
Congress



The Incumbency Advantage
Â Advertising:

Â The goal is to be visible to 
voters.

Â Frequent trips home & 
newsletters are used.

Â Credit Claiming:

ÂCasework: providing help to 
individual constituents.

ÂPork Barrel: federal projects 
and grants that benefit a 
congressional district or 
state.

ÂEarmark: a provision in a bill 
that benefits a particular 
group.



The Incumbency Advantage
Â Position Taking:

ÂPortray themselves as 
hard working, dedicated 
individuals.

ÂOccasionally take a 
partisan stand on an 
issue.

Â Weak Opponents:

ÂMost opponents are 
inexperienced in politics.

ÂMost opponents are 
unorganized and 
underfunded.



Incumbency in the House 

and Senate
ÂThe House has a higher rate of 

incumbency reelection than the 

Senate

ÂHouse members serve in small, often 

safe districts

ÂHouse members serve two year terms.

ÂHouse members run for reelection 

almost all of the time.



Why Incumbents Sometimes 

Lose
Â Incumbents may become involved 

in a scandal.

Â Incumbents may be redistricted out 

of their seat and may face another 

incumbent in their new district.

ÂRedistricting may cause a seat to 

become competitive.

ÂThere might be a ñthrow the bums 

outò sentiment.



Powers of Congress

ÂLawmaking

ÂLay and collect taxes

ÂSpend Money

ÂRegulate commerce

ÂDeclare war

ÂCreate courts



The Congressional Process

Â Legislation:

Â Bill: A proposed law.

Â Anyone can draft a bill, but 

only members of Congress 

can introduce them.

Â Party leaders play a vital role 

in steering bills through both 

houses.

Â Many people influence a 

lawmakers decisionsé



Representative

Colleagues

Constituents Staff

Caucuses Party &

President

Interest Groups

Political Action Committees

How Members Make Decisions



Logrolling

ÂLogrolling means exchanging votes 

for favors.

ÂñIôll vote for your bill if you vote for 

my bill.ò



Congressional Leadership

¸The House
ï Led by Speaker of the 

House- elected by House 

members.

ï Presides over the House

ï Controls what bills go to 

which committees

ïMajor role in committee 

assignments and legislation.

ï Liaison to the president

ï Majority/Minority 

Leaders/Whips

¸The Senate

ïOfficially led by 

Vice President.

ïReally lead by 

Majority Leader-

chosen by party 

members.

ïMinority leader and 

whips



"Congress in session is Congress on public 

exhibition, whilst Congress in its committee-

rooms is Congress at work.



The Big Picture

ÂWhy are committees necessary?

ÂHow many lawmakers serve on a 
committee?

ÂHow many committees does a 
lawmaker serve on?

ÂWhat do committees do?

ÂHold hearings

ÂMarkup and amend bills

ÂVote on bills



What are the different 

types of Committees?
Â Four types of committees:

ÂStanding committees: 
subject matter 
committees handle 
different policy areas.

ÂJoint committees: Made 
up of House & Senate 
members.

ÂConference committees: 
resolve differences in 
House and Senate bills.

ÂSelect committees: 
created for a specific 
purpose.



Permanent Committees of Congress

House Standing Committee

Agriculture

Appropriations

Armed services

Budget

Education 

Judiciary

International Relations

Rules

Science

Transportation and Infrastructure

Veterans Affairs

Ways and Means

Senate Standing 

Committee

Agriculture

Appropriations

Armed Services

Budget

Banking, Housing, and Urban 

Affairs

Environment

Foreign Relations

Indian Affairs

Judiciary

Small Business

Veteransô Affairs



ÂWhat is Seniority Rule?

ÂWhat factors go into who serves on 

a standing committee?

ÂSpecializationðfor example if youôre 

from a farm state you want to serve on 

the agricultural committee

ÂWhat House Committees are the 

most powerful and why?



Rules Committee

ÂWhy is it important?  

ÂThe rules committee is like the ñtraffic 

copò



Some other important 

Committees
ÂHouse Appropriations Committee: 

sets funds for specific projects and 

programs.

ÂHouse Ways and Means 

Committee: considers tax bills

ÂSenate Finance Committee: 

considers tax bills



End



Legislative Committees:
Function & Purpose

Consider bills: Committees may send 

bills to the floor, kill them, or 

amend them.

A bill with a member s mark-up notes



How Congress is Organized 

to Make Policy

Â Getting on the Committee: Chairs and the Seniority 
System.

Â The chair is the most important position for 
controlling legislation.

Â Seniority on the committee is a general rule, and 
members may choose the chair of their committee.

Â Majority party always gets chairman

Â Committee numbers will reflect the percentage of 
Democrats and Republicans in the body as a whole.


