (1966) work presents somewhat similar arguments.  Krehbiel argues that the role of committees is to signal information to the chamber as a whole.  Because members of Congress operate in a context of uncertainty and imperfect information regarding the connection between policies and outcomes, the chamber develops incentives for members to use committee service to develop expertise in particular policy areas.  

Allowing members to collect private information, however, entails risks; members can use that information for interests at odds with those of the chamber majority.  Consequently, majorities must use procedures to both encourage specialization, and simultaneously guard against the opportunistic use of information produced by specialization.  Krehbiel argues that majorities achieve this balance by forming heterogeneous committees whose preferences mirror those of the floor.  Empirical research indicates that while some committees are demonstrated to be preference outliers, this is not typically the case.
  Instead, at both the state and national level, committees are broadly similar to their parent chambers (Krehbiel 1990; Overby and Kazee 2000).  Rather than committees existing to dole out benefits to their highly interested members, the informational model emphasizes the service that committees provide their parent chambers.  Committees, in this framework, provide policy expertise and lower the costs of lawmaking for the full membership by decreasing the level of uncertainty associated with the passage of new legislation (Krehbiel 1991).  Committees, therefore, provide valuable services to their chambers as a whole.

A second alternative to the distributive model contends that committee members are responsive to their party caucuses.  Rather than committees serving the interests of the full chamber (as the informational model claims), or the individual member (as the distributive model asserts), the party-dominant theory asserts that committees are formed and employed to serve the electoral interests of the parties, particularly the majority party.  Members are predicted to view their electoral fortunes as more closely tied with the success of their parties rather than the success of their chamber or institution.  Further, party-dominant committee theory advocates point to the resources which party leaders have to assure that committees serve party interests.  Given this theory, committee party delegations should be generally representative of their chamber caucus (see for example, Kiewiet and McCubbins 1991, Cox and McCubbins 1993).

Clearly a dispute exists in the literature over whether committees are outliers (as the distributive model would claim) or representative of their chambers (as the informational model would claim) or parties (as the party model would claim).  These theories can also be differentiated based on the assumed goals of members of the legislature – the distributive model and the party-dominated model tend to emphasize the re-election goal, whereas the information model tends to emphasize the goal of making public policy in accordance with one’s preferences.   

The theories also lead to different predictions regarding the power of committees.  From the informational perspective, “a committee credibly transmits private information to get a majority to do what is in the majority’s interest.”  (Krehbiel 1991:76).  So, committee behavior results in gains to members both inside and outside the committee.  The implication is that the chamber gives the most discretion to committees with reliable signals:  that is, those that are representative of the floor and heterogeneous in their composition.  Similarly, the party dominated model would lead one to expect that committees that are relatively representative of the party will be most influential over floor votes.  The distributive model, on the other hand, would suggest that the floor defers to committee members, regardless of representativeness or heterogeneity, and that the result is policy which is incongruent with the preferences of the full chamber.  In this paper, we therefore explore the possibility that, when voting on legislation on the floor, members defer to the overall party position in the committee, and defer to relatively heterogeneous and representative committees.

Data and Methods

State legislatures provide an excellent arena in which to investigate this question.  Unlike U.S. Congressional records, many state legislatures record individual committee votes.  In this paper, we focus on one fairly professional state legislature, California, with an eye toward extending this research in the future.  The data are gathered from the first 1,200 bills introduced in the lower house of California in 2001.  All analyses are restricted to bills that passed the floor, a total of over 800 bills.
   The unit of analysis in all analyses is the bill.  Two OLS regression analyses are performed; for the first, the dependent variable is the floor margin of support for the bill among Republicans, and for the second, the dependent variable is the floor margin of support for the bill among Democrats.  Bills could occasionally appear twice in the dataset, as they were sometimes referred to multiple committees.  Bills reported from the Appropriations committee were deleted from the analysis, as the vast majority of bills were referred first to one or two other committees and then to the Appropriations committee.  In these analyses, we focus instead on the influence of the other twenty six committees.

Two variables are used in the analyses to test Krehbiel’s signaling theory of committee power.  Recall from the discussion above that committees that are relatively representative and heterogeneous will be able to transmit more powerful signals to the floor.  Given that, we argue that the floor will be relatively likely to defer to those representative and heterogeneous committees; in other words, the floor margin will be greater than the committee margin.  Previous research (Overby and Kazee 2000) has used interest group ratings as a measure of committee ideology.  That measure is not possible in these analyses, as California is a term-limited legislature, and interest group ratings are not yet available on the large number of first-term members.  Instead, we calculate heterogeneity and representativeness of the committee based on the first twenty measures to come to the floor for a vote, and then delete those measures from all further analyses.  Using these votes is particularly appropriate because it is likely that members do not have full information about the ideology of other members (particularly first term members), and therefore rely on early floor votes to shape their perceptions of these members.

The representativeness of each committee is measured by calculating the committee vote of Republican committee members on each measure, as well as the vote of Republicans on that measure when it reached the floor.  The two series of twenty votes are then correlated to produce one measure of representativeness.  Representativeness of committee members, among Republicans, ranges from .466 for Health to .967 for Insurance.  For Democrats, committees were so representative that it was not possible to calculate such a measure for each committee that had sufficient variance across committees.

The heterogeneity of each committee is measured by calculating, for each committee member, the percentage of the first 20 bills supported on the floor, and then calculating a standard deviation for the committee of the committee’s mean support score.  The least heterogeneous committee for Republicans was Revenue, with a standard deviation of .035; the most heterogeneous committee was Natural Resources, with a standard deviation of .226.  The least heterogeneous committee for Democrats was Elections, Reapportionment, and Constitutional Amendments with a standard deviation of 0! – all members were entirely consistent in supporting the 20 first measures held to a floor vote.  The most heterogeneous committee was Aging and Long Term Care, with a standard deviation of .075.  Though there is variance, we note that, generally there was a low level of heterogeneity in committees, particularly among Democrats.  In part, this is likely due to the extremely low number of Democrats who differ markedly from the rest of their caucus.

We argue as well that members may defer on floor votes to the overall party position.  Two variables are used in the analyses to test the influence of majority party position.  The first is a dummy variable coded 1 (and 0 otherwise) if  a majority of Republicans supported the measure in committee; the second is a dummy variable coded 1 (and 0 otherwise) if a majority of Democrats supported the measure in committee.  We include both dummy variables in all analyses, as it is possible that (for instance) majority support by the Democratic party could signal information to Republicans.

In all analyses, we control for the committee vote (within party) on the measure.  This controls for initial partisan support for the measure.  Our parameter estimates are therefore measures of party influence and committee composition influence above and beyond the actual balance of committee support.

Results

The results are presented in Table 1.

Our results are much stronger – both in terms of model fit and individual variable significance – for Republicans than for Democrats.  This is not surprising; there is much more variance in the behavior of minority party committee members in the California House.  Both in committee and on the floor, Democrats tend to almost uniformly support bills that pass the House.

The results do suggest clear support for the expectation that more heterogeneous committees and more representative committees may be relatively influential in determining floor support for a measure.  When only heterogeneity is included as a dependent variable (that is, in the analysis of Democrats), heterogeneity is strongly significant and of moderate magnitude (not as powerful as the actual committee margin among Democrats, but not weak).  When both variables are included (that is, in the analysis of Republicans), the effect of heterogeneity is insignificant, but the effect of the representativeness of the committee is fairly substantial.  Again, not surprisingly, the actual committee vote among Republicans exerts a greater effect.

Among Democrats, the overall position of Republicans and Democrats had no influence on the floor vote.  However, majority committee support among Democrats exerted a strong and significant negative effect on the floor vote among Republicans.  More research should be done to investigate whether this is a common strategy among ‘opposition’ parties in state legislatures, designed perhaps to highlight differences between parties.

[ Table 1 About Here ]

Conclusion

What we have presented here is a very preliminary examination of what appears to be a very promising line of inquiry.  Consistent with the findings of Overby and Kazee (2000) and Krehbiel (1990) we find that committees in the California legislature are generally representative of the parent chamber membership and the chamber caucuses.  Nevertheless, we find evidence of variation in the degree of heterogeneity and representation on those committees.  More importantly, we have demonstrated that committee composition is relevant to the work of the parent chamber.  Committees that are most reflective of the informational model ideal do indeed act more commonly as cue givers on the chamber floor.  Members outside of the committee benefit from the work and expertise of committees and look to them for guidance on floor votes.  Further, we find evidence of the party dominant model of committees as well.  Members on the floor take cues from their partisans in committees in addition to taking “negative cues” from observing the behavior of the opposition party.

Given the promise of this preliminary analysis, the obvious next step is to add data from additional chambers.  The strong theoretical foundation of the research and the impressive empirical findings from California tend to indicate that this will continue to be a fruitful research endeavor.  Extending the research to other chambers will add breadth to the analysis and provide greater confidence about the generalizability of our findings.  This research can enrich the body of literature building up around the question of the role of committees in legislative bodies by expanding it beyond the single case of the US House of Representatives.  State politics research can benefit from the rich theoretical foundation of the Congressional literature and the Congressional literature can benefit from the rich data available from the states.  Scholarship on legislative committees will certainly benefit from this union.

Table 1.  Committee Influence on Floor Votes

	
	Republicans
	Democrats

	
	Parameter Estimate
	Robust Standard Error
	Parameter Estimate
	Robust Standard Error

	Committee Margin, Republicans


	.477**
	.133
	-.005
	.007

	Committee Margin, 

Democrats


	-.019
	.193
	.094
	.105

	Heterogeneity


	-.120
	.173
	.063**
	.028

	Representativeness


	.158**
	.050
	N/A
	N/A

	Majority Support by Republicans


	.155
	.119
	.010
	.006

	Majority Support by Democrats


	-.748**
	.198
	-.102
	.105

	Constant


	.936**
	.053
	.999**
	.001

	Observations


	813
	
	831
	

	R2
	.46
	
	.05
	


**:  significant at the .01 level, two-tail test 

* :  significant at the .05 level, two-tail test
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� More support for outlier committees is found when examining party delegations.  However, Maltzman (1995) found that when this was the case, the party delegation was an effective “if overly zealous” representative of the full party caucus, meaning that the Democratic delegation on important committees was more liberal than the median party member in the chamber (p. 676).


� Fewer than five bills that were reported from committee failed a floor vote.





� The party-dominant and informational theories of committees are not necessarily contradictory.  See Maltzman (1995).





