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How are politicians informed and who do politicians seek information from? The role of
information has been at the center for research on legislative organizations but there is a lack
of systematic empirical work on the information that Congress seeks to acquire and consider. To

examine the information flow between Congress and external groups, we construct the most comprehen-
sive dataset to date on 74,082 congressional committee hearings and 755,540 witnesses spanning 1960–
2018. We show descriptive patterns of howwitness composition varies across time and committee and how
different types of witnesses provide varying levels of analytical information. We develop theoretical
expectations for why committees may invite different types of witnesses based on committee intent,
interbranch relations, and congressional capacity. Our empirical evidence shows how committees’
partisan considerations can affect how much committees turn to outsiders for information and from
whom they seek information.

INTRODUCTION

H ow are politicians informed and who do poli-
ticians invite to provide information in the
policy-making process? Members of Congress

work in complex environments, are time constrained,
make decisions that have important and potentially far-
reaching consequences, and are constantly pressured to
act (Baumgartner and Jones 2015; Curry 2015). In this
environment, information is one of members’ most
important strategic needs and tools as they consider
legislation (Krehbiel 1991). Members may need infor-
mation about the importance of problems that they are
asked to address (Baumgartner andLeech 1998). Addi-
tionally, members may also require information about
the likely influence, effectiveness, or unintended con-
sequences of policy proposals on their constituents
(Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Krehbiel 1991) and
reelection chances (Hansen 1991).
Corporations, think tanks, and other groups seek to

influence legislators through the provision of informa-
tion. Members’ desire for information thus serves as an
opportunity for external groups to enter and gain influ-
ence. Providing information as a form of lobbying has
long been characterized in the formal theory literature
(Austen-Smith 1993; Schnakenberg 2017), and it is also
an important factor in understanding the strategic
behaviors that Congress exhibits when it comes to

controlling the bureaucracy and the issues of delegation
(Banks and Weingast 1992; Gailmard and Patty 2012).

Despite the vast theoretical attention paid to the role
of information in legislative organization and interac-
tions between legislators and external groups, there is a
lack of systematic empirical work on the information
that Congress seeks to acquire and consider. From
whom do members of Congress seek information, and
how does information content vary by the identity of
the providers? How do institutional conditions such as
divided government and congressional capacity affect
information acquisition? Exploring these questions
empirically is essential to understanding the role of
information in legislative institutions and how effec-
tively members enact policies (Volden and Wiseman
2014).

Although there are various avenues through which
Congress can collect information, committee hearings
and the corresponding witness invitation process pre-
sent a unique, observable setting that reveals the spe-
cific external individuals and information that
committee members have selectively sought to con-
sider and convey to other members, interest groups,
the media, and voters during the committee process.
Committee hearings are also considered one of the
main settings where members actively collect and eval-
uate information for congressional deliberation (Quirk
2005). We leverage these facts and use witness testi-
mony to examine the information-seeking behavior of
congressional committees.

We present the most comprehensive analysis to date
of the information flow between Congress and external
groups by examining the types of witnesses that com-
mittees invite from 1960 to 2018 and the conditions
under which committees turn to some types of wit-
nesses more than others. First, we introduce our data
and describe witness invitation patterns across 74,082
hearings and 755,540 witnesses who testified in Con-
gress during the 58-year period of our data. We classify
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witnesses’ organizational affiliation into 18 types (such
as bureaucrats or labor unions) to capture who Con-
gress invites.We provide descriptive patterns that track
the variation in witness composition across time, by
committee, and by party in themajority. In addition, we
show how the content of witness testimonies can vary
by one particular characteristic—the amount of
“analytical” information present (Esterling 2004)—
and show how this differs by witness affiliation.
Given the varying patterns of the witnesses who

testify in front of committees, understanding what can
influence the invitations patterns of different types of
witnesses is important. As hearings are public in nature,
committees use hearings and witness invitations to
advance political goals such as promoting partisan
agendas (Park 2017; 2021; 2022). Under certain condi-
tions, however, committees—in particular the chair and
their majority party delegation—are more likely to
seek out witnesses who can provide analytical input
to policy decisions, and we focus on these conditions.
We argue that partisan incentives of committees deter-
mine when committees seek out analytical information:
(1) when the committee chair has not yet staked out the
committee’s position on a policy under consideration,
(2) when themajority party enjoys unified government,
and (3) when there is a lack of motivation within party
leadership to curtail committees’ information-seeking
capacity. These conditions give these particular actors
the incentives and ability to conduct relatively in-depth
information searches. In the first, the committee chair
has not yet advanced a bill through the committee
process and so committee members do not yet have
to defend or sell a particular position in drafted legis-
lation, allowing them the flexibility to hear from those
who can provide expertise in policy development. In
the second, the majority party is assured of control over
the policy-making process from onset through imple-
mentation and has the incentive to receive information
that helps develop and carry out effective legislation in
their favor. And in the third, party leaders allow com-
mittees to have the internal resources needed to enable
the selection and arrangement of expert witnesses.
We test our argument using our new comprehensive

dataset. First, the results show that committees invite
different typesofwitnesses atdifferent rates basedon the
committee’s intent (the chair’s decision) to hold a hear-
ing in order to explore potential legislation or to consider
a specific bill. Consistent with our argument, committees
turn to think tanks, universities, and bureaucrats—wit-
nesses who can providemore analytical information—at
higher rates for hearings without a bill when they are
using hearings to learn about an issue area or in prepa-
ration for future legislation. Committees pivot to invite
witnesses from mass-based groups such as labor unions,
trade associations, and membership associations at
higher rates for hearings on a specific bill when they
are using hearings and witness testimonies to assess the
likely outcomes of the legislation and build a case for the
bill presented under consideration.
Second, we find that during periods of unified gov-

ernment, committees—more specifically, the majority
party delegation—are more likely to invite higher rates

of bureaucrats to testify, a witness group that has been
characterized as possessing an informational advantage
in policy production and implementation that can result
inmore effective legislation (Gailmard and Patty 2012).
During periods of divided government, committees
invite relatively lower rates of bureaucrats and instead
invite higher rates of witnesses from think tanks, uni-
versities, and from within Congress itself. This diverg-
ing invitation pattern of bureaucrats is particularly
pronounced when hearings are held on issues that the
president prioritizes. These findings support our argu-
ment for how interbranch partisan considerations
affect who a committee turns to for information, espe-
cially in terms of how much bureaucratic input a com-
mittee welcomes. Our evidence shows how committees
limit the amount of expert information from an execu-
tive branch favorable to the opposing party’s president
and, instead, open a door to external groups such as
think tanks and university researchers to compensate
for the relative loss of information from bureaucrats
(Banks and Weingast 1992).

Third, we consider how partisan-motivated cuts
made by party leaders on congressional capacity affect
witness invitation patterns. We examine how a 1995
reform, led by party leaders from a new Republican
majority in the House, downsized the internal
resources of Congress (Bimber 1996; Kosar 2020) and
subsequently affected the information acquisition
behavior of committees. Using a difference-in-differ-
ences design, we show how the elimination of theOffice
of Technology Assessment (OTA)—a supporting
agency that provided an arguably neutral source of
expertise to Congress on emerging technologies and
other scientific matters—drove committees to change
their behavior in how much and from whom they seek
external information. We find that committees who
relied most on internally produced information within
Congress saw a drastic drop in the number of technical
and scientific witnesses invited in the wake of the
partisan-driven cut in congressional capacity.

Broadly, this article makes three notable contribu-
tions. We construct the most comprehensive database
to date on congressional committee hearings and wit-
nesses who appear before Congress; our database not
only greatly expands the year coverage of hearings and
witnesses but also provides valuable data such as the
individual affiliations and types of these witnesses. In
addition, although there has been ample theoretical
attention devoted to the role of information in legisla-
tive organization and behavior, our findings fill a gap by
providing empirical evidence on how partisan consid-
eration can affect how much legislatures turn to out-
siders for information and to whom in particular they
turn. Last, and more generally, this paper pushes for-
ward our understanding of how external groups seek to
influence legislators through the provision of informa-
tion at congressional hearings, an important venue for
congressional deliberation (Quirk and Bendix 2011).
By documenting which external groups get invited and
whether the type of information varies by group affil-
iations, our research highlights the potential role of
external groups in shaping legislative processes.
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The next section provides a primer on congressional
hearings and witnesses, followed by an introduction to
our new dataset on witnesses, primary descriptive sta-
tistics on witness invitation patterns, and the variation
in the type of information witnesses provide. Then, we
present theoretical arguments for how committees
undergo information searches for policy learning under
specific conditions and provide empirical evidence for
our theoretical expectations. The final section discusses
the implications of the findings and suggests paths for
future work.

A PRIMER ON CONGRESSIONAL HEARINGS
AND WITNESSES

The committee stage is a primemarket for information.
The importance of hearings during the committee stage
has been noted by the congressional literature
(Deering and Smith 1997; Oleszek 1989) and has been
the setting of previous studies on communication and
information flow among legislators, interest groups,
and bureaucrats (e.g., Leyden 1995; McGrath 2013).
Previous research and case studies have shown how
legislative outcomes and the content of bills have been
affected by the information that is aired and discussed
at committee hearings (Burstein 1999) and by conflicts
among witnesses’ testimonies about issue framing dur-
ing committee hearings (Baumgartner and Jones 1993).
Congressional committees hold these hearings to

carry out their work. Namely, hearings are held for
one of four purposes: (1) to collect information and
opinions on legislation, (2) to conduct oversight on
executive agencies, (3) to investigate events, and, in
Senate committees, (4) to consider presidential nomi-
nations as part of confirmation processes (Heitshusen
2017). In any type of hearing, members from both the
majority and minority parties are given the chance to
make statements, ask questions, debate opinions, invite
outside witnesses to testify, and question outside wit-
nesses about the topics at hand. In general, hearings
provide an opportunity for committee members to
engage with external witnesses as members collect
information, discuss ideas, and formulate policy. Wit-
nesses who appear in Congress only appear in front of
committees; there are no witnesses who testify on the
floor.
Members during the committee stage are thus faced

with the decision of who—whichwitnesses—to invite to
testify and provide information. Committee members,
with their committee staff, will identify potential wit-
nesses for a hearing (Davis 2015; Heitshusen 2017).
There is no limit to the number of witnesses that may be
invited.1 During the consideration of potential wit-
nesses, the committee members of the majority party
may weigh in on the selection of witnesses and provide
recommendations to the chair, though the chair

possesses the gatekeeping power over which witnesses
ultimately get invited to testify. Since 1970, theminority
party’s committee members have been granted protec-
tion by chamber rules to call their own witnesses of
choice on at least one day of each hearing.

In some cases, witnesses are selected to represent
various points of view; in other cases, witnesses are
selected to represent a specific point of view (Davis
2015; Heitshusen 2017; Park 2017). When choosing
witnesses, committees are faced with making various
choices, such as howmany or what types of witnesses to
invite. When thinking about what types of witnesses to
invite, witnesses can vary by numerous characteristics
such as gender, ideological leaning, expertise in the
issue area, etc. Although there can be an unending list
of characteristics that can describe witnesses, many
salient characteristics may not be known for certain
or available to a committee when they are inviting
witnesses, such as precise knowledge of a witness’
ideology.2However, one clear, salient, and easily acces-
sible characteristic for committees to use is a witness’
organizational affiliation. In the existing literature,
organizational affiliations have been used to character-
ize groups that are present and active in the political
process (Schlozman et al. 2015; Yackee and Yackee
2006). Although there is variation in the resources and
opinions within the same affiliation type, affiliation
types can be a good proxy for the overall composition
and diversity of the invited witnesses from the perspec-
tive of the committees.

Thus, although the process for inviting witnesses is
rather straightforward, there can be a variety of factors
that can affect which witnesses, especially in terms of
affiliations, are invited to testify and appear before
committees, which we expand on in a later section. In
the next section, we describe our comprehensive data-
set and start with descriptive patterns to illustrate what
witness compositions in Congress have looked like.

NEW DATA ON CONGRESSIONAL
HEARINGS AND WITNESSES

We constructed a new dataset on congressional com-
mittee hearings and witnesses from 1960 to 2018. These

1 Witnesses who receive invitations are often eager to testify, but if
not, committees can exercise their congressional subpoena power to
compel a specific witness to testify (Davis 2015).

2 The ideology of external groups has received vast theoretical
attention in the literature of legislative organization and lobbying
(e.g., Kollman 1997). Although witness ideologymay be of interest to
scholars, the ideology of witnesses is difficult to determine accurately
and systematically across our extensive dataset. Although the ideol-
ogies of witnesses could be extracted by using data based on cam-
paign contributions (Bonica 2016), not all witnesses or witnesses’
organizational affiliations have made political donations that would
be necessary to be ideologically scored. Crosson, Furnas, and Lorenz
(2020) show that groups thatmade contributions, whichwill appear in
Bonica’s (2016) DIME dataset, are unrepresentatively conservative
compared with nondonating groups. This limitation will result in
significant missing data and a strong selection issue in term of groups
with ideology measures. Crosson, Furnas, Lorenz (2020) also docu-
ment that there is substantial ideological heterogeneity within types,
so we do not attempt to use witness affiliations as a proxy for
ideology.
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data were collected from ProQuest Congressional. The
dataset includes full names and organizational affilia-
tions of the 755,540 witnesses who appeared in 74,082
hearings of the House, Senate, and Joint standing
committee hearings during this period. For each hear-
ing, we extracted the following hearing-level informa-
tion: title, date, the name of the committee, summary of
hearing contents, and any bill numbers considered in
the hearing.
Compared with the existing data on congressional

hearings used by scholars, our database is the most
comprehensive to date in terms of both the year cov-
erage and the breadth of information.3 Although some
extant literature has analyzed witnesses who testified in
a small selection of hearings in a limited period (e.g.,
Leyden 1995), the congressional scholarship has never
systematically built a complete, extensive dataset on
witnesses who testified in committee hearings.
We further processed the raw data by constructing

key variables that capture witnesses’ characteristics.
Our main interest is the witnesses’ affiliations. As
stated previously, affiliations have been used to char-
acterize groups in the political process, and other char-
acteristics such as ideology or expertise on issues are
either difficult to measure or unavailable for an exten-
sive set of witnesses. Therefore, we focus on the affil-
iations of witnesses, which provide a good
approximation for the types of external groups that
are invited to congressional hearings. We classified
witnesses’ affiliations into 18 types. Table 1 presents
the 18 types, percentage of each type in our dataset, an
example of a witness affiliation (or title) in each type,

and the nine broader parent categories of the 18 differ-
ent types that are used for graphical presentations of
our data later.

This classification was a careful procedure: (a) first,
we constructed a list of affiliations of potential wit-
nesses based on existing data from five different
sources, which we detail in the next paragraph, then
(b) assigned one of our predetermined categories to
each organization or job category, and finally
(c) merged the list to our new dataset on witnesses by
matching the affiliations from both sides of the data.
This process involved both automated match and
extensive manual cleaning. It results in a dataset that,
for the first time, systematically catalogs the organiza-
tional affiliation of every witness who has testified in
Congress from 1960 to 2018.4

There are five sources from which we retrieved the
list of organizations, groups, and federal bureaucratic
agencies to use in the above procedure. First, we
extracted names of clients and lobbying firms from
the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA) data available at
LobbyView.org (Kim 2018). Second, we retrieved a list
of organizations or employers of political donors from
the Database on Ideology, Money in Politics, and
Elections by (Bonica 2016). Third, we collected a list
of departments and agencies of the federal bureaucracy
from the Office of Public Management (OPM). Fourth,
we also use theWashingtonRepresentatives Directory,
which includes organizations that are active in
Washington DC politics. Last, we collected a list of
foreign governments from the Correlates of War

TABLE 1. Types of Witness Affiliation

Type Composition (%) Example Category

Agriculture 1.64 American Farm Bureau Business
Corporation 8.85 Ford Motor Co. Business
Trade association 6.48 Chamber of Commerce Business
Bureaucrat 24.98 Department of Defense Bureaucrat
Congressional 9.81 Congressional Budget Office Congressional
State and local government 10.56 Mayor Local gov.
(K–12) educational 1.06 Superintendent Local gov.
Think tank and university 8.45 MIT Research
Membership association 9.44 Veterans of Foreign Wars Membership assoc.
Nonprofit 7.52 Environmental Defense Fund Nonprofit
Labor union 2.29 AFL-CIO Labor
Judicial 0.94 District Court Other
Lawyers and lobbyists 1.33 American Bar Association Other
Health care 1.66 American Hospital Association Other
Native American 1.24 National Congress of American Indians Other
Religious 0.60 US Catholic Conference Other
Citizen 2.77 Resident Other
International 0.39 World Bank Other
Total number of witnesses 732,021

3 For example, the data on congressional hearings as part of the
PolicyAgendas Project (PAP) start from 1970 and do not provide any
information about witnesses. See more at https://www.
comparativeagendas.net/.

4 There are 23,519 out of 755,540 witnesses (3.1%) who have missing
affiliation information. These cases are when the witness information
only includes names of witnesses without further information. There
is no systematic pattern of missingness in the affiliation type by year
or committee.
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Project. Together, these five datasets identified
1,063,223 unique names of the groups with which wit-
nesses can be potentially affiliated.
In addition, we constructed committee-level vari-

ables, explained in a later section, and merged them
to our dataset onwitnesses. Next, we classified hearings
into three types: legislative, oversight or investigative,
and nomination hearings.5 Last, we merged issue areas
of each hearing from the Policy Agendas Project data-
base on congressional hearings.

Descriptive Statistics: Witness Compositions

Our new dataset shows that the number of witnesses
who appear in Congress varies significantly over time.
Figure 1 illustrates the total number of witnesses who
have appeared in each two-year Congress in each
chamber from 1960 through 2018 and the number of
hearings held by committees in each two-year Con-
gress. A couple of main patterns emerge. First, the

peak in the number of witnesses occurred in the late
1970s, where the number of external witnesses topped
out at 29,665 in the 95thHouse (1977 through 1979) and
17,027 in the 93rd Senate (1973 through 1975). This is
likely in accordance with the increase in the number of
subcommittees that resulted from the Subcommittee
Bill of Rights in 1974; an increase in the number of
subcommittees likely increases the number of hearings
held and thus the number of witnesses. These maxi-
mums then decrease across time until the minimums
seen in most recent years; the number of witnesses in
Congress experienced a decline since the 1980s, with
around five times fewerwitnesses testifying inCongress
now than at the peak in the late 1970s.6 One possible
contributor to this is a reform in 1995 that drastically cut
the number of subcommittees, which had the opposite
effect as the 1974 reform; cutting subcommittees means
fewer chances for subcommittee hearings and thus
witnesses (Deering and Smith 1997). The rise of parti-
san polarization that has shifted the power and
resources from committee chairs to party leaders, as
well as increased lobbying by interest groups and
increased time demands for fundraising, could also
contribute to the declining number of hearings and

FIGURE 1. Number of Hearings and Witnesses in Congress over Time
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Note: The left panel shows the total number of hearings held by congressional committees in each two-year Congress in each chamber. The
right panel shows the total number of witnesses who have appeared in committee hearings in each two-year Congress in each chamber.
Each Congress is plotted by its first year.

5 We identify nomination hearings as hearings that considered a
nomination. For oversight or investigative hearings, we follow
McGrath (2013) and classify nonnomination hearings as oversight
or investigative if the PAP’s description of that hearing contain one or
more of the following words: “oversight,” “review,” “report,” “budget
request,” “control,” “impact,” “information,” “investigation,”
“request,” “explanation,” “president,” “administration,” “contract,”
“consultation,” or “examination.”This is the same set of words used to
filter for these types of hearings byMcGrath (2013). Finally, we classify
hearings that are not oversight or investigative or nomination hearings
as legislative hearings.

6 Although the trend in the number of witnesses does sharply
decrease across time, the points seen in the last two years of the
graph (2017–2018) do not include all hearings held, as hearings are
still not completely made available for the most recent Congresses.
For instance, classified hearings that happened in recent Congresses
may not yet be declassified (compared with classified hearings that
have been declassified across time).
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witnesses invited to hearings (Lee 2015; Quirk 2005;
Quirk, Bendix, and Bachtiger 2018).
Two other patterns between the two chambers can

be seen from Figure 1. First, the number of witnesses
follows similar trends in the House and the Senate;
when the number of witnesses rises [falls] in one cham-
ber, the number of witnesses rises [falls] in the other
chamber as well. Second, the number of witnesses in
the House for any given year has always been greater
than the number of witnesses in the Senate. Finally,
Figure 1 presents the total number of witnesses in each
chamber, and Figures A1 and A2 in the Appendix
present the number of witnesses who have appeared
by committee over time.
The composition of witness affiliations across time is

presented in Figure 2. For illustrative purposes, we
grouped the 18 affiliation types we identified through
the procedure described previously into nine parent
categories for Figure 2.7 On the whole, bureaucrats
represent the plurality of witnesses at any point. Over
time, there has a been a gradual increase in the per-
centage of witnesses from the think tank and research
category and a decrease in the percentage of witnesses
from membership associations and local governments.
In addition to these trends across time, interesting

variations appear when looking at committee-by-
committee descriptive patterns. Bureaucrats strongly
dominate the presence of witnesses in the House
Committees onArmed Services, ForeignAffairs, Vet-
erans’ Affairs, and Government Operations; this is

perhaps due to the high administrative focus of these
committees. On the other hand, business witnesses
command relativelymore presence in theAgriculture,
Banking, Energy and Commerce, and Small Business
Committees, reflecting the tendency of these commit-
tees to request information from external sources
in these industries. Figure A3 shows the average
witness affiliations by committee in the House, and
Figure A4 in the Appendix shows the equivalent for
Senate committees. We also present how witness
affiliations vary by majority party in Figures A5 and
A6 in the Appendix.

Variation in the Content of Witness
Testimonies

These descriptive patterns show how the composition
of witnesses, in terms of their affiliations, has varied.
Although witness affiliations may be the clearest char-
acteristic of a witness present to committees when they
choose witnesses, do affiliations capture meaningful
differences in information? In this section, we illustrate
one way that the content of witness testimonies can
vary by their affiliation.

The content of witness testimonies can vary in
numerous ways; one measure of information that the
existing empirical literature has focused on is the
amount of falsifiable statements about the policy under
consideration. Esterling (2004; 2007) terms this type of
information analytical discourse, though other scholars
have termed this type of information as “policy-analytic
knowledge” or “technical information” (Bradley 1980).
This stands in contrast to nonanalytical information—
for example conveyed in the form of anecdotes or

FIGURE 2. Witness Affiliations over Time
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7 Appendix Figures A7 and A8 present trends in the number of
witnesses by specific type across time for the House and the Senate,
respectively.
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personal information—which other scholars have cat-
egorized as “ordinary knowledge” or “experiential
discourse” (Esterling 2007). Although nonanalytical
information is also useful politically, especially for
politicians to be able to understand and connect with
constituents (Esterling 2007), it is analytical informa-
tion that is the necessary input to technical policy
development and is the type of information on which
positive theories have mostly focused (Krehbiel 1991).
Furthermore, recent scholarly discussion on the declin-
ing analytical capacity of Congress adds importance to
understanding the quantity and quality of analytical
information provided by external witnesses (Burgat
and Hunt 2020). Following this, for the purposes of
descriptive statistics in this section, we look at the
amount of analytical information present in witness
testimonies as an example of how witness testimonies
can vary according to their affiliation type.
To do so, we collected hearing transcripts for the

House from the 105th through 114th Congresses from
the Government Printing Office and parsed the tran-
scripts by each statement or speaking instance (includ-
ing speeches, questions, answers, and other
declarations) made by witnesses.8 In order to measure
which types of witnesses tend to provide more analyt-
ical information in hearings, we quantify three aspects
of witnesses’ testimonies: how many words each wit-
ness spoke in a hearing, how many keywords that may
convey analytical information that each witness used in
a hearing, and the proportion of these keywords out of
all the words that each spoke in a hearing. We take the
proportion of keywords as the main variable of interest
because it best shows how efficiently a witness conveys
analytical information in their testimony. We identify
the set of keywords that may contain analytical infor-
mation in three ways: words related to cognitive orien-
tation from the Harvard IV-4 dictionary, words
frequently appearing in information-seeking state-
ments as identified in Park (2021),9 and any additional
word stems that are similar to those in the first two
groups. Details on how we identify keywords through
these approaches can be found in Appendix Section B.
As we are interested in how witness affiliations

correlate with the amount of analytical information
present in witness testimonies, the main independent
variables of interest are witness affiliation types.
Figure 3 presents the coefficients on witness type fixed
effects from an ordinary least squares regression that
predicts the proportion of keywords that a witness uses

in a hearing. We include hearing- and committee-level
controls, along with issue, committee, and congress
fixed effects; the full regression model and results are
presented in Appendix Table A1. The reference group
is set as the witnesses representing nonprofit organiza-
tions.

The figure shows that bureaucrats and witnesses
from think tanks and research organizations tend to
give testimonies with the highest proportion of analyt-
ical information. On the other hand, individual citizens
without an organizational affiliation and those repre-
senting religious institutions tend to provide the lowest
proportion of analytical information, which seems nat-
urally consistent and lends confidence that our mea-
surement is substantively valid.10 There is a clear gap
between the types of witnesses who provide the most
and least analytical testimonies. Based on Figure 3, the
difference between the coefficients for the bureaucrats
and citizens is 0.017. Given that the witnesses in this
analysis tend to speak about 1,923words in a hearing on
average, bureaucrats are likely to use 32 more analyt-
ical keywords in a hearing on average than ordinary
citizens.

The pattern demonstrated in this section shows that
not all witness testimonies are the same in the type of
information they provide.When examining the relative
amount of analytical statements present in testimonies
at hearings, it is clear that committees may receive
different amounts of analytical information based on
what types of witnesses they invite. This motivates how
the compositions of witnesses hold important implica-
tions for committees, as witness invitations not only
show who committees select to hear from but also
signify the different types of information that commit-
tees may ultimately receive from witnesses.11

HOW COMMITTEE INCENTIVES AFFECT
WITNESS INVITATIONS

The descriptive patterns in the previous section provide
a picture of how the level of analytical information in
witness testimonies varies by the type of witnesses.
Understanding what affects the invitation patterns of
witnesses, then, is important to understanding the
information that committees seek out and receive. As
we are interested in who committees invite to provide
information to produce policy, we focus on legislative
hearings and, in particular, witnesses who can provide
analytical input to policy development. In this section,
we explain under what conditions we expect commit-
tees to invite witnesses who can provide high levels of
analytical information.

8 Based on the committee assignment data by Stewart and Woon
(2017), committee members’ speaking instances in the transcripts are
identified by their last names. Similarly, witnesses are identified by
their last names based on the witness data we have. We use only the
witnesses’ testimonies for this study.
9 Using the same hearing transcript dataset analyzed in this study,
Park (2021) constructed the grandstanding score which measures the
intensity of political messages conveyed in the statements that com-
mitteemembersmade during hearings.As a side product of the score,
members’ statements scoring low are featured largely by either
procedural statements or information-seeking statements. We use
the frequent words in these statements while screening out the words
relevant to procedural statements.

10 Alternatively, when the number of keywords spoken is used as a
dependent variable, the top two and bottom two groups remain the
same. The coefficient plot for this model is presented in Figure A9 in
the Appendix.
11 In Appendix B.6, we provide an additional analysis on witness
testimonies using a topic model to further demonstrate variations in
contents of testimonies across different types of witnesses invited to
hearings on the same issue.
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Legislative hearings are public and formal in nature;
as explained in the primer section, these hearings
provide committees—the committee chair, ranking
member, and majority and minority party delega-
tions—with opportunities to collect information, dis-
cuss ideas, and formulate policy. Therefore, hearings
and witness testimony can be used by committees to
advance political goals such as promoting partisan
agendas or communicating vote intentions and justifi-
cations (Park 2017; 2021; 2022). Under certain condi-
tions, though, committees are more likely to seek out
witnesses who can provide analytical input to policy
conditions. We present a theoretical framework that
incorporates how three conditions, representing a
committee’s partisan-driven incentives, can affect
who the committee turns to for external information.
We argue that committees, especially the committee
chair and majority members as the dominating actors
of committee proceedings, seek out witnesses who can
provide analytical information under three conditions
largely driven by partisan considerations: (1) when the
committee chair has not yet staked out the commit-
tee’s position on a policy under consideration,
(2) when the majority party enjoys unified govern-
ment, and (3) when there is a lack of motivation within
party leadership to curtail committees’ information-
seeking capacity. Below, we expand on how under
these three conditions we expect committees to invite

more witnesses who can provide analytical input to
policy decisions.

Committee Intent

The committee system and committees’ power in
exploring the sources and quality of information during
policy making have been the center of scholarly discus-
sion on the deliberative function of Congress, of which
committee hearings are an essential part (Quirk and
Bendix 2011). Members of committees can target var-
ious goals in legislative hearings, as they can collect and
provide information, persuade other members and
constituents, mitigate conflict, or signal potential issues
with the legislation (Brasher 2006; Huitt 1954; Park
2017). Therefore, the witness invitation patterns may
vary based on the intent the committee, and more
specifically the chair, has for holding the legislative
hearing. A committee chair can hold the hearing with-
out including a bill that was referred to the committee
—a nonreferral hearing—or can hold the hearingwith a
bill attached to it—a referral hearing. A referral hear-
ing naturally highlights and focuses on a bill, whereas a
nonreferral hearing does not have legislation as the
cornerstone of the hearing. As the chair has both
options, the revealed choice of a referral hearing
implies that the spotlight on the bill aligns with the
chair’s own partisan goals.

FIGURE 3. Proportion of Keywords by Witness Type

Note: Vertical lines indicate 95% confidence interval. The reference group is the witnesses from nonprofit organizations.

How Are Politicians Informed? Witnesses and Information Provision in Congress

129

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

22
00

04
05

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055422000405


A nonreferral hearing, compared with a referral
hearing, likely reflects the chair’s intention to hold a
hearing more so to learn about the issue area or poten-
tial legislation. In a nonreferral hearing, the committee
itself has not yet staked out or advanced a public
position with a bill and so has the flexibility and incen-
tive to seek out analytical information from experts.
Given this situation, the chair, along with members of
the committees, may wish to seek expert information
about the details of what is needed to create policy from
a narrower set of witnesses that can provide expert
information.
In contrast, a referral hearing is anchored to a spe-

cific piece of legislation. Thus, in a referral hearing,
committee members are more likely to have the intent
of learning political information, a type of information
that allows the committee to gauge a specific view of
certain groups and the viability of the bill under con-
sideration. Members may wish to learn about positions
or reasonings for or against the specific bill at hand
from various stakeholders, especially constituents and
certain interest groups. In particular, members may
wish to seek information from a wider variety of wit-
nesses, such as groups that are likely to be affected by
the legislation, in order to learn political information.
Existing work on lobbying coalitions suggests that
diverse lobbying coalitions are useful from committees’
perspectives to assess the viability of bills by collecting
political information from various groups (Lorenz
2020; Phinney 2017). Therefore, we expect that referral
hearings will feature a more diverse set of witnesses,
especially those who can inform politicians about the
political consequences of advancing the bill considered
in the hearing.
Committee members may thus wish to seek different

types of witnesses based on their intent for the hearing;
they may change the scope of information they seek
and the sources that they invite to testify. This leads to
our first hypothesis:
Committee Intent Hypothesis:Committees will invite

a narrower set of witnesses and relatively more witnesses
who can provide analytical information in nonreferral
hearings than in referral hearings. Committees will invite
a more diverse set of witnesses and relatively more
witnesses from groups that are likely to be affected
by legislation in referral hearings than in nonreferral
hearings.

Interbranch Relations

Second, we consider whether committees—more spe-
cifically, the majority party delegation—will invite
more witnesses who can provide analytical input to
policy decisions when there is divided government
versus unified government. Interbranch relations pre-
sent a particularly large incentive (or disincentive) for a
committee to engage in policy learning, as committees
take into account the amount of control they have over
the policy-making process and the informational
advantage that bureaucrats possess.
To start, divided government creates concerns about

legislative control over the implementation process,

and thus, Congress has created numerous legislative
and procedural solutions to increase its influence on the
executive branch. For one, they can design agencies to
be more insulated from the president’s influence
(Lewis 2003) or they can write more detailed laws
(Huber, Shipan, Pfahler 2001) to reduce the discretion
delegated to the bureaucracy. Congressional hearings
are another tool that the legislative majority can
employ to exercise control over the executive branch.
For example, scholars document that divided govern-
ment is strongly related to committees’ use of investi-
gative hearings on the executive branch’s conduct
(Kriner and Schickler 2016). Although Kriner and
Schickler (2016) examine investigative hearings in par-
ticular, the logic of attempting to manage the power of
the executive branch through hearings can be applied
to legislative hearings as well: under divided govern-
ment, committees who are developing and deciding
policy may want to limit the influence of the executive
branch in legislativemattersmore so than under unified
government.

Another important consideration is that when the
majority party has unified control over government,
they have the incentive to seek out information to
develop the most effective legislative solution. Bureau-
crats possess an informational advantage in policy
production and implementation (Gailmard and Patty
2012) and our own descriptive analysis reveals that
bureaucrats provide the highest levels of analytical
information. When the majority party has unified con-
trol over government and are incentivized to produce
the most effective policy, then bureaucrats present
extremely valuable sources of information to assist
them in doing so.

The informational advantage and policy expertise
that bureaucrats possess raise a strategic question for
the majority party members of a committee as they
consider whether to invite bureaucrats as witnesses for
legislative hearings to learn analytical information.
Bureaucrats can provide valuable information that
the committee can then use to produce more effective
legislation, but bureaucrats come from the executive
branch, with its own policy agendas and goals.
Although there are many career civil servants in the
bureaucracy, the president is the head of the executive
branch and, additionally, names political appointees
who oversee and directly manage career bureaucrats.
The trade-off that majority party committee members
face between wanting bureaucrats’ expertise and lim-
iting executive influence becomes especially salient
when there are policy disagreements between the leg-
islative and executive branches of the government (and
especially on issues that the president prioritizes),
which is more likely during divided government. Thus,
when the majority party in Congress differs from the
party of the president, the majority party’s committee
members are faced with the potential of bureaucratic
witnesses representing the opposing party, and as a
result they may be more likely to turn to other sources
of expert information such as other types of witnesses
or internal congressional sources. This leads to our
second hypothesis:
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Interbranch Relations Hypothesis: Committees will
invite relatively fewer bureaucrats as witnesses in legis-
lative hearings during periods of divided government
than during periods of unified government.

Congressional Capacity

Third, we consider how partisan-motivated changes
made by party leaders on the internal capacity of Con-
gress affect the ability of committees to identify and seek
out witnesses who can provide high levels of analytical
information for policy learning. Scholars describe con-
gressional capacity as the level of internal resources of
Congress, with one main resource being congressional
support agencies. The Congressional Budget Office,
CongressionalResearch Service,GovernmentAccount-
ability Office, and the former Office of Technology
Assessmentmake up the set of internal support agencies
that was created to serve and assist members and com-
mittees in their workflow (Kosar 2020). In general, these
internal support agencies provide information to Con-
gress that help identify matters that Congress should
address, arm legislators with specialized information,
and help rebalance intrabranch information asymme-
tries (Baumgartner and Jones 2015).
This form of congressional capacity received a shock

in 1995, when Republicans became the House majority
party for the first time since 1952. One of the core
agendas of House Speaker Newt Gingrich’s “Contract
with America” platform was to downsize the govern-
ment, and the legislative branch was not immune. The
Republican leaders in theHouse eliminated funding for
the Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) and cut
resources for the other internal congressional support
agencies as part of their 1995 reform (Bimber 1996).
Congress had created the OTA in 1972 to study

emerging technologies and to provide advice to Con-
gress on these technologies and other scientific matters.
The information from the OTA, and other internal
support agencies, was often routed through congressio-
nal committees—an individual member of Congress
could not request a study or report from the OTA,
but a committee could. As a result, committees that
were particularly in need of scientific and technical
advice frequently requested information from the
OTA and the OTA acted as an information provider
and a source of expert staffers internally within Con-
gress (Bimber1996). Committees who relied on the
OTA reported the benefit not just of internal informa-
tion from the OTA but also of trusted relationships
with OTA staff that helped committees navigate scien-
tific research and sort through the amount of available
expertise and competing expert opinions (Tudor and
Warner, 2019). Thus, with the elimination of the OTA
driven by the Republican majority in 1995, committees
who frequently relied on the OTA faced an immediate
cut in internal information and the absence of a group
of OTA staffers who liaised between committees and
the scientific community.
We examine how the elimination of the OTA in 1995

affected the invitation patterns of witnesses from
research-based organizations such as think tank and

universities for committees who had depended on the
OTA for information and expertise. Without the
OTA’s advice and guidance, those committees may
have a reduced capacity to even identify or facilitate
the invitation of scientific witnesses on their own. The
process of witness selection takes time and resources,
especially for the types of witnesses that require rela-
tively more effort to identify, research, and prepare.
What’s more, the 1995 reform also drastically cut com-
mittee staff across all committees.12 As staffers are
integral to arranging witnesses for hearings, sufficient
numbers of committee staff may need to be maintained
in order to support a committee’s search for external
information. The elimination of the OTA, along with a
substantial cut in committee staff, could result in amore
drastic reduction of expert witnesses in the committees
that relied more on the OTA, even though demand for
those types of witnesses may have increased. This leads
to the hypothesis that emphasizes the amplifying effect
of the loss of congressional capacity:

Congressional Capacity Hypothesis:Committees that
relied more on the OTA will invite relatively fewer
witnesses from think tanks and research organizations
in legislative hearings after the elimination of the OTA.

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE

In this section, we provide empirical evidence for our
theoretical argument. To do so, we use our new com-
prehensive dataset and focus on legislative hearings in
the U.S. House.

Committee Intent and Witness Invitations

We investigate the effect of committee intent on wit-
ness invitation patterns by examining how the quantity
of witnesses and composition of witnesses at a legisla-
tive hearing vary based on whether the committee
intends to use the hearing relatively more to learn
analytical information about an issue area or relatively
more to learn political information about a specific
position of groups or the viability of bills, as previously
discussed.

We use the following regression and ordinary least
squares estimation:

Yhict ¼ βHearingCharacteristicshict
þ γCommitteeCharacteristicsct þ αi þ αc

þ αt þ εhict,

where the subscripts indicate hearing h, issue i, com-
mittee c, and congress t.13 The outcome variable Yhict

12 Figure A13, which presents the patterns of committee staffing in
each standing committee in the House across time, shows that there
were sharp declines in the number of committee staffers across the
board.
13 The issues i represent the 21 major topics from the Policy Agendas
Project.
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will measure (1) the quantity of witnesses and (2) the
diversity of witness types present at a given hearing,
(3) along with the percentage of witnesses from each
affiliation type present at the hearing. HearingCharac-
teristics contains the main hearing-level variable of
interest that proxies the committee’s intent in the hear-
ing: whether the hearing hada bill attached to it. Besides
this primary explanatory variable, we also include con-
trol variables such as Subcommittee (which equals 1 if
the hearing was held at the subcommittee level and
equals 0 otherwise). We include fixed effects by com-
mittee, issue, and congress. Although we use a commit-
tee-level fixed effect, we also include committee-level
control variables in CommitteeCharacteristicsict such as
the total number of committee members and the abso-
lute difference inDW-NOMINATE scores between the
committee chair and the floor media, as they may be of
interest in the estimated results.14 Standard errors are
clustered at the committee level.
Figure 4 presents the coefficient plots for the selected

outcome variables of interest when a hearing considers
a specific bill (a referral hearing).15 The outcome var-
iable No.Witness is the number of witnesses invited to
testify at the hearing. In referral hearings, committees
tend to invite more witnesses. The outcome variable
Diversity represents the diversity of witness types and is

based on the Herfindahl index of the witness types that
are present in a given hearing: for the eighteen possible
witness types, we calculate each type’s share of the total
number of witnesses in a given hearing and sum the
squares of these shares. For ease of interpretation, we
take 1 minus this Herfindahl index in order to create
our outcome variable such that a higher value will
indicate more diversity in witness types in a hearing
and a lower value indicates less diversity. The results in
Figure 4 show that referral hearings tend to have more
witnesses and a higher diversity of witnesses than do
nonreferral hearings.

Which types of witnesses are invited more or less
depending on a committee’s intent in holding hearings?
Figure 4 provides the evidence for ourCommittee Intent
hypothesis. Committees tend to invite witnesses who
can provide more analytical information for nonreferral
hearings, the hearings that are relatively more about
policy learning (negative coefficients in Figure 4). First,
the results show that committees tend to seek out
bureaucrats—their analytical information and expert
information about policy production and needs—more
often for nonreferral hearings than for referral hearings.
Second, the results also show that committees invite
relatively more witnesses from think tanks or universi-
ties (“Research”) for nonreferral hearings than for
referral hearings. Think tanks and universities represent
a relatively credible source of information. Although
think tanks and universities can certainly be politically
motivated or biased, when compared with other witness
types (such as witnesses from corporations or trade
associations), the research from think tanks and univer-
sities holds relatively more scientific weight due to their
connections to academic research. This result, then,
points to congressional committees seeking out and

FIGURE 4. The Effect of Hearing Considering Specific Bills on Witness Invitations
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Note: Each plot indicates the regression coefficient for each outcome measure (x-axis). The y-axis shows the regression coefficients; “No.
Witness” is the number of witnesses, “Diversity” is the Herfindahl index, and the others are the percentage shares of witnesses. The groups
not shown in the plot have coefficients that are not statistically significant. The plots are presented with the 95% confidence intervals.

14 Additional committee-level time-varying controls are the absolute
difference in the DW-NOMINATE score between the Democrats
and Republicans in the committee and the absolute difference in the
DW-NOMINATE score between the committee median and floor
median.
15 Table A3 in the Appendix presents the results that investigate the
effects of hearing characteristics on witnesses.
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obtaining relatively more information from think tanks
and universities at the development stages of the policy-
making process rather than at later stages when a spe-
cific bill is at hand. This holds true for witnesses from
corporations as well. Committees also tend to seek out
information from corporations more during nonreferral
hearings than during referral hearings.
However, the opposite is true for witnesses from labor

unions, trade associations, and membership associa-
tions.Witnesses from thesemass-based groups aremore
likely to be invited and testify during referral hearings
than during nonreferral hearings (positive coefficients in
Figure 4). This suggests that once committees are fur-
ther along in the policy-making process and are delib-
erating a specific bill, they are more interested in
learning political information from witnesses who rep-
resent those who will be affected by the legislation or
those who represent diverse group of individuals and
organizations. This allows committees to gather infor-
mation about the electoral consequences of a specific
bill and help them predict the viability of bills in the
legislative process. Also, these mass-based groups such
as the National Organization for Women are well con-
nected with other interest groups (Box-Steffensmeier,
Christenson, and Craig 2019); therefore, inviting these
types of groups when a committee considers a specific
bill would be useful from the committee’s perspective to
collect information about views of various groups.

Interbranch Relations andWitness Invitations

We investigate the effects of interbranch relations on
committees’ incentive for policy learning by examining
how witness invitation patterns differ during periods of

divided government (when the majority party in the
House is different from the party of the president)
compared with periods of unified government. We
use the following regression and ordinary least squares
estimation:

Yhict ¼ βHearingCharacteristicshict
þ γCommitteeCharacteristicsct
þ δCongressCharacteristicst þ αi
þ αc þ αp þ εhict,

where the subscripts indicate hearing h, issue i, com-
mittee c, congress t, and president p. CongressChar-
acteristics includes Divided Government and
Democratic Majority. The main explanatory variable
Divided Government equals 1 when the majority party
in the House is different from the party of the pres-
ident and equals 0 otherwise. Democratic Majority
equals 1 when the Democratic Party is in majority
of the House and equals 0 otherwise (when the
Republican Party is in the majority). Both Divided
Government and Democratic Majority are at the con-
gress level; in order to estimate the effects of these
variables that vary by congress, we include president
fixed effects (αp). Committee-level and hearing-level
control variables (i.e., the number of witnesses in a
hearing) are included as controls, as previously. The
outcome variable Yhict will measure the percentage of
witnesses in a given hearing that are from an affilia-
tion type.

We present the coefficient of estimating the effect of
Divided Government on a selected set of outcome vari-
ables in Figure 5. The full results, including outcomes of

FIGURE 5. The Effect of Divided Government on Witness Invitations
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Note: Each plot indicates the regression coefficient for each outcome measure (x-axis). The y-axis shows the regression coefficients; “No.
Witness” is the number of witnesses, “Diversity” is the Herfindahl index, and the others are the percentage shares of witnesses. The plots
are presented with the 95% confidence intervals.

How Are Politicians Informed? Witnesses and Information Provision in Congress

133

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

22
00

04
05

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055422000405


all affiliation types and all control variables, are pre-
sented in Appendix Table A4.
Our analysis does not show a relationship between

divided government and the number of witnesses
invited to testify at a hearing or the diversity of witness
types. However, our results do show that there is a
negative, statistically significant effect of divided gov-
ernment on the percentage of witnesses that a commit-
tee invites from the bureaucracy, comparedwith during
periods of unified government. This lends support to
our Interbranch Relations hypothesis: during divided
government, committees (controlled by the majority
party in Congress) are less likely to invite bureaucratic
witnesses from an executive branch controlled by the
opposing party. Specifically, our results show that
divided government is associated with a decrease of
2.6 percentage points in the percentage of witnesses
who are bureaucrats, a magnitude that represents 7.5%
of the mean percentage of bureaucrats who testify
before committees. The direction of this finding holds
important implications for the information searches
that committees undergo for policy learning during
divided government, as our previous results show that
bureaucrats provide relatively higher amounts of ana-
lytical information in their testimonies compared with
other types of witnesses.
Although committees may invite lower rates of

bureaucrats to testify during periods of divided govern-
ment, committees compensate for this by inviting
higher rates of witnesses from two types in particular.
Figure 5 shows that there is a positive, statistically
significant effect of divided government on the percent-
age of witnesses that a committee invites from think
tanks and universities (“Research”) as well as on the
percentage of witnesses that come internally fromCon-
gress (“Congressional”). Divided government is asso-
ciated with an increase of two percentage points in the
percentage of witnesses from think tanks and universi-
ties—as the mean percentage of witnesses from this
type who appear in hearings is 9.3%, this 2-percentage-
point increase represents just over 20% of the mean
percentage of witnesses of this type. Likewise, divided
government is associated with an increase of around
1 percentage point in the percentage of witnesses that
come internally from Congress, an effect magnitude
that represents 12.5% of the mean percentage of wit-
nesses of that type who appear in hearings.
Additionally, we examine further variation into the

effect of divided government on bureaucrats as wit-
nesses. We investigate whether the strategic decision
to invite bureaucrats as witnesses in congressional
hearings also varies by the president’s issue priorities.
During the divided government, when committees
hold hearings on issues that the president prioritizes,
the committee chair and the majority party delegation
may be less likely to invite bureaucrats who would
represent the viewpoints of the executive branch. To
measure the president’s issue priority, we use data
from Comparative Agenda Project’s State of the
Union Speeches dataset, following existing work
(e.g., Ballard and Curry 2021; Krause and O’Connel
2016). This dataset provides issue information for

each statement made during the president’s speeches.
We aggregate the number of issues by congress and
assign a decile for each issue area to identify the
relative issue priorities of the presidents. Then, we
merge this information to our hearings dataset in
order to determine whether a hearing was held on
an issue prioritized by the president.

Figure 6 presents the results.16 High-salience issues
refer to the issues that are placed in top 50% and low-
salience issues refer to the issues that are placed in the
bottom 50% in terms of the frequency in the State of
the Union addresses in each Congress by the president.
When hearings are held on issues that the president
does not prioritize, there is little difference in terms of
the frequency of inviting bureaucrats as witnesses
between periods of unified and divided government.
However, when hearings are held on issues that the
president prioritizes (“High-Salience Issues”), there is
a clear diverging pattern: committees, likely driven by
the partisan incentives of the chair and their majority
party delegation, invite relatively more bureaucrats
into hearings when the majority party in the House
and the White House is the same but invite relatively
fewer bureaucrats as witnesses when there is divided
control.

Overall, these findings suggest that during divided
government, committees turn relatively less to bureau-
crats for information and instead turn relatively more
to think tanks, universities, and internal congressional
sources for information. Therefore, the partisan divide
between the House and the executive branch may not
just result in partisan obstacles for the congressional
majority in getting their legislation signed into law, as
commonly understood, but also holds implications for
who provides more (or less) information that Congress
emphasizes and chooses to publicly consider during
policy making.17

Congressional Capacity and Witness
Invitations

To investigate how the Republican majority’s elimina-
tion of the OTA in 1995 affected the witness invitation
patterns of committees that depended on the OTA, we
leverage the fact that committees differed in their
reliance on internal information. When analyzing the
number of reports that congressional committees
requested from the OTA, there is substantial variation

16 Table A5 in the Appendix presents the regression results, and
Figure 6 visually represents the results in column 3. The reference
category is a hearing on low-salience issues under unified govern-
ment.
17 We also examine whether the party in control in the House is
associated with witness invitation patterns. As Table A4 shows,
having a Democratic majority in the House does not affect the
number of witnesses or the diversity of witnesses invited and does
not affect the invitation patterns of bureaucrats, congressional, or
witnesses from think tanks or universities. However, a Democratic
majority is associated with an increase in the percentage of witnesses
from labor unions and a decrease in the percentage of witnesses from
trade associations—supporting the close relationship often ascribed
to the Democratic Party and labor (Schlozman 2015).
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across committees. For example, during 1990–1995 (the
period for which report request data are available), the
House Committee on Small Business requested only
one report from the OTA, whereas the Energy and
Commerce and Science, Space, and Technology com-
mittees requested 55 reports from the OTA.18 Certain
committees, such as these latter two committees, dem-
onstrate a particular reliance on internal information,
compared with other committees who hardly made any
use of the OTA and thus do not primarily rely on
internally produced information. Thus, we assign
Energy and Commerce and Science, Space, and Tech-
nology as the group affected by the treatment—the
committees who would be affected by the elimination
of the OTA. We estimate the following difference-in-
differences model to examine whether witness invita-
tion patterns exhibit distinctive trends in the treated
committees compared with the control group of com-
mittees that do not primarily rely on internal informa-
tion:

Yhict ¼ βTreatedc þ
X6

s¼1

γsCongress100þs

þ
X6

s¼1

δt Treatedc � Congress100þs

� �þ ρXhict þ αi

þ εhict:

In this equation, Yhict indicates the outcome measures
for witness characteristics at the hearing level (for
hearing h, issue i, committee c, in congress t). Treated
indicates the two House committees that had a strong
reliance on internal information: theHouseEnergy and
Commerce Committee and the House Committee on
Science, Space, and Technology. The variable Congress
captures the lead periods from the 100th Congress
(1987–1988), which is the reference congress. The main
variable of interest is δt, which indicates whether there
were any significant differences in the witness invita-
tion patterns between the treated and control groups
before and after the reform in the 104th Congress, and
Xhict includes other hearing-level control variables. We
include an issue fixed effect (αi), and standard errors
are clustered at the committee level.

Figure 7 presents the results for two outcomes:
(1) the number of witnesses testifying at the hearing
and (2) the percentage of witnesses from think tanks
and universities.19 In the figures, the reference Con-
gress is the 100th Congress; the plots cover the time
trends from the 101st Congress to the 106th Congress, a
period that covers three terms before and three terms
after the 1995 reform. There is no pretrend in terms of
the number of witnesses invited and the witnesses from
think tanks and universities before 1995. However,
after the reform there was a clear decline in the number
of witnesses in the treated committees that heavily
relied on the support from theOTA, though the pattern
disappears in the subsequent Congresses. The decline

FIGURE 6. The Effect of Divided Government on Inviting Bureaucrats as Witnesses By Presidential
Issue Priorities
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Note: The plots indicate the changes in the percentage of witnesses who are bureaucrats during unified/divided government by the
president’s issue priorities. The plots are presented with the 95% confidence intervals.

18 Figure A12 in the Appendix presents the distribution of the OTA
assessment request by House committees.

19 The regression results are presented in Appendix Tables A6
and A7.
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in the number of research-based witnesses in the trea-
ted group right after the reform was more substantial,
and the pattern continues in the subsequent Con-
gresses. Given that the average percentage of witnesses
who were research-based witnesses before the reform
was 7.3%, the coefficients presented in Figure 7 suggest
that there was at least a 24% drop in the invitation of
research-based witnesses after the OTA elimination.
These decreases confirm the expectation from the

Congressional Capacity Hypothesis: Committees that
relied more on the OTA will invite relatively fewer
witnesses from think tanks and research organizations
after the elimination of theOTA. This is contrary to the
view that committees who had relied heavily on the
OTA may, in fact, be expected to increase their efforts
in inviting external witnesses, especially witnesses who
can provide technical and analytical information, in
order to compensate for the loss of internal information
that had been provided from the OTA. However, a
simultaneous cut in number of committee staff across
all committees in 1995—those who play a central role in
the selection, invitation, and preparation process of
witnesses, especially for technical and scientific wit-
nesses—is possibly one reason why committees who
had relied on the OTA were unable to fill the void
created by the elimination of the OTA. A committee’s
own staff would already be a weaker substitute to OTA
staffers—the chair of the U.S. House Committee on
Science, Space, and Technology clearly stated in 2019
that “committee staff are not a replacement for OTA”

(Johnson 2019)—but even so, committee staff were cut
as well. Our analysis demonstrates how political
parties, especially party leaders, could negatively affect
committees’ abilities to deliberate by sharply reducing
resources and expertise that committees need (Quirk,
Bendix, and Bachtiger 2018).
Taken together, internal congressional support agen-

cies and committee staff largely arm committees with

the ability to gather and process information; these two
types of internal capacity can be characterized as
“tools” that committees possess to conduct information
searches. The 1995 reform eliminated one internal
source of information, the OTA, for the specific com-
mittees that relied on this internal information—an
action that has been described as “congressional
lobotomy” (Baumgartner and Drutman 2016). Our
difference-in-differences results reveal that these com-
mittees indeed suffered a drop in the number of wit-
nesses, especially the number of research-based
witnesses, as a result of the partisan-driven OTA elim-
ination and likely could not compensate for this loss of
information because of the commensurate cut to com-
mittee staff across Congress.

The elimination of the OTA in 1995 is characteristic
of the larger trend in declining congressional capacity.
Scholars have raised concerns about Congress’s lack
of capacity to address public problems that society
faces and fulfill its constitutional role (LaPira, Drut-
man, and Kosar 2020). Although we focus on the
implications of declining congressional capacity at
the committee level, Crosson et al. (2021) show that
individual members of Congress also have reallocated
their resources from legislative functions to district
activities to increase their electoral chances, a trend
that they observe in both parties. Given the multiple
changes in congressional capacity both at the commit-
tee and members’ office levels, the effect of declining
capacity on the acquisition of analytical information
needed to produce policy may be even larger than our
findings suggest.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have examined the information flow
between Congress and witnesses from external groups.

FIGURE 7. Elimination of the OTA on Witness Invitation Patterns
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Note: The reference Congress is 100th. Reform took place during the 104th Congress. The plots are presented with 95% confidence
intervals.
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The theoretical framework we present explains how
partisan incentives of committees affect when commit-
tees are more likely to seek out analytical information
for policy learning, and we provide empirical evidence
using a new, comprehensive dataset on hearings from
1960 to 2018. In doing so, we show how different types
of witnesses provide different levels of analytical infor-
mation in their testimonies and how committees—
especially the chair and majority members—are driven
to seek out witnesses who can provide high levels of
analytical information under a set of partisan-driven
conditions. We highlight our main results below and
suggest extensions for futurework to further emphasize
how our data can be of value to any scholars and policy
makers interested in the information flow between
Congress and external groups.
Our results illustrate how committees’ partisan con-

ditions influence the types of witnesses they seek out
and how this affects policy learning. For one, our results
reveal that members of committees turn to different
types of witnesses and different types of groups based
on committee intent: whether they are exploring a
legislative issue and thus likely to be learning analytical
information about a potential area for future legislation
or they are actively considering a specific bill and thus
likely to be gathering information about electoral con-
sequences or the viability of the bills. In turn, this
suggests that different groups may have different kinds
of opportunities for influence through information pro-
vision during different stages of committee politics;
extensions that closely examine this and the implica-
tions of such opportunities may be of further interest to
scholars of interest group politics.
In addition, we find that committees react to the

partisan setting of divided government by inviting
lower percentages of bureaucrats to testify. This link
between divided government and lower invitation
rates of bureaucrats not only has implications for the
information that committees receive, as bureaucrats
have been shown to provide high levels of analytical
information in their testimonies, but also points to how
committees may be choosing to respond to partisan
considerations over informational considerations.
This motivates possible future work that examines
the extent to which committees may be behaving
strategically with the bureaucracy. More broadly,
bureaucrats are one of the most common types of
witnesses to appear before committees, as shown in
our data, and there is significant variation across
agencies regarding their ideologies (Richardson, Clin-
ton, and Lewis 2017). Using bureaucrat testimonies
may be particularly promising for future work on the
interbranch sharing of information between congres-
sional committees and executive agencies with differ-
ent ideological leanings.
Finally, we show how the Republican majority’s

elimination of the OTA in 1995 reduced the invitation
of research-based witnesses in the committees that
heavily relied on the internal capacity of Congress.
Although we focus on witness types to characterize
the potential influence on the information acquisition
of committees, various other ways of characterizing the

informational effects may be of further interest. For
instance, the quality of information and the use of
scientific evidence cited by witnesses before and after
the OTA elimination might change. Further inquiry
into how declining congressional capacity affects the
presentation and use of scientific evidence in witness
testimonies can enrich scholars’ understanding of the
role of research and science in shaping public policy in
the United States.
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