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Party leaders and committee chairs are rarely studied side by side. This study takes
a step toward resolving that shortcoming by using an approach developed by David
Mayhew to content analyze 3,163 original leadership “actions” from the Washington
Post to demonstrate how leadership is exercised in the US House before and after the
1970 reforms. Existing studies demonstrate a shift in the locus of power from committee
chairs to party leaders. This study details that transformation by illustrating how these
leaders operate and reveals a shift in the number and type of leadership maneuvers that
capture the essence of the reforms. Mainly, committee chairs were more likely to lead by
legislating and party leaders are shown to lead by taking stands. The results also provide
comparative evidence that party leaders had a greater connection to the president than
chairs.

The distribution of power in the US House of Representatives has continually ebbed
and flowed between parties and their leaders and committees and their chairs (Bensel
2000). Most recently, the leadership hierarchy shifted from committee to party lead-
ership that coincided with the 1970s legislative reforms (Rohde 1991). The 1920s
through 1970s were known as the prereform or committee government era. Com-
mittees and their chairs controlled the legislative process so much that “baron” and
“czar”—once reserved to describe domineering Speakers—resurfaced to describe
the extent of control wielded by some chairmen (Galloway 1953; Huntington 1973).
Conversely, the 1980s saw centralized party leadership reassert itself at the helm
of the legislative process in what is now called the party government era (Rohde
1991; Sinclair 1983, 1997). While most agree that a shift in the locus of power from
committee chairs to party leaders took place, we know less about how these leaders
operated during their reign.

This study examines the behavior of party leaders and committee chairs using
six case studies of leadership before and after the 1970s reforms. Drawing from
conclusions made by scholars about the changing locus of decision making, the key
research question is how have party leaders and committee chairs operated in the
public sphere? What sort of tasks illustrates their differences? When is one set of
leaders more or less visible? As the locus of power moved from committee leadership
to party leadership, I argue that we should expect to observe changes in the behavior
of these leaders.

This study is the first publication from my dissertation and I have benefitted from many suggestions,
discussions, and some not so gentle, but much needed, prodding along the way. I gratefully acknowledge
Larry Dodd, Rich Conley, Beth Rosenson, Dan Smith, Elizabeth Dale, David Mayhew, Katie Dunn Tenpas,
Mark Wrighton, Matthew Green, Eric Schickler, Randall Strahan, Jason Gainous, Ryan Bakker, Matt
Stambaugh, and the anonymous reviewers.
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292 Social Science History

Using an approach developed by David Mayhew, I collect and code leadership
“actions” from the front pages of the Washington Post newspaper. Actions are defined
as “moves by members of Congress,” or more simply, when members of Congress
“do something” (Mayhew 2000: x, 37), and I use them as indicators of leadership
behavior. Examples of actions include introduction of legislation, making a speech,
and meeting with the president. Using the Washington Post’s reporting on public
affairs, six case studies show the types of maneuvers party leaders and committee
chairs engaged in and provide evidence consistent with the conventional wisdom that
their role changed. Specifically, committee chairs performed more actions relative to
party leaders in each of the committee era case studies and party leaders’ actions were
greater than chairs following the reforms. The data also reveal that committee chairs
led by legislating in the prereform Congresses. More recently, party leaders have
operated by taking stands. These findings contribute to our knowledge of the reforms
by showing a change in the distribution of influence through leadership actions.1

Beyond demonstrating leader behavior, this study identifies a unique connection that
party leaders have with the president that is found in both eras. While others have
recognized this link, it has not been shown in relation to committee chairs. This is
especially significant for identifying an area of actions where party leaders lead in
the age of strong committees.

These patterns are uncovered with an original data set identifying 3,163 actions
performed by party leaders and committee chairs in six Congresses: 1949–50 (81st),
1965–66 (89th), 1981–82 (97th), 1987–88 (100th), 1995–96 (104th), and 2009–10
(111th). These cases cover pre- and postreform periods.2 In the analysis that follows,
the general “theoretical” consensus of scholars concerning the nature of leadership
is tested. If the distribution of influence moved from committee leadership to party
leadership, I argue a change in the number and type of actions that these leaders
perform should be apparent. An action-based definition of leadership allows me to
test the leading perspectives about the nature of congressional leadership. “Actions”
provide a systematic and quantifiable method for comparing the behavior of party
leaders and committee chairs before and after the reforms.

The next section provides a brief overview of how scholars typically character-
ize party leaders and committee chairs. My action-based leadership hypotheses are
framed by these theoretical perspectives. The third section specifies the methodology
for collecting leadership actions. The fourth section presents the data in descriptive

1. While the 1970s reforms are used as the backdrop for this study, I do not explicitly test whether
changes in leadership actions are a result of the reforms, including changes in party and constituencies, nor
do the six Congresses examined here supply sufficient data points for making that determination. Rather,
the possibility that the reforms shaped leader actions is introduced.

2. A comparison of party leaders and committee chairs necessitates that only members of the majority
party are included because only members of the majority party are committee chairs. For purposes of
this research “party leaders” include the Speaker of the House, the Majority Leader, the Majority Whip,
and the Democratic Caucus chair or Republican Conference chair depending on which party holds the
majority. The committee chairmen included for study are the chairmen of the standing committees only.
No subcommittee, special, select, joint, or ad hoc committee chairs are included. It is important to note that
the Caucus/Conference chair did not play a significant leadership role during the committee government
era, but was included as a baseline for comparison with the party era (Rohde 1991).
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fashion and reveals a shift in leadership behavior and level of activity. Finally, the
conclusion discusses the importance of this type of research. Namely, this unique
data set, coupled with existing theoretical foundations, can enrich our understanding
of the impact of reforms for how party leaders and committee chairs operate in their
positions and with the president.

Dominant Theoretical Perspectives and Hypotheses

A generation of scholars writing about the post–World War II, prereform era de-
scribed the strength of committee chairs who ruled the legislative process with near
autonomy. Committee chairs controlled the legislative agenda and outcomes because
their assignments were essentially guaranteed through the norm of seniority (Polsby
et al. 1969: 789). They received the institutional tools to advance legislation they
favored or block legislation they opposed (Polsby et al. 1969). Though committee
chairmen did not enjoy unlimited authority, the success or failure of the committee’s
output was largely theirs (Manley 1970; Rudder 1977). Party leaders, including the
Speaker (Bolling 1974), found it difficult to pressure chairs to move on bills that
advanced party proposals and are typically described as chairs’ weaker counterparts
operating under decentralized committee government (Galloway 1953; Gross 1953).
These were classic “textbook” Congress operations and reason to portray chairs as
the predominant leaders of the House (Shepsle 1989).

Thus, studies typically depicted chairs at the helm of the legislative process in
the prereform era until the 1970s reforms when scholars began to reevaluate their
theories.3 The reforms created a short period of subcommittee government that further
decentralized the legislative process (Dodd and Oppenheimer 1981), but the end result
was centralized party government and leadership (Rohde 1991; Sinclair 1983).

Nearly a decade after the reforms were implemented, the center of legislative power
shifted away from committee chairs to a centralized party leadership. Meanwhile,
reformers centralized the legislative process and enhanced party leaders’ powers,
both inside and outside of the House, which promoted the majority’s agenda (Rohde
1991; Sinclair 1983; Smith 1989). I frame my prereform era expectations from the
leading themes in the literature that predicate dominant chairs relative to party leaders
and hypothesize: Committee chairs will perform more actions than party leaders in
the committee government era.

As party leaders regained influence in the legislative process, studies followed by
focusing on these leaders and the resources they utilized to advance their policy agen-
das (Cox and McCubbins 1993; Rohde 1991; Sinclair 1995). Party leaders responded
to the wishes of an internally cohesive Democratic caucus by making committee and
chair assignments based on loyalty to the party, not seniority. The party’s rank-and-

3. Cox and McCubbins (2005, 2007) argue that the majority party has acted as a “cartel” even during
the committee era and thus are the main critics of the dominant perspective that is espoused here.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2015.26  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ssh.2015.26


294 Social Science History

file provided the leadership with a variety of tools needed not only to lead, but also
to advance the party’s legislative agenda.

Comparatively, as chairs’ influence slowly eroded, party leaders’ dominance slowly
rose. Initial accounts asserted that party leaders exercised caution in using their newly
acquired, yet limited, resources amid a fragmented House (Dodd and Oppenheimer
1985); however, there is little disagreement that a strong centralized leadership char-
acterizes the contemporary House (Strahan 2011). Taking the now fully entrenched
nature of party government and the diminished powers of chairs into account, I hy-
pothesize the following about the postreform era: Party leaders should perform more
actions than committee chairs in the party government era.

Finally, two studies are helpful for understanding why leadership actions are indica-
tive of the leadership’s changing role. First, Sinclair (1997) documents party leaders
adopting new or seldom-used tools such as multiple referrals, omnibus legislation,
and task forces. Although her research focuses on changes in the legislative process
at the bill level, Sinclair illustrates that leadership roles evolved and, in particular,
how party leaders responded to the 1970s institutional reforms and membership de-
mands. My action-based, member-level analysis extends her research by revealing
the key maneuvers leaders took that are likely connected to and representative of the
change in processes and procedures that she finds. Party leaders also responded to
these institutional and membership changes by increasing their visibility in the public,
particularly through the media (Harris 1998). Speakers in particular welcomed their
new role as congressional party spokesmen exhibited by their increased appearances
on the nightly news and Sunday political shows, as well as the messages they commu-
nicated on those programs (Harris 1998). Sinclair and Harris are merely two examples
of those who provided the now conventional wisdom that the role and visibility of
party leaders has increased. Leadership actions provide evidence that a shift occurred
in leadership roles and how they did so.

Action Data and Methods

An original data set of leadership actions illustrates party leader and committee chair
behavior. Using a method similar to the one found in David Mayhew’s book Amer-
ica’s Congress (2000), I collect and code leadership actions from the front pages of
the Washington Post. Mayhew coded 43 different action categories from historical
references to illustrate individual members’ legislative maneuvers. I take cues from
his approach to collect leadership actions from the Washington Post.4

4. The Washington Post was chosen to canvass for leadership actions because it is a national newspaper
based in Washington, DC, with a broad, stable focus on the legislature. There are three reasons why only
the front page (including any continuation of a paragraph that began on the front page) is examined. First,
actions performed in the “public sphere” and noticed by an “attentive stratum of the public” are of primary
interest and are likely captured by the front page (Mayhew 2000: x). Second, the front page should provide
an overview of leadership actions that the public are most likely to be aware of. It is not necessary for a
citizen to read the newspaper or even the Washington Post to notice these actions, rather the items found on
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Using Mayhew’s book and data set as references for my action coding scheme, once
a leader’s name is discovered on the front page of the Washington Post, he receives
credit for each action that he performs per story because a leader’s name may have
appeared in multiple and different stories. For example, a leader might try to pass a
piece of legislation, speak out in support of a bill, and meet with the president to earn
executive support. Each action may be multiply coded. In this case, legislate, take
stand, and counsel administration are the actions, and the total action count equals
three. This leader could have appeared in another front-page story on the same day
and could have received credit for legislating, taking a stand, and counseling the ad-
ministration again. His action total would be six for that day’s news. Table 1 provides
a list of the individual actions with party leaders’ and committee chairs’ total actions
performed. The 43 individual actions (in italics throughout) can be differentiated from
action categories (in “quotation marks” throughout) introduced in the following text.

The front page of the Washington Post was examined for leadership actions ev-
ery day, from the first day of the session to last day of adjournment, spanning six
Congresses for a total of 3,882 days. In addition to Mayhew’s 43 individual actions,
I introduce eight original actions for a total of 51. Table 2 highlights the eight new
actions and their conceptualization.5 The new actions materialized primarily due to
the nature of gathering actions from the newspaper as opposed to the historical ac-
counts used by Mayhew and as a means for comparing leadership positions. I maintain
Mayhew’s 10 original categories for the actions.6 My eight original actions are po-
sitioned into his categories, which serve the purpose of classifying and collapsing
the 51 actions for analysis. One additional category, “newspaper,” was created to
indicate actions associated with collecting these data from the newspaper. Two indi-
vidual actions, headline and picture, fit into that category for a total of 11 categories.7

They are shown shaded in Table 1 and are labeled with quotes throughout this paper:
“parliamentary moves,” “stances,” “congressional roles,” “foreign policy,” “execu-
tive connections,” “extraconstitutional roles,” “parties and elections,” “rare kind of
member,” “questioned behavior,” “various,” and “newspaper.”

An examination of leadership behavior through the lens of print journalists
has some limitations. First, the Washington Post’s reporting—like that of any

the front page of the Washington Post will be similar to stories found on the front pages of other newspapers,
seen on television newscasts, heard on the radio, or discussed around the office water cooler. Third, I only
analyzed the front page as a matter of practicality. I examined a total of 3,882 front pages, which was the
total number of days the House was in session for the six Congresses. More on Mayhew’s methodology
can be found in Chapter 2 of America’s Congress (2000).

5. A list of how Mayhew conceptualized his 43 actions can be found on pages 67–69 of his book, but
they are fairly straightforward as labeled in Table 1 (2000).

6. There are two exceptions to the maintenance of Mayhew’s categories. First, he includes the opposition
and foreign policy actions together under the category of “Target or subject.” I place the foreign policy
action under its own category of “foreign policy” and the opposition to the president action is positioned
under the “executive connections” category for actions that pertain to the president or his administration.

7. One might argue that being named in a headline or featured in a picture is largely a newspaper editor’s
action rather than a leader’s action; however, it also has the potential for indicating the importance of
that leader or their action and the likelihood for more action. It might be thought of as a symbolic action.
The “newspaper” category in Table 4 demonstrates the same basic pattern in leadership actions that are
observed among the other categories suggesting it may be a reliable indicator of who leads.
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TABLE 1. Number of each kind of action for party leaders (PL) and committee
chairs (CC) for all Congresses combined

“Parliamentary Moves” PL (24) CC (40) “Executive Connections,” cont. PL (20) CC (34)
Legislate 171 184 Take Appointment – –
Legislative Eponym 1 3 Big Four Cabinet – –
Make Appointment – – Presidential Support∗ 13 1
Impeach/Censure 2 – Presidential Contact∗ 23 7
Censure/Expel 2 – Presidential Opposition∗ 20 4
Rules 17 23 “Extraconstitutional Roles”
Executive-Legislative Procedure 6 4 Noncongressional Role – –
Investigate 17 41 Commission – –
“Stances” “Parties and Elections”
Take Stand 426 236 President or Vice President 42 –
Big Speech 16 2 President Selection 4 –
Filibuster – – Party Convention 4 –
Singular Stand 5 – State/Local Organizations – –
Tipping Vote – – Other Party 1 1
Disclose 1 3 Mobilization – –
Write 5 – Congressional Elections 24 8
CC to talk to PL∗ – 2
PL to talk to CC∗ 1 – “Rare Kind of Member”
Rare Party/Ideology – –
“Congressional Roles” Rare Race/Ethnic/Gender 1 2
Leader 683 6 “Questioned Behavior”
Run for Leader 7 – Dubiousness 21 11
Committee Chair – 337 Is Censured/Expelled 1 3
Committee Member 2 1 “Various”
Special Committee 5 – Resigns – 1
Act as Speaker∗ 2 1 Other Eponym 1 –
“Foreign Policy” Distributive Politics – –
Foreign Policy 99 103 Unusual 20 9
“Executive Connections” “Newspaper”
Opposition 69 26 Headline∗ 127 57
Counsel Administration 69 15 Picture∗ 120 33
Speak for Administration 7 4

Source: Adapted from David Mayhew (2000: 67).
Note: Starred (∗) actions are my own original actions.
n (actions) = 3,163.

newspaper—might be biased ideologically (Farnsworth and Lichter 2012). While
concerned with bias, the journalistic balance of over- or underreporting poses a sec-
ond and larger issue. Journalists may report on certain leaders as a matter of policy
or procedure in accordance with editorial management rather than as a matter of
significance or import in the legislative process. Moreover, journalists may cover
certain leaders because they are following what academics have reported in their
studies.8 Nevertheless, one assumption of this study is that journalists are rational in
their choices of which leaders to cover and will therefore focus on the most salient
actors in the policy process (Sinclair 1995: 275). In effect, journalists’ choices of

8. Although it is doubtful that journalists follow and cover who academics say are the predominant
leaders in the House, it is important to note this possibility because the argument is that actions on the front
page are an indicator of the shift political scientists have observed about House leadership rather than a
shift in journalists’ coverage that has been influenced by academic studies.
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TABLE 2. Original action categories

Action Category Definition

Headline Is named in the headline or subheadline on the front page of the Washington Post.
Picture Is pictured on the front page of the Washington Post.
Acts as Speaker Acts as the Speaker in some capacity, usually a parliamentary move.
CC to talk to PL A committee chair initiates contact with a party leader, generally suggesting that the

committee chair is looking for direction, guidance, or assistance from the party
leadership.

PL to talk to CC A party leader initiates contact with a committee chair, generally suggested that the party
leadership is looking for direction, guidance, or assistance from the committee chair.

Presidential support A leader is supported, praised, or otherwise complimented by the president for whatever
reason, although it is usually with regard to legislation.

Presidential opposition A leader is opposed by the president through any of a variety of techniques including
rhetoric or indirectly through a high-level executive official.

Presidential contact A leader is contacted by the president in some manner, usually a phone call or a letter.

which leaders to report on may be one signal of leadership shifts. Third, party leaders
and chairs typically control different stages of the process and journalists probably
do not cover all stages equally. Rational journalists will report on the stages in which
leadership plays the most significant role that underpins this and other studies (Sinclair
1995). Another shortcoming of this study relating to how the Washington Post reports
leadership actions is that the data may be skewed because journalists are less apt to
report on the policy process in favor of more salacious topics on the behavior of leaders
of Congress (Zelizer 2000). However, less than 1 percent of the 3,163 actions in this
study pertain to dubious leadership behavior and others have found that newspapers
focus on policy and process more often than scandal (Morris and Clawson 2005).

A final critique of this approach is that few people read the newspaper and even
fewer read the Washington Post. However, it is unnecessary for one to read the paper
to be aware of leaders’ actions. The source of news is not as important as receiving the
information in the first place. This study is concerned with the “attentive stratum” of
the population aware of governmental affairs (Mayhew 2000). That said, legislative
maneuvers are not always exercised in the public sphere by which journalists may
report on them.9 I do not claim to have collected every action a leader performs or
every type of maneuver made. Obviously, deals are made and legislation is formu-
lated outside the scrutiny of the American people and the media. Nevertheless, these
leadership actions demonstrate a novel way of understanding leadership behavior and
signal the changing locus of decision making.

9. I use Mayhew’s definition of the public sphere defined as “a realm of shared American consciousness
in which government officials and others make moves before an attentive stratum of the public, and in
which society’s preference formation, politics, and policymaking all substantially take place” (2000: x). The
public sphere canvassed here is the Washington Post newspaper and comprises leaders’ internal and external
activities at various stages of the legislative process. Others have shown that party leaders and committee
chairs may be more or less active during specific stages of legislating, which are not differentiated here
because they are not distinguished in journalists’ accounts.
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TABLE 3. Congressional eras and Congresses under study

Congress in This
Study

Speaker of the House (and
president at this time) Stage and Inclusive Years

Speakers during
Inclusive Years (as a
point of reference)

Committee Government Era (approximately 1945–70)
81st Congress

(1949–50)
Sam Rayburn (D-Tx) (Harry

Truman-D)
Early postwar committee

government (1945–61)
Rayburn and Joseph

Martin (R-Ma)
89th Congress

(1965–66)
John McCormack (D-Ma)

(Lyndon Johnson-D)
Late postwar committee

government (1962–70)
McCormack and Carl

Albert (D-Ok)

Party Government Era (approximately 1980–present)
97th Congress

(1981–82)
Tip O’Neill (D-Ma) (Ronald

Reagan-R)
Early postreform era

(1978–86)
O’Neill and Wright

100th Congress
(1987–88)

James C. Wright (D-Tx)
(Ronald Reagan-R)

Conditional party government
(1987–94)

Wright and Thomas
Foley (D-Wa)

104th Congress
(1995–96)

Newt Gingrich (R-Ga)
(William Clinton-D)

Republican revolution
(1995–2006)

Gingrich and Dennis
Hastert (R-Il)

111th Congress
(2009–10)

Nancy Pelosi (D-Ca) (Barack
Obama-D)

Contemporary House
(2007–present)

Pelosi and John Boehner
(R-Oh)

Given these limitations, and with particular emphasis on the possibility that jour-
nalists’ reports may be colored by academic studies (see note 8), what can we learn
from leadership actions found on the front page of the Washington Post? If noth-
ing else, these actions are part of the legislative process that the informed stratum
of the public sees and experiences. In the prereform era, attentive citizens saw a
decentralized House dominated by committee chairs with diverse ideologies and lit-
tle discussion of party or a party program. In the postreform era, attentive citizens
have witnessed a centralized House dominated by party leaders who are likely to
promote a party agenda and discipline members who fall out of line with it. Re-
gardless of whether journalists are reporting on studies that follow from political
scientists and historians, or whether their coverage includes other biases, this re-
search shows us how informed members of the citizenry come to understand House
leadership. They see legislative politics unfold through the media. It is little wonder
why the public, too, have become more partisan (Abramowitz 2010; Fiorina et al.
2005).

Congressional Eras

I collected leadership actions from six individual Congresses in the post–World War II
era: the 81st, 89th, 97th, 100th, 104th, and 111th. These six Congresses represent six
distinct stages within the committee and party government eras. The first two columns
of Table 3 show the six Congresses under study, along with the current Speaker and
president. The last two columns describe the six stages of the committee or party
government era that correspond to each respective Congress. Thus, the 81st Congress
represents the early postwar committee stage and the 89th Congress represents the
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late committee government stage.10 In the party government era, the 97th, 100th,
104th, and 111th Congresses represent the postreform era, the conditional party
government era, the Republican Revolution, and the contemporary Congress stages,
respectively.

As a starting point for this research, I selected one Congress in each of the first
five stages based on the stage with the highest number of “important enactments” or
landmark legislation as delineated in Mayhew (2005). Mayhew’s landmark legislation
lacked the updating to include the post–Republican-Revolution Congresses, thus the
111th Congress was chosen because of the high amount of significant legislation
including the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. This decision acted as one
plausible starting point for a study of leadership actions, but also potentially threatens
the generalizability of this study. Those Congresses could be atypical of the types of
actions found in each stage, but should be representative of the committee or party
government era they lay within. Leadership actions may differ in Congresses with
fewer landmark bills, yet this study still provides a glimpse into the evolution of
leadership. Also worth noting is that the Congresses selected for the committee era
all feature unified Democratic control of government while the party-era Congresses
feature a mix of divided and unified government. These contexts may affect the
number and type of actions taken. While time and party control of government may
become confounded, these data still provide a view of leadership trends at several key
moments in these eras.

This study examines four party leaders deemed standard in the literature: Speaker,
Majority Leader, Majority Whip, and Caucus (Democrats) or Conference (Republi-
cans) Chair. Because the aim of determining whether leadership actions follow the
conclusions that scholars drew about the changing locus of power, this study exam-
ines chairs of standing prestige, power, or influence committees in light of Fenno’s
research (1973). Since then, scholars have designated additional committees as pres-
tige committees, including those that are exclusive as determined by the party caucus
(Leighton and Lopez 2002; Smith and Deering 1984; Smith and Lawrence 1997;
Young and Heitshusen 2003). Consequently, the committee chairs examined in this
research vary slightly from Congress to Congress based on these determinations and
numbers six in the 81st and 89th Congresses, seven in the 97th and 100th, eight
in the 104th, and six in the 111th. The number of party leaders remains constant at
four. Appendix 1 identifies the prestige committees and their chairs included in this
analysis.11

10. Although scholars will delineate the committee government era differently, most agree that there is
an early and a late committee government era where the earlier years are generally characterized by more
despotic chairs and the later years can be classified by more consensual chairs (see, e.g., Owens 1985).
11. Action data were also collected for nonprestigious chairs. The general results are similar even if all

committee chairs per Congress are included. Nevertheless, I maintain the argument that in a comparison
of party leaders and committee chairs, the prestige chairs provide the best source for comparison.
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FIGURE 1. Percent of all actions performed by Party Leaders and Committee Chairs

Results

An initial examination of the summary data reveals that leadership actions are numer-
ous and varied. A shift in leadership behavior from the “textbook” era to the postreform
era is demonstrated that largely supports my hypotheses and the conventional wisdom.
Figure 1 introduces the first piece of evidence of a shift in leadership behavior. The
figure displays the overall percentage of actions performed by party leaders and pres-
tigious committee chairs on the front pages of the Washington Post. As hypothesized,
chairmen of prestige committees performed the majority of the leadership actions in
the committee government era (59 percent of all actions in that era) and party leaders
performed most of the leadership actions in the party government era (76 percent
of all actions in that era). These data reveal a shift in leadership behavior that fits
with conclusions made by previous scholars on the shifting locus of decision making
from committee leadership in the prereform to party leadership in the postreform era.
Not only do party leaders perform a significantly greater share of actions compared
to chairs after the reforms, but committee chairs’ actions decreased following the
reforms.

Table 4 presents more evidence of this pattern as a summary of all the action
data represented by the 11 categories of actions outlined earlier. The “parliamentary
moves,” “stances,” “foreign policy,” and “newspaper” categories reveal an action ad-
vantage for committee chairs in the prereform era and an advantage for party leaders in
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TABLE 4. Party leader and committee chair actions

Congress 81st 1949–50 89th 1965–66 97th 1981–82 100th 1987–88 104th 1995–96 111th 2009–10

PL CC PL CC PL CC PL CC PL CC PL CC
“Action Categories” (4)a (6)a (4) (6) (4) (7) (4) (7) (4) (8) (4) (6)

“Parliamentary Moves” 62 130 14 44 42 30 23 14 28 23 47 14
32% 68% 24% 76% 58% 42% 62% 38% 55% 45% 77% 23%

“Stances” 55 84 21 27 89 55 84 24 154 42 51 11
40% 60% 44% 56% 62% 38% 78% 22% 79% 21% 82% 18%

“Congressional Roles” 134 132 48 45 119 72 85 32 233 50 80 14
50% 50% 52% 48% 62% 38% 73% 27% 82% 18% 85% 15%

“Foreign Policy” 24 76 2 9 5 4 51 10 10 4 7 0
24% 76% 18% 82% 56% 44% 84% 16% 71% 29% 100% 0%

“Executive Connections” 40 20 14 7 45 19 34 2 36 4 32 5
67% 33% 67% 33% 70% 30% 94% 6% 90% 10% 86% 14%

“Extraconstitutional Roles” – – – – – – – – – – – –
“Parties and Elections” 2 0 1 7 3 1 43 0 17 0 9 1

100% 0% 13% 88% 75% 25% 100% 0% 100% 0% 90% 10%
“Rare Kind of Member” – – – – – – – – – – 1 33% 2 67%
“Questioned Behavior” 0 0 0 4 0 0 2 2 12 0 8 8

0% 100% 50% 50% 100% 0% 50% 50%
“Newspaper” 5 24 8 18 26 15 67 11 109 13 32 9

17% 83% 31% 69% 63% 37% 86% 14% 89% 11% 78% 22%
“Various” 4 5 2 1 4 4 4 0 6 0 1 0

44% 56% 67% 33% 50% 50% 100% 0% 100% 0% 100% 0%
Total Actions 326 471 110 162 333 200 393 95 605 136 268 64

41% 59% 40% 60% 62% 38% 81% 19% 82% 18% 81% 19%

Note: Raw numbers of actions performed are displayed. Below the raw score, the percentage of total actions performed by each leadership group is given. Data were collected from first to
last day of session and all days in between for each Congress.
aThe total number of party leaders (PL) or prestigious committee chairs (CC) that served in that Congress.
n (actions) = 3,163 with a range of 0–515 and n (leaders) = 64.
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the postreform era, which aligned with my expectations. While collapsing the action
data into these categories aided comprehension of the broader picture, individual
actions also instructed making comparisons. As one case in point, within the “parlia-
mentary moves” category, committee chairs’ legislate actions—in which leaders are
legislating, passing bills, or blocking bills—number 86 to the party leaders’ 42 in the
81st Congress. In the 89th Congress, chairs’ legislate actions total 30 compared to
party leaders’ 10.12 These data reinforce the notion that committee chairs were the
predominant leaders in the prereform 81st and 89th Congresses.

In the postreform era, each of the categories—in which data are sufficient to make
inferences—reveal an advantage for party leaders over chairs; party leader actions out-
pace committee leaders in “parliamentary moves,” “stances,” “congressional roles,”
“foreign policy,” “executive connections,” “parties and elections,” and “newspaper.”
If we consider the individual action legislate, again within “parliamentary moves,”
party leaders (PL) legislate more often than committee chairs (CC) in each of the
postreform Congresses (in order of Congress: 97th: PL = 41, CC = 29; 100th: PL =
15, CC = 10; 104th PL = 25, CC = 21; 111th PL = 38, CC = 8). This is noteworthy
if you consider legislating to be a primary function of committee chairs. Certainly
chairs could be performing these tasks behind closed doors, but attentive citizens are
increasingly seeing party leaders as the public face of legislating and the legislative
process.

The individual action performed most often in each Congress also provides some
insight into the debate over institutional context versus individual will/style as deter-
minants of leadership.13 In each Congress, the first and second most performed action
is either legislate or take stand. This information alone does not denote significance,
but when paired with the detail of which leaders are legislating or taking stands, it
provides clues as to how the two positions exercise leadership. In the prereform era,
the action carried out most often is legislating by chairs. By contrast, the postreform
era reveals the action carried out most often is stand taking by party leaders.

The fact that legislating takes place more often before the reforms by chairs and
stand taking occurs more often after the reforms by party leaders signifies a shift in the
principal centers of leadership in the House. It is also indicative of how leadership is
exercised in those leadership positions and lends support to theories that institutional
context matters. In the prereform era, leadership was exercised by chairs who were
more likely to lead by legislating. This is not surprising because committees are the
workhorses of the Congress and committee chairs lead that effort. In the postreform
era, party leaders’ operate by taking stands to push legislation through the House.
This is consistent with the “message politics” strategy that party leaders have taken
(Evans 2001; Lee 2013). This finding also underpins studies emphasizing the role
of “public speaker” following the reforms and ostensibly extends it to other mem-
bers of the Speaker’s leadership team (Harris 1998; Sinclair 1995). For example,

12. These individual action data are not reported here.
13. E.g., on the context side see Manley (1970) and Cooper and Brady (1981). See Strahan (2007) on the

individual will and traits side.
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Richard Gephardt performed more actions as Caucus Chairman (n = 99) in the 100th
Congress than all the other Majority Leaders and Whips in the postreform Congresses
(see Appendix 1). However, Gephardt’s total action count exceeds higher-ranking
party leaders causing us to question if contextual explanations of leadership alone are
satisfactory.14

Leading Party Leaders in the Prereform Era and Following Chairs
in the Postreform Era?

Although the overall action trend demonstrates support for the dominant theoretical
perspectives concerning House leadership behavior, some inconsistencies arose where
party leaders performed more actions than chairs. Specifically, party leaders equaled or
outpaced chairs in “congressional roles” and “executive connections” in both the 81st
and 89th prereform Congresses.15 Although the differences do not achieve statistical
significance in either of the categories (Mann-Whitney U tests), it is still notable how
party leaders played an important role during the “textbook” Congresses when the
focus has been disproportionately on chairs.

Of particular interest is the connection party leaders have with the president and
his administration that traverses both eras. If the primary locus of power resides with
chairs in the prereform era and party leaders in the postreform era, then we should
expect executives to build relationships with “key power brokers” most likely to help
executives reach their legislative goals in the respective era (Conley 2003). In the
party government era, activity supported this theory when party leaders met with and
counseled the president more often than chairs in all four Congresses. Conversely,
party leaders also linked to the president more often than chairs before the reforms.
While this is not an entirely new finding (Ripley 1967; Schickler 2001; Truman
1959), others have not documented the details of this linkage in this manner or in

14. There is clearly more to the debate over how much context versus individualism matters that cannot
be discussed here. My purpose is to start a conversation about these approaches in the context of leadership
actions that should be explored.
15. One should take care in drawing an inference from this result. The “congressional roles” category

includes instances in which a member of Congress is mentioned as a formal leader, is mentioned as a leader
in something other than the context of a formal leadership position (as when someone is called “powerful”
or a “boss” of some group), and is mentioned as a committee chair, a committee member, or member
of a special committee. E.g., when the Washington Post mentions “Speaker” Rayburn or “party leader”
Rayburn, he receives credit for the leader action. Were he simply named “Sam Rayburn,” without the
“leader” connotation, he would get no action credit. One also receives action credit if the paper describes
the person with leadership adjectives such as “powerful,” “boss,” “czar,” and the like. So a “powerful
chairman,” would receive action credit for being both a leader because he was labeled “powerful” and
committee chair because he was the chair of his committee. Therefore, “congressional roles” actions are
more appropriately labels or attributes that seem to serve the purpose of discerning leaders from followers,
than activity per se (Mayhew 2000: see 37 and 37n6). For this research, the six separate actions under
“congressional roles” seem to be better suited for the “newspaper” category in that they are symbolic
actions. If one were to sum up the actions from “congressional roles” and “newspaper,” not much would
change in terms of the overall results or analysis.
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comparison with committee chairs.16 Chairs have half as many ties with presidents as
party leaders, which is interesting given their predominant position in the legislature.
Eight party leaders performed 67 percent of all the maneuvers linking themselves
with the president (“executive connections” in the 81st and 89th) compared with 12
chairs (n = 60). There is also some evidence of chairs’ negative committee power, in
that they are more likely to oppose the president or his administration (71 percent of
all opposition actions) compared to party leaders (29 percent) in the prereform era,
but this finding should be viewed with caution as there are only 14 observations.17

Although party leaders may have acted as presidential liaisons, chairs higher incidence
of challenges to the president reminds us that executive proposals still had to gain
support of obstructionist chairs even under unified government.

How did party leaders legislate or pass policy among these “autocratic chieftains”
(Cooper and Brady 1981: 419)? How did they lead? One potential argument—as
presented in the previously mentioned literature—is that party leaders played the
role of a broker and often found themselves negotiating deals with difficult chairs
(Dodd and Oppenheimer 1981; Smith and Deering 1984), but these data also illustrate
that party leaders may have used their presidential connections to promote policy.
For example, in the 89th Congress, the party leadership, including Speaker John
McCormack, Majority Leader Carl Albert, and Majority Whip Hale Boggs invited
President Johnson to address both houses of Congress to introduce one bill, the Voting
Rights Act (Washington Post, March 15, 1965).18 The address was a rare occasion,
but engagement with the president was seemingly not. Party leaders may have used
the president as a resource to garner support from the citizenry on legislation to ease
negotiations with chairs or circumvent them altogether.

Whereas there are several qualifications to the thesis that committee chairs were the
predominant leaders in the prereform era, leadership actions in the postreform era are
decidedly party leader turf. In every category of action, party leaders performed more
actions than committee chairs and their numbers increase over time in many of the
categories. In addition, several categories of actions reach significance in the 100th
Congress for a test of differences: “stances,” “foreign policy,” “executive connec-
tions,” “parties and elections,” and the action total (p = <.05). It is also notable that

16. Randall Ripley (1967) briefly points out that the Speaker will act as a “liaison” with the executive,
but only if they are from the same party and they do not oppose the president’s legislative program. Others
argue that support from committee chairs were more important in passing the president’s program and the
president directly lobbied those members (MacNeil 1963). Even in the current era, there are few studies
that assess the party leadership’s relation with the president. One recent exception links Speakers of the
House with the president, but the connection is not the same as here (Green 2010).
17. Sinclair (1995: 262) contends in the committee government era that “no highly visible leader publicly

promoted the party’s agenda, explained its positions, or countered presidential criticism.” Though “highly
visible” is not explicitly defined, these actions provide comparative evidence that chairs were more visible
than party leaders (though there is no evidence they were advocating a party position). They also oppose
presidents more than party leaders in the prereform Congresses. The opposition data are not reported here.
18. Whether leaders reach out to the president or whether presidents are more likely to reach out to leaders

for support on legislation is not determined from the summary data, but there is likely evidence for both.
This is but one example direct from the newspaper and is not a statement of whether presidents typically
reach out to party leaders or vice versa.
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chairs perform few investigate actions, which is one of their primary responsibilities.
In the postreform Congresses, committee chairs only received credit for eight inves-
tigate marks on the front page of the Washington Post compared to party leaders’
14. Inclusion of postreform Congresses with a greater number of “high publicity
investigations,” such as during Clinton’s impeachment (Mayhew 2005), might yield
more investigate actions from chairs.

There are a few individual actions in which committee chairs performed more
than party leaders in the postreform Congresses, but only by a raw count of one or
two.19 They are congressional elections, resigns, CC to talk to PL, and act as Speaker
(97th Congress); legislative eponym (100th); and rules (104th). While party leaders’
exercise of leadership is not absolute (Rohde 1991), the data for the postreform era
lends compelling support to the dominant perspectives in the literature and goes
further by illustrating the specific maneuvers made to achieve legislative outcomes.

The primary focus thus far has been on the leaders with the most activity in each era,
but what is also interesting is the comparison of the seemingly least active leadership
role across eras. The data suggest that party leaders overcame obstacles placed by
autocratic chairs in the prereform era, while chairs less successfully asserted them-
selves after the reforms diminished their standing. Committee chairs’ action totals
are a smaller percentage of all actions in the postreform era (38 percent, 19 percent,
18 percent, and 19 percent) relative to party leaders’ proportion in the prereform era
(41 percent and 40 percent) (see Figure 1). Party leaders availed themselves of the
opportunities to get involved in the legislative process during the era in which they are
deemed subservient to committee chairs, while chairs’ activities have been limited
(Aldrich and Rohde 2005; Schickler and Pearson 2005).

In 1995, once Republicans gained the House majority for the first time in 40 years,
the membership took further steps to limit the input of committee chairs by limiting
their positions to six-year terms. Among the four postreform Congresses examined
here, committee chairs’ total action share in the 104th was the least (18 percent).
Chairs did not fare much better in the 111th Congress. Under Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s
leadership of the 110th Congress, she led the Democrats to consider six high-priority
party bills in the first 100 hours, in which she bypassed committees and Republicans
altogether to bring the partisan agenda to a vote (Aldrich and Rohde 2009). During
Pelosi’s second term as Speaker, health care reform took center stage and she played
an active, if domineering, role in writing and bypassing committees to enact the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act. Even after Democrats removed the term-limit
rule for chairs, they still only performed 19 percent of the actions. Taken as a whole,
chairs still play an important, if vital, role in the contemporary legislative process, but
that role has clearly changed since Wilbur Mills, Howard “Judge” Smith, and their lot
dominated the House. Yet, party leadership dominance has persisted and even been
extended under Pelosi (Peters and Rosenthal 2010).

While this research should be viewed as one step toward a comprehensive project
on the ebb and flow of House leadership, most signs point toward the continuation of

19. These data are not reported here.
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fierce partisanship and the dominance of party leaders’ actions in the public sphere. If
party leaders have indeed continued to assert their will to the detriment of committee
chairs in the contemporary polarized Congress, the question is, to what extent do
they act more often than chairs, and how do they act? Put differently, has the party
leadership become an institutionalized part of the House (Pearson and Schickler 2009;
Schickler and Pearson 2005)? Most signs indicate an affirmative answer.

Conclusion

Leadership in the House has shifted from committee to party leadership since the
1970s reforms and so, too, have the number and type of actions that party leaders
and committee chairs perform. The leadership behavior detailed here through actions
performed inside and outside the halls of the House and reported in the public sphere
using the Washington Post support the conclusions that scholars have drawn about
the changing locus of power. Furthermore, the findings present a unique approach for
assessing leadership in the context of the reforms and illustrate how these leaders guide
the institution. Leadership actions also improve our understanding of the types of
maneuvers party leaders took as “unorthodox lawmaking” became the norm (Sinclair
1997) and party leaders increased their importance in the legislative process (Harris
1998). These data underscore the importance of looking beyond roll call votes, floor
speeches, formal rules changes, and the like, to the numerous and varied actions
leaders make toward advancing legislative and electoral goals.

These findings have broader implications for the study of leadership and the exercise
thereof. Legislative leaders are typically studied in their roles inside the institution,
while scholars readily assert that executives go outside institutions in favor of appeal-
ing to the public directly (Kernell 1997). Yet, congressional leaders increasingly “go
public” on a variety of issues and with various goals in mind (Kernell 1997; Sinclair
1995). Public actions outside the walls of the House should be examined further for
clues regarding their impact on legislative outcomes. In addition to demonstrating
changes in leadership behavior, this research also reveals a significant role played by
party leaders in the committee era, that of “presidential consultant.” Although this is
not a new finding, others have not presented this side of the leadership in comparison
with chairs. Future research should look closer at the connection between legislative
leaders and the executive, a surprisingly understudied relationship.

This research also contributes to our understanding of committee leadership by
illustrating how diverse chairmen’s maneuvers can be even while operating in a pe-
riod of diminished powers. Appendix 1 reveals that there are significant differences
among even the most influential of committee chairs. The range of actions performed
varies from several performing zero actions (Rodino of Judiciary; Whitten of Armed
Services; and Spence of National Security) to Carl Vinson of Armed Services, who
singlehandedly engaged in 48 percent of all chair actions in the 81st Congress. Indi-
vidual party leaders, too, exemplify variation in their maneuvers. Although leaders
and chairs may be impeded by their powers, resources, and institutional conditions,
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some individuals will push those restraints to the limits. Newt Gingrich immediately
comes to mind. He performed 70 percent of all actions in the 104th Congress, but
Pelosi did not fall far behind him with 67 percent in the 111th. Just as Fenno asserted
that “committees differ,” it appears that committee chairs and party leaders differ,
too.

Finally, while these data lay the groundwork that shifts in leadership have occurred,
additional Congresses would need to be included to provide texture to the general
patterns found here and consolidate support for the dominant themes and hypotheses
herein. Leadership actions from additional Congresses might allow us to pinpoint the
specific time shifts occurred and whether the party leadership maintained their newly
garnered position or if their activities waxed and waned along the way. This might
also clear up some debate on whether increases in party leadership began before the
1970s reforms, after 1980, or rather if the subcommittee government era observed
a period of instability, and what that looked like, before party leaders secured their
position at the helm of the House.

APPENDIX 1. Party leaders and committee chairs’ total action count committee
government era

81st Congress 1949–50 89th Congress 1965–66
Early Committee Government Late Committee Government

Party leaders
Speaker Sam Rayburn 195 John McCormack 83
Majority Leader John McCormack 99 Carl Albert 11
Majority Whip Percy Priest 24 Hale Boggs 13
Caucus/Conference Francis Walter 8 Eugene Keogh 3

Committee chairs
Appropriations Clarence Cannon 84 George Mahon 12
Armed Services Carl Vinson 224 L. Mendel Rivers 25
Foreign Affairs John Kee 46 Thomas Morgan 10
Judiciary Emanuel Celler 5 Emanuel Celler 42
Rules Adolph Sabath 48 Howard Smith 54
Ways/Means Robert Doughton 64 Wilbur Mills 19

Note: John Kee took Sol Bloom’s place as chair after he died on March 8, 1949, less than two months after the
beginning of the session on January 3.
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APPENDIX 1. cont.

97th Congress 100th Congress 104th Congress 111th Congress
1981–82 1987–88 1995–96 2009–10
Early Postreform Conditional Party Republican Contemporary
Era Government Revolution Era

Party leaders
Speaker Tip O’Neill 272 James Wright 233 Newt Gingrich 515 Nancy Pelosi 223
Majority Leader James Wright 50 Thomas Foley 30 Richard Armey 62 Steny Hoyer 20
Majority Whip Thomas Foley 8 Tony Coelho 31 Tom DeLay 15 James Clyburn 23
Caucus/Conference Gillis Long 3 Richard Gephardt 99 John Boehner 13 John Larson 2
Committee chairs
Appropriations Jamie Whitten 10 Jamie Whitten 0 Bob Livingston 27 David Obey 0
Armed Services Melvin Price 3 Les Aspin 37 Floyd Spence 0
Budget James Jones 94 William Gray 12 John Kasich 68 Barney Frank 26
Commerce Thomas Bliley 5 Henry Waxman 9
Foreign Affairs Clement Zablocki 11 Dante Fascell 3 Benjamin Gilman 2
Judiciary Peter Rodino 2 Peter Rodino 0 Henry Hyde 4 James Conyers 1
Rules Richard Bolling 6 Claude Pepper 14 Gerald Solomon 12 Louise

Slaughter
0

Ways/Means Dan Rostenkowski 74 Dan Rostenkowski 29 Bill Archer 18 Charles Rangel/
Sander Levin

28

Note: For the 104th Congress, Armed Services was renamed National Security, Foreign Affairs was renamed
International Relations, and Republicans deemed Commerce an exclusive committee for their party. For the 111th
Congress, Financial Services was an exclusive committee not Budget. Sander Levin became acting Ways and Means
chair in the 111th Congress after Charles Rangel took a leave of absence.
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