Our Busy Representatives


The House Commission on Administrative Review interviewed 154 members and concluded that most of them were having great difficulty “effectively performing their public duties”.  The reason: “severe fragmentation of a (House) member’s time; the huge growth of work that threatens Congress’ ability to effectively discharge its lawmaking, oversight and representative duties; and uneven, ineffective and inefficient distribution of labor within the House.”


The world, the Commission noted, was getting too complex for the average member to cope with: the complexities arose from a growing bureaucracy, the development of “new” issues, such as environmental pollution and nuclear weapons proliferation, and more demands from the Home folks.  The number of committee and subcommittee meetings more than doubled, from 3,210 in 1946 to 6,975 in 1976.  During the same two decades, the number of hours the House was in session almost doubled from 937 to 1,789.


The Commission said, that the typical representative’s eleven-hour day includes:

· Four hours and twenty-five minutes on the House floor or in committee or subcommittee meetings

· Forty-six minutes answering mail and signing letters

· Twenty-six minutes with constituents

· Three minutes in conference with the House leadership

· Fifty-three minutes conferring with their staffs

Most of the remainder of the typical day is taken up with scattershot activities, except for two alarmingly brief periods: eleven minutes daily devoted to reading and twelve minutes on legislation and speech writing.

The Commission’s bleak conclusion:


Rarely do (House) members have sufficient blocks of time when they are free from the frenetic pace of the Washington “treadmill” to think about the implications of various public policies.


No matter how conscientious a representative might be, the splintering of his/her time into so many tiny bits and pieces hampers the effective conduct of lawmaking, oversight and constituent service functions.

Consequently, the systematic oversight of federal programs has become a “near impossibility.”

Report of the House Commission on Administrative Review, released August 27, 1977.

Activity


In the House chamber

In committee/ subcommittee work


Hearings


Business


Markups


Other

In his/her office


With constituents


With organized groups


With others


With staff aides


With other representatives


Answering mail


Preparing legislations, speeches


Reading


On telephone

In other Washington locations


With constituents at Capitol


At events


With leadership


With other representatives


With informal groups


In party meetings


Personal time


Other

Other 

Total


Average Amount of Time Spent on Activity

  2 hours, 53 minutes

                                   1 hour, 24 minutes

26 minutes

9 minutes

42 minutes

7 minutes

3 hours, 19 minutes

17 minutes

9 minutes

20 minutes

53 minutes

5 minutes

46 minutes

12 minutes 

11 minutes

26 minutes

2 hours, 02 minutes

9 minutes

33 minutes

3 minutes

11 minutes

8 minutes

5 minutes

28 minutes

25 minutes

1 hour, 40 minutes

11 hours, 18 minutes

Source: U.S. House of Representatives, Commission on Administrative Review, Administrative Reorganization and Legislative Management (95th Congress, 1st session, 1977. H. Doc. 95-232), pp. 18-19.

