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ABSTRACT 

 
Legislating in the Slump: The Politics of Economic Policymaking During Recessions, 

1946-2009 
 

Scott Newsome 
 

How has Congress responded to recessions during the era of 

presidential/executive power?  My dissertation explores this question through the 

analysis of an original dataset and case studies to examine economic policymaking in 

Congress during recessions in the post war era.  Four findings are the result of this 

study.  First, while both Congress and the president were more evenly matched from 

1946 to 1974, the legislative initiative shifted to Congress during recessions since 

1974.  Second, congressional responses to recessions tilted heavily towards targeted 

group benefits.  That is, Congress distributed benefits to groups much more often than 

it did to geographic areas or the general public.  Third, the magnitude of benefits 

Congress distributed during recessions increased substantially after 1974 when 

measured in real terms.  Fourth, Congress has increasingly used taxes and the private 

sector, rather than a former emphasis on federal spending and the private sector, when 

distributing benefits to individuals since 1974.    

My dissertation makes a two-part argument.  First, it argues that the 

organizational structure of Congress helps explains these patterns in congressional 

behavior.  Congressional initiative in the legislative process and how Congress made 

economic policy during this period depended in part on whether power in committees 

was concentrated or not, decision-making on spending levels, taxation levels, and 



 viii 

regulation was concentrated or not, and whether committee chairs or the Speaker held 

power over floor scheduling in the House.  Second, my dissertation argues that party 

control of Congress impacted how Congress made economic policy during recession.  

Congress only used taxes to distribute benefits when the Republican party controlled 

at least one chamber and the benefits it distributed were on average larger.  When 

controlled by the Democratic party, in contrast, Congress used a mix of tax cuts, the 

private sector, and federal spending to distribute benefits and the benefits it 

distributed were on average smaller.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 The U.S. economy slipped into a mild recession in December 2007 as 

weakness in the housing market brought about a slowdown in economic growth.1  

This changed, however, on September 15, 2008 when Wall Street firm Lehman 

Brothers filed for what was then the largest bankruptcy in U.S. history.  As panic took 

hold of the U.S. stock market following this event, the mild recession became a 

severe and deep recession that lasted until June 2009.  U.S. GDP during this time fell 

by 3.92%, business investment declined by 31.93%, and 7.38 million jobs were 

                                                
1 The discussion in this section relies on the following sources: Jan Austin. 2009. “Congress Clears 
$700 Billion Bailout of Financial Services Industry.” In CQ Almanac 2008, 64th ed., 7-3-7–6. 
Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin. 2009. “Loans Keep Automakers Afloat.” In CQ 
Almanac 2008, 64th ed., 7-20-7–22. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin. 2009. 
“Stimulus Bill Provides Tax Rebates.” In CQ Almanac 2008, 64th ed., 7-17-7–19. Washington D.C.: 
CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin. 2009. “Treasury Gets Keys to Fannie, Freddie.” In CQ Almanac 
2008, 64th ed., 7-9-7–13. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin. 2009. “Unemployment 
Benefits Extended.” In CQ Almanac 2008, 64th ed., 9-11-9–12. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call 
Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Clunkers Program Gets $3 Billion.” In Congressional Quarterly 
Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-9-7–10. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. 
“Congress Places New Restrictions on Credit Card Company Practices.” In Congressional Quarterly 
Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 3-3-3–5. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. 
“Details of the Stimulus Law.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-7-7–9. 
Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Homebuyer Credit Extended Twice.” In 
Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 18–4. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan 
Austin, ed. 2010. “House Passes $154 Billion Jobs Bill.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 
65th ed., 7-11-7–12. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Mortgage 
Assistance Bill Signed.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 3-9-3–10. Washington 
D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Stimulus Enacted to Pump Economy with $575.3 
Billion in New Spending.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-3-7–7. Washington 
D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Unemployed Get Extended Benefits with Short 
Extension into New Year.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 9–3. Washington 
D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis. 2020a. “Gross Domestic Product.” 
FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. June 3, 2020. 
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/GDP; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis. 2020b. “Net Domestic 
Investment: Private: Domestic Business.” FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. June 3, 2020. 
https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/W790RC1Q027SBEA; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2020. 
“Unemployment Rate.” FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. 
Louis. June 3, 2020. https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/UNRATE. 
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eliminated from payroll employment.  The largest drop in each category since the 

Great Depression.  

While the toll the Great Recession had on business and the U.S. economy was 

severe, its impact on individual Americans was devastating.  All told, household 

wealth between December 2007 and June 2009 declined by nearly $16 trillion.  

Additionally, the net worth of the median household fell by 36% during this time 

while 7 million homes were foreclosed on.  The economic effects this recession had 

on the U.S. economy and individual Americans lingered for several years after it 

officially ended.  Business investment and the stock market, for instance, did not 

return to their pre-recession levels until 2013.  Households, however, had recovered 

only half of the wealth lost during this recession by 2013.       

As the Great Recession exacted its toll throughout the latter part of 2008 and 

the first part of 2009, lawmakers scrambled to counteract its effects.  Prior to Lehman 

Brothers filing for bankruptcy, the 110th Congress and President George W. Bush 

had enacted a $156 billion economic stimulus package to help individuals and 

business weather the mild recession that began in December 2007.  Additionally, they 

approved legislation that created a $300 billion program to help distressed 

homeowners refinance their mortgage and an $800 billion bailout fund for housing 

giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac to stabilize the U.S. housing market.  By 

September 2008, however, a majority of lawmakers in the 110th Congress had grown 

weary of providing either business or individuals with more aid to weather this 

recession.  This changed after the stock market experienced the largest point drop in 
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its 112-year history on September 29, 2008.  The 110th Congress and President Bush 

shortly thereafter enacted a $700 billion bailout fund for the financial sector and a $25 

billion program to help distressed automakers.   

2009 ushered in a new president and a new Congress into office.  The sense of 

urgency among lawmakers to provide individuals and business with aid to weather 

the economic storm that began in September 2008, however, carried over.  The 111th 

Congress and President Barack Obama immediately went to work on this task 

enacting a $787 billion stimulus package less than a month after President Obama 

took office.  This bill, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, 

provided aid to individuals, to business, and to state and local governments.  

Legislation that made a $300 billion program to help distressed homeowners 

refinance their mortgage more accessible and increased eligibility for deposit 

insurance soon followed. During that first year, Congress and President Barack 

Obama also extended unemployment benefits and provided aid to homeowners 

through various tax credits, along with a $3 billion program to help the auto industry 

by incentivizing consumers to purchase cars.  They were not, however, generous to 

the credit card industry.  Instead of providing aid to this industry, the 111th Congress 

and President Obama decided to increase regulations on the products companies in 

this industry could offer.   

U.S. Responses to Recessions      

 Studying how the U.S. government responded to a particular recession is not a 

new endeavor.  Scholarship on the 2008-09 Great Recession provides a good 
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example.  Scholars have produced studies that examine the fiscal policy response and 

the trade policy response by the U.S. government to this recession (Aizenmann and 

Pasricha 2010; Armingeon 2012; McCarty 2012; Pontusson and Raess 2012; Cowhey 

2013).2  There have also been an immense number of studies that compare the U.S. 

government policy response to two or more recessions.  Scholars, for instance, have 

compared the U.S. government response to the 2008-09 Great Recession to that of the 

Great Depression (Skocpol and Jacobs 2012; Eichengreen 2014; Duca 2017).  

Additionally, there have been studies that look at the U.S. government response to 

recessions since 1980 (Bermeo and Pontusson 2012; Pontusson and Raess 2015).   

 While several scholars have focused on the U.S. government policy response 

to recessions, others have focused on how certain presidential administrations 

responded to a particular recession.  Olson (1977), for instance, looked at the 

voluntarist response by the Hoover administration to the Great Depression.  Skocpol 

(2012), in contrast, conducted a study on the Obama administration response to the 

2008-09 Great Recession.  There has also been a study that looks at how multiple 

presidential administrations respond to a particular recession (Hawley 1974).  

Missing, however, is a systematic study of how Congress has responded to 

recessions.  This is curious considering Article 1, Section 8 of the U.S. Constitution 

grants Congress exclusive power to set U.S. economic policy.   

                                                
2 There have also been several studies that look at the U.S. government policy response to the Great 
Depression and to the 1970s recessions (see, inter alia, Perkins 1969; Derber 1975; Fausold; 1975; 
Skocpol and Finegold 1982; Gourevitch 1986; Finegold 1988; Goldstein 1988; Milner 1988; Dobbin 
1993; Eisner 1993; Blyth 2002; Krippner 2012).   
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 The focus on presidents and their administration in scholarship that looks at 

how U.S. policymaking institutions respond to recessions appears understandable at 

first glance.  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his administration led the U.S. 

policy response to the Great Depression and Congress for the most part followed their 

lead (see, inter alia, Burns 1956; Sundquist 1981; Milkis and Nelson 2015).  

Additionally, as presidential involvement in the legislative process became 

institutionalized in the post war era, presidential power and influence over various 

policy areas and federal government affairs similarly grew (see, inter alia, Lowi 1986; 

Neustadt 1990; Rudalevige 2002).  As Sundquist (1980) notes, Congress acquiesced 

to its decline during this time, especially in making economic policy.  It provided the 

president with structural opportunities to lead Congress in making economic policy 

by passing the Employment Act of 1946, and it willfully delegated power over 

foreign economic policy, monetary policy, and regulations to the executive branch.  

Yet Congress has maintained its power over fiscal policy during the post war era, and 

it can rescind the power it granted to the executive branch over monetary policy and 

certain regulations.  Thus, Congress has had the capacity to play a prominent role in 

determining how the U.S. government responds to recessions in the post war era.  

Overall, however, we have no longitudinal analysis of the entire post-war-era and the 

full record of responses to economic downturns.  In particular, what has been the 

relationship between Congress and the president in the production of government 

policies to address recessions?  And, as part of that interbranch relationship in the 
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policy-making process, what kind of responses have been produced in terms of types 

of policies utilized and their economic magnitude? 

Congressional Responses to Recessions 

 How has Congress responded to recessions during the era of 

presidential/executive power?  The analytical aim of this study is to identify patterns 

in congressional behavior during recessions in the post war era.  Thus, it will look at 

the behavior of every Congress that responded to a recession in the post war era in 

comparison to the role of the president.  The results might help build or test theories 

of congressional behavior.      

 This study makes three contributions.  First, it creates an original dataset of 

every bill Congress considered in response to recessions in the post war era.  This 

dataset can be used by other political scientists, historians, and public policy scholars 

to analyze congressional policymaking and U.S. government responses to recessions.  

Second, this study takes stock of congressional initiative and presidential initiative in 

the legislative process.  It examines whether Congress or the president set the 

legislative agenda more often during recessions in the post war era and how often 

each policymaking institution determined the content of enacted legislation.  Third, 

this study examines the qualitative and quantitative characteristics of economic policy 

responses to recessions.  It goes about this by examining the policy tools in legislation 

passed by Congress in response to recessions in the post war era along with the 

distribution and magnitude of benefits in this legislation.     
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Four principal findings emerge from this study.  First, while both Congress 

and the president were more evenly matched from 1946 to 1974, the legislative 

initiative shifted to Congress during the recessions since 1974.  Congress has been 

much more active and much more assertive in the legislative process during 

recessions in the post war era since the early 1970s.  Second, that congressional 

responses to economic downturns have tilted heavily towards relatively targeted 

group benefits.  Congress distributed benefits to groups much more often than it did 

to geographic areas or the general public during recessions in the post war era.  Third, 

the magnitude of benefits Congress distributed during recessions increased 

substantially after 1974 when measured in real terms.  Fourth, Congress has 

increasingly used taxes and the private sector, rather than a former emphasis on 

federal spending and the private sector, when distributing benefits to individuals since 

1974.   

This dissertation uses regression analysis and case studies to argue that the 

organizational structure of Congress and party control of Congress explain these 

patterns in congressional behavior.  Chapter two sets the stage with an overview of 

congressional development in the post-war-era and of the theories that seek to explain 

its behavior in this era of presidential power.  The argument is then made in four 

empirical chapters that look at varying aspects of how Congress behaved when 

making economic policy during recessions in the post war era.  It begins in chapter 

three with a look at congressional initiative and presidential initiative in the 

legislative process during recessions in the post war era.  This chapter shows that the 
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distribution of power in committees and over floor scheduling in the House impacted 

congressional agenda setting and its level of success in the legislative process during 

recessions.  Chapter four and chapter five build on this finding by examining how 

Congress made economic policy during recessions.  I show that concentrated 

decision-making power or a lack thereof over spending levels, taxation levels, and 

regulation impacted the policy tools Congress used along with how Congress 

distributed benefits during recessions and the magnitude of these benefits.  

Additionally, these chapters show that Republican control of at least one chamber of 

Congress impacted the policy tools Congress used when making economic policy and 

the magnitude of benefits Congress distributed.  Chapter six uses case studies to 

illustrate the various patterns found in this study.   
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Chapter 2: Congress in The Post War Era: Institutional 
Development and Theoretical Perspectives 

 
Before conducting a study of economic policymaking in Congress during 

recessions in the post war era, a firm grasp of how Congress organized itself during 

this period needs to be obtained.  Congress during the post war era evolved in 

important ways that affected its ability to legislate and its capacity for responding to 

an increasingly powerful president and executive branch.  That is, it implemented a 

series of reforms in 1946, throughout the 1970s, and in 1995 that either solidified, or 

in the case of the 1970s reforms, fundamentally altered its internal organization.  As 

future chapters in this study will show, these reforms impacted how Congress 

behaved in the legislative process during recessions and in how it made economic 

policy during recessions.  Since an understanding of how Congress organized itself in 

the post war era is essential for understanding economic policy in Congress during 

recessions, this chapter will provide an overview of how Congress developed as an 

institution since the turn of the twentieth century.  A look at the general behavior of 

Congress in making policy along with the behavior of rank and file members in 

Congress, party leaders in Congress, coalitions in Congress, and committees will 

accompany this overview.    

As Congress developed in the post war era, theories that seek to explain the 

behavior of Congress similarly evolved.  The first theory of congressional behavior 

was developed at the outset of this period.  It was based off the assumption that 

Congress was beset by collective action problems and therefore needed to accept 
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presidential leadership in the legislative process.  It argued parties were the 

mechanism that could bring this about.  The 1970s brought about a revolution in how 

scholars theorized about Congress.  Their approach to studying this institution turned 

from normative to empirical, their substantive focus switched from the institution 

itself to its members, and the questions they asked were concerned with how 

members of Congress organize this institution to achieve their goals.  The first 

theories produced at the onset of this revolution assumed that members of Congress 

are rational actors looking to obtain certain goals.  They focused on the role 

committees play in helping members attain these goals and how supermajoritarian 

institutions impede this process.  Scholars in the 1990s built on this revolution 

applying an empirical approach and the assumption that members of Congress act 

rationally to parties in Congress.  They focused on the conditions under which the 

majority party in the House will organize this chamber to attain it goals.  Since these 

theories provide a theoretical background in which to analyze congressional behavior 

during recessions, this chapter will survey them.  By providing both an account of 

how Congress developed throughout the post war era and the theories that seek to 

explain its behavior, this chapter lays the foundation needed to analyze economic 

policymaking in Congress during recessions in the post war era.   

 The Post War Congress 

Congress at the beginning of the post war era was the product of a revolt 

against concentrated power in the institution that began in the early twentieth 
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century.3  The House of Representatives in the Republican controlled 61st Congress 

sparked this revolt in 1909.  The Speaker over a nineteen-year period prior to this 

point had aggrandized power over committee assignments and various aspects of the 

legislative process.  Democratic party leaders and a group of newly elected 

Republicans sought to reverse this trend at the outset of the 61st Congress by 

proposing a rules package that weakened the Speaker’s control over the Rules 

Committee and stripped the Speaker of its power over committee assignments.  They 

settled instead for a rules package that allowed the floor to consider minor legislation 

                                                
3 The discussion presented in this chapter on the institutional development and behavior of Congress in 
the post war era draws upon the following sources: Richard F. Fenno Jr., The Power of the Purse: 
Appropriations Politics in Congress (Little, Brown, 1966); Allen Schick, Congress and Money: 
Budgeting, Spending, and Taxing (Washington D.C.: Urban Institute, 1980); James L. Sundquist, The 
Decline and Resurgence of Congress (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1981); Kenneth 
A. Shepsle, “Representation and Governance: The Great Legislative Trade-Off,” Political Science 
Quarterly 103, no. 3 (1988): 461–84; Roger H. Davidson, “The New Centralization on Capitol Hill,” 
The Review of Politics 50, no. 3 (1988): 345–64; Steven S. Smith, Call to Order: Floor Politics in the 
House and Senate (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1989); David W. Rohde, Parties 
and Leaders in the Postreform House (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991); Christopher J. 
Deering and Steven S. Smith, Committees in Congress (Washington D.C.: CQ Press, 1997); Sarah A. 
Binder and Steven S. Smith, Politics or Principle?: Filibustering in the United States Senate 
(Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1997); Richard Fleisher and Jon R. Bond, “Congress 
and the President in a Polarized Era,” in Polarized Politics: Congress and the President in a Partisan 
Era, ed. Richard Fleisher and Jon R. Bond (Washington, D.C: CQ Press, 2000); Allen Schick, The 
Federal Budget: Politics, Policy, Process (Brookings Institution Press, 2000); Eric Schickler, 
Disjointed Pluralism: Institutional Innovation and the Development of the U.S. Congress (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2001); Richard Fleisher and John R. Bond, “The Shrinking Middle in the 
US Congress,” British Journal of Political Science 34, no. 3 (2003): 429–51; Julian E. Zelizer, On 
Capitol Hill: The Struggle to Reform Congress and Its Consequences, 1948-2000 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004); Eric Schickler, “Institutional Development of Congress,” in The 
Legislative Branch, ed. Paul J. Quirk and Sarah A. Binder (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
35–62; Sean M. Theriault, “Party Polarization in the US Congress: Member Replacement and Member 
Adaptation,” Party Politics 12, no. 4 (2006): 483–503; Donald Wolfensberger, “The Motion to 
Recommit in the House: The Creations, Evisceration, and Restoration of a Minority Right,” in Party, 
Process, and Political Change in Congress, ed. David W. Brady and Matthew McCubbins, vol. 2 (Palo 
Alto: Stanford University Press, 2007), 271–95; Gregory Koger, Filibustering: A Political History of 
Obstruction in the House and Senate (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010);  Steven S. Smith, 
The Senate Syndrome: The Evolution of Procedural Warfare in the Modern U.S. Senate (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2014); Megan Lynch, “The Motion to Recommit in the House of 
Representatives” (Washington D.C.: Congressional Research Service, 2016). 
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without needing the Speaker’s consent and granted opponents of a bill the right to 

offer a motion to recommit before final passage of that bill.  The Speaker prior to this 

point had discretion over which member of the House could offer a motion to 

recommit.4 

The move away from concentrated power continued in both the House and the 

Senate throughout the 1910s, the 1920s, and the 1930s.  Party leaders in both 

chambers lost control over scheduling as a result.  The Speaker of the House, 

moreover, was stripped of its power over committee assignments.  The biggest 

beneficiary of this trend in each chamber were committee chairs.  As the power party 

leaders had over the legislative process slowly diminished during this time, the 

prominence of standing committees in both chambers simultaneously increased.  

Since committee chairs had power over committee operations and committee 

scheduling, their power and stature in Congress similarly grew.  The development of 

the seniority system in the 1920s, as discussed later, further entrenched their power in 

both chambers.           

The minority in the Senate benefitted as well during this time with the Senate 

adopting its first cloture rule in 1917.  The Senate prior to adopting this rule did not 

                                                
4 The motion to recommit rule when evoked sends a bill under consideration on the House floor back 
to the committee that reported it.  A majority on the floor must vote in favor of a motion to recommit 
for this rule to be evoked.  There are three types of this rule.  First, there is a motion to recommit 
without instructions. This essentially kills the bill under consideration since it does not ask a committee 
to resubmit the bill.  Second, there is a motion to recommit with general instructions. This version 
sends a bill under consideration back to the committee that reported it with nonbinding directives 
asking that committee to either hold a hearing or conduct a study on the bill before re-reporting it.  
Third, there is a motion to recommit with instructions to report back forthwith with an amendment.  
This version sends a bill under consideration back to the committee that reported it with binding 
instructions to either include a particular provision in that bill before re-reporting it or to report a 
substitute bill.   
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have a formal mechanism to end debate in the face of a minority filibuster.  The 

cloture rule provided this mechanism by allowing two-thirds of those senators present 

to end debate on a particular bill by voting in favor of adopting a cloture resolution.  

By evoking cloture and thus ending debate on a bill, the Senate could then vote to 

pass that bill.  While the cloture rule provided the Senate with a mechanism to 

overcome a minority filibuster, it also formalized minority protections in the 

legislative process.  Barring two-thirds of those senators present voting to evoke 

cloture, a minority in the Senate could effectively filibuster a bill over the wishes of 

the majority in this chamber.   

As Congress dispersed power over scheduling and committee assignments 

during this period, it simultaneously concentrated decision-making power over 

spending levels and certain policy areas during the early 1920s.  The president’s 

influence over policy had grown in the years leading up to this decade.  Congress 

responded by enacting several reforms meant to increase its efficiency in making 

policy.  The Senate in the 66th Congress began this process in May 1920 when it 

passed a resolution that eliminated forty standing committees in this chamber and 

reduced membership on the remaining committees.  The House a month later granted 

exclusive jurisdiction over spending bills to its Appropriations Committee.  Concerns 

about congressional efficiency in making policy carried over into the 67th Congress.  

The Senate, as a result, granted its Appropriations Committee exclusive jurisdiction 

over spending bills.  This action reduced the number of committees with power to 

report appropriations in Congress from thirteen to two.    
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A major development spurred by the trend towards decentralization leading up 

to the post war era was the norm of seniority.  Seniority emerged as the key 

determinant for committee assignments in Congress after party leaders were stripped 

of this power in the early 1910s.  It was informally institutionalized as a system for 

determining committee assignments in the early 1920s.  The seniority system 

determined committee assignments and committee responsibilities based on length of 

tenure.  Members of Congress with the longest running tenure in their respective 

chamber could choose their committee assignment before those with a shorter tenure.  

Members of a committee with the longest running tenure on that committee held a 

right to leadership positions on that committee.  Adoption of this system provided 

Congress with a non-partisan and objective mechanism for determining committee 

assignments.  Instead of members receiving their committee assignment or committee 

responsibility based on party loyalty or loyalty to party leaders, they were rewarded 

for their service in Congress.      

While the adoption of the seniority system provided Congress with a 

seemingly objective method to determine committee assignments, it increased the 

power committee chairs held in Congress.  Committee chairs in the 1910s held power 

over committee operations and floor scheduling.  If they did not legislate in a manner 

acceptable to the majority party, however, the majority party could remove them.  

The seniority system removed this possibility of being sanctioned.  The only way a 

member of Congress could lose their position as committee chair after its adoption 

was if they retired, were not reelected, or died in office.  The seniority system 
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therefore granted committee chairs seemingly unbridled power in Congress.  

Committee chairs already had the capacity to dominate the legislative process before 

this system was instituted.  The seniority system allowed them to do so without fear 

of reprisal from party leaders or the majority party rank and file.    

Although committee chairs had unrestricted authority to legislate as they saw 

fit, committees continued to serve the interest of the majority party in Congress 

throughout the 1920s and the early 1930s.  This changed, however, in the late 1930s 

as the internal makeup of congressional committees changed.  The seniority system, 

by making tenure length in Congress the sole factor in determining committee 

appointments, protected party dissidents from losing their committee assignment and 

their committee leadership position.  As a result, conservative Southern Democrats 

who agreed with the Republican party’s stance on various policy issues gained 

control of the committee system in 1937.  This group of dissident Democrats used the 

committee system to ensure their policy preferences were met in the run up to the 

post war era.  Their use of the House Rules Committee provides a good example.  

Southern Democrats used this committee’s agenda setting power on the House floor 

to ensure various liberal initiatives did not receive floor consideration during this 

time.  Additionally, if Southern Democrats on this committee did allow a liberal 

initiative to receive floor consideration, they normally reported this type of bill with 

an open rule that allowed the floor to consider various conservative amendments that 

fundamentally altered it.  
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 1946-1970: Decentralization and Coalition Governance 

Presidential power and assertiveness over policy increased tremendously in 

the run up to the post war era.  President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and members of 

his administration capitalized on the Great Depression and World War II to 

institutionalize the executive branch as an active and at times very influential 

participant in policymaking.  Congress as a result saw its position in the policymaking 

process decline during this period.  The 79th Congress sought to rectify this situation 

at the onset of the post war era by passing the Legislative Reorganization Act of 

1946.  This legislation further concentrated decision-making power over certain 

policy areas by eliminating more than half of the committees in each chamber.  

Additionally, it outlined the jurisdiction of each committee in Congress, reduced the 

number of seats on each committee in the Senate, and it increased the policymaking 

capacity of the committee system by doubling the staff on every committee in 

Congress.       

The organizational structure of Congress remained fairly static for slightly 

over twenty years after the enactment of the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946.  

Figure 2.1 provides a snapshot of how Congress organized itself during this time 

period.  Committee chairs during this time were quite powerful.  In addition to 

holding power over committee operations and floor scheduling, they held power over 

resources in Congress for making policy after the 79th Congress enacted the 

Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946.  Senior members of Congress held prominent 

positions on various committees.  The seniority system made their removal difficult.   
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Figure 2.1. Organizational Structure of Congress, 1946-1970 

 

Note: The top half of each block lists a job or system in Congress.  The bottom part of each block lists the 
power(s) held by that job or system in Congress.    
 
Minority interest in both chambers held protections for the most part in the legislative 

process.  Party leaders in the House, in contrast, held virtually little power in this 

chamber.  Party leaders in the Senate similarly held little power outside of chairing 

their party’s Steering Committee.      

Although its internal organization remained static, the behavior of Congress 

did change during this time.  Southern Democrats retained control of the committee 

system from the onset of this period to the 1960s.  The Appropriations Committees in 
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both chambers, as a result, ensured Congress economized during this time.  The 

House Ways and Means Committee, holding jurisdiction over all revenue measures 

and the origination point in Congress for tax legislation, ensured tax policy remained 

fairly stable.  The House Rules Committee helped the Ways and Means Committee in 

this venture.  In addition to acting as a gatekeeper during this time that frequently 

thwarted liberal initiatives, the Rules Committee ensured the floor considered tax 

legislation reported by the Ways and Means Committee under a closed rule that 

barred amendments.     

The 1960s brought about a change in how Congress made economic policy.   

Southern Democrats on the Appropriations Committees in both chambers leading up 

to this point viewed themselves as the protectors of the Treasury.  They saw to this by 

consistently limiting funds for programs prized by authorization committees.  

Authorization committees responded by developing and then perfecting several 

backdoor strategies by 1960 that allowed them to increase spending on programs 

while circumventing the appropriations process.  By expanding eligibility for an 

entitlement program such as Medicare, for instance, these committees effectively 

increased spending on that program.  These strategies, by granting almost every 

committee in Congress the power to spend on program in their jurisdiction, 

informally dispersed spending authority in Congress.  Congress as a result continually 

increased spending throughout the 1960s.   
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The Reforms of the 1970s: Fragmentation 

The movement against concentrated decision-making power on spending 

levels in the 1960s turned into an outright mutiny against concentrated power in 

committees in the 1970s.  Congress as a result upended its organizational structure 

during this time.  The 91st Congress began this rebellion in 1970 when it enacted the 

Legislative Reorganization Act of 1970.  This legislation, in addition to requiring 

committees to adopt written rules, granted committee majorities in both chambers 

power over committee operations.  Additionally, it strengthened minority protections 

in committees by guaranteeing the minority at least one day to call witnesses during 

committee hearings on a particular topic or a bill, and it increased the policymaking 

capacity of Congress by creating the Congressional Research Service.      

The House Democratic Caucus in the 91st Congress began an informal assault 

on the seniority system in the House the following year.  Figure 2.2 provides a 

snapshot of how the House was organized following these reforms.  Through 

adopting a series of rule changes in 1971, the House Democratic Caucus in this 

Congress made committee chairs in the House subject to annual votes of approval by 

the Democratic rank and file.  This in effect transformed the assignment of committee 

responsibilities into a partisan and subjective process.  House Democratic Caucus 

concerns about concentrated power in committees sparked again in the 93rd 

Congress.  Committee chairs as a result were subject to stricter votes of approval by 

the Democratic rank and file.  Committee majorities in the House benefitted from the 

1973 Democratic Caucus rule changes as well.  Committee chairs prior to 1973 held  
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Figure 2.2. Organizational Structure of the House of Representatives, 1975-1995 

 

Note: The top half of each block lists either a job, group, or an internal institution in the House.  The bottom part 
of each block lists the power(s) held by that job, group, or internal institution in the House.    
 
power over setting the jurisdiction of subcommittees and the appointment of 

subcommittee chairs.  The House Democratic Caucus saw fit to transfer this authority 

to the majority on each committee.  

Concerns about concentrated power in committees carried over into the 94th 

Congress.  The Senate, as a result, adopted a series of rule changes in 1975 that 

increased the policymaking capacity of every member on a committee by granting 
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Figure 2.3: Organizational Structure of the Senate, 1975-2009 

 

Note: The top half of each block lists either a job, group, or internal institution in the Senate.  The bottom part of 
each block lists the power(s) held by that job, group, or internal institution in the Senate.    
 
each member three additional staff members.  This in essence dispersed power over  

policymaking resources in Senate committees.  The Senate in the 95th Congress built 

on this legacy by adopting two rule changes that undermined the seniority system in 

this chamber.  The first rule change limited the number of committees a member 

could serve on.  The second rule change limited the number of chairmanships a 

member could hold.    

As the House Democratic Caucus dispersed power in committees and over 

assigning committee responsibilities in the House, it simultaneously dispersed 

decision-making power over tax policy and various other policy areas in the House.  

The House Democratic Caucus in the 93rd Congress began this process in 1973 when 

it adopted a rule that dispersed power over agenda setting on the House floor to the 
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Democratic rank and file.  The House Rules Committee prior to this year had control 

over how a bill was considered on the floor, and it normally used this power to ensure 

tax legislation was considered under a closed rule that barred amendments.  The 

Democratic Caucus in the 93rd Congress saw fit to transfer this authority to its rank 

and file so long as 50 or more members wanted to alter a bill the Rules Committee 

reported with a closed rule.  The Democratic Caucus in this Congress further 

dispersed decision-making power on tax levels the following year when it enacted a 

rule that expanded the Ways and Means Committee membership by 12 seats.  This 

action further increased the power the majority on the Ways and Means Committee 

had over tax policy since 10 of these 12 seats were granted to the majority party.    

Subcommittees in the House benefitted as well during this time.  The House 

Democratic Caucus in 1973 adopted a series of rule changes that became known as 

the subcommittee bill of rights.  In addition to increasing the policymaking capacity 

of every subcommittee by increasing their budget and increasing their staff, these rule 

changes granted subcommittees agenda setting power over the legislative process by 

guaranteeing every bill introduced in the House was automatically referred to the 

subcommittee that had jurisdiction over that bill’s policy area.  Concerns about the 

policymaking capacity of subcommittees in the House continued into the 94th 

Congress.  The House Democratic Caucus in this Congress, as a result, adopted a rule 

that allowed every chair and ranking member of a subcommittee to hire an additional 

staff member.   
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 The Reforms of the 1970s: Centralization  

Not all of the 1970s reforms dispersed decision-making power.  The 93rd 

Congress saw fit to concentrate decision-making power over spending levels.  Figure 

2.2 and figure 2.3 provides a snapshot of how this action impacted the organization of 

both chambers.  The president’s influence over spending decisions had grown during 

the six years prior to this point.  President Nixon in particular expanded the 

president’s power over spending by refusing to spend certain funds Congress had 

appropriated.  Additionally, concerns grew in Congress over what was perceived as 

excess spending brought about by backdoor spending strategies.  The 93rd Congress 

sought to reclaim its power over the purse while controlling excess spending by 

enacting the Congressional Budget and Impoundment Control Act of 1974.  This 

legislation, in addition to outlawing presidential impoundments, created a new budget 

process that concentrated decision-making power over spending levels in a newly 

created budget committee in each chamber.  It also increased the policymaking 

capacity of Congress by creating the Congressional Budget Office.   

Concerns in Congress over presidential encroachment on this institution’s 

constitutional right over spending faded in the 1980s.  Concerns about congressional 

spending, however, remained.  The 99th Congress as a result enacted the Gramm-

Rudman-Hollings Balanced Budget Act.5  This legislation further concentrated 

decision-making power over spending levels by designating the budget committee in 

                                                
5 The process for budget reduction outlined in this legislation was deemed unconstitutional in 1987.  In 
the same year, Congress enacted the Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Reaffirmation 
Control Act of 1987.  This legislation kept the sequestration procedure while providing a constitutional 
process for determining spending cuts.    
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each chamber as the only entities in Congress that can increase spending levels above 

those agreed to in yearly budget resolutions.  Additionally, it established a new 

procedure known as sequestration that triggered across the board spending cuts when 

annual spending exceeded projected deficit totals in a yearly budget resolution.  

Concerns over congressional spending continued into the 100th Congress.  Both 

chambers in this Congress responded by adopting rule adjustments that allowed 

points of order against amendments to reconciliation bills that breached the terms of 

the Gramm-Rudman-Hollings Balanced Budget Act.         

As the 93rd Congress enacted reforms that concentrated decision-making 

power over spending levels, the House in this Congress simultaneously concentrated 

power over legislation referral in 1974 by granting the Speaker power to refer a bill to 

multiple committees.  Legislation prior to this point was automatically referred to the 

committee that held jurisdiction over that bill’s policy area.  Additionally, the House 

Democratic Caucus in the 93rd Congress concentrated power over committee 

assignments by adopting a rule that transferred control over committee assignments 

from the Ways and Means Committee to a newly created Steering and Policy 

Committee chaired by the Speaker.  The House in the 95th Congress built on this 

legacy by adopting a rule change that allowed the Speaker to set time limits on 

committee deliberations.  This in essence granted the Speaker partial control over 

committee scheduling.   
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The Consequences of Individualism: Floor Amendments, Restrictive Rules, and 
the Filibuster 
 
 The revolution that occurred in the 1970s had an immediate impact on the 

behavior of rank and file members of Congress.  Policy entrepreneurship and 

individualism increased dramatically as these reforms provided increased 

opportunities for members of Congress to launch proposals, attain press coverage, 

and assert credit for various initiatives (Schickler 2005, 53).  Moreover, the floor in 

each chamber began substantially altering legislation reported by committees as new 

electronic voting machines in both chambers reduced voting times on floor 

amendments (Bach and Smith 1988; Smith 1989).  The uncertainty over policy 

outcomes brought about by increased floor amendments led to a want by majority 

party rank and file members of the House for more predictability over legislation 

outcomes.  As a result, the House Rules Committee in the 1980s began reporting 

legislation with special rules that restricted consideration of floor amendments.  By 

the early 1990s, nearly three fourths of the special rules granted by the House Rules 

Committee restricted floor amendments (Deering and Smith 1997, 209; Schickler 

2001, 235).   

As floor amendments and restrictive rules increased in the 1970s, the use of 

the filibuster in the Senate grew exponentially.  The Washington policy community 

grew in size and diversity throughout the late 1960s and the early 1970s.  Senators 

looking to attract support from this community began using the filibuster quite often 

to portray themselves as a champion of causes supported by these groups (Binder and 

Smith 1997, 17).  The Senate in the 92nd Congress sought to overcome this trend by 
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introducing a special track system in 1972 that allowed the Senate to consider non-

filibustered legislation while simultaneously tabling legislation being filibustered.  

While this system provided the Senate with a mechanism it could use to continue its 

business in the face of a filibuster, it had the unintended consequences of facilitating 

filibusters.  The Senate in the 94th Congress in response adopted a rule that reduced 

the number of votes needed to invoke cloture from two-thirds of those present to 

three-fifths of the entire Senate.  Senators use of the filibuster, however, continued 

unabated past this point as the Senate had at least twenty filibusters per Congress 

from 1975 to 2004 (Koger 2010, 106).  

The Consequences of Centralization: Majority Party Governance in a Polarized 
Environment  
 

The Speaker of the House, although empowered by the reforms of the 1970s, 

did not fully capitalize on the powers granted to it throughout the late 1970s and early 

to middle 1980s.  Transitional figures who mediated between the “barons” of the old 

organizational regime and new members who pushed for further reform occupied this 

position during this time (Davidson 1988, 357; Rohde 1991, 168).  This dynamic 

changed, however, in 1987 as Representative Jim Wright, Democrat from Texas, 

became Speaker of the House.  Speaker Wright wielded the powers and resources 

granted to this position in a manner similar to powerful Speakers of the late 

nineteenth century and early twentieth century.  He continually provided strong, 

aggressive, centralized party leadership in the House by articulating and pressing for 

passage of a partisan legislative agenda throughout his tenure (Davidson 1988, 358; 

Rohde 1991, 168; Schickler 2001, 239).     
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Figure 2.4: Organizational Structure of the House of Representatives, 1995-2009 

 

Note: The top half of each block lists a job in the House.  The bottom part of each block lists the power(s) held by 
that job in the House.    
 

Speaker Wright’s performance and the performance of his predecessor, Tom 

Foley, led to a want by the majority party in the House for strong, centralized party 

leadership in the House.  As a result, the House Republican Conference adopted 

several rule changes in 1995 that transferred power over subcommittee assignments 

from committee majorities to the Speaker.  Committee chairs benefitted from these 

rule changes as well gaining power over subcommittee leadership position 
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assignment and subcommittee staffing.  As the House Republican Conference in the 

104th Congress concentrated power over subcommittee assignments and 

subcommittee policymaking resources, the House in this Congress decreased the 

policymaking capacity of its committee system by decreasing the staff on every 

committee.  Additionally, the House in this Congress further undermined seniority in 

determining committee leadership positions by placing a six-year term limit on 

committee chairs.  

As the House further empowered an aggressively partisan Speaker in the 

1990s, the House Rules Committee continued to actively erode minority protections 

in the legislative process.  This process began in the late 1980s with the Rules 

Committee, at the behest of the Speaker and the majority party rank and file, 

increasingly reporting legislation with procedural rules that favored the Speaker.  

Additionally, this committee repurposed the self-executing rule into a tool used by the 

majority party to ensure the passage of partisan legislation, and it assigned special 

rules on multiple occasions that either limited or denied the minority party’s ability to 

offer a motion to recommit.  The House in the 104th Congress further enhanced 

minority protections in the legislative process in the House by adopting a rule in 1995 

that formally guaranteed the minority the right to offer a motion to recommit.  The 

House Rules Committee in this Congress, however, actively undermined this rule by 

reporting legislation to the floor with a rule that either denied amendments or allowed 

one amendment.  This behavior continued into the 2000s.   
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As majority party governance took hold in the House throughout the late 

1980s and 1990s, the House Budget Committee and the Senate Budget Committee 

began serving the interest of the majority party.  This development in effect 

concentrated decision-making power over U.S. fiscal policy.  Additionally, 

polarization between the two parties in Congress steadily increased throughout the 

late 1980s and 1990s.  This process began in the late 1970s as both parties in 

Congress became more ideologically homogenous and increasingly voted on 

legislation along partisan lines (among others see Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Rohde 

1991; Coleman 1997; Fleisher and Bond 2000; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006).  

By the middle of the 2000s, polarization in Congress reached a level not seen since 

Reconstruction (Shaffner 2011).  This phenomenon was not confined to either 

chamber.  Scholars note that parties in the Senate have been just as polarized as 

parties in the House since the late 1970s (Fleisher and Bond 2003; Theriault 2006).   

 Theories of Congressional Behavior 

As Congress evolved throughout the post war era, theories that attempt to 

explain the behavior of Congress changed fundamentally.  Normative in their 

approach and using Congress as their unit of analysis, scholars of Congress in the 

immediate post war years were more concerned with how Congress should act in the 

legislative process.  They assumed that Congress was beset by collective action 

problems and therefore unable to act independently in the legislative process.  As a 

result, these scholars produced a theory that speculates on the mechanisms that 

facilitate and hinder congressional acceptance of presidential leadership in the 
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legislative process.  Similar to the internal organization and behavior of Congress 

after the reforms of the 1970s, theories of congressional behavior were fundamentally 

altered in the 1970s.  Scholars of Congress changed their approach, methods, 

substantive focus, assumptions, and questions when studying this institution after this 

point.  The result were theories that sought to explain how members of Congress 

organize this institution to achieve their goals and the determinants of congressional 

policy outcomes.    

The Need for Responsible Parties  

The first theory of congressional behavior was developed at the onset of the 

post war era.  Known as the doctrine of responsible parties, this analytical school 

viewed the internal organization of Congress as an impediment to congressional 

action in the legislative process.6  Responsible party theorists assumed that due to 

decentralized leadership and protection of minority interests in Congress, Congress is 

unable to form its own legislative agenda and is prone to minority obstructionism 

(among others see Burns 1949; Bailey 1950; Key 1964; Burns 1965; Bailey 1966).  

Since Congress is unable to act independently in the legislative process, the president, 

these scholars argued, must provide leadership to Congress in the legislative process 

(among others see Key 1942; Burns 1949; Bailey 1950; Committee on Political 

Parties 1950; Burns 1965; Bailey 1966).  The president, by having concentrated 

                                                
6 The main scholars in this school are E. E. Schattschneider (1942; 1948), James MacGregor Burns 
(1949; 1963; 1965), Stephen Bailey (1950; 1966); and V. O. Key (1942).   
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power in the executive branch, is the only institution in the legislative process that 

can act in a resolute manner.    

The assumptions held by responsible party theorists about the need for 

presidential leadership in the legislative process trace back to the writings of the 

Wilsonian school in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.7  Members of 

this analytical school wrote during an era characterized by assertive presidents and a 

Congress prone to minority obstructionism.8  As a result, they viewed the U.S. 

separation of powers system in a negative light.  Congress, these scholars argued, 

needed presidential leadership in the legislative process (Ford 1898; Ford 1910; 

Wilson 1911).9  It was unable to form its own legislative agenda and it could not 

legislate in the interest of the majority.  The dispersal of power between Congress and 

the president, however, made this difficult.  The president held no constitutional 

authority to compel Congress to act and institutional rivalry stopped Congress from 

accepting presidential leadership.    

Members of the Wilsonian school argued that since Congress did not naturally 

succumb to presidential leadership, political parties were the only mechanism that 

                                                
7 The main authors of this school are Woodrow Wilson (1885; 1911), A. Lawrence Lowell (1889; 
1902; 1908; 1913), Henry Jones Ford (1898; 1910), and Frank Goodnow (1895; 1900; 1909). 
8 Members of the Wilsonian school wrote during the heyday of obstructionism in the House of 
Representatives.  Occurring more frequently than any other decade during the twentieth century, there 
were fourteen major filibusters in the House from 1901-11 (Koger 2010, 105).  There were two major 
filibusters in the House from 1991-2005 (Koger 2010, 105).  The use of the filibuster in the Senate 
similarly increased from 1905-1910 (Koger 2010, 106).     
9 Early in his career, Woodrow Wilson advocated for a cabinet to provide leadership for Congress 
during the policy making process instead of the president (1883).  Wilson’s conception of this cabinet 
was a powerful committee of congressional leaders who held the power of initiating legislation.  This 
cabinet was chosen by the president, and it was to ultimately control the business of Congress.  Wilson 
abandoned this concept of cabinet leadership in favor of presidential leadership later in his career with 
the release of Constitutional Government in the United States (1911). 
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made the U.S. political system workable (Ford 1898; Goodnow 1910; Wilson 1911).  

Political parties, these scholars argued, had the capacity to produce a harmonious 

relationship between Congress and the president.  They therefore at times allowed the 

president to assume its rightful role as leader of the policymaking process.  

Responsible party theorists similarly argued that political parties brought cohesion 

and unity to the U.S. political system (see, inter alia, Sundquist 1988, 614).  They 

helped Congress overcome its institutional differences and rivalries with the 

president.  This in return allowed the president to assume the role of chief legislator 

(see, inter alia, Herring 1940; Neustadt 1955).10  As Schattschneider eloquently 

argued, American democracy was “unthinkable save in terms of the parties” 

(Schattsneider 1942, 1).    

While responsible party theorists viewed political parties as allowing 

Congress to overcome institutional differences with the president, members of this 

analytical school did not argue that political parties ensure Congress will accept 

presidential leadership.  Instead, they argued that party control of the government 

shapes how Congress behaves. When the same party controls both Congress and the 

presidency, Congress, these scholars argue, is more likely to accept presidential 

leadership in the legislative process (among others see Key 1942; Ripley 1969).  

Although Congress will periodically rebuke and humiliate the president due to 

institutional rivalry, Congress under unified party control is more likely to be 

                                                
10 The term chief legislator was first coined by Howard McBain in The Living Constitution (New York: 
The Workers Education Bureau Press, 1946).   
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dedicated to the president’s legislative program.  When the presidency is controlled 

by a different party, however, responsible party theorists argue that Congress will 

reject presidential leadership in the legislative process (among others see Key 1942; 

Ripley 1969).  Congress as a result will lack energy in the legislative process and will 

only produce inconsequential legislation during periods of divided government.   

The Rise of Purposive Politicians 

 As Congress became more individualistic after the reforms of the 1970s,  

scholarship on Congress focused more on the actions of individual members of 

Congress.  This shift in substantive focus produced several theories of congressional 

behavior derived from the empirical study of its members.  It was accompanied by 

scholars of Congress using methods derived in the discipline of economics to study 

this institution.  The first theory of congressional behavior produced from the study of 

individual members of Congress is the school of purposive politicians.  It was 

developed in the midst of the 1970s reforms, and it is the first theory of Congress 

based on the use rational choice methods.    

Theorizing under the assumption that members of Congress are self-

maximizing individuals, purposive politician theorists argue that individual members 

of Congress seek three particular goals.  First, individual members of Congress seek 

to win reelection (among others see Fenno 1973; Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1977).  

Second, individual members of Congress seek to make good public policy (among 

others see Fenno 1973; Mayhew 1974; Dodd 1977; Arnold, 1990).  Third, individual 

members of Congress seek to gain influence in either the House or the Senate (Fenno 
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1973; Mayhew 1974; Dodd 1977; Arnold 1990).  Purposive politician theorists argue 

that of these three goals, the principal goal individual members of Congress seek to 

obtain is reelection (among others see Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1977; Arnold 1990).  

Stemming from this goal are three practices engaged in by every member of 

Congress: advertising,11 credit claiming,12 and position taking13 (Mayhew 1974, 49-

61).14     

Purposive politician theorists argue that due to every member of Congress 

seeking reelection and the practices that accompany this goal, Congress behaves in a 

variety of ways in the legislative process.  Congress, for instance, will be proactive in 

initiating legislation laden with particularized benefits (Mayhew 1974, 115, Arnold 

2016, 19).  This type of legislation allows members of Congress to plausibly take 

credit for bringing home pork to their district or state.  Congress as well will be 

                                                
11 Advertising is when individual members of Congress “disseminate one’s name among constituents 
in such a fashion as to create a favorable image” of themselves (Mayhew 1974, 49).   
12 Credit claiming is when individual members of Congress act in a manner that generates “a belief in a 
relevant political actor (or actors) that one is personally responsible for causing the government, or 
some unit thereof, to do something that the actor (or actors) considers desirable (Mayhew 1974, 52-
53).” 
13 Position taking is when individual members of Congress make a “public enunciation of a judgmental 
statement on anything likely to be of interest to political actors (Mayhew 1974, 61).”   
14 Each of these claims have inspired several studies that look at their impact on congressional 
elections, the behavior of Congress, and on the behavior of individual members of Congress.  Scholars 
have conducted several studies on the impact advertising has on the incumbency advantage in 
Congress (among others see Abramowitz 1975; Alford and Hibbing 1981; Cover and Brumberg 1982; 
Prior 2006; Schaffner 2006) and on how individual members of Congress vote (among others see Cain, 
Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987; Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2000; Desposato and Petrocik 2003).  
Several studies have explored the impact credit claiming has on particularistic spending in Congress 
(among others see Fiorina 1977; Cox and McCubbins 1986; Sellers 1997; Lee 2003) and on 
congressional elections (among others see Johannes and McAdams 1981; King 1991; Stein and 
Bickers 1994; Bickers and Stein 1996; Lazarus and Reiley 2010), and they have explored explanations 
on why and when individual members of Congress will or will not engage in credit claiming (among 
others see Grimmer, Messing, and Westwood 2012; Clemins, Crespin, and Finocchario 2015).  Finally, 
several studies have focused on the electoral implication of position taking for individual members of 
Congress (among others see Erikson 1971; Jacobson 1993; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002; 
Bovits and Carson 2006; Nyhan et al. 2012). 
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proactive in initiating legislation when somebody of consequence such as an interest 

group is intently watching (Mayhew 1974, 115, Arnold 2016, 19).  This behavior 

allows members of Congress to take credit for servicing this group while 

championing their cause.   

While they argue that Congress will be proactive under these two conditions, 

purposive politician theorists argue that Congress will approve every bill proposed by 

the president in response to a recession (Arnold 1990, 154).  This action creates a 

win-win scenario for every member of congress.  If economic conditions improve, 

individual members of Congress can take credit for approving legislation that brought 

his about.  If economic conditions do not improve, individual members of Congress 

can blame the president for an inadequate response (Arnold 1990, 154).   

When deciding to approve or reject a bill, Congress, this analytical school 

argues, will consider the traceability of that bill’s effects15 and their constituents’ 

potential future preferences on that bill.16  If the effects of a bill are easily traceable, 

for instance, and that bill is important to a substantial number of citizens, , Congress 

will approve that bill since it allows members of Congress to engage in credit 

claiming (Arnold 1990, 129).  If the effects of a bill are easily traceable and the 

constituents for a majority of members of Congress will possibly form future negative 

preferences towards it, however, Congress will reject that bill since it can have a 

                                                
15 Arnold defines traceability as when “a citizen can plausibly trace an observed effect first back to a 
governmental action and then back to a representative’s individual contribution (Arnold 1990, 47).”   
16 Arnold defines potential preferences as “those preferences which legislators believe might easily be 
created either by interested parties dissatisfied with legislators’ decisions or by future challengers 
searching for good campaign issues (Arnold 10).” 
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negative impact on a congressperson’s goal of reelection (Arnold 1990, 17 & 72).  

When drafting legislation, Congress, purposive politician theorist argue, will be 

deferential to the needs of organized groups with widespread local influence and to 

organized groups with disposable electoral resources who intently watch 

congressional action (Mayhew 1974, 131).17  This helps members of Congress attain 

their goal of reelection by helping sets of voters who are politically organized.  

Additionally, when drafting economic policy, Congress will prefer to use geographic 

benefits and group benefits (Mayhew 1974, 127-128; Arnold 1990, 191).  This allows 

members to engage in credit claiming and build a reputation as a provider (Mayhew 

1974, 59).        

Dominant Committees, Informed Floors, and Ruling Supermajorities  

 As the use of floor amendments, restrictive rules, and the filibuster grew 

substantially in the aftermath of the 1970s reforms, scholars of Congress began to 

develop formal theories that use mathematical models to explain congressional 

behavior.  These theories start with the premise that members of Congress are self-

maximizing individuals who seek to attain three particular goals: reelection, make 

good public policy, and further their political career (Shepsle and Weingast 1995, 10).  

They then use game theory to model how these rational actors shape the 

organizational structure of Congress to attain their goals, and how these actions shape 

the behavior of Congress as whole.  Several formal theories offered by scholars of 

Congress in the 1980s and the 1990s reflect congressional behavior from this time.  

                                                
17 Examples of these groups are veterans and the NRA. 
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Incorporating either floor amendments, restrictive rules, or the filibuster as an 

explanatory variable, these theories focus primarily on either the committee system, 

the floor, or supermajoritarian institutions to explain congressional behavior.       

The first formal theory scholars of Congress offered to explain congressional 

behavior during this time is distributive theory.18  Distributive theorist argue that 

every committee in Congress is comprised of legislators with a high interest in the 

policy area that committee has jurisdiction over.  To obtain their political goals, 

legislators on each committee defer to the decisions made by other committees on 

legislation in their jurisdiction on the floor (Fiorina 1987; Weingast and Marshall 

1988).  Thus, the committee system, distributive theorist argue, is the “formal 

expression of a comprehensive logrolling arrangement” (Fiorina 1987, 338; Weingast 

and Marshall 1988, 145).  Members of Congress organize this institution in a manner 

that encourages this exchange on the floor.  Committees, for instance, are granted a 

jurisdictional monopoly and agenda setting power over a specific policy area.19   The 

House, moreover, uses procedural rules such as restricting floor amendments to 

ensure every committee determines the content of legislation in their jurisdiction 

(Shepsle 1979; Shepsle and Weingast 1981; Fiorina, 1987; Shepsle and Weingast 

1987; Weingast and Marshall 1988).  Committees therefore drive congressional 

behavior according to distributive theorist. They set the congressional agenda and 

they determine policy outcomes.     

                                                
18 The main works in this school are Shepsle (1979), Shepsle and Weingast (1981), Weingast and 
Marshall (1988).    
19 This agenda setting power extends to the initiation, formulation, and implementation of policies in 
their jurisdiction 
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 The second formal theory developed by scholars of Congress is informational 

theory.20  This theory turns distributional theory on its head.  Instead of viewing the 

floor in each chamber as a market where committee members trade favors, 

informational theorist argue that the floor majority in each chamber organizes the 

committee system to provide it with information.  They do so by adopting procedural 

rules that incentivize committee members to develop expertise in a specific policy 

and to make this expertise available to the floor (Krehbiel 1991, 6, 91).  Committees 

make their expertise available by proposing a bill on a particular policy area.  The 

floor majority can then amend this bill to fit their policy goals (Krehbiel 1991, 81).  

At times, however, the floor majority does not amend a bill.  This further incentivizes 

committee members to develop expertise in a particular policy area.  Since the floor 

organizes Congress, has the option to amend every bill proposed by a committee, and 

makes the final decision on if Congress will pass a policy, the floor, informational 

theorist argue, determines the behavior of Congress.  It determines how Congress 

organizes itself and the content of legislation Congress passes.     

The third formal theory developed by scholars of Congress is 

supermajoritarian theory.  This analytical school argues that the filibuster in the 

Senate determines the behavior of Congress.  That is, Congress will pass a bill if it 

adheres to the preference of the ideologically sixtieth Senator (Krehbiel 1998, 30).  If 

a bill does not meet this condition, Congress will not pass it since the Senate will not 

                                                
20 The main works in the informational school are Gilligan and Krehbiel (1987, 1989, 1990); Krehbiel 
(1991); King (1997). 
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be able to invoke cloture.  Thus, the filibuster in the Senate determines the content of 

legislation passed by Congress.  Either the content of a bill meets the preferences of 

the ideologically sixtieth Senator or it does not and dies in the Senate.       

Rise of the Majority Party 

Similar to those writing when the use of restrictive rules, floor amendments, 

and the filibuster began to increase, scholars of Congress writing in the 1990s and 

early 2000s offered formal theories that reflected the trend towards majority party 

governance.  These theories focus primarily on the House, and they disagree over the 

determinants of congressional behavior.  The first formal theory offered by scholars 

of Congress during this time is the theory of conditional party government.  This 

theory argues that the level of polarization within and between both parties in 

Congress determines how Congress behaves.21  When both parties in Congress are 

polarized, the majority party in Congress will organize each chamber to serve its 

interests (Rohde 1991, 168; Rohde 2013, 850).  Rank and file members of the 

majority party, conditional theorist argue, will empower their leadership under these 

conditions to accomplish their policy goals, and Congress will be an active participant 

in the legislative process (Rohde 1991, 176).  When polarization between both parties 

decreases, however, rank and file members of the majority party will not empower 

their leadership (Rohde 2013, 950).  Instead, since the difference in policy 

preferences between both parties are small, a bipartisan majority coalition will form 

in Congress.  This coalition will organize Congress to serve its interests, and party 

                                                
21 The main works in this school are Rohde (1991), Aldrich (1995), Aldrich and Rohde (2001).   
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control of the government will determine how Congress behaves in the legislative 

process (Rohde 1991, 82, 162).   

While conditional party theorists focus on the level of polarization within and 

between both parties to explain the behavior of Congress, procedural cartel theorists 

argue that the majority party in the House determines the behavior of Congress.22  

The majority party in this chamber forms a legislative cartel that uses its agenda 

setting power to ensure this chamber only considers legislation that advances the 

majority party’s interest.  It maintains this cartel by stacking every committee with 

members loyal to the majority party leadership and whose preferences are 

representative of the majority party (Cox and McCubbins 1993, 186).  Thus, the 

majority party in the House determines whether Congress will pass a bill or not.  This 

in essence gives the majority party control over the content of legislation passed by 

Congress.  If a bill adheres to the preferences of the majority party in the House, the 

House will pass it.  If a bill does not meet this condition, however, the House will not 

consider it (Cox and McCubbins 1993, 269).    

 Understanding the Post War Congress  

 The chapter has shown that Congress evolved in important ways during the 

post war era.  It began this period by passing legislation that further concentrated 

power in committees and decision-making power over various policy areas.  

Committees as a result controlled the legislative process for twenty-four years while 

powerful committee chairs determined the legislative agenda and shaped policy 

                                                
22 The main works in this school are Cox and McCubbins (1993, 1994, 2002, 2005).   
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outcomes.  Moreover, since Southern Democrats controlled the committee system 

during this time, tax policy remained stable while the Appropriations Committees in 

both chambers ensured spending levels remained low throughout the 1940s and the 

1950s.  The Appropriations Committee lost control over spending levels, however, in 

the 1960s as authorization committees perfected backdoor strategies that allowed 

them to increase spending on programs in their jurisdiction.  Congress as a result 

began spending more during this decade.   

Congress spent the better part of the 1970s enacting reforms that radically 

altered its organizational structure.  Individualism took hold in Congress as a result 

producing an explosion of floor amendments in the 1970s.  Additionally, Congress 

began altering tax policy more frequently with decision-making over this policy area 

dispersed to the majority party rank and file in the House and the Speaker.   This 

eventually gave way to centralized partisan leadership in the late 1980s, especially in 

the House.  The majority party as a result gained decision-making power over U.S. 

fiscal policy.     

Similar to the internal organization and behavior of Congress, the approach, 

methods, focus, and assumptions used by scholars attempting to explain the behavior 

of Congress changed in the post war era.  Scholars studying Congress in the 

immediate post war years adopted a normative approach.  They were concerned with 

how Congress should act in the legislative process, and they theorized about factors 

that allowed Congress to accept presidential leadership.  This changed in the 1970s.  

Scholars shifted their focus away from normative concerns about congressional 
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behavior to empirical inquiry about how individual members of Congress organize 

this institution to obtain their goals.  Rational choice theory and principal-agent 

theory became the perspectives of choice while methods developed in economics, 

statistics, and mathematics were utilized at a high rate.  The theories developed 

during this time assumed that Congress was filled with self-maximizing individuals 

seeking to obtain three goals.  They focused on the role committees and parties play 

in helping members attain these goals and how supermajoritarian institutions impede 

this process.   
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Chapter 3: Lawmaking in the Post War Era: Congress and the 
President in the Legislative Process During Recessions, 1946-2009 
 
 “Mr. Speaker……. the House is burning down, and the President of the 

United States says this is the way to put it out (77 Cong. Rec. 76, 1933).”  Rising 

from his seat in the darkest days of the Great Depression, House Representative 

Bertrand Snell, Republican from New York, offered these words in support of House 

Majority Leader Joseph “Jo” Byrns, Democrat from Tennessee, motion for immediate 

consideration of HR 1491, the Emergency National Banking Relief Act.  While 

acknowledging in the early moments of the 73rd Congress that he had not read HR 

1491, a bill drafted by officials in the Roosevelt administration and at the time not in 

formal print, Snell argued that there was only one way for the U.S. to escape the 

economic calamity that was the Great Depression, and that was “to give the president 

what he demands” (77 Cong. Rec. 76, 1933).  Shortly following this statement of 

support by Representative Snell, a statement that was greeted by the chamber with a 

round of applause, the Clerk of the House of Representatives read HR 1491 into the 

congressional record before the House, after forty minutes of debate, passed it 

without amendment by unanimous vote.  A few hours later on the opposite end of the 

Capitol Building, the Senate similarly passed H. R. 1491 without amendment by a 

unanimous vote.  So began the first 100 days of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt 

administration; a three month time span where the 73rd Congress, without much 

debate, passed several policies drafted by the White House without amendment.  

Contemporary scholars have fittingly noted that the first 100 days of the 

Roosevelt administration marked a turning point in the relationship between Congress 
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and the president in the legislative process.  Prior to this event, there were instances 

where the president tried to inject itself into lawmaking.  Andrew Jackson, upending 

the norm that the president uses its Article I Section VII mandate to reject legislation 

only when it deems legislation to be unconstitutional, began the practice of the 

president using its veto power to influence legislative outcomes (Rudalevige 2005, 

421).  Theodore Roosevelt, broadening the president’s Article II Section III 

prerogative to occasionally recommend that Congress consider legislation on a 

particular issue, began the practice of the president proposing a legislative agenda and 

actively trying to influence the formulation of public policy.  His successor, William 

Howard Taft, built on this legacy by beginning the practice of the president drafting 

and presenting specific legislative proposals to Congress (Sundquist 1981, 131; 

Rudalevige 2002, 42).23  As noted by Andrew Rudalevige (2002; 2005), members of 

Congress viewed these actions as an insult.  Fiercely protective of their constitutional 

mandate to control the legislative process, they routinely denounced and ignored 

these executive forays into the legislative process.  This dynamic changed, however, 

after the first 100 days of the FDR administration.  Not only did members of 

Congress begin to welcome presidential involvement in the legislative process, by the 

start of the Truman administration, they expected the president to play an active role 

in setting the legislative agenda and in shaping the content of public policy (Neustadt 

                                                
23 For an excellent overarching account of presidential involvement in the legislative process 
throughout the early twentieth century, see James Sundquist. The Decline and Resurgence of Congress. 
Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 1981, Ch. 6; Sidney M. Milkis and Michael Nelson. 
The American Presidency: Origins and Development, 1776–2014. Washington D.C.: CQ Press, 2015. 
Ch. 8 and Ch. 9.   
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1955; Huntington 1973; Sundquist 1981; Greenstein 1988; Light 1991; Rudalevige 

2002; Cohen 2012).    

As presidential involvement in the legislative process became an established 

institution at the start of the post war era, scholarly claims about the relative balance 

of power between Congress and the president in the legislative process changed.  

Scholars in the early days of the discipline advocated for presidential leadership in 

lawmaking (Ford 1898; Goodnow 1910; Wilson 1911).  While they viewed Congress 

as the dominant actor in the legislative process, these scholars argued that it lacked 

centralized leadership and was filled with members who were beholden to parochial 

interests.  The president, in contrast, was the only policymaking institution that 

represented the public interest and should therefore direct the legislative process.  

Scholarly advocacy for presidential leadership in lawmaking continued in the 

immediate post war years.  Scholars did not, however, view Congress as the dominant 

actor in the legislative process.  Instead, a majority of analysts during the 1940s, the 

1950s, the 1960s, and the 1970s claimed the legislative initiative rested with the 

president (Neustadt 1955; Rossiter 1956; Egger and Harris 1963; Koenig 1964; Burns 

1965; Dahl 1967; Saloma III 1969; Huntington 1973).  The president, these scholars 

argued, thoroughly sets the legislative agenda and drafts the policies Congress 

considers.  Congress, in contrast, either obstructs, delays, or amends presidential 

proposals.   

Showing that Congress maintained an active and important role in the 

legislative process, several empirical studies in the immediate post war years cast 
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doubt on the claim that the president dominated this process (Sundquist 1968; 

Cleaveland 1969; Moe and Teel 1970; Price 1972). Additionally, a plethora of 

contemporary empirical studies have shown that while the president has influenced 

the legislative process in the post war era, Congress has set a majority of the 

legislative agenda and has had influence over the content of major legislation (see, 

inter alia, Rohde 1991; Jones 1994; Sinclair 1995; Edwards III, Barrett, and Peake 

1997; Taylor 1998; Sinclair 2000; Edwards III and Barrett 2000; Rudalevige 2002; 

Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007).  But what has been the record during recessions in 

the post war era?  Has Congress maintained an important role in the legislative 

process or has the legislative initiative rested with the president?  We saw in chapter 

two that how Congress organized itself in the post war era impacted its behavior in 

making policy.  This chapter will show that changes in the organizational structure of 

Congress impacted its behavior in the legislative process.  Overall, both Congress and 

the president were active and influential participants in the legislative process during 

recessions.  While both policymaking institutions have been active, the president had 

a preponderant role in the legislative process in the immediate post war years.24  

Since the reforms of the 1970s, however, the legislative initiative has for the most 

part rested with Congress.   

 Universe of Cases  

Before conducting a study of congressional initiative in the legislative process 

                                                
24 The term preponderant is borrowed from Lawrence Chamberlain (1946), who first used this term to 
evaluate whether the president or Congress had more influence over the initiation and substance of 
legislation in ten policy issue areas from 1933 to 1940.   
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during recessions in the post war era, the cases the comprise this study need to be 

identified.  The chronology of the U. S. business cycle produced by the Business 

Cycle Dating Committee of The National Bureau of Economic Research’s (NBER) 

was used to identify cases for this study.  Appendix A provides a detailed overview of 

each case.  The U. S., according to the Business Cycle Dating Committee, has 

experienced twelve recessions in the post war era.  Almost every one of these 

recessions occurred due to cyclical fluctuations in the private economy.  The only 

exception is the 1945 recession.  This recession came about due to a reduction in 

military spending by the U. S. government brought on by the end of World War II.  

Since the 1945 recession occurred solely due to a decrease in public expenditure 

brought about by the winding down of the U. S. wartime economy instead of a 

fluctuation in the private economy, it is not included in this study.  All other post war 

recessions identified by the NBER are included in this study.  These recessions are 

the 1948-49 recession, the 1953-54 recession, the 1957-58 recession, the 1960-61 

recession, the 1969-70 recession, the 1973-75 recession, the 1980 recession, the 

1981-82 recession, the 1990-91 recession, the 2001 recession, and the 2007-09 

recession.  

 Lawmaking During Recessions  

Although scholars disagree over how much influence the president has had in 

the legislative process in the post war era, empirical studies show that the post war 

president, unlike its predecessor, does set at least part of the legislative agenda and 

that it has some success in shaping policy outcomes.  Empirical studies also show, 
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however, that Congress for the most part has maintained a very influential role in the 

legislative process.  Does this hold true during recessions?  Congress normally defers 

to presidential initiative during a foreign policy crisis (Rudalevige 2002; 2005; 

Edwards III and Wayne 2009).  Does Congress yield the initiative to the president 

during recessions?  This section explores this question by assessing congressional 

initiative and presidential initiative in the legislative process during recessions in the 

post war era.  It goes about this in two ways.  First, this section explores the agenda 

setting behavior of Congress and the president.  Second, it explores presidential and 

congressional success in the legislative process.  Before providing an empirical 

overview of congressional initiative and presidential initiative in the legislative 

process during recession in the post war, however, this section first outlines how it 

defines and measures agenda setting and success.    

Defining and Measuring Agenda Setting   

The literature on agenda setting in Congress is quite extensive.  Scholars in a 

majority of this literature, however, have defined this concept in three ways.  First, 

agenda setting has been defined as bringing attention to an issue (see, inter alia, 

Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Flemming, Wood, & Bohte 1999; Edwards III and 

Wood 1999; Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake 2004; 2005; Horvit et. al. 2008).  Studies that 

use this definition rely on presidential remarks and congressional hearing activity to 

measure this concept.  This approach presents two difficulties for the purposes of this 

study.  First, attention to an issue can produce an overestimated measure of how often 

the president or Congress actually set the legislative agenda.  Congressional 
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committee hearings and presidential remarks on an issue do not always result in 

Congress acting on that issue.  Second, Congress at times passes legislation without 

holding multiple committee hearings on that bill, especially during an emergency.  

The Economic Stimulus Act of 2008 provides a good example.  Speaker Nancy 

Pelosi, shortly after reaching an agreement with members of the Bush administration 

on the contours of this bill, introduced and referred this bill with special instructions 

that brought it directly to the House floor.  After the House passed this legislation, the 

Senate Finance Committee held one executive business meeting to discuss it before 

reporting it to the Senate floor for consideration.  After the Senate amended and then 

passed this bill, the House, without holding a committee hearing, passed the Senate 

version of this bill on the same day.   President George W. Bush signed it shortly 

thereafter.       

Second, agenda setting has been defined as controlling what and how 

legislation gets put on the House floor for a vote (see, inter alia, Romer and Rosenthal 

1978; Kriehbel 1998; Cox and McCubbins 2005; Gailmard and Jenkins 2007; Hartog 

and Monroe 2011; Jenkins and Monroe 2016).  Studies that use this definition 

measure agenda setting by assessing how often an agenda setter, defined as an actor 

with formal authority to determine the congressional agenda, is successful in either 

preventing a policy from receiving floor consideration or how that policy is 

considered on the floor.  This approach, while excellent for determining who sets the 

congressional agenda at the floor stage, has one notable drawback for a study 

interested in both congressional initiative and presidential initiative in the legislative 
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process.  As noted by Larocca (2006), it elides the role of the president in setting the 

congressional agenda since the president does not have formal authority over the floor 

in either chamber of Congress.  This study, for instance, would credit the Speaker of 

the House with placing the Economic Stimulus Act of 2008 on the congressional 

agenda if it used this definition.  Speaker Pelosi ensured this legislation was 

considered on the House floor and that it was considered under suspended rules.  

Initiative for this legislation, however, lays with President George W. Bush.  Prior to 

President Bush asking the 110th Congress to pass a $145 billion economic aid 

package during a White House press briefing on January 18th, 2008, the 110th 

Congress had not considered legislation to provide individuals and business with 

economic aid in response to the recession that began in December 2007.  Shortly after 

President Bush made this request, party leaders in the House and members of the 

Bush administration began negotiating the contours of the Economic Stimulus Act of 

2008.   

Third, agenda setting has been defined as proposing legislation that Congress 

considers (see, inter alia, Sinclair 1995; Edwards III, Peake, and Barrett 1997; Taylor 

1998; Edwards III and Barrett 2000).  This is how agenda setting is conceived for this 

study.  It will be measured by determining how often legislation proposed by 

Congress and the president are placed on the congressional agenda (Edwards III and 

Barrett 2000).  The congressional agenda in this study is conceptualized in two ways.  

First, a bill is considered as being on the congressional agenda if a committee or a 

subcommittee held a hearing on it.  Second, a bill is considered as being on the 
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congressional agenda if it receives a floor vote.  Studies that use this approach tend to 

focus exclusively on “important” legislation to assess how often Congress and the 

president set the congressional agenda. While legislation deemed by analysts as being 

“important” is marked as such in this study, it does not comprise the entirety of data 

collected.  Instead, to fully assess presidential and congressional initiative in the 

legislative process, this study will count all legislation proposed by Congress and the 

president in response to a recession in the post war era that was placed on the 

congressional agenda.      

The relevant volumes of Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac were used 

to identify legislation for this study.  Appendix B provides the methodology used to 

identify this legislation.  Two criteria were then used to code this legislation as either 

a congressional initiative or a presidential initiative.  First, if the president made a 

specific legislative proposal prior to congressional action on a specific bill or if the 

president transmitted the original draft of that bill to Congress, this legislation was 

coded as a presidential initiative.25  Appendix B provides the methodology and 

sources used to identify legislative proposals by the president.26  The Economic 

                                                
25 This is similar to the criteria used by Edwards III and Barrett (2000). 
26 Studies have shown that most legislation proposed by the president can be traced back to prior acts 
by Congress on a particular subject (Chamberlain 1946; Moe and Teel 1970; Jones 1994). As noted by 
Mayhew, however, by making a request or submitting a drafted proposal, the president can influence 
Congress to consider legislation on a particular subject or on an already existing proposal (Mayhew 
2011, 41).  A good example is the process that led to Congress considering The Economic Recovery 
Tax Act of 1981.  This legislation can be traced back to a proposal introduced by Senator William 
Roth, Jr., Republican from Delaware, and House Representative Jack Kemp, Republican from New 
York, in 1977.  However, not only did this proposal not pass a single chamber of Congress, its 
substance was never given serious consideration by Congress until then presidential candidate Ronald 
Reagan campaigned on a similar plan that used the core of the Kemp-Roth bill during the 1980 
presidential campaign (CQ 1982, 92).  Beginning a process that led to the House Ways and Means 
committee drafting HR 4242, later known as the Economic Recovery and Tax Act of 1981, newly 
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Growth and Tax Reconciliation Act of 2001 (HR 1836) provides a good example of a 

presidential initiative.  Prior to President George W. Bush outlining a tax reduction 

plan to rejuvenate the economy during a joint session of Congress on February 27th, 

2001, the 107th Congress had not considered legislation to reduce taxes.  One day 

after President Bush outlined his plan, the House Ways and Means committee drafted 

and then approved legislation containing the core of this plan.      

Second, if an administration official made a specific legislative request prior 

to congressional action on a specific bill, this legislation was coded as a presidential 

initiative.  Appendix B provides the methodology and sources used to identify 

legislative request by administration officials.  Scholars have noted that 

administration officials can provide the impetus for Congress to consider legislation 

on a particular policy area (Rudalevige 2002; Mayhew 2011).  This can be seen in the 

process that led to the 107th Congress considering the Federal Deposit Insurance 

Improvement Act of 1991 (S 543).  This bill was the product of three separate 

banking bills that failed to clear the House in late October 1991.27  The impetus for 

each failed bill was a proposal to overhaul the financial system released by Treasury 

Secretary Nicholas Brady on February 5th (CQ 1991, 76).  Additionally, President 

George H. W. Bush, prior to the 107th Congress considering each bill, requested that 

the 107th Congress work on legislation based on Treasury Secretary Brady’s proposal 

(CQ 1991, 76).  Since administration proposals considered by Congress are normally 

                                                
elected President Ronald Reagan formally requested that Congress enact his tax plan on February 18, 
1981.  The signature item in President Reagan’s proposed tax plan and in the initial draft of HR 4242 
was the core of the Kemp-Roth bill.    
27 These bills were HR 6, HR 2094, and HR 3768. 
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backed by the president, at least in the cases for this study, these proposals will be 

marked as a presidential initiative.   

If legislation identified for this study did not meet either of these two criteria, 

it was coded as a congressional initiative.  This means that if a member of Congress 

proposed legislation in response to a recession without a request from the president or 

an administration official and Congress either considered this legislation or drafted 

legislation based off this proposal, Congress was credited with setting its own agenda.  

A good example is the Garn-St. Germain Depository Institutions Act of 1982 (HR 

6267).  The House Banking Committee drafted this bill in response to problems in the 

thrift industry during the 1981-82 recession.  It was based on a proposal introduced 

by House Representative Fernand St. Germain, and the House Banking Committee 

drafted this bill without being prompted to by President Reagan or a member of his 

administration.  The Credit Card Accountability Responsibility and Disclosure Act of 

2009 provides another good example.  The House Financial Services Committee’s 

Subcommittee on Financial Institutions and Consumer Credit drafted this bill without 

being prompted to by President Obama or an official in his administration, and the 

House Financial Services Committee approved this bill prior to President Obama 

proposing additional provisions for it.   

Defining and Measuring Success 

Similar to measuring agenda setting, scholars have measured success in a 

variety of ways.  They do, however, tend to define this concept in three ways.  First, 

scholars have defined success as receiving support on a preferred policy position 
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(See, inter alia, Cohen 1980; Edwards III, 1990, Bond and Fleisher, 1990; Shull and 

Shaw 1999; Beekman 2010).  Studies that use this definition tend to measure this 

concept by either assessing the percentage of legislators who vote in accordance with 

the president’s position on a particular bill or how often the president’s public 

position on passage of a particular bill prevails in a roll call vote in Congress.  While 

this approach improves our understanding of presidential influence in the legislative 

process, it has two drawbacks for the purposes of this study.  First, the focus of this 

approach, due to the nature of studies that use it, is on presidential success at the floor 

stage of the legislative process.  Congressional success is therefore impossible to 

gauge.  Second, as scholars have noted, since this approach focuses on the floor stage 

of the legislative process, it provides an incomplete picture of congressional and 

presidential involvement in the legislative process (Rudalevige 2002; Barrett and 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2007).  Who introduces and formulates a bill that reaches the floor 

stage are not in the scope of this approach.   

Second, success has been defined as having a proposal enacted into law.  

Studies that use this definition measure success by counting how often proposals 

initiated by Congress and the president are enacted into law (Taylor 1998; Edwards 

III and Barrett 2000).  While this study will note the fate of congressional and 

presidential proposals, it will not use this definition due to two drawbacks.  First, 

since the focus of this approach is at the final stage of the legislative process, it too 

provides an incomplete picture of congressional involvement and presidential 

involvement in the legislative process.  Second, by focusing on the end stage of the 
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legislative process, this approach can provide an overestimation of presidential 

success and congressional success.  Studies show that not only do both policymaking 

institutions frequently compromise in the legislative process, the president at times 

enacts legislation that is quite different than their original proposal (Peterson 1990; 

Rudalevige 2002; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Mayhew 2011; 2017).  This 

reality of the legislative process, however, is impossible to gauge with this approach.  

Even if Congress or the president fundamentally alter the others proposal, they are not 

coded as being successful in the legislative process.  Instead, this approach grants 

credit to the institution that proposed an enacted bill even if the bill does not reflect 

their initial proposal.      

Third, success has been defined as determining the substance of legislation 

enacted into law (Moe and Teel 1970; Jones 1994; Rudalevige 2002; Barrett and 

Eshbaugh-Soha 2007). This study conceptualizes success similarly.  Instead of being 

tied solely to roll call votes or the enactment of a bill, success in this analysis is 

measured by assessing the volume of an enacted bill’s content occupied by 

congressional provisions and presidential provisions. Volume is conceptualized for 

this analysis as the amount of space taken up by a provision in an enacted bill.  A 

provision can take up space in two ways.  First, in legislation dealing with 

appropriations and taxation, a provision takes up space by its cost.  Second, in 

legislation dealing with regulation, a provision takes up space when it extends or 

changes an existing rule or when it creates a new rule.  Measuring success in this 

manner makes either policymaking institution successful in the legislative process 
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when a provision they propose is included in an enacted bill.  The more of their 

provisions included in an enacted bill, the more successful they are in the legislative 

process.      

Legislative summaries in Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac were 

used to identify provisions in legislation used for this analysis.  Appendix B provides 

the methodology used to credit either Congress or the president with a particular 

provision.  Two measurements were used to determine the volume of an enacted bill’s 

content occupied by congressional provisions and presidential provisions.  First, if a 

bill dealt with fiscal policy, I calculated the cost of all congressional provisions in that 

bill and the cost of all presidential provisions in that bill as a percentage of that bill’s 

overall cost.  Appendix B provides the methodology used to determine the cost of a 

provision and the cost of a particular bill.  Second, if a bill dealt with regulatory 

policy or with monetary policy, I calculated the number of congressional provisions 

in that bill and the number of presidential provisions in that bill as a percentage of 

that bill’s overall provisions were calculated.   

To allow for the possibility of a compromise in lawmaking, success is 

operationalized for this study as an ordinal index ranging from 0-5.  This is similar to 

the index used by other studies that focus on presidential-congressional interactions in 

the legislative process (Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 

2007).  Unlike these studies, however, this study does not analyze the level of conflict 

between Congress and the president on a given bill or how often the president got 

what it wanted.  Instead, it calculates the proportion of a bill’s content determined by 
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either the president or Congress.  This can range from either policymaking institution 

determining none of a bill’s content to them determining a little, some, most, or all of 

its content.  Put another way, the president and Congress can determine none (0), less 

than a quarter (1), at least a quarter but less than half (2), at least half but less than 

three fourths (3), at least three fourths but less than all (4), or all (5) of a bill’s 

content.       

The Data 

76 bills proposed by either ten presidents or fourteen Congresses in response 

to eleven recessions since 1946 were identified using the criteria above.  A list of 

these bills accompanied with a summary of which institution proposed them, if they 

were enacted, if they were important, the volume of an enacted bill’s content 

occupied by congressional provisions and presidential provisions, and the index score 

for Congress and the president for each enacted bill can be found in Appendix C.  

Table 3.1 provides the overall number of proposals the various Congresses and 

presidents placed on the congressional agenda.  There have been instances in the post 

war era where the president thoroughly set the legislative agenda for Congress during 

a recession.  President Kennedy, for instance, either drafted or proposed every bill 

considered by the 87th Congress in response to the 1961 recession.  Congress, 

however, has at times outpaced the president by far in setting its agenda.  The 97th 

Congress, for instance, drafted six of the eight bills it considered in response to the 

1981-82 recession on its own accord.  That is, this Congress drafted and then 

considered each bill based on legislation proposed by a member of either the House 
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Table 3.1: Presidential and congressional agenda setting during recessions, 1946-2009 

 
 
or the Senate without being prompted to by the president.           

Which policymaking institution set the legislative agenda the most overall?  

Table 3.1 shows that while both were active, Congress was more active than the 

president in setting its agenda during this time frame.  Certain Congresses were more 

active than others in setting their agenda.  The 94th Congress and the 97th Congress, 

for instance, placed six bills on the legislative agenda.  The 81st Congress and the 

87th Congress, in contrast, relied on the president for guidance.      

 What about important legislation?  Studies show Congress has initiated close 

to 70% of the major legislation it considered in the post war era (Taylor 1998; 

Edwards III and Barrett 2000).  Did this occur during recessions?  The answer to this 

question is no.  Instead, the president outpaced Congress in placing important 

Recession 
Year(s)

President Overall Important Enacted Congress Overall Important Enacted

1949 Truman 3 1 3 81st 0 0 0
1953-54 Eisenhower 2 1 2 83rd 0 0 0
1957-58 Eisenhower 3 0 3 85th 3 0 3
1960 Eisenhower 2 0 2 86th 1 0 0
1961 Kennedy 4 2 4 87th 0 0 0
1969-70 Nixon 3 1 3 91st 3 1 3
1973-74 Nixon/Ford 3 0 3 93rd 5 1 3
1975 Ford 4 1 3 94th 6 0 3
1980 Carter 1 1 1 96th 4 1 4
1981-82 Reagan 2 2 2 97th 6 1 4
1991 H. W. Bush 1 0 1 101st 3 0 2
2001 W. Bush 3 2 2 107th 1 1 1
2008 W. Bush 2 1 2 110th 5 1 4
2009 Obama 1 1 1 111th 5 1 4

Total 34 13 32 42 7 31
Average per Congress 2.4 0.9 2.3 3 0.5 2.2
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legislation on the legislative agenda.  Mayhew’s list of important legislation was used 

to identify important bills in this dataset.  This finding is not that surprising 

considering several iconic pieces of legislation enacted in the post war era were 

proposed by a president in response to a recession.  Included on this list, for instance, 

are the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981, the Economic Growth and Tax Relief 

Reconciliation Act of 2001, and the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 

2009.   

How have congressional proposals and presidential proposals fared in the 

legislative process?  Overall, legislation proposed by both policymaking institutions 

are enacted at a fairly high rate.  Legislation proposed by the president in response to 

a recession, however, is more likely to be enacted into law than legislation proposed 

by Congress.  That is, only three bills proposed by a president in response to a 

recession were not enacted into law.28  Eleven bills proposed by Congress, in contrast, 

were not enacted.  This pattern does not hold up, however, when focusing on 

important legislation.  Instead, every bill proposed by either Congress or the president 

that analysts deemed important were enacted into law.  This is in contrast to Edwards 

III and Barrett (2000) finding that important bills proposed by the president are 

enacted into law at a higher rate than important bills proposed by Congress. 

                                                
28 On March 19,1975, President Gerald Ford transmitted a draft bill to Congress that both altered and 
reduced regulations on financial institutions.  This bill, the Financial Institutions Act of 1975, passed 
the Senate before dying in the House.  President George W. Bush on October 5, 2001, similarly, set in 
motion a process that led to Congress drafting and considering an economic stimulus bill that also 
provided aid for workers.  After passing the House, this bill stalled in the Senate for the remainder of 
the year.    
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Table 3.2: Mean success rate for Congress and the president during recessions, 1946-2009 

 

What about success in the legislative process?  Table 3.2 provides the mean 

success rate for every Congress and president on all enacted legislation.  There were 

instances in the post war era where the president experienced a high level of success 

in the legislative process.  President Truman, for instance, was quite successful during 

the 1949 recession determining the content of every enacted bill.  Congress, however, 

has experienced more success overall in the legislative process during recessions in 

the post war era than has the president.  That is, Congress during this time frame has 

on average determined significantly more of an enacted bill’s content during 

recessions in the post war era than has the president.  This is congruent with the 

findings in Moe and Teel’s (1970) study on policymaking from 1940 to 1967.  

Recession 

Year(s)

President Overall Important Own Congress Overall Important Own

1949 Truman 5 5 5 81st 0 0 -

1953-54 Eisenhower 2 4 4 83rd 3 1 5

1957-58 Eisenhower 3.2 - 5 85th 2 - 4

1960 Eisenhower 4 - 4 86th 1 - -

1961 Kennedy 4.3 4 4.3 87th 1 1.5 -

1969-70 Nixon 2.2 2.5 4.3 91st 2.8 2.5 5

1973-74 Nixon/Ford 2.2 2 2.8 93rd 3.2 4 4.5

1975 Ford 1.7 3 2.3 94th 3.5 3 4

1980 Carter 0.6 1.5 3 96th 4.6 4 5

1981-82 Reagan 1.5 2.3 3 97th 3.5 2.7 4.3

1991 H. W. Bush 0.3 - 1 101st 4.7 - 5

2001 W. Bush 2 2 3 107th 3.3 3.3 5

2008 W. Bush 1 2 2.5 110th 4.2 3 4.8

2009 Obama 0.6 1.5 2 111th 4.4 3.5 4.8

Average per Congress 2 2.5 3.5 3.1 2.8 4.6
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Both policymaking institutions did on average experience the same level of 

success in determining the content of important legislation enacted into law.  That is, 

both Congress and the president on average determined roughly an equal amount of 

the content in important legislation enacted into law.  The Tax Reduction Act of 1975 

provides a good example.  President Ford during his State of the Union Address on 

January 15, 1975 asked the 94th Congress to pass a bill that provided individuals with 

a twelve percent rebate on 1974 income taxes and business with a twelve percent tax 

credit for investment.  The 94th Congress responded by passing a bill that included a 

ten percent rebate on 1974 income taxes, a ten percent tax credit for investment, and 

38 additional provisions.  The two provisions in this bill that President Ford was the 

basis for, the ten percent tax rebate and ten percent tax credit for investment, cost a 

combined $46 billion. 29  The remaining 38 congressional provisions, similarly, cost a 

combined $46 billion.       

While Congress and the president on average had the same level of success in 

determining the content of important legislation, there were instances where the 

president determined much more of an important bill’s content than Congress.  The 

Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 provides a good example. This bill, as enacted 

into law, had 80 provisions that in total cost $2.05 trillion.  President Ronald Reagan 

was the basis for 12 of these provisions being included in this bill and they accounted 

for 69% of its final cost.  Additionally, Congress on occasion determined much more 

of an important bill’s content than did the president.  The American Recovery and 

                                                
29 All numbers in this chapter are converted into real 2009 dollars.   



 62 

Reinvestment Act of 2009, for instance, had 49 provisions in it that cost a total of 

$787 billion.  The 111th Congress was responsible for 32 of these provisions and they 

accounted for 64% of this bill’s final cost.    

What about success in determining the content of their own proposals that 

were enacted into law?  Studies have found that the president determines the content 

on around 40% of their proposals while compromising over the content on the 

remaining (Peterson 1990; Rudalevige 2002).  Did this occur during recessions in the 

post war era?  Table 3.2 shows that both policymaking institutions experienced a 

good deal of success in determining the content of legislation they proposed.  

Congress, however, experienced more success than the president in determining the 

content of legislation it initiated.  That is, if Congress proposed a bill in response to a 

recession and that bill was enacted, Congress on average determined almost all of that 

bill’s content.  The president, in contrast, determined on average at least half of the 

content for its proposals that were enacted into law.   

Table 3.3 provides more insight into this finding.  Congress determined at 

least three-fourths of the content on all but three of the thirty-two bills it proposed 

that were enacted into law.  Moreover, it determined at least half of the content on 

every bill except one.  Senator John F. Kennedy in 1958 introduced legislation that, in 

addition to overhauling the unemployment benefits program, extended eligibility for 

unemployment benefits.  President Eisenhower and the Democratic leadership in the 

House soon after each introduced legislation that similarly extended unemployment 

benefits.  The House Ways and Means Committee in the 85th Congress considered all 
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Table 3.3: Presidential and congressional success on own proposals, 1946-2009 

 

three bills before drafting and reporting a bill similar to the House Democratic 

leadership’s bill.  A coalition of Southern Democrats and Republicans, however, 

successfully replaced the committee’s bill on the House floor with a bill similar to 

President Eisenhower’s bill barring two changes.  The Senate passed this bill shortly 

thereafter.    

While Congress determined a majority of the content in almost every bill it 

proposed that was enacted into law, the president determined at least half of the 

content on almost every bill it proposed that was enacted into law.  That is, the 

president determined at least half of the content on all but eight of the bills it 

proposed that were enacted into law.  Additionally, it determined at least a quarter of 

the content on every bill except two.  President Nixon in 1973 requested that the 93rd 

Congress extend his authority to control prices and wages without conditions.  The 

93rd Congress responded by sending President Nixon a bill with a provision that 

extended this authority and five other provisions that restricted this authority.  

President George H. W. Bush, similarly, requested that the 101st Congress enact a 

Success President Congress
0                        None  (0%) 0 0

1                        A little   (1%-24%) 2 0

2                        Some (25%-49%) 6 1

3                        Some (50%-74%) 9 3

4                        Most  (75%-99%) 4 5
5                        All   (100%) 11 22

Total 32 31
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comprehensive financial regulatory reform bill proposed by officials in his 

administration.  The 101st Congress responded by briefly considering the 

administration bill before drafting and then passing a separate bill on this subject that 

contained 66 provisions.  Only four of these provisions were from the 

administration’s much broader proposal. President Bush, when signing this 

legislation, reprimanded the 101st Congress for what he saw as a short-sighted 

response to problems in the banking industry while proclaiming it had exacerbated a 

credit crunch.    

The data presented so far shows that Congress overall has had more initiative 

in the legislative process during recessions in the post war era than the president.  

That is, Congress has been more active than the president in setting the legislative 

agenda and it has been more assertive in determining the content of enacted 

legislation than has the president.  Further analysis of the data, however, presents a 

more nuanced story.  In table 3.4, we see that the president had more initiative in the 

legislative process than did Congress prior to the 1980s.  That is, the president 

outpaced Congress in setting the legislative agenda and it on average experienced 

more success in the legislative process.  This does not mean that Congress was 

inactive during this period.  We can see in table 3.1 and in table 3.2 that Congress 

during these years did propose legislation in response to almost every recession and it 

had more success than the president on four occasions.  The president, however, was 

on average more active and more assertive.   

This dynamic changed after the 1970s.  Instead of relying on the president, 
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Table 3.4: Presidential and congressional initiative during recessions, 1946-2009 

 

Congress began actively exercising its Article one Section one mandate to control the 

legislative process.  That is, Congress became much more active in setting its agenda 

and much more assertive in determining the content of enacted legislation.  

Presidential initiative, in contrast, decreased.  The president became somewhat less 

active in placing legislation on the legislative agenda and it experienced a much lower 

level of success in determining the content of enacted legislation.  This does not mean 

that the president became a marginalized or less important participant in lawmaking 

during recessions after the 1970s.  Every president during this time frame experienced 

some success in the legislative process and they did place legislation on the 

congressional agenda.  The legislative initiative, however, shifted to Congress.             

Explaining Congressional Initiative  

 Congressional initiative in the legislative process during recessions in the post 

war era varied.  This section develops a series of statistical test to identify factors that 

help explain why this has been the case.  The two dependent variables for this 

analysis are agenda setting and success.  Agenda setting will be coded as a dummy 

Total Proposals Average Proposals Per 
Congress Mean Success

President 24 2.9 2.9
Congress 18 2.4 2.3

Total Proposals Average Proposals Per 
Congress Mean Success

President 10 1.7 1
Congress 24 4 4.1

1980-2009

1946-1979
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variable denoting either the presence or absence of a congressional proposal 

(congressional proposal coded 1, 0 otherwise).  A logistic regression is the 

appropriate test for this dependent variable (Long 1997).  Success is operationalized 

in this study as an ordinal index ranging from 0-5.  An ordinal logistic regression is 

the appropriate test for this dependent variable (Long 1997).      

 Several scholars in the post war era have argued that congressional initiative is 

tied to party control of the government (see, inter alia, Key 1942; Ripley 1969; 

Sundquist 1988; Binder 1999).  Congress, these scholars argue, will defer to 

presidential initiative in the legislative process during periods of unified party control.  

During periods of divided party control, in contrast, Congress, due to differing policy 

goals and electoral incentives, will not defer to presidential initiative.  Instead, 

Congress will be more active in setting its agenda and in formulating legislation.  

Empirical studies show that Congress is more active and assertive during periods of 

divided government (Bond and Fleisher 1990; Taylor 1998; Edward III and Barrett 

2000; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007).  Did this occur during recessions?  Table 3.5 

shows that congressional initiative did for the most part increase slightly during 

periods of divided government.30  That is, when the presidency and Congress were 

controlled by a different party, Congress was slightly more active in setting its agenda 

in determining the content of enacted legislation.  This relationship, however, is not 

statistically significant. 

                                                
30 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of divided 
government (divided government 1, otherwise 0).   
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Table 3.5: Determinants of congressional initiative, 1946-2009 

 

Scholars note that presidents and administration officials view public approval 

of the president as an important indicator on whether Congress will defer to 

presidential initiative in the legislative process (Neustadt 1960; Edwards III 1997; 

Kernell 1997).  Empirical evidence showing a relationship between presidential 

approval and presidential success, however, has been mixed (Bond and Fleischer 

Model 1 
(S.E.)

Model 2a 

(S.E.)

Model 

3b (S.E.)

Model 4 
(S.E.)

Model 1 
(S.E.)

Model 2c 

(S.E.)

Model 3 
(S.E.)

Model 4 
(S.E.)

Divided Government
.78      

(.59)
.70          

(.59)
.57          

(.63)
-.09         
(.63)

Polarization
6.95    

(3.62)
  8.33*    
(3.27)

Lame Duck
.15        

(.55)
-.28         
(.62)

.45          
(.62)

.68             
(.62)

Presidential Approval
-.03           
(.02)

-.02              
(.02)

-.02              
(.02)

-.01              
(.02)

Organizational Change
  1.5*        
(.60)

    1.76** 
(.55)

Divided Government Immediate
3.30*    
(1.92)

.22         
(1.02)

Polarization Immediate
-33.22          
(35.09)

19.82 
(21.84)

Lame Duck Immediate
-.12       

(1.52)
-.89            

(1.54)

Presidential Approval Immediate
-.06       
(.08)

.02        
(.04)

Divided Government Post
-.10             
(.82)

-1.01             
(1.06)

Polarization Post
-1.56            
(4.63)

-1.00              
(4.89)

Lame Duck Post
.49              

(.79)
1.83       
(87)

Presidential Approval Post
-.01              
(.03)

.00            
(.03)

N 76 76 26 50 63 63 25 38

Pseudo R2 0.17 0.21 0.21 0.07 0.08 0.22 0.06

*p < .05; **p < .01
a: The polarization variable and the organizational change variable are highly colinear (R = .57, P < .01).  Two models were therefore   
     created to avoid  introducing an unacceptable level of multicollinearity into the analysis.  
b: A firth logistic regression was used for this model due to the divided government variable creating a separation problem
c: The polarization variable and the organizational change variable are highly colinear (R = .61, P < .01).  Two models were therefore   
    created to avoid  introducing an unacceptable level of multicollinearity into the analysis.  
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1990; Brace and Hinkley 1992; Collier and Sullivan 1995; Canes Wrone and de 

Marchi 2002; Rudalevige 2002; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007; Beckman 2010).  

Additionally, studies show that there is not a relationship between the president’s 

approval rating and the president setting more of the legislative agenda (Taylor 1998).  

What about during recessions?  The evidence presented in table 3.5 shows that 

congressional initiative did decrease slightly when the president had a higher 

approval rating.31  This relationship, however, is not statistically significant.   

 Empirical studies show that the president’s term in office impacts 

congressional initiative in the legislative process (Edwards III and Barrett 2000; 

Sinclair 2000; Barrett and Eshbaugh-Soha 2007).  Early in a president’s term, 

Congress tends to defer to presidential initiative.  The later a president is in their term, 

however, the more active Congress is in setting its agenda and in formulating 

legislation.  There is a slight positive relationship between congressional initiative in 

the legislative process during recessions and the president’s term in office.  That is, 

Congress was slightly more active in setting its agenda and more assertive in 

determining the content of enacted legislation the further a president got in their term.  

This relationship, however, is not statistically significant. 

Committee chairs, especially in the House, for the most part controlled the 

legislative process in Congress prior to 1970.  This changed, as noted in chapter two, 

after Congress implemented reforms in 1970 and in 1974 that altered its 

                                                
31 The president’s approval rating from the last Gallup poll taken prior to Congress considering each 
bill in this study and Congress passing each bill in this study were used to measure this variable.   
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Table 3.6: Congressional initiative during recessions, 1946-2009 

 
 

organizational structure.  Committee majorities gained power over committee 

operations.  The Speaker of the House gained power over scheduling on the House 

floor and over certain aspects of committee scheduling.  Did these changes impact 

congressional initiative in the legislative process during recessions?  The answer is 

yes.  Congress was more likely to set its agenda after these reforms (p < .05) and it 

was much more likely to determine a larger portion of the content in enacted 

legislation (p < .01).32   

 Table 3.6 provides more insight into this finding.  Congress for the most part 

lacked initiative in the legislative process when under the control of committee chairs.  

This changed, however, after Congress removed itself from under the thumb of 

committee chairs.  Congress set its agenda at more than three times the rate it did 

prior to committee majorities and the Speaker gaining control of the legislative 

process.  Additionally, Congress became much more assertive in determining the 

content of enacted legislation.  When Congress had a decentralized organizational 

structure where power in committees and over floor scheduling in the House rested in 

the hands of committee chairs, Congress on average determined less than half of the 

                                                
32 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of committee 
majorities and the Speaker holding power over the legislative process (organizational change 1, 
otherwise 0).   

1946-1973 1974-2009

Agenda Settinga 1.1 4.3

Success 2 4
a: Chi Square: 9.6 (p < .01)
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content in an enacted bill.  After Congress altered its organizational structure, it on 

average determined at least three-fourths of the content in legislation enacted in 

response to a recession.    

 Party polarization in Congress has increased steadily since the 1960s (see, 

inter alia, Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Rohde 1991; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 

2006).  Scholars note that this phenomenon is not confined to one chamber.  Parties in 

both the House and the Senate have become more ideologically homogenous and 

have increasingly voted on legislation along party lines during this time frame 

(Fleisher and Bond 2003; Theriault 2008).  Empirical studies have produced mixed 

results on the impact party polarization has on congressional initiative.  Certain 

studies find that increased party polarization has a negative impact on congressional 

performance (Sinclair 1995; Binder and Smith 1997; Binder 1999; Brady and 

Ferejohn 2008).  Others show that Congress, due to the majority party rank and file 

placing pressure on majority party leaders to carry out their party’s legislative agenda, 

is more active in setting its agenda when party polarization increases (Sinclair 1997; 

2000).   What about during recessions? 

 Party polarization did have a positive relationship with congressional 

initiative.33  That is, as party polarization in Congress increased, Congress was more 

likely to be active and assertive in the legislative process.  There is some nuance to 

this finding.  Although the relationship between party polarization and congressional 

agenda setting is positive, it is not statistically significant.  The positive relationship 

                                                
33 DW Nominate scores were used to measure this variable.   
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between congressional agenda setting and success, however, is statistically significant 

at the p < .05 level.  A possible explanation for this finding is that party polarization 

began to increase at the same time Congress began adopting reforms that 

fundamentally altered its organizational structure (Rohde 1991).  This finding, 

therefore, might be more a result of party polarization and the organizational structure 

of Congress being correlated.   

 Model 3 and model 4 parse out whether party polarization had a statistically 

significant impact on congressional initiative during recessions in the post war era by 

controlling for the organizational structure of Congress.  That is, model 3 tests the 

impact that party polarization had on congressional initiative when committee chairs 

controlled the legislative process.  Model 4, in contrast, tests the impact party 

polarization had on congressional initiative when committee majorities and the 

Speaker controlled the legislative process.  Party polarization for the most part had a 

negative relationship with congressional initiative in each model.  That is, Congress 

was less active and assertive in the legislative process as party polarization increased.  

Additionally, this negative relationship in each model was not statistically significant.   

While party polarization did not have a statistically significant relationship 

with congressional initiative during recessions in the post war era, party control of the 

government did have a statistically significant relationship with congressional agenda 

setting during recessions from 1946 to 1973 (p < .05).  That is, Congress was more 

active in setting its agenda during this time frame when the opposing party controlled 

the presidency.  Table 3.7 provides more insight into this finding. Congress during 
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Table 3.7: Party control and congressional agenda setting, 1946-1973 

 

active in setting its agenda during this time frame when the opposing party controlled 

the presidency.  Table 3.7 provides more insight into this finding. Congress during 

this time frame did not set its agenda once during a recession when the same party 

controlled it and the White House.  Instead, Congress relied on the president to set its 

agenda.  Under divided party control, in contrast, Congress on average placed two 

bills on its agenda during recessions.  Additionally, Congress experienced more 

success in the policymaking process.  While this latter finding is not significantly 

significant, it provides more insight into the impact party control had on 

congressional initiative during the immediate post war years.  Congress on average 

determined less than a quarter of an enacted bill’s content during periods of unified 

government.  During periods of divided government, Congress on average determined 

close to half of an enacted bill’s content.   

Conclusion 

 This chapter has shown that Congress has had an important role in the 

legislative process during recessions in the post war era.  Not only did it outpace the 

president in setting the legislative agenda, it experienced more success in determining 

the content of enacted legislation.  Although Congress has maintained an important 

role in lawmaking during recessions, the president has been an active and influential 

Total Proposals* Average Proposals Per 
Congress Mean Success

Unified 0 0 1.1
Divided 12 3 2.5

*Chi Square: 6.11 (p < .05)
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participant in this process.  In fact, in the immediate post war years, the president was 

more active and more assertive than Congress in the legislative process.  Moreover, 

certain presidents during this period thoroughly set the legislative agenda for 

Congress.  This dynamic changed, however, after the congressional reforms of the 

1970s.  With power in committees and over floor scheduling in the House resting in 

the hands of committee majorities and the Speaker, Congress become more active and 

it enjoyed a high level of success in the legislative process.  The president, in contrast, 

for the most part ceded the legislative initiative to Congress. 
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Chapter 4: Making Economic Policy During Recessions: Tools and 
Choice 
  

In a letter published in the Niles Weekly Register on December 4, 1830, 

Senator William Smith, Democratic-Republican from South Carolina, proclaimed that 

“both the tariff and the internal improvement system were fast crumbling away, and 

would soon be entirely demolished” (Smith 1830, 244).  Writing this letter to the 29th 

South Carolina state legislature in support of his reelection to the Senate, Senator 

Smith made this assertion in support of his opposition to the doctrine of 

nullification.34  The Tariff of 1824 and the Tariff of 1828, Smith argued, were 

injurious to powerful manufacturers in New England and the Midwest who were sure 

to lobby against it.  Moreover, as evidenced by the 21st Congress reducing various 

duties that were beneficial to commercial interest in the west, New England, the 

Midwest, and certain southern states, public opinion had turned against the use of 

tariffs.  With tariffs slowly being reduced, the internal improvement system, deprived 

of the funding provided by tariffs, would soon perish.  “Destroy the tariff,” Senator 

Smith proclaimed, “and you will leave no means of carrying on internal 

improvement” (Smith 1830, 245).  Thus, nullification, Smith argued, was an 

unnecessary remedy that the state legislature should not consider.  The 29th South 

Carolina state legislature, however, disagreed.  Instead of re-electing Senator Smith to 

a third term in the Senate, it elected Stephen Miller, an ardent supporter of 

nullification and a member of the nullifier party.   

                                                
34 The nullification doctrine held that if a state viewed a federal law as being unconstitutional, it could 
declare that law to be null and void in that state (Freehling 1965, 165).   
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While this letter by Senator Smith provides great insight into the sectional 

politics of this time and the events leading up to the nullification crisis, it also 

highlights a few of the main policy tools Congress used when making economic 

policy prior to the Great Depression.  In the antebellum era, the mainstays for 

Congress when making economic policy were the tariff (Pincus 1977; Irwin 2008), 

transfer payments (Finocchiaro & Jenkins 2016), road projects (Swift 1987; Larson 

2004), canal projects (Larson 2004; Howe 2007), loans (Goodrich 1974), and grants 

(Larson 2004).35  In the post-civil war era leading up to the Great Depression, the 

tariff (Bensel 2000), transfer payments (Skocpol 1992), loans (Goodrich 1974), and 

grants (Bensel 2000) remained among the tools Congress chose from when making 

economic policy.36  Additionally, Congress during this time added the gold standard 

(Ritter 1997; Sanders 1999), harbor and river projects (Wilson 1986; Stahis 2003), 

delegation (Eisner 2000), and economic controls (Eisner 2000) to its arsenal.   

During the Great Depression, Congress restructured its policy toolkit.  Certain 

tools such as grants (Dilger and Cicire 2019), loans (Saulnier et. al. 1958), economic 

controls (Eisner 2000), delegation (Eisner 2000), and transfer payments (Finegold 

                                                
35 The main grant that Congress used during this time was the land grant.    
36 Grants, in particular, became a tool Congress favored during this period, especially after the 
ratification of the Sixteenth Amendment in 1913.  By granting Congress authority to lay and collect 
taxes on income, the Sixteenth Amendment provided Congress with a new revenue stream to fund its 
policy objectives.  Grants were a tool Congress used during this period to incentivize state and local 
government attentiveness to policy areas Congress deemed important.  Prior to the ratification of the 
Sixteenth Amendment, Congress primarily funded grants with the proceeds of federal land sales.  After 
ratification, Congress began using revenue generated from income taxes to fund grants. This led to 
Congress switching its preference from land grants to cash grants when making economic policy.  
Additionally, it led to a substantial increase in outlays for federal grants.  In 1913, the year the 
Sixteenth Amendment was ratified, spending on federal grants stood at $12 million.  By 1922, federal 
spending on grants had climbed to $118 million (ACIR 1978, 16; Dilger and Cicire 2019, 17).   
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1988; Skocpol and Amenta 1995) remained in the congressional arsenal.  Grants, 

loans, and transfer payments, in particular, became staples for Congress during this 

time as 16 grant programs were established, federal spending on grants reached a 

peak of $2.2 billion, federal spending on transfer payments exceeded $3 billion, and 

$3.9 billion in federal loans were disbursed from 1932 to the end of World War II 

(ACIR 1978, 18; Skocpol and Amenta 1995, 172; Stanton 2002, 388).  Other tools 

such as the gold standard and the tariff, mainstays for Congress when making 

economic policy prior to this event, were removed from the congressional toolkit and 

transferred to the president (Bailey et. al 1997; Lewis 2016).37  Insurance, in contrast, 

was added to the congressional arsenal (Calomiris and White 1994).38    

Since the start of the post war era, Congress has continued using the toolkit it 

assembled during the Great Depression when making economic policy.  Grants, for 

instance, have remained a tool Congress favors.39  Insurance, similarly, has become a 

preferred tool for Congress (Feldman 2002).40  Additionally, Congress has steadily 

added new tools such as the tax expenditure (Surrey and McDaniel 1985) and 

vouchers (Steuerle and Twombly 2002) to its toolkit.  Noting the diversity of policy 

tools Congress has had at its disposal, scholars in the post war era have conducted 

studies looking at the policy tools Congress has used when making policy in various 

                                                
37 The Emergency Banking Act of 1933 transferred control over the gold standard from Congress to 
the president.  The Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act of 1934, similarly, transferred power over tariffs 
from Congress to the president.    
38 As Calomiris and White note, deposit insurance pitted small rural state-based banks against large 
national banks.    
39 Not only has the number of grant programs increased from 68 in 1950 to 1,274 in 2018, federal 
spending on grants during this time has increased by more than $725 billion (Dilger and Cicire 2019).   
40 Federal exposure through providing insurance reached $5.5 trillion by 1990. 
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policy areas (see, inter alia, Weaver 1988; Howard 1997; Hacker 2002; Faricy 2011).  

But what tools has Congress used when making economic policy during recessions?  

In this chapter, we will see that how Congress organized itself in the post war era 

impacted the choices it made in policy tools.  In the immediate post war years, 

Congress used economic policy tools that utilize the federal government slightly more 

when helping individuals than when it helped corporations.  After the reforms of the 

1970s, however, this pattern changed.  Economic policy tools that utilize either taxes 

or the private sector became the tools of choice for Congress when helping 

individuals.  Economic policy tools that utilize the federal government, in contrast, 

were for the most part reserved for corporations.   

Economic Policy Tools 

 Scholars argue that policy tools are intimately linked with policy effects 

(Tufte 1978; Arnold 1990; Franzese 2002).  That is, every policy proposal contains 

policy tools.  These policy tools are included under the assumption that they will 

produce a desired effect.  This means that economic policymaking is an exercise in 

identifying a desired effect and then choosing a policy tool to produce that effect.  To 

gain more insight into congressional economic policymaking during recessions in the 

post war era, this section will examine congressional choice in economic policy tools.  

It goes about this by exploring the economic policy tools Congress included in 

legislation it passed in response to recessions in the post war era.  A look at the 

delivery system used by the tools Congress included in legislation will accompany 

this exploration.  Before exploring congressional economic policymaking during 
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recessions, however, this section will first discuss how it defines an economic policy 

tool.       

Defining Economic Policy Tools 

Scholars tend to define a policy tool in relation to how it goes about producing 

a desired outcome (Vedung 1998; Salamon 2002; Faricy 2011).  This analysis, 

similarly, conceptualizes a policy tool as a method used to produce a desired 

outcome.  It classifies a policy tool as being economic in nature when it uses a 

particular method to affect economic activity at either the macroeconomic level or the 

microeconomic level. Economic activity for this analysis is conceptualized as any 

activity involving money or the production, distribution, or consumption of goods and 

services.  Scholars note that policy tools use different delivery systems to produce a 

desired outcome (Salamon 2002).  That is, they use different sets of organizations to 

provide a good, service, or activity.  This analysis conceptualizes the delivery system 

for an economic policy tool as being the set of organizations it utilizes to affect 

economic activity.  That is, the set of organizations it uses to either provide a good, 

provide a service, facilitate an activity, or restrict an activity.  

Legislative summaries in Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac were 

used to identify economic policy tools in legislation included in this study.  The 

various types of each tool were then identified.  Appendix D provides the 

methodology used to identify economic policy tools, to differentiate between the 

various economic policy tools Congress used, and to differentiate between the various 

types of each tool.  Four criteria were then used to code the delivery system used by 
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each type of a particular economic policy tool that provided a good or a service.  

First, if a tool increased government spending to provide a good or service and 

mandated the federal government with providing that good or service, it was coded as 

utilizing the federal government.  Second, if a policy tool increased government 

spending to provide a good or service and mandated state or local governments with 

providing that good or service, it was coded as utilizing state or local governments.  

Third, if a policy tool increased government spending to provide a good or service 

and mandated the private sector with providing that good or service, it was coded as 

utilizing the private sector.  Fourth, if a policy tool reduced taxes to provide a good or 

service, it was coded as utilizing taxes.       

While certain economic policy tools provide a good or a service, others either 

facilitate an activity or restrict an activity.  Two criteria were used to code the 

delivery system used by each type of this tool.  First, if a policy tool changed rules to 

either facilitate an activity or restrict an activity and it mandated a federal agency 

enforce those rules, it was coded as utilizing the federal government.  Second, if a 

policy tool used the tax code to either facilitate an activity or restrict an activity, it 

was coded as utilizing taxes.   

The Data 

13 economic policy tools and 48 types of these tools were identified for this 

study.  Table 4.1 provides an overview of these tools along with their delivery system 

and whether they use fiscal means, regulatory means, or monetary means to affect 

economic activity.  Appendix D provides the methodology used to identify the means 
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used by each economic policy tool Congress included in legislation it passed.  A 

quick note about the two monetary tools in table 4.1.  Conventional wisdom is that 

the Federal Reserve has the power to set monetary policy independent of prior 

approval from other political institutions such as Congress.  Backing this wisdom is 

the fact that Congress throughout the post war era has at times delegated considerable 

power over monetary policy to the Federal Reserve.  As Woolley (1984) and Binder 

and Spindel (2017) note, however, Congress does at times reduce or limit the Federal 

Reserve’s power to independently set monetary policy.  The Depository Institutions 

Deregulation and Monetary Control Act of 1980 provides a good example.  The 96th 

Congress, in passing this legislation, reduced the Federal Reserve’s power to set 

monetary policy by mandating that Federal Reserve requirements be set at 3% on the 

first $25 million in checking account deposits at a depository institution.  

Additionally, it limited the Federal Reserve’s power in setting monetary policy by 

placing restrictions on reserve requirements the Federal Reserve Board can place on 

checking account deposits that exceed $25 million, on non-personal time deposits, on 

supplemental reserves for checking account deposits, the interest rate the Federal 

Reserve can pay on supplemental reserves, and by mandating that the Federal 

Reserve pay interest on supplemental reserves for checking accounts.    

During recessions in the post war era, Congress has at times chosen to include 

only economic policy tools that use fiscal means in legislation it passes in response to 

a recession. The Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 provides a good example.  

President Reagan, during a joint session of Congress on February 18, 1982 asked the  
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Table 4.1: Economic Policy Tools 
Policy Tool Type Delivery 

System 
Means 

Across the board tax 
cut 

Tax Bracket adjustment Taxes Fiscal 

 Increase in standard 
deduction 

Taxes Fiscal 

 Tax rebate Taxes Fiscal 
 Indexation Taxes Fiscal 
 Universal tax credit Taxes Fiscal 

Tax expenditure Corporate deduction Taxes Fiscal 

 Individual exemption Taxes Fiscal 
 Business exemption Taxes Fiscal 
 Exclusion Taxes Fiscal 
 Non-refundable tax credit Taxes Fiscal 
 Refundable tax credit Taxes Fiscal 
 Capital gains tax reduction Taxes Fiscal 
 Corporate Income tax 

reduction 
Taxes Fiscal 

 Excise tax reduction Taxes Fiscal 
 Tax deferral Taxes Fiscal 
 Tax forgiveness Taxes Fiscal 
 Tax transfer Taxes Fiscal 
 Tax status adjustment Taxes Fiscal 

Transfer Payments Means tested social program Federal  Fiscal 
 Universal social program Federal  Fiscal 
 Business assistance program Federal  Fiscal 

Contracts Procurement contract Federal Fiscal 
 Purchase of service contract Private Sector Fiscal 

Grants Categorical grant State or Local Fiscal 
 Block grant State or Local Fiscal 
 Earmark State or Local Fiscal 

Loans Direct loans Federal Fiscal 



 82 

Policy Tool Type Delivery 
System 

Means 

 Loan guarantees Private Sector Fiscal 
 Loan subsidies Private Sector Fiscal 
 Mortgage purchase programs Private Sector Fiscal 

 Capital injection Federal Fiscal 

Vouchers Food vouchers Private Sector Fiscal 
 Education vouchers Private Sector Fiscal 

 Vehicle vouchers Private Sector Fiscal 

Controls Minimum wage Federal Regulatory 
 Product offering restrictions Federal Regulatory 
 Licensing requirements Federal Regulatory 
 Investment restrictions Federal Regulatory 

Delegation Directive Federal Regulatory 
 Authority transfer Federal Regulatory 

Insurance Bank Insolvency protection Federal Regulatory 
 Aviation accident protection Federal Regulatory 

         Deregulation Reduce product offering 
restrictions 

   Federal Regulatory 

 Reduce merger restrictions Federal Regulatory 
 Reduce investment 

restrictions 
Federal Regulatory 

Federal Reserve 
Deposits 

Reserve requirements Federal Monetary 

Interest rates Supplemental Federal 
Reserve interest rates 

Federal Monetary 

 
97th Congress to pass legislation with a three year across the board tax cut and 

corporate deductions that offset the cost of depreciating plants and equipment.  The 

97th Congress responded by passing legislation on August 4th that included a three 

year across the board tax cut, corporate deductions for depreciating plants and 

equipment, and 37 additional tax expenditures.  There were instances, however, 
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where Congress passed legislation that only included economic policy tools that use 

regulatory means.  The 97th Congress, for instance, chose to use merger restriction 

reductions, investment restriction reductions, and directives when making the Export 

Trading Company Act of 1982.   

In addition to instances where Congress passed legislation that included only 

economic policy tools that use fiscal means or economic policy tools that use 

regulatory means, there were instances where Congress passed legislation that 

included both economic policy tools that use fiscal means and economic policy tools 

that use regulatory means.  The 110th Congress, for example, included capital 

injections, licensing requirements, loan guarantees, mortgage purchase programs, tax 

expenditures, and block grants in the Housing and Economic Recovery Act of 2008.  

Moreover, there were instances where Congress passed legislation that included both 

economic policy tools that use regulatory means and economic policy tools that use 

monetary means.  President Jimmy Carter, during his State of the Union address on 

January 21, 1980, asked the 96th Congress to pass legislation based on his 

recommendations in 1979 to reduce financial regulations and stem the decline in 

Federal Reserve membership.  The 96th Congress responded by passing legislation, 

The Depository Institutions Deregulation and Monetary Control Act of 1980, that 

included product offering reductions, an authority transfer, an increase in bank 

insolvency protection, and established reserve requirements on checking accounts and 

non-personal time deposit accounts.    

What tools have been the mainstays for Congress when making economic 
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Table 4.2: Preferred economic policy tools, 1946-2009 
Policy tools Instances 

Categorical grants 25 

Loan guarantees 13 

Tax expenditures/Authority Transfer 11 
 
policy during recessions in the post war era?  Table 4.2 provides the three tools 

Congress has included the most in legislation it passed in response to recessions.  

Categorical grants have by far been the preferred tool for Congress.  This finding 

supports Mayhew’s claim about members of Congress and their affinity for this tool 

(Mayhew 1974, 129).  Several programs designed to offset fluctuations in economic 

activity use categorical grants.  The various unemployment insurance programs, for 

instance, use categorical grants.  15 of the 25 instances Congress included categorical 

grants in legislation it passed in response to recessions involved either extending or 

amending these programs or creating a new unemployment insurance program.  The 

other 10 instances involved either programs that provide funding for public works 

projects, programs that provide funding for jobs, or programs that provide funding for 

job training.   

Loan guarantees were the backup tool of choice for Congress when making 

economic policy during recessions in the post war era.  This tool provides insurance 

to private lenders on loans they offer.  The 85th Congress was the first to use this tool 

during a recession in the post war era.  On March 6, 1958, the Senate Banking and 

Currency Committee reported a housing stimulus bill, S 3418, that was based on 

legislation introduced a week earlier by Senator John Sparkman, Democrat from 
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Alabama and Chairman of the Senate Housing Subcommittee.  This bill increased the 

monetary authorization for Ginnie Mae and Fannie Mae mortgage purchase 

programs, created a new fund Fannie Mae could use to purchase mortgages issued by 

private lenders, extended and increased funding for a Veterans Administration direct 

loan program providing mortgages to World War II veterans, and it extended a 

Veteran’s Administration loan guarantee program for World War II veterans. The 

85th Congress passed this bill by unanimous consent two weeks after its introduction.   

Tax expenditures and authority transfers were tied for third.  Congress used 

each tool an equal amount during recessions in the post war era.  The Republican 

controlled 83rd Congress, at the behest of President Dwight Eisenhower, was the first 

to use tax expenditures including them in the Excise Tax Reduction Act of 1954 and 

the Internal Revenue Act of 1954.  The Democratic led 81st Congress, in contrast, 

was the first to use an authority transfer.  On July 11, 1949, President Harry Truman 

sent a special message to Congress reiterating his State of the Union request to 

increase the minimum wage to $.75 and to broaden the industries subject to minimum 

wage laws.  The 81st Congress responded by passing legislation that increased the 

minimum wage to $.75 yet excluded new industries from being subject to minimum 

wage laws.  Included in this legislation were provisions that delegated authority to 

regulate industrial homework and to sue an employer on behalf of an employee for 

back wages or overtime pay to the Secretary of Labor.    

What about the delivery system utilized by economic policy tools Congress 

included in legislation it passed during recessions in the post war era?  Table 4.3 
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Table 4.3: Economic policy tools included in legislation by delivery system 
Recession 
Year(s) 

Congress Taxes/Private 
Sector 

State/Local 
Governments 

Federal 
Governments 

1949 81st 0 1 3 
1953-54 83rd 2 0 0 
1957-58 85th 3 2 3 
1960 86th 1 0 2 
1961 87th 3 4 3 
1969-70 91st 4 1 5 
1973-1974 93rd 2 3 3 
1975 94th 9 5 7 
1980 96th 4 0 5 
1981-82 97th 6 3 5 
1991 101st 0 3 2 
2001 107th 4 1 3 
2008 110th 4 3 5 
2009 111th 7 3 7 

Total  49 29 53 
Average per Congress  3.50 2.07 3.79 

Note: If Congress included two or more types of tax expenditures in a bill, it was counted as one instance where 
Congress used a tool that utilizes taxes.  If Congress included two or more types of every other type of economic 
policy tool, such as direct loans and loan guarantees, it was counted as two or more instances where Congress used 
a tool the utilized either the federal government, state or local governments, or either the private sector or taxes. 
 
provides the number of instances Congress included economic policy tools that utilize 

either the federal government, state and local governments, or either the private sector 

or taxes.  Overall, Congress in the post war era has preferred to use economic policy 

tools that utilize the federal government and economic policy tools that utilize either 

taxes or the private sector.  Although Congress used economic policy tools that utilize 

the federal government slightly more often, it did use tools that utilize either taxes or 

the private sector at close to a similar rate.  Congressional use of these tools did vary 

throughout the post war era.  The 94th Congress and the 111th Congress, for instance, 

were the most active in using economic policy tools that utilize the federal 

government and economic policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector.  
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The 81st Congress and the 101st Congress, in contrast, did not use economic policy 

tools that utilize taxes or the private sector while the 83rd Congress did not use tools 

that utilize the federal government. 

A quick note about table 4.3.  As discussed earlier, categorical grants have by 

far been the preferred tool for Congress when making economic policy during 

recessions.  That is, of the various economic policy tools at its disposal, Congress 

included categorical grants in legislation it passed in response to recessions more 

often than any other tool.  Table 4.3, however, shows that when the various other 

economic policy tools are combined, Congress included these tools in legislation it 

passed at a much higher rate than categorical grants.  Categorical grants are one of the 

three economic policy tools identified for this study that utilize state or local 

governments.  As table 4.2 notes, there were 25 instances where Congress included a 

categorical grant in legislation it passed in response to recessions.  In table 4.3, we see 

that there were 49 instances where Congress used economic policy tools that utilize 

either taxes or the private sector and 53 instances where Congress passed legislation 

that included economic policy tools that utilize the federal government.  This means 

that Congress used economic policy tools that utilize taxes or the private sector and 

economic policy tools that utilize the federal government at a much higher rate than it 

did categorical grants.  Looking at the behavior of each Congress listed in table 4.3 

provides more substance to this point.  The 101st Congress is the only Congress that 

used economic policy tools that utilize state or local governments more often than 

economic policy tools that utilize either the federal government, taxes, or the private 
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Table 4.4: Economic policy tools included in legislation pre and post 1970s 

 
Note: If Congress included two or more types of tax expenditures in a bill, it was counted as one instance where 
Congress used a tool that utilizes taxes.  If Congress included two or more types of every other type of economic 
policy tool, such as direct loans and loan guarantees, it was counted as two or more instances where Congress used 
a tool the utilized either the federal government, state or local governments, or either the private sector or taxes. 
 
sector. The 83rd Congress, the 86th Congress, and the 96th Congress in contrast, did 

not use economic policy tools that utilize state or local governments while the 81st 

Congress, the 91st Congress, and the 107th Congress utilized these tools only once.      

In the previous chapter, we saw that congressional behavior changed after the 

1970s.  Not only did Congress became more active in the legislative process, it 

experienced more success in determining the content of enacted legislation.  Did 

congressional use in policy tools similarly alter during this time span?  In table 4.4, 

we see that congressional choice in policy tools remained fairly consistent after the 

1970s.  Although it has used tools that utilize the federal government and tools that 

utilize either taxes or the private sector at a slightly higher rate, Congress since the 

1970s has continued to favor these tools when making economic policy. Additionally, 

although it has used tools that utilize the federal government and tools that utilize 

either taxes or the private sector at close to a similar rate, Congress since the 1970s 

Total Average per 
Congress

Policy tools Instances 

Taxes/Private Sector 24 3 Categorical grants 15
State/Local Governments 16 2 Loan guarantee 8

Federal Government 26 3.25 Mortgage purchase program/Direct loan 7

Total Average per 
Congress

Policy tools Instances 

Taxes/Private Sector 25 4.2 Categorical grants 10
State/Local Governments 13 2.2 Tax expenditures/Food vouchers 6

Federal Government 28 4.7 Loan guarantee/Authority transfer 5

               1946-1979

                1980-2009
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has continued to slightly favor tools that utilize the federal government over tools that 

utilize either taxes or the private sector.  

The mainstays for Congress when making economic policy during recessions 

did alter some after the 1970s.  In table 4.4, we see that the categorical grant remained 

the preferred tool for Congress throughout this time span.  The second and third tool 

of choice for Congress, however, did vary.  In the immediate post war years, the loan 

guarantee was the backup tool of choice for Congress.  Mortgage purchase programs 

and direct loans followed closely behind tying for third.  Since the 1970s, tax 

expenditures and food vouchers have been the backup tools of choice for Congress.  

When not using these tools, Congress has preferred to use loan guarantees and 

authority transfers.    

The evidence presented so far shows that congressional choice in economic 

policy tools remained fairly consistent during recessions in the post war era.  That is, 

Congress has used tools that utilize the federal government and tools that utilize 

either taxes or the private sector at roughly the same rate throughout the post war era.  

Further analysis of this data, however, presents a more nuanced story.  In table 4.5, 

we see that in the immediate post war years, Congress used tools that utilize the 

federal government more often when helping individuals than it did when providing 

help to corporations.  Moreover, it used tools that utilize the federal government and 

tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector at roughly the same rate when 

servicing individuals.  Since the middle of the 1970s, however, Congress has used 

tools that utilize the federal government much more often when providing a benefit or  
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Table 4.5: Economic policy tools used for individuals and for business 

 
Note: If Congress included two or more types of tax expenditures in a bill, it was counted as one instance where 
Congress used a tool that utilizes taxes.  If Congress included two or more types of every other economic policy 
tool, such as direct loans and loan guarantees, it was counted as two or more instances where Congress used a tool 
the utilized either the federal government, state or local governments, or either the private sector or taxes. 
 
a cost to corporations than it has when providing a benefit or a cost to individuals.  

Additionally, when providing a cost or a benefit to individuals, Congress has used 

tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector three times more often than tools 

that utilize the federal government.  When providing a cost or a benefit to 

corporations, in contrast, it has used tools that utilize the federal government more 

than twice the amount it has used tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector.   

 Contrasting the economic policy tools in legislation passed by the 86th 

Congress in response to the 1960 recession and in legislation passed by the 97th 

Congress in response to the 1981-82 recession provide a good example of this 

finding.  The Democratic led 86th Congress passed two bills in response to the 1960 

recession.  One of these bills, H.J. Res 784, used loan guarantees and direct loans to 

help individuals.  The other bill, the Defense Production Act Extension of 1960, used 

procurement contracts to provide corporations with relief.  The split controlled 97th 

Congress, in contrast, passed six bills in response to the 1981-82 recession.  Included 

in two of these bills, the Economic Recovery Tax Act of 1981 and the Urgent 

Individuals Average per Congress Business Average per Congress
Taxes/Private Sector 21 2.63 6 0.75

State/Local Governments 16 2 0 0
Federal Government 14 1.75 10 1.25

Individuals Average per Congress Business Average per Congress
Taxes/Private Sector 23 3.83 8 1.33

State/Local Governments 12 2 0 0.17
Federal Government 7 1.17 20 3.33

                   1946-1975

                    1980-2009
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Supplemental Appropriations Act of 1982, were tax bracket adjustments, tax 

expenditures, indexation, loan subsidies, and food vouchers to provide relief for 

individuals.  Included in the Garn-St Germain Depository Institutions Act and in the 

Export Trading Company Act, in contrast, were reductions in product offering 

restrictions, reductions in merger restrictions, reductions in investment restrictions, 

and directives that provided relief for corporations.  The other two bills this Congress 

passed, the Surface Transportation Assistance Act and the Job Training Partnership 

Act, used either categorical grants or block grants.    

Explaining Congressional Choice in Policy Tools 

Congress in the immediate post war years used tools that utilize the federal 

government and tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector at roughly the same 

rate when providing help to individuals.  Since the 1970s, however, Congress has 

relied more heavily on tools that use taxes or the private sector instead of tools that 

utilize the federal government when servicing individuals.  This section explores 

possible factors that explain why this has been the case.  The dependent variable for 

this analysis will be taxes or private sector.  It will be coded as a dummy variable 

denoting either the presence or absence of an economic policy tool utilizing either 

taxes or the private sector (taxes or private sector 1, otherwise 0).  Only instances 

where Congress used a policy tool that utilizes the federal government, taxes, or the 

private sector is included in this analysis.    

As discussed in the previous chapter, both parties became increasingly 
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Table 4.6: Possible Determinants of Congressional Choice in Policy Tools 

 
 
polarized throughout the latter part of the post war era.  Did this impact congressional 

choice in policy tools?  In table 4.6, we see that increased party polarization in 

Congress does have a positive relationship with Congress choosing to use economic 

policy tools that utilize taxes or the private sector.41  This relationship, however, is 

not statistically significant.  Party control of the government, similarly, has a positive 

relationship with congressional choice.42  That is, Congress tended to use economic 

policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector more often during periods of 

divided government than it did during periods of unified government.  This 

relationship, however, is not statistically significant.   

                                                
41 DW Nominate scores were used to measure this variable.   
42 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of divided 
government (divided government 1, otherwise 0). 

Chi Square Value
Logit Coefficient                         

(S. E.)

Divided Government 0.62

GOP Congress     4.10**

GOP President 2.15

Fiscal Policy Change   3.36*

Polarization 6.042                                      
(3.73)

N 64 64

Constant
-2.89                                      
(2.34)

* p < .05; ** p < .01;

                                                                Taxes or Private Sector
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Studies have found that when the Republican party controls the presidency, 

Congress tends to behave similar to when the Democratic party controls the 

presidency (Faricy 2011).  Did this occur during recessions?  Table 4.6 shows that 

when the Republican party controlled the presidency, Congress tended to use 

economic policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector more often than it 

did economic policy tools that utilize the federal government.43  This relationship, 

however, is not statistically significant.  What about when the Republican party- 

controlled Congress?  Scholars have found that when Congress is controlled by the 

Republican party, Congress in the post war era tends to behave differently than when 

under control of the Democratic party (McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; Faricy 

2011). Table 4.6 shows that when the Republican party controlled at least one 

chamber of Congress, Congress was much more likely to use economic policy tools 

that utilize either taxes or the private sector, and that that this relationship is 

statistically significant at the p < .01 level.44   

Table 4.7 provides more insight into this finding.  Party control of Congress 

did not impact its use of economic policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private 

sector.  That is, when it was controlled by the Democratic party and when the 

Republican party controlled at least one chamber, Congress used economic policy 

tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector on average three times per 

Congress.  Congress did not, however, use economic policy tools that utilize the 

                                                
43 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of Republican 
control of the presidency (Republican control 1, otherwise 0). 
44 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of Republican 
control of at least one chamber of Congress (Republican control 1, otherwise 0). 
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Table 4.7: Economic policy tools used by Congress based on party control of Congress 

 

federal government once when the Republican party controlled at least one chamber.  

When Congress was controlled by the Democratic party, in contrast, Congress used 

economic policy tools that utilize the federal government on average more than one 

time per Congress.    

We saw in chapter two that decision-making power on tax policy rested in the 

hands of the House Ways and Means Committee chair in the immediate post war 

years.  The House rank and file dispersed this power in 1974 by adopting reforms that 

granted it and the Speaker influence over tax policy decisions.  Additionally, we saw 

that in 1974, Congress adopted a new budget process in an attempt to curtail 

backdoor spending and concentrate spending authority in two new budget 

committees.  It then continued this effort to concentrate authority over spending 

levels throughout the latter part of the 1970s and the 1980s by placing spending caps 

on certain programs.  Did these changes impact congressional choice in economic 

policy tools?  In table 4.6, we see that this appears to be the case.  That is, after 

Congress changed how it made decisions on spending levels and taxation levels, 

Congress was much more likely to use economic policy tools that utilize either taxes 

or the private sector (p < .01).45  

                                                
45 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of the 1974 
reforms (reforms 1, otherwise 0).   

Republicans Average per 
Congress

Democrats Average per 
Congress

Federal Government 0 0 17 1.55
Taxes/Private Sector 9 3 35 3.18
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Table 4.8: Economic policy tools used to service individuals pre and post 1974 reforms 

 

Table 4.8 provides more insight into this finding.  Prior to Congress enacting 

measures that changed how it made decisions on spending levels and taxation levels, 

Congress used economic policy tools that utilize the federal government and 

economic policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector more than once on 

average per Congress to service individuals.  After Congress implemented these 

measures, it continued using economic policy tools that utilize the federal government 

on average a little more than once per Congress to service individuals.  Economic 

policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector, in contrast, were used on 

average close to five times per Congress to service individuals.  Focusing on 

congressional use of economic policy tools that utilize taxes provides more substance 

to this point.  Prior to 1974, scholars note that U.S. tax policy remained fairly stable 

(Schick 1980; Rudder 1983).46  After the House rank and file and the Speaker gained 

influence over tax policy in 1974, however, Congress began altering U.S. tax policy 

more frequently to obtain its objectives.  This can be seen in the number of economic 

policy tools that utilize taxes Congress used to service individuals during recessions.  

Prior to 1974, Congress used an economic policy tool that utilizes taxes to service 

                                                
46 U.S. tax policy remained fairly stable during this time frame due to two reasons.  First, Wilbur Mills, 
the chair of the House Ways and Means Committee for most of the immediate post war years, ensured 
the House Ways and Means Committee reported legislation that changed U.S. tax policy only when it 
would receive overwhelming bipartisan support.  Second, the House Rules Committee ensured this 
legislation was considered on the House floor under closed rules.   

1946-1974 Average Per Congress 1975-2009 Average per Congress
Federal Government 9 1.29 9 1.29
Taxes/Private Sector 12 1.71 33 4.71
Taxes 2 0.29 17 2.83
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individuals twice.  After 1974, there were 17 instances where Congress passed 

legislation that included economic policy tools that utilize taxes.   

Conclusion   

This chapter has shown that at first glance, congressional choice in policy 

tools appears to have remained fairly consistent when making economic policy during 

recessions in the post war era.  Congress used the categorical grant more often than 

any other tool throughout this era, and it used economic policy tools that utilize the 

federal government and economic policy tools that utilize either taxes or the private 

sector at roughly the same rate.  This pattern changed, however, when looking at 

congressional choice in tools to service individuals and corporations.  In the 

immediate post war years, Congress used economic policy tools that utilize the 

federal government and tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector at roughly 

the same rate when servicing individuals, and it used tools that utilize the federal 

government more often when servicing individuals than it did when servicing 

corporations.  Since the 1970s, however, Congress used economic policy tools that 

utilize either taxes or the private sector at a much higher rate than it did tools that 

utilize the federal government when servicing individuals.  Economic policy tools 

that utilize the federal government, in contrast, have been the tools of choice for 

Congress when servicing corporations.  

How Congress organized itself helps explain this behavior by Congress.  In 

1974, the House rank and file and the Speaker gained influence over tax policy 

decisions.  Moreover, Congress adopted a new budget process in an attempt to 
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concentrate spending decisions in two new budget committees.  It then continued this 

effort throughout the latter part of the 1970s and the 1980s by placing spending caps 

on certain programs.  Since these reforms, Congress has utilized economic policy 

tools that utilize either taxes or the private sector at a much high rate when servicing 

individuals than it has economic policy tools that utilize the federal government.  

Additionally, Republican control of Congress helps explain congressional choice 

during this time frame.  When one of its chambers was controlled by the Republican 

party, Congress did not use an economic policy tools that utilizes the federal 

government once when servicing individuals during recessions.  When both chambers 

of Congress were controlled by the Democratic party, however, Congress did use 

economic policy tools that utilize the federal government on every occasion.    
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Chapter 5: Making Economic Policy During Recessions: Interest and 
Choice 
 

During a twenty-minute speech listing his objections to certain provisions in 

H.R. 8300, The Internal Revenue Code Act of 1954, House Representative Herman 

Eberharter, Democrat from Pennsylvania, argued that “If ever there was tax relief at 

the wrong place and at the wrong time, the relief on dividend income is it (100 Cong. 

Rec. 9871, 1954).”  Speaking in the waning moments of the 1954 recession, 

Representative Eberharter, after pointing out that unemployment currently stood at 

8.5 percent, argued that the weak U.S. economy needed wise tax reductions.  Since it 

only benefited wealthy individuals, the provisions in H.R. 8300 that provided tax 

relief on dividend income were ill advised.  This argument by Representative 

Eberharter epitomized a vigorous debate that took place in the Republican controlled 

83rd Congress during the summer months of 1954 over if H.R. 8300 should reduce 

taxes on dividend income or raise the personal exemption.  A majority of Democrats 

in the House and Senate argued that to revitalize the U.S. economy, H.R. 8300 should 

place more money in the hands of ordinary Americans by raising the personal 

exemption by $100.  Congressional Republicans, in contrast, argued that to revitalize 

the economy, H.R. 8300 should allow individual taxpayers to claim an exclusion on 

the first $50 of dividend income and a non-refundable tax credit equal to 4% of 

additional dividend income over $50.  This, according to congressional Republicans, 

not only places more money in the hands of ordinary Americans who own stock, it 

provides more financing for small businesses.  In the end, congressional Republicans 

won this battle.  When signed by President Dwight Eisenhower on August 16, H.R. 
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8300 included a provision that granted an exclusion on dividend income and a 

provision that granted a non-refundable tax credit on dividend income.  A $100 raise 

in the personal exemption was left out.    

By choosing to include provisions in HR 8300 that provided tax relief on 

dividend income instead of a provision that raised the personal exemption, the 83rd 

Congress chose to serve the interest of stockholders and small businesses instead of 

all taxpayers.  This behavior fits nicely with the post war scholarly consensus on how 

Congress makes choices in the policymaking process.  Analyst have long held that 

due to the nature of congressional representation, Congress has a penchant for 

particularism when making policy.  That is, Congress tends to serve narrow particular 

interest instead of general, more diffuse interest.  Scholarly claims about the form this 

particularism takes, however, evolved in the post war era.  In the early days of the 

discipline, analyst held that since its members are beholden to parochial interest, 

Congress tends to serve local interest (Bryce 1888; Ford 1898; Herring 1940).47  This 

claim, as noted in chapter two, informed scholarly advocacy during this time for 

presidential leadership in lawmaking.  Due to being elected by the entire nation, the 

president, these scholars argued, will have the general interest at heart when making 

policy (Ford 1898; Goodnow 1910; Wilson 1911).  Congress, on the other hand, is 

made up of members who are elected by localities.  They will always choose to serve 

local interest instead of general, more diffuse interest when making policy.     

Scholars in the post war era have continued to claim that Congress tends to 

                                                
47 Scholars during this era referred to this behavior as localism.   
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serve local interest instead of general, more diffuse interest (see, inter alia, Burns 

1949; Galloway 1953; Fenno 1973; Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1989; Moe and Wilson 

1994; Lee 2005).  Similar to analyst before them, they note that members of Congress 

are held accountable electorally by their local constituency.  Parochialism, these 

scholars argue, will therefore at times trouble congressional policymaking as its 

members look to secure benefits for those who hold them accountable electorally.  

Analyst in the post war era, however, do argue that Congress is at times prone to 

group particularism.  That is, Congress sometimes chooses to serve certain groups 

instead of local interest or general, more diffuse interest (see, inter alia, Schattsneider 

1960; Manley 1970; Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1989; Arnold 1990; Fellowes and Wolf 

2004).  These scholars point out that interest groups, in particular, possess resources 

that are valuable to members of Congress.  They therefore are able to influence 

congressional policymaking from time to time since their concerns are heard more 

often by members of Congress than the general public.  

Empirical studies show that Congress does pass legislation that benefits local 

interest and legislation that benefits certain groups (see, inter alia, Hall and Wayman 

1990; Evans 2004; Fellowes and Wolf 2004; Lee 2005; McKay 2019).  There are 

studies, however, that show Congress from time to time passes legislation that 

provides benefits to general, more diffuse interest (see, inter alia, Nzelibe 2006).  But 

what has been the record during recessions in the post war era?  In this chapter, we 

will see that how Congress organized itself not only impacted the interest it served, it 

impacted the level of service it provided.  Overall, Congress in the post war era has 
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favored groups when making economic policy during recessions.  The size of the 

benefits Congress provided during recessions, however, increased substantially after 

the reforms of the 1970s.          

Cost and Benefits 

Scholars have long observed that endemic to every economic policy proposal 

is an incidence of costs and benefits (Lowi 1964; 1972; Wilson 1973; 1980; 1989; 

Arnold 1990).  That is, every economic policy proposal confers benefits to certain 

citizens.  To pay for these benefits, every economic policy proposal must place a cost 

on certain citizens.  The size of these benefits and cost can vary.  Moreover, the 

timing of when these benefits are conferred and when the costs are placed can vary.  

This means that congressional economic policymaking is an exercise in choosing the 

distribution of benefits and costs, the magnitude of benefits and costs, and the timing 

of benefits and costs.  To gain more insight into congressional economic 

policymaking during recessions in the post war era, this section will explore the 

benefits and costs in legislation Congress passed in response to recessions in the post 

war era.  It goes about this in two ways.  First, this section examines the distribution 

of benefits and costs in legislation Congress passed in response to recessions.  

Second, it examines the magnitude of benefits and costs in legislation Congress 

passed in response to recessions.  Before proceeding to an empirical evaluation of 

congressional policymaking during recessions, however, this section first outlines 

how it defines and measures distribution and magnitude.   
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Defining and Measuring Distribution 

Scholars in the literature on public policy and congressional policymaking 

have defined distribution in two ways.  First, scholars define this concept in relation 

to whether the benefits and costs in a particular bill are narrowly concentrated or 

widely distributed (See, inter alia, Wilson 1973; 1980; 1989).  That is, are the benefits 

and costs in a particular bill bestowed on a large segment of society or on one specific 

group.  For the purposes of this study, this conceptualization of distribution presents 

one difficulty.  It conflates benefits and costs bestowed on local interest with benefits 

and costs bestowed on general, more diffuse interest. The Public Buildings Act of 

1949 and the Tax Reduction Act of 1975 provide a good example.  The Public 

Buildings Act of 1949 authorized $70 million for planning, site acquisition, and 

modernization of federal buildings outside of Washington D.C. with the stipulation 

that every congressional district receives at least one new federal building.  The Tax 

Reduction Act of 1975, in contrast, included, among others, provisions that provided 

general tax relief through a 10% tax rebate and an increase in the standard deduction.  

By using this definition, this study would label the benefits in both bills as being 

widely distributed.  The benefits in the Public Buildings Act of 1949, however, were 

bestowed on certain local interest.  The benefits in the Tax Reduction Act of 1975, in 

contrast, were bestowed on general, more diffuse interest.   

 Second, scholars in this literature have defined this concept in relation to 

whether the benefits and costs in a particular bill are concentrated on geographic 

areas, groups, or the general public (Arnold 1990; Evans 2004).  This is how 
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distribution is conceptualized for this study.  It is measured by determining how often 

Congress passed legislation that either provided benefits or placed costs on 

geographic areas, groups, or the general public.  Legislative summaries in the relevant 

volumes of Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac were used to identify the 

benefits and costs in legislation included in this analysis. Appendix E provides the 

methodology used to identify benefits and costs in a particular bill.  Four criteria were 

then used to code the benefits and costs in a particular bill.  First, if a particular bill 

had at least one provision that designated a geographic area as the intended recipient 

of a benefit or a cost, that legislation was coded as one instance where Congress 

provided either a geographic benefit or a geographic cost. The Housing Act of 1961 

provides a good example.  This legislation had a provision that authorized $500 

million in additional loan funding for local water, gas, and sewage plant 

improvements, a provision that earmarked $50 million of these funds to metropolitan 

areas for the construction of mass transportation, and a provision that limited the 

remaining funds for communities with a population of 50,000 or less.   

 If a particular bill had at least one provision that designated an individual 

group as the intended recipient of a benefit or a cost, that legislation was coded as one 

instance where Congress provided either a group benefit or a group cost.  Moreover, 

if a particular bill had at least one provision that designated business as the intended 

recipient of a cost or a benefit, that legislation was coded as one instance where 

Congress provided either a group benefit or a group cost.  These are the second and 

third criteria that were used to code benefits and costs in a particular bill.  The 
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Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975 provides a good example of an instance where 

Congress chose to distribute a group benefit.  This legislation allowed families with at 

least one child to claim a 10% tax credit on up to $4,000 of earned income, increased 

the level of corporate income that is exempt from the corporate tax surcharge, and it 

reduced the corporate income tax rate.   

 Fourth, if a particular bill included at least one provision that conferred a 

benefit on a large swath of society or placed a cost on a large swath of society, that 

legislation was coded as one instance where Congress provided either a general 

benefit or a general cost.  Certain scholars stress uniformity when characterizing a 

benefit or a cost as being general (Arnold 1990, 26).  That is, a benefit or a cost must 

apply uniformly to all members of society for it to be considered a general benefit or 

a general cost.  If a benefit or a cost does not apply uniformly to all members of 

society, it is either a geographic benefit or cost or a group benefit or cost.  Others 

stress breadth when characterizing a benefit or a cost as being general (Evans 1996, 

29).  That is, the main identifying marker of a general benefit and a general cost is not 

whether it is applied evenly or unevenly, but by whether it is granted to a large 

portion of society.  This is how this study characterizes a general benefit or a general 

cost.  That is, a benefit or a cost is considered to be general if it is conferred on a large 

swath of society.  The provision that provided an across the board tax cut in the 

Economic Growth and Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001 provides a good 

example.  This provision reduced taxes for all taxpayers.  Certain taxpayers, however, 

received a larger rate reduction than others.  Those in the lowest tax bracket, for 
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instance, received a 5% rate reduction.  Those in the second to highest tax bracket, in 

contrast, received a 3% rate reduction.  Since the rate reductions in this provision 

applied to all taxpayers, however, it was coded as an instance where Congress 

provided a general benefit.   

Defining and Measuring Magnitude 

 Scholars argue that the magnitude of benefits and costs in a particular bill are 

politically important for two reasons.  First, political conversations often center 

around them (Wilson 1980, 366).  Who will profit from a particular bill, who will 

have a higher tax burden due to a particular bill, or whose needs are not met by a 

particular bill is often the fodder that feeds discussion around a particular bill.  

Second, the magnitude of benefits and costs in a particular bill can directly affect the 

probability that a citizen will perceive a benefit conferred to them or a cost placed on 

them (Arnold 1990).  As Arnold notes (1990, 28), a majority of citizens will not 

notice if a bill increases the price of milk by a penny per gallon.  They will, however, 

notice if a bill increases their income tax rate by 10%.    

Scholars tend to define magnitude in relation to the size of benefits and costs 

in a particular bill.  This analysis, similarly, conceptualizes magnitude as the size of 

benefits and costs in a particular bill.  It is measured by assessing the size of every 

provision in a particular bill that either confers a benefit to certain citizens or business 

or places a cost on certain citizens or business.  A provision can confer a benefit in 

two ways.  First, in legislation dealing with fiscal policy, a provision can confer a 

benefit by disbursing either money, a good, or a service to certain citizens or business 
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or by lowering their tax burden.  Second, in legislation dealing with regulatory policy 

and monetary policy, a provision can confer a benefit by either extending an existing 

rule that positively impacts certain citizens or business, changing an existing rule so 

that it positively impacts certain citizens or business, or by creating a new rule that 

positively impacts certain citizens or business.  Similar to conferring benefits, a 

provision can place a cost in two ways.  First, in legislation dealing with fiscal policy, 

a provision can place a cost by increasing the tax burden on certain citizens or 

business.  Second, in legislation dealing with regulatory policy or monetary policy, a 

provision can place a cost by either extending an existing rule that negatively impacts 

certain citizens or business, changing an existing rule so that it negatively impacts 

certain citizens or business, or by creating a new rule that negatively impacts certain 

citizens or business.     

Legislative summaries in Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac were 

used to identify the recipients of benefits and costs in legislation used for this 

analysis.  Appendix E provides the methodology used to determine whether a bill 

bestows either a benefit, a cost, or both on a geographic area, an individual, business, 

or the general public.  Two measurements were used to determine the size of benefits 

and costs in a particular bill.  First, if a bill dealt with fiscal policy, the monetary size 

of all provisions that provided a benefit and the monetary size of all provisions that 

provided a cost in that bill were calculated.  Appendix E provides the methodology 

and the sources used to determine the monetary size of benefits and costs in a 

particular fiscal bill.  Second, if a bill dealt with regulatory or monetary policy, the 
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number of provisions in that bill that either extended an existing rule, changed an 

existing rule, or created an existing rule to either positively impact or negatively 

impact certain citizens or business were counted.   

To allow for an even assessment of benefits and costs in legislation that dealt 

with fiscal policy and legislation that dealt with either regulatory policy or monetary 

policy, magnitude is operationalized for this analysis as an ordinal index running 

from 0-5.  This index calculates the size of benefits conferred on certain citizens or 

business and the size of costs placed on certain citizens or business.  This can range 

from certain citizens or business being conferred no benefits or having zero costs 

placed on them to the size of the benefits and costs being either small, medium, large, 

or extra-large.  That is, for legislation dealing with fiscal policy, the size of benefits 

and costs in this legislation can be $0 (0), $1-$999 million (1), $1 billion-$49 billion 

(2), $50 billion-$99 billion (3), $100 billion-$500 billion (4), or $500 billion and 

above (5).  For legislation dealing with regulatory policy or monetary policy, in 

contrast, the size of benefits and costs in this legislation can be zero provisions (0), 1-

2 provisions (1), 3-6 provisions (2), 7-10 provisions (3), 11-15 provisions (4), or 16 or 

more provisions (5).     

The Data     

 67 bills passed by fourteen Congresses in response to eleven recessions were 

identified for this analysis.  A list of these bills accompanied with a summary of the 

distribution of benefits and costs in each bill and the magnitude of benefits and costs 

in each bill can be found in Appendix F and in Appendix G.  There were instances in 
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the post war era where Congress passed legislation in response to a recession that 

provided benefits only to geographic areas.  The Federal Highway Funds Act of 1975 

provides a good example.  This bill provided states with 100% federal financing on 

highway construction projects and mass transit projects and it allowed states to 

transfer federal funds designated for one project category to another project category.  

There have, however, been instances where Congress passed legislation that provided 

benefits only to groups.  The 85th Congress, for instance, chose to provide 

unemployed workers with eight additional weeks of unemployment payments by 

passing the Temporary Unemployment Act of 1958.  The 91st Congress, in contrast, 

chose to provide the newly bankrupt Penn Central Railroad Company with $125 

million in loan guarantees by passing the Emergency Railroad Services Act of 1970.   

In addition to instances where Congress passed legislation that provided 

benefits only to either geographic areas or groups, there were instances where 

Congress passed legislation that conferred benefits on geographic areas and groups. 

The Democratic 110th Congress, for instance, provided states and local governments 

with $3.9 billion in block grants to assist them in buying abandoned and foreclosed 

residential property, homeowners with $15.1 billion in tax deductions, underwater 

homeowners with a $300 billion program designed to help them refinance their 

mortgage, low income families with better access to mortgage financing, and 

financing for Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac by allowing the Treasury Department to 

purchase their securities when it passed the Housing and Economic Recovery Act of 

2008.  From time to time, however, Congress chose to pass legislation that provided 
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benefits to groups and the general public.  The Republican controlled 107th Congress, 

at the behest of President George W. Bush, provided a combined $1.78 trillion in tax 

relief to the general public, individuals with children, married couples, those with 

estates, and educators when it passed the Economic Growth and Tax Relief 

Reconciliation Act of 2001.  Additionally, there was one instance where Congress 

passed legislation in response to a recession that provided benefits to geographic 

areas, groups, and the general public.  On February 13, 2009, the Democratic led 

111th Congress passed the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.  This 

legislation provided states and local governments with $206 billion for various 

construction projects and employment programs, certain individual groups with a 

combined $465 billion in either tax relief or increase in government spending on 

programs, $76 billion in tax relief for business, and $40 billion in either grants or loan 

guarantees to the general public.   

 Similar to passing legislation that distributed benefits only to geographic 

areas, Congress did at times pass legislation in response to a recession during this 

time frame that designated geographic areas as those who will cover the cost of that 

legislation. The 85th Congress, for instance, included a provision in the Temporary 

Unemployment Act of 1958 that mandated each state reimburse the federal 

government for the cost of providing unemployed workers in that state with 

additional weeks of unemployment insurance.  Specified in this provision is that 

states can use their general funds account to pay for this cost.  Additionally, Congress 

from time to time passed legislation that placed a cost on groups.  The Fair Labor 
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Standards Amendments Act of 1949 provides a good example.  By passing this 

legislation, the 81st Congress mandated that certain industries pay its workers at 

minimum $.75 per hour.   

While Congress did place a cost on either geographic areas or on groups from 

time to time, there were several instances where Congress passed legislation that 

increased the general public’s tax burden to cover the cost of that legislation.  The 

passage of the Emergency Stimulus Act of 2008 provides a good example.  During a 

White House press briefing on January 18, 2008, President George W. Bush asked the 

110th Congress to pass legislation that provided $145 billion in combined tax relief to 

business and the general public.  The 110th Congress responded by passing 

legislation on February 7 that provided $151 billion in combined tax relief to business 

and those who earned $75,000 and below.  Since it did not include a provision in this 

legislation that offset the cost of this tax relief, this Congress used deficit financing to 

pay for the cost of this tax relief.   

Additionally, there were instances where Congress passed legislation that 

designated groups and the general public as those who will cover the cost of that 

legislation.  On March 26, 1975, the Democratic led 94th Congress passed the Tax  

Reduction Act of 1975.  This legislation provided a combined $22.8 billion in tax 

relief to individuals and business.  At the insistence of the House rank and file, $2 

billion of this tax cut was offset by a provision that closed several tax loopholes for 

the oil industry.  The remaining $20.8 billion was covered by deficit financing.   

How did Congress distribute benefits throughout the post war era?  Table 5.1 
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Table 5.1. Number of Instances Congress provided a Benefit and a Cost in the Post War Era 

 
Note: Certain regulatory bills did not produce a cost.  Thus, the number of instances Congress provided a cost do 
not match the number of instances Congress provided a benefit.   
 
provides the number of instances Congress passed legislation that provided a benefit 

or placed a cost on either geographic areas, groups, or the general public.  Overall, 

Congress distributed benefits to groups much more often than it did to geographic 

areas or the general public during recession in the post war era.  This finding adds to 

the debate over which form of particularism afflicts Congress when making economic 

policy.  As noted at the outset of this chapter, certain analysts hold that since 

members of Congress are held accountable electorally by their local constituency, 

Congress will at times be troubled by parochialism when making policy (see, inter 

alia, Fiorina 1989, Weingast 1994; Lee 2005).  Table 5.1 shows that while Congress 

did at times distribute benefits during recessions based on parochial concerns, it has 

Recession 
Year(s)

Congress Geographic 
Benefits

Group 
Benefits

General 
Benefits

Geographic 
Costs

Group 
Costs

General 
Costs

1949 81st 2 1 0 1 1 1
1953-54 83rd 0 2 0 0 1 2
1957-58 85th 3 2 0 1 0 4
1960 86th 1 2 0 0 0 2
1961 87th 1 4 0 0 2 1
1969-70 91st 1 4 2 0 4 2
1973-1974 93rd 1 5 2 0 2 4
1975 94th 1 8 2 0 1 9
1980 96th 1 4 1 0 1 4
1981-82 97th 2 5 1 0 3 5
1991 101st 0 4 1 0 1 3
2001 107th 0 3 1 0 0 3
2008 110th 1 6 0 1 1 2
2009 111th 1 5 3 0 2 3
Total 19 55 13 3 19 45
Average per Congress 1.4 3.9 0.9 0.2 1.4 3.2
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been afflicted with group particularism when making economic policy during 

recessions in the post war era.  

While Congress distributed benefits based on group concerns quite often 

during recessions, it should be noted that the 81st Congress and the 85th Congress 

saw fit to service geographic areas more often than groups.  Additionally, how the 

various Congresses distributed benefits to geographic areas and the general public 

varied.  The 83rd Congress, the 101st Congress, and the 107th Congress did not 

confer benefits on geographic areas.  Instead, these Congresses serviced the general 

public in addition to groups.  There were six Congresses, however, that did not see fit 

to provide the general public with benefits in their response to a recession.  The 111th 

Congress, in contrast, distributed benefits to the general public at a rate close to that 

of groups.   

How did Congress distribute the cost of legislation it passed in response to 

recessions in the post war era?  In table 5.1, we see that overall, Congress placed a 

cost on the general public much more often than it did on geographic areas or groups.  

That is, Congress placed a cost on the general public at more than two times the rate it 

did on groups and sixteen times the rate it did on geographic areas.  This does not 

mean there were not instances where Congress designated either groups or 

geographic areas as those who will cover the cost of legislation it passed.  The 87th 

Congress and the 91st Congress, for instance, placed a cost on groups more often than 

they did the general public.  Moreover, the 91st Congress spread the cost of 

legislation it passed evenly between geographic areas, groups, and the general public.   
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Table 5.2: Magnitude of Benefits and Costs Congress provided During Recessions in the Post War Era 

 

Throughout the post war era, however, Congress for the most part designated the 

general public as those who will shoulder the burden for legislation it passed.   

What about the magnitude of benefits Congress distributed during recessions?  

Table 5.2 shows that when Congress conferred benefits on the general public, the 

magnitude of these benefits was on average larger than the benefits Congress 

distributed to geographic areas or groups.  This finding adds interesting nuance to the 

age-old claim that Congress has a penchant for particularism.  While Congress has 

tended to provide groups and geographic areas with benefits more often during 

recessions, the benefits Congress provided to these narrow interests were on average 

smaller in magnitude than the benefits it provided to general, more diffuse interest.  

There was variance in the magnitude of benefits Congress bestowed on geographic 

areas, groups, and the general public throughout the post war era.  The 81st Congress, 

Recession 
Year(s)

Congress Geographic 
Benefits

Group 
Benefits

General 
Benefits

Geographic 
Costs

Group 
Costs

General 
Costs

1949 81st 1 5 0 1 5 1
1953-54 83rd 0 2 0 0 2 2
1957-58 85th 2 1.8 0 2 0 2
1960 86th 2 2 0 0 0 2
1961 87th 2 2 0 0 2 2
1969-70 91st 2 2 1 0 1.3 2
1973-1974 93rd 2 2 1.5 0 2.5 2
1975 94th 2 2 2.5 0 2 2.1
1980 96th 2 3 4 0 3 1.8
1981-82 97th 3 3.2 5 0 1.3 2.8
1991 101st 0 2.0 4 0 5 1.7
2001 107th 0 3.0 5 0 0 3
2008 110th 2 3.2 0 2 2 3
2009 111th 4 2.2 2 0 2.5 3

Average per bill 2.1 2.4 2.8 1.7 2.2 2.2



 114 

for instance, conferred benefits that were on average small in magnitude.  The 111th 

Congress, in contrast, conferred benefits on geographic areas that were on average 

large in magnitude.  Additionally, there were three where Congress bestowed benefits 

on either groups or the general public that were on average very large in magnitude.  

There were two instances, however, where Congress provided either the general 

public or groups with benefits that were on average small.   

What about the magnitude of costs Congress distributed?  Table 5.2 shows 

that overall, the magnitude of the costs Congress placed on the general public and on 

groups were on average equal.  The magnitude of the costs Congress placed on 

geographic areas, in contrast, were on average slightly smaller.  Similar to benefits in 

legislation it passed, the costs Congress placed on geographic areas, groups, and the 

general public varied in magnitude throughout the post war era.  During two 

recessions, Congress placed a cost on groups that were on average quite large in 

magnitude.  There were three instances, however, where Congress placed a cost on 

either geographic areas, groups, or the general public that were small in magnitude.    

The evidence presented so far shows two things.  First, that Congress 

distributed benefits to groups much more often than it did to geographic areas and the 

general public during recessions in the post war era.  Second, that the benefits 

Congress conferred on the general public during recessions in the post war era were 

larger in magnitude than the benefits it granted to geographic areas and groups.  

Further analysis of this data, however, presents a more nuanced story.  In table 5.3, 

we see that Congress has had a penchant for group particularism when making 
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Table 5.3: Distribution and Average Magnitude of Benefits Before and After 1979 

 

economic policy during recessions in the post war era.  It consistently distributed 

benefits to groups much more often than it did to geographic areas and the general 

public.  Congress did not, however, consistently distribute larger benefits to the 

general public than it did to groups and geographic areas during this time.  Instead, 

groups on average received larger benefits than did the general public or geographic 

areas prior to 1979.  This changed, however, after 1979.  The benefits Congress 

distributed to the general public past this point was on average larger in magnitude 

than those it provided to geographic areas or groups.  Additionally, the benefits 

Congress distributed to geographic areas, groups, and the general public were on 

average larger in magnitude than prior to 1979.     

Table 5.4 provides more insight on these findings.  The benefits Congress 

delivered to the general public by fiscal means in the immediate post war years were 

on average larger in magnitude than those delivered to geographic areas or groups.  

The benefits Congress delivered to groups by regulatory means and by monetary 

means during this time, however, were on average much larger than those bestowed 

Instances Average per Congress Average Magnitude
Geographic benefits 10 1.3 1.7

Group benefits 28 3.5 2.1
General Benefits 6 0.8 1.8

Instances Average per Congress Average Magnitude
Geographic benefits 5 0.6 2.8

Group benefits 27 3.4 2.7
General Benefits 7 0.9 3.4

                       1980-2009

                      1946-1975
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Table 5.4: Average Magnitude of Benefits Delivered by Fiscal Means and By Regulatory or Monetary 
Means 

 

on geographic areas or the general public.  Since the 1970s, the benefits Congress 

delivered to the general public by fiscal means, regulatory means, and monetary 

means have been on average substantially larger in magnitude.  Groups and 

geographic areas, as well, have seen a substantial increase in the magnitude of 

benefits delivered to them by fiscal means.  That is, the benefits Congress delivered to 

geographic areas and to groups by fiscal means have been on average substantially 

larger in magnitude since the 1970s.    

Explaining Congressional Choice in Distribution and Magnitude  

Congress has remained fairly static in how it distributes benefits during 

recessions in the post war era.  The magnitude of benefits Congress distributed during 

recessions, however, increased significantly after the 1970s.  This section explores 

possible factors that explain why these two trends have occurred.  The two dependent 

variables for this analysis are distribution and magnitude.  In table 5.3, we see that 

Congress provided benefits to groups more often than it did to geographic areas or the 

general public during recessions throughout the post war era.  In the immediate post 

1946-1974
Fiscal Regulatory/Monetary

Geographic Areas $12,134,352,669 1
Groups $14,258,804,023 9
General Public $42,231,075,697 2

1975-2009
Fiscal Regulatory/Monetary

Geographic Areas $76,707,867,273 0
Groups $159,914,800,875 10
General Public $902,733,877,454 9



 117 

war years, however, Congress provided benefits to geographic areas more often than 

it did the general public.  Since the 1970s, in contrast, Congress provided benefits to 

the general public more often than it did to geographic areas.  To account for this 

variance in congressional behavior, distribution for this analysis will be coded as a 

dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of a group benefit or a 

general benefit (group benefit or general benefit 1, otherwise 0).48  The appropriate 

test for this variable is a logistic regression (Long 1997).  Magnitude is 

operationalized for this study as an ordinal index running from 0-5.  The appropriate 

test for this variable is an ordinal logistic regression (Long 1997).  This variable will 

signify the overall magnitude of benefits in legislation Congress passed in response to 

recessions.     

   As discussed in chapter three, many scholars in the post war era have argued 

that party control of the government impacts congressional behavior (see, inter alia, 

Key 1942; Ripley 1969; Sundquist 1988; Binder 1999).  Did it impact how Congress 

distributed benefits?  In table 5.5, we see that divided government had a slight 

positive relationship with congressional distribution of benefits during recessions.  

This relationship, however, is not statistically significant.  What about the magnitude 

of benefits Congress provided?  Table 5.5 shows that divided government had a slight 

impact on the magnitude of benefits Congress provided. This relationship, however, 

is not statistically significant. 

                                                
48 Every instance that Congress conferred either a group benefit or a general benefit was coded as 1.  
Every instance that Congress conferred a geographic benefit was coded as 0.   
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Table 5.5: Determinants of Congressional Distribution of Benefits and Magnitude of Benefits Provided 
 

 

Both parties in Congress became increasingly polarized throughout the latter 

part of the post war era.  Scholars point out that this phenomenon has not been 

confined to either chamber (Fleisher and Bond 2003; Theriault 2008).  Did this 

impact how Congress distributed benefits during recessions?   Table 5.5 shows that 

increased party polarization has a positive relationship with how Congress distributed 

benefits during recessions in the post war era.49  That is, the more polarized both    

                                                
49 DW Nominate scores were used to measure this variable.   

Model 1         

(S.E.)
Model 2a        

(S.E.)

Model 1            

(S.E.)
Model 2b             

(S.E.)

Polarization
8.00                

(6.63)

8.08               

(6.40)

4.34                  

(3.67)

4.47                     

(3.67)

Divided Government
.75                      

(.96)

.08                        

(.58)

No Guardrail
  2.16*            

(1.13)

  2.21*           

(1.14)

      3.79***       

(.87)

      3.79***          

(.87)

GOP Congress
1.67                

(1.29)

1.58              

(1.23)

 1.59*                

(.81)

  1.55*                   

(.85)

GOP President
.073               

(.949)

.148                        

(.82)

Lack Concentrated   

Decision Making

      4.38*** 

(1.07)

       4.26***  

(1.04)

.829                    

(.78)

.809                        

(.78)

N 84 84 67 67

Pseudo R2 .580 .570 .540 .540

             *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Distribution Magnitude

b: The divided government variable and the GOP president variable being highly colinear (R=.78, p 
< .01).  To avoid introducing an unacceptable level of multicollinearity, two models were created. 

a: The divided government variable and the GOP president variable were highly colinear (R=.80, p 
< .01).  To avoid introducing an unacceptable level of multicollinearity, two models were created.  
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parties were in Congress, the more likely Congress was to distribute benefits to 

groups and the general public.  This relationship, however, is not statistically 

significant.  Table 5.5 provides a similar finding on the impact increased party 

polarization had on the magnitude of benefits Congress provided.  The more 

polarized both parties were in Congress, the more likely Congress was to increase the 

magnitude of benefits it provided.  This relationship, however, is not statistically 

significant.   

Scholars have found that when the Republican party controls the presidency, 

Congress tends to deliver benefits that are roughly similar in size to when the 

Democratic party controls the presidency (Faricy 2011).  Did this occur during 

recessions in the post war era?  In table 5.5, we see that when the Republican party 

controlled the presidency, Congress tended to pass legislation filled with benefits that 

were larger in magnitude.50  This relationship, however, is not statistically significant.  

What about the impact Republican control of the presidency had on congressional 

distribution of benefits?  Table 5.5 shows that Congress had a slight tendency to pass 

legislation that provided benefits to groups or the general public when the Republican 

party controlled the presidency.  This relationship, however, is not statistically 

significant.    

Studies show that when the Republican party controls Congress, Congress 

tends to distribute benefits differently than it does when controlled by the Democratic  

                                                
50 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of Republican 
control of the presidency (Republican control 1, otherwise 0). 
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Table 5.6: Average Magnitude of Benefits Depending on Party Control of Congress 
 Size of Fiscal Benefits Size of Regulatory/Monetary Benefits 

Republicans $493,437,152,271 11 

Democrats $57,860,721,664 10 
  
party (Faricy 2011).  Did this occur during recessions?  Table 5.5 shows that when 

the Republican party controlled at least one chamber of Congress, Congress was more 

likely to pass legislation that provided benefits to groups or the general public.51  This 

finding, however, is not statistically significant.  What about the magnitude of 

benefits Congress distributed?  Studies show that there is no statistically conclusive 

relationship between party control of Congress and Congress providing larger 

benefits (Faricy 2011).  Table 5.5, however, shows that not only did Republican 

control of at least one chamber of Congress have a positive relationship with 

Congress providing benefits that are larger in magnitude, this relationship is 

statistically significant at the p < .05 level.  Table 5.6 provides more insight on this 

finding.  When the Republican party controlled at least one chamber of Congress, the 

benefits Congress delivered by regulatory means or monetary means were roughly 

similar in magnitude.  The benefits Congress delivered by fiscal means, however, 

were more than eight times larger in magnitude when the Republican party controlled 

at least one chamber when adjusting for inflation.      

We saw in chapter two that spending authority in Congress was concentrated 

in the Appropriations Committees in both chambers during the 1940s and in the 

                                                
51 This variable was coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of Republican 
control of at least one chamber of Congress (Republican control 1, otherwise 0). 
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Table 5.7: Instances Where Congress Either Did or Did Not Use a Policy Area with Concentrated 
Decision-Making to Provide a Benefit 

 

1950s.  This power was informally dispersed, however, in the 1960s as authorization 

committees used backdoors to increase spending on programs without going through 

the appropriations process.  Did this impact congressional policymaking during 

recessions?  Table 5.5 shows that Congress using policy areas with dispersed 

decision-making did not have much of an impact on the magnitude of benefits it 

provided.52  It did, however, impact how Congress distributed benefits.  That is, when 

Congress used a policy area with dispersed decision-making, it was much more likely 

to provide groups or the general public with benefits (p < .001).   

Table 5.7 provides more insight into this finding.  The vehicles Congress can 

use to provide geographic areas with benefits for the most part have to go through the 

                                                
52 This variable is coded as a dummy variable denoting either the presence or absence of a concentrated 
decision-making process (outside central decision-making process 1, otherwise 0).  The appropriations 
process was considered a concentrated decision-making process.  Additionally, changes to tax policy 
from 1946 to 1974 was considered a concentrated decision-making process.   

Concentrated Outside Top Vehicles

Geographic Areas 6 5 Highway and mass transit programs; Community 
development programs

Groups 1 19 Unemployment insurance programs; Mortgage insurance 
programs; Mortgage purchase programs

 General public 0 3 Depositor insurance program; Regulations

Total 7 24

Concentrated Outside Top Vehicles

Geographic Areas 6 0 Highway and mass transit programs; Community 
development programs

Groups 6 29 Tax expenditures; Unemployment insurance programs; 
Voucher programs

General public 0 9 Across the board tax cuts; Depositor insurance program

Total 12 38

                    1946-1974

                       1975-2009
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appropriations process.53  Therefore, when Congress decided it did not want to use 

the appropriations process to set spending levels for legislation it passed during 

recessions, it for the most part could not use these vehicles. There are several 

vehicles, however, Congress can use to provide groups or the general public with 

benefits that did not have to go through the appropriations process.   

Further analysis of table 5.7 provides more insight on why Congress disbursed 

benefits more often to groups in general and, after the 1970s, to groups and the 

general public more than it did to geographic areas.  Congress for the most part had 

an aversion to using policy areas with concentrated decision-making when making 

economic policy during recessions.  Two trends in table 5.7 show this point.  First, 

Congress consistently went outside of concentrated decision-making processes to 

provide benefits.  Second, Congress preferred providing benefits through vehicles 

where decision-making power was dispersed.54  Since Congress had more options to 

provide groups with benefits while avoiding a concentrated decision-making process 

than it did for geographic areas or the general public, it appears to be a factor that 

                                                
53 Several federal highway and mass transit programs, for instance, provide state governments and 
local governments with funds they can use to maintain or build roads, highways, or mass transit 
systems.  These programs are financed by the Highway Trust Fund.  The Highway Trust Fund receives 
revenues primarily by taxes on gasoline and diesel fuel.  Thus, for Congress to increase spending levels 
for federal highway and mass transit programs, it must either raise transportation related excise taxes 
or appropriate general revenue funds to these programs.  To appropriate funds from the general 
revenue to these programs, Congress must go through the appropriations process. 
54 This second point can be seen by the vehicles Congress used to provide groups with benefits.  In the 
immediate post war years, the main vehicles Congress used to confer benefits on groups were certain 
programs that Congress could use backdoors to increase spending on.  After Congress adopted 
measures to curtail backdoor spending throughout the middle to late 1970s and early 1980s, Congress 
for the most part reduced its usage of these programs.  Instead, it began utilizing different programs it 
could use backdoors to increase spending on.  Additionally, with decision-making power on taxation 
levels dispersed, it began using taxes to distribute benefits.   
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helps explain why Congress provided benefits to groups more often than it did to 

geographic areas or the general public.  Moreover, after the House dispersed decision-

making power over tax policy in 1974, Congress gained more options to provide the 

general public with benefits while avoiding a concentrated decision-making process.  

The number of options Congress had to provide geographic areas with benefits while 

avoiding a concentrated decision-making process, in contrast, remained static.  This 

too appears to be a factor that helps explain why Congress disbursed benefits to the 

general public more frequently after 1974 than it did to geographic areas.     

As discussed in the previous chapter, decision-making power over tax policy 

rested in the hands of the House Ways and Means Committee chair in the immediate 

post war years.  In 1974, the House rank and file dispersed this power by adopting 

reforms that granted it and the Speaker influence over tax policy decisions.  Scholars 

note that prior to this occurring, the House Ways and Means Committee chair had 

served as a guardrail ensuring tax policy remained fairly stable. After the House rank 

and file removed this guardrail in 1974, Congress began altering tax policy more 

frequently to obtain its policy objectives.  Did this impact how Congress distributed 

benefits?  Table 5.5 shows that there is a statistically significant relationship between 

Congress using policy areas that do not have guardrails and Congress distributing 

benefits to groups and the general public (p < .05).  That is, when Congress passed 

legislation that included policy areas that lacked an organizational bias towards 

concentrated decision making, it tended to provide benefits to groups and the general 
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Table 5.8: Average Magnitude of Legislation With and Without Guardrails 
 Overall Magnitude Tax Policy 

Guardrails 2 $7,922,000,000 

Lacking Guardrails 4 $345,517,928,287 
 
public.  This finding is not too surprising, however, given that Congress has tended to 

avoid policy areas with concentrated decision making when making economic policy 

in response to recessions.  

Did congressional use of policy areas that lacked guardrails coincide with 

Congress providing benefits that were larger in magnitude?   In table 5.5, we see that 

when Congress used policy areas that lacked guardrails, it was much more likely to 

increase the magnitude of benefits it provided (p < .001).  Table 5.8 provides more 

insight into this finding.  When Congress passed legislation that included policy areas 

that lacked guardrails, the median magnitude of this legislation was much larger than 

the median magnitude of legislation that only used policy areas with guardrails.  

Focusing on legislation that included tax policy provides a starker picture.  Prior to 

1974, legislation that altered tax policy to provide benefits had an average magnitude 

of $7.992 billion.  After the guardrails on tax policy were removed in 1974, the 

average magnitude of this type of legislation increased by over 43 times to $345 

billion.   

Conclusion    

This chapter has shown that during recessions in the post war era, 

congressional policymaking has been afflicted by group particularism.  That is, 

Congress during the post war era provided benefits to groups much more often than it 
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provided benefits to geographic areas or the general public during recessions.  While 

congressional distribution of benefits remained fairly static, the magnitude of benefits 

Congress distributed varied.  In the immediate post war years, Congress for the most 

part provided benefits that were on average small.  Since the 1970s, Congress has 

provided benefits that are on average larger in magnitude.   

How Congress organized itself helps explains these patterns in congressional 

economic policymaking.  During the post war era, Congress for the most part had an 

aversion to concentrated decision making on spending levels, taxation levels, and 

regulation during recessions.  As a result, when choosing between vehicles it will use 

to provide benefits, Congress tended to not use vehicles that went through a 

concentrated decision-making process.  This led to Congress providing benefits much 

more often to groups and the general public than it did geographic areas.  

Additionally, when using policy areas that lacked guardrails, Congress in the post war 

era provided benefits that were much larger in magnitude.  After the House rank and 

file removed guardrails on tax policy in 1974, the overall magnitude of legislation 

Congress passed increased substantially.  Party control of Congress also helps explain 

the magnitude of benefits Congress provided.  When the Republican party controlled 

at least one chamber of Congress, the benefits Congress delivered via fiscal means 

were much larger in magnitude than when the Democratic party controlled Congress.        
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Chapter 6: Making Economic Policy in Congress During Recessions: 
Three Case Studies  
 
 This study has shown so far that how Congress organized itself impacted its 

behavior during recessions in the post war era.  This chapter examines the response 

by the 87th Congress to the recession of 1961, the response by the 94th Congress to 

the recession of 1975, and the response by the 111th Congress to the recession of 

2009 in depth to provide more insight on this finding.  In the case of the 87th 

Congress, we will see committees, under the control of chairs ensconced in their 

position due to the seniority system, not being proactive in drafting legislation in 

response to this recession.  Additionally, the legislative process in this Congress will 

for the most part be dominated by committees, especially in the House.  The results 

will be a sluggish Congress that lacks initiative in the legislative process.   

This will not be the case, however, with the 94th Congress or the 111th 

Congress.  Instead, in both of these cases, we will see Congress outpace the president 

in setting its agenda and in determining the content of legislation it passes.  The 

driving force behind this behavior in each Congress will be slightly different.  In the 

case of the 94th Congress, we will see a fragmented institution where committees, 

now under the influence of committee majorities, and the majority party rank and file 

in both chambers drive congressional initiative.  In the case of the 111th Congress, in 

contrast, we will see a centralized yet fragmented institution where committee 

majorities and the majority party rank and file in both chambers have influence yet 

the Speaker of the House at times wields a heavy hand.    
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 In all three cases, we will see Congress for the most part avoid concentrated 

decision-making processes when making economic policy.  That is, we will see each 

Congress pass more legislation that utilizes backdoors to distribute benefits than 

legislation that goes through the appropriations process.  Moreover, we will not see 

the 87th Congress use tax policy to distribute benefits.  The Ways and Means 

Committee in this Congress, with its chair holding power over changes to this policy 

area, will ensure this to be the case.  The 94th Congress and the 111th Congress, in 

contrast, will use tax policy to distribute benefits.  In each of these Congresses, we 

will see how power over tax policy decisions being dispersed to committee 

majorities, the rank and file in each chamber, and, in the case of the 111th Congress, 

the Speaker contributed to this behavior.  Each entity will, at times, push legislation 

that utilizes tax policy through the legislative process.  As a result, the 94th Congress 

and the 111th Congress will service the general public more often than geographic 

areas.  The 87th Congress, in contrast, will not pass legislation that distributes 

benefits to the general public.     

The magnitude of benefits offered by each Congress in this chapter will vary.  

When adjusting for inflation, the 94th Congress and the 111th Congress will on 

average hand out benefits that are much larger in magnitude than those provided by 

the 87th Congress.55  The heavy hand wielded by committee chairs in the 87th 

Congress over various policy areas will be seen as a major contributor to this.  House 

Ways and Means Committee Chair Wilbur Mills, in particular, will use his prominent 

                                                
55 All number in this chapter are converted to real 2009 dollars.   
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position in this committee to ensure the House economized when passing three bills 

in response to the 1961 recession.  The House Rules Committee will assist Chairman 

Mills in producing this outcome.  With the 94th Congress and the 111th Congress, in 

contrast, we will see that with this guardrail removed, Congress in general tended to 

produce legislation that cost more.  Either committee majorities, the majority party 

rank and file, or majority party leaders tended to increase the magnitude of benefits 

throughout the legislative process in both cases.    

The 87th Congress and the 1961 Recession 

The 87th Congress was sworn in on January 3, 1961.56  Its partisan makeup 

leaned heavily towards the Democratic party.  Out of 437 seats in the House of 

Representatives, the Democratic party controlled 263.  In the Senate, the Democratic 

party controlled 65 out of 100 seats.  During the opening moments of the 87th  

                                                
56 The discussion presented in this section draws upon the following sources: “Action Postponed on 
Tax Revision Program.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 458–64. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly.; “Administration Wins Victory on Housing Bill.” 1961. In 
Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 184–201. Washington D.C.: Congressional 
Quarterly; “Aid to Dependent Children.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 
280–82. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; John Fitzgerald Kennedy. 1961. “Annual 
Message to the Congress on the State of the Union.” In Public Papers of the President of the United 
States, 19–27. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office; “Labor Sought Unemployment 
Program Overhaul in 1961.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 273–78. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “President Kennedy’s Message on Economic Recovery 
and Growth.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 861–65. Washington D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly; “President Kennedy’s Message on Housing and Community Development.” 
1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 882–84. Washington D.C.: Congressional 
Quarterly; “Session Summary, Party Leaders, New Members.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly 
Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 24–26. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Social Security Benefits 
and Taxes Increased.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 257–61. Washington 
D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “State of the Economy Key 1961 Problem.” 1961. In Congressional 
Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 1002–6. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Temporary 
Unemployment Benefits Program.” 1961. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1961, 17th ed., 270–
72. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly. 
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Table 6.1. Legislation passed by the 87th Congress in response to the 1961 recession 

 
 
Congress, House Representative Samuel Rayburn, Democrat from Texas, was elected 

along party lines to his fourth consecutive term, tenth overall, as Speaker of the 

House.  House Representative Charles Halleck of Illinois was unanimously selected 

by the House Republican caucus to the position of House Minority Leader.  In the 

Senate, Democrats unanimously elected Senator Mike Mansfield of Montana to the 

position of Senate Majority Leader.  Republicans, in contrast, elected Senator Everett 

McKinley Dirksen of Illinois to the position of Senate Minority Leader.   

Prior to the 87th Congress convening, a recession had begun in April 1960.  

This recession was the result of a decline in inventory growth, residential 

construction, consumer spending, and credit for residential home financing, and it 

continued into 1961.  All told, the 87th Congress passed the four bills it considered in 

response to this recession.  Table 6.1 provides a breakdown of each bill.  Congress, as 

noted in chapter five, distributed benefits to groups much more often than it did to 

geographic areas or the general public during recessions in the post war era.  The 87th 

Congress was no exception.  Each bill it passed distributed benefits to groups using 

backdoors.  That is, they distributed benefits to the unemployed, children in foster 

Legislation Initiator
Distribution of 

Benefits
Magnitude of 

Benefitsa Date passed

The Temporary Extended Unemployment 
Compensation Act 

President Groups $6.6 billion March 22

Aid to Dependent Children of Unemployed 
Parents 

President Groups $1.6 billion April 27

The Housing Act President Groups $65.2 billion June 28

Social Security Amendments Act  President Groups $5.6 billion June 29
a: Numbers are in real 2009 dollars
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homes, unemployed families, middle-income families, low-income families, the 

elderly, widows, and veterans by either extending a program, extending eligibility for 

a program, expanding benefits offered by a program, or increasing the magnitude of 

benefits distributed by a program.  Additionally, one of these bills, the Housing Act 

of 1961, distributed benefits to geographic areas via backdoors by raising the budget 

authority for the community facilities loan fund and authorizing $10 million for 

public works planning.     

The House: Reliant on an (Un)Equal Partner 

We saw in chapter three that the president on average had more initiative than 

Congress in the legislative process prior to the 1980s.  This can definitely be seen in 

the case of the 87th Congress and its response to the 1961 recession.  Newly elected 

President Kennedy and his administration drafted three of the four bills passed by the 

87th Congress.  Table 6.2 provides who drafted each bill passed by the 87th 

Congress.  The process that led to the 87th Congress considering each bill followed a 

similar path.  President Kennedy on February 2nd and on March 9th sent Congress a 

special message that requested congressional action in a particular policy area.57  The 

Kennedy administration, shortly following each special message, transmitted draft 

legislation to Congress that embodied President Kennedy’s special message.  A 

committee chair or a subcommittee chair introduced this legislation in their respective 

chamber soon thereafter.    

                                                
57 President Kennedy in the February 2nd special message requested that Congress pass legislation on 
six different policy areas.   
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Table 6.2: Drafter of legislation passed by the 87th Congress 

 

Representative Wilbur Mills, Democrat from Arkansas and chair of the Ways 

and Means Committee, introduced two of the three bills drafted by the Kennedy 

administration in the House.  Both bills were subsequently referred to the Ways and 

Means Committee.  After considering each bill for close to a month, the Ways and 

Means Committee reported them to the floor after making slight adjustments.  With 

the Temporary Extended Unemployment Act of 1961, for instance, the Ways and 

Means Committee changed the method of financing the temporary unemployment 

benefits program created by the Kennedy administration draft bill and it expanded 

eligibility for this program.58  The latter change increased the price tag of this bill 

from $6.7 billion as drafted by the Kennedy administration to $7 billion.  In the case 

of the Aid to Dependent Children of Unemployed Parents Act of 1961, in contrast, 

the Ways and Means Committee added a provision that terminated aid to a parent of a 

dependent child if they refused without good cause to accept any job offered by a 

                                                
58 The administration bill proposed financing a temporary unemployment benefits program by 
increasing the wage base on which the unemployment payroll tax on employers was levied on from 
$3,000 per year to $4,800 per year.  The Ways and Means changed this provision from raising the 
taxable wage base on which the unemployment payroll tax was levied on to increasing the net federal 
unemployment tax from four-tenths of one percent to eight-tenths of one percent for two calendar 
years 

Legislation Drafter Prompted by
The Temporary Extended 

Unemployment Compensation Act Kennedy administration President

Aid to Dependent Children of 
Unemployed Parents Kennedy administration President

The Housing Act Kennedy administration President

Social Security Amendments Act House Ways and Means Committee President
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state employment service office.  The draft bill proposed by the Kennedy 

administration authorized states to use matching federal grants for public assistance 

programs to provide unemployed families with dependent children and children in 

foster homes with monetary aid.   

Representative Albert Rains, Democrat from Alabama and chair of the House 

Banking and Currency Committee’s Subcommittee on Housing, and Senator John 

Sparkman, Democrat from Alabama and chair of the Senate Banking and Currency 

Committee’s Subcommittee on Housing, introduced the other bill drafted by the 

Kennedy administration, the Housing Act of 1961, in the House and in the Senate on 

the same day it was transmitted.  This bill, as proposed by the Kennedy 

administration, either extended, expanded, or authorized additional funds for various 

programs that use either direct loans, loan guarantees, or purchase of service contracts 

to provide low-income families, the elderly, rural areas, urban areas, and veterans 

with access to housing.  Additionally, it created several FHA mortgage loan guarantee 

programs for moderate-income families.  In the House, this bill was referred to the 

Banking and Currency Committee’s Subcommittee on Housing where, after more 

than a month of consideration, this subcommittee approved it without making 

changes.  Two days later, the full Banking and Currency Committee, over the 

objections of Committee Republicans who panned this bill as being filled with $62.4 

billion worth of unsound and unnecessary backdoor spending, reported this bill to the 

floor without making changes.  Democrats on the Banking and Currency Committee 
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hailed it as a well thought out and necessary step towards revitalizing the home 

construction industry and stimulating the economy.   

The House Ways and Means Committee drafted one bill passed by the 87th 

Congress.  This bill, the Social Security Amendments Act of 1961, was virtually 

similar to a message sent by President Kennedy to Congress on February 20th that 

outlined five major changes sought by his administration to the Old Age, Survivors, 

and Disability Insurance program (OSDI).  The Ways and Means Committee bill did 

differ from President Kennedy’s message in three ways.  First, the increase in benefits 

for workers and widows in the OSDI program were slightly smaller in the Ways and 

Means Committee bill than as proposed by President Kennedy.  Second, the cost 

placed on employers and workers to finance the increase in benefits provided by this 

program was slightly smaller in the Ways and Means Committee bill than as 

proposed by President Kennedy.  Third, the Ways and Means Committee bill did not 

include one of President Kennedy’s five proposed changes to this program.59  

The House: A Subdued Rank and File 

On the House floor, two of the four bills reported by the Ways and Means 

Committee were considered under a closed rule that barred amendments.  The other 

bill reported by the Ways and Means Committee, the Social Security Amendments 

Act of 1961, was considered on the floor under a gag rule that barred amendments.  

House Republicans, as a symbol of their protest over the Rules Committee barring the 

                                                
59 The one request made by President Kennedy not incorporated in the Ways and Means Committee 
bill was to broaden eligibility for disability insurance provided by the Old Age, Survivors, and 
Disability Insurance program.   
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floor from considering amendments to each bill, offered a motion to recommit each 

bill to the Ways and Means Committee with instructions to either change or remove 

certain provisions.  The floor rejected each motion by voice vote.  Additionally, 

during floor debate on the Social Security Amendments Act of 1961, certain House 

Republicans, frustrated with not being able to offer an amendment to this bill and 

unhappy with a provision in it that lowered the age individuals could collect benefits 

from the OSDI program to 62, began assailing this bill as a step backwards for the 

nation.  Representative Wilbur Mills, speaking on behalf of House Democrats, 

responded by accusing House Republicans of wanting to deny widows higher 

benefits.  The House, shortly thereafter, passed this bill with near unanimous consent.   

Unlike the three bills reported by the Ways and Means Committee, the one 

bill reported by the Banking and Currency Committee, the Housing Act of 1961, was 

considered on the floor under an open rule that allowed amendments.  As a result, the 

floor added seven amendments that, through repurposing certain FHA and urban 

renewal programs from loans to grants, increased the funds authorized in the House’s 

version of this bill by $4.2 billion.  Republicans, during seven hours of debate on this 

bill, repeatedly labeled it as a threat to the U.S. economy while periodically 

lambasting certain provisions as reckless and irresponsible.  While delivering these 

remarks, they offered nine amendments that, among other things, reduced funds 

authorized for local public facilities programs, farm housing programs, and for urban 

renewal programs.  A majority of House Democrats rejected these amendments citing 

either their negative impact on southern states and western states or their negative  
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Table 6.3: Changes made by the Senate to legislation passed by the 87th Congress 

 

impact on urban areas.  In one particular exchange with Republicans, Democratic 

Representative Alfred Santangelo of New York intimated that if his Republican 

colleagues were not considerate of programs in this bill that benefitted large states 

and urban areas, he would not be considerate of wheat programs and corn programs 

their constituents depended on in future bills.  The House, shortly thereafter, passed 

this bill mostly along party lines.   

The Senate: Increasing the Distribution and Magnitude of Benefits  

The Finance Committee kicked off Senate consideration for three of the four 

bills passed by the House.  It was quite active in either changing or amending each 

bill.  Table 6.3 provides an overview of the changes made by the Senate to each bill 

passed by the 87th Congress.   Prior to reporting the Temporary Extended 

Unemployment Act of 1961, for instance, the Finance Committee added four 

amendments that, among other things, changed the method of financing the program 

created by this bill, slightly restricted eligibility for this program, and increased the 

ceiling on grants to states for administering this program by $283 million.  Before 

reporting the Aid to Dependent Children of Unemployed Parents Act of 1961, 

Legislation Changes Made Result

The Temporary Extended 
Unemployment Compensation Act 3 Restricted eligibility for benefits; 

Increased benefits provided to states

Aid to Dependent Children of 
Unemployed Parents 8 Restricted eligibility for benefits; 

Increased benefits provided to states

The Housing Act 18 Increased the magnitude of benefits

Social Security Amendments Act 6 Increased the distribution and magnitude 
of benefits
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similarly, it added nine amendments that, among other things, slightly restricted 

eligibility to receive this aid and increased the federal government’s share in 

matching grants to states for old-age assistance programs.  The two amendments 

added by the Finance Committee to the Social Security Amendments Act of 1961, in 

contrast, extended benefits to the blind, aged, disabled, and to U.S. nationals returning 

from foreign countries.  They accomplished this by increasing federal matching funds 

to states for various public assistant programs.      

As noted earlier, one of the bills drafted by the Kennedy administration, the 

Housing Act of 1961, was introduced in the Senate on the same day it was introduced 

in the House.  The Banking and Currency Committee’s Subcommittee on Housing 

kicked off Senate consideration of this bill.  After three weeks of hearings, this 

subcommittee approved this bill after adding three provisions requested by the 

Kennedy administration.  Two of these provisions extended a direct home loan 

program for veterans administered by the Veterans Administration and a college 

housing direct loan program.  The other provision created a program that provides 

local governments with grants to purchase and transform open land into parks.     

The Banking and Currency Committee reported this bill a month later without 

support of Senator A. Willis Robertson, chair of this committee, in virtually the same 

form as approved by its Housing Subcommittee.  All told, the slight changes made by 

the Banking and Currency Committee and its Housing Subcommittee increased 

spending authorizations in this bill by $400 million as originally proposed by the 

Kennedy administration.  A majority of Banking and Currency Committee 
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Democrats, when reporting this bill, included a note in the committee report 

addressed to the Senate floor that argued this bill was designed to stimulate the 

economy.  Democratic Senator A. Willis Robertson of Virginia refused to sign this 

note.  Instead, he signed a note drafted by Committee Republicans that lambasted this 

bill as an illogical, unreasonable, unsound, extravagant, and inflationary bill financed 

by backdoor spending.  

The floor passed two of the three bills reported by the Finance Committee 

after making minor adjustments to each bill.  In the case of the Temporary Extended 

Unemployment Benefits Act of 1961, for instance, the floor removed a Finance 

Committee provision that changed the method of financing the program created by 

this bill.  The floor was active, however, in altering the other bill reported by the 

Finance Committee, the Social Security Amendments Act of 1961, adding four 

amendments prior to passing it.  One of these amendments, offered by Republican 

Senator Norris Colton of New Hampshire, increased the benefits retired persons who 

earned between $8,510 and $12,765 received from the OSDI program.  Certain 

Democratic Senators, including floor manager Robert Kerr of Oklahoma, railed 

against this amendment as the height of fiscal irresponsibility.  Senator Colton, after 

panning the substitute amendment offered by these Senators as a consolation prize for 

the elderly, responded by arguing his amendment would provide some modicum of 

results for the elderly in this bill.  Senator Colton’s argument proved persuasive as a 

three-fifths majority voted in favor of his amendment.  The floor passed this bill 

shortly thereafter by a unanimous vote.    
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The Senate floor was quite active in amending the one bill reported by the 

Banking and Currency Committee.  These amendments, however, did not alter this 

bill substantially.  All told, fifteen floor amendments were added to the Housing Act 

of 1961 prior to the Senate passing it.  These amendments increased the funds 

authorized in the Senate’s version of this bill to $58.2 billion by, among other things, 

increasing the budget authority for a Small Business Administration loan program 

and modifying certain aspects of several new FHA mortgage loan guarantee programs 

created by this bill for moderate-income families.  Democratic Senator A. Willis 

Robertson, still unhappy with his committee reporting this bill, led the charge against 

this bill during floor debate assailing it as an extravagant and inflationary bill 

supported by “some kind of backdoor Treasury financing” (CQ 1961, 196).  Senator 

Harry Byrd, Democrat from Virginia, joined Senator Robertson in this assault 

criticizing certain provisions in this bill as side-door spending while labeling the bill 

as the worst ever proposed in the Senate.  Senator Joseph Clark, Democrat from 

Pennsylvania, responded to these attacks by praising the Housing Act of 1961 as the 

best housing bill he had seen during his four-year tenure in the Senate.  Republican 

Senator Jacob Javits of New York joined Senator Clark in lavishing praise on this bill 

calling it the greatest affirmation of “the ability of our internal institutions to meet the 

nation’s needs” (CQ 1961 197).  

Conference: Economizing Congressional Largesse 

The House and the Senate decided to resolve the differences between their 

version of each bill at conference.  House conferees were for the most part successful 
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in ensuring the final version of each bill included every provision added by the 

House.  Moreover, House conferees were successful in removing several amendments 

added by the Senate to the Housing Act of 1961.  Senate conferees, though, were 

successful in reducing the funds authorized by various House provisions added to this 

bill.  The final result was a bill that cost $65.2 billion.   

Similar to House conferees, Senate conferees were for the most part 

successful in ensuring the final version of three bills included the provisions added by 

their chamber.  House conferees, however, were successful in reducing the funds 

authorized by these provisions.  Senate conferees, for instance, were successful in 

retaining a provision in the Temporary Extended Unemployment Benefits Act of 

1961 that increased the ceiling on federal grants to states for administering the 

program created in this bill.  House conferees, however, were able to lower the 

ceiling on these grants by $70 million.  The final result was a bill that cost $6.6 

billion.  Senate conferees for the Social Security Amendments Act of 1961, similarly, 

were successful in retaining five of the six provisions added by the Senate Finance 

Committee and the Senate floor to this bill.  House conferees, however, were 

successful in lowering the cost of each provision by either reducing funds authorized 

for certain programs or modifying the rules of certain programs.  The final result was 

a bill that cost $5.6 billion.    

President Kennedy’s Tax Proposal 

One proposal of note offered by President Kennedy that the 87th Congress 

considered but ultimately decided to pass on was to create an $11.4 billion tax credit 
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for business investment.  This episode provides more insight into the finding shown 

in chapter five that Congress avoided using policy areas where decision-making 

power was concentrated when making economic policy during recessions in the post 

war era.  President Kennedy sent this proposal to the 87th Congress on April 20th as 

part of a special message proposing reform to various tax laws.  He argued that this 

tax credit would stimulate the economy by incentivizing businesses to investment in 

new plants and equipment.  Although the Kennedy administration did not submit 

draft legislation based on this message, the House Ways and Means Committee held 

hearings from May 3rd to June 9th on various aspects of President Kennedy’s tax 

proposal.  On August 23rd, however, Ways and Means Committee chair Wilbur 

Mills, citing a lack of time needed to conclude thorough deliberation on the various 

tax cuts requested by President Kennedy, suspended committee consideration of 

President Kennedy’s tax cut proposal until 1962.  On the following day, the Ways and 

Means Committee released a list of tentative action it had taken on President 

Kennedy’s tax proposal during its four weeks of consideration.  President Kennedy 

responded by vowing to submit draft legislation based on his tax cut proposal by the 

beginning of 1962.   

The 94th Congress and the 1975 Recession 

 The 94th Congress was sworn in on January 14, 1975. 60  Its partisan makeup 

leaned heavily towards the Democratic party.  Of the 435 seats available in the 

                                                
60 The discussion presented in this section draws upon the following sources: “Congress Votes Largest 
Tax Cut in History.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 95–111. Washington 
D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Congressional Reforms Made in 1975.” 1976. In Congressional 
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House, 291 were held by members of the Democratic party.  In the Senate, 60 seats 

out of a possible 100 were held by the Democratic party.  Leadership in the 94th 

Congress was similar to previous Congresses.  The House, during its opening 

moments, elected Representative Carl Albert of Oklahoma to his third consecutive 

term as Speaker of the House.  Representative John Jacobs Rhodes Jr. of Arizona was 

                                                
Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 26–40. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Emergency 
Rail Aid.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 751–54. Washington D.C.: 
Congressional Quarterly; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Address to the Nation on Energy and Economic 
Programs.” In Public Papers of the President of the United States, 36–45. Washington D.C.: U.S. 
Government Printing Office; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Address Before a Joint Session of the Congress 
Reporting on the State of the Union.” In Public Papers of the President of the United States, 36–45. 
Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Letter to the Speaker of the 
House and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate on Pending Tax Reduction Legislation.” In Public 
Papers of the President of the United States, 399–401. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Address to the Nation on Federal Tax and Spending Reductions.” In 
Public Papers of the President of the United States, 1604–8. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government 
Printing Office; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Remarks Announcing Veto of a Tax Reduction Bill.” In Public 
Papers of the President of the United States, 1972. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office; Gerald Ford. 1975. “Veto of a Tax Reduction Bill.” In Public Papers of the President of the 
United States, 1973–74. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office; Gerald Ford.1975. 
“Statement on House Action Sustaining Veto of Tax Reduction Bill.” In Public Papers of the 
President of the United States, 1978. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office; “Ford Signs 
Compromise Housing Legislation.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 421–
41. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Highway Construction.” 1976. In Congressional 
Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 750. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “House Sustains 
Veto of Emergency Farm Bill.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 501–8. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “House Sustains Veto of Emergency Jobs Bill.” 1976. In 
Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 793–99. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; 
“Jobless Benefits Extension.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 491–94. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Members of the 94th Congress, First Session Governors, 
Cabinet Officers, Supreme Court.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 24–25. 
Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; Memo, Cannon to President, June 21, 1975. Folder: 
"1975/06/24 HR 4485 Emergency Housing Act of 1975 (vetoed) (1), Box 26, White House Legislative 
Case Files. Gerald R. Ford Library; Memo, Cannon to President, June 30, 1975. Folder: "1975/06/30 
HR 6900 Emergency Compensation and Special Unemployment Assistance Extension Act of 1975, 
Box 26, White House Records Office: Legislative Case Files. Gerald R. Ford Library; Memo, Gerald 
Ford to the Congress of the United States, March 19, 1975. Folder: "Financial Institutions Act - S. 
1267, Box 9, the Leon and Leppert Files. Gerald R. Ford Library; New York Times. 1975. “Text of 
Economic Program Outlined by Special House Democratic Study Group,” January 14, 1975; “Senate 
Approves Broader Banking Powers.” 1976. In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 161–
65. Washington D.C.: Congressional Quarterly; “Tax Cuts Extended; Spending Ceiling Denied.” 1976. 
In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 1975, 31st ed., 133–44. Washington D.C.: Congressional 
Quarterly. 
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selected by the House Republican Caucus to serve a second consecutive term as 

House Minority Leader.  In the Senate, Senate Democrats elected Senator Mike 

Mansfield to his eighth consecutive term as Senate Majority Leader.  Senate 

Republicans, similarly, elected Senator Hugh Scott Jr. of Pennsylvania fourth 

consecutive term as Senate Minority Leader.   

 Prior to the 94th Congress convening, the U.S. economy fell into what proved 

to be a deep recession in November 1973.  This recession was brought on by a spike 

in oil prices accompanied with the dismantling of wage and price controls that were 

set in the early 1970s, and it lasted until November 1975.  Additionally, as noted in 

chapter two, the organizational structure of Congress was fundamentally altered prior 

to this Congress convening.61  This process continued at the start of the 94th 

Congress.  The House, on the first day it convened, ratified rules that further 

empowered committee majorities and the Speaker at the expense of committee chairs.  

The Senate, similarly, ratified rules on its first day that weakened committee chairs in 

this chamber by transferring power over committee staffing to committee majorities. 

As will be seen, committees in this Congress, especially the House Ways and Means 

Committee, behave vastly different than committees did in the 87th Congress.  They 

are much more proactive in drafting, amending, and reporting legislation than when 

under the control of committee chairs.    

The reforms leading up to the 94th Congress convening also dispersed 

                                                
61 Committee chairs, especially in the House, were emasculated.  The Speaker of the House, committee 
majorities in both chambers, and the majority party rank and file in both chambers, in contrast, gained 
power over certain aspects of the legislative process and committee assignments 
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Table 6.4: Legislation considered by the 94th Congress in response to the 1975 recession 

 

decision-making power over tax policy in the House.  This resulted, as noted in 

chapter four and chapter five, in Congress using tax policy more frequently to 

distribute benefits during recessions.  The 94th Congress started this trend.  Table 6.4 

provides a breakdown of each bill the 94th Congress passed in response to the 1975 

recession.  Seven of these bills used either backdoors or tax policy to disburse 

benefits to various groups while two of these bills, the Tax Reduction Act of 1975 

and the Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975, also distributed benefits to the general 

public via tax policy.  Another bill passed by the 94th Congress, the Emergency 

Appropriations Act of 1975, distributed benefits to the unemployed by appropriating 

funds to extend a public employment program.  The remaining bill, the Federal Aid 

Highway Funds Act of 1975, distributed benefits to geographic areas by increasing 

the federal government’s share of state highway construction cost.    

Legislation Initiator
Distribution of 

Benefits
Magnitude of 

Benefitsa

Date passed

Emergency Railroad Aid Act  Congress Groups $1.4 billion February 26

The Tax Reduction Act President Groups; General Public $92 billion March 29

Emergency Agricultural Act Congress Groups $7.1 billion April 22

Emergency Employment Appropriations Act Congress Groups $21.1 billion May 16

The Federal Aid Highway Funds Act Congress Geographic areas $44.2 billion May 22

The Emergency Middle Income Housing Act Congress Groups $47.8 billion June 11

The Emergency Compensation and Special 
Unemployment Assistance Extension Act 

President Groups $6.8 billion June 30

The Emergency Homeowners Relief Act Congress Groups $48.2 billion July 2

The Revenue Adjustment Act President Groups; General Public $33.5 billion December 19

Financial Institutions Act President Groups - Did not pass
a: Numbers are in real 2009 dollars
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 The one bill the 94th Congress considered but did not pass, the Financial 

Institutions Act of 1975, provided benefits to financial institutions by reducing 

restrictions on products they could offer and on investments they could make.  

Additionally, this bill distributed benefits to homebuyers by expanding eligibility for 

a home loan guarantee program offered by the FHFA.  The Senate Banking, Housing 

and Urban Affairs Committee reported this bill on November 20.  It drafted this bill 

based on legislation the Ford administration transmitted to Congress on March 20.62  

The Senate passed this bill on December 11 on a bipartisan basis.  The House, 

however, deferred action on this bill until its Banking, Currency and Housing 

Committee finished an ongoing study on the financial industry.    

The House: Taking the Initiative  

 Unlike the House in the 87th Congress during the 1961 recessions, the House 

in the 94th Congress was quite active during the 1975 recession drafting seven of the 

nine bills passed by the 94th Congress.  Table 6.5 provides which committee or 

subcommittee in the House drafted each bill.  A subcommittee or a committee in the 

House drafted four of these bills on their own accord.  That is, a subcommittee or a 

committee drafted each bill without being prompted to by the president or the 

Speaker.  The Emergency Agricultural Act of 1975 provides a good example.  The 

Agriculture Committee reported this bill on March 11.  It was based on a  

                                                
62 While the committee’s bill had several similarities to the bill proposed by the Ford administration, it 
deviated from the Ford administration’s proposal in three distinct ways.  First, the bill drafted by the 
Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs Committee allowed banks to pay interest on checking deposits.  
Second, the committee’s bill further reduced restrictions on products banks, thrifts, and federal credit 
unions than as prescribed by the Ford administration’s bill.  Third, the committee’s bill expanded 
eligibility for FHA mortgage loan guarantee programs.   
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Table 6.5: Drafter of legislation considered by the 94th Congress 

 

recommendation made by this committee’s Subcommittee on Dairy and Poultry on 

February 27 to increase price support payments to the dairy industry until April 1976.  

The Agricultural Committee responded to this recommendation by drafting a bill that 

increased price support payments to cotton farmers, wheat farmers, corn farmers, and 

dairy farmers.   

 In addition to drafting legislation on their own accord, a subcommittee in the 

House drafted one of the bills passed by the 94th Congress at the request of the House 

Democratic leadership.  The Banking, Currency and Housing Committee’s 

Subcommittee on Housing and Community Development approved a bill on March 6, 

the Emergency Middle Income Housing Act of 1975, that created a mortgage interest 

rate subsidy program for middle income homebuyers and expanded eligibility for a 

Housing and Urban Development mortgage loan guarantee program.  It was based on 

Legislation Drafter Companion Bill Prompted by

Emergency Railroad Aid Act  Senate Commerce Committee House Interstate and Foreign 
Commerce Committee

Own Accord

The Tax Reduction Act
House Ways and Means 

Committee - President

Emergency Agricultural Act House Agriculture Committee - Own Accord
Emergency Employment 

Appropriations Act
House Appropriations 

Committee
- Own Accord

The Federal Aid Highway Funds Act House Public Works Committee Senate Public Works 
Committee

Own Accord

The Emergency Middle Income 
Housing Act

Housing and Community 
Development Subcommittee

Senate Banking, Housing and 
Urban Affairs Committee

Speaker of the House

The Emergency Compensation and 
Special Unemployment Assistance 

Extension Act 
Ford Administration - President

The Emergency Homeowners Relief 
Act

House Banking, Currency and 
Housing Committee

Senate Banking, Housing and 
Urban Affairs Committee

Own Accord

The Revenue Adjustment Act House Ways and Means 
Committee

- President

Financial Institutions Act Senate Banking, Housing and 
Urban Affairs Committee

- President
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a proposal offered by Representative Henry Reuss, Democrat from Wisconsin and 

chair of the Banking, Currency and Housing Committee.  The basis for this action 

was an economic plan released by House Democratic Leaders on January 13.  In this 

message, Democratic leaders requested that the appropriate committees draft and 

recommend emergency housing legislation.  The Banking, Currency and Housing 

Committee, soon after the release of this message, tasked its Housing and Community 

Development Subcommittee with fulfilling this request.    

The House: Initiative Related to Presidential Guidance  

The two other bills drafted by a committee in the House were based on a 

proposal made by President Gerald Ford.  The Ways and Means Committee drafted 

each bill, and this committee quickly put its stamp on each bill.  The first bill, the Tax 

Reduction Act of 1975, was based on a proposal made by President Gerald Ford 

during his State of the Union address on January 15.  President Ford, during this 

annual address to Congress, declared that “the State of the Union is not good” (PPP 

1975, 36).  He proposed that to rectify this situation, the 94th Congress should 

stimulate the economy by passing legislation that cut taxes by $64.8 billion over one 

year.  Three-fourths of these tax cuts, according to President Ford, should be directed 

at individuals in the form of a twelve percent tax rebate on 1974 personal income.  

The remaining one-fourth should go to business in the form of a twelve percent tax 

credit for business investment.   

The Ways and Means Committee responded to President Ford’s request by 

drafting and then reporting legislation that cut taxes a month after his address.  
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Included in this bill, in addition to a provision that provided a ten percent tax rebate 

and a provision that provided a twelve percent tax credit on business investment, were 

several provisions that directed a majority of the individual tax cuts in this bill 

towards low-income individuals.  The committee bill accomplished this through 

increasing the standard deduction, the standard minimum deduction, and by creating a 

tax credit for low-income individuals.  The result was an $86.3 billion bill that cut 

individual income taxes by $65.6 billion and business taxes by $20.7 billion.  

Democrats on the Ways and Means Committee cited the deteriorating economic 

situation as justification for why the tax cuts in this bill were larger than those 

proposed by President Ford.  Committee Republicans, in contrast, argued that the bill 

was an ill-conceived slap dash effort at income redistribution.     

The second bill drafted by the Ways and Means Committee, The Revenue 

Adjustment Act of 1975, was a reaction to a proposal President Ford made during a 

televised national address on October 6.  President Ford, in this address, argued that 

to solve various deep-seated problems in the U.S. economy, the 94th Congress should 

enact legislation that cuts taxes by $113.4 billion with an equivalent cut in federal 

spending.  At the heart of this proposal were $83.8 billion in tax cuts for middle-

income and low-income individuals.  President Ford suggested that this should be 

accomplished through raising the standard deduction, raising the personal exemption, 

and lowering income tax rates on low-income individuals.  The remaining $29 billion 

in tax cuts, President Ford argued, should be directed at business in the form of a 10% 

investment tax credit and a 2% income tax rate reduction.   



 148 

A majority of Democrats on the Ways and Means Committee, prior to this 

address, had been discussing a plan to extend $48.6 billion in tax cuts enacted in the 

Tax Revenue Act of 1975.  After President Ford made his proposal, however, they 

quickly drafted and then reported a bill that extended $51.4 billion in tax cuts enacted 

under the Tax Revenue Act of 1975.  President Ford’s request to tie any tax cuts to an 

equivalent federal spending cut was not included in this bill.   A majority of the tax 

cuts in this bill, however, were directed at middle-income taxpayers through raising 

the minimum and the maximum standard deduction.  Committee Republicans and 

Committee Democrats from the south, prior to the Ways and Means Committee 

approving this bill, offered an amendment that stipulated the tax cuts in this bill went 

into effect only after Congress reduced spending.  It was quickly rejected by the 

moderate and liberal Democratic majority on this Committee.    

The House: An Active and Empowered Rank and File 

On the House floor, each bill drafted by a subcommittee or a committee either 

on their own accord or at the behest of the House Democratic leadership were 

considered under an open rule that allowed amendments. The floor was quite active in 

amending three of these bills.  Table 6.6 provides an overview of the changes made 

by the House floor to each bill.  In the case of the Emergency Agricultural Act of 

1975, for instance, the floor added two amendments that reduced the funds authorized 

in this bill from $3.6 billion as reported by the Agricultural Committee to $1.9 billion.  

In the case of the Emergency Middle Income Housing Act of 1975, in contrast, the 

floor added four amendments that extended benefits to families buying their second  
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Table 6.6: Changes made on House floor to legislation passed by the 94th Congress 

 

home.  Neither of the bills drafted by an authorization committee, however, were 

amended.  Instead, the floor passed each bill, the Emergency Homeowners Relief Act 

of 1975 and the Federal Highway Aid Funds Act of 1975, as reported with bipartisan 

consensus.   

Both bills drafted by the Ways and Means Committee were considered under 

varying forms of a closed rule.  In the case of the Tax Reduction Act of 1975, the 

floor considered this bill under a modified closed rule that permitted a vote on five 

amendments.  This rule was the product of rank and file Democrats exercising their 

newfound power over the Rules Committee to obtain an outcome not approved by 

senior Democratic leaders in the House.  That is, Ways and Means Committee chair 

Al Ullman and Majority Leader TIP O’Neil wanted the floor to consider this bill 

under a closed rule that barred amendments.  Rank and file Democrats, in contrast, 

approved a resolution during a Democratic caucus meeting that instructed the Rules 

Committee to report this bill with a modified closed rule that allowed the floor to 

Legislation Changes Made Result

Emergency Railroad Aid Act  1 Minor change

The Tax Reduction Act 1 Offset business tax cuts

Emergency Agricultural Act 2 Reduced spending by $1.7 billion

Emergency Employment Appropriations Act 2 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits

The Federal Aid Highway Funds Act 0 -

The Emergency Middle Income Housing Act 4 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits

The Emergency Compensation and Special 

Unemployment Assistance Extension Act 
1 Changed timing for disbursement of benefits

The Emergency Homeowners Relief Act 0 -

The Revenue Adjustment Act 0 -
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consider certain amendments.  After debating this bill for four hours, the floor 

overwhelmingly approved it after adding one amendment.  This amendment, offered 

by Representative William Green of Pennsylvania, offset the cost of the business tax 

cuts in this bill by repealing the 22% oil depletion allowance for the oil and gas 

industry.   

  In the case of the Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975, in contrast, the floor 

considered this bill under a closed rule that barred amendments.  Prior to the Rules 

Committee reporting this bill with a closed rule, Republican members of the Ways 

and Means Committee requested this bill be considered under a modified closed rule 

that allowed a vote on one amendment that set a ceiling on federal spending.  The 

Rules Committee swiftly denied this request along party lines. Republicans then 

offered a motion on the floor that overturned the Rules Committee recommendation 

to consider this bill under a closed rule.  The floor quickly rejected this motion along 

party lines.  It then passed this this bill soon thereafter for the most part along party 

lines.    

The Senate: A Proactive Partner 

While committees and subcommittees in the House were busy drafting three 

pieces of legislation, committees in the Senate simultaneously drafted and reported a 

companion bill to each piece of legislation.  The Senate floor disregarded two of these 

companion bills, the companion bill to the Emergency Homeowners Relief Act of 

1975 and the companion bill to the Federal Aid Highway Funds Act of 1975, when 

considering the House version of each bill.  It did, however, include every provision 



 151 

in the companion bill to the Emergency Middle Income Housing Act of 1975 in the 

House version of this bill.  As approved by the House, this bill created a mortgage 

interest rate subsidy program for middle income homebuyers and it expanded 

eligibility for a Housing and Urban Development mortgage loan guarantee program.  

The companion bill provisions the floor added created a $3 billion loan program to 

help unemployed workers make their mortgage payment and a $4 billion program that 

incentivized home purchases by providing homebuyers with a $4,000 grant.   

In addition to drafting three companion bills, a Senate committee drafted one 

of the bills passed by the 94th Congress on its own accord.  The Commerce 

Committee on January 27 reported a $1.1 billion bill, the Emergency Railroad Act of 

1975, that increased the budget authority for an existing federal grant program and an 

existing loan guarantee program for bankrupt railroad companies.  It was based on 

legislation introduced by Senator Vance Hartke, Democrat from Indiana and chair of 

the Commerce Committee’s Subcommittee on Surface Transportation.  The Senate 

passed this bill after slightly amending it during two days of floor consideration.  

Republicans, during floor debate, expressed concern that this legislation would 

eventually lead to the railroad industry being nationalized.  Additionally, they warned 

that it would lead to businesses asking for bailouts under the guise that their industry 

was important to the national interest.  Democratic Senators, however, noted that  
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Table 6.7: Changes made by the Senate to legislation passed by the 94th Congress 

 

since the shutdown of just one railroad company would decrease economic activity by 

four percent, this bill was warranted.   

The Senate: Changing the Distribution and Magnitude of Benefits  

When its committees were not busy drafting legislation, the Senate was quite 

active in amending legislation passed by the House.  Table 6.7 provides an overview 

of the changes made by the Senate to each bill passed by the 94th Congress.  The Tax 

Reduction Act of 1975 provides a good example.  The Finance Committee added 

twelve amendments to this bill that, in addition to increasing the cost of this bill by 

$37.6 billion, extended benefits to homebuyers, the housing industry, and 

stockholders through creating various tax credits and deductions.  The floor then   

added fourteen amendments to this bill during five days of consideration before 

passing it with bipartisan support.  These provisions, in addition to providing the 

elderly and the unemployed with benefits, reduced the tax cuts distributed to business 

while increasing the tax cuts distributed to individuals.  The final product was a 

Legislation Changes Made Result
Emergency Railroad Aid Act  Drafted legislation -

The Tax Reduction Act 26 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits

Emergency Agricultural Act 9 Increased magnitude of benefits

Emergency Employment Appropriations Act 11 Increased magnitude of benefits

The Federal Aid Highway Funds Act 0 Extended the duration of benefits

The Emergency Middle Income Housing Act 7 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits

The Emergency Compensation and Special 
Unemployment Assistance Extension Act 13 Restricted eligiblity for benefits

The Emergency Homeowners Relief Act 0 -

The Revenue Adjustment Act 1 Reduced magnitude of benefits
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$138.9 billion bill that cut individual taxes by $94.4 billion, cut business taxes by 

$29.9 billion, and increased the size of benefits offered by programs for the elderly, 

the poor, and the unemployed by $14.6 billion.    

Not every change the Senate made to legislation passed by the House 

increased either the magnitude or distribution of benefits in that bill.  The Finance 

Committee added one amendment to the Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975 that 

shortened the duration of the tax cuts in this bill to six months.  The result was a bill 

that cut individual taxes by $34 billion.  The House version of this bill, as noted 

earlier, cut individual taxes by $51.4 billion.  Committee Democrats and a majority of 

Committee Republicans agreed to this provision with the thought it would assuage 

President Ford’s want to tie tax cuts in this bill to an equivalent reduction in federal 

spending.  The floor endorsed the Finance Committee’s version of this bill on a 

bipartisan basis after adding one amendment that restored a 5% tax credit for 

homebuyers.  A few Republican Senators did, however, try to attach an amendment to 

this bill that reduced federal spending by $34 billion.  It was rejected by more than a 

three-fifths majority.   

Conference: Economizing Congressional Largesse  

Seven of the nine bills passed by the 94th Congress went to conference.  

House conferees were quite successful in retaining provisions sought by their 

chamber in the final version of each bill.  Senate conferees as well experienced a 

great deal of success retaining provisions sought by their chamber.  Conferees from 

both chambers did, however, compromise fairly often to retain their amendments 
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accepting reductions in monetary aid provided by their amendments.  The Emergency 

Employment Appropriations Act of 1975 provides a good example.  As drafted by the 

House Appropriations Committee and passed by the House, this bill appropriated $24 

billion in additional funds to various job creation programs, federal construction 

projects, and maintenance programs.  The Senate then added 10 provisions to this bill 

that increased its overall cost by $445 million.  All but one of the provisions added by 

the Senate were included in the final conference report on this bill.  Conferees, 

however, reduced the monetary aid provided by almost every provision in this bill. 

The final result was a bill that cost $21.5 billion.   

Two other bills passed by the 94th Congress, the Emergency Railroad Act of 

1975 and the Federal Aid Highway Funds Act of 1975, did not go to conference.  

Instead, both bills were passed by either the House or the Senate as amended by the 

other chamber.  Additionally, one bill, the Revenue Adjustment Act of 1975, was 

altered slightly after the 94th Congress passed the conference version of this bill.  

President Ford, unhappy that this bill did not contain provisions that tied the tax cuts 

in it to equivalent cuts in federal spending, vetoed this bill on grounds it would 

increase the national debt.  In response, the House and the Senate agreed to a slightly 

modified version of this bill that included a provision pledging Congress would make 

spending reductions equivalent to the tax cuts in this bill unless its budget process 

concluded economic conditions warranted higher levels of federal spending.  This 

provision elicited President Ford’s signature.   
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The 111th Congress and the 2009 Recession 

 The 111th Congress was sworn in on January 6, 2009. 63  Its partisan makeup 

leaned towards the Democratic party.  Out of a possible 435 seats in the House, 235 

were occupied by members of the Democratic party at the start of this session.  In the 

Senate, Democrats held 55 out of a possible 100 seats.  The transition from the 110th 

Congress to the 111th Congress did not bring about a change in leadership.  The 

House, during its opening moments, elected Representative Nancy Pelosi of 

California to her third consecutive term as Speaker of the House.  Representative 

John Boehner of Ohio was selected by the House Republican Caucus to serve a 

second consecutive term as House Minority Leader.  In the Senate, Senate Democrats 

                                                
63 The discussion in this section draws upon the following sources: Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Clunkers 
Program Gets $3 Billion.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-9-7–10. Washington 
D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Congress Places New Restrictions on Credit Card 
Company Practices.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 3-3-3–5. Washington D.C.: 
CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Details of the Stimulus Law.” In Congressional Quarterly 
Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-7-7–9. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. 
“Homebuyer Credit Extended Twice.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 18–4. 
Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin ed. 2010. “House Passes $154 Billion Jobs Bill.” In 
Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 65th ed., 7-11-7–12. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; 
Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Mortgage Assistance Bill Signed.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 
65th ed., 3-9-3–10. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Stimulus Enacted to 
Pump Economy with $575.3 Billion in New Spending.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 
65th ed., 7-3-7–7. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; Jan Austin, ed. 2010. “Unemployed Get 
Extended Benefits with Short Extension into New Year.” In Congressional Quarterly Almanac 2009, 
65th ed., 9–3. Washington D.C.: CQ Roll Call Group; “Cost Estimate for the Conference Agreement 
for H.R. 1, The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.” 2009. Congressional Budget 
Office; Jane Gravelle, Thomas Hungerford, and Marc Labonte. 2009. “Economic Stimulus: Issues and 
Policies.” Washington D.C.: Congressional Research Service; Barack Obama. 2009. “The President’s 
Weekly Address.” In Public Papers of the President of the United States, 13–14. Washington D.C.: 
U.S. Government Printing Office; Barack Obama. 2009. “Remarks Following a Meeting with Credit 
Card Industry Representatives and an Exchange with Reporters.” In Public Papers of the President of 
the United States, 547–48. Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office; Peter Orzag. 2009. 
“Letter Regarding the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act in the U.S. Senate Sent to Chairman 
David Obey,” January 27, 2009. Legislative Letters. Obama White House Archives; Peter Orzag. 
2009. “Letter Regarding the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act in the U.S. Senate Sent to 
Majority Leader Harry Reid,” February 3, 2009. Legislative Letters. Obama White House Archives.; 
Jeff Zeleny and David Herszenhorn. 2009. “Obama Seeks Wide Support in Congress for Stimulus.” 
New York Times, January 5, 2009 
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Table 6.8: Legislation considered by the 111th Congress in response to the 2009 recession 

 

elected Senator Harry Reid of Nevada to his second consecutive term as Senate 

Majority Leader.  Senate Republicans, similarly, elected Senator Mitch McConnell of 

Kentucky to a second consecutive term as Senate Minority Leader.      

 Prior to the 111th Congress convening, the U.S. economy fell into a deep 

recession in December 2007.  This recession was brought on by a sharp contraction in 

the U.S. housing market combined with structural weakness in the U.S. financial 

system, and it lasted until June 2009.  The 111th Congress passed five of the six bills 

it considered in response to this recession.  Table 6.8 provides a breakdown of each 

bill considered.  Three of the five bills passed by the 110th Congress distributed 

benefits to groups using either backdoors or appropriated funds.  Another bill, the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, disbursed benefits to groups 

using backdoors, appropriated funds, and changes to tax policy.  Moreover, this bill 

afforded benefits to geographic areas and the general public by appropriating funds 

that increased the budget authority for a variety of programs, and it provided benefits 

to geographic areas by creating tax credit bonds to finance local school construction 

Legislation Initiator Distribution of Benefits
Magnitude of 

Benefits
Date passed

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act President
Geographic areas; 

Groups; General public
$787.2 billion February 13

Helping Families Save Their Homes Act Congress Groups; General public 7 new regulations May 19

Credit Card Act Congress Groups; General public 10 new regulations May 20

Supplemental Appropriations Act Congress Groups $4 billion June 18

Workers, Homeownership, and Business 
Assistance Act

Congress Groups $23.8 billion November 5

Hiring Incentives to Restore Employment Act Congress Groups $154 billlion Did not pass
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and for local recovery.  The remaining bill, The Credit Card Reform Act of 2009, 

placed a cost on credit card companies by restricting the products they could offer.   

 The one bill the 111th Congress considered but did not pass in 2009, the 

Hiring Incentives to Restore Employment Act of 2009, provided benefits to groups by 

using backdoors and appropriated funds to either extend the duration of a program, 

expand eligibility for a program, or increase a program’s budget authority.  

Additionally, this bill provided geographic areas with benefits by appropriating 

additional funds for public works projects.  After drafting this bill on its own accord, 

the House Appropriations Committee reported it on June 12.  The House, after a few 

days of debate, passed this bill along party lines on June 18.  The Senate then added 

several amendments to this bill before passing it on November 5 and sending it back 

to the House.  With the year close to ending and wanting her party to be on record as 

passing a jobs bill, Speaker Nancy Pelosi invoked the call of the House rule on 

December 16 to force a vote on this bill.64  The House, shortly thereafter, passed an 

amended version of this bill along party lines with House Republicans openly 

mocking it as the “son of stimulus” bill.  This bill then languished in the Senate for 

three months as the chamber considered health care reform.       

The House: Taking the Initiative 

 Similar to the House in the 94th Congress, the House in the 111th Congress 

was quite active during the 2009 recession drafting the five bills passed by the 111th 

Congress.  Table 6.9 provides an overview of which entity in the House drafted each  

                                                
64 This rule summons all members of the House to the floor for a vote.   
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Table 6.9: Drafter of legislation passed by the 111th Congress 

 

bill.  Four of these bills were drafted by either a committee or a subcommittee on 

their own accord.  The Credit Card Act of 2009 provides a good example.  The 

Financial Services Committee’s Subcommittee on Financial Institutions and 

Consumer Credit drafted this bill.  It was based on legislation introduced by 

Representative Carolyn Maloney, Democrat from New York, and 128 co-sponsors.  

The various provisions in this bill either placed restrictions on how credit card 

companies could offer certain products or restricted credit card companies from 

offering certain products.  The Financial Services Committee reported this bill after 

adding an amendment that sped up the implementation of these restrictions.    

The House: Initiative Related to Presidential Guidance 

Democratic leaders in the House drafted the other bill passed by the 111th 

Congress.  This bill, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, was 

based on a proposal made by then President-elect Barack Obama at a meeting with 

congressional leaders on January 5.  President-elect Obama in this meeting 

analogized the U.S. economy to a sick patient in need of care.  He argued that in order 

Legislation Drafter Companion Bill Prompted by

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act House Democratic leaders - President

Helping Families Save Their Homes Act 3 House committees - Own accord

Credit Card Act
House Financial Institutions and 
Consumer Credit Subcommittee

Senate Banking 
Committee

Own accord

Supplemental Appropriations Act 
House Appropriations 

Committee
Senate Appropriations 

Committee 
Own accord

Workers, Homeownership, and Business Assistance 
Act

House Ways and Means 
Committee

- Own accord

Hiring Incentives to Restore Employment Act 
House Appropriations 

Committee
- Own accord
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to stabilize this patient, the 111th Congress had to pass a $775 billion economic 

stimulus package.  $475 billion in this package, according to President-elect Obama, 

should provide new spending on various public works programs, school 

modernization programs, alternative energy production programs, health care 

programs, and for extending eligibility for unemployment benefits.  Another $200 

billion should be directed at working families in the form of a 6.2% refundable tax 

credit on earned income.  The remaining $100 billion, President-elect Obama argued, 

should go to business in the form of a $3,000 tax credit for hiring new workers and a 

bonus depreciation deduction.  

Democratic leaders responded to this proposal by drafting and publicly 

unveiling a bill ten days after then President-elect Obama met with congressional 

leaders.   Included in this bill, in addition to the new spending proposed by President 

Obama, a 6.2% refundable tax credit on earned income for working families, and a 

bonus depreciation deduction for business, were several provisions that directed 

benefits to low-income individuals, low-income families, families with children, 

college students, and the unemployed.  The Democratic leadership bill accomplished 

this by making the child tax credit fully refundable, making various high education 

tax credits fully refundable, increasing eligibility for various higher education tax 

credits, and by appropriating additional funds for public housing, Pell grants, and job 

training programs.  Missing from this bill was President Obama’s proposal to provide 

business with a $3,000 tax credit for hiring new workers.  The result was a $825 

billion bill that increased spending by $550 billion, cut taxes for working families, 
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families with children, low income individuals, and college students by $181 billion, 

and cut business taxes by $94 billion.     

The Democratic Leadership introduced this bill in the House as three separate 

bills.  The first bill, HR 629, covered the portions of this bill that appropriated funds.  

Speaker Pelosi referred this bill to the Appropriations Committee.  The second bill, 

HR 598, covered the portions of the Democratic Leadership’s bill that cut taxes.  

Speaker Pelosi referred this bill to five different committees.  The third bill, HR 629, 

was comprised of the various provisions that concerned backdoor spending.  Speaker 

Pelosi referred this bill to four different committees.  Each committee, after a week of 

consideration, reported the bill it considered in roughly the same manner as 

introduced.  That is, they kept every provision in each bill while reducing the 

spending and tax cuts in these bills by a collective $9.2 billion.  Democratic leaders 

then combined the provisions in each bill into one $815.8 billion bill.  Speaker Pelosi 

then introduced and referred this legislation, The American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009, to the Appropriations Committee and the Budget 

Committee.  The Appropriations Committee and the Budget Committee promptly 

reported this bill to the House floor on the same day.   

The House: An Active Rank and File; A Speaker in Control  

The floor considered four of the bills drafted by either a committee, a 

subcommittee, or democratic leaders in the House under an open rule that allowed 

amendments.  Table 6.10 provides an overview of the changes made by the floor to 

each bill.  The floor was quite active in altering two of these bills.  The day after the  
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Table 6.10: Changes made by the House floor to legislation passed by the 111th Congress 

 

Financial Services Committee reported the Credit Card Act of 2009, for instance, 

President Obama, during a public meeting with executives from 13 major credit card 

companies, announced that his administration would seek to tighten regulations on 

credit card companies.  Two days later, his administration forwarded five 

amendments it sought for inclusion in the Credit Card Act of 2009 to Speaker Pelosi.  

The floor added each amendment by voice vote.  It then approved ten additional 

amendments that further restricted the products credit card companies could offer 

before passing it with bipartisan support.  President Obama praised this action as the 

first step in making credit card companies play by fair and transparent rules.     

Although the floor considered two other bills under an open rule that allowed 

amendments, Speaker Nancy Pelosi controlled floor consideration of each bill for 

partisan ends.  The Helping Families Save Their Homes Act of 2009 provides a good 

example.  As reported to the floor, this bill, in addition to increasing the borrowing 

authority of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation and the National Credit Union 

Administration and expanding eligibility for deposit insurance, included a cramdown 

provision that allowed bankruptcy judges to reduce the mortgage principal 

Legislation Changes Made Result

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 8 Increased magnitude of benefits

Helping Families Save Their Homes Act 1 Reduced regulation

Credit Card Act 15 Increased regulations

Supplemental Appropriations Act 0 -

Workers, Homeownership, and Business Assistance 
Act

0 Considered under suspended rules
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homeowners in default owed to creditors.  This provision proved to be controversial 

during floor debate with a minority of Democrats initially joining Republicans in  

voicing opposition to it.  Speaker Pelosi, in response, postponed floor consideration 

on this bill to negotiate a compromise with dissenting Democrats on language for the 

cramdown provision.  She then, after reaching a compromise with dissenting 

Democrats, resumed floor consideration of this bill.  Representative Zoe Lofgren, 

Democrat from California and floor manager for this bill, offered a manager’s 

amendment shortly thereafter that changed the language in the cramdown provision to 

reflect the agreement reached between Speaker Pelosi and dissenting Democrats.  The 

floor soon after agreed to this amendment along party lines with Republicans 

assailing it as meaningless.65  The House then passed this bill along party lines after 

rejecting an amendment offered by Republicans to remove the compromise 

amendment.    

In addition to controlling how the floor considered two bills reported with an 

open rule that allowed amendments, Speaker Pelosi unilaterally decided to not allow 

the floor to amend another bill.  This bill, the Workers, Homeownership, and 

Business Assistance Act of 2009, was introduced by Representative Jim McDermott, 

Democrat from Washington and Chair of the House Ways and Means Committee.  It 

extended unemployment benefits by an additional 13 weeks for workers in states with 

an average three-month unemployment rate higher than 8.5%.  These benefits were 

                                                
65 This agreement allowed bankruptcy judges to reduce interest rates on defaulted mortgage loans prior 
to reducing the principal on these loans 
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paid for by extending a 0.2% surtax on unemployment taxes paid by employers.  

Speaker Pelosi referred this bill to the Ways and Means Committee.  Representative 

McDermott, two weeks after this referral, moved for the floor to consider this bill 

under suspended rules that barred amendments and limited debate to 40 minutes.66   

Shortly after Speaker Pelosi recognized this motion, a bipartisan majority on the floor 

passed this bill.   

The Senate: A Proactive Partner 

  While committees in the House were busy drafting two pieces of legislation, 

committees in the Senate simultaneously drafted and reported a companion bill to 

each piece of legislation.  The floor disregarded one of these companion bills, the 

companion bill to the Supplemental Appropriations Act of 2009, when considering 

the House version of this bill.  It did, however, add four provisions from the 

companion bill to the Credit Card Act of 2009 to the House version of this bill.  This 

bill, as approved by the House, placed restrictions on how credit card companies 

could offer certain products and restrictions on the products credit card companies 

could offer consumers.  The companion bill provisions added by the Senate floor sped 

up the implementation of these restrictions while barring credit card companies from 

increasing interest rates during a specified time period.   

                                                
66 Suspension of the rules is a procedural motion that reports a bill currently in a committee to the 
House floor.  After this bill is reported, debate on it is limited to 40 minutes, the floor is barred from 
amending it, and a two-thirds vote is needed for it to pass.  The Speaker controls whether this 
procedure is enacted or not.  If the Speaker recognizes a House member making a motion to suspend 
the rules, then this procedure is enacted.  If the Speaker does not, in contrast, recognize a House 
member making a motion to suspend the rules, this procedure is not enacted.   
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In addition to committees in the Senate drafting two companion bills, a 

Senator redrafted one bill passed by the House.  Shortly after the House passed the 

Helping Families Save Their Homes Act of 2009, Senator Chris Dodd, Democrat 

from Connecticut and Chair of the Senate Banking Committee, drafted and then 

introduced a bill in the Senate similar to the House version of the Helping Families 

Save Their Homes Act of 2009 minus the cramdown provision.  The Senate, soon 

after Senator Dodd introduced this bill, voted by unanimous consent to report this bill 

to the floor.  The floor then added four amendments to this bill that provided 

additional protections to tenants in foreclosed buildings.  Additionally, the floor 

rejected eight amendments offered by Senators from both parties.  One of these 

amendments, offered by Senator Richard Durbin of Illinois, reinstated the cramdown 

provision included by the House in its version of this bill.  Senator Durbin, speaking 

shortly after the floor rejected his amendment on a bipartisan basis, lamented that 

defeat of this amendment showed the chamber was controlled by the banking 

industry.   

The Senate: Increasing the Distribution and Magnitude of Benefits 

When its committees were not busy drafting legislation, the Senate was quite 

active in amending legislation passed by the House.  Table 6.11 provides an overview 

of the changes made by the Senate to each bill passed by the 111th Congress.  The 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 provides a good example.  Prior 

to the House passing this bill, the floor added eight amendments to it that, among 

other things, appropriated $3.7 billion in additional funds for various transit  
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Table 6.11: Changes made by the Senate to legislation passed by the 111th Congress 

 

improvement programs.67  Republicans during debate expressed their want for this 

bill to tilt more towards tax cuts than increased spending.  House Democrats, prior to 

passing this bill along party lines, rejected these suggestions citing the most recent 

election as evidence Republican policies had failed.  The result was an $819.5 billion 

bill that increased spending by $544.5 billion, cut taxes for working families, families 

with children, low income individuals, and college students by $181 billion, and cut 

business taxes by $94 billion   

Upon arrival in the Senate, this bill was referred to the Finance Committee 

and the Appropriations Committee.  The Finance Committee then added three 

provisions to this bill that, in addition to increasing the tax cuts in this bill by $67 

billion, extended benefits to moderate-income individuals and inhabitants of rural 

areas without broadband.  The Finance Committee portion of this bill accomplished 

this by lowering eligibility for the alternative minimum tax and by creating a new tax 

credit.  The Appropriations Committee, in contrast, reduced spending in this bill by 

$5 billion.  The result was a $888 billion bill, as reported by both committees, that 

                                                
67 Besides appropriating more funds for various transit programs, these amendments specified the time 
frame executive agencies must spend appropriated money in this bill and required executive agencies 
to purchase American made products.   

Legislation Changes Made Result
The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 14 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits

Helping Families Save Their Homes Act 4 Increased distribution of benefits
Credit Card Act 5 Increased regulations

Supplemental Appropriations Act 4 Increased magnitude of benefits
Workers, Homeownership, and Business Assistance 

Act 1 Increased distribution and magnitude of benefits
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increased spending by $539.5 billion, cut taxes for working families, families with 

children, low-income individuals, moderate-income individuals, college students, and 

inhabitants of rural areas without broadband by $262 billion, and cut business taxes 

by $87 billion.   

The floor considered this bill for eight days.  During the sixth day of 

consideration, a sense of urgency gripped the floor as President Obama, citing a 

report by the Labor Department showing unemployment had risen to 7.6% as a call to 

action, urged the Senate to quickly pass this bill.  A flurry of amendments offered by 

Senators from both parties soon followed.  The floor added twelve before a three-

fifths majority passed this bill two days later.  One of these amendments, offered by 

Republican Senator Susan Collins of Maine and Democratic Senator Ben Nelson of 

Nebraska on behalf of a bipartisan group of 20 moderate Senators, reduced spending 

in this bill by $92 billion as passed by the House. It accomplished this by removing 

funding in this bill for various programs, especially education programs.  The 

remaining amendments, in addition to increasing the tax cuts in this bill by $111 

billion as passed by the House, extended benefits to homebuyers, business, moderate-

income individuals, and low-income and moderate-income car owners.  They 

accomplished this by creating a $15,000 tax credit for new homebuyers, further 

reducing eligibility for the alternative minimum tax, granting business the option to 

accelerate research and development tax credits, and creating a tax deduction for 

interest payments on car loans made by individuals making $125,000 or less.  The 

final result was a $838 billion bill that increased spending by $452 billion while 
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cutting taxes for working families, families with children, low-income individuals, 

moderate-income individuals, college students, inhabitants of rural areas without 

broadband, homebuyers, moderate-income individuals, low-income and moderate-

income car owners, and business by $386 billion.  

Resolving Differences 

 Instead of resolving differences between their version and the Senate version 

of three bills at conference, Speaker Pelosi decided to let the House consider each bill 

as amended by the Senate.  The House slightly amended one bill, the Helping 

Families Save Their Homes Act of 2009, before sending it back to the Senate where it 

was approved by a voice vote on the same day.  The House cleared the other two bills 

as passed by the Senate.  The Workers, Homeownership, and Business Assistance Act 

of 2009 provides a good example.  As noted earlier, when the House passed this bill, 

it contained provisions that extended unemployment benefits by an additional 13 

weeks for workers in states with an average three-month unemployment rate higher 

than 8.5%.  By the time the Senate passed this bill, however, it not only extended 

unemployment benefits by 14 weeks, it contained provisions that extended benefits to 

homebuyers, the housing industry, homeowners, and to business.  The Senate’s 

version accomplished this by expanding eligibility for the net operating loss 

carryback tax provision, extending and expanding eligibility for a $7,500 homebuyer 

tax credit, and creating a $6,500 tax credit for homeowners.  Representative Charlie 

Rangel of New York, upon the House receiving this bill, immediately moved for the 
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floor to consider this bill under suspended rules.  After Speaker Pelosi recognized this 

motion, the House passed the Senate’s version shortly thereafter.  

The House and the Senate did decide to resolve differences between their 

version of two bills at conference.  Conferees barely altered one of these bills, The 

Urgent Supplemental Appropriations Act of 2009, as passed by the Senate.  The 

House, however, amended the final conference report to include a provision that 

extended benefits to the auto industry.  This amendment accomplished this by 

appropriating $1 billion for a voucher program for fuel efficient vehicles.  

Republicans, led by Representative Judd Gregg of New Hampshire, assailed this 

provision as a deficit increasing handout to automakers that will have no impact on 

their bottom line.  Democrats, however, ignored this argument passing the amended 

conference report along party lines.  The Senate then cleared the House amended 

conference report on the same day by unanimous consent.   

Conferees did, however, substantially alter the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009.  Republican Senators Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, 

Susan Collins of Maine, and Olympia Snowe of Maine were the driving force behind 

this behavior.  Conferees consulted with these three Republican Senators throughout 

their consideration of this bill.  They, along with party leaders in the Senate and 

President Obama, knew that if this bill were to pass the Senate, at least two of these 

Republican Senators had to vote in favor of this bill.  If not, this bill would fail to 

overcome an inevitable filibuster by Senate Republicans.   
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Senator Specter, Senator, Collins, and Senator Snowe, realizing this leverage, 

demanded that in exchange for their vote, the final version of this bill had to cost 

below $800 billion.  Conferees saw to this by either reducing or slashing several 

provisions in this bill as passed by the Senate.  Tax credits for working families and 

for business, for instance, were reduced in size.  The Senate provision that created a 

$15,000 tax credit for new homebuyers, in contrast, was erased.  Conferees did, 

however, increase the portion of benefits in the Senate version of this bill directed at 

low-income families with children.  They accomplished this by expanding eligibility 

for a child tax credit and the earned income tax credit.  Additionally, conferees 

restored funding the Senate cut to certain programs.  The final result was a $787.2 

billion bill that increased spending by $575.3 billion while cutting taxes for working 

families, families with children, low-income individuals, moderate-income 

individuals, college students, inhabitants of rural areas without broadband, 

homebuyers, moderate-income individuals, low-income and moderate-income car 

owners, and business by $211.8 billion.   

Conclusion 

The three cases presented in this chapter provide more insight on the finding 

that how Congress organized itself impacted its behavior during recessions in the post 

war era.  How each Congress presented in this chapter organized itself, for instance, 

helps explain its initiative in the legislative process.  Committees in the 87th 

Congress, controlled by chairs protected by the seniority system, dominated the 

legislative process, especially in the House.  As a result, this Congress did not initiate 
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a single bill in response to the 1961 recession.  Instead, it only considered legislation 

proposed by President Kennedy or drafted legislation based on proposals made by 

President Kennedy.  Additionally, this Congress for the most part passed legislation 

in roughly the same manner as President Kennedy proposed it due to two reasons.  

First, the House Rules Committee barred the House floor from amending this 

legislation.  Second, House conferees, normally led by Ways and Means Committee 

chair Wilbur Mills, ensured most amendments the Senate added to a bill were either 

removed from that bill or reduced in magnitude.   

Committee chairs in the 97th Congress and the 111th Congress, in contrast, 

did not wield immense power in the legislative process.  Instead, committee 

majorities, the majority party rank and file in each chamber, and majority party 

leaders in each chamber, especially in the House, wielded as much if not more 

influence.  As a result, both Congresses were quite active in the legislative process.  

Committees, controlled by the committee majority instead of the chair, and, to a 

lesser extent, subcommittees were more active in both Congresses drafting and 

initiating legislation based on bills proposed by members of Congress.  Additionally, 

committee majorities, the majority party rank and file in both chambers, and, in the 

case of the 111th Congress, the Speaker were quite active in formulating legislation 

proposed by the president.  Committee majorities in the 94th Congress, for instance, 

used their newfound power to substantially alter two bills proposed by President 

Gerald Ford.  The Speaker of the House in the 111th Congress, similarly, used its 
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scheduling powers to determine a portion of the content in the American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act of 2009. 

All three Congresses surveyed in this chapter for the most part avoided 

concentrated decision-making processes when making economic policy.  That is, each 

Congress tended to rely on backdoors when increasing government spending to 

distribute benefits instead of going through the appropriations process.  Additionally, 

the 94th Congress and the 111th Congress used tax policy quite frequently to 

distribute benefits.  The Speaker of the House, the majority party rank and file, and 

majorities on the main tax committees in each chamber, having influence over tax 

policy decisions, pushed for consideration and approval of tax policy changes in each 

Congress.  Ways and Means Committee chair Wilbur Mills, in contrast, felt his 

committee did not have the time needed to properly explore cutting taxes in 1961.  

The 87th Congress, as a result, did not use tax policy to distribute benefits during the 

1961 recession.      

Finally, the impact that guardrails have on the magnitude of benefits provided 

by Congress during a recession can be seen in all three Congresses covered in this 

chapter.  That is, when Congress used policy areas that lacked an organizational bias 

towards concentrated decision-making, it tended to provide benefits that are larger in 

magnitude.  Comparing the magnitude of benefits in legislation passed by the 111th 

Congress provides a good example.  Four bills passed by the 111th Congress included 

policy areas that lacked an organizational bias towards concentrated decision-making.  

The magnitude of benefits in each bill was much larger than in the one bill passed by 
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the 111th that went through a concentrated decision-making process, the Urgent 

Supplemental Appropriations Act of 2009.   

Comparing the magnitude of benefits in legislation passed by the 87th 

Congress to legislation passed by the 94th Congress and the 111th Congress that 

included tax policy changes more insight into this finding.  The 87th Congress only 

passed legislation that utilized backdoors to provide benefits during the 1961 

recession.  While this legislation did not go through a concentrated decision-making 

process, the policy areas in this legislation did have an organizational bias towards 

concentrated decision-making.  The cost of this legislation, as a result, was fairly low, 

especially when compared to the four bills passed by the 94th Congress and the 111th 

Congress that included changes to tax policy.  All told, the median magnitude of 

benefits in these bills was $62.7 billion.  The median magnitude of benefits in the 

four bills passed by the 87th Congress, in contrast, was $6.2 billion.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

The election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1932 brought about a change in 

how the U.S. government interacted with the U.S. economy.  Prior to this point, the 

president and Congress mostly ignored the ups and downs of the business cycle.  

Roosevelt, however, pledged to attack the Great Depression head on if elected 

president with “bold, persistent experimentation”, and he followed through on this 

pledge after being elected pushing various pieces of legislation through Congress to 

help revive the U.S. economy (Roosevelt “Address at Oglethorpe University in 

Atlanta, Georgia”).  President Roosevelt’s legacy led to the U.S. government 

assuming an active role in managing the economy in the post war era.  Congress in 

concert with the president and the Federal Reserve have strived to achieve economic 

stability and growth since the U.S. emerged from the depths of the Great Depression 

and exited World War II.  The president’s influence on policy during this time 

consistently grew, especially their influence over economic policy.  Congress, 

however, has maintained its power over fiscal policy during the post war era.  

This study concentrated on Congress’s role during recessions in the era of 

presidential power.  It looked at the nature of the legislative response and how it did 

or did not change over time.  Four findings are the result.  First, that while both 

Congress and the president were more evenly matched from 1946 to 1974, the 

legislative initiative shifted to Congress during recessions since 1974.  Congress set 

the legislative agenda much more often than the president did past this point and it 

determined a larger amount of the content in enacted legislation than did the 
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president.   Second, that congressional economic policymaking during recessions 

tilted heavily towards group rather than the general public or geographic areas.  That 

is, Congress distributed benefits to groups much more often than it did to geographic 

areas or the general public during recessions in the post war era.  Third, the 

magnitude of benefits Congress distributed during recessions increased substantially 

after 1974 when measured in real terms.  Fourth, Congress has increasingly used 

taxes and the private sector, rather than a former emphasis on a mix between federal 

spending and the private sector, when distributing benefits to individuals since 1974.   

This dissertation makes a two-part argument.   First, it argues that how 

Congress organized itself helps explain its behavior during recessions.  The 

distribution of power in committees and over floor scheduling in the House impacted 

congressional initiative during recessions.  When Congress had a decentralized 

organizational structure where power in committees and over floor scheduling rested 

in the hands of committee chairs, Congress was less active in setting its agenda and 

less assertive in determining the content of legislation.  When power in committees 

rested in the hands of committee majorities and the Speaker had power over floor 

scheduling, Congress became much more active and assertive in the legislative 

process.  Additionally, how power was distributed over decision-making in certain 

policy areas, over spending levels, and over taxation levels impacted how Congress 

made economic policy during recessions.  Congress was much more likely to use 

policy areas where decision-making was dispersed.  This impacted how Congress 
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distributed benefits, the policy tools Congress used to distribute these benefits, and 

the magnitude of benefits Congress distributed.    

Second, this dissertation argues that party control of Congress helps explain 

how Congress made economic policy during recessions.  Republican party control of 

at least one chamber of Congress impacted the policy tools Congress used and the 

magnitude of benefits Congress provided.  That is, Congress only used taxes to 

distribute benefits when the Republican party controlled at least one chamber and the 

benefits it distributed were much larger.  When both chambers of Congress were 

controlled by the Democratic party, in contrast, Congress used a mix of tax cuts, the 

private sector, and federal spending to distribute benefits and the benefits it 

distributed were smaller.   

Implications 

Congress is important.  That is the main takeaway from this study.  This is 

significant considering analyst who study U.S. government responses to recessions 

often focus on the role the president plays in shaping the response.  Additionally, 

scholars have noted that Congress is at times a dysfunctional and gridlock ridden 

institution (Mann and Ornstein 2012; Binder 2015).  This study shows that Congress, 

although being dysfunctional at times, has played a vital role in shaping U.S. 

government responses to recessions, especially since 1974.  Congress was very active 

in proposing legislation to counteract the economic effects of a recession past this 

point, and it was much more often assertive in determining the scope, size, and 

substance of U.S. government responses to recessions.  
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How Congress organizes itself is another important takeaway.  How power 

was distributed in committees and over floor scheduling in the House impacted how 

active and assertive Congress was in the legislative process during recessions.  

Additionally, how power was distributed over decision-making in certain policy 

areas, over spending levels, and over taxation levels impacted how Congress made 

economic policy during recessions.  Thus, the organizational structure of Congress 

affected congressional initiative and how Congress made economic policy.  It 

impacted how often Congress set its agenda, the influence Congress had over the 

content of enacted legislation, how Congress distributed benefits, the policy tools 

Congress used to distribute these benefits, and the magnitude of benefits Congress 

distributed.  

The third takeaway from this study is the organizational structure of Congress 

impacts the relative balance of power between Congress and the president in the 

legislative process.  The president was an equal participant in the legislative process 

during recessions when Congress had a decentralized organizational structure where 

power in committees and over floor scheduling in the House rested in the hands of 

committee chairs.  There were even instances during this time where the president 

dominated the legislative process.  This changed after 1974 when power in 

committees shifted to committee majorities and power over floor scheduling in the 

House shifted to the Speaker.  Congress became much more active in setting its 

agenda and much more assertive in determining the content of enacted legislation.  

The president, in contrast, had less influence over the legislative process.   
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Another important takeaway from this study is untying the hands of Congress 

in making tax policy results in larger fiscal policy responses to recessions.  Congress 

informally untied its hands in making decisions over spending levels in the early 

1960s.  That is, almost every committee in Congress gained the power to make 

decisions on spending levels for programs in their jurisdiction through the use of 

backdoors.  This did not result in a spike in the magnitude of benefits Congress 

distributed using fiscal means during this time.  After Congress untied its hands in 

making decisions over tax levels in 1974, however, the magnitude of benefits 

Congress distributed using fiscal means increased substantially.   

Congress has had an organizational bias towards helping groups in the post 

war era is another important takeaway from this study.  Congress tended to not use 

policy areas where decision making authority was concentrated when making 

economic policy during recessions.  As a result, Congress distributed benefits to 

groups much more often than it did to the general public or geographic areas.  It had 

many more options to provide groups with benefits without going through a 

concentrated decision-making process than it does for the general public or 

geographic areas.  This pushes scholarly thinking about interest groups and their 

influence in Congress.  Analyst have looked at how representation (see, inter alia, 

Fiorina 1989), resource advantages (see, inter alia, Hall and Wayman 1990; McKay 

2020), and the presence of an iron triangle (see, inter alia, Browne 1988; Dilger 2003) 

allows interest groups to influence policymaking.  This study suggests that how 
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power over decision-making on a particular policy area is distributed impacts whether 

Congress will favor organized interest or not when making policy in that area.   

The final takeaway from this study is that party control of Congress is 

important.  When the Republican party controlled at least one chamber of Congress, 

Congress only used policy tools that utilize taxes when distributing benefits to 

individuals during recessions and it distributed benefits that were much larger in 

magnitude.  When Congress was controlled by the Democratic party, however, 

Congress used a variety of policy tools when distributing benefits to individuals and 

the magnitude of benefits it provided using fiscal means was smaller.  This better 

informs our understanding of how Congress makes economic policy.  When the 

Republican party has influence over policymaking in Congress, Congress, at least 

during recessions, will distribute benefits to individuals through a substantial tax cut. 

When the Democratic party controls policymaking in Congress, however, Congress, 

at least during recessions since 1974, will distribute benefits to individuals through a 

smaller mix of tax cuts and increased federal spending on government programs.   

Areas of future research 

As this study produced answers to certain questions, it opened the door to new 

questions.  Below are four areas of future research based off the findings in this study. 

Economic Policymaking Outside of Recessions 

The findings and conclusions in this study should be considered in light of the 

scope of the study.  Recessions are only a small portion of the time frame that 

Congress made economic policy in the post war era.  Thus, one way to build on this 
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study is to look at economic policymaking in Congress outside of recessions.  That is, 

to compare how Congress made economic policy under different circumstances.  One 

avenue is to look at congressional initiative and how Congress made economic policy 

during the recovery phase following a recession.  Another, and possibly more fruitful, 

avenue is to look at congressional initiative and how Congress made economic policy 

during years of economic growth.  Each route will build on the findings in this study 

and the conclusions drawn.    

Timing of Benefits and Costs 

The findings and conclusions in this study should also be considered in light 

of time limitations and how that impacted what was covered and what was not 

covered.  One such area is the timing of benefits in legislation Congress passed in 

response to recessions.  The timing of benefits, as noted in chapter four, are a decision 

Congress has to make when making economic policy.  Scholars note that it can 

impact whether a citizen will perceive if a benefit is conferred to them or a cost is 

placed on them (Arnold 1990).  If a benefit or a cost is early order, meaning it is 

distributed close to the time a bill is enacted, a citizen is more likely to notice it.  If a 

benefit or a cost is late order, however, a citizen is likely to not notice it.  Examining 

the timing of benefits will therefore build on the findings in this study and provide 

more insight into how Congress makes economic policy during recessions and the 

factors that determine its behavior.     
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Distributional Concerns 

 Another area of future research stemming from time limitations and its impact 

on what was covered is a more thorough evaluation of how Congress distributed 

benefits.  This study shows that Congress tilted towards groups when making 

economic policy during recessions.  That is, Congress distributed benefits to groups 

much more often than it did to geographic areas or the general public.  It does not, 

however, look at which groups Congress distributed benefits to during recessions and 

why.  Studies have argued that economic policy has tilted more in favor of the 

wealthy and business than middle-income and low-income Americans since the 1970s 

(Hacker and Pierson 2010).  Has this occurred during recessions?  Answering this 

question will provide more insight on how Congress makes economic policy during 

recessions and the factors that determine its behavior.   

Efficacy of Response 

The magnitude of benefits Congress distributed during recessions, especially 

fiscal benefits, increased substantially after 1974.  As discussed in chapter five, the 

average benefits Congress distributed when using tax policy increased by 43 times 

since this point.  A popular sentiment among pundits and analyst alike is that the 

magnitude of the U.S. government fiscal policy response to a recession impacts its 

effectiveness.  Thus, a new avenue of potentially fruitful research is to shift the focus 

away from how Congress makes economic policy to the efficacy of U.S. government 

policy responses to recessions.  That is, what makes a U.S. government policy 

response to a recession effective?  Initial findings provide fascinating results on this  
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Table 7.1. Effectiveness of Fiscal Policy Response 

 

question.  We see in table 7.1 that when defining efficacy as promoting a quicker and 

more robust recovery, magnitude does not correlate with efficacy.  That is, the larger 

the magnitude of a U.S. government fiscal policy response to a recession does not 

ensure a quicker and more robust recovery, and this does not appear to be a product 

of the severity of the recession.  Further research on this project can produce findings 

that have important implications for how policymakers and analyst think about 

making economic policy during recessions. 

Recession
GDP 

Decline

Non-Fam Payroll 
Employment 

Decline

Fiscal Response 
Magnitude

GDP Growth First 
Four Quarters of 

Recovery

 Non-Farm Payroll 
Employment Surpass 
Pre-Recession Levels

1948-49 -1.50% 2.25 million $1.53 billion 13.4% 9 months
1953-54 -2.42% 1.57 million $1.87 billion 7.8% 14 months

1991 -1.32% 1.34 million $19.02 billion 2.8% 23 months
1980 -2.18% 2.82 million $41.57 billion 4.3% 6 months

1969-70 -0.10% 832 thousand $44.66 billion 4.3% 6 months
1957-58 -3.58% 2.21 million $55.42 billion 9.7% 12 months
1960-61 -0.70% 1.26 million $96 billion 6.7% 10 months
1973-75 -3.13% 1.50 million $365.50 billion 6.1% 11 months
2008-09 -3.92% 7.38 million $2.06 trillion 2.9% 59 months

2001 -0.41% 1.61 million $2.18 trillion 2.1% 38 months
1981-82 -2.55% 1.56 million $2.24 trillion 7.9% 12 months
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Appendix A: Universe of Cases 

This study uses the chronology of the U. S. business cycle produced by the 

Business Cycle Dating Committee of The National Bureau of Economic Research to 

identify its universe of cases.  The Business Cycle Dating Committee of the National 

Bureau of Economic Research defines a recession as “a significant decline in 

economic activity spread across the economy, lasting more than a few months, 

normally visible in real GDP, real income, employment, industrial production, and 

wholesale retail sales (NBER).”  The chronology of the business cycle produced by 

this committee uses fluctuations in the U. S. business cycle to identify when a 

recession begins and when a recession ends.  Specifically, this chronology marks the 

beginning of a recession as occurring just after U. S. economic activity reaches its 

peak during an expansion, and it marks the end of a recession as occurring whenever 

a contraction in the U. S. economy reaches its trough. According to the NBER’s 

Business Cycle Dating Committee’s chronology of the business cycle, the U. S. has 

experienced eleven recessions in the post war era.  Below is an overview of each 

recession. 

1948-49 Recession 
 

The 1948-49 recession began in November of 1948 and ended in October of 

1949.  This recession was brought on by a combination of an oversupply of goods, 

the leveling of consumer demand exerting a downward pressure on prices, and a 

decline in private fixed investment (Caplan, 29; McNees, 5). Several economic 

indicators show that the 1948-49 recession was a rather severe recession. U. S. GDP  
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Table  A.1. Economic Indicators for every recession since 1946 
Dates Duration 

(Months) 
GDP Investment Consumption Corporate 

profits 
Nov. 1948- 
Oct. 1949 

11 -1.5% -24.22% 3.42% -19.70% 

July 1953-
May 1954 

10 -2.42% -10.02% 15.02% -21.00% 

Aug. 1957-
April 1958 

8 -3.58% -15.66% -0.52% -19.29% 

April 1960-
Feb. 1961 

       10 -0.70% -9.00% -0.30% -9.64% 

Dec. 1969-
Nov. 1970 

11 -0.10% -6.44% 1.69% -10.05% 

Nov. 1973-
March 1975 

       16 -3.13% -24.84% -0.76% -12.91% 

Jan. 1980-
July 1980 

6 -2.18% -14.53% -1.27% -11.09% 

July 1981-
Nov. 1982 

16 -2.55% -20.66% 2.90% -19.86% 

July 1990-
March 1991 

        8 -1.32% -8.71% -1.10% 2.45% 

March 2001-
Nov. 2001 

     8 -0.3% -6.93% 0.62% -11.60% 

Dec. 2007-
June 2009 

18 -3.92% -31.93% -2.73% -20.98% 
(Low of         
-48.26%) 

Source: The start and ending dates for each recession comes from the “U. S. Business Cycle 
Expansions and Contractions” produced by the National Bureau of Economic Research, 
http://www.nber.org/cycles.html#announcements; Data on GDP comes from the Bureau of 
Economic Analysis, U. S. Department of Commerce; Data on investment, consumption, and 
corporate profits comes from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. 

Note: Table measures the change in each indicator from peak to trough as indicated by the NBER 
Business Cycle.   

 
decreased by 1.5% from November of 1948 to October of 1949.  Investment and 

corporate profits, moreover, had their third biggest declines during a recession since 

1946 falling 24.22% and 19.7% respectively.  Unemployment rose by 4.1% over the 

duration of this recession reaching a height of 7.9% in October of 1949.  This  
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Figure  A.1. Employment and unemployment during every recession since 1946 

 
Source: Data on payroll employment comes from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Employment 

Statistics Survey; Statistics on unemployment are from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
Household Survey 

Note: Figure measures change in unemployment and payroll employment from peak to trough as 
indicated by the NBER Business Cycle 

 
increase is the second largest jump in the unemployment rate during a recession since 

1946.  Moreover, 2.3 million jobs were eliminated from payroll employment during 

this recession. 68  This decrease is the third largest drop in payroll employment during 

a recession since 1946.     

1953-54 Recession  
 
 The 1953-54 recession occurred due to a decline in inventory investment 

combined with a decrease in federal government defense expenditures (McNees, 5; 

                                                
68 Payroll employment, also known as nonfarm payroll employment, is a measure of the number of 
workers in the U. S. economy that excludes proprietors, the unincorporated self-employed, farm 
employees, and private household employees.   
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Holmans, 36).  This recession lasted 10 months from July of 1953 to May of 1954, 

and the severity of its impact on the economy was mixed.  The 21% decline in 

corporate profits during this recession is the largest drop in corporate profits over the 

duration of a recession since 1946.  Moreover, the 2.42% decrease in GDP over the 

course of this recession is the fourth largest drop in GDP during a post-World War II 

recession.  While the 1953-54 recession was particularly harsh on corporate profits 

and economic output, its impact on investment and payroll employment was just 

below average when compared to other post 1946 recessions.  Moreover, the 3.4% 

increase in unemployment over the course of this recession is just above average in 

comparison to other post 1946 recessions.  However, unemployment reached a height 

of 5.9%, which is the second lowest unemployment rate at the end of a recession 

since 1946.   

1957-58 Recession 
 
 The 1957-58 recession only lasted 8 months.  A precipitous drop in capital 

expenditures combined with a decrease in inventory investment and a shift in 

consumer expenditures from durable goods to nondurable goods and services to cause 

this recession (Glasner, 567, McNees, 7).69   While the 8-month duration of this 

recession was rather short, it negatively impacted a large portion of the U. S. 

economy.  From August of 1957 to April of 1958, economic output declined by 

3.58%, the second largest decline in the post-war era, investment dropped by 15.66%, 

                                                
69 Capital expenditures declined leading up to this recession due to the supply of plant and equipment 
expanding faster than the increase in demand for these goods. 
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and corporate profits fell by 19.29%.  Moreover, unemployment increased by 3.30% 

before reaching a height of 7.40% in April of 1958, and 2.2 million jobs were 

eliminated from payroll employment.  Consumption also declined by .52%, which 

was the first time that consumption had decreased during a recession since 1946.   

1960-61 Recession 
 

A decline in inventory growth, residential construction, consumer spending, 

and mortgage money for residential home financing combined to produce the 1960-

61 recession (Glasner, 568).  This recession began in April of 1960, and several 

economic indicators show that it was a rather mild recession when compared to post 

World War II recessions.  The .70% decline in GDP from April of 1960 to February 

of 1961 is the third smallest decline of economic output during a recession since 

1946.  Similarly, the 9.64% decline in corporate profits is the second smallest during 

a recession since 1946 while the 9% drop in investment is the fourth smallest. 

Employment remained fairly steady during this recession as unemployment increased 

by 1.7% to a height of 6.9% in February of 1961 and payroll employment declined by 

1.2 million jobs.   

1969-70 Recession   

Economic indicators show that the 1969-70 recession was a very mild 

recession.  This recession began in December of 1969, and it was the result of an anti-

inflationary monetary policy that caused a large contraction in the housing industry 

due to a tightening in credit combined with a 68-day strike at General Motors 

(Glasner, 564; McNees, 9).  By the time this recession ended in November of 1970, 
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U. S. economic output had slightly contracted by .10%.  This slight decline in U. S. 

GDP along with the 6.44% decline in investment are the smallest decline for both 

categories during a postwar recession.  The impact that this recession had on 

employment was also mild.  The 5.90% unemployment rate at the end of this 

recession is tied for the second lowest unemployment rate at the end of a recession 

since 1946.  Similarly, the 832,000 jobs that were eliminated from payroll 

employment during this recession is the smallest drop in payroll employment during a 

postwar recession.   

1973-75 Recession 

The 1973-75 recession was a severe recession.  The result of a sharp increase 

in inflation that was brought on by the dismantling of wage and price controls and a 

spike in oil prices, this recession lasted for 16 months from November of 1973 to 

March of 1975 (McNees, 10; Glasner, 570).  Over the course of this recession, U. S. 

GDP had its third largest drop during a recession declining by 3.13% while 

investment had its second largest drop declining 24.84%.  Moreover, the 3.80% rise 

in unemployment from November 1973 to March 1975 is the third largest increase in 

unemployment during a postwar recession, and the 8.60% unemployment rate at the 

end of this recession is the third highest at the end of a post war recession.  While this 

recession was particularly harsh on economic output, investment, and employment, 

its impact on corporate profits and payroll employment was average when compared 

to other post war recessions.  However, the .76% decline in consumption over the 
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duration of this recession is the fourth largest decline in this category during a 

recession since 1946.  

1980 Recession   

The shortest recession since 1946, the 1980 recession was the result of a 

restrictive monetary policy and a sharp rise in oil prices (McNees, 12).  The impact 

that this recession had on the U. S. economy is relatively average in comparison to 

other postwar recessions.  The 2.18% decline in GDP and 14.53% drop in investment 

during this recession are the fifth and sixth largest drop in each category during a post 

war recession respectively.  Moreover, the 11.09% decrease in corporate profits is the 

fourth smallest decline during a recession since 1946.  The 1980 recession did see the 

second largest decline in consumption and in non-farm payroll employment during a 

postwar recession.  The 1.5% rise in unemployment over the course of this recession, 

however, is the third smallest increase during a recession since 1946.    

1981-82 Recession    

The 1981-82 recession was the result of a restrictive monetary policy that was 

designed to reduce the inflation rate (McNees, 13; Labonte & Makinen, 15; Walsh, 

33).  Lasting for 16 months, this recession had a particularly negative impact on 

employment.  The 10.8% unemployment rate in November of 1982 is the highest 

unemployment rate at the end of a recession since 1946.  The impact that the 1981-82 

recession had on the overall economy was severe.  The 19.86% decrease in corporate 

profits are the third largest decline in each category over the duration of a postwar 
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recession while the 20.66% drop in investment is the fourth largest decline for this 

category during a recession since 1946.  

1990-91 Recession  

Caused by a combination of a restrictive monetary policy weakening the 

economy and consumer and business confidence lowering due to an increase in oil 

prices, the 1990-91 recession lasted for eight months from July 1990 to March 1991 

(Walsh, 46).  Economic indicators show that this recession was rather mild.  The 

1.32% decline in GDP is the fourth smallest decrease in economic output during a 

recession since 1946 while the 8.71% drop in investment is the third smallest decline 

in this category over this time frame.  Consumption did see its third largest decline 

since 1946 dropping by 1.10%.  However, corporate profits increased by 2.45% from 

July 1990 to March 1991.  This is the only instance that corporate profits have 

increased during a recession since 1946.  The impact that this recession had on 

employment was also comparatively mild.  The unemployment rate had its second 

smallest increase during a postwar recession and the 6.80% unemployment rate in 

March 1991 is the fourth lowest unemployment rate at the end of a recession during 

this time frame.     

2001 Recession    

 The recession of 2001 was comparatively mild and short in duration.  This 

recession lasted for eight months, and it was caused by a decline in net exports and 

inventory investment (Kliesen, 35).  The .3% decline in U. S. GDP over the duration 

of this recession is the second smallest decline in U. S. economic output during a 



 190 

postwar recession, and the 8.71% drop in investment is the second smallest decline in 

this category during this time frame.  Moreover, the 11.60% decline in corporate 

profits is average in comparison to other postwar recessions.  Unemployment 

increased by 1.20% by the end of this recession.  This is the smallest increase in 

unemployment during a postwar recession.  Moreover, unemployment reached a 

height of 5.5% in November 2001.  This is the lowest unemployment rate at the end 

of a recession since 1946.    

2008-09 Recession 

 The 2008-09 recession was the longest, deepest, and most severe economic 

downturn that the U. S. has experienced since 1946.  Caused by a contraction in the 

housing market combined with structural weaknesses in the financial system and in 

the regulation of the banking industry, this recession lasted for 18 months, and 

economic indicators show that every area of the U. S. economy was severely affected 

by it.  The 3.92% decline in GDP, 31.93% decline in investment, and 2.73% decline 

in consumption are undoubtedly the largest drop in each category during a postwar 

recession.  Similarly, the 20.98% drop in corporate profits over the duration of this 

recession is the second largest decline in this category since 1946, and the 48.26% 

decline in corporate profits in the fourth quarter of 2008 is by far the largest quarterly 

drop in this category during this time frame.  The impact that the 2008-09 recession 

had on employment was particularly severe.  The 7.38 million jobs that were 

eliminated from payroll employment over the duration of this recession is 4.5 million 
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more than were eliminated during the 1981-82 recession, and the 4.5% increase in the 

unemployment rate is the largest jump in unemployment during a postwar recession.   
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Appendix B: Methodology for Chapter 3 

To identify legislation for this study, I searched through the relevant volumes 

of the Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac that covered the twenty-one 

recession years from 1946 to 2009.  A two-stage process was used to identify 

legislation placed on the congressional agenda.  First, I created a list of legislation 

either proposed or amended in response to a recession.  Second, I checked if this 

legislation received at least one committee hearing or was considered on the House or 

Senate floor.  If the legislation did receive a committee hearing or was considered on 

the House or Senate floor, it remained on the list.  If the legislation did not receive a 

committee hearing or floor consideration, it was removed.   

Two criteria were used to identify legislation during the first phase of this 

process.  First, if the CQ summary of a particular legislation mentioned that it was 

either introduced or considered due to a specific recession, adverse economic 

conditions, or to help those impacted by a specific recession or adverse economic 

conditions, it was recorded.  Second, if the CQ summary of a particular legislation 

mentioned that it was amended due to a specific recession, adverse economic 

conditions, or to help those impacted by a specific recession or adverse economic 

conditions, it was recorded.  The decision to include amended legislation is based on 

the observation that legislation introduced to address a specific issue can at times be 

altered to address a different issue.  A good example is the Housing and Economic 

Recovery Act of 2008 (HR 3221).  This legislation was originally an energy bill 

introduced by Speaker Nancy Pelosi on July 30, 2007.  It remained dormant in the 
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Senate for more than five months until in an effort to work around the constitutional 

requirement that tax legislation must originate in the House, party leaders in the 

Senate transformed this legislation into a mortgage relief bill in response to the 

incipient mortgage crisis (CQ 2008).   

To identify legislative requests by the president, I used the Public Papers of 

the President.  Studies concerned with presidential legislation tend to use one of three 

public sources for data: The State of the Union Address, CQ presidential boxscores, 

and the Public Papers of the President. For the purposes of this study, the State of the 

Union Address and the CQ Presidential Boxscores are too narrow in scope.  The State 

of the Union Address occurs only once every year while the CQ presidential 

boxscores cover the years 1947 through 1975.  The Public Papers of the President, in 

contrast, encompass all public communication by the president during a given year 

from 1949 through the present.  If a president made a detailed proposal prior to 

congressional action on a specific bill, that proposal was recorded as a legislative 

request by the president.  A good example are the remarks made by President Gerald 

Ford that led to Congress considering the Tax Reduction Act of 1975.  During his 

State of the Union Address on January 15, 1975, President Ford requested that 

Congress stimulate the economy by enacting a $16 billion tax cut comprised of a 

twelve percent rebate on 1974 income taxes and a twelve percent tax credit for 

business investment. (PPP, January 15, 1975).  

 If a president made a detailed proposal after Congress began considering a 

specific bill, that proposal was not recorded as a legislative request by the president.  
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Instead, this proposal was considered as either an endorsement or rejection of a 

congressional initiative.  President Obama’s remarks on the need for Congress to 

enact legislation that made credit card terms and agreements more transparent during 

a press conference on April 23, 2009 is a good example of this.  Prior to these 

comments, the Senate Banking Committee and the House Financial Services 

Committee had approved and reported legislation on this issue.   

To identify legislative requests by administration officials, I relied on the CQ 

summary of every bill.  If an administration official made a detailed proposal prior to 

congressional action on a specific bill or if an administration report was the basis of 

congressional action on a specific issue, that proposal was recorded as a legislative 

request by the president.  The proposal released by Transportation Secretary Drew 

Lewis prior to congressional action on the Surface Transportation Assistance Act of 

1982 (HR 6211) is a good example of this.  Arguing for increased funds to finance 

more highway construction, Transportation Secretary Lewis released a proposal 

calling for a 5 cent per gallon tax hike to finance $5.5 billion worth of increased 

highway construction.  This proposal was then used by the House Public Works 

Committee to draft HR 6211 and label it as a jobs bill.   

If an administration official made a detailed proposal after Congress began 

considering a specific bill or spoke at a committee hearing after that committee 

decided to draft legislation on a specific issue, that proposal was not recorded as a 

legislative request by the president.  Housing and Urban Development Secretary 

George Romney’s remarks at a Senate Banking and Currency Subcommittee on 
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Housing and Urban Affairs hearing prior to their drafting of the Emergency Home 

Finance Act of 1970 is a good example.  Although HUD Secretary Romney presented 

detailed proposals to this subcommittee, such as transferring $1.5 billion in assistance 

funds to Fannie Mae to alleviate problems in the home mortgage market by producing 

more mortgage credit, this subcommittee was in the process of considering four bills 

on this issue prior to his testimony.   

To identify congressional provisions and presidential provisions in an enacted 

bill, I relied on legislative summaries from Congressional Quarterly’s yearly 

Almanac, the Public Papers of the President, legislative letters sent from Obama 

administration officials to Congress, legislative case files provided by the White 

House Records Office for the John F. Kennedy administration and for the Gerald 

Ford administration, New York Times articles, and Washington Post articles. A two-

stage process was used to identify these provisions.  First, I used the CQ Almanac 

legislative summary of an enacted bill to identify its major provisions.  Second, I 

assigned either Congress or the president with credit for each provision.   

Five criteria were used to allocate credit for a particular provision.  First, if a 

president proposed a specific provision for a bill prior to that provision appearing in 

any version of that bill, the president was credited with that provision.  Second, if an 

administration official proposed a specific provision for a bill prior to that provision 

appearing in any version of that bill or released a report that formed the basis for a 

specific provision, the president was credited with that provision.  Third, if the CQ 

legislative summary mentioned that Congress added to a bill a specific provision 
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sought by either the president or an administration official, the president was credited 

with that provision.  Fourth, if the president or an administration official proposed a 

specific provision for a bill, yet that provision was already present in that bill or in an 

earlier version of that bill, Congress was credited with that provision.  Fifth, if the 

president or an administration official did not propose a specific provision included in 

a bill, Congress was credited with that provision.  Only provisions included in an 

enacted bill are considered for this study.  This means that if a provision requested by 

the president was left out of a bill due to Congress choosing to not incorporate it, that 

provision was not considered.  Similarly, if the president successfully used its veto 

power to remove a congressional provision from an enacted bill, this provision was 

not considered.   

To identify both the cost of a bill that dealt with fiscal policy and each 

provision in this bill, I relied on itemized cost estimates provided by legislative 

summaries in Congressional Quarterly’s yearly Almanac, the Congressional Budget 

Office, legislative case files for the Kennedy administration and the Ford 

administration, or reports provided by relevant congressional committees.  To 

determine the total cost of congressional provisions and the total cost of presidential 

provisions in a bill that dealt with fiscal policy, I added the cost of all provisions 

credited to Congress and the cost of all provisions credited to the president.  Studies 

point out that while Congress may add to a bill either a tax provision or a spending 

provision requested by the president, it can at times drastically reduce the cost of this 

provision in relation to what the president requested (Mayhew 2011).  Since the 
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volume of a bill’s content is used by this analysis to measure success, this reality of 

the legislative process is accounted for in two ways.  First, if a president’s provision 

is the only provision in a bill and Congress reduces its cost, the president is still 

credited with determining the content of that legislation.  However, if the president’s 

provision is not the only provision in a bill and Congress reduces its cost, the 

president receives less credit for determining this bill since that provision takes up 

less space.
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Appendix C: Legislation in response to a recession, 1946-2009  
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Appendix D: Methodology for Chapter 4 

A three-stage process was used to identify economic policy tools for this 

study.  First, using the list of legislation created for chapter three, I created a list of 

legislation Congress passed in response to a recession.  Two criteria were used to 

create this list.  First, if Congress passed a bill and that bill was subsequently enacted, 

that bill remained on the list.  Second, if Congress passed a bill and that bill was not 

subsequently enacted due to a veto, that bill remained on the list.  If a bill did not 

meet either of these two criteria, it was removed from the list.   

Second, I used the CQ Almanac legislative summary of every bill on this list 

to identify the major provisions in each bill.  Third, I identified the economic policy 

tool used by each major provision in each bill on this list.  Two criteria were used 

during this phase of the process.  First, if the CQ summary of a particular bill 

mentioned that a major provision in that bill used a particular economic policy tool to 

provide a cost or a benefit, that economic policy tool was recorded.  Second, if the 

CQ summary of a particular bill mentioned that a major provision in that bill used a 

particular government program to provide a cost or benefit, the economic policy tool 

that program uses to provide a cost or a benefit was recorded.   

The defining feature of a particular economic policy tool was used to 

differentiate between the various economic policy tools.  Table D.1 provides the 

design feature of every economic policy tool identified for this study.  The defining 

feature of an economic policy tool is the method that tool uses to affect economic 

activity.  The defining feature of a transfer payment, for instance, is that it requires  
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Table  D.1. Defining and Design Features of Economic Policy Tools 
Policy Tool Type Defining Design 

Across the board tax 
cut 

Tax bracket adjustment Benefits all taxpayers  Procedure 

 Increase standard 
deduction 

Benefits all taxpayers Procedure 

 Tax rebate Benefits all taxpayers Procedure 
 Indexation Benefits all taxpayers Procedure 

Tax expenditure Corporate deduction Benefits particular taxpayers Target 

 Individual exemption Benefits particular taxpayers Target 

 Business exemption Benefits particular taxpayers Target 
 Exclusion Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 
 Non-refundable tax credit Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 

 Refundable tax credit Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 
 Capital gains tax reduction Benefits particular taxpayers Target 

 Corporate Income tax 
reduction 

Benefits particular taxpayers Target 

 Excise tax reduction Benefits particular taxpayers Target 
 Tax deferral Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 
 Tax forgiveness Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 

 Tax transfer Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 
 Tax status adjustment Benefits particular taxpayers Procedure 

Transfer 
Payments 

Means tested social 
program 

Transfers money to 
individuals 

Target 

 Universal social program Transfers money to 
individuals 

Target 

Contracts Procurement contract Transfers money to 
corporations 

Target 

 Purchase of service 
contract 

Transfers money to 
corporations 

Target 

Grants Formula-categorical grant Transfers money to 
State/Local 

Procedure 

 Project categorical grant Transfers money to 
State/Local 

Procedure 

 Block grant Transfers money to 
State/Local 

Procedure 

 Earmark Transfers money to 
State/Local 

Target 
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Policy Tool Type Defining Design 
Loans     Direct loans Transfer money that must 

be repaid 
Procedure 

       Loan guarantees Transfer money that must 
be repaid 

Procedure 

       Loan subsidies Transfer money that must 
be repaid 

Procedure 

      Mortgage purchase 
programs 

Transfer money that must 
be repaid 

Procedure 

       Capital injection Transfer money that must 
be repaid 

Target 

Vouchers        Food vouchers Transfer money to 
facilitate purchase 

Target 

      Education vouchers Transfer money to 
facilitate purchase 

Target 

        Vehicle vouchers Transfer money to 
facilitate purchase 

Target 

Controls Minimum wage Increase Restrictions Target 

 Product offering 
restrictions 

Increase Restrictions Target 

 Licensing requirements Increase Restrictions Target 

 Investment restrictions Increase Restrictions Target 
Delegation Directive Allocates authority Procedure 

 Authority transfer Allocates authority Procedure 

Insurance Bank Insolvency 
protection 

Provides Protection Target 

 Aviation accident 
protection 

Provides Protection Target 

Deregulation Reduce product offering 
restrictions 

Loosen restrictions Target 

 Reduce merger restrictions Loosen restrictions Target 

 Reduce investment 
restrictions 

Loosen restrictions Target 

Federal Reserve 
Deposits 

Reserve requirements Requires Savings N/A 

Interest rates Supplemental Federal 
Reserve interest rates 

Charges on borrowed 
money 

N/A 

 



 208 

the federal government to transfer either money, a good, or a service to an individual 

or a business.  The defining feature of a grant, in contrast, is that it requires the 

federal government to transfer money to either a state government or a local 

government to facilitate either the provision of a good or service or the purchase of a 

good or a service.   

The design features of a particular economic policy tool were used to 

differentiate between the various types of that tool.  The design features of an 

economic policy tool are the characteristics that can vary from one form of that tool 

to another.  Two characteristics of each economic policy tool identified for this study 

that can vary from one form of that tool to the other are the procedure of that tool and 

the target of that tool.  The procedure of an economic policy tool are the rules that 

guide either the funding or the enforcement of that tool.  The target of an economic 

policy tool is the individuals, corporations, or economic activity that tool will affect.  

Table D.1 provides whether the procedure or the target of one type of an economic 

policy tool identified for this study differs from the various other types of that tool.  

Three criteria were used to identify the mean each economic policy tool uses 

to provide a cost or a benefit.  First, if an economic policy tool uses either 

government spending or taxation levels to provide a cost or a benefit, that tool was 

coded as using fiscal means.  Second, if an economic policy tool uses rules to provide 

a cost or a benefit, that tool was coded as using regulatory means.  Third, if an 

economic policy tool uses the money supply to provide a cost or a benefit, that tool 

was coded as using monetary means.    
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Appendix E: Methodology for Chapter 5 

For the analysis conducted in chapter four, I created a list of legislation 

Congress passed in response to recessions in the post war era. I then used the CQ 

Almanac legislative summary of every bill on this list to identify the major provisions 

in each bill.  This list and the major provisions identified for every bill on this list 

were used for this chapter.  A two-stage process was used to determine the 

distribution of benefits and costs in every bill on this list.  First, I used the CQ 

Almanac legislative summary to identify whether each major provision in a bill 

provides either a benefit or places a cost.  Second, I assigned the benefits and costs in 

that bill as being distributed to either a group, geographic areas, or the general public.  

Seven criteria were used during the first phase of this process.  First, if a major 

provision in a bill cut taxes, that provision was coded as a benefit.  Second, if a major 

provision in a bill disbursed either money, goods, or a service, that provision was 

coded as a benefit.  Third, if a major provision in a bill reduced restrictions on an 

economic activity, that provision was coded as a benefit.  Fourth, if a major provision 

in a bill increased taxes, that provision was coded as a cost.  Fifth, if a major 

provision in a bill increased the tax burden on certain citizens or business, that 

provision was coded as a cost.  Sixth, if a major provision in a bill cut spending, that 

provision was coded as a cost.  Seventh, if a major provision in a bill restricted certain 

citizens or business from engaging in an economic activity, that provision was coded 

as a cost.   

Three criteria were used during the second phase of this process to determine 
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the distribution of benefits in a fiscal bill that cut taxes.  First, if a bill had a provision 

that cut income taxes across the board, that bill was coded as providing a general 

benefit.  Second, if a bill had a provision that cut taxes for an individual group, that 

bill was coded as providing a group benefit.  Third, if a bill had a provision that cut 

taxes for business, that bill was coded as providing a group benefit.   

Seven criteria were used to determine the distribution of costs in this type of 

fiscal bill.  First, if a bill cut taxes but did not have a provision that at least partially 

offset the cost of this tax cut, that bill was coded as providing a general cost.  Second, 

if a bill cut taxes and had a provision that partially offset the cost of this tax cut by 

either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for an individual group, that 

bill was coded as providing a general cost and a group cost.70  Third, if a bill cut taxes 

and had a provision that partially offset the cost of this tax cut by either raising taxes 

on or cutting spending on programs for business, that bill was coded as providing a 

general cost and a group cost.  Fourth, if a bill cut taxes and had a provision that 

partially offset the cost of this tax cut by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on 

programs for geographic areas, that bill was coded as providing a general cost and a 

geographic cost.  Fifth, if a bill cut taxes and had a provision that offset the cost of 

this tax cut by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for an 

individual group, that bill was coded as providing a group cost.  Sixth, if a bill cut 

taxes and had a provision that offset the cost of this tax cut by either raising taxes on 

                                                
70 This type of bill was coded as producing a general cost since the difference between the tax cut and 
the increase in taxes or decrease in spending to offset the tax cut will be paid by the general public 
through deficit financing.      
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or cutting spending on programs for business, that bill was coded as providing a 

group cost.  Seventh, if a bill cut taxes and had a provision that offset the cost of this 

tax cut by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for geographic 

areas, that bill was coded as providing a geographic cost. 

 Three criteria were used to determine the distribution of benefits in a fiscal 

bill that increased government spending.  First, if a bill had a provision that either 

increased spending on an existing program for an individual group or increased 

spending to create a new program for an individual group, that bill was coded as 

providing a group benefit.  Second, if a bill had a provision that either increased 

spending on an existing program for business or increased spending to create a new 

program for business, that bill was coded as providing a group benefit.  Third, if a bill 

had a provision that either increased spending on an existing program for geographic 

areas or increased spending to create a new program for geographic areas, that bill 

was coded as providing a geographic benefit.   

Seven criteria were used to determine the distribution of costs in this type of 

fiscal bill.  First, if a bill increased spending but did not have a provision that at least 

partially offset this spending, that bill was coded as providing a general cost.  Second, 

if a bill increased spending and had a provision that partially offset the cost of this 

spending by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for an individual 

group, that bill was coded as providing a general cost and a group cost.  Third, if a 

bill increased spending and had a provision that partially offset the cost of this 

spending by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for business, that 
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bill was coded as providing a general cost and a group cost.  Fourth, if a bill increased 

spending and had a provision that partially offset the cost of this spending by either 

raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for geographic areas, that bill was 

coded as providing a general cost and a geographic cost.  Fifth, if a bill increased 

spending and had a provision that offset the cost of this spending by either raising 

taxes on or cutting spending on programs for an individual group, that bill was coded 

as providing a group cost.  Sixth, if a bill increased spending and had a provision that 

offset the cost of this spending by either raising taxes on or cutting spending on 

programs for business, that bill was coded as providing a group cost.  Seventh, if a 

bill increased spending and had a provision that offset the cost of this spending by 

either raising taxes on or cutting spending on programs for geographic areas, that bill 

was coded as providing a geographic cost. 

 Three criteria were used to determine the distribution of benefits in legislation 

dealing with regulatory policy or monetary policy.  First, if a bill had a provision that 

reduced restrictions on business to participate or conduct an economic activity, it was 

coded as providing a group benefit.  Second, if a bill had a provision that restricted 

business from participating in or conducting an economic activity for the explicit 

purpose of benefitting the general public, it was coded as providing a general benefit.  

Third, if a bill had a provision that restricted business from participating or 

conducting an economic activity for the explicit purpose of benefitting an individual 

group, it was coded as providing a group benefit.  Two criteria were used to 

determine the distribution of costs in these types of bill.  First, if a bill had provisions 
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that restricted business from participating in or conducting an economic activity, it 

was coded as a group cost.  Second, if a bill had a provision that mandated business 

participate in a government program, it was coded as a group cost.  

 Itemized cost estimates provided by legislative summaries in Congressional 

Quarterly’s yearly Almanac, the Congressional Budget Office, or the Joint Committee 

on Taxation were used to identify the monetary size of benefits and costs in a bill that 

dealt with fiscal policy.  A three-stage process was used to determine the monetary 

size of benefits and costs in legislation dealing with fiscal policy.  First, I recorded the 

actual dollar amount for every benefit and cost in this type of bill.  That is, the dollar 

amount for every benefit and cost in the year it was conferred.  Second, I determined 

the exact dollar amount for the various types of benefits and costs in this type of bill.  

Third, I converted the dollar amount for every benefit and cost in this type of bill into 

real 2009 dollars.  For this stage of the process, I used the consumer price index 

converter chart provided by Dr. Robert Sahr 

(http://oregonstate.edu/cla/polisci/sahr/sahr).   

Five criteria were used during the second stage of this process to determine 

the dollar amount of general costs in legislation dealing with fiscal policy.  First, if a 

bill had provisions that cut taxes to provide benefits but did not have a provision that 

at least partially offset this tax cut, the total dollar amount of the tax cut in this bill 

was counted as a general cost.  Second, if a bill had provisions that increased 

spending on an existing program to provide a benefit and did not have a provision 

that at least partially offset this increase in spending, the total dollar amount of the 
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increase in government spending in this bill was counted as a general cost.  Third, if a 

bill had provisions that increased spending on an existing program to provide a 

benefit and had a provision that designated the federal government as covering the 

cost of this increase, the total dollar amount of the increase in government spending 

in this bill was counted as a general cost.  Fourth, if a bill had provisions that cut 

taxes to provide benefits and had provisions that partially offset the cost of this tax 

cut, the difference between the cost of the tax cut in this bill and the partial offset of 

this cost was counted as a general cost.  Fifth, if a bill had provisions that increased 

government spending on an existing program or increased government spending to 

create a program to provide benefits and had provisions that partially offset the cost 

of this increase in spending, the difference between the increase in spending in this 

bill and the partial offset of this cost was counted as a general cost. 
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Appendix F: Benefits in Legislation Congress Passed in Response to Recessions, 
1946-2009  

 
Congress Year(s) 

 
Legislation Geographic 

Benefits 
Group 

Benefits 
   General 

Benefits 
81st 

1949 Planned Public Works 
Act of 1949 

$900.9 million $0 $0 

 
1949 Public Buildings Act 

of 1949 
$630.6 million $0 $0 

 
1949 

The Fair Labor 
Standard Act 

Amendments of 1949 
0 21 0 

83rd 
1954 The Excise Tax 

Reduction Act of 1954 
$0 $7.99 billion $0 

 
1954 The Internal Revenue 

Code of 1954 
$0 $10.9 billion $0 

85th 
1958 Emergency Housing 

Stimulus 
$2.6 billion $11.5 billion $0 

 
1958 Federal Highway Aid 

Act of 1958 
$28.3 billion $0 $0 

 
1958 

Temporary 
Unemployment Act of 

1958 
$0 $4.9 billion $0 

 
1958 

Technical 
Amendments Act of 

1958 
$0 $1.9 billion $0 

 1958 HJ Res 588 $6.2 billion 0 $0 

 
1958 

Extension of the 
Defense Production 

Act 
0 1 0 

86th 1960 HJ Res 784 Housing $3.96 billion $12.7 billion $0 

 1960 Defense Production 
Act Extension 

0 1 0 

87th 
1961 The Housing Act of 

1961 
$19.5 billion $23.14 billion $0 

 

1961 

The Temporary 
Extended 

Unemployment 
Compensation Act of 

1961 

$0 $6.7 billion $0 

 
1961 

Aid to Dependent 
Children of 

Unemployed Parents 
$0 $1.7 billion $0 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Benefits 

Group 
Benefits 

   General 
Benefits 

 
1961 

Social Security 
Amendments Act of 

1961 
$0 $5.7 billion $0 

91st 
1969-70 

A bill to provide 
additional mortgage 

credit 
0 0 2 

 1969-70 HR 18582 $0 $9.7 billion $0 

 
1969-70 Emergency Home 

Financing Act 
$0 $11.97 billion $0 

 
1969-70 

Employment 
Securities Amendment 

Act 
1 8 0 

 
1969-70 

The Emergency 
Railroad Services Act 

of 1970 
$0 $690.6 million $0 

 
1969-70 

Economic 
Stabilization Act of 

1970 
0 0 0 

93rd 
1973-74 

Comprehensive 
Employment and 

Training Act of 1973 
$2.9 billion $15.5 billion $0 

 
1973-74 

Economic 
Stabilization Act 

extension 
0 0 1 

 
1973-74 

Emergency Home 
Purchase Assistance 

Act of 1974 
$0 $14.5 billion $0 

 

1973-74 

Emergency Jobs and 
Unemployment 

Assistance Act of 
1974 

$0 $26.1 billion $0 

 

1973-74 

Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1974 

$0 $4.4 billion $0 

 
1973-74 

The Fair Credit Billing 
Act and Equal Credit 

Opportunity Act 
0 6 3 

94th 1975 The Tax Reduction 
Act of 1975 

$0 $28.7 billion $63.4 billion 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Benefits 

Group 
Benefits 

   General 
Benefits 

94th 
1975 

The Emergency 
Homeowners Relief 

Act of 1975 
$0 $48.2 billion $0 

 
1975 

The Emergency 
Middle Income 

Housing Act of 1975 
$0 $47.8 billion $0 

 
1975 

The Revenue 
Adjustment Act of 

1975 
$0 $12.6 billion $21.1 billion 

 

1975 

The Emergency 
Compensation and 

Special 
Unemployment 

Assistance Extension 
Act of 1975 

$0 $6.8 billion $0 

 
1975 The Federal Aid 

Highway Funds Bill 
$44.2 billion $0 $0 

 
1975 Emergency Railroad 

Aid Act 
$0 $1.4 billion $0 

 

1975 

Emergency 
Employment 

Appropriations Act of 
1975 

$0 $21.1 billion $0 

 
1975 

Emergency 
Agricultural Act of 

1975 
$0 $7.2 billion $0 

96th 
1980 

Food Stamp 
Amendments Act of 

1980 
$0 $16.8 billion $0 

 
1980 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

1980 
$0 $4.4 billion $0 

 
1980 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

1980 
$0 $6.8 billion $0 

 
1980 

Department of 
Defense Authorization 

Act, 1981 
$13.5 billion $0 $0 

 

1980 

The Depository 
Institutions 

Deregulation and 
Monetary Control Act 

of 1980 

0 22 12 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Benefits 

Group 
Benefits 

   General 
Benefits 

97th 
1981 

The Economic 
Recovery Tax Act of 

1981 
$0 $962.9 billion $1.09 trillion 

 

1981 

The Urgent 
Supplemental 

Appropriations Act of 
1982 

$5.7 billion $5.4 billion $0 

 

1981 

The Surface 
Transportation 

Assistance Act of 
1982 

$167.5 billion $0 $0 

 
1981 Job Training 

Partnership act 
$0 $8.86 billion $0 

 
1981 

The Garn-St Germain 
Depository Institutions 

Act of 1982 
0 14 0 

 1981 Export Trading 
Company Act of 1982 

0 7 0 

101 

1991 

Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1991 

$0 $8.4 billion $0 

 

1991 

The Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1991 

$0 $10.1 billion $0 

 

1991 

Chemical and 
Biological Weapons 
Control and Warfare 
Elimination Act of 

1991 

$0 $598 million $0 

 

1991 

Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation 
Improvement Act of 

1991 
0 10 14 

107th 

2001 

Economic Growth and 
Tax Relief 

Reconciliation Act of 
2001 

$0 $561.2 billion $1.6 trillion 

 
2001 

Air Transportation and 
System Stabilization 

Act of 2001 
$0 $18 billion $0 

 
2001 

Crop Year 2001 
Agricultural 

Assistance Act 
$0 $6.7 billion $0 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Benefits 

Group 
Benefits 

   General 
Benefits 

110th 
2008 The Economic 

Stimulus Act of 2008 
$0 $156.4 billion $0 

 
2008 

The Housing and 
Economic Recovery 

Act of 2008 
$3.9 billion $341.6 billion $0 

 
2008 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

2008 
$0 $15.4 billion $0 

 
2008 

Economic 
Stabilization Act of 

2008 
$0 $697.2 billion $0 

 
2008 

Unemployment 
Compensation 

Extension Act of 2008 
$0 $6.5 billion $0 

 
2008 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

2009 
$0 $24.9 billion $0 

111th 

2009 

The American 
Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 
2009 

$193 billion $478 billion $22 billion 

 
2009 

Helping Families Save 
Their Homes Act of 

2009 
0 2 5 

 
2009 Supplemental 

Appropriations Bill 
$0 $4 billion $0 

 
2009 Credit Card Act of 

2009 
0 5 5 

 

2009 

Workers, 
Homeownership, and 
Business Assistance 

Act of 2009 
$0 $23.8 billion $0 
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Appendix G: Costs in Legislation Congress Passed in Response to Recessions, 
1946-2009      

 
Congress Year(s) 

 
Legislation Geographic 

Costs 
Group 
Costs 

General 
Costs 

81st 
1949 Planned Public works 

Act of 1949 
$900.9 million $0 $0 

 
1949 Public Buildings Act of 

1949 
$0 $0 $630.6 billion 

 
1949 

The Fair Labor 
Standard Act 

Amendments of 1949 
0 21 0 

83rd 
1954 The Excise Tax 

Reduction Act of 1954 
$0 $0 $7.99 billion 

 1954 The Internal Revenue 
Code of 1954 

$0 $9.7 billion $1.3 billion 

85th 
1958 Emergency Housing 

Stimulus 
$0 $0 $14.1 billion 

 
1958 Federal Highway Aid 

Act of 1958 
0 $0 $28.6 billion 

 
1958 

Temporary 
Unemployment Act of 

1958 
$4.9 billion $0 $0 

 
1958 Technical Amendments 

Act of 1958 
$0 $0 $1.93 billion 

 1958 HJ Res 588 0 $0 $6.2 billion 

 1958 Extension of the 
Defense Production Act 

0 0 0 

86th 1960 HJ Res 784 Housing $0 $0 $16.7 billion 

 
1960 Defense Production Act 

Extension 
0 0 0 

87th 
1961 The Housing Act of 

1961 
$0 $0 $42.6 billion 

 

1961 

The Temporary 
Extended 

Unemployment 
Compensation Act of 

1961 

$0 $6.7 billion $0 

 
1961 

Aid to Dependent 
Children of 

Unemployed Parents 
$0 $0 $0 

 
1961 

Social Security 
Amendments Act of 

1961 
$0 $5.7 billion $0 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Costs 

Group 
Costs 

General 
Costs 

91st 
1969-70 

A bill to provide 
additional mortgage 

credit 
0 3 0 

 1969-70 HR 18582 $0 $0 $9.7 billion 

 
1969-70 Emergency Home 

Financing Act 
$0 $0 $11.97 billion 

 
1969-70 Employment Securities 

Amendment Act 
0 2 0 

 
1969-70 

The Emergency 
Railroad Services Act 

of 1970 
$0 $690.6 million $0 

 1969-70 Economic Stabilization 
Act of 1970 

0 4 0 

93rd 
1973-74 

Comprehensive 
Employment and 

Training Act of 1973 
$0 $0 $18.4 billion 

 
1973-74 Economic Stabilization 

Act extension 
0 7 0 

 
1973-74 

Emergency Home 
Purchase Assistance 

Act of 1974 
$0 $0 $14.5 billion 

 
1973-74 

Emergency Jobs and 
Unemployment 

Assistance Act of 1974 
$0 $0 $26.1 billion 

 

1973-74 

Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1974 

$0 $0 $4.5 billion 

 
1973-74 

The Fair Credit Billing 
Act and Equal Credit 

Opportunity Act 
0 4 0 

94th 
1975 The Tax Reduction Act 

of 1975 
$0 $10.4 billion $81.7 billion 

 
1975 

The Emergency 
Homeowners Relief Act 

of 1975 
$0 $0 $48.2 billion 

 
1975 

The Emergency Middle 
Income Housing Act of 

1975 
$0 $0 $47.8 billion 

 
1975 The Revenue 

Adjustment Act of 1975 
$0 $0 $33.5 billion 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Costs 

Group 
Costs 

General 
Costs 

 

1975 

The Emergency 
Compensation and 

Special Unemployment 
Assistance Extension 

Act of 1975 

$0 $0 $6.8 billion 

 
1975 The Federal Aid 

Highway Funds Bill 
$0 $0 $44.2 billion 

 
1975 Emergency Railroad 

Aid Act 
$0 $0 $1.4 billion 

 

1975 

Emergency 
Employment 

Appropriations Act of 
1975 

$0 $0 $21.1 billion 

 1975 Emergency Agricultural 
Act of 1975 

$0 $0 $7.2 billion 

96th 
1980 

Food Stamp 
Amendments Act of 

1980 
$0 $0 $16.8 billion 

 
1980 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

1980 
$0 $0 $528.6 million 

 
1980 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

1980 
$0 $0 $6.8 billion 

 
1980 

Department of Defense 
Authorization Act, 

1981 
$0 $0 $13.5 billion 

 

1980 

The Depository 
Institutions 

Deregulation and 
Monetary Control Act 

of 1980 

0 9 0 

97th 
1981 

The Economic 
Recovery Tax Act of 

1981 
$0 $13.8 billion $2.03 trillion 

 

1981 

The Urgent 
Supplemental 

Appropriations Act of 
1982 

$0 $0 $11.1 billion 

 
1981 

The Surface 
Transportation 

Assistance Act of 1982 
$0 $0 $167.5 billion 

 
1981 Job Training 

Partnership act 
$0 $0 $8.96 billion 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Costs 

Group 
Costs 

General 
Costs 

 
1981 

The Garn-St Germain 
Depository Institutions 

Act of 1982 
0 2 1 

 
1981 Export Trading 

Company Act of 1982 
0 2 0 

101 

1991 

Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1991 

$0 $0 $8.4 billion 

 

1991 

The Emergency 
Unemployment 

Compensation Act of 
1991 

$0 $0 $10.1 billion 

 

1991 

Chemical and 
Biological Weapons 
Control and Warfare 
Elimination Act of 

1991 

$0 $0 $598 million 

 

1991 

Federal Deposit 
Insurance Corporation 
Improvement Act of 

1991 
0 25 0 

107th 

2001 

Economic Growth and 
Tax Relief 

Reconciliation Act of 
2001 

$0 $0 $2.2 billion 

 
2001 

Air Transportation and 
System Stabilization 

Act of 2001 
$0 $0 $18.2 billion 

 
2001 

Crop Year 2001 
Agricultural Assistance 

Act 
$0 $0 $6.7 billion 

110th 
2008 The Economic Stimulus 

Act of 2008 
$0 $0 $156.4 billion 

 
2008 

The Housing and 
Economic Recovery 

Act of 2008 
$0 $18.4 billion $0 

 
2008 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

2008 
$7.7 billion $0 $7.7 billion 

 
2008 Economic Stabilization 

Act of 2008 
$0 $0 $0 
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Congress Year(s) 
 

Legislation Geographic 
Costs 

Group 
Costs 

General 
Costs 

 
2008 

Unemployment 
Compensation 

Extension Act of 2008 
$0 $0 $0 

 
2008 

Supplemental 
Appropriations Act of 

2009 
$0 $0 $0 

111th 

2009 

The American 
Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 
2009 

$0 $0 $787 billion 

 
2009 

Helping Families Save 
Their Homes Act of 

2009 
0 0 0 

 
2009 Supplemental 

Appropriations Bill 
$0 $0 $4 billion 

 
2009 Credit Card Act of 

2009 
0 10 0 

 

2009 

Workers, 
Homeownership, and 
Business Assistance 

Act of 2009 
$0 $22.7 billion $1.1 billion 
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