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ABSTRACT

What inspires and propels investigative work in Congress? Members consistently cite legislative action to claim credit for their

investigations, but what makes certain inquiries more legislatively productive than others? In this paper, I link members' in-

vestigative and legislative work and argue that committee investigations represent a crucial stage in the broader policymaking

process in Congress. I assess the structure of House Oversight Committee investigations and the role of each component part

in predicting legislative outcomes. I show that, contrary to their reputation as theatrical time-wasters, public nonlegislative

committee hearings contribute to problem-solving via both individual and collective legislative action. Additionally, I offer a nor-

mative upside to the effects of partisanship on executive-targeted investigations: Committee investigations are more legislatively

productive under divided rather than unified government.

1 | Introduction

In the 1957 Supreme Court case Watkins vs. United States, no
less a constitutional authority than Chief Justice Earl Warren
established that “the power of the Congress to conduct inves-
tigations is inherent in the legislative process. That power is
broad. It encompasses inquiries concerning the administration
of existing laws as well as proposed or possibly needed statues.”
However, Warren included in his majority opinion a caveat,
warning that “no inquiry is an end in itself; it must be related
to, and in furtherance of, a legitimate task of the Congress.
Investigations conducted solely for the personal aggrandizement
of the investigators or to ‘punish’ those investigated are indefen-
sible” (354 U.S. 178, 187).

In other words, investigations must have legislative purpose, a
term that has been routinely weaponized by recalcitrant govern-
ment and nongovernment officials alike against Congressional
investigators. For just one instance, in the 2020 Supreme Court
case Trump vs. Mazars, President Donald Trump grounded his
refusal to turn over his tax returns in House committees' lack
of a “valid legislative purpose” for the inquiry. Yet despite the

© 2026 Washington University in St. Louis.

constitutional entanglement of Congress' investigative and legis-
lative responsibilities, the scholarly literature has tended to treat
the processes as distinct and motivated by disparate incentives.
While there is a robust body of work on Congressional commit-
tees' use of oversight and investigations to align administrative
outcomes with their own preferences (Dodd and Schott 1979;
Moe 1987, 2013; McGrath 2013; MacDonald and McGrath 2016;
Feinstein 2018; Lowande and Potter 2021; Ban and Hill 2025),
the effect of investigative activity on the legislative process is
less known (though see Lewallen et al. 2016; Lewallen 2020;
Fagan and McGee 2022).

This paper explores the legislative outcomes of Congressional
investigations. Via an analysis of 18years of investiga-
tions on the primary oversight committee in the House of
Representatives, I assess several factors that may explain
variations in the legislative productivity of committee inves-
tigations. Congress's legislative work, perfectly intuitively,
is measured by legislative action—by the bills, amendments
and other provisions introduced, marked up, passed and en-
acted. But I argue that committees’ investigative work can and
should be assessed in the same way. “Legislative purpose” is
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not simply a term parsed by courts when ruling on disputes
between Congressional committees and their legislative tar-
gets; rather, the passage of legislation in service of a problem
revealed by an investigation is one of the purposes of the in-
vestigation itself.

Thus, I argue that scholars and political actors should conceive
of the investigative and legislative processes as interrelated parts
of along and complex effort toward problem-solving in Congress.
During committee-led investigations, members collect, process,
and present information about salient problems to themselves,
their colleagues, and the public, which in turn informs the legis-
lative solutions they devise and build coalitions to pass.

This paper proceeds in four parts. In Section 2, I explicitly link
the investigative and legislative processes in Congress by iden-
tifying committees’ practice of what I call investigative credit
claiming. In Section 3, I deconstruct committee investigations:
I justify my use of investigations rather than their constituent
activities—Iletters, hearings and reports—as a relevant unit of
analysis, and posit that each type of activity plays a distinct role
in building an investigation and setting the stage for legislative
action. In Section 4, I assess the effect of partisanship on the
legislative productivity of investigations aimed at the executive
branch. Finally, in Section 5, I test how a committee leader's
strategic deployment of information resources affects the leg-
islative output of her panel's investigations. My findings offer
some solace to observers who worry that partisanship and the
theatricality of public hearings have eroded the effectiveness of
investigations in Congress: Both partisan opposition to the pres-
ident and frequent public hearings predict that an investigation
is more legislatively productive.

2 | Investigative Credit Claiming

In 1973, Richard Fenno identified members' desire to “make
good public policy” as a goal distinct from their reelection im-
perative (Mayhew 1974); Congress' oversight work advances this
goal (Ogul and Rockman 1990; Evans 1994). There is a rich lit-
erature on how committees rely on nonlegislative activity to col-
lect and process information about politically salient problems
and, subsequently, devise policy solutions (Talbert et al. 1995;
Diermeier and Feddersen 2000; Lewallen et al. 2016, 2018;
Park 2017; Levin and Bean 2018; Lewallen 2020; Fagan and
McGee 2022; Ban et al. 2023; Eldes et al. 2024). And while there
is certainly evidence (Lewallen 2020) that members may con-
sciously pursue investigations at the expense of legislative work,
the choice between oversight vs. legislating is not necessarily
zero-sum. I argue that information gathering and processing
during the investigative process facilitates a member's legislative
goals by (a) substantively contributing to her understanding of a
given problem and, thus, to a higher-quality proffered solution;
and (b) publicly demonstrating her grasp of the problem and,
thus, enhancing her credibility in proposing and advocating for
a particular solution.

While not every investigation has immediate or clear legislative
relevance, investigations can serve as vehicles for future legis-
lative action. Reports from legislative watchdog agencies such
as the Government Accountability Office (GAO) explicitly cite

the need for legislative, in addition to administrative, policy re-
sponses to waste, fraud and abuse in government (Leavitt 2024).
Members also routinely propose or discuss various possible solu-
tions to a problem they are investigating, even if exact legislative
language does not yet exist. Rep. Katie Porter (D-CA) refers to
hearings as “an opportunity to educate the American people
about what's at stake in the policy choices we're making. The
average American doesn't have hours to spend to educate them-
selves on these topics. They don't have staff—we do” (quoted in
Dayen 2021).

Members of Congress claim credit for policy actions that di-
rectly benefit their constituents, and the frequency with which
members claim credit affects their levels of support back home
(Grimmer et al. 2012, 2014). Credit claiming is not dependent
on legislative success, as less effective legislators claim credit at
the same rate as their more effective peers (Simas et al. 2025),
though the translation of these claims into electoral capital de-
pends on whether a member's actions actually meet her con-
stituents’ demands (McLaughlin 2025). And while most of the
literature on credit claiming focuses on particularistic spending,
members also link themselves to broader pieces of regulatory
legislation, emphasizing in press releases and social media posts
their roles as co-sponsors and other forms of engagement in get-
ting a bill across the finish line.

But scholars and practitioners have often emphasized the dis-
tinction between the legislative role, which permits credit claim-
ing, and the investigative role, which provides opportunities for
position taking via public actions (Mayhew 2000). And while
in 1885, Woodrow Wilson maintained that “the informing
function of Congress should be preferred even to its legislative
function” (172), contemporary political actors appear eager to
denigrate oversight as a distraction from Congress’ “real” work.
In 2007, President George W. Bush criticized the Democrat-
controlled House and Senate for “not getting its work done.
The House of Representatives has wasted its time on a constant
stream of investigations” (The White House 2007). In 2019,
President Donald Trump Tweeted, referring to House-led inves-
tigations: “You can't investigate and legislate simultaneously—it
just doesn't work that way. You can't go down two tracks at the
same time” (quoted in Tillett and Watson 2019). That same year,
former House Oversight Committee Chairman Jason Chaffetz
(R-UT) noted that “the Democrats have taken their A-list fresh-
men and put them on the Oversight Committee—there is a rea-
son why. If you want to be a viper and aren't afraid of mixing it
up, Oversight is a good place for you” (quoted in Caldwell and
Moe 2019).

These comments are not necessarily insincere or even inac-
curate; partisan grandstanding is an all-too-familiar part of
the investigative process, particularly during public hearings
(Park 2021; Lewallen et al. 2024) and in online communications
(Grimmer 2013; Wang and Tucker 2021). But the rhetorical sep-
aration of oversight and supposedly more substantive legislative
work places members in a defensive position, searching for ways
to justify and legitimize their investigative work.

Voters also tend to be skeptical of the value of oversight. After
the 2022 midterm election cycle, a majority of Americans
worried that the new Republican majority would focus “too
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much” on investigating President Joe Biden, presumably at
the expense of legislating (Pew Research Center 2023). In
2018, voters had the same concerns about the prospective new
Democratic House majority (Geiger 2018). As the political
scientist Matthew Levendusky puts it: “Issues of interbranch
power are complex and inside-baseball and tend to matter
most to those who are deeply invested in the process and are
typically the most partisan. Most voters see this sort of feud-
ing and wonder why Congress isn't spending time trying to
fix health care, tackle climate change, and so forth” (Penn
Today 2019).

Thus, members have an incentive to explicitly link their over-
sight work with their legislative efforts—what I term investiga-
tive credit-claiming. 1 argue that not only are the investigative
and legislative processes connected via the gathering and pro-
cessing of information, which informs legislative language, but
also that members intentionally and publicly tie legislative ac-
tions to information uncovered and presented during an inves-
tigation. Former House Oversight Committee Chairman Henry
Waxman (D-CA) called nonlegislative hearings a “golden op-
portunity to bring public attention to an issue, which instantly
makes it a higher priority for Congress. ...The practical effect of
a successful hearing is that the media will immediately want
to know three things: How did this happen? Whose fault is it?
Why isn't it being stopped? The ensuing pressure often forces
the responsible party to take action or creates an imperative for
legislation” (Waxman 2009, location 482). Put differently by
Rep. Elijah Cummings (D-MD), one of Waxman's successors as
committee chair: “Let's not forget the full name of our commit-
tee—Oversight and Reform. We're not here just to watch what's
going on; we're here to correct it when it's wrong” (Cummings
and Dale 2020, 98).

Congress is clear about its desire to address problems uncovered
through investigations via legislative reforms. In reports released
publicly at the end of particularly salient or heavily resourced
investigations, committees often lay out a series of legislative
recommendations intended to solve the problems the report has
just finished delineating, even if the committee itself does not
have legislative jurisdiction over the issue (and thus less of an
incentive to couple investigations with reforms). For instance,
in December 2022, the House Select Committee to Investigate
the January 6th Attack on the United States Capitol released its
final, 845-page report laying out its case that President Trump
was responsible for attempting to overturn a free and fair elec-
tion. In the final section of the report, the committee made a se-
ries of policy recommendations, including four legislative items,
based on the cache of evidence it had spent nearly 2years col-
lecting. Though the report focused on building a criminal case
against President Trump, members of the committee stressed
that “we also have an obligation to recommend legislation to
make sure such an attack never happens again” (Cheney and
Lofgren 2022). The month the report was released, Congress
passed, and President Biden signed, the Electoral Count Reform
and Presidential Transition Act as part of its year-end consoli-
dated appropriations bill, clarifying and strengthening the pro-
cedures for certification of states’ electoral votes.

Given that members are eager to tout the legislative effects
of their investigative work, and that partisanship does not

necessarily kill fact-finding during committee investigations,
why do certain investigations succeed legislatively while others
do not within highly polarized environments?

3 | The Structure of an Investigation

In this paper, per Lowande and Peck (2017), I use committee
investigations, rather than specific activities such as committee
hearings, as my unit of analysis. An investigation may focus on
a specific accusation of waste, fraud, or abuse, or on a broad pol-
icy problem that spans the jurisdiction of multiple agencies and
nongovernment actors. Each investigation may also comprise a
variety of information-gathering activities, including not only
hearings but also letters to institutional targets, public reports,
memoranda, and program audits by legislative watchdogs such
as GAO (Aberbach 1990; Selin and Moore 2023).

My choice to focus on investigations has two chief benefits.
First, it permits a more complete picture of committee investi-
gative work, since the most commonly used proxy (a nonlegis-
lative hearing) is a particular beast, more labor-intensive and
public-facing compared with other forms of oversight (Selin
and Moore 2023). Second, looking at investigations allows for
the consideration that each type of activity plays a specific role
within the larger inquiry.

Letters, in which members request information from an institu-
tional target, usually denote the beginning of a committee in-
quiry. Letters as a form of Congressional action are increasingly
studied by oversight scholars as an important mode for influ-
ence over the bureaucracy (Ritchie 2018; Ritchie and You 2019;
Reynolds and Gode 2020) but are also often mocked for their sup-
posed futility: In May 2025, former White House Press Secretary
Jen Psaki quipped of Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer's
(D-NY) “strongly worded letter” to the Trump administration,
“if that's not going to make you shake in your boots, I don't know
what is” (quoted in Herzlich 2025).

Iargue that letters are best viewed as tools by which committees
establish their investigative agendas and present the scope of
their investigations; a committee might target the leader of one
particular agency, or it might send letters to 50 agencies, indi-
cating a government-wide inquiry. The substantive information
that the letters request, and the number of letters sent, are thus
visible forms of committee agenda-setting and are also subtle re-
minders of the panel's institutional power when signed by the
committee's chair: If the target of the inquiry does not provide
the requested documents or testimony within a set window of
time, follow-up letters threatening a subpoena may be sent.
Thus, the number of letters sent during an investigation can in-
dicate, in addition to the scope of an inquiry, the chair's commit-
ment and determination to acquire the requested information.

Nonlegislative hearings serve as public forums in which mem-
bers can both obtain new information from witnesses but also
process existing information while framing it for a public audi-
ence. While hearings are choreographed and witnesses are cho-
sen and prepped based on their suitability for a specific public
forum, all members are permitted to ask these witnesses ques-
tions, and chamber rules permit the minority to invite their own
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witnesses (Burgat 2019; Rapallo 2026). Thus, the committee is
exposed to new information gleaned from targets they grill in
public, from experts and from ideological opponents.

Finally, staff reports are publicly released reports published by
either the majority or minority staff office, or sometimes—and
more rarely—as a joint committee product written and approved
by both the majority and minority offices. Reports present and
summarize the information staff retrieved over the course of
the investigation and often include proposals for policy solu-
tions—both legislative and administrative—to the problems
the committee has just described (Moore et al. Forthcoming;
Theriault Forthcoming).

A committee investigation thus takes place in three basic stages:
the initial establishment of the scope and targets of the investi-
gation, during which requests for information are made and the
sources of that information established; the public presentation
and processing of existing information, along with exposure to
new information and to new frames for understanding it; and
the final summary of information after it has been collected and
processed, coupled with discussion of the implications of that
information for future policy choices. Not every stage will be
present in every investigation: some inquiries will begin and end
with a letter, some will include multiple public hearings, and
most will not end with a polished staff report. Similarly, many
inquiries will not yield legislative solutions, whether proposed in
bills or amendments, passed by the committee's parent chamber,
or enacted into law. But many will.

What, then, accounts for why certain committee investigations
are more legislatively productive than others? To answer this
question, I look at evidence from the primary oversight panel in
the House of Representatives. In the 119th Congress, this is the
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform,! which I will
refer to henceforth as the House Oversight Committee (HOC).
This project looks at HOC's investigative work over an 18-year
period, from 2007 to 2024, under the authority of eight different
committee chairs, four Republicans and four Democrats, in an
era defined by high levels of partisan polarization.?

Investigations can take many forms, and those forms are often
contingent on an investigator's formal power: Majority-party in-
vestigators enjoy the benefits of agenda control and subpoena
power, which are effective for compelling new information
and witnesses from investigative targets, whereas minority-
party staff offices send requests that are not enforceable by
subpoena and thus are routinely ignored, even by agencies and
other targets who may be ideologically sympathetic to the mi-
nority party's goals.> Minority-led investigations provide valu-
able insights into members' legislative efforts and priorities; in
particular, minority staff reports strategically and effectively
challenge majority-led narratives in the media (Drolc and
Butcher Forthcoming). However, this project focuses only on
majority-led investigations.

I establish the existence of an “investigation” by the presence
of at least one of the following products of committee inquiries:
letters sent, hearings convened and reports published.* My data
include 968 discrete inquiries conducted by HOC from the 110th
Congress (2007-2008) to the 118th Congress (2023-2024).

To gather the data on the component parts of each investiga-
tion—Iletters, hearings and reports—I relied on three sepa-
rate sources: the Congressional Oversight Records Database
(CORD) at the Levin Center for Oversight and Democracy for
the committee reports published by HOC's majority office; the
Congressional ProQuest database for HOC hearings; and HOC's
cache of letters made publicly available on the majority office's
website.> I then relied on HOC's press releases, available on the
committee's website from 2011-present and via the National
Archives and Records Administration's (NARA) digital archives
from 2006-present, in order to classify committee activities into
discrete investigations. Releases announcing a letter to a govern-
ment agency, for instance, would also routinely refer to previ-
ously sent letters on the same topic, or to hearings conducted on
the same issue the letter addressed. Committee press releases fa-
cilitated the classification of approximately 90% of HOC letters,
hearings and reports into separate investigations. Appendix A
provides examples of classifications made via press releases, and
also describes how the other 10% of activities were classified into
discrete investigations.

In this paper, I explicitly connect the stages of information gath-
ering, processing and presentation on a committee to Congress’
attempts to solve the uncovered problems through legislation. In
other words, I argue that committee investigations represent a
crucial step in the policymaking process. House rules grant HOC
near-complete jurisdictional freedom to investigate any issue at
any time; however, its legislative jurisdiction is comparatively
limited, covering the federal workforce, the postal service, fed-
eral records-keeping and the Census. Thus, HOC itself does not
have much direct control over whether legislative solutions to
issues within its oversight jurisdiction make it to the markup
stage. As a result, HOC members may align their investigative
activities with their legislative work on other, policy-centric
committees, and use the information gleaned through investi-
gations as a mode for coalition-building with legislators on other
committees with the necessary policy jurisdictions.

Other, policy-centric committees have issue jurisdictions that
cover both their legislative and their oversight work. Because
House rules require committee consideration of a bill before
it reaches the floor, panels in the lower chamber continuously
battle for control over certain policy areas (Jones et al. 1993;
King 1994). However, HOC is the only House committee ded-
icated primarily to oversight, with an unlimited investigative
jurisdiction coupled with a very limited legislative jurisdiction;
the panel can investigate virtually anything but can only act
legislatively on a select few of those issues. Thus, of all House
committees, HOC has the least strategic incentive to establish
jurisdictional boundaries and zealously guard legislative action
on the issues it investigates. And as a result, HOC members
would be more willing to publicly claim credit for legislation
that is written and passed outside of the committee. For these
reasons, HOC is an especially valuable analytical tableau for as-
sessing chamber-wide legislative action on issues the committee
investigates.

The major challenge in measuring an investigation's leg-
islative productivity, of course, is credibly linking policy
outcomes to investigations. Members' and committees’ credit-
claiming may be more beneficial than mere position-taking
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(Fiorina 1977) but, in order to work, it must be credible and le-
gitimate, and members are hurt by attempting to claim credit
for outcomes they cannot plausibly link to their own efforts
(Mayhew 1974). Since press releases are a valuable tool for leg-
islators’ credit claiming (Yiannakis 1982; Grimmer et al. 2012;
Grimmer 2013), I relied on committee press releases to gather
data on the legislative effects of the committee's investigations:
I assume that if the committee believes a legislative action is
a direct result of an investigation, it will take credit for the
action in a press release.

I rely on two definitions of “legislative action™ first, the intro-
duction of a legislative provision by any member of the commit-
tee;% and, second, the passage of a legislative provision by the
full House. “Provisions” include stand-alone bills, amendments,
spending items, and bills folded into omnibus legislation, in order
to account for a more expansive and accurate definition of law-
making (Eatough and Preece 2025). Again, and importantly, I
only consider the aforementioned types of legislative actions to be
the result of specific investigations if the committee itself links the
action and investigation in a press release. Additionally, I linked
provisions to investigations only if the legislative action occurred
after the date on which the investigation began.” Assigning legisla-
tive actions cited by HOC press releases to specific committee in-
vestigations permits analysis of why some of those investigations
are more legislatively productive than others.

One important limitation of my research is that I do not make
substantive distinctions between the legislative provisions that I
link to investigations. Because all provisions in my data are men-
tioned in committee press releases, I assume that the salience of
each provision (at the time it is mentioned by the committee) is
comparable to the others. But I do not account for possible dif-
ferences in the quality or urgency of the provisions. Future work
should and will include more fine-grained distinctions between
types of legislative action: for instance, is one provision more
likely to solve a given problem? Are certain provisions more
popular with party leadership? Is there an electoral incentive for
the committee to claim credit for, or for the chamber to act on,
certain provisions over others?

TABLE1 | Investigations by Congress, 2007-2024.

4 | Probing the Legislative Productivity of
Investigations: The Role of Partisanship

One of the most consistent findings in the oversight litera-
ture is that committees investigate the executive branch more
under divided government, when Congress and the presidency
are controlled by different parties, than under unified govern-
ment (Mayhew 2005; Kriner and Schwartz 2008; Parker and
Dull 2009, 2013; Lee 2015). Kriner and Schickler (2016) show
that Congressional investigations aimed at the executive branch
are able to diminish the president's public standing.

Table 1 reports the number of new investigations initiated by
HOC in each of nine congresses, from the 110th (2007-2008)
to the 118th (2023-2024). The table also presents the number
of new investigations per congress that target the executive
branch specifically, as well as the proportion of all new in-
vestigations that are executive-targeted. Each investigation
in my data set was hand-coded according to its institutional
target; all inquiries that were classified as executive-targeted
focused on one or more executive agencies or on individuals
who worked within those agencies, including the president
himself.?

A glance at Table 1 indicates that HOC initiated more new in-
vestigations when the presidency was controlled by its partisan
opposition, per the consensus in the literature that partisanship
incentivizes committees to launch new, potentially politically
damaging investigations of the executive. But does partisanship
also play a role in translating these inquiries into legislative
proposals and actions? In other words, are committees better at
solving, through legislation, the problems their investigations
uncover when the targets of those investigations are controlled
by the opposition?

I assess the effect of divided partisan control of govern-
ment—defined here as whether the House majority and the
presidency are controlled by opposite parties—on four depen-
dent variables that measure the legislative productivity of an
investigation:

Partisan control

No. new investigations

New investigations
(executive branch-targeted)

110th Congress (2007-2008) Divided
111th Congress (2009-2010) Unified
112th Congress (2011-2012) Divided
113th Congress (2013-2014) Divided
114th Congress (2015-2016) Divided
115th Congress (2017-2018) Unified
116th Congress (2019-2020) Divided
117th Congress (2021-2022) Unified
118th Congress (2023-2024) Divided

94 59 (62.8%)
57 24 (42.1%)
99 65 (65.7%)
49 34 (69.4%)
111 81 (73%)
117 73 (62.4%)
147 75 (51%)
99 30 (30%)
158 96 (60.8%)
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« A binary measure of whether a legislative provision related
to an investigation was introduced, representing whether
committee members have engaged with possible policy
solutions to a problem;

+ A count of the raw number of separate legislative provisions
related to an investigation that were introduced, represent-
ing the extent to which members have engaged with policy
solutions to a problem;

« A binary measure of whether a provision was approved
by the full House, representing whether an investigation
yielded legislative success; and

« A count of the raw number of separate provisions that
were approved by the full House, again representing
the extent to which members have attempted to solve a
problem.

Crucially, because my dependent variables measure the in-
troductions and passage of legislative provisions, rather than
the enactment of laws, I expect that HOC investigations that
commence under divided government will be more legis-
latively productive than those under unified government.
Congress does pass fewer important laws overall under di-
vided compared with unified government (Coleman 1999;
Howell et al. 2000; Binder 2003; Hughes and Carlson 2015).
However, I contend that members in the strictly majoritar-
ian lower house introduce and pass legislative solutions to
problems unpacked during investigations as a form of credit-
claiming for their investigative work. Introducing legislative
language, and even passing a bill in the full House, are much
less costly responses to a particular problem than building the
kind of broad legislative coalition required to scale steep in-
stitutional hurdles, such as Senate passage and the presiden-
tial veto, along the path to enactment. Thus, not only can we
expect committees to investigate the executive branch more
under divided government, but we can also expect members
to introduce and pass more legislative solutions as a visible
and relatively low-cost way to claim credit for investigations.

Table 2 presents the results of four models assessing the effect of
divided House-executive control on the legislative productivity
of investigations that target the executive branch. For Models 1
and 3, T use a standard logit model; for Models 2 and 4, I opt for a
negative binomial count model, which allows the variance of the

counts (in this case, legislative provisions) to differ from their
expected value. For Models 3 and 4, which assess effects of the
covariates on legislative passage, I control for the seat margin
of the House majority, since larger majorities provide a cushion
that eases a bill's path to passage.

Executive-targeted investigations are more likely to produce
legislative language and legislative action when the investi-
gative target is controlled by the committee’s political opposi-
tion. Additionally, investigations of the executive yield a greater
number of proposed and chamber-approved solutions under
divided than under unified partisan control. These results pro-
vide support for the existence of investigative credit-claiming on
committees: HOC initiates more investigations of the executive
branch under divided government and publicly embraces legis-
lative action on the very issues the investigations articulated.

Though introductions (compared with passage) and passage
(compared with enactment) are less costly forms of legisla-
tive action—and thus obvious modes for investigative credit-
claiming—we may still consider these actions as legitimate,
good-faith efforts on the part of individual members and the
larger chamber to solve problems explored and revealed through
investigations. Credit-claiming, after all, must be credible, and
I argue it is reasonable to assume that committee support for
publicly touted reforms is genuine. Thus, my results offer some
normative implications as well: Yes, under divided government,
committees investigate the executive branch more, but they
are also more eager to solve the problems those investigations
uncover. These findings indicate that committees do not nec-
essarily view investigations—and the political damage they
inflict—as ends in and of themselves, but see committee-led in-
quiries of their opposition as opportunities to gain information
and grease the proverbial wheel for a viable policy solution.

5 | Probing the Legislative Productivity of
Investigations: The Role of Information Resources

While partisanship appears to affect the legislative productivity
of executive-targeted investigations over time, given the limited
nature of the data, which represents just one committee in the
House, it is difficult to discern how much of the effect of divided
government on the legislative effectiveness of this committee is

TABLE 2 | Effects on legislative productivity of executive-targeted investigations, 2007-2024.
Likelihood
of provision No. provisions Likelihood of No. provisions
introduced introduced provision passed passed
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Intercept —3.0***(0.42) —2.9%**(0.43) —3.55%**(0.47) —2.91%** (0.48)
Divided Govt. (1 =yes; 1.09* (0.44) 1.31** (0.46) 1.57*** (0.36) 1.02** (0.37)
0=no)
Majority Seat Margin — — 0.02*** (0.006) 0.02** (0.007)
Model Logit Negative Binomial Logit Negative Binomial

Note: Estimates are standardized coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. N=540. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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due to committee-specific factors or the idiosyncrasies of spe-
cific chairs. Over the time period of my study, only two chairs,
Jason Chaffetz (R-UT) and Carolyn Maloney (D-NY), presided
under both divided and unified conditions—and the former
was chair for only 5months under unified control, before Trey
Gowdy (R-CA) took over in June 2017. Thus, while the results
in the previous section do suggest that partisan control of gov-
ernment appears to affect the legislative productivity of inves-
tigations, more data is needed to test this pattern across all
committees and a broader expanse of history. (See Table B.1 in
Appendix B for within-chair results; like Models 1-4 in the pre-
vious section, the “divided government” covariate is significant
across all models.)

However, I am also interested in inquiry-specific factors that
predict investigations' legislative success absent a change in
committee leadership. Why are certain investigations more
legislatively productive than others even when they are initiated
by the same chair, and thus presumably motivated by the same
ideological or political incentives? Additionally, by assessing
within-chairship variations in the legislative effectiveness of in-
vestigations, we can assume as constant not just the chair's ide-
ology but also the basic structural and resource arrangements
of the committee. Even when partisan control of the committee
remains unchanged, when there is a change in committee lead-
ership, there is often significant staff turnover® and the previ-
ous chair's commitments, while nominally echoed, may not be
prioritized. For instance, after the retirement of Jason Chaffetz,
new chair Trey Gowdy continued Chaffetz's investigations
into waste and fraud in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) and the water contamination crisis in Flint,
Michigan, but opted to discontinue Chaffetz's ongoing investi-
gations into Planned Parenthood, student loan debt and improv-
ing airline safety. Thus, when a new chair assumes control of a
committee, we can expect to see shifts in staff resources as well
as investigative agendas.

Table 3 presents HOC's investigative activity across eight chairs,
from Henry Waxman in the 110th Congress (2007-2008) to
James Comer (R-KY) in the 118th (2023-2024). I report the
number of discrete investigations begun under each unique
chair; when a new chair takes over in the middle of a congres-
sional session, I count an investigation that began under the old

TABLE 3 | Investigations by Chair, 2007-2024.

chair but continues under the new chair as “new” for the incom-
ing chair.

Figure 1 presents the number of new investigations initiated in
each month of a particular chairship. Unsurprisingly, the first
1-2months of a new chairship boast the highest number of new
investigations. Carolyn Maloney, the only chair in my data who
assumed the role after the death of a colleague (rather than after
resignation or shuffling of committee assignments and roles in
a new congress), inherited and continued many of her predeces-
sor's investigations, which accounts for the unusually high num-
ber of new investigations (31) in the first month of her chairship.
Otherwise, the number of new investigations per month is fairly
stable across chairs.

In Table 3, I also report the number of individual letters, hear-
ings and committee reports per chair, which helps contextual-
ize the investigations data. While more separate investigations
per chair indicates a more expansive agenda, and fewer a more
constrained agenda, the number of investigations alone does not
paint a full picture of the extent of the committee's work under
each chair. One chair might pursue a tighter agenda than an-
other, focused on a smaller set of key issues, and yet each inquiry
might be more in-depth and yield more hearings, letters and re-
ports—and, crucially, more legislative action.

To assess effects on the legislative productivity of investigations
within chairships, I concentrate on the effects of information
resources on six dependent variables. The previous section as-
sessed the effect of divided government on (a) the likelihood of
the introduction and passage of a legislative provision; and (b)
the number of legislative provisions introduced and passed by the
full chamber. In this section, I consider two additional depen-
dent variables:

o The hazard ratio of the amount of time, in months, that
elapses between the beginning of an investigation and the
first subsequent introduction of a legislative solution under
a given chair's leadership; and

« The hazard ratio of the amount of time, in months, that
elapses between the beginning of an investigation and the
first subsequent passage by the full House of a legislative
solution under a given chair’s leadership.

House oversight committee

Discrete investigations Hearings Letters Staffreports
Henry Waxman (D) (January 2007-December 2008) 94 204 917 13
Edolphus Towns (D) (January 2009-December 2010) 57 154 170 4
Darrell Issa (R) (January 2011-December 2014) 148 358 548 64
Jason Chaffetz (R) (January 2015-May 2016) 131 209 375 18
Trey Gowdy (R) (June 2016-December 2018) 102 89 233 6
Elijah Cummings (D) (January 2019-October 2019) 73 68 159 3
Carolyn Maloney (D) (November 2019-December 2022) 206 198 787 40
James Comer (R) (January 2023-December 2024) 158 144 570 11
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FIGURE1 | New Investigations Per Month, By Chair, 2007-2024.

The hazard ratio represents the probability that an event (the in-
troduction/passage of a legislative provision) will occur during a
specific time window (the length of a chair's tenure, which varies
in my data from 10 to 48 months), given that the event has not al-
ready occurred. A higher hazard ratio represents a higher risk of
the event's occurring sooner rather than later. This variable thus
reflects the legislative priority to which HOC assigns a particular
investigation, with a higher hazard ratio’s reflecting higher prior-
ity (and greater efficiency of a legislative response).

I measure the time until the event by subtracting the month
in which the investigation began from the month in which the
first legislative provision related to that investigation was in-
troduced/adopted. For instance, if an investigation began in
February 2011 (month 2 of Darrell Issa’s chairmanship) and the
first legislative provision related to that investigation passed the
House in April 2013 (month 28 of Issa’s chairmanship), the dura-
tion would be recorded as 26 months. Much of the data are right-
censored because the clock “resets” at the end of each chair's
term even if a legislative provision was not approved. I right-
censor the data at the end of a chairship rather than at the end of
a congress because, for chairs whose tenures span multiple con-
gresses, there is no systematic reason to suspect that in a new
congress the very same chair would curtail legislative efforts to
address certain issues that remain on her investigative agenda.
(The results from data right-censored at the end of a congress
are presented in Appendix B, Table B.4; there is one difference
in significance across the models, which I discuss later in the
paper.) I use a Cox proportional hazards (PH) model because it
avoids placing parametric assumptions on the data; the model
assumes that the hazard can take any shape at any time and that

24

26 28 30 32 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48

Month

the distribution of the hazard is the same for all data points (in
this case, legislative provisions).

For all models, I assess the effects of three covariates, each
representing a type of information resource. As discussed in
Section 3, the number of letters sent as part of a given investi-
gation may serve as a proxy for (a) the scope of an investigation
and (b) the chair's commitment to the inquiry. Letters are the
“cheapest,” and therefore most common, form of investigative
activity; of 968 investigations across eight chairs, 703 (73%)
included at least one letter. Thus, because more letters signal
greater commitment from the committee without exacting
much higher resource costs, and because a broader investiga-
tive scope provides more opportunities for solving problems
via legislation, I expect a higher number of letters sent over the
course of an inquiry to predict greater legislative productivity
of an investigation, both in terms of introduction and passage
of legislative provisions.

The number of hearings serves as a proxy for the public nature of
the investigation. How eager is the committee to investigate an
issue in real time under the watchful eyes of C-SPAN cameras
and members of the media? Hearings are more resource-costly
than letters; they require literal hearing-room space as well as
staff and member time spent requesting and prepping witnesses,
and drafting opening statements and question lines that will
play well in a public and press-attended forum. Of 968 total in-
vestigations, 580 (60%) included at least one hearing. I expect a
higher number of hearings conducted as part of an investigation
to yield more legislative productivity: Members who gain, pro-
cess and present information in a public deliberative space are
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more likely to claim credit legislatively for proposing and pass-
ing solutions to the issues they have highlighted.

Finally, a binary measure of whether the committee published
a staff report as part of a given investigation indicates both
an overall resource commitment and, crucially, the panel's
commitment to problem-solving. Policy proposals in reports
demonstrate that committee staff have thought through possi-
ble solutions to the problems they have identified and, indeed,
new scholarship shows that staff reports are particularly ef-
fective for spurring legislative action, especially in the House
(Theriault Forthcoming). A staff report is the most “expensive”
form of activity and thus is also the rarest. Of 968 total investi-
gations, just 115 (12%) produced a staff report over the course
of the chairship. Due to the high cost of publishing staff reports
and because these reports almost always present recommended
policy solutions, I expect the presence of a staff report to predict
the legislative success of an investigation.

T also assess the effect of a fourth covariate, bipartisan collabo-
ration, on the legislative productivity of an investigation. This
covariate, unlike the others, does not represent an information
resource, but it does represent possible enhanced credibility of
the information resource variables (letters, hearings, and re-
ports) that we can assume will lead to more legislative produc-
tivity. I define a bipartisan investigation by the presence of at
least one of three criteria: a letter signed by at least one mem-
ber of the committee's partisan minority; a committee report
endorsed by both the majority and minority staff offices; and a
subpoena voted for by at least one member of the minority party.

Bipartisan oversight work is far more common in the Senate
than in the House; in the lower chamber, in an era of high po-
larization, cross-party investigative work has become increas-
ingly rare. Thus, the imprimatur of bipartisan support on a
HOC investigation may indicate the potential for bipartisan
support for related legislation; even in polarized Congresses,
successful policymaking is enhanced by bipartisan support
(Curry and Lee 2019; Harbridge-Yong et al. 2023). Bipartisan
oversight also tends to vary widely across congresses, chairs
and political circumstances even in constrained time periods
(Maehr and Reynolds 2021), making this metric useful for as-
sessing variations in legislative action. There is also evidence

that bipartisanship leads to more effective oversight (Levin
and Bean 2018; Reynolds and Maehr 2023). Additionally, new
scholarship from Lowande and Weiss (Forthcoming) shows that
bipartisan staff reports tend to include more policy recommen-
dations. Thus, I expect investigations that command bipartisan
support to be more legislatively productive.

Table 4 presents the effects of the covariates on the likelihood
that a provision is introduced during the chairship (Model 5);
the number of legislative provisions introduced during the
chairship (Model 6); and the hazard ratio of the time elapsed
between an investigation's commencement and the first sub-
sequent introduction of a provision during the chairship
(Model 7).

Table 5 presents the effects on the likelihood that a provision
is passed by the full House during the chairship (Model 8); the
number of provisions passed during the chairship (Model 9); and
the hazard ratio of the time between the beginning of an investi-
gation and the first subsequent passage of a provision during the
chairship (Model 10). For the models assessing effects on legis-
lative passage in Table 5, I control for the majority party's seat
margin. (For readers who are interested, I present the results of
these models in stepwise fashion in Appendix B.)

For all logit and negative binomial models, I include chair-level
fixed effects. For all Cox PH models, the data are right-censored
at the end of a chairship. For the PH models, I report the hazard
ratios rather than the coefficients, for ease of interpretation. The
hazard ratio is the exponentiated coefficient, or the ratio of the
hazards for a 1-unit change in the relevant covariate. Thus, if
the ratio is greater than 1, there is an increase in the hazard, or
“risk” of an event's occurring sooner, due to a 1-unit increase in
the value of the covariate. Ratios less than 1 represent a decrease
in the hazard, or the chance of “survival” (which in this case
means the chance that no provision is introduced/passed).

The number of letters produced null results almost across the
board (though see Model 9 in Table 5). The results for the pres-
ence of a staff report, the most expensive form of oversight ac-
tivity, were mixed. For the introduction of provisions related to
an investigation (Table 4), the publication of a staff report had
no predictive value. However, though these resource-costly

TABLE 4 | Effects on legislative productivity (introductions), 2007-2024.

Likelihood of provision

Number of provisions

Time elapsed before
provision introduced

introduced introduced (in months) hazard ratio
Model 5 Model 6 Model 7

Staff report (1 =yes; 0=no) 0.42 (0.28) 0.44 (0.24) 1.04

No. hearings 0.25%**(0.05) 0.27***(0.07) 1.14%*

No. letters 0.01 (0.008) 0.02 (0.02) 1.0

Bipartisan (1 =yes; 0 =no) 0.68%(0.31) 0.57**(0.22) 1.82%

Model Logit (with chair Negative binomial (with Cox proportional hazards (right-
fixed effects) chair fixed effects) censored at end of chairship)

Note: Models 5-6: Estimates are standardized coefficients with chair-clustered standards errors in parentheses. Model 7: Estimates are exponentiated coefficients (ratio

of the hazards). N=968. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.
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TABLE 5 | Effects on legislative productivity (House Passage), 2007-2024.

Time elapsed before

Likelihood of Number of provision passed
provision passed provisions passed (in months) hazard ratio
Model 8 Model 9 Model 10

Staff Report (1 =yes; 0=no) 1.27*** (0.25) 0.36* (0.18) 1.5

No. Hearings 0.38%**(0.06) 0.29*** (0.06) 1.1%*

No. Letters 0.01 (0.007) 0.02* (0.009) 1.004

Bipartisan (1 =yes; 0=no) 0.48 (0.33) 0.39(0.27) 1.85*

Majority Seat Margin 0.007 (0.01) —0.0003 (0.02) 1.0

Model Logit (with chair fixed effects) Negative binomial (with Cox proportional hazards (right-

chair fixed effects) censored at end of chairship)

Note: Models 8-9: Estimates are standardized coefficients with chair-clustered standards errors in parentheses. Model 10: Estimates are exponentiated coefficients

(ratio of the hazards). N=968. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

investigations do not appear to inspire individual legislative sal-
lies, the presence of a staff report significantly predicts both the
probability of collective chamber action (Table 5, Model 8) and
the extent of that action (Table 5, Model 9). These results indicate
a legislative purpose for committees' investigative reports: While
reports may not be useful modes for individual legislative efforts,
they instead may serve as valuable blueprints for collectively leg-
islating on complex and salient problems. Most reports explicitly
recommend the passage of specific pieces of legislation that may
have originated, and have extant coalitions of support, outside of
HOC itself. Noncommittee members and party leaders may thus
rely on the evidence presented in HOC reports to spur legislative
action, affirming the continued utility of committees as factories
for information and expertise (Krehbiel 1991).

However, the null result for the staff report covariate in the PH
model (Table 5, Model 10) suggests that reports do not predict
the legislative efficiency of an investigation; in other words, the
House does not appear to prioritize legislative action on investi-
gations that culminate in a report. Assessed within the context
of the other models explaining legislative passage, however, we
might conclude that high-cost, behind-the-scenes work does in-
deed result in more legislative action overall—but that this ac-
tion is simply delayed or back-loaded until the end of a congress
or chairship.!® In a lame-duck Congress especially, House lead-
ers are often eager to pass as many bills as possible before power
shifts in the next congress.

Swift passage is only one facet of legislative success, and this
paper does not make substantive distinctions between legis-
lative provisions; it assumes instead the substantive equality
of all provisions for which HOC claims credit. Thus, future
work might explore whether provisions passed at the end of a
congress or chairship are more important (in terms of policy
content) and salient than those passed more quickly. But the
expectations here are not clear: House leaders might delay pas-
sage of major legislation until right before an election cycle (i.e.,
in the 21st or 22nd month of a congress) in order to give in-
cumbents something to run on; however, passage in the earlier
months of a congress might insulate members from the elec-
toral consequences of a controversial vote. Because I do not

expect substantively important provisions to cluster in certain
months of a chairship or congress, I assume that the PH models
are unlikely to be biased toward or against more “important”
legislative provisions.!!

The number of hearings conducted over the course of an inves-
tigation was the only information resource that was consistently
significant in predicting both the introduction of legislative lan-
guage and the passage of legislative solutions, across all mod-
els. More public hearings predicted (a) a higher likelihood that
an investigation would lead to legislative action; (b) a higher
number of provisions that were introduced and approved by the
full chamber; and (c) a greater hazard, or “risk,” that legislative
action would occur more quickly. (These results are robust, as
the hearings covariate retained its significance in the hazard
models in Appendix B.) These results suggest the importance
of a public deliberative forum for members’ ability to both draft
legislative language to solve a problem and build coalitions for
broad legislative action on that problem.

One interpretation of these results is that committees are sim-
ply more likely to claim credit, via press releases, for legislative
action related to the most visible form of investigative work.
Holding hearings and thus permitting issues to be presented and
debated in public incentivizes members to subsequently act—
and act quickly—on those issues and emphasize their follow-up
efforts in public-facing media.

However, the causal arrow could point in the other direction:
Committee chairs may schedule more hearings on an issue pre-
cisely because proposed legislative solutions from panel mem-
bers are already under way. To reiterate, while all introductions/
passages of provisions must occur after the commencement of
the related investigation to be included in my data, I do not ac-
count for the timing of any investigative actions after the first.
A first letter or hearing initiates an investigation, which in turn
may prompt the introduction or passage of a legislative solution.
But thereafter, the panel chair might decide to hold several more
hearings in order to build support for the related bill or amend-
ment. Do hearings inspire legislation, or does legislation inspire
more hearings? Future work can and should trace the linear
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progress of investigations in order to tease out the chicken-egg
relationship between investigative and legislative actions.

However, the fact that only hearings, as opposed to letters and
staff reports, are consistently highly significant across models
predicting legislative passage indicates that particular forms of
investigative activity are more effective for legislative coalition-
building than others. While noncommittee members may turn
to information revealed through HOC investigations to inform
their floor-level support for proposed legislative solutions, how
that information is revealed to other members appears to mat-
ter. Members may pay more attention to information when it is
gathered and processed in public, and when their colleagues are
able to clearly present evidence and walk through an argument
for a possible solution. After all, while most letters to investiga-
tive targets are made publicly available, members who are not
directly involved in that particular investigation don't see the
responses; instead, responses (or lack thereof) from institutional
targets are often mentioned, summarized, and debated in public
hearings. And while staff reports lay out detailed findings and
recommendations for a public readership, most investigations
don't produce one.

But hearings are public events where information is presented
orally,!? and during which members can question an ideologi-
cally diverse array of witnesses—and hear arguments from their
own colleagues—in real time. Public hearings virtually guar-
antee some form of press coverage, and also produce televised
broadcasts—and social media clips—that can easily inform
noncommittee members who did not directly participate. My
results suggest, then, that nonlegislative hearings may serve as
a unique mechanism for pushing policy solutions through the
legislative process.

Finally, my results show that investigations with bipartisan sup-
port predict the introduction, but not the passage, of legislative
solutions. (Model 10 in Table 5 does provide some evidence that
bipartisan investigations may lead to quicker passage of a related
provision, and the robustness checks in Appendix B, Table B.4,
confirm the significance of this result.) Overall, bipartisanship
does seem to promote the desire to problem-solve through legis-
lation. Members may assume that if an investigation commands
at least some bipartisan support, the introduction of a proposed
solution might garner some cosponsors across the aisle, increas-
ing the viability of passage.

However, there are degrees of bipartisan support for investiga-
tions, with varying implications for the legislative effectiveness
of the investigation. In some cases, the committee chair and
ranking minority member both spearhead an investigation;
in others, one or two rank-and-file committee members from
the minority will sign on to a majority investigation without
the support of the rest of their caucus. Under both of these cir-
cumstances, the bipartisan support simply lends credibility to
an inquiry the majority already had the power to conduct and
enforce. And while we can imagine that these types of biparti-
san inquiries might prompt more introductions—again, either
because members actually see an opportunity for bipartisan leg-
islative work or because it gives individual members an opportu-
nity to tout their cross-party collaboration—the support would
not necessarily make a difference in terms of passage in the full

House, especially if the majority already has a comfortable seat
margin (which my models control for).

Alternatively, a rank-and-file member from the majority may
choose to join a minority-led investigation; however, this
type of bipartisan action is a relatively meaningless form of
position-taking unless the gavel-wielding committee chair
also lends her support. And without the support of party
leaders, any legislative solution to the problem uncovered in
the inquiry is unlikely to make it past the introduction-and-
referral stage.

6 | Concluding Thoughts

I argue that the success of an investigation may be measured by its
legislative output—a fulfillment of the Supreme Court-mandated
“legislative purpose” of a Congressional inquiry. A committee-led
investigation represents a crucial stage in the broader policymak-
ing process, during which members receive information about a
problem, process that information, present it to their colleagues,
make arguments about what it means and, subsequently, work to
transform it into legislative language and action.

The investigative stage is itself a complex and multipartite pro-
cess, and thus committee chairs must allocate resources stra-
tegically to achieve their goals. Should they convene a public
hearing and, if so, how many? Which and how many institu-
tional targets should be asked to turn over information; if the in-
formation is not provided, should a subpoena be issued? Should
the committee publish a report that maps the architecture of a
problem and offers a path forward for other investigators and
legislators both on and outside of the committee? Is seeking bi-
partisan support on an investigation worth the effort?

More work is necessary, across more committees and longer
periods of time, to fully understand the modes through which
Congress' investigative work leads to successful policymaking,
but this paper contributes to our knowledge in a few crucial
ways. First, it demonstrates that members use legislative action
to claim credit for their investigative work, linking the inves-
tigative and legislative processes. Second, the paper provides
evidence that investigations of the executive that occur under
divided government, when the incentive for partisan attacks
is strongest, are actually more legislatively productive than in-
quiries under unified government. This finding offers more nu-
ance, and a potential normative upside, to the effect of partisan
polarization on the oversight process. Members may initiate in-
vestigations to politically damage an opposition administration,
but they also appear to take seriously the need to fix the waste,
fraud and abuse they uncover.

Finally, the paper shows that different forms of investigative
activity affect the legislative productivity of an investigation
in different ways. Most notably, what happens during public
hearings—that is, the real-time processing and presentation
of information—contributes to the legislative success of an
investigation. Hearings, especially on highly polarized com-
mittees, are often dismissed as elaborate time-wasters, in
which politicians yell back and forth for public consumption
and no real work gets done. But while scholars and political
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actors may be tempted to focus on the action behind the cur-
tain, I argue they should also pay due attention to the stage:
Hearings, these often dramatic mise en scenes, may in fact be
where the “real magic” happens.

But legislative success is just part of what makes an investigation
successful. Future work should focus on other ways in which
the success of an investigation might be measured, probing
both the electoral and legal effects of Congress's oversight work.
Additionally, scholars should continue to acknowledge and ac-
count for the complexity of the oversight process, which requires
supporting and excavating new and innovative sources of com-
mittee data.

While data on committee hearings are readily available,
thanks to sources such as Congressional ProQuest and the
Policy Agendas Project at the University of Texas-Austin, data
on other oversight activities, such as letters and reports, are
sparser. The Levin Center's Congressional Oversight Reports
Database (CORD), the first comprehensive database of commit-
tee reports from both majority and minority staff offices, is thus
particularly valuable not only for facilitating the scholarship in
this issue of Legislative Studies Quarterly but also for the future
opportunities it presents for oversight scholars. Do committees
reap particular benefits for expending valuable resources on
reports as opposed to hearings and letters? How do commit-
tees use reports to both guard their own issue jurisdictions and
signal priorities to colleagues and leadership? Which policy
recommendations are more likely to be enacted, and why? Do
minority-party investigative reports predict committee agendas
after a shift in partisan control? What is the electoral value of
the narratives endorsed in minority-party reports? These are
only a few of the avenues of oversight research the CORD da-
tabase makes possible, and through them a more holistic and
systematic understanding of a longstanding but relatively un-
derstudied institutionalized process.

Data Availability Statement

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Endnotes

! This committee has enjoyed several names throughout the 21st
century: the Committee on Government Reform prior to 2007, the
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform from 2007 to 2018,
the Committee on Oversight and Reform from 2019 to 2022, and the
Committee on Oversight and Accountability from 2023 to 2024.

2 Beginning in the 111th Congress (2009-2010), the most conserva-
tive Democrat in Congress was ideologically to the left of the most
liberal Republican (Mann and Ornstein 2012), and this distribution
of preferences has not changed since. Over the period of my study,
first-dimension DW-NOMINATE measures of polarization between
the two major parties in the House was 0.805 in the 110th Congress
(2007-2008) and 1.11 in the 118th Congress (2023-2024) (see Lewis
et al. 2025).

3 To be clear, any member of the minority party on a committee may
move to issue a subpoena. However, subpoenas may be approved only
(a) unilaterally by the committee chair or (b) via a majority vote of the
entire panel. As David Rapallo (2026) puts it: “It has become common
for members of Congress and the media to state as a fait accompli
that ‘the minority does not have subpoena power.” Although it is true

that only certain committee chairs have authority to issue subpoenas
unilaterally, and although it is unlikely the minority will win votes
on subpoena motions, there have been multiple instances in which
both Democratic and Republican minorities have been successful in
obtaining subpoenas” (27-28). Subpoenas proposed by the minority
party but approved by either the committee chair or a majority of the
panel have the same legal status and enforceability as any others; it is
simply that subpoenas proposed by the minority party are politically
unlikely to be approved.

41 include only letters issued on committee letterhead from the com-
mittee's majority office, and only reports published by the commit-
tee's majority office, thus excluding any related letters and reports
issued by committee members' individual offices.

5 Committees do send letters that they choose not to make publicly
available; my study only accounts for publicly available letters.

6 The provision may be introduced by any member of the committee,
whether that member is part of the majority or the minority, as long as
the majority press office claims credit for the introduction in a release.
In other words, my data includes provisions introduced by minority
members of the committee only if those provisions are endorsed in a
press release from the majority office. Additionally, it is important to
mention that, because of HOC's limited legislative jurisdiction, most
of the provisions introduced by HOC committee members were re-
ferred to other House committees.

7The beginning of an investigation is defined as the earliest date,
under a given chair’s tenure, on which the committee sent any letter,
held any hearing, or published any report as part of the investigation.
See Appendix A for further description and examples of how I classi-
fied the duration of investigations.

8 Each investigation was classified as targeting one or more of the fol-
lowing institutional types: the executive branch; non-government
organizations (including for-profit corporations or not-for-profit
institutions such as universities); state and local governments; for-
eign governments and international institutions such as the United
Nations; the federal judiciary; and Congress itself. No investigation
targeted more than four of these institutional types.

° The end of many chairs' tenures coincide with the end of a congress,
especially in the House; the end of a congress and of a House electoral
cycle thus may explain the staff turnover between chairs even when
the majority party retains control from one congress to the next.
However, because committee staff serve at the pleasure of the chair
(Romzek and Utter 1997), staff retention is linked to personal ties to,
and commitment to the policy goals of, the member (Jensen 2011;
Brant 2024).

19Tn Appendix B, Table B.4, the survival data is right-censored at the
end of a congress rather than at the end of a chairship and, as in
Table 5, the staff-report covariate does not reach significance.

1 However, as in all proportional hazards models, events that occur
earlier in a given time period exert greater influence on the estimated
likelihood of an event's occurring. As time progresses, and as more
introductions/passages occur, the “risk set” of investigations for
which legislative action is still outstanding diminishes and, thus, in-
troductions/passages that occur later supply less information to the
likelihood function.

12 However, committees almost always make the information presented
during a hearing available in written form, from testimony submit-
ted prior to the hearing by witnesses to members' opening statements
to hearing transcripts to press releases summarizing the hearing's
takeaways.
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