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The Evolution of Legislative Jurisdictions*

Frank R. Baumgartner
Pennsylvania State University

Bryan D. Jones
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We consider the clarity of the jurisdictions of the committees of the U.S. Congress over the entire
post-war period. We offer a theory to explain changes in clarity over time, emphasizing how the
rise of new issues and the redefinition of existing ones undermine the clarity and stability of com-
mittee jurisdictions. We present results from a new dataset on all congressional hearings between
1947 and 1994—67,291 cases in all. Using new summary indices of jurisdictional clarity, we trace
the evolution of the jurisdictional system for both the House and Senate. We demonstrate low lev-
els of clarity for most issues and a decline in clarity for the system as a whole over time. Further,
we show that these developments are the result of changes in issue-density (the rise of new issues
and the redefinition of old ones) and increases in institutional resources, in particular professional
committee staff. We note the implications of these findings for models of legislative behavior and
government decision-making more generally.

Process and structure are generally treated as distinct entities in political sci-
ence. Students of public policy study “process.” Students of institutions study
“structure.” We argue in this paper that process and structure are fundamentally
intertwined, and we offer a perspective for studying both simultaneously. We
focus on the committee system of Congress, but our approach and findings have
broad implications for the evolution of the American system and of democratic
systems of governance more generally.

Legislative organization, like governmental structures in general, is not static
but subject to continual pressure for change, especially as new issues arise on
the agenda. Committees, like other legislative organizational structures, contin-
ually adapt to internal and external demands (Polsby 1968; see also Ragsdale
and Theis 1997). Roger Davidson (1986) has noted the dynamic, evolving na-
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ture of the operation of congressional committees; he shows that as member goals
and environmental constraints changed, so did committee structures, proce-
dures, and politics. Similarly, David King’s (1997) study of jurisdictional change
shows it to be fundamentally evolutionary—characterized by an opportunistic,
trial-and-error, path-dependent process. Indeed, over the years many scholars
have detected a pattern of mutual adjustment in committees that has a clear evo-
lutionary flavor (Jones 1961; Morrow 1969; Manley 1970; Price 1972; Clausen
1973; Fenno 1973; Hinckley 1975; Price 1978, Davidson 1986; Dodd 1986; Sin-
clair 1982, 1986; Cooper and Young 1989; Smith 1989; Strahan 1988; Hansen
1991; and Hall 1996). David King’s (1994, 1997) recent analysis of jurisdic-
tional change in Congress has made clear how entrepreneurial committee chairs
are active in protecting their legislative turf from the incursions of rivals at the
same time as they attempt to expand their own reach by claiming jurisdiction
over new issues as they arise.

We focus on the fundamental role of issues and issue-definitions in affecting
internal legislative structures. There is no question that institutional structures
profoundly affect the ways in which issues are defined and handled in Con-
gress, but issues are not wholly secondary to the structures within which they
are considered. Rather, issues and structures co-evolve, in a dynamic dance that,
over the long term, changes both the way in which issues are understood and
decided, on the one hand, and the manner in which structures are used to chan-
nel the consideration of those issues, on the other. This process has external de-
terminants (e.g., how many and what kinds of issues are pressed on national
government?) and internal ones (e.g., how do active participants attempt to de-
fine issues and utilize internal structures to gain leverage over newly important
issues?). We explore these questions here with respect to the development of
the congressional committee system over the past several decades, showing the
impact of new issues on jurisdictional clarity.

In this paper, we present a theory of jurisdictional dynamics and test this theory
by presenting results from a new dataset on all congressional hearings con-
ducted between 1947 and 1994—67,291 cases in all. If we are correct in our
diagnosis, then the jurisdictional structures of committees in Congress must change
under the onslaught of new issues and new issue-definitions. On the other hand,
a committee system cannot devolve into a state of utter entropy; such a system
would fail to provide any benefits to a legislative body. Our analyses demon-
strate that jurisdictional clarity is on the decline, that clarity is a function of
increasing issue complexity and the institutional resources available to process
issues, but that committees do continue to specialize.

A Model of Jurisdictional Clarity

Authority and Competition in the Policy Process

A fundamental component of the internal structure of any political system is
a division of labor into policy-relevant jurisdictions. The notion of a jurisdic-
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tion is a general one, not confined to courts (from which it was borrowed). Any
sub-part of a political system must have some way of determining whether a
given issue is germane to its policy-relevant activities. A jurisdiction is the set
of issues germane to a given institution.

We may distinguish two conditions by which a political system may consider
issues: authority and competition. Policy-making where jurisdictions are clear
is a question of authority. Policy-making where jurisdictions are contested is a
matter of competition. In general, areas of American public policy differ in the
degree to which jurisdictional authority is clear. Elsewhere two of us argued that
many changes in public policy over the post-war period stemmed from shifts in
jurisdictional authority rather than from changes in the preferences of leaders
of those institutions with original control (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). As new
issues came to the public’s attention or as new ways of thinking about old is-
sues gained prominence, different sets of institutional actors exerted their juris-
dictional authority. The possibility of shifting institutional control from one
institutional venue to another creates strong incentives for strategic policy en-
trepreneurs to attempt to move the issue into the venue controlled by their own
supporters and away from all others. Venue-shopping is encouraged in the case
of contested jurisdictions, and it is facilitated where there is no agreement on
how an issue is properly understood.

Just as there is competition by the states, localities, and various agencies of
government over control on important issues, within Congress the various com-
mittees compete for control over new issues as they arise and for continued au-
thority in areas where jurisdiction has previously been granted. Like the broader
institutional structure, committees are sometimes authoritative, operating with
a relatively clear and unchallenged jurisdictional mandate. In other cases, they
compete with one another for control, just as happens in the broader political
system. Taken as a whole, the committee system is constantly evolving as new
issues arise and old questions are considered in a new light.

Evolutionary Dynamics in Legislatures

Our fundamental premise is that legislative organizations—including party
organizations, floor voting arrangements, member-enterprises (Salisbury and Shep-
sle 1981; Browne 1995), and the committee system—evolve in response to mem-
ber preferences and the superiority of certain organizational forms. By “superiority
of organizational form” we mean that some forms of organizational structure
solve the problems facing a legislature better than other forms. In the case of
the committee system, for example, decentralization and the division of labor
have clear advantages (Simon 1996, chap. 8), in effect providing a valuable col-
lective good in the acquisition of information (Krehbiel 1991; King 1997) and
the distribution of constituency benefits (Mayhew 1974). But these collective
advantages are counterbalanced by the constraints on individual member behav-
ior. While the members value the collective goods that stem from jurisdictional
clarity, they also would like to be able to work on whatever issues matter to them.
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Because members have competing and mutually antagonistic goals, organiza-
tional arrangements tend to be compromise solutions, neither reaching the goal
of perfect clarity nor that of total freedom. Rather, jurisdictional structures are
in a continual state of adjustment or at best in periods of temporary stability.
The basic argument goes as follows:

* Structures determine issues: Existing legislative structures select their own
issues. For example, the substantive jurisdictional alignment of the commit-
tee system is oriented toward certain framings of issues and against others
(Shepsle 1979). Rules of any system have a bias toward some issues and against
others—even if the rules are simple and direct tools of a legislative majority.

* Legislators have dual preferences: A committee system is a collective good:
It provides information from specialists (Krehbiel 1991), works against issue-
cycling (Shepsle 1979), and helps set priorities for the chamber. But main-
taining a legislative committee system involves a classic collective goods
problem. Collectively, legislators prefer clear-cut committee jurisdictions, since
they promote stability and information-acquisition, but individually they pre-
fer vaguer jurisdictions, since they allow for strategic action on issues (Har-
din 1998; King 1997). As a consequence, legislators themselves have two kinds
of preferences. First, legislators have induced or basic preferences for issues.
They prefer some legislative outputs to others. Second, legislators have pref-
erences for organizational forms, and preferences for clear and rule-based sys-
tems predominate. The call for clear and simple committee jurisdictions is heard
again and again.

* Issue-based preferences, being at least partially induced, shift in response to
the introduction of new issues and the changing saliences of old ones. Issues
themselves may emerge from many sources, including social, economic, po-
litical, and technological forces, from party and presidential programs, or from
entrepreneurial legislators searching for competitive advantage. Whatever the
genesis of new issues or changing salience of old ones, the emergence of new
issues into the legislative arena creates strains on the existing organizational
structure, designed inevitably with a different set of issues in mind.

» As the number and mix of issues facing the legislature change and more is-
sues are considered on the legislative agenda, these issues are more likely to
be interconnected (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Jones 1994; Evans 1995).

o Issues determine structures: The interconnections among issues add addi-
tional constraints to existing structures; as a result, the existing organizational
structure increasingly fails to fit the pattern of incoming issues (Jones, Baum-
gartner, and Talbert 1993). In particular, existing jurisdictional alignments among
committees increasingly overlap. Calls for organizational reform are heard.

The mechanisms described above exhibit certain characteristics of an assur-
ance game. In such a game, two equilibria exist. If all members cooperate (that
is, respect committee jurisdictions and not attempt to encroach on others), then
all benefit from a clear and stable set of committee jurisdictions. If all mem-
bers defect, then all benefit from the freedom to follow their own interests, but
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the committee system devolves toward a homogenous state in which there is no
difference among the committees. In this second equilibrium, individual incen-
tives wreck the collective good, and the resulting committee system would pro-
duce no collective information gains for the chamber. Intermediate forms in which
some members defect and some cooperate are not in equilibrium and should
not be sustained, according to this perspective.

Our approach is different. The evolutionary focus adopted here implies that
neither of these equilibria will be reached. A committee system that did not re-
spond to the information needs of members and to the advantages of the spe-
cialization of labor would not be sustainable. A committee system that did not
respond to the changing nature of political issues would not sustain the re-
election drives of members. As a consequence, these contradictory demands re-
sult in a solution to the jurisdictional problem that is never stable (at least so
long as the issue demands on the legislature are not constant). The key differ-
ence is that we view the agenda of Congress as constantly changing. Faced with
this changing agenda, and in particular with an increasingly dense set of policy
issues to deal with, the committee system must continually evolve while simul-
taneously attempting to solve these two antagonistic goals.

We may view increasing issue complexity as adding constraints to solving
the collective goods problem. The addition of constraints implies that global so-
lutions are less and less likely. Organizational “solutions” to these multiple con-
straints are found by trial and error, are mostly made via local adjustments rather
than systemic reforms (King 1997), and tend toward local rather than global op-
tima. Even global reforms cannot alleviate patterns of overlap because an in-
creasingly dense issue-agenda inevitably involves greater overlap among issues,
as we show in more detail shortly.

New Issues vs. Redefinitions of Old Ones

Issue dynamics are a consequence of two factors: the introduction of new is-
sues into a political system and the re-weighting of attributes characterizing ex-
isting issues. The multidimensional nature of political issues makes it problematic
to predict which dimension of an issue will be predominant at any given time.
Tobacco is simultaneously a cash crop and export-producing commodity, on the
one hand, and a leading cause of lung cancer and heart disease, on the other.
To the extent that different dimensions, or attributes, of an issue become salient
at different times (or in different venues), we can expect decision-makers to re-
act differently (see Jones 1994). Practically speaking, therefore, the rise of new
issues on the governmental agenda should have the same impact as the redefi-
nition of old ones.

Sometimes truly new issues arise on the government’s agenda. Cable TV reg-
ulation was not an issue before there was cable TV. Congress held no hearings
on gene-splicing, organ transplants, or space exploration before the requisite tech-
nologies were available. Technological advance, scientific progress, demo-
graphic changes, and the growth of government programs lead to the emergence
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of issues that previously were not considered in government. Other times new
issues arise by the redefinition of old ones, so that these become newly contro-
versial and more complex. Pesticides regulation is a good example. Once seen
as a means to improve agricultural productivity, the issue came increasingly to
be seen from the perspective of environmental degradation and toxicity. Of course
the issue harbors both dimensions, or attributes. Policy-makers and other advo-
cates may disagree about the relative importance of each dimension of the is-
sue, and over time the consensus may change. In any case, new issues can come
from social or technological advance, or they may come from the redefinition
of old issues. Both processes have the effect of adding to the density of the gov-
ernment’s policy agenda. Issue-density in turn is inevitably related to jurisdic-
tional clarity.

The Jurisdiction Problem

The jurisdiction problem is that of fitting a set of issues to a set of institu-
tions designed to provide a division of labor. Assume that at a particular time a
legislature has established a committee system based on the issues facing the
body at that time. Assume that the legislature creates K committees to deal with
N issues and that it divides the jurisdictions of the committees so that there are
no jurisdictional conflicts. This situation can be represented by a KN matrix in
which each entry is either a 0 (for no jurisdiction) or a 1 (where jurisdiction
has been assigned). Normally K is less than or equal to N.

Now suppose that a jurisdictionally clear system is desired. What would this
mean? There are two different elements of jurisdictional clarity. The first might
be termed jurisdictional overlap: the extent to which two or more committees
share responsibility for a single issue. The second is jurisdictional span: the ex-
tent to which a single committee has responsibility for more than one issue. Table 1
below illustrates this difference. There a system of K committees handles N is-

TABLE 1

A Hypothetical Committee System

Span:
Issues Per
Issue 1 Issue 2 Issue N Committee
Committee A 1 1 . 0 2
Committee B 0 0 . 0 1
Committee C 0 0 . 0 1
Committee K 0 0 . 1 1

Overlap: Committees per Issue 1 1 1
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sues. Multiple column entries indicate that an issue has been assigned to more
than one committee, causing jurisdictional overlaps. Multiple row entries indi-
cate that a committee’s jurisdiction incorporates more than one issue, leading
to increased span. In the example of Table 1, there are no problems of jur-
isdictional overlap: No issues are assigned to more than one committee. But Com-
mittee A’s jurisdiction spans two issues.

Models of congressional behavior based on a powerful committee system typ-
ically assume both narrow span and little overlap. Models of committee selec-
tion bias are based on the idea that “high demanders” will attempt to gain seats
on the committees with jurisdiction over issues of particular concern (Shepsle
1978; Shepsle and Weingast 1987; but see Krehbiel 1990, 1991). If a commit-
tee’s jurisdiction spans more than a single topic, however, members may at-
tempt to gain seats on the committee for a variety of unrelated reasons. This, in
turn, may result in increased intracommittee conflict and decreased likelihood
of committees being systematically stacked with high demanders overall. It also
suggests that committee bias may be time-dependent, as new issues emerge that
alter selection patterns (see Hall and Grofman 1990; Jones, Baumgartner, and
Talbert 1993; Londregan and Snyder 1994; Adler and Lapinski 1997).

One solution, often used by Congress, to the problems posed by increasing
issue density is to redefine existing issues more narrowly so that no issue spills
beyond the jurisdiction of a single committee. Committee jurisdictions become
defined in highly specific terms based on the language of statutory authority, ex-
ecutive agency activities, or clauses of the tax code rather than in broad policy
terms. This allows for clear allocation of legislation to particular committees, but
also lays the groundwork for future claims of authority by strategic drafting of
legislation to fit into one specific definition of jurisdictional authority rather than
another. In the 105th House of Representatives, for example, the Commerce Com-
mittee is given authority over “health and health care facilities, except health care
supported by payroll deductions” (Rule X-e-3), which goes to Ways and Means
because of its traditional control over Social Security issues. This reaction to the
jurisdiction problem leads to problems of coordination since policies created by
a variety of different statutes may coexist in a single policy area. It helps ex-
plain some long-standing contradictions of government policy as well.

In the absence of the multiplication of committees in Congress, the emer-
gence of new issues must decrease the clarity of the committee system even if
the new issues do not overlap with the old. At a minimum, each new issue in-
creases the average committee span. If the new issues share elements in com-
mon with each other or with existing issues (as is likely), then they are likely to
lead to problems of both increased span and overlap. Over time, Congress has
become active in scores of new issues, inevitably causing important changes in
the committee structure. Most of these have worked in the direction of a break-
down of clarity. Span has increased, overlap has become common, and clarity
has inevitably been diminished because of the long-term rise in new issues of
public concern.
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Hypotheses
From the above discussion, we may deduce the following hypotheses.

1. Span Hypothesis. If issue-density increases and the number of committees
stays constant, then jurisdictional span must increase, and jurisdictional clar-
ity must therefore decline.

2. Overlap Hypothesis. If issue density increases, and these issues contain ele-
ments in common with earlier issues, then jurisdictional span and jurisdic-
tional overlap will increase, and jurisdictional clarity must therefore decline.

These two hypotheses, combined, lead to the Jurisdictional Entropy Hypothesis.

3. Jurisdictional Entropy Hypothesis: Unless a legislature can find ways of drop-
ping issues from consideration (unlikely where new agencies have been cre-
ated via legislation), its jurisdictional system will tend toward increasing
complexity over time as issue-density increases. As issues are added they au-
tomatically create problems of span, and in practice they also create increas-
ing problems of overlap. Jurisdictional clarity declines as issue-density
increases.

Because a jurisdictionally clear committee system has collective benefits, de-
mands for reorganization often arise. We expect that these structural reforms
will have little long-lasting effect, because member preferences for issues will
undermine them (see also King 1997, Hardin 1998). More important, no re-
form can solve the problem of getting a relatively fixed committee to deal with
a constantly changing and ever-increasing set of issues.

4. Structural reforms of the committee system will have insignificant effects
on jurisdictional clarity (assessed as either span or overlap) in the long term.

As issue-density increases, members (and committee chairs, in particular) de-
mand more organizational capacity to handle the increased workload. Increas-
ing the number of subcommittees is one possible response, but this response
will have little effect on clarity. More important is the increase in committee
staff resources. This increase in staff resources then reinforces the ability of the
committee system as a whole to monitor a greater number of issues over time,
but it leads to further declines in jurisdictional clarity.

5. Increased issue-density leads to the growth of committee staff resources.
6. Growth in staff resources leads to declines in jurisdictional clarity (both span
and overlap).

It is not the increased activity of congressional committees per se that mat-
ters in declines in jurisdictional clarity. Rather the key variable is the increased
diversity of these actions. As a consequence, the co-evolutionary approach can
be distinguished from a theory based on organizational overload. The mere num-
ber of hearings held by Congress, for example, should not be as important as
the diversity of different topics being discussed. Further, staff resources and issue-
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density should be more important predictors of jurisdictional clarity than the
number of subcommittees.

If issues were not important and if internal factors alone affected congressio-
nal structures, then we would hypothesize that reforms would have dramatic and
simultaneous effects across the entire committee system. We expect, by con-
trast, to see a gradual decline in the clarity of the entire committee jurisdiction
system, but for this gradual decline to be composed of more dramatic changes
occurring at different times in different issue-areas. On an issue-by-issue basis,
jurisdictional clarity will show occasional rapid changes as new issues emerge
and the system adjusts first by increments, then by moving to a new jurisdic-
tional alignment. As new issues are recognized, new areas of jurisdictional au-
thority are granted. Because all issues do not rise on the agenda simultaneously,
and because structural reforms are not the primary factor in jurisdictional change,
overall levels of clarity should show more gradual change.

7. Changes in the clarity of the congressional committee system will be grad-
ual, reflecting different periods of more rapid change for particular issues or
particular committees.

We may state a final hypothesis about the clarity of the committee system as
a whole:

8. Declines in clarity should be proportionate to the increase in the density of
the congressional agenda and to the number of staff available to work on di-
verse issues.

Summary Indicators of the Clarity
of the Congressional Jurisdiction System

The hypotheses we detailed above imply changes in jurisdictional clarity, so
we need clear indicators of span and overlap that can be followed across time.
We develop indicators of clarity based on the proportion of total legislative at-
tention to a given issue across committees (for a measure of overlap) or the pro-
portion of total committee attention across issues (for a measure of span). Our
measure shows a value of 100 in the case of perfect jurisdictional clarity and a
value approaching 0 in the case of maximum overlap or span. Our measures are
simply Herfindahl indexes, a measure used by economists to assess market con-
centration (we multiply by 100 for ease of presentation). Following Hardin (1998),
political scientists have used the measure to assess jurisdictional concentration
(Baumgartner, Jones, and Rosenstiehl 1997; see also Gray and Lowery 1996;
Poole and Rosenthal 1997). For each issue, therefore, we can use a Herfindahl
score to summarize the degree to which a single committee dominates (a high
score) or shares authority with a large number of rivals (low score). Similarly,
for each committee, we can summarize the degree to which it focuses its atten-
tion on just a single issue (a high score) or spreads its attention across many
topics (low score). Both span and overlap are measured in the same way. Span
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indicates the range of attention of any particular committee; overlap indicates
the range of committees active for any particular issue.

The averages of the span and overlap scores provide measures of the overall
clarity of the entire committee jurisdiction system, which we call the Indices of
Jurisdictional Clarity.! These indices are, in effect, the sums of the indices of
span and the indices of overlap, divided by the maximum value possible for those
sums. Since the maximum scores would indicate the complete absence of juris-
dictional span or overlap, the indices of jurisdictional clarity indicate the clar-
ity of the committee system relative to a perfectly clear committee-based, structure-
induced equilibrium (SIE) system (Shepsle 1979; Shepsle and Weingast 1987).

Empirical Evidence

Jurisdictional Clarity: A Cross Section

The theory we have outlined above requires that we cross-tabulate congres-
sional committee structures with temporally consistent policy content codes for
the hearings that committees conduct. In order to do this, we have developed a
carefully validated set of content codes for congressional hearings. Our data set
consists of every congressional hearing reported by the Congressional Informa-
tion Service from 1947 to 1994, over 67,000 hearings in all. Each hearing is
assigned to one of 19 major topic categories such as agriculture, health, educa-
tion, and to one of 222 subtopics, based on the abstract and title of the hearing
as reported by CIS. Here we limit our focus to the major topics.>

Before we proceed to a test of the hypotheses, we examine jurisdictional clar-
ity for a single Congress. Our primary measure of jurisdictional claims here is

' The theoretical maximum for the sum of the Herfindahls is equal to the number of issues (for
the overlap matrix) or the number of committees (for the span matrix). So “averaging” the Herfind-
ahls is equivalent to dividing the sum of the Herfindahls by the number of issues or committees.
We define the Index of Jurisdictional Clarity, for the committee system as a whole, as the average
of the Herfindahls. It would have a value of 100 in the case of perfect clarity, and a score approach-
ing 0 in the case of maximum overlap or span. The index therefore presents a simple indicator of
the distance from absolute jurisdictional clarity of the system. It may be calculated for issues (over-
lap) and for committees (span):

IC, = > >, p3/N; > pf=1; N = the number of issues.
T i

UC, = >, > p3/K; X p2 =1; K = the number of committees.
T j

2Some apparent lack of clarity is inevitable because our coding rules are not the same as those
used in Congress. However, our argument hinges on changes in clarity, not their absolute levels.
Further, our coding rules and topic definitions are closer to what an outside observer would con-
sider to be typical definitions of the issues than are the congressional rules, since those are often
based on statutory precedents rather than generally understood meanings of common terms. Full
details on coding procedures and data set may be found at the Center for American Politics and
Public Policy web page at the University of Washington, http://depts.washington.edu/ampol/.
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a simple count of the number of hearings within a topical category that were
held by a particular committee. To ensure that this measure adequately assessed
jurisdictional claims, we also look at referral hearings only (those involving hear-
ings on bills referred to a committee by the parliamentarian). We also study
hearing-days, rather than simple counts of hearings, in order to adjust for the
scheduling of hearings on trivial matters. In both cases findings do not differ
materially from hearing counts. Table 2 shows the simple matrix of committee
coverage by topic, for the 102nd House of Representatives.

Several features are remarkable in the evidence presented in Table 2. First,
there is a lot of span and considerable overlap. Reading down the columns
shows the degree of overlap for each issue; looking across the rows shows the
degree of span for each committee. There are several issue-areas, such as for-
eign affairs, where the predominant committee holds the vast bulk of hearings
on the topic: In this case, one can see by reading down the columns that Topic
17 (Foreign Affairs) was the subject of 175 hearings in the 102™® House; 117
of these were indeed in the Foreign Affairs Committee. Education (Topic 6 in
the table), agriculture (4), and interior (19) also tend to have relatively clear
jurisdictions, with a single committee holding the bulk of the hearings in these
issue-areas. (Even these issue-areas, representing the clearest cases, would not
correspond to a definition of clear jurisdictional authority. Various elements of
each issue-area escape from the control of the most relevant committee.) Much
more common than these areas of relatively little committee overlap are those
areas such as health (Topic 3), labor (5), environment (7), energy (8), trans-
portation (9), law (10), commerce (13), defense (14), or trade (16), where no
single committee dominates the entire issue-area. As any lobbyist knows, the
typical issue-area in Congress is subject to the potential intervention and ac-
tivity of a number of committees, each claiming a different part of the juris-
dictional action.

Table 2 also shows the broad span of most committee activities, as can be
seen by reading across the rows. A few committees, notably Armed Services,
Interior, Post Office, and Foreign Affairs, limit the bulk of their activities to the
single issue-area that defines their jurisdiction (or, in the case of Education and
Labor, the two areas that define their activities). Much more common is the sit-
uation where a committee is active in two or more related areas (e.g., Agricul-
ture is active not only in the area of agriculture but also in interior—because of
public lands issues—and the environment—because of pesticides, land, and wa-
ter quality issues). More common still are those committees that have become
active in quite a number of relatively disparate topics. Only 8 of the 21 stand-
ing committees of the 102nd House held half or more or their hearings in a
single issue-area. Many committees spread their attention across four or more
issue-areas. Note the broad spans of Energy and Commerce, Ways and Means,
and Appropriations. These powerful committees have extremely broad spans of
attention and influence.

The right-most column in Table 2 presents the Index of Span. High scores
indicate a narrow span of attention, as in the case of Armed Services: With 63
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of its 82 hearings on a single topic, its index score is a relatively high 60.> Low
numbers, such as the 13 for Ways and Means, show that that committee spreads
its attention across many issue-areas. The last row of Table 2 shows the Index
of Overlap for each of our 19 issue-areas. This index summarizes the degree to
which hearings on a given topic are concentrated in few committees or spread
across many. No issue gets a score of over 50; the average is just 25. In any
case, looking either at span or at overlap, the picture that emerges from Table 2
is one of a great deal of jurisdictional ambiguity.

According to our data, education issues are among the most straightforward
of all in terms of committee jurisdictions, with an overlap score of 48 in Table 2,
above. For the sake of example, therefore, and to illustrate the degree to which
jurisdictional ambiguity is a fact of congressional life, consider the committees
that a university president might be called upon to deal with. A simple reading
of House Rule X shows the following: “Education matters generally” go to the
Committee on Education and the Workforce (Rule X-f-6). However, activities
having to do with agricultural colleges and experiment stations, agricultural re-
search, agricultural education extension services, and home economics are re-
ferred to the committee on Agriculture (X-a-4, 5, 6, 16). Biomedical research
goes to Commerce (X-e-1); international education goes to International Rela-
tions (X-i-8); mining schools and experiment stations are under the jurisdiction
of the Committee on Resources (X-1-14); the National Science Foundation, sci-
ence scholarships, and scientific research in general go to the Committee on Sci-
ence (X-n-10, 13, 14); education of veterans, of course, goes to Veterans’ Affairs
(X-r-3). Defense research projects, often done on college campuses, go to Armed
Services, of course. Finally, according to Rule X, section 3, clause ¢, “The Com-
mittee on Education and the Workforce shall have the function of reviewing, study-
ing, and coordinating, on a continuing basis, all laws, programs, and Government
activities dealing with or involving domestic educational programs and institu-
tions, and programs of student assistance, which are within the jurisdiction of
other committees.”

In other words, for the case that appears to be one of the simplest, there are
at least eight committees with Rule X authority over some parts of education
matters generally. This does not include tax issues such as the tuition credit in-
cluded in the 1997 deficit reduction bill; tax matters, relating to education or
anything else, go to Ways and Means.*

3We multiply our scores by 100 for ease of presentation. Note that the Herfindahl index, based
on the squared proportions of hearings, is exponential: A decline from perfect clarity, with a com-
mittee’s attention on only one topic, to attention evenly split between two topics, would lead to a
drop from 100 to 50 in the Index score, a 50-point drop; but a decline from attention split among
four topics to an even split among five topics would lead to a 5-point drop—from 25 to 20. The
lowest possible score for the Index of Span with 19 issues is 5.3; for the Index of Overlap with 21
committees, the minimum is 4.8.

*This remarkable jurisdictional situation is subsequent to the Republican reforms designed to
clarify and simplify the congressional committee system undertaken in 1995 (although several schol-
ars have noted that these reforms had only a modest impact; see King 1997; Deering and Smith
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Our theory leads us to expect few differences between the House and Senate.
In spite of the larger size of the House, both bodies must face an increasingly
crowded policy agenda. One important difference between the House and Sen-
ate concerns the ability of Senators to amend legislation on the floor, avoiding
the closed rules that are more common in the House. This difference should make
Senators on the whole slightly less concerned with establishing committee ju-
risdictions on bill referrals in areas partially covered by other committees.

A comparison of Table 2 with an equivalent table for the 102nd Senate shows
that the two bodies are remarkably similar in their inabilities to avoid problems
of span and overlap. Just as in the House, there are a few areas where a single
committee enjoys relatively complete control over an issue-area. Education, in-
terior, foreign affairs, and energy matters are characterized by relatively clear
committee jurisdictions. On the other hand, the general picture of jurisdictional
overlap is roughly similar to what we observed in the House. The average over-
lap score for the 19 topic areas in the 102nd House was 25; for the Senate, 31.
Similarly, the average span score for the committees of the 102nd House was
32; for the Senate, 28.

Trends toward Jurisdictional Entropy

In this section we show how our indicators of jurisdictional clarity have changed
over time, for both the House and the Senate. In Table 2 above we presented
our two indicators of clarity for a single Congress. In Table 3 we show the in-
dex of overlap for each of our 19 issue areas over time, with a summary indi-
cator of the average degree of overlap in the last row.

Table 3 makes clear that the drift toward organizational entropy in the House
of Representatives has not affected each area of policy equally.” Some issue-
areas, such as education, agriculture, and science, have remained relatively clear
in their jurisdictional arrangements. Others, including health, energy, and the
environment, have never been characterized by a clear committee structure. Most
issue-areas, however, have exhibited a marked increase in the number of com-
mittees showing some level of activity, as reflected in the generally declining
clarity scores in the table. These movements toward greater overlap have oc-
curred at different times for different issues. The combined effects of the trends
evident from Table 3 are a general, and relatively gradual, decline in overall in-
dicators of jurisdictional clarity for the House, findings that are closely paral-
leled, again, in the Senate. These figures are reported for the House in the last

1997). The example comes from the 105" Congress; the situation is similar to that in other Con-
gresses before or since.

5 A significant complication in the dataset concerns the release of previously unpublished hear-
ings by CIS. Many House and Senate committee hearings were originally not made public, espe-
cially in the early years. CIS has progressively been making these hearings available, but this process
is not complete. We have ensured that the findings reported in this paper are robust with respect to
the problem. For a full discussion, see Hunt, et al., 1997.
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FIGURE 1

Declining Jurisdictional Clarity in the House and Senate.
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row of Table 3. A clear and gradual trend is apparent. Figure 1 shows this trend
for the House as well as the Senate.

Figure 1 shows two indices of jurisdictional clarity for both the House and
the Senate. The Index of Overlap corresponds to the average figures from Table 3
and refers to the degree of jurisdictional clarity by issue. The Index of Span
considers the same question by committee: High scores indicate that the com-
mittees focus on just one or a few issues each; low scores indicate that the com-
mittees delve into many different issue-areas. Both indices tell a similar story:
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The typical committee in both the House and the Senate now spreads its atten-
tion more broadly than in the early post-war period.

The combined effects of increased attention to new issues, new ways of un-
derstanding old issues, and rivalries among existing committees are a drift to-
ward organizational entropy. The trends shown in Figure 1 are the result of many
small changes occurring in different issue-areas at different times. Even though
the Senate has not used the same rules for jurisdictional arrangements as the
House, and even though the two bodies have had different periods of institu-
tional reform, the two show remarkably similar trends toward organizational en-
tropy. Jurisdictional divisions among the committees, never perfect, have become
increasingly confusing as the years have gone by. This process has been remark-
ably similar in both chambers, suggesting that institutional reforms, habits, and
rules cannot be the explanation for them.

Explaining the Decline in Jurisdictional Clarity

Our explanation of the decline in jurisdictional clarity focuses on several points:
increasing issue-density, institutional reforms such as the decentralization of com-
mittee power, and the rise of committee staff. We explore each of these in turn
before moving to a general test of the various rival explanations simultaneously.

Increasing Issue-Density

We may measure issue-density using our dataset by examining the number
of topics and subtopics that were the subject of hearings over the period of study.
If we compare the topics discussed in congressional hearings in the early post-
war period with those in more recent times, we can see a dramatic shift in the
range of congressional attention. In the early period (80" to the 85™ Con-
gress), 60% of all congressional hearings concerned just three topics: Govern-
ment Operations (21%), Defense (20%), and Public Lands, Indian Affairs, and
Water Management (19%). No other issue-area accounted for over 5% of the
total number of hearings. In contrast, in the later period (97™ to 102™¢ Con-
gress), no issue received more than 11% of the total congressional attention.
Several topics, such as energy, health care, the environment, and banking, fi-
nance, and domestic commerce, grew from being the subject of only trivial lev-
els of congressional attention to accounting for more than 5% of congressional
hearings. Figure 2 shows the dramatic increase in the breadth of congressional
attention over time.

The trends toward jurisdictional complexity were not limited only to a small
number of issue-areas; rather they stem from a general increase in attention to
a great number of topics. Figure 3 shows the number of subtopics in our data-
base that were the subject of five or more hearings in each Congress. (Count-
ing the number of subtopics with more than one, five, or ten hearings per Congress,
counting the numbers with more than one, five, or ten days of hearings, or cal-
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FIGURE 2

The Increased Spread of Congressional Attention Over Time.
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culating an index of concentration based on a Herfindahl score separately for
each Congress shows a similar trend.)

Whether we consider the simple number of our topics that are the subject of
a minimum of congressional attention in a given Congress or construct a more
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FIGURE 3

Number of Subtopics with at Least 5 Hearings.
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inclusive index of the spread of congressional attention, we see a continuing
trend over time toward greater diversity. Congresses of the 1990s deal with a
much greater diversity of issues than did those of the 1950s. How has the insti-
tution reacted to the rise of so many new issues?

Committee Organization and Staff Resources

Congress has had two important reactions to the dramatic rise in the num-
bers of issues in the post-war period. First, it has given itself the means to ex-
plore this expanded policy agenda by organizational reforms, and, second, it
has increased the size of its professional committee staff. The expansion of sub-
commiittees and the use of select committees graphically illustrate the congres-
sional struggle with the jurisdiction problem. Nelson (1993, xxix) notes that
subcommittees and committee assignments have both grown in the modern pe-
riod. Both the number of subcommittees holding hearings and the size of com-
mittee staff increased as the legislative workload reached its peak in the 1970s.
We can measure both the sizes of committee staff and the number of subcom-
mittees for each Congress; our analysis below includes these indicators as well
as a simple count of the number of hearings, a measure of workload.

Structural Reforms

The modern set of committee jurisdictions in Congress was largely estab-
lished with the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946. Congress is more or less
continually adjusting its governing rules, but only the reforms of the mid-
1970s are likely to have had impacts on jurisdictional clarity (Schickler 1999).
Fortunately, it is straightforward to test for the effect of these reforms (1974 in
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the House; 1977 in the Senate; testing for the effects of the 1995 reforms in the
House will have to await the collection of sufficient data over several years).

Statistical Tests of a Full Model of Jurisdictional Entropy

We are now in a position to combine the considerations above into a single
model of congressional jurisdictional entropy. In particular, we are interested in
the extent to which the influx of new issues affects committee jurisdictional clar-
ity in comparison to internal organizational factors. We test the following model:

C,=a+ B+ y0,+ 6H, + (R, + ¢

C is jurisdictional clarity (assessed as the average Herfindahl score for over-
lap); I is issue-density (assessed as the number of distinct subtopics on which
at least one hearing was held); O is organizational capacity (assessed as the size
of professional staff); H is the number of hearings conducted; and R is struc-
tural reform (0 before the reform; 1 after). Because jurisdictional clarity must
adjust instantaneously to changes in issue-density and capacity, we hypothesize
simultaneous temporal effects; that is, no lags are postulated (this is particu-
larly appropriate considering that our data are annual, not broken into finer pe-
riods of time). The hypotheses we test are that issue-density and organizational
capacity (staff resources) lead to declines in clarity, but neither the overall level
of hearing activity nor organizational reforms have any effect on clarity. This
implies the following pattern of expected coefficients:

B<0;,y<0;6=¢=0.

Tables 4 and 5 present the results of a series of statistical tests of this model.
We present separate estimations of the basic model, three each for the House
(Table 4) and for the Senate (Table 5). In Part A of each table, we present the
model and results for all hearings. Since committees can hold non-referral hear-
ings on any topic, but only get bill referrals if they have established jurisdiction
in the area, we consider non-referral and referral hearings separately in parts B
and C of the two tables. Model 1 presents results including our measure of issue-
density and staff size as well the simple number of hearings and a binary vari-
able for major institutional reforms (1974 in the House; 1977 in the Senate).
Models 2 and 3 present simpler tests, eliminating the superfluous variables and
showing the predictive power of a model of the decline in jurisdictional clarity
based on the combination of staff size and issue-density. (An examination of
Figures 1 and 2 shows that the series are non-stationary; the series display dis-
tinct autocorrelation. Simply differencing was unsatisfactory, as tests indicated
that the results were over-differenced. Therefore we present GLS estimates here,
with satisfactory results.)

Tables 4 and 5 show clearly that a simple model can explain much of the de-
cline in jurisdictional clarity across the post-war period. Jurisdictional clarity is
inversely related to the number of distinct issues being considered by the leg-
islative body and to the level of organizational resources directed at the inves-
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TABLE 4
Explaining the Decline of Jurisdictional Clarity in the U.S. House,
1947-92.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B t-ratio B t-ratio B t-ratio
A. All Hearings (34,284)
Constant 56.51 1424  56.54 14.21 56.81 15.27
Issue-density —0.15 =370 —0.14 -3.67 —0.14 —3.74
Staff size -0.001 -036 —0.002 —062 —0.002 -—124
1974 reforms —-1.92 —-049 —0.79 -0.21
Number of hearings 0.002 0.93
Adjusted R? 0.84 0.84 0.84
Durbin’s & —0.18 -0.26 —0.18
Akaike Criterion 9.12 8.91 8.54
B: Non-Referral Hearings (17,009)
Constant 83.72 2627  84.17 31.15 82.54 23.09
Issue-density —0.13 —-2.67 —0.14 —-3.27 -—0.15 —2.99
Staff size -0.019 -—-3.08 —0.02 —-3.19 -0.014 —454
1974 reforms 9.62 1.21 8.98 1.26
Number of hearings —0.005 —0.65
Adjusted R? 0.90 0.90 0.90
Durbin’s & 2.53 2.60 3.05
Akaike Criterion 28.98 27.93 28.44
C: Referral Hearings (17,275)
Constant 66.01 11.03  61.53 10.35  62.38 11.21
Issue-density —0.12 —-196 —0.16 —-2.92 —0.16 —2.98
Staff size —-0.003 —0.52 0.004 0.86 0.003 1.11
1974 reforms 3.90 0.66 1.22 0.22
Number of hearings -0.01 —-2.07
Adjusted R? 44 40 41
Durbin’s 4 -0.52 —0.28 —0.33
Akaike Criterion 19.13 20.15 19.31

N = 46 for all models

Notes: The dependent variable in each model is an index of jurisdictional overlap based on the
numbers of hearings listed, calculated separately for each year. The maximum theoretical value of
100 indicates a complete absence of overlap, a committee system where each issue falls into the
jurisdiction of only one committee. Lower scores indicate greater jurisdictional overlap.

Entries are GLS regression coefficients. Models A and C exhibit first-order autocorrelation, and
they are corrected using Shazam’s AUTO procedure. Model B exhibits significant autocorrelation
and mild heteroskedasticity, and it is corrected using Shazam’s AUTCOV = 1 procedure. For model
B, first- and second-order autocorrelation and difference models were tested; results were similar

for all.
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TABLE 5
Explaining the Decline of Jurisdictional Clarity in the U.S. Senate,
1947-92.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
B t-ratio B t-ratio B t-ratio
A. All Hearings (25,423)
Constant 66.18 18.82  66.05 18.77 6590 19.31
Issue-density —0.13 =239 -0.10 —-2.32 —0.10 —2.35
Staff size -0.014 —-352 —0014 —351 —0.014 —3.78
1977 reforms 0.63 0.40 0.34 0.22
Number of hearings 0.005 0.81
Adjusted R? 0.83 0.83 .84
Durbin’s 4 0.07 0.01 0.01
Akaike Criterion 11.83 11.51 11.03
B: Non-Referral Hearings (12,761)
Constant 88.33 19.57 9091 17.21 91.21 17.90
Issue-density —0.09 —-1.55 —0.16 —-240 —0.16 —2.43
Staff size —0.02 —430 —0.03 —438 —0.03 —4.97
1977 reforms 0.66 035 —0.61 —0.25
Number of hearings —0.03 —-3.12
Adjusted R? 0.90 0.89 .89
Durbin’s A —1.14 1.04 1.02
Akaike Criterion 20.68 23.14 22.17
C: Referral Hearings (12,662)
Constant 77.81 16.55  75.33 15.25 73.93 14.57
Issue-density —0.11 —-1.67 —0.20 -323 —-0.20 -3.16
Staff size —0.003 —0.62 0.005 0.10 0.005 0.89
1977 reforms 0.22 0.09 3.78 1.76
Number of hearings —0.04 —2.60
Adjusted R? 0.53 0.46 0.44
Durbin’s & —0.28 041 -0.33
Akaike Criterion 20.47 22.82 23.37

N = 46 for all models

Notes: The dependent variable in each model is an index of jurisdictional overlap based on the
numbers of hearings listed, calculated separately for each year. The maximum theoretical value of
100 indicates a complete absence of overlap, a committee system where each issue falls into the
jurisdiction of only one committee. Lower scores indicate greater jurisdictional overlap. Entries are
GLS regression coefficients, correcting for first-order autocorrelation using Shazam’s AUTO procedure.

tigation of issues. Legislative reforms and the gross number of hearings are not
generally related to clarity. Even though they generally fall short of signifi-
cance, the reform coefficients are in the direction of increased clarity for both
the House and Senate. An examination of Figure 1 suggests the possibility that
the reforms may have nudged the system towards greater clarity, but only for a
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very brief period. Generally speaking, the reforms had very little effect on clar-
ity, especially in the case of referral hearings, where their effects fail to reach
statistical significance in either chamber. Substantively, the effects of reform ap-
pear to be modest and short-lived.

The number of issues Congress deals with, and the level of organizational
resources the committees control, on the other hand, appear to have important
substantive and statistically significant impacts on the clarity of the jurisdiction
system. During the period studied, the number of distinct subtopics that have
been the subject of a hearing has increased from approximately 100 to about
180. This rise in issue-density has a great impact on clarity, since an increase
of 80 subtopics would be related to a decrease of about 12 points in clarity in
the House, according to our model. (For every 10 new policy subtopics added
for consideration in a year, our coefficients indicate that the clarity index de-
clines by 1.5 in the House and 1.3 in the Senate.) Organizational resources, re-
flected in committee staffs, also play an important role; these have increased
significantly over the same period. Together, these two variables alone can ac-
count for the vast bulk of the decline in jurisdictional clarity that we have doc-
umented; in the case of referral hearings, they together account for approximately
half of the observed variance.

Our simple model holds for both the House and the Senate, and for referral
hearings as well as for non-referrals. Jurisdictional clarity is more sensitive to
increases in issue-density for non-referral hearings as is to be expected; juris-
dictions are less formalized in this case (Talbert, Jones, and Baumgartner 1995;
Hardin 1998). Other analyses, not presented here, confirm the robustness of these
findings, as well as the value of the simple model. No further statistically sig-
nificant relationships are added when we look at the number of subcommittees
active in a given year, running the models separately excluding those topics with
high numbers of hearings held in executive sessions, or including only those
hearings that were originally published by CIS.°

The relationship between our two explanatory variables is clearly complex:
Issue-density and staff size are interconnected. While there is some ambiguity
in our findings because of this, the results do suggest that an increase in issue-
density leads to a subsequent (and long-lasting) increase in staff size. This, in

SWe also ran a model adding a variable for the percentage of new members in the House or Sen-
ate in a given Congress (an indicator of the potentially new areas of interest that could characterize
newly arrived members of Congress); it is not significant. One variable is often significant: the
number of subcommittees active in a given year. This indicator of institutional capacity is highly
correlated with our preferred measure: staff size. Including both staff size and number of subcom-
mittees in the same models creates problems of multi-collinearity and interpretation. In general,
however, the staff size variable reflects better our idea of institutional capacity, and it provides more
powerful statistical findings than the simple number of subcommittees active. When we drop the
number of staff and include only the number of subcommittees, however, this variable also per-
forms quite well. Both variables reflect the institutional capacity of Congress simultaneously to at-
tend to a greater number of issues, and therefore either variable would be consistent with our theoretical
expectations. All in all, we tested 220 different models in our search for alternative specifications
and find the pattern of results presented in Tables 4 and 5 to be highly robust.
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turn, helps justify a continued interest in a broader range of issues. Staff size is
both a result and a cause of the increased diversity of attention in most congres-
sional committees. Together, these self-reinforcing developments help explain
the increasingly competitive and overlapping nature of committee jurisdictions
over the post-war period.

Conclusions: Issue-Structure Co-Evolution

One may view the maintenance of a legislative committee system as a trade-
off between the collective goods of use to the legislature and the individual goods
useful to particular legislators. A jurisdictionally clear committee system has
important collective benefits for a legislature and for each of its members. On
the other hand, individual legislators would like the institution to take up their
favored issues, and they would like to be able to raise these issues from the com-
mittees on which they sit. These contradictory preferences lead them to prefer
a set of structural arrangements (clear committee jurisdictions), but also to ad-
vocate the introduction of previously ignored issues into the legislative process,
even when these threaten to break down the structural clarity that they covet.
The result of these competing legislative preferences is the co-evolutionary pro-
cess we describe.

This system is under continual perturbations from both external and internal
sources. External to the system are social and economic changes. Internally, leg-
islators themselves may act as policy entrepreneurs, destabilizing existing ar-
rangements via changing issue definitions. The result of these forces, pushing
(and pulling) new issues on the congressional agenda, is an ever-more-difficult
task of dividing up the various jurisdictions. The decline in jurisdictional clar-
ity that we describe is not a pathology, and it is not subject to any single “cure.”
Rather, it is an inevitable consequence of an ever-more-dense public agenda.
As Congress considers a greater number of distinct issues, the clarity of its com-
mittee system inevitably has had to decline.

Both informational and distributional theories of legislative organization pre-
suppose some degree of jurisdictional clarity. Neither gains from trade nor in-
formational collective benefits can accrue without clear jurisdictions. Yet
jurisdictional clarity among congressional committees has never been as great
across the board as is assumed in the literature. Moreover, jurisdictional clarity
is dynamic: Clarity has declined in both the House and the Senate over time.
We have presented a model of changes in clarity consisting of two primary vari-
ables: institutional capacity (staff size) and issue-density. These findings hold
for both chambers, for bill referral and non-referral hearings, and they with-
stand comparison with various rival hypotheses. Our model does not explain all
changes in jurisdictional clarity; there is still room for differences in abilities
of committee chairs in claiming jurisdictions for their committees. Models of
legislative behavior should take account of the increasingly competitive nature
of committee jurisdictions (see King 1997; see also Bimber 1996, ch. 6 for a
discussion of how competing committees used the Office of Technology Assess-
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ment as a means of claiming or defending turf by requesting technical studies
justifying their activities in a policy area).

Today’s committee system is chock-a-block with conflicting, overlapping, re-
dundant, and confusing jurisdictional arrangements, despite periodic attempts
to simplify the committee system and make it more responsive to the majority.
On the other hand, this is not a completely entropic committee system, as can
be clearly seen in Table 2. It is a system that continues to provide collective
benefits, albeit not at the level associated with complete jurisdictional clarity.
Given the strong pressures toward entropy (collective defection in the assur-
ance game), it may seem puzzling that any non-entropic committee system is
maintained by a legislature. The clear benefits to any organization of “superior
organizational forms”—specialization of labor—act as a countervailing force.
As a consequence, the congressional committee system is continually out of equi-
librium, continually adjusting to contradictory pressures, and generally not re-
flecting the predictions of either the collective goods or the individualistic
perspectives. One predicts clarity; the other, entropy. In reality, we have a con-
tinually evolving system with elements of both.

These findings have a number of implications. It is at least worth consider-
ing whether the emergence of stronger legislative parties in the latter quarter of
the 20 century (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Rohde 1991; 1995) reflects the
inability of the committee system to accomplish legislative goals. Where com-
peting committee chairs clash, party leaders must intervene. Where powerful
committee chairs each work in isolation from each other in their respective and
independent policy fiefdoms, party leadership is weak as compared to these com-
mittee leaders. Similarly, where committees clearly control information con-
cerning a given policy area, floor amendments and floor activities are less likely
to be substantial. Hall (1996, 213) shows, for example, that members of “re-
lated” committees show little deference to committee bills when these are de-
bated on the House floor. As clarity declines, there are greater chances that more
members will have some specialized policy expertise related to a given ques-
tion even if the legislation was not reported from their committee. Norms of
deference require norms of specialization; where specialization is less appar-
ent, deference should be expected to be less as well. In sum, the findings pre-
sented here have important implications for a variety of elements of congressional
behavior, including the roles of floor majorities and of party leaders. Informa-
tional theories of congressional organization imply that committee members in-
vest in becoming experts in their policy areas because of expected deference
from the floor, and that the floor benefits from the acquired expertise so pur-
chased. Our understanding of the biased expertise of competing committees may
imply even greater informational advantages for the floor. With competing ex-
perts, the floor need not grant a monopoly to any committee. In any case, our
findings have a number of implications for theories of congressional organiza-
tion; future research should clarify many of these.

There are broader implications as well. Jurisdictional entropy contains an im-
portant paradox: The very mechanism that leads to jurisdictional entropy also
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gives policy entrepreneurs the opportunity to press for change. The overlap be-
tween issues makes predicting policy outcomes more difficult since jurisdic-
tions sometimes change, but this dynamic also gives the institution greater ability
to produce policy change as new ways emerge of thinking about old issues. Clar-
ity of jurisdictional authority may be efficient in some senses, but it can lead to
entrenched and sometimes unrepresentative subsystems of power. Many schol-
ars have noted that the committee system in Congress creates incentives for “high
demanders” to attempt to gain seats on those committees with control over the
particular area of policy that most affects or interests them. A committee sys-
tem with broad and vaguely defined jurisdictions would be much less likely to
develop such biases than a system of committees where each one held unques-
tioned authority over a narrow, but clearly defined, issue-area. As a conse-
quence, a jurisdictionally muddled committee system may facilitate shared
expertise, compromise, and, quite possibly, democratic outcomes.
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