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Being There:  
Hill Styles and Home Styles

A 
 
graduate of Dartmouth College and University of Michigan Law 
School who identifies George H. W. Bush as one of his heroes, 

Senator Rob Portman (R-Ohio) might not seem like a natural fit for his audi-
ence of hunters at a sportsmen and women’s dinner outside Columbus, Ohio. 
But decked out in shirtsleeves and hiking boots, Portman won over the crowd 
with a story about his great grandfather, who had spent his last hours on a 
duck hunt: “So that’s the Portman family lore . . . the best way to go, in a duck 
blind.” A pamphlet on each plate touted the senator’s work to open more fed-
eral land for hunters, anglers, and trappers while featuring a picture of 
Portman dressed in camouflage “with a rifle in one hand and a dead turkey 
slung over his shoulder.”1

First elected to the Senate in 2010, Portman faced a closely divided state 
in which neither party could count on a safe majority. His approach has been 
to work on issues that appeal to local constituents and that crosscut party 
lines. Protecting Lake Erie—a natural resource important for drinking water, 
recreation, and jobs for local fishers—became a major focus of the senator’s 
Washington activity. On his frequent visits home, Portman emphasized his 
efforts to spur federal action to fight a toxic algae bloom that polluted local 
drinking water and to battle the invasion of Asian carp, which threatened both 
fishers and recreation.2

Portman’s work on national issues also conveyed the message that the 
senator was capable of working across the aisle to deal with real problems. 
One of his signature accomplishments was passage of the Comprehensive 
Addiction and Recovery Act, which was signed into law by President Obama 
in July 2016. Although some Democrats charged that the bill did not include 
sufficient funding, Portman nonetheless was able to point to its passage as an 
indication that he can get things done in an otherwise dysfunctional 
Congress.3

Portman was supposed to face a formidable challenge from former Ohio 
Governor Ted Strickland in his 2016 reelection campaign. But Portman won 
handily, 58 percent to 37 percent, running well ahead of Donald Trump in 
the state. Portman’s electoral success reflects an approach to his Washington 
work that complements his reputation at home as a pragmatic problem-
solver rather than a partisan warrior. A longtime Republican activist who 
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112 CONGRESS AND ITS MEMBERS

closely followed Portman’s approach concluded that “somebody should write 
a textbook just based on his campaign, because that is how you run a Senate 
campaign.”4

A local champion and a national leader, Rob Portman personifies the two 
Congresses. All members live and work in these two worlds: one on Capitol 
Hill and the other back home in their states and districts.

HILL STYLES

Congress is a body of transplanted locals who naturally speak up for their 
constituents. However, the ability of Congress to reflect the nation’s large and 
varied population is affected by the diversity of its membership. There is no 
substitute for having a member of one’s own group in a position of influence, 
and many groups do not receive representation commensurate with their 
presence in the population.

Who Are the Legislators?
Elections, as Aristotle first observed, are essentially oligarchic affairs that 
involve few active participants. The active participants are self-starters and 
risk-takers willing to seek an electoral “contract” for two or six years, with no 
guarantee of renewal. In addition, by almost any measure, senators and rep-
resentatives constitute an economic and social elite. They are well educated. 
They come from prestigious occupations. The pay of senators and represen-
tatives ($174,000 since 2009) alone puts them in the top 5 percent of the 
nation’s wage earners, but many members also have earned or inherited 
considerable wealth.5 In 2015, around half of House members were million-
aires, along with about two-thirds of senators.6 The elite character of the 
congressional membership raises questions of representation. One central 
purpose of a representative body is to bring together diverse individuals to 
deliberate on public policy. When the diversity of viewpoints is systematically 
limited, important interests and concerns are likely to be overlooked or 
undervalued. As John Stuart Mill argued a century and a half ago, “In the 
absence of its natural defenders, the interest of the omitted is always in dan-
ger of being overlooked.”7 To meet Mill’s standards for representation, must 
Congress closely mirror the demographics of the populace? Hannah Pitkin 
distinguishes between two types of representation: descriptive and substantive.8 
Descriptive representation refers to whether a legislature’s membership 
reflects the diversity of backgrounds and interests in society. Substantive 
representation occurs when legislators consciously act as agents for constitu-
ents and their interests—an activity legislators can perform regardless of 
their personal background or group memberships. For example, legislators 
can voice farmers’ concerns even if they have never plowed a field. Whites 
can champion equal opportunities for minorities.

Although descriptive representation and substantive representation are 
conceptually distinct, a wide range of empirical research has found that they 
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are intertwined in the real world. The social identity of legislators affects rep-
resentation in myriad ways. Representatives’ racial, ethnic, and gender identi-
ties shape their priorities, positions, and legislative styles.9 Whether 
constituents and representatives share a common identity has also been 
shown to affect trust and patterns of contact between them.10

Education and Occupation. By every measure, Congress is a highly 
educated body.11 When the 115th Congress convened in January 2017, 94 per-
cent of House members and 100 percent of senators held university degrees. 
Nearly two-thirds had graduate degrees. Twenty-one had medical degrees.

Historically, law and politics have been closely linked in the United States. 
A humorist once quipped that the U.S. government “of laws and not men” is 
really “of lawyers and not men.” And indeed, at the beginning of the 115th 
Congress, 167 representatives and 55 senators were law school graduates.

That so many members have law degrees does not necessarily mean that 
they possess extensive experience in the practice of law. “They are not, by and 
large, successful lawyers who left thriving partnerships to run for public 
office,” observes Alan Ehrenhalt. “Rather, they are political activists with law 
degrees.”12 Legal training develops skills that are useful in gaining and holding 
public office, such as verbalization, advocacy, and negotiation. A law degree 
also serves as a stepping-stone into public service at many levels. Lawyers 
monopolize elected law enforcement and judicial posts, two main pathways to 
Congress. Hill staffers are often expected to have law degrees, and many 
members of Congress start out on Capitol Hill as staff aides. The 115th 
Congress is home to ninety-six former congressional staffers.

The historical dominance of lawyers on Capitol Hill has nevertheless 
declined in recent decades. Lawyers are now outnumbered by members from 
other careers. Today’s Congress is filled with professional public servants or, 
in common parlance, career politicians. The 115th Congress includes forty-
three former mayors, twelve former governors, seven former lieutenant gov-
ernors, fifteen former judges, one former cabinet secretary, and three 
ambassadors. Half of senators (fifty) are former House members.

A significant contingent of Congress members have served in the mili-
tary, though the veterans’ ranks have thinned over time. After World War II, 
returning veterans surged into Congress. Among them were Reps. John F. 
Kennedy, D-Mass.; Richard M. Nixon, R-Calif.; Gerald R. Ford, R-Mich.; and 
Bob Dole, R-Kans. By the 1970s, more than seven of ten members were veter-
ans. As the World War II era receded and draftees were replaced by a volun-
teer force, fewer veterans were elected. Just 19 percent of the members of the 
115th Congress have served in the military.13 A small group of members cur-
rently serve in the Reserves and the National Guard.

Today’s media-centered campaigns have spawned a few celebrity legisla-
tors. The musician and producer Sonny Bono represented California as a 
House Republican from 1995 to 1998. Name recognition from his career as a 
writer and performer on Saturday Night Live helped launch the political career 
of Sen. Al Franken, D-Minn.
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114 CONGRESS AND ITS MEMBERS

Many occupations are and always have been drastically underrepresented 
in Congress. Low-status occupations—including farm labor, service trades, 
manual and skilled labor, and domestic service—are extremely rare on Capitol 
Hill.14 A recent study finds that the underrepresentation of these lower-status 
occupations undermines their substantive representation when Congress 
considers economic issues.15 Not a few members, however, held menial jobs at 
some point in their lives. For example, at a hearing on Social Security taxes for 
household help, Rep. Carrie P. Meek, D-Fla. (1993–2003), a granddaughter of 
slaves, brought her own vivid experiences to the proceedings. “I was once a 
domestic worker,” she told her colleagues. “My mother was a domestic worker. 
All my sisters were domestic workers.”16 Such perspectives are valuable for 
congressional representation and deliberation.

Race. African Americans, who make up 13.3 percent of the nation’s popu-
lation, account for 10.6 percent of the membership of the House of 
Representatives and 3 percent of the Senate. In 2017, forty-six African 
Americans served in the House: forty-four Democrats and two Republicans. 
One of the three African American senators (Sen. Tim Scott, S.C.) is a 
Republican. Although African American representation in Congress still does 
not reflect their proportion of the nation’s population, black legislators have 
gained seniority and congressional influence over time.17

Other minorities are more severely underrepresented. Latinos make up 
17.6 percent of the U.S. population but only 8.7 percent of the House member-
ship and 5 percent of the Senate. Of the thirty-eight Latino representatives, 
most are Mexican Americans. Three of the five Latino senators, however, are 
Cuban Americans. Of the Latino members of the 115th Congress, forty are 
Democrats, and thirteen are Republicans. Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders claim fifteen representatives and three senators—all but one are 
Democrats. There are two Native Americans, both House Republicans.

The growing presence of racial minorities in Congress has had beneficial 
effects on representational bonds with minority communities. African 
Americans represented by black lawmakers, for example, tend to know more 
about their representatives and hold them in higher esteem.18 “Even control-
ling for party affiliation,” Katherine Tate’s survey of black constituents found 
that “black legislators received significantly higher ratings on average than 
their white counterparts.”19 Another study showed that constituents of the 
same race as the incumbent were 27 percent more likely than constituents of 
other races to recognize the name of their representative.20 A growing schol-
arly literature also suggests that descriptive representation on Capitol Hill 
yields substantive benefits for minority communities. Black legislators are 
more active on issues of importance to their constituents of color—that is, 
they are more likely than their white colleagues to introduce bills on subjects 
of special concern to black Americans and to attend committee meetings, 
offer amendments, and participate in deliberations on these issues.21

Gender. Neither chamber accurately reflects the nation in terms of gender. 
Congress historically has been a male bastion. In international comparisons,  
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it still is: the United States ranks one hundredth worldwide in the proportion 
of women serving in the national legislature.22 Diversity has developed slowly. 
Unable to vote nationally until 1920, women have always been underrepre-
sented in Congress. Beginning in 1917 with Rep. Jeannette Rankin, R-Mont., 
the presence of women in Congress has grown slowly. The number of women 
serving in the 115th Congress matches the record set two years earlier—eighty-
three representatives (seventeen of them in the California delegation) and 
twenty-one senators (two each from California, New Hampshire, and 
Washington).23 More than 70 percent are Democrats. Among them, Nancy 
Pelosi, D-Calif., serves as House Democratic leader and was the first woman to 
serve as Speaker of the House (2007–2011).

The advent of a critical mass of women has changed Congress. Policy 
concerns once labeled “women’s issues”—which, in truth, affect everyone—
now receive a respectful hearing. Gender discrimination, women’s health, 
sexual assault in the military, and issues involving the balance between family 
and workplace are more seriously addressed. Rep. Nita M. Lowey, D-N.Y., 
whose mother died of breast cancer, pressed for increased funding for research 
on the disease. During a debate over family leave policy, Sen. Patty Murray, 
D-Wash., recalled having to quit a secretarial job sixteen years earlier when she 
was pregnant with her first child. “When a person in this body gets up and 
speaks from personal experience, it changes the whole nature of the debate,” 
observed Sen. Chris Dodd, D-Conn. (1981–2011).24 Referring to the women 
serving in the Senate, Senator Murray declared, “We’ve made it okay for men 
to talk about these [women’s] issues, too.”25 Political science research offers 
systematic confirmation that the presence of women has had notable effects on 
Congress. Women legislators are more likely than men to introduce, sponsor, 
and press for bills of special concern to women and children.26 Early in the 
114th Congress, female Republicans took the lead in sidetracking a leadership-
sponsored bill to ban abortions after twenty weeks; most of the female lawmak-
ers favored the general principle behind the bill, but they argued that the bill 
did not do enough to accommodate rape victims.27 One challenge that women 
lawmakers face is that voters tend to view them as less competent on military 
and security issues.28 To counter voters’ stereotypes of female politicians in the 
post-9/11 environment, scholar Michele Swers finds that women legislators 
have expanded their activity and visibility on defense issues, particularly on 
homeland security matters.29 For example, Sen. Susan Collins (R-Maine) 
played a key role in securing passage of a major intelligence reform bill in 
2004.30 Female senators continued to play a crucial role in debates over security 
in the Obama and Trump years. As Senate Intelligence Committee chair in the 
113th Congress, Dianne Feinstein, D-Calif., became a leading voice in the 
national conversation on the CIA’s post-9/11 interrogation program, releasing 
a major report that rekindled an intense public debate on torture.31 In sum, 
women legislators today are active far beyond the so-called women’s issues.

Sexual Orientation. Gays and lesbians passed a milestone in 1998 when 
Tammy Baldwin, D-Wis., became the first lesbian representative whose sexual 
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orientation was known before her initial election. (Other congressional gays 
and lesbians revealed their sexuality or were outed after they had served for 
some time; some remain in the closet.) Baldwin did not shy away from the 
issue. Her campaign slogan was “A different kind of candidate.” In 2013, 
Baldwin became the nation’s first openly gay senator.

As with other types of social identity, electing gay and lesbian representa-
tives matters for the group’s representation. Indeed, one recent study found 
that the presence of lesbian and gay elected officials was the single most 
important factor affecting local adoption of domestic partner benefits.32 Still, 
as former representative Barney Frank, D-Mass., has pointed out, the hardest 
part of running as a gay man is “convincing voters that you will not dispro-
portionately focus on that minority’s issues.”33

Religion. Ninety-eight percent of all members of Congress cite a specific 
religious affiliation. By comparison, about 20 percent of Americans do not 
identify with any particular faith; indeed, the fastest-growing category in 
recent surveys of American religion is “unaffiliated.”34 Protestants collectively 
make up a majority of the 115th Congress, but about 30 percent of House and 
Senate members are Roman Catholics, the largest single religious denomina-
tion. Jews account for 5.6 percent. The 115th Congress also includes thirteen 
Mormons, three Hindu, three Buddhists, and two Muslims.35

Age and Tenure. When the 115th Congress convened in 2017, the aver-
age age of members was among the highest in history: fifty-eight for represen-
tatives, sixty-two for senators.36 Tenure, as well as age, has risen since the early 
days. “Few die, and none retire,” it was said as the twentieth century began. 
Today, the average member of Congress has served for approximately a 
decade.37

Age and tenure levels fluctuate over time. Periods of relatively low turn-
over (the 1980s, for example) are punctuated by dramatic changings of the 
guard. The 2010 election was one such moment. Fully 21 percent of the House 
and 15 percent of the Senate were freshmen in the ensuing 112th Congress. 
The GOP wave in 2014 helped bring in another relatively large freshman class, 
with fifty-eight new House members and thirteen new senators. Similar turn-
overs occurred in the 1970s and the 1990s, involving both senior and junior 
members of Congress.38 Electoral defeats play some role, but the majority of 
members leave voluntarily. Of course, many departing members retire pre-
cisely because they anticipate electoral difficulty.39 A certain balance between 
new blood and stable membership is undoubtedly optimal for legislative  
bodies. Rapid turnover—the early 1990s and 2006–2014, for example—can 
sharpen generational conflict. Many newly elected members indulge in 
Congress-bashing in their campaigns and want to shake up the institution, 
and not a few of them shun the idea of making a career of public service. The 
antiestablishment attitudes of members of the Tea Party caucuses on Capitol 
Hill are not unusual among large classes of relative newcomers. Reflecting on 
these troublesome freshmen, former Senate majority leader Trent Lott, 
R-Miss., said, “As soon as they get here, we need to co-opt them.”40 If past is 
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prologue, many will eventually settle into the established power structure on 
Capitol Hill. The 115th Congress featured fifty-one new representatives and 
seven new senators, somewhat less turnover than in most recent elections.

Equal Representation of States. The equal voice that all states have in 
the Senate is a central feature of congressional representation. The Senate’s 
divergence from population-based representation affects the welfare of many 
social and economic groups. It enlarges the voice of farmers, ranchers, mining 
interests, and users of federal lands—all groups that have far more presence in 
the less populous states than in the nation as a whole. At the same time, racial 
and ethnic minorities—already underrepresented in Congress relative to their 
share of the nation’s population—are further disadvantaged by the Senate’s 
makeup.41 The nation’s populous states are more racially and ethnically diverse 
than its less populous ones, and so, one effect of Senate representation is to 
boost the voting power of the predominantly white residents of lightly popu-
lated states and to confer less voting power on the more racially diverse resi-
dents of populous states.42

Equal state representation in the Senate has other meaningful effects as 
well. Bonds between senators and their constituents are closer and more per-
sonalized in less populous states than in more populous ones.43 And when 
Congress makes decisions about distributing federal dollars, less populous 
states receive more benefits than they pay in taxes, whereas populous states 
provide more revenue but receive fewer returns. Small-population states are 
advantaged across most federal spending programs, with the effect most pro-
nounced on the types of programs over which Congress maintains tightest 
control.44

Collective Representation. Representation does not always follow state 
or district boundaries. It occurs when citizens feel they are served by any mem-
ber of Congress, not just their local member. Congressional representation is, 
as Robert Weissberg put it, “collective,” not just “dyadic.”45 In other words, rep-
resentation involves more than the interactions between individual members 
and the residents of their geographic constituencies. Citizens can feel a sense of 
connection to Congress when the body as a whole includes members who 
speak for them. When someone from an ethnic or racial minority background 
goes to Congress, it is often a matter of pride for an entire identity group. Such 
legislators speak for people like themselves throughout the nation.46

Many constituencies are represented in the same way. One member who 
suffers from epilepsy defends job rights for other sufferers of the condition; 
another whose grandson was born prematurely champions funds for medical 
research into birth defects; members who are openly gay speak out for the 
rights of homosexuals everywhere. Such causes are close to members’ hearts, 
even though they may pay scant political dividends. Legislators’ backgrounds, 
religious beliefs, social identities, and experiences all shape their views and 
priorities. Political scientist Barry C. Burden refers to such influences as “the 
personal roots of representation,” and he argues that analysts must take them 
into account to understand legislators’ policy activism in Congress.47
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Congressional Roles
Members of Congress, as Richard F. Fenno Jr. explains, spend their lives 
“moving between two contexts, Washington and home, and between two 
activities, governing and campaigning.”48 The two contexts and the two activ-
ities are continuously interwoven. How members govern is deeply affected by 
their constituency roots and their campaign experiences. In turn, their 
Capitol Hill activities affect all of their subsequent contacts with people back 
home. As members carry out their representational functions, it is possible to 
distinguish three roles undertaken, to some degree, by most members of 
Congress: legislator, constituency servant, and partisan.

Legislator. The rules, procedures, and traditions of the House and 
Senate impose many constraints on members’ behavior. To be effective, new 
members must learn their way through the institutional maze. Legislators 
therefore stress the formal aspects of Capitol Hill duties and routines: legisla-
tive work, investigation, and committee specialization. Sen. Charles E. 
Schumer, D-N.Y., an elected official for most of his life (he was elected to the 
state assembly at age twenty-three and served nine terms in the U.S. House), 
explained his commitment as a professional legislator during his successful 
1998 Senate campaign:

I love to legislate. Taking an idea—often not original with me—shaping 
it, molding it. Building a coalition of people who might not com-
pletely agree with it. Passing it and making the country a little bit of a 
better place. I love doing that.49

Legislators pursue information and expertise on issues, not only because 
of their personal interest in public policy but also because it sways others in the 
chamber. To influence other members, a legislator must be perceived as cred-
ible and knowledgeable—in other words, someone worth listening to.

The legislator’s role often dovetails with that of representing constitu-
ents. Most members seek committee assignments that will serve the needs of 
their states or districts. One House member related why he sought a seat on 
the committee handling flood control and water resource development. “The 
interests of my district dictated my field of specialization,” he explained, “but 
the decision to specialize in some legislative field is automatic for the  
member who wants to exercise any influence.”50 Members soon learn the 
norms, or folkways, that expedite legislative productivity. Examining  
the post–World War II Senate, Donald R. Matthews identified folkways that 
restrained and channeled members’ legislative activity. Senators were encour-
aged to serve an apprenticeship, deferring to elders in their early years; to 
concentrate on Senate work instead of on gaining publicity; to specialize in 
issues within their committees or affecting their home states; and to extend 
reciprocity to colleagues—that is, provide willing assistance with the expec-
tation that it would be repaid in kind one day.51 These folkways have faded in 
importance in the contemporary Senate. Barbara Sinclair’s major reassessment 
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of senators’ Hill styles concluded that the restrained activism of the 1950s 
Senate had given way to unrestrained activism in the contemporary era.52 
New senators now actively take part in most aspects of the chamber’s work, 
ignoring the apprenticeship norm. Many senators, especially those with an 
eye on the White House, work tirelessly to attract national publicity and per-
sonal attention. Committee specialization, although still common, is less 
rigid than it once was. Senators now have many overlapping committee 
assignments and are expected to express views on a wide range of issues.

The House relies more on formal channels of power than on informal 
norms. From interviews, however, Herbert B. Asher uncovered some key 
House norms.53 Among them are the beliefs that the important work of the 
House should be done in committees and that members should specialize in 
the issues before their committees. Members should be prepared to bargain 
and trade votes. Members should learn the procedural rules of the chamber. 
They should not personally criticize a colleague on the House floor.

As in the Senate, House norms of earlier eras have eroded. New mem-
bers, impatient to make their mark, assert themselves more quickly, aided by 
party leaders who worry about getting the freshmen reelected. Leadership 
comes earlier to members than it used to. Specialization remains more com-
pelling in the House than in the Senate, but many members branch out into 
unrelated issues. No longer are committees the sole forums for influencing 
legislation. Many of today’s members, more partisan and ideologically driven 
than their predecessors, shun norms such as reciprocity and compromise. 
One of the most striking violations of civility norms occurred in summer 
2015, when Senator Ted Cruz, R. Tex., took to the Senate floor to accuse the 
leader of his own party, Mitch McConnell, of lying to his colleagues. 
McConnell had earlier assured Cruz and other Republican conservatives that 
he had not made a deal with Democrats to preserve the controversial Export-
Import Bank. When McConnell later allowed a vote to save the bank, Cruz 
declared that “we know now that when the majority leader looks us in the 
eyes and makes an explicit commitment, that he is willing to say things that 
he knows are false.”54

Constituency Servant. As constituency servants, members of Congress 
attempt to give voice to local citizens’ concerns, solve constituents’ problems 
with federal programs, and ensure that their states and districts receive a fair 
share of federal dollars. Often the task is performed by legislators and their 
staffs as casework—individual cases triggered by constituent letters or visits. 
Even though mostly delegated to staff aides, this is a chore that weighs heavily 
on members. A House member expressed the philosophy of most legislators 
this way:

Constituent work: that’s something I feel very strongly about. The 
American people, with the growth of the bureaucracy, feel nobody 
cares. The only conduit a taxpayer has with the government is a con-
gressional office.55
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One recent field experiment analyzing members’ response time to letters deal-
ing with policy and letters requesting constituent services found that members 
prioritize service over policy.56 Sometimes, members stress constituency service to 
gain breathing room for legislative stands that stray from district norms.

Research has shown that developing a reputation as working hard on 
behalf of constituents in these ways makes a positive difference for legislators’ 
careers. A recent study found that “a constituent-service reputation generates 
the most positive notice among citizens . . . [while] policy expertise appears to 
be less valuable to, or less noticed by, constituents.”57 Procuring pork barrel 
projects for local constituencies tends to improve representatives’ name recog-
nition back home,58 reduce their likelihood of facing a strong challenger,59 and 
enhance vulnerable members’ reelection chances.60 Even while Congress has 
adopted bans against earmarking special projects for members’ constituencies 
and creating tax breaks for ten or fewer beneficiaries, they recognize that their 
constituents still expect them to bring home the bacon. An Arkansas lobbyist 
tells the story of going to visit one of his state’s Republican members known 
for his antipork speeches. “I know you’re anti-pork,” the lobbyist began, “but 
I have to tell you about our needs and how to position yourself.” “What do you 
mean?” the representative retorted. “As far as I can tell, it’s not pork if it’s for 
Arkansas.”61 Members have especially strong incentives to perform the con-
stituency servant role whenever Congress considers government programs 
with highly visible local benefits, such as highway or mass-transit grants, 
water projects, and homeland security contracts.

Partisan. Members of Congress are elected not just as individual repre-
sentatives but as members of a political party. Nearly every member of 
Congress formally affiliates with one of the two major parties, and even the few 
members elected as independents organize with one of the two parties to 
receive their committee assignments. Party affiliation is more than a mere label 
for most members. Members work with and for their parties, and their partisan 
ties and activities have a pervasive effect on congressional elections, represen-
tation, and legislation.

Members have a personal stake in the collective fate of their parties. 
Whether their party commands a majority of seats in the House or Senate 
affects their power in the chamber and their ability to achieve personal legisla-
tive goals. The majority party elects leaders with agenda-setting responsibili-
ties and controls the chairmanships of all committees and subcommittees in 
the two chambers. In addition, members know that voters’ feelings about the 
parties will affect their own electoral chances. Former Republican senator 
Lincoln Chafee of Rhode Island lost his seat in 2006, despite high personal 
approval ratings, in large part because of his party’s unpopularity in Rhode 
Island. “I give the voters credit,” he said. “They made the connection between 
electing even popular Republicans at the cost of leaving the Senate in the 
hands of a leadership they had learned to mistrust.”62

Many members hold posts within their congressional parties. Legislative 
party organizations are extensive, with whips, deputy whips, regional whips, 
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and a variety of task forces. Elections for party positions are often hotly con-
tested. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, members who hold or seek 
party positions dedicate significant effort to party causes. They do favors for 
fellow partisans and exhort them to vote the party position. They seek to 
impress leaders and other party members with their prodigious fund-raising 
and campaigning on behalf of their party’s candidates.63 Even those members 
who do not serve as party officers will typically attend and participate in the 
party caucus. In the contemporary Congress, the House and Senate caucuses 
of both parties meet at least weekly. Members engage in internal party com-
munications and party message development. They stage press conferences, 
reach out to sympathetic groups and opinion leaders, and coordinate floor 
speeches as they seek to shape media coverage to partisan advantage.64 In 
short, partisan activities today place significant demands on legislators’ time 
and energy. Not only do members seek to enact good policy as legislators and 
advance local concerns as constituency servants, but they also are partisans, 
heavily invested in the collective fortunes of their parties.

How Do Legislators Spend Their Time?
For senators and representatives, time is their most precious commodity, and 
lack of it is their most frequent complaint about their jobs.65 Allocating time 
requires exceedingly tough personal and political choices. Members are barraged 
with requests for meetings with groups and constituents. They are expected to 
spend considerable amounts of time in their home states and districts.

Scheduling is complicated by the large number of formal work groups—
mainly committees and subcommittees but also joint, party, and ad hoc panels. 
The average senator sits on three full committees and seven subcommittees; 
representatives average two committees and four subcommittees. With so 
many assignments, lawmakers are hard-pressed to control their crowded 
schedules. Committee quorums are difficult to achieve, and members’ atten-
tion is often focused elsewhere. All too often, working sessions are composed 
of the chair, the ranking minority member, perhaps one or two interested col-
leagues, and staff aides.66 Repeated floor votes, which lawmakers fear missing, 
are another time-consuming duty. In a typical Congress, more than a thousand 
recorded votes may be taken in the House and perhaps six hundred in the 
Senate. “We’re like automatons,” one senator complained. “We spend our time 
walking in tunnels to go to the floor to vote.”67 Rep. Debbie Wasserman-
Schultz, D-Fla., shuns the House gym, explaining, “I get my exercise running 
around the Capitol.”68 Members are also under relentless pressure to raise cam-
paign funds. As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee recommends that new members spend between 40 and 
50 percent of their time in Washington on fund-raising. “Call time” takes a 
large bite out of members’ daily schedule. In addition, members must set aside 
time for fund-raising events and personal meetings with potential donors.

Taken together, lawmakers’ daily schedules in Washington are “long, 
fragmented, and unpredictable,” according to a study based on time logs kept 
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by senators’ appointment secretaries.69 “In Congress you are a total juggler,” 
recalls former representative Pat Schroeder. “You have always got seventeen 
things pulling on your sleeve.”70 Often, members have scant notice that their 
presence is required at a meeting or a hearing. Carefully developed schedules 
are frequently disrupted.

Political scientists may claim that Congress runs in harmony with mem-
bers’ needs, but the members know otherwise. In a survey of 114 House and 
Senate members, inefficiency was the thing that most surprised them about 
Congress (45 percent gave this response).71 “[Congress] is a good job for 
someone with no family, no life of their own, no desire to do anything but get 
up, go to work, and live and die by their own press releases,” quipped former 
representative Fred Grandy, an Iowa Republican who left Congress in 1995. 
“It is a great job for deviant human beings.”72 The dilemma legislators face in 
allocating their time is far more than a matter of scheduling; it is a case of 
conflicting role expectations. Many members want to devote extra time to 
legislative duties than their schedules allow. There are always pressing 
demands to spend more time on constituency and political chores.73 The two 
Congresses pull members in different directions. As a retiring House commit-
tee chair remarked,

One problem is that you’re damned if you do and damned if you 
don’t. If you do your work here, you’re accused of neglecting your 
district. And if you spend too much time in your district, you’re 
accused of neglecting your work here.74

The Shape of the Washington Career
Once a short-term activity, congressional service has become a career. 
Accompanying this careerism, or longevity, is a distinctive pattern of 
Washington activity: the longer members remain in office, the more they 
sponsor bills, deliver floor speeches, and offer amendments. Despite the 
democratizing trends of the reform era (1960s and 1970s), senior lawmakers 
continue to take the lead in legislative activities.75 Long tenure also tends to 
pull members toward legislative specialization. Settling into their committee 
slots, members gain expertise in a distinct policy field, get to know the key 
interest groups and organizations affected, and spend their time managing 
legislation and conducting oversight in that field. Seniority tends to boost 
legislative achievement. Veterans usually enjoy significantly more success 
than do freshmen in getting their bills passed.76 The link between members’ 
service and their effectiveness reflects the indispensable role careerists play in 
the legislative process. As John R. Hibbing observed,

Senior members are the heart and soul of the legislative side of con-
gressional service. Relatively junior members can be given a subcom-
mittee chairmanship, but it is not nearly so easy to give them an 
active, focused legislative agenda and the political savvy to enact it. 
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Some things take time and experience, and successful participation in 
the legislative process appears to be one of those things.77

The wisdom of this statement is repeatedly borne out. One recent study 
drawing on the uniquely detailed data available for the North Carolina General 
Assembly reports that legislators’ “effectiveness rises sharply with tenure,” and 
“there is no evidence that effectiveness eventually declines with tenure, even 
out to nine terms.”78 The study concludes that “the increased effectiveness [of 
senior legislators] is due to the acquisition of specific human capital, most 
likely through learning-by-doing.”79 A comprehensive study of U.S. House 
members’ abilities to get their bills past significant stages in the legislative pro-
cess reports that “as members become more senior they become more efficient 
at arranging deals with key office-holders.”80 Newcomers bring with them zeal, 
energy, and fresh approaches. And yet many of them lack patience, bargaining 
skills, institutional memory, and respect for the lawmaking process.

LOOKING HOMEWARD

Not all of a representative’s or a senator’s duties lie in Washington, D.C. 
Legislators not only fashion policy for the nation’s welfare, but they also act as 
emissaries from their home states or districts.

Independent Judgment or Constituency Opinion?
Although found in virtually every political system, representation is the hall-
mark of democratic regimes dedicated to sharing power among citizens. In 
small communities, decisions can be reached by face-to-face discussions, but 
in populous societies, such personalized consultation is impossible. Thus, 
according to democratic theory, citizens can exert control by choosing fidu-
ciary agents who will then deliberate on legislation just as their principals, the 
voters, would do if they could be on hand themselves.81 But in attempting to 
serve as a faithful agent for constituents, legislators are faced with a central 
dilemma of representation: whether to take actions that are popular with con-
stituents or to do what the legislator believes is in their best interest. As Pitkin 
explains,

The representative must act in such a way that, although he is inde-
pendent, and his constituents are capable of action and judgment, no 
conflict arises between them. He must act in their interest, and this 
means he must not normally come into conflict with their wishes.82

Recent opinion surveys seem to echo Pitkin’s formulation. As one ana-
lyst puts it, “The public seems to want elected officials to internalize the 
majority’s values and then try to assess how those values come to bear on an 
issue.” No less than 85 percent agreed with the following statement: “The goal 
of Congress should be to make the decisions that a majority of Americans 
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would make if they had the information and time to think things over that 
Congress has.”83

Nonetheless, legislators must do more than register prevailing constitu-
ency opinion in order to represent their constituents. Public opinion often 
changes when controversy arises and constituents become more informed 
about issues. Legislators have to anticipate constituents’ future views if an 
issue becomes more salient and more broadly understood.

Some representatives reject the idea that they ought to represent public 
opinion and instead see themselves as Burkean trustees charged with doing 
what is in constituents’ interests. Speaking to a group of newly elected House 
members, Rep. Henry J. Hyde, R-Ill. (1974–2007), voiced the Burkean ideal:

If you are here simply as a tote board registering the current state 
of opinion in your district, you are not going to serve either your 
constituents or the Congress well. You must take, at times, a 
national view, even if you risk the displeasure of your neighbors 
and friends back home. If you don’t know the principle, or the 
policy, for which you are willing to lose your office, then you are 
going to do damage here.84

In short, legislators must instead use their superior information about 
policy, their broader perspective, and their personal judgment in making deci-
sions. Nearly every member can point to conscience votes cast on deeply felt 
issues. A few, such as Rep. Mike Synar, D-Okla. (1979–1995), compile a con-
trarian record, challenging voters to admire their independence, if not their 
policies. Synar was an unabashed liberal Democrat from a state that now elects 
mostly conservative Republicans. “I want to be a U.S. congressman from 
Oklahoma, not an Oklahoman congressman,” Synar declared when he arrived 
in the capital.85 If turned out of office by hostile sentiment (as Synar later was), 
the Burkean can at least hope for history’s vindication.

In practice, legislators assume different representational styles according 
to the occasion. They ponder factors such as the nation’s welfare, their per-
sonal convictions, and constituency opinions. “The weight assigned to each 
factor,” writes Thomas E. Cavanagh, “varies according to the nature of the 
issue at hand, the availability of the information necessary for a decision, and 
the intensity of preference of the people concerned about the issue.”86 
Members of Congress are challenged to explain their choices to constituents—
no matter how many or how few people truly care about the matter.87 The 
anticipated need to explain oneself shapes a member’s decisions and is part of 
the dilemma of choice. A cynical saying among lawmakers asserts that “a vote 
on anything [is] a wrong vote if you cannot explain it in a 30-second TV ad.”88

What Are Constituencies?
Senators and representatives cannot respond equally to all of the people within 
a given state or district. A subset of their constituents elected them, and so, 
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they interact more with supporters than with opponents. The constituencies 
that legislators see as they campaign or vote are quite different from the bound-
aries found on maps. Fenno describes a “nest” of constituencies, ranging from 
the widest (geographic constituency) to the narrowest (personal constituency), 
which is made up of supporters, loyalists, and intimates.89

Geographic and Demographic Constituencies. The average House 
district today numbers more than 740,000 people. As for senators, fourteen 
represent states with only one House district; the rest represent multidistrict 
states with as many as 39 million people.90 Such constituencies differ sharply 
from one another. More than half of the people in Manhattan’s Upper East Side 
(New York’s Twelfth District) have college degrees, compared with only 6 per-
cent in California’s central valley (Twenty-first District). Median family 
income ranges from $136,000 (California’s Thirty-third District, on the coast 
in Los Angeles County) to less than $28,000 (in New York’s Fifteenth District 
in the South Bronx, where 36 percent of the families live in poverty). Such 
disparities among districts shape their representatives’ outlooks.

Demographically, constituencies may be homogeneous or heterogeneous.91 
Some constituencies, even a few whole states, remain fairly uniform and one-
dimensional—mostly wheat farmers or inner-city dwellers or small-town 
citizens. Because of rising population, economic complexity, and educational 
levels, however, virtually all constituencies, House as well as Senate, have 
become more heterogeneous than they used to be. The more diverse a con-
stituency, the more challenging is the representative’s task.

Another attribute of constituencies is electoral balance, especially as 
manifested in the incumbent’s reelection chances. Heterogeneous districts 
tend to be more competitive than uniform ones. Incumbents predictably pre-
fer safe districts—that is, those with a high proportion of groups leaning 
toward their party. Not only do safe districts favor reelection, but they also 
imply that voters will be easier to please.92 Truly competitive districts are not 
the norm, especially in the House of Representatives. In the last month lead-
ing up to the 2016 elections, analysts at the Cook Political Report estimated 
that just thirty-seven House seats were either toss-ups or merely leaning 
toward one political party. Indeed, the majority of successful candidates won 
handily: 74 percent of House victors won by twenty percentage points or 
more, and 6 percent faced no opposition at all. A mere 8 percent of House 
districts were decided by narrow margins.93

As Figure 5-1 shows, competitiveness varies over time. Senate seats are 
more likely to be closely contested than House races, but most incumbents 
still win by a substantial margin.

Whatever the numbers might show, few incumbents regard themselves as 
truly safe. The threat of losing an election is very real. Even with incumbent 
reelection rates at above 90 percent, incumbent officeholders understandably 
fear even a 10 percent chance of losing a job they have worked so hard to win. 
Most lawmakers have a close call at some time in their congressional careers, 
and many of them eventually suffer defeat.94 In addition to the incumbents 
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who went down to defeat in 2016, a number of others—including six senators 
and some seventeen House members—survived while receiving what might 
be called warning signs from the home folks.95 Incumbents thus worry not 
only about winning or losing but also about their margins of safety. Downturns 
in normal electoral support narrow the member’s comfort zone in the job, 
may invite challengers in future years, and could block chances for further 
advancement.96

Political and Personal Constituencies. As candidates or incumbents 
analyze their electoral base, three narrower constituencies can be discerned: 
supporters (the reelection constituency), loyalists (the primary constituency), 
and intimates (the personal constituency).97 Supporters are those who gener-
ally are expected to back the candidate in the November general election. 
Candidates and their advisers constantly monitor these voters, reassessing 
precinct-level political demography—registration figures, survey data, and 
recent electoral trends. The more elections incumbents have survived, the 
more precisely they can identify supporters. Areas and groups with the biggest 
payoffs are usually targeted.

Loyalists are the politician’s staunchest supporters. They may share ties 
with the member from preelectoral ventures—civil rights, environmental, or 
Tea Party activists, for example. They may hail from the same religious or 
ethnic groups, or political or civic clubs as the candidate. They may be friends 
and neighbors. Whatever their source, they are willing volunteers who can be 
counted on to lend a hand in reelection campaigns.

Candidates dare not ignore these loyalists. A favorite story of House 
Speaker Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill Jr., D-Mass. (1953–1987), emerged from his 
first campaign for city council (at which he failed). A neighbor told him, 
“Tom, I’m going to vote for you even though you didn’t ask me.”  
“Mrs. O’Brien,” replied a surprised O’Neill, “I’ve lived across the street from 
you for 18 years. I shovel your walk in the winter. I cut your grass in the sum-
mer. I didn’t think I had to ask you for your vote.” To this the lady replied, 
“Tom, I want you to know something: people like to be asked.”98 Expressions 
of gratitude are equally important. The elder George Bush reportedly “always 
carried a box of note cards with him on the campaign trail and penned a per-
sonal note immediately following each event to the volunteers and hosts.”99

Even entrenched officeholders worry about keeping their core supporters 
energized. Loyalists are a politician’s defenders in times of adversity. “There’s 
a big difference between the people who are for you and the people who are 
excitedly for you,” an Iowa politician told Fenno, “between those who will vote 
if they feel like it and those for whom the only election is [your] election. You 
need as many of that group as you can get.”100

Intimates are close friends who supply political advice and emotional 
support. They may be members of the candidate’s family, trusted staff mem-
bers, political mentors, or individuals who shared decisive experiences early 
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Sources: CQ Weekly and authors’ calculations.

Notes: Percentages may not add to 100 because of rounding. “Unopposed” includes districts or states where 
only one major-party candidate was on the ballot.

FIGURE 5-1  House and Senate Margins of Victory, 1974–2016
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in the candidate’s career. The setting and the players differ from state to state 
and from district to district. Tip O’Neill’s inner circle was made up of the 
“boys” of Barry’s Corner, a local clubhouse in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
whose families O’Neill had known intimately over more than fifty years of 
political life. When Rep. David E. Price, D-N.C., first decided to run for 
Congress, he relied on what he called the “Wednesday night group,” which he 
described as “an inner circle without whom the effort would never have gotten 
off the ground.”101 Such intimates play an indispensable role. Beyond their 
enthusiastic support, they provide unvarnished advice on political matters 
and serve as sounding boards for ideas and strategies.

Home Styles
Legislators evolve distinctive ways of presenting themselves and their records 
to their constituents—what Fenno calls their home styles. These styles are 
exhibited in members’ personal appearances, mailings, newsletters, press 
releases, radio and television spots, and websites. Little is known about how 
home styles coalesce, but they are linked to members’ personalities, back-
grounds, constituency features, and resources. The ways members interact 
with constituents have a powerful effect on their electoral success.102

Presentation of Self. A successful home style will elicit trust—constituents’ 
faith that legislators are who they claim to be and will do what they promise.103 
Winning voters’ trust does not happen overnight; it takes time, persistence, 
and consistency. Members must establish their qualification for office—that  
is, the belief that they are capable of handling the job. Members also strive  
to convey identification—the impression that legislators resemble their  
constituents—and empathy—the sense that legislators understand constituents’ 
problems and care about them.

Because of the variations among legislators and constituencies, the use 
of many different home styles can effectively build the trust relationship. 
The legendary Speaker “Mr. Sam” Rayburn represented his East Texas dis-
trict for nearly fifty years (1913–1961) as a plain dirt farmer. Once he was 
back in his hometown of Bonham, his drawl thickened; his tailored suits 
were exchanged for khakis, an old shirt, and a slouch hat; and he traveled 
not in the Speaker’s limousine but in a well-dented pickup truck. His biographer 
relates,

If Rayburn ever chewed tobacco in Washington, a long-time aide 
could not recall it, but in Bonham he always seemed to have a plug in 
his cheek. He made certain always to spit in the fireplace at his home 
when constituents were visiting, so that if nothing else, they would 
take away the idea that Mr. Sam was just a plain fellow.104

The aim of a member’s home style is to become “one of us” in constituents’ 
estimation. Accomplishing this is a “difficult feat—far more difficult than 
establishing a reputation as a fine constituency servant or policy expert.”105
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Today’s legislators are no less inventive in fashioning home styles. Some 
embrace what Fenno calls a person-to-person style that relies upon knowing 
constituents by name and meeting with them in small, face-to-face groups. 
Such an approach can forge a sense of deep connection between the member 
and his home community. Others adopt an issue-oriented approach, which 
typically involves holding many town hall events where the member articu-
lates and defends her or his stances across a range of hot-button topics. The 
issue-oriented member conveys the impression that she or he is an activist, 
engaged in issues that her or his constituents view as important. Still other 
members rely upon their personal background to help forge a connection 
with constituents, such as the military veteran, who uses national defense 
issues to symbolize his or her oneness with a district supportive of the  
military. The repertoire of home styles is virtually limitless.

Although members retain some choice as they devise their home style, 
the most effective style will depend, in part, on how well the member’s ideol-
ogy and party fit with district dynamics. A recent study drawing upon thou-
sands of member press releases to categorize types of home styles found that 
members from districts filled with out-partisans tend to emphasize credit-
claiming for spending in the district, rather than articulating policy positions. 
By contrast, members from districts that are dominated by their copartisans 
adopt home styles that emphasize taking positions on a range of policies. This 
difference in strategies means that policy debates in Washington tend to be 
shaped by the more extreme voices of members from one-party districts.106 
Voters are likely to remember style long after they forget issue statements or 
voting records. Even so, legislators know full well that they must explain their 
decisions to others.107

Explaining Washington Activity. Explaining is an integral part of deci-
sion making. In home district forums, constituents expect members to be able 
to describe, interpret, and justify their actions. If they do not agree with the 
member’s conclusions, they may at least respect the decision-making style.

Although few incumbents fear that a single vote can defeat them, all  
realize that voters’ disenchantment with their record can be fatal—more so in 
these days of Internet communications, when lobby groups publicize voting 
records. Although local news media coverage of Congress is often uncritical, 
it can promote political accountability. Local media devote more time and 
resources to monitoring representatives who are “out of step” with their dis-
trict’s presidential vote than those who are perceived to be in step. Such mem-
bers face additional media scrutiny and must therefore account for their 
Washington decisions more frequently.108 Members stockpile reasons for vir-
tually every position they take, often more than are needed. Facing especially 
thorny choices (for example, on aid to Wall Street firms, health care reform, 
or the appropriate reach of surveillance policy), they might seek a middle-of-
the-road route. More often, they huddle under the umbrella of their party’s 
line. Whatever course they choose, they will find that inconsistency is men-
tally and politically costly. A recent study showed that when senators’ position 
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on an issue differs from their constituents, they tailor their explanations to 
their audience by highlighting aspects of their behavior that fit with their 
constituents’ preferences. Even so, they avoid statements that are inconsistent 
with their true position.109

Constituency Careers. Constituency bonds evolve over the course of a 
lawmaker’s career. Constituency careers have at least two recognizable stages: 
expansionism and protectionism. In the first stage, the member builds a reelec-
tion constituency by solidifying the help of hard-core supporters and reaching 
out to attract additional blocs of support. Aggressive efforts to reach out to new 
voters—exploiting the perquisites of incumbency, such as fund-raising and an 
election year avalanche of messages to constituents—partly account for the 
sophomore surge, in which newcomers typically boost their margin in their first 
reelection bid. In the second stage, the member stops expanding the base, con-
tent with protecting support already won. Once established, a successful home 
style is rarely altered.

Certain developments, however, can lead to a change in a member’s home 
style. One is demographic change in the constituency, as population move-
ment or redistricting force a member to confront unfamiliar voters or terri-
tory. A second cause is a strategic reaction, such as when a fresh challenger or 
a novel issue threatens established voting patterns. Because coalitions may 
shift over time, members and their advisers pore over the results of the most 
recent election (and available survey results).

Finally, home styles may change with new personal goals and ambitions. 
Achieving positions of power in Washington can divert a member’s attention 
from home-state business. Family responsibilities or the need to improve one’s 
financial situation may also lead to a shift in priorities. Faced with new aspira-
tions or shifting constituency demands, some members decide to retire. 
Others struggle ineffectively and are defeated. Still others survive by rejuve-
nating their constituency base.

OFFICE OF THE MEMBER INC.

Home style includes the way a member answers day-to-day questions: How 
much attention should I devote to state or district needs? How much time 
should I spend in the state or district? How should I keep in touch with my 
constituents? How should I deploy staff aides to handle constituents’ concerns?

Road Tripping
During the nineteenth century, legislators spent most of their time at home, 
traveling to Washington only when Congress was in session. However, after 
World War II (and the advent of both air travel from home and air-conditioning 
on Capitol Hill), congressional sessions lengthened until they spanned most 
of the year.

By the 1970s, both houses had adopted parallel schedules of sessions 
punctuated with district work periods (House) or nonlegislative periods 

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



 Chapter 5  Being There: Hill Styles and Home Styles  131

(Senate). At the same time, members were permitted more paid trips to states 
or districts. Today, senators and representatives are allowed as many trips 
home as they want, subject to the limits of their official expense allowances. 
Many members (even those from the West Coast) go home every weekend. 
Today’s home styles thus entail frequent commutes.

Seniority is also a factor. Senior members tend to make fewer trips to 
their districts than do junior members, perhaps reflecting junior members’ 
greater attentiveness to their districts or senior members’ greater Washington 
responsibilities. Finally, members’ decisions to retire voluntarily are usually 
accompanied by large drops in trips home.

Constituency Casework
“All God’s chillun got problems,” exclaimed Rep. Billy Matthews, D-Fla. 
(1953–1967), as he pondered mail from his constituents.110 In the early days, 
lawmakers lacked staff aides and wrote personally to executive agencies for 
help in matters such as pension or land claims and appointments to military 
academies. The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 provided de facto 
authority for hiring caseworkers, first in Senate offices and later in the House.

What are these cases all about? As respondents in a nationwide survey 
reported, the most frequent reason for contacting a member’s office (16 per-
cent of all contacts) is to express views or obtain information on legislative 
issues. Requests for help in finding government jobs form the next largest 
category, followed by cases dealing with government services, such as Social 
Security, veterans’ benefits, or unemployment compensation. Military cases 
(for example, transfers, discharges, or personal hardships) are numerous, as 
are tax, legal, and immigration problems. Constituents often ask for govern-
ment publications. And there are requests for flags that have flown over the 
U.S. Capitol.

Many citizen appeals, moreover, betray a hazy understanding of the 
officeholder’s duties. Rep. Luis V. Gutierrez, D-Ill. (1993–2009), reported 
being barraged with all manner of complaints and requests when he shopped 
in his North Side Chicago neighborhood. Examples of what he has heard are 
as follows: “They haven’t picked up my trash!” (the city’s job). “Can you get 
my son a scholarship to the state university?” (a state matter). Or “I can’t pay 
my child support” (personal). Rep. Gutierrez’s personal favorite was this: “I 
own property in Puerto Rico and someone is blocking my driveway.”111 Cases 
arrive in legislators’ offices by letter, phone, e-mail, fax, or in person at district 
or mobile offices. All representatives and senators now have e-mail addresses 
and websites with contact information. Occasionally, members themselves 
pick up cases from talking to constituents. Indeed, many hold office hours in 
their districts for this purpose. When a constituent’s request is received, it is 
usually acknowledged promptly by a letter that either fulfills the request or 
promises that an answer will be forthcoming.

Keeping up with incoming communications is a priority for all congres-
sional offices. If the constituent’s request requires contacting a federal agency, 

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.
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the contact in the executive agency is usually a liaison officer. When the 
agency reaches a decision, a reply is forwarded to the congressional office. The 
reply is then sent along to the constituent, perhaps with a cover letter signed 
by the member. If the agency’s reply is deemed faulty, the caseworker may ask 
for reconsideration; in some cases, the member may personally intervene to 
lend weight to the appeal.

The volume of casework varies from state to state and from district to 
district. Demographic variation affects casework volume because some 
types of citizens simply are more likely to have contact with government 
agencies. Senators representing the smallest states often have casework 
loads that exceed those of House members because their greater institu-
tional clout makes them even more attractive to small-state residents than 
their state’s House members. By contrast, large-state senators are perceived 
as being more distant, so constituents in those states are more likely to turn 
to their House members for casework requests.112 From all accounts, case-
work pays off in citizen support for individual legislators. In one National 
Election Study (NES) survey, 17 percent of all adults reported that they or 
members of their families had requested help from their own representa-
tives. Eighty-five percent said they were satisfied with the response they 
received.113 “Casework is all profit,” contends Morris P. Fiorina. Unlike the 
positions members take on issues, casework wins friends without alienat-
ing anyone.

Some criticize constituency casework as unfair or biased in practice. 
Citizens may not enjoy equal access to senators’ or representatives’ offices. 
Political supporters or cronies may receive favored treatment at others’ 
expense. But in the great bulk of cases, help is universally dispensed.

Personal Staff
Legislators head sizable office enterprises that reflect their responsibilities 
within the institution and toward their constituents. Staff members assist with 
legislative and constituency duties. Constituent representation is deemed so 
essential that when a member dies, resigns, or is incapacitated, the staff nor-
mally remains on the job (supervised by the secretary of the Senate or the 
clerk of the House, as the case may be).

Each House member is entitled to a member representational account 
(MRA) that ranges from $1.2 to $1.4 million annually. From this account, 
members pay the salaries of no more than eighteen full-time and four part-
time employees. The average House member’s full-time staff actually  
numbers about fifteen. Representatives also use the MRA for travel, telecom-
munications, district office rental, office equipment, stationery, computer 
services, and mail.114 Senators’ personal staffs range in size from thirteen to 
seventy-one; the average is from thirty to thirty-five full-time employees. 
Unlike the House, the Senate places no limits on the number of staff a senator 
may employ. A senator’s office expense account depends on factors such as 
the state’s population and its distance from Washington, D.C.
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Members’ offices always seem crowded and overburdened, but freezes on 
staff size have been partially offset by computerization, shifting work to state 
and district offices, and use of volunteers. Congressional offices depend heav-
ily on unpaid help, mainly college-age interns. On average, each House and 
Senate office uses about nine interns every year. (See Appendix B for informa-
tion on internships.)

Staff Organization. No two congressional offices are exactly alike. Each 
is shaped by the personality, interests, constituency, and politics of the indi-
vidual legislator. State and district needs also influence staff composition. A 
senator from a farm state likely will employ at least one specialist in agricul-
tural problems; an urban representative might hire a consumer affairs or hous-
ing expert. Traditions are important. If a legislator’s predecessor had an 
enviable reputation for a certain kind of service, the new incumbent will dare 
not let it lapse.

The member’s institutional position also affects staff organization. 
Committee and subcommittee chairs have committee staff at their disposal. 
Members without such aides rely heavily on personal staff for their committee 
work.

Staff Functions. Most personal aides in the House and Senate are young, 
well educated, and transient. Senate and House aides have served, on average, 
less than four years in their posts. Their salaries, although somewhat above the 
average for full-time workers in the United States, fall well below those for 
comparably educated workers.115

The mix of personal staff functions is decided by each member. Most hire 
chiefs of staff, legislative assistants (LAs), caseworkers, and press aides, as well 
as a few people from the home state or district. Chiefs of staff supervise the 
office and impart political and legislative advice. Often, they function as the 
legislator’s alter ego, negotiating with colleagues, constituents, and lobbyists. 
LAs work with members in committees, draft bills, write speeches, suggest 
policy initiatives, analyze legislation, and prepare position papers. They also 
monitor committee sessions that the member is unable to attend.

To emphasize personal contacts, many members have moved casework 
staff to their home districts or states. Virtually all House and Senate members 
have home-district offices. Some members have as many as five or six such 
offices. Field offices have lower staff salaries, cheaper rents, and less over-
head. They also are more accessible to constituents, local and state officials, 
and regional federal officers. Members’ district staffs fill the role once per-
formed by local party workers and simultaneously enhance members’ reelec-
tion prospects.

This organizational division reflects the fundamental duality of legislative 
roles. Legislative functions are centered on Capitol Hill, whereas constituency 
functions are based in field offices. In other words, “Office of the Member 
Inc.” is increasingly split into headquarters and branch divisions—with the 
Capitol Hill office handling legislative duties and the state or district office 
dealing with constituents.

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2018 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



134 CONGRESS AND ITS MEMBERS

Because members’ resources—offices, staffs, and allowances—are funded 
by the taxpayers, they are restricted to the conduct of official business. “Any 
campaign work by staff members must be done outside the congressional 
office, and without using any congressional office resources,” states a 2006 
House ethics memorandum.116 This distinction may seem cloudy; after all, 
members’ offices are suffused with electoral concerns, and what constitutes 
“campaign activity” is unclear. During the campaign season, certain aides go 
on leave and transfer to the campaign organization’s payroll.

MEMBERS AND THE MEDIA

Office allowances in both chambers amply support lawmakers’ unceasing 
struggle for media attention. A member’s office bears some resemblance to 
the communications division of a medium-size business. Nearly every day, 
messages are released for wide distribution. In addition to turning out press 
releases, newsletters, and individual and mass mailings, members communi-
cate through telephone, interviews, radio and TV programs, e-mail and text 
messages, official and personal websites, and through online social network-
ing services. Most of the time, these publicity barrages are aimed not at the 
national media but at individuals and media outlets back in the home state 
or district.

Mail
The traditional cornerstone of congressional publicity is the franking  
privilege—the right of members to send out mail at no cost with their signa-
ture (the frank) instead of a stamp. This practice, which dates from the First 
Continental Congress in 1775, is intended to facilitate official communication 
between elected officials and the people they represent (a rationale accepted 
by federal courts in upholding the practice).

Critics point out that franked mail is largely unsolicited and often politi-
cally motivated. The fact that the volume of mail is much higher in election 
years than in nonelection years seems to bear that criticism out. Most items 
are mass mailings, such as general-purpose newsletters blanketing home 
states or districts or special messages targeted to certain categories of voters. 
Recipients are urged to share their views or contact local offices for help. 
Sometimes, the newsletter may feature an opinion poll asking for citizens’ 
views on selected issues. Whatever the results, the underlying message is that 
the legislator cares what folks back home think.

Current law forbids franked mail that is “unrelated to the official busi-
ness, activities, and duties of members.” It also bars the frank for a “matter 
which specifically solicits political support for the sender or any other person 
or any political party.” In addition, Congress has placed caps on newsletters 
and on total outgoing mail. Chamber rules forbid mass mailings (five hundred 
or more pieces) sixty days (Senate) or ninety days (House) before a primary, 
runoff, or general election. In the lead-up to the beginning of each cutoff 
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period, streams of U.S. Postal Service trucks are seen pulling away from the 
loading docks of the congressional office buildings.

The advent of e-mail poses the problem of whether or how the much-
debated franking restrictions should apply. The Senate has generally applied 
the franking rules to electronic mail. The House, however, has declined to 
adopt such strict rules.

Americans increasingly rely on the Internet for news. It is no wonder, 
then, that lawmakers have set up active websites and even blogs.117 Most sites 
feature the member’s biography, committee assignments, and votes on major 
issues but vary in their content, usability, and interactivity.118 Some members’ 
websites include streaming audio or video of members’ speeches or appear-
ances on news programs. Few of them include such potentially sensitive infor-
mation as the member’s financial disclosure reports, travel spending, and 
meetings with lobbyists.

Members are quick to embrace new communications technologies. Many 
members now make use of social networking services such as Facebook and 
Twitter. Reporting on lawmakers using their BlackBerries throughout 
President Obama’s first address to a joint session of Congress, Washington 
Post journalist Dana Milbank joked, “It’s bad enough that Americans are 
paralyzed by economic jitters. Now the president has to deal with lawmakers 
paralyzed by Twitter.”119

Feeding the Local Press
News outlets are decentralized and dispersed across America. These include 
daily and weekly newspapers, radio and TV stations, and cable systems. 
Virtually all of these media outlets are locally based, centered on local issues, 
and funded by local advertising.

Most local media outlets have inadequate resources for covering their 
congressional delegations. In fact, very few have their own Washington 
reporters. Most rely on syndicated or chain services that rarely follow indi-
vidual members consistently. “If they report national news it is usually 
because it involves local personalities, affects local outcomes, or relates 
directly to local concerns,” stated a Senate report.120 The inadequate resources 
enjoyed by local press outlets create opportunities for members of Congress 
to ensure that they receive mostly positive attention. Most legislators have at 
least one staffer who serves as a press aide; some have two or three. Their job 
is to generate coverage highlighting the member’s work. Executive agencies 
often help by letting incumbents announce federal grants or contracts 
awarded in the state or district. Even if the member had nothing to do with 
procuring the funds, the press statement proclaims, “Senator So-and-So 
announced today that a federal contract has been awarded to XYZ Company 
in Jonesville.” Many offices also prepare weekly or biweekly columns that 
small-town newspapers can reprint under the lawmaker’s byline. More gener-
ally, a substantial share of local newspaper coverage is based on press releases 
issued by members of Congress.121 Given these tendencies, it should be no 
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surprise that most stories about incumbents are uncritically positive: only 6 
percent of the news stories compiled by R. Douglas Arnold in his study of 
local congressional press coverage cited anyone who criticized the incum-
bent’s performance.122 The House, the Senate, and the four Capitol Hill parties 
(House and Senate Republicans and Democrats) have fully equipped studios 
and satellite links where audio or video programs or excerpted statements can 
be produced for a fraction of the commercial cost.123 Some incumbents pro-
duce regular programs that are picked up by local radio or television outlets. 
More often, these local outlets insert brief audio or TV clips on current issues 
into regular news broadcasts—to give the impression that their reporters have 
gone out and obtained the story. Members also create their own news reports 
and beam them directly to hometown stations, often without ever talking to a 
reporter. With direct satellite feeds to local stations, members regularly go 
“live at five” before local audiences.

Like printed communications, radio and TV broadcasts pose ethical 
questions. House and Senate recording studios are supposed to be used only 
for communicating about legislation and other policy issues, but the distinc-
tion between legitimate constituent outreach and political advertising remains 
blurred. (The studios run by the parties have no such limits.) Some radio and 
television news editors have qualms about using members’ programs. “It’s just 
this side of self-serving,” said one television editor of the biweekly Alaska 
Delegation Report.124 Others claim to see little difference between these elec-
tronic communications and old-fashioned press releases. Local editors and 
producers still have to decide whether to use the material, edit it, or toss it.

Local radio and television’s weakness for congressionally initiated com-
munications magnifies the advantages incumbents enjoy. ABC News  
commentator Cokie Roberts observed, “The emergence of local TV has made 
some members media stars in the home towns and, I would argue, done more 
to protect incumbency than any franking privilege or newsletter ever could, 
simply because television is a more pervasive medium than print.”125 A recent 
study reports a strong link between the expansion of local television stations 
across the country and the rise of incumbency advantage in the post-1960s 
era.126 Reports on Congress from the national press corps are far more critical 
than those from local news organizations. Following the canons of investiga-
tive journalism, many national reporters are on the lookout for scandals or 
evidence of wrongdoing. The national press reports primarily on the institu-
tion of Congress, whereas the local press focuses mostly on local senators and 
representatives. The content and quality of press coverage in local and 
national media underscore the differences between the two Congresses. 
Congress as collective policy maker, covered mainly by the national press, 
appears in a different light from the politicians who make up Congress, cov-
ered mainly by local news outlets.
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CONCLUSION

How members of Congress manage the two-Congresses dilemma is reflected 
in their daily tasks on Capitol Hill and in their home states or districts. 
Election is a prerequisite to congressional service. Legislators allocate much of 
their time and energy—and even more of their staff and office resources—to 
the care and cultivation of voters. Their Hill styles and home styles are 
adopted with this end in mind.

Yet senators and representatives do not live by reelection alone. Many 
bemoan the need for constant campaigning. “What drives me nuts about this 
place is that, when I came here, it used to be that you had at least a year after 
you were elected where you could get the people’s business done before the 
next election intruded,” complained former representative David Obey, 
D-Wis. (1969–2011). “Now the way politics has been nationalized, the elec-
tion intrudes every day.”127 For those who remain in office, reelection is not 
usually viewed as an end in itself but as a lever for pursuing other goals—
policy making or career advancement. Fenno once remarked to a member 
that “sometimes it must be hard to connect what you do here with what you 
do in Washington.” “Oh no,” the lawmaker replied, “I do what I do here so I 
can do what I want to do there.”128
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Party Leaders. President Barack Obama 
meets with congressional leaders in the 

Old Family Dining Room of the White House 
on Friday, November 7, 2014. From left to 
right: House minority leader Nancy Pelosi, 
D-Calif.; Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio; 
President Obama; Senate Democratic leader 
Harry Reid, D-Nev.; Senate Republican 
leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky.; and Sen. 
Charles Schumer, D-N.Y. Senate majority 
leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., waits for 
the start of the State of the Union address 
in the House Chamber on January 20, 2015. 
House minority leader Nancy Pelosi hands 
the gavel to Speaker John Boehner after he 
is reelected for a third term to lead the 114th 
Congress.
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