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Chapter 1: Introduction
Americans are constantly questioning their members of Congress about the real world
relevancy of the legislation they are proposing on Capitol Hill. Optimally, the actions taken by
the government would both efficiently and effectively solve the nation’s problems. While both of
these measures are important, they are hard to quantify. Effectiveness is a particularly elusive
concept because of the multi-faceted nature of Congress. As each of the 535 members of the
combined House and Senate have their own goals and loyalties, effectiveness may not even have
a single definition within Congress itself. Members of Congress may have disparate goals in
mind, but there are many common strategies used to achieve these varied objectives. This
phenomenon led me to wonder about legislative strategies proposed that go beyond the typical
disbursement or allocation of government funds. After making a cursory examination of
proposed recent legislation in Congress, I was intrigued by the proposal of commissions
composed of non-government actors. Commissions are a topic on which discussion does not
often fall, and I wanted to know what commission legislation’s composition as an entity. The
commission proposed to investigate the events of 9/11 is widely known, but I wanted to see if it
was actually representative of commission legislation as a whole, or if they were being used to
solve a variety of problems. A study into a single sample of commissions alone cannot determine
whether Congress on the whole is effective, but it can provide one snapshot of whether Congress
is using fitting techniques to address legislative concerns.
An analysis of legislation related to congressional commissions is important because it
examines the relevancy of one legislative strategy, which could help determine large
implications about policy making on the whole. Outside of the realm of political science, many
American citizens are familiar with some of Congress’ roles, but not the concept and workings of
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congressional commissions. Although the topic may not be well-known, effective policy-making
is relevant to the lives of all citizens. My research does not ask how well are commissions
working, but more fundamentally, how and why are they being utilized at all. Congressional
commissions are an often proposed measure within the House and Senate, are rarely in the public
consciousness. Commissions must be appealing to members of Congress, even though they are
infrequently acknowledged.
Most existing research on commissions analyzes their effectiveness as a problem solving
strategy. This style of research is results-based, and normally focuses on the validity of the
research undertaken by the commission and its following recommendations. Additionally, most
research that has analyzed the use of commissions within government has either focused on a
single cause, such as riots, or on specific presidential commissions, not congressional
commissions as a larger tool. Inspired by a single interesting commission, or a single causal
event, analyses are conducted using the commission’s records of its proceedings or by
interviewing past commissioners. Thomas Wolanin conducted a large-scale, quantitative analysis
of commissions, but it was a review of presidential commissions, not congressional commissions.
Results-based research is limited by the fact that it focuses more intensely on how a commission
was implemented, rather than the motivations behind its proposal. The focus of these studies is
on the actions of the commission and the reception of its findings. These are important elements,
but results-based research largely ignores the source from which the commission came.
My research covers new ground in that it uses quantitative research methods to not only
analyze congressional commissions that passed, but also those that did not. I am seeking to
reveal more about the scope and shape of commission legislation as a strategy, instead of
focusing on legislative follow-up. Not using results-based research also has the potential to
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reveal legislative trends without encountering intervening variables related to the actions of the
commissioners. The focus of my study is the actions taken by members of Congress, and only
Congress. An analysis of the use of congressional commissions has not been addressed by
previous research and would be a unique addition to existing literature on commissions and
congressional legislative strategies alike. I looked for trends regarding the objective, sponsor,
topic, and other attributes of commissions proposed over the course of three Congresses. I felt
that examining the attributes of a set of commissions was a better way to understand how
commissions are used in Congress than through a qualitative study of a single commission.
Designing research regarding congressional commissions is often challenging due to their
change in definition and use in government over time.

The History of Commissions in Government
The objectives behind forming a congressional commission cover a wide range, but there
are a few attributes that make congressional commissions distinctive from other governmental
bodies. According to the Congressional Research Service, a congressional commission is a
temporary advisory body that is established, appointed, and files reports to Congress (Glassman
and Straus 2013, 1). Although these guidelines have been produced by a government agency,
there is no formal legal definition as to what constitutes a congressional commission. The
members of a commission are never members of Congress, and the body operates independently
of Congress. The label of congressional commission is still valid even if the President or other
governmental bodies are included at the appointment or reporting stages of the process, as long
as Congress is involved at least in part. The rest of the attributes, pertaining to the number of
members on the commission or its duration are all decided by the members of Congress that
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write the legislation proposing the commission. Within the allotted time frame, the appointed
commissioners, usually experts in a specific research field or representatives of a subset of the
population can be responsible for conducting research, investigating events, holding public
meetings or even planning national celebrations. When the time frame for the commission has
expired, the commission will report its findings, and often direct policy suggestions, to Congress
and any other relevant government bodies as directed in the founding legislation. The life cycle
of a commission is fairly typical today, but commissions have not always been so well-defined.
Since congressional commissions are only loosely defined, it is difficult to pin an exact
time to the beginning of their use, but the general idea can draw historical links to commissions
established in the Progressive Era of the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Campbell 2001, 10).
These commissions were largely regulatory in nature, but both today’s congressional
commissions and Progressive Era commissions are composed of non-governmental actors. Both
types of commissions have the goal of improving or advising government practices from outside
of the political realm. Established in 1887, The Interstate Commerce Commission was the first
government regulatory commission. It was not temporary in nature, but its initial successes
paved the way for future commissions. Presidential commissions also rose to prominence in the
same era. Theodore Roosevelt is often lauded with the title of “Father of the Presidential
Advisory Commission,” and was the first president to utilize “nongovernment experts to
examine problems of public policy” (Wolanin 1975, 5). Aside from being established by the
President, Theodore Roosevelt’s commissions were more similar to today’s congressional
commissions than the Interstate Commerce Commission in regards to the temporary nature of
their existence. I have presented some historical context for congressional commissions, but the
precise evolution of commissions into the bodies they are today remains largely untouched by
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scholars. Due to these factors, there is a limited understanding of how commissions are used by
Congress today.

Attributes of Commissions in Congress
One of my main goals in conducting this study was to collect and analyze the kinds of
commissions proposed in Congress. Elements such as the proposed method of addressing the
concern, and category of the issue examined by the commission were included to show the
construction of the proposed commission. The data included were not only in regards to the
proposed goals and methods of the commission itself, but also the attributes of the sponsors and
of the bill. Information on the number of cosponsors and whether the commission was part of a
legislative package that covered a range of topics beyond the establishment of a commission
helped address if support from other members or concealment within a larger package is more
likely to bring about approval for the bill. The typical makeup of commissions proposed in
Congress is relatively unknown, so a wide selection of variables was included to capture a wellrounded snapshot of commission qualities. I wanted to record the task that was assigned to the
commission and how that commission was proposed in Congress. My analysis also includes
portions about the sponsor to capture information regarding the motivations behind the
commission proposals. While it is not possible to draw direct conclusions about the personal
motivations of a bill’s sponsor solely from their party, state, or gender, it makes it possible to
present a general picture of who used commissions as a legislative strategy.
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Commissions and Social Change
Research on commissions was active in the 1960s and 1970s. Riot commissions were
formed both by Congress and on a smaller scale in individual cities as reactionary measures.
These commissions were followed by an outpouring of scholarship on the effectiveness of
commissions and the degree to which their recommendations were implemented. Less examined
was the number of commissions proposed. The 1960s and 1970s were times of intense social
change that seemed to inspire the creation of a large number of commissions. This observation
inspired me to wonder if the creation of congressional commissions was tied with more recent
times of social change. The attacks on the World Trade Towers on September 11, 2001 were an
event that triggered an entire era of change for the United States. The history of commission use
in the 1960s and 1970s motivated me to research the utilization of commissions in very recent
history. If commissions are still being utilized, I want to know what kind of challenges they
tackle, and in what context. Thus, I wanted to research if the number and type of commissions
being proposed during a time of social change as compared to times of relative peace. I
hypothesized that the number of commissions proposed would increase in times of social change,
but they would pass at a lower rate than in times of relative peace within society. This kind of
pattern would reflect a need for solutions that was complicated by difficulties in reaching a
consensus on the correct kind of approach in times of turmoil. The establishment of a
commission is a slower and more deliberative strategy than some of the other possible
alternatives. A commission will consist of numerous outside voices and opinions and will
generally need at least six months to develop its recommendations. These recommendations then
need to be processed by Congress and consolidated into a new bill related to the issue. Other
legislative strategies only need to pass through Congress once before becoming law, but using a
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commission to solve a problem requires passing both the establishment and the recommendation
legislation. I thought that commissions may not be the short term fix that law-makers are seeking
in crisis-like situations.

Data for This Project
To address my questions about the rate of passage of congressional commissions and the
nature of the legislation that does pass, I collected a unique dataset to examine legislation that
proposes the establishment of a new congressional commission. The time period I chose is
before and after the events of September 11, 2001; from 1999 through 2004. This time period is
much more recent than the commissions of the 1970s, and allowed me to draw conclusions about
commissions today more accurately than if the dataset was focused on earlier years. It is also
long enough ago to view this time period within the larger historical context. My dataset consists
of all commissions proposed during the 106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses, with September 11,
2001 occurring during the 107th Congress. By capturing information about commissions both
before and after a major event that brought about social change, I was be able to make valuable
comparisons between the two time periods. For example, there was the possibility that periods of
social change inspired commissions with shorter intended durations to produce results more
quickly. Both the legislation that became law and those which never passed were included in the
dataset. This inclusion of these data illuminates not only what commissions were created, but
also the full range of topics that members of Congress attempt to address through commission
legislation. All of these aspects are essential to gain a sense of the pieces of legislation that were
passed.
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Americans are constantly questioning their members of Congress about the real world
relevancy of the legislation that they are pursuing on Capitol Hill. The price of the government
collecting taxes seems to be a constant barrage of questions from citizens looking to guarantee
that their money is being used efficiently. Most Americans would think of efficiency in terms of
the direct allocation of funds to departments and organizations, but legislative strategies can vary
greatly from one another. Congress also has to offer strategies to implement decisions, one of
which is commissions. Commissions are commonly proposed in Congress, but have a relatively
low public profile. The pace of commission work is slow and deliberative, as the commission
needs to be formed, conduct its duties, and then report back to the government before further
action can be taken. They are a mixture of governmental and non-governmental decision making,
and I believe this unique position makes commissions an important entity to study. Seeing that
the formation of a commission is a technique that continues to be used by lawmakers today, I
wanted to know what using a commission offers and what kind of events and factors inspire what
kind of commissions.

Chapter Overview
Following this introduction to the topic of commissions and my research questions I will
discuss how commissions have been previously studied by scholars. The second chapter is
designed to present the context into which this study fits by highlighting the multiple ways
possible to conduct research on congressional commissions. The review of the related literature
is followed by a presentation of the methodology employed in case collection and detailed
descriptions of the variables. The fourth chapter is a summary of all of the data I collected on
congressional commissions and the correlations that arose between different variables. My
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dataset is then further divided for analysis in the fifth chapter where the commissions are split
into categories depending on the event with which they are associated, if associated with an
event at all. The final section is a summary of my findings and a general discussion of what they
might mean for congressional commissions and legislation.
1. Introduction
2. The Practice of Studying Commissions
3. Description of Data and Case Collection
4. Commission Traits, Uses, and Successes
a. Comparing the types of commissions proposed, the traits of the commissions’
sponsors, and the success of commissions in relation to their attributes
5. Commissions as Response Mechanisms to Events
a. Comparing the congressional commissions proposed in relation to different social
events to those that were unrelated to an event
6. Conclusion

I hope this research will illuminate not only the presence of commissions as a legislative
strategy, but also their complex and diverse nature. My goal is to add to the general knowledge
about how and why commissions are proposed in Congress. As prior studies have been inspired
by landmark commissions or singular events, I want this research to aid in the understanding of
both noteworthy commissions, and those that do not make the news, but are nevertheless present
in The Congressional Record. Along with the general attributes of commissions, this study
presents one look into legislative reactions to events by government actors, and I aim to deepen
the understanding of the actions of Congress through the examination of a single facet of their
work.
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Chapter 2: The Practice of Studying Commissions
Introduction
The use of commissions varies widely throughout both the federal, state, and local
governments, but entities labeled as government commissions possess a few common
characteristics. They are independent bodies of nongovernmental experts and occasionally
citizens, serving the government in an advisory role. While some commissions established by
Congress or the President in the federal government are permanent, a key aspect of the
commissions discussed here is that they are temporary in nature. The commissions studied here
are dissimilar to agencies like the Federal Trade Commission. These governmental commissions
are tasked with achieving a series of goals, and after a predetermined amount of time they must
produce a report of their findings. Then, shortly after the presentation of the report to the
government, the commission is terminated. When conducting research or compiling
recommendations, commissions operate independently from the government, but the contents of
the published final report can be utilized in any manner the government sees fit.
There are no formal legal terms within the American government that define what a
congressional commission should entail, but congressional commissions are nevertheless a
unique government entity. Within their report on congressional commissions, the Congressional
Research Service defines a congressional commission as “a multi-member independent entity
that is established by Congress, exists temporarily, serves in an advisory capacity, is appointed in
part or whole by members of Congress, and reports to Congress (Glassman and Straus 2013, 1).
This report also notes that these five aspects of congressional commissions are what separate
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them from presidential commissions and other government commissions. Intra-congressional
bodies, like congressional committees, are also not included within the Congressional Research
Service’s definition of a congressional commission because they are not independent. Many
other bodies within government may report back to Congress and provide an advisory role, but
only congressional commissions will have all the attributes listed above. It is worth noting that
although this definition was released in a report that was meant to inform Congress, it is not a
formal definition that has been uniformly adopted by the government.
The majority of the literature on commissions was either published in the 1960s and
1970s or focuses on the landmark commissions from that era. The outpouring of commission
research within a relatively short span of time led scholars to examine the institution in a
multitude of different ways. Most studies focused on analyzing the effectiveness of commissions,
and proposed different aspects that made them fail or succeed. The literature is less similar to a
timeline of arguments and critical responses, and more like a room in which multiple
conversations are occurring simultaneously. One mode of analysis is through the examination of
the unique attributes of commissions and possible connections to effectiveness. Essential to
evaluating effectiveness is an understanding of the multiple uses of commissions, which I have
here divided into informative sources, reactionary measures, means by which to build support,
and a way to delegate responsibility. After discussing different research approaches to
commission analysis, topics and themes that have occurred the most frequently in commission
research are examined. This chapter focuses on commissions not only as a legislative strategy
within Congress, but also how their characteristics have influenced them as a subject of study
within the academic community
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The Expansion and Transformation of the Use of Commissions in Government
Modern temporary government advisory commissions share historical ties with the
commissions of the Progressive Era, and some of their functionalities have remained the same.
Both historical and modern commissions exist to answer public policy questions in ways that
have not yet been addressed by the government. The use of commissions has been shaped by two
seemingly conflicting elements: the enlargement of the government and public distaste for the
methods of the federal government. As the role of the federal government quickly expanded at
the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, Americans became frustrated with the pace
at which institutions like Congress were able to address their concerns (Campbell 2001, 9). The
use of temporary independent advisory commissions was a way to depoliticize policy discussions
while also lending a sense of legitimacy to their arguments. Commissions were both a tool to
increase efficiency while also making a skeptical public more receptive to new policies. In this
same era, Teddy Roosevelt initiated the creation of the first presidential commissions that are
similar in purpose and form to those used in government today (Wolanin 1975, 5). The seats on
these commissions were filled by those who were experts in their fields, and the goals were
related to public policy, which are traits that are also possessed by modern congressional
commissions.
Independent advisory commissions have been prevalent as problem solving strategies for
public policy, but also have become a reactionary measure, especially in the aftermath of crises,
like riots. The creation of a commission has been widely used at both the federal and the city
level to examine the cause and effects of race riots for nearly one-hundred years (Lipsky and
Olson 1977, 37). Riot commissions increased in number during the turbulence of the 1960s, and
they have seen continued use throughout modern American history. They have been assembled
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in many cities across America, with the most recent prominent commission being after the 1992
riots in Los Angeles. Most federal temporary advisory commissions are perceived as more
depoliticized than other government strategies, but race riot commissions spring from highly
politicized events. Events like the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the events of
September 11, 2001 both were reactionary investigatory commissions. The more widely known
congressional commissions have focused specific events, but many commissions are also often
formed without a clear event as a catalyst. members of Congress often see need for a nongovernmental suggestions to aid in policy production for a wide variety of social issues, and
investigatory commissions make up only one small part of the larger commission population.

Commissions as Informative Sources
Commissions are established by Congress as a strategy for addressing a problem that
requires additional investigation or research that would be better conducted by an outside panel
of experts than the government itself. The specific purpose and goals of a commission are
outlined in the founding legislation, and can vary from information collection and compilation,
to current policy review and recommendation for further action.
Colton C. Campbell looks at the reasons behind why Congress might be motivated to
create a commission that conducts research without constant government oversight. Campbell
found that the one of top reasons stated by members of Congress for delegating to a commission
was a lack of personal expertise about the topic and a commission’s ability to conduct research
that would not be conducted otherwise (Campbell 1998, 173). Citizens inherently want laws that
have been thoroughly researched and crafted, but they also desire a legislature that works quickly
and efficiently. The United States is a diverse country, with a correspondingly diverse set of
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problems. Members of Congress are expected to create detailed pieces of legislation without
being experts in the related field, and this is where commissions are often helpful. Congressional
commissions that focus on research can condense years of work into a single report, which helps
legislators be informed efficiently. Outsourcing research and the crafting of suggestions to nongovernmental workers not only helps to manage the congressional workload, but it helps separate
factual information from the potential political motives of the members of Congress.
Additionally, many commissions are required by their founding legislation to include
suggestions for policy reform. Commissions can make Congress’ job easier, because not only do
their reports provide relevant, up-to-date research to inform policy choices, but they also present
lists of options from which Congress could select a strategy to pursue. An example of Congress’
reliance on the expertise of outsiders was especially apparent when policy decisions needed to be
made about the AIDS epidemic in the late 1980s and 1990s (Campbell 2001, 78). AIDS and HIV
are complex medical conditions, and members of Congress were not suited to develop new
policies around a disease that they barely understood. The National Commission on AIDS
developed a national strategic health plan that was published with their results, and elements of
their findings were later integrated into government policy. The National Commission on AIDS
is an important example of how a commission of experts was essential in formulating
comprehensive and targeted national policies.
One problem with congressional commissions as a tool by which to conduct research is
that there is very little accountability if the government does not utilize the complied information.
Congressional commissions are given a lot of independence to conduct their research, and
Congress is equally free to accept or reject the commission’s findings. Commissions have been
deemed ineffective by scholars when the recommendations from reports are not quickly
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converted into policies. David A. Longanecker and Patrick F. Klein, through surveying 29
commission policy experts, examined the reports of nine separate commissions that focused on
higher education. The measure of success on which they based their analysis was the relationship
between the findings in the commission’s report and the public policy that followed
(Longanecker and Klein 1977, 43). Commissions that clearly changed the existing law or
produced new policies were deemed to be the most effective, but these kinds of commissions
were found to be the minority of those studied. Longanecker and Klein did acknowledge that the
introduction of new data or ideas to the realm of public policy was an important contribution
from some of the commissions they studied, but that it would be difficult to assess the nature of
their overall impact. The line between an ineffective and an effective commission is often
unclear because of the nearly infinite ways to approach the assessment of effectiveness. The
initial perspective that Congress had in creating a commission is essential to understanding its
effectiveness and the relevance of social science research to politics, but it is often difficult to
ascertain their exact motivations. Researchers, Longanecker and Klein included, struggle to find
ways to define both the effectiveness and impact of a commission. Therefore, my research
focuses on the initial factors that influence members of Congress in proposing the creation of a
congressional commission. These elements have not been researched in a quantitative manner
before, and unlike prior studies, it does not rely on defining effectiveness.

Commissions as Reactionary Measures
Commissions can be an important tool by which to conduct research, but they are not
always formed with long-term policy goals in mind. Commissions are often formed as a way to
assess or investigate an unexpected problem as well. Lindsey Lupo, the author of Flak-Catchers:
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One Hundred Years of Riot Commission Politics in America, notes that historically, riots have
often begun with “an act of the state, specifically the police” (Lupo 2009, 24). The use of a
commission both distances the reviewing body from government bias and shows the public that
the government is making an effort to solve the problems at hand. When riots were occurring in
1967, a commission was established in response and a Johnson White House aid was quoted as
saying, “The [commission] was created in the wake of the riots. You can be damn sure that the
President was not going to let the people think that he was not doing anything about the riots”
(Wolanin 1975, 21). These sentiments are indicative of commissions’ symbolic value of
reassurance following a crisis, but do not inspire confidence in their abilities to actually solve the
problems at hand.
These kinds of commissions serve an advisory role to the government just as researchinspired commissions do, but they can encounter different kinds of problems than faced by
research commissions. Riots, especially those concerning race, not only consistently yield the
creation of commissions, but these commissions are also almost always deemed ineffective by
scholars. Quickly assembled in a tense environment, riot commissions often suffer from a host of
problems, including a lack of funding and disagreements among commissioners as to how the
entire production should run (Lipsky and Olson 1977, 44-45). A lack of funding can seriously
impair the quality of the research that is produced by the riot commission. The importance of
research quality is twofold; poor quality research renders the commission’s fulfillment of the
initial objective without value, and any additional indirect impact of the commission would be
misguided.
Regardless of the type of goals or stated mission, scholars usually examine the validity
of the commission’s proceedings as a prerequisite to an analysis of effectiveness. An in-depth
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case study is normally required to determine whether a commission’s research was conducted
properly. In Lupo’s Flak-Catchers, she analyzes five separate case studies that range from the
1919 Chicago Riot Commission to the 1992 Los Angeles Riot Commission, looking at both
archival records and conducting interviews with more recent commissioners. In interviews, past
commissioners voiced concerns about the quality of the research they conducted, which serves
as an indicator of the fragile state of commissions that respond to emergencies like riots (Lupo
2011, 131).
The National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders, usually referred to as the Kerner
Commission, is an often cited example of a commission that was formed in response to a crisis,
but achieved very little significant change in the long run. Lipsky and Olson examine the
political processing of racial violence in America through the vehicle of riot commissions. The
authors found that instead of inspiring new and meaningful policies, commissions such as the
Kerner Commission depress the influence of the conflict and stifle future societal change.
Official commission documents, newspaper coverage of the commissions, and interviews with
commissioners were used to establish a clear picture of the commission while it was in operation
and the environment in which the recommendations were formed. To determine the success of
the implementation of the riot commission’s recommendations, Lipsky and Olson conducted
further interviews with employees of the city agencies responsible for instituting the policies and
also examined the public reports that the agencies published. Their investigation led them to the
conclusion that political pressure, a non-integrated membership, limited resources, and policy
implementation problems hindered the commissions’ abilities to fulfill their objectives (Lipsky
and Olson 1977, 37). The authors deem a riot commission ineffective when it failed to produce
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policy, because riot commissions are explicitly tasked with finding solutions to the problems that
caused the initial riots.
Many commissions have been qualified as ineffective in studies like Lipsky and Olson’s,
but congressional commissions are still worthy of study because much of the prior research has
focused on policy production as the sole measure of commission effectiveness. Additionally, if
prior measures of effectiveness were accurate in assessing commissions as poorly utilized tools,
it is extremely important to study why members of Congress are still proposing commissions. If
commissions have been dismissed as an ineffective legislative strategy for inducing policy
change by multiple scholars, there is likely another reason that would explain why they are
continually proposed in Congress.

Building Support through Commissions
As it can be seen from the commission topics already discussed, commissions are almost
always used as a problem solving measure to address some kind of crisis that Congress or the
President would prefer to not have to manage independently. Commissions are seen as a
potential remedy for complex and serious problems, and are almost always used usually as a
reactionary, not a preventative or supplemental measure. Commemorative commissions, which
are less frequent than commissions with a focus on policy or investigation, “plan, coordinate, and
oversee celebrations of people or events, often in conjunction with milestone anniversaries”
(Glassman and Straus 2013, 2). These commissions are most likely part of a strategy to build
public support. It could be argued that every action within a politician’s career is taken in order
to continue building public support, but these commissions are clearly intended to have symbolic
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meaning. There is nothing particularly controversial about celebrating Benjamin Franklin’s
birthday or the anniversary of the first successful airplane flight.
Building popular support is quite straightforward in terms of commemorative
commissions, but it is more difficult to achieve with other types of commissions. Politicians
occasionally use commissions as part of a “window dressing” strategy to bolster policies that are
either already in place or that the politician has already committed to constructing (Wolanin 1975,
15). Commissions provide an opportunity for presidents and members of Congress to collect
academically sound support for their ideas. A serious failure of this “window dressing” strategy
is embodied in the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography of 1970. Plagued by a variety of
internal and external problems, the final published report was rejected by President Nixon,
Congress, and even some of the members of the commission. Both Ray Rist and Roger Soenksen
testify to the integrity of the commission’s research, but their well-supported findings were still
criticized by both the government and the general public. The topic of explicit materials was not
only controversial, but evoked very strong emotional reactions within people. Commissioner
Lockhart was an academic and believed that the topic of obscenity elicited such strong emotional
responses that social science research was the only way to objectively analyze the topic. The
commission’s original research found that exposure to pornography was not likely to change
preexisting sexual attitudes, and therefore was unlikely to be linked to atrocious criminal activity.
These results were particularly devastating to those who had encouraged the creation of the
commission. Both the members of Congress and the morality groups around the country had
been “confident in their belief that obscenity cause[d] crime and other problems” (Soenksen
1993, 104). Not only did the results contradict the foundation for the current pornography bans
that were in place, but the fact that the government sponsored research that involved exposing
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subjects to explicit materials was shocking to many across America. Based the findings of their
research, the commission recommended a lack of government interference between adults and
the purchasing of obscene materials.
Senators John McClellan and Karl Mundt had introduced The Commission on Obscenity
and Pornography for the sole purpose of supporting their personal beliefs and the existing laws
than ran along the same principles. The commission’s findings were well supported, but
completely rejected by both the President and Congress due to the emotional nature of the
subject (Soenksen 1993, 121). Soenksen claims that support was especially low from members
of Congress because the Commission’s report was released near an election and supporting
pornography is not a popular campaign stance. The commission’s suggestions were not only
unexpected, but they were presented at an inopportune time as well. The commission’s report
was ineffective in convincing government of the legitimacy of its ideas, but conversely, the
strategy of “window dressing” was equally ineffective. The Commission on Obscenity and
Pornography is an important example in the realm of consensus building through commissions.
Commissions of a less controversial nature work better as a support-building tactic because the
risks are not as great if the commission reports do not contain the recommendations that were
initially expected. If members of Congress pursued “window dressing” strategies, it could have
shaped the types of commissions proposed, as expressed in either the mission type or whether a
review of existing policies was included. “Window dressing” could be one possible motive for
the use of commissions today, and I will look for potential related factors in my dataset.
As The Commission on Obscenity and Pornography has shown, controversial issues and
the desire to bolster existing policies can lead to an intellectual divide between the
commissioners and the politicians. My dataset examines commission proposals for the presence
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of instructions that direct the commission to review existing government policies. Using
commissions as a tool to support existing policies has been unsuccessful in the past, and I wanted
to see if this use of commissions is still being pursued by members of Congress.

Delegation - Dividing the Responsibilities and Blame
The government’s usage of commissions, both at the federal and local level, has been
long accused of being a method of avoidance. The commission can be an entity with which the
government can deflect unpopular decisions without being wholly responsible, while also
gaining credit for taking action on a tough problem. The creation of a commission is in itself a
government action, and this action alone can be used to disguise a lack of progress. For tough
decisions like selecting which military bases to close, delegation to a non-political commission
can help to create a binding decision while minimizing strife (Mayer 1995, 413). When military
bases were closed, members of Congress could not be blamed for favoring their home states
because the task had been delegated to an independent commission. The task of base selection
was originally assigned to Congress, but party divisions prevented a decision from being reached.
The delegation of a task from Congress to an independent commission is occasionally
very useful in reaching solutions, but it can also halt progress entirely. This phenomenon is why
most commission studies measure policy production as a sign of effectiveness. Policy production
following the publication of a commission’s final report is a clear sign of both the commission
accomplishing the job with which it has been tasked and of the government actively embracing
the suggestions presented by the commission. This style of analysis has been particularly
relevant in studies that examine riot commissions.

23

Michael Lipsky and David Olson focus their attention on results and the implementation
of a commission’s recommendations as the main indication of success. From their numerous case
studies, they find that commissions fail as an effective means to properly address race riots. The
use of a commission is not regarded as a success unless substantive policy changes stem from its
recommendations, and this rarely happens. While a lack of policy production could indicate
ineffective commission proceedings, it could also be a sign of a government which is reluctant to
institute change.
David Longanecker and Patrick Klein examined nine separate commissions on higher
education to analyze whether they have had an impact on legislation or the way that those who
shape public policy think. After forming their own conclusions, they selected 29 public policy
experts (professors, federal government employees, etc) to also analyze the success of the
commissions’ goals and findings. Their aim was to determine which commissions on higher
education had been successful, with the measure of success being the production of follow-up
policy. The authors look at the commissions’ original goals and see how they match up with the
research and conclusions published in the final reports. Longanecker and Klein found the
overarching theme of the analyses to be that many commissions opened the door to national
discussion or presented valuable data, but very few had a direct legal impact. The final
conclusion was that the most successful commissions not only bring attention to an issue, but
start solving it as well. These studies look at the environment in which the commission made its
decision and how those factors led to either its production or lack of production of legislation.
Direct policy production is not always the best measure of success for commissions
because it may not be part of the commission’s original objective. The ides of valuable
commissions that are not followed by direct action is propagated by George Sulzner’s
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examination of multiple research commissions. The author proposes that the government works
largely through incrementalism, where progress is achieved in a series of smaller steps rather
than all at once (Sulzner 1971, 438). Government commissions fit in as small pieces of larger
goals. Under this theory, Sulnzer proposes that commissions can serve as exploratory bodies,
vehicles for consensus building or important symbols of official acknowledgement of an issue.
His claim is that a commission does not need to have achieved complete implementation of their
suggestions to be an effective government tool. He references the work of the Kerner
Commission, and suggests that it changed the nature of the discussions that followed its
existence. A similar train of thought is supported by Flitner, who comprehensively studies the
entire lifespan of a commission from creation to implementation of recommendations. He finds
that the commissions are a good platform for potentially controversial, but well-researched new
ideas. His holistic style of analysis across multiple commissions suggests that a commission
could still be deemed effective even if its recommendations were poorly received (Flitner 1986,
180). The strategy covers an impressive breadth of information, but the positive indirect impact
of commissions has not yet been backed with any in-depth case studies.
As a research strategy, an examination of indirect effects is much more difficult to pursue,
and most studies that attest to the positive effects of commissions are largely theoretical
discussions and not analyses of data. Alternatively, studies that only look at the production of
new legislation are factually well supported with data, but are single-minded in their definitions
of success. Timothy Coombs suggests that commissions with investigatory or symbolic
reassurance goals may require a different measure of success than commissions that aim to
influence public policy (Coombs 1993, 62). Even with an understanding that certain
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commissions’ practical goals may not directly inspire new legislation, a clear and consistent
analytical strategy for determining their effectiveness has not been established.
Congressional commissions, by definition, involve delegating research, planning or
suggestion formation to a group of non-governmental actors. Optimally, the information or
suggestions that a commission transmits to Congress would be used in some way. As the many
studies that have focused on effectiveness have shown, there are multiple ways to measure if the
commission and Congress are successfully pursuing previously outlined goals. The process of
government commission creation to the publication of a final report to Congress is usually
stretched over a number of years in which a number of different variables could affect the
ultimate effectiveness of the commission. It becomes nearly impossible to pinpoint concrete
reasons for failure or success. As previous researchers have continually struggled with this
problem, I was motivated to study all proposed commissions from a specific time frame, not just
the effects of those that became law. Focusing on proposed commissions has not been studied
quantitatively before, and my research does not require redefining what it means for a
commission to have been effective.

Quantitatively Studying Commissions
As discussed above, consistently studying the effectiveness of commissions in a
qualitative manner can be challenging. Qualitative research offers an appealing amount of depth
and context to support its claims, but it is usually focused on a small number of cases. Every
commission has a unique background history, board of commissioners, and objective. Even two
cases studies that employ similar measures of effectiveness may have different opinions of
commissions because of case selection. Utilizing a different strategy, Thomas Wolanin examined
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a sample of 99 presidential commissions and measured the amount of government response that
each commission received after its final report was published. Governmental and presidential
response were measured in five separate ways, ranging from the president merely issuing a
statement to either the government or president pursuing legislation or administrative action
(Wolanin 1975, 132). A 4-point scale was then used to assess the level of implementation, and
the most successful commissions in terms of implementation were compared to the level of
governmental or presidential support that they received. Wolanin argues that the impact of the
establishment of a commission is mainly the “innovation and change” that it inspires within
government policy (Wolanin 1975, 141). The structure of Wolanin’s research captures one angle
of the politics that led to the success of a commission after it its report has been published,
through the measure of government response. This structure can be easily modified to measure
variables about the political motives that led to the creation of a commission, which was relevant
to my research.
Wolanin’s study is the only large-scale quantitative study of commissions, and his
research focuses on presidential commissions. Wolanin’s work is unique in some aspects, but
like most of the other studies regarding commissions, it is focused on public policy impact as a
measure of overall commission effectiveness. Although Wolanin was able to examine more
commissions than the qualitative studies that were case studies of only a few selection
commissions, it is still in a similar vein as the other commission research conducted during the
1970s. The overall design of my research was inspired by the work of Wolanin, but is
fundamentally different in multiple ways. My study varies from Wolanin’s model in that I was
interested in proposed commissions that did not become law, in addition to those that did. In my
dataset I measured what kind of task the commission was given, along with many other
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descriptive variables. Wolanin’s study only examined the details of the nature of the
commissions after they had been sorted into groups by effectiveness. My variables were chosen
to help identify the types of problems that members of Congress sought to address with
commission-based research and also how the commission was crafted. I wanted to know
information about the nature of the problem Congress wanted to fix with a commission rather
than if it was ultimately made into law and effective. Congress does not bring in outside experts
for every legislative decision, so I sought to find what makes cases where a commission was
proposed unique from other laws.

Social Science Research in the Political Realm
The integration of outside research through commissions can be challenging, but one of
the major draws is the reduction in workload for the members of Congress. In a survey of
members of Congress who proposed a commission, 29% responded that part of their motivations
was the decreased workload (Campbell 2001, 36). Members of the legislature inherently have a
large number of tasks which they wish to accomplish and a finite amount of time to devote to
each item. The delegation of tasks to a group of experts is not only a helpful research strategy; it
makes sense as a form of time management. When legislators are so busy that they are doublebooked for committee meetings, there are two choices for the remaining tasks; delegate or
neglect (Campbell 2001, 65). Commissions are a way to devote political attention to a topic
without having to commit large amounts of time.
Not only can research commissions allow Congress to accomplish a greater number of
tasks, but the apolitical nature of the commission’s research team can lend a sense of credibility
to the commission’s findings. The commissioners’ academic backgrounds makes them more
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qualified to conduct the research with which they have been tasked, but it can also be the source
of difficulty for the commission. The experts sitting on the commission can face problems
conducting research if the goals they have been tasked with by the government are unrealistic or
if the political pressure is too great. Miscommunication and a lack of understanding between the
politicians and researcher can lead to results that satisfy neither party. Limited previous political
involvement is one of the aspects that make the input of expert commissioners valuable, but it
can also render the commission’s recommendations less effective for government application
than expected.
The environment of a commission is very different from the environment in which social
scientists normally conduct research. Social scientists and their methods may come into conflict
with commission staffers’ and Congress’ preconceived notions of how the commission’s given
task should be accomplished. Michael Lipsky observed this kind of friction within the Kerner
Commission. Social scientists were pressured by the staff’s desired direction for the tone of the
report and constrained by time limits. The researchers also faced a staff that did not understand
normal social science research protocol and had unrealistic expectations for them. Lipsky also
found that the supporting researchers’ suggestions were not communicated quickly and had
little influence on the more powerful commissioners. Commission research creates more
middlemen than are normally present in typical academic research. Not only can Congress’
constant demands and high expectations limit the output of a commission, but an uncooperative
staff can make the researchers’ jobs even more challenging. Lipsky concluded that social
science did not fare well under the tight restrictions of a commission, but nonetheless
effectively answered specific research questions. These difficulties must be taken into
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consideration when a member of Congress proposes a new commission, because not all types of
research may be well suited for a political environment.
Similarly, not every sub-population within America may be the appropriate target of
commission research. When The American Indian Policy Review Commission was in its initial
stages of formation it faced serious questions regarding its methodology. Kirke Kickingbird
explains that the Commission was to provide a comprehensive assessment and report of the
Native American relationship with the Federal Government to fully examine problems and needs
(Kickingbird 1975, 244). The creation of this kind of commission had been both rare and largely
ineffective in the past. Defining the included population alone turned out to be very complex,
seeing that nowhere near all of those who identify as Native American live on a reservation,
which is how the population had been studied in the past. The methodology itself was then
questioned by those in Congress feeling that it might not be specific enough to address such a
complex topic and led the final report to be ignored. Although Kickingbird was still optimistic
about the potential for success under a congressional research commission, the relative ease of
defining aspects of the commission’s jurisdiction may be an aspect that would influence whether
or not establishing a commission would be a suitable policy choice. Social science research is
only an effective tool for the government if it is applied to the right questions.
Introducing social scientists into governmental processes often proves to be difficult for
both the outside researchers and the members of Congress alike, making the creation of a
congressional commission a potentially risky venture. Dividing the commissions by their focus,
such as research, investigation, or commemoration and focusing on the rate at which each type of
commission passed into law revealed trends about what kind of problems Congress sees fit to
allow non-government actors to review.
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Controversial Issues
One of the most common ways in which commissions have been studied is through an
examination of a single, controversial case. Two cases, the National Advisory Commission on
Civil Disorders of 1967 (the Kerner Commission) and The Commission on Obscenity and
Pornography of 1970, in particular are discussed frequently within the works regarding
commissions. The commissions themselves cover two vastly different topics: national race
rioting and explicit materials. The final reports of both commissions were completely rejected by
Presidents Johnson and Nixon, respectively. Both of these commissions received large amounts
of press on a national scale, which may be one reason why they have been studied at great length.
Not only did these two commissions’ recommendations fail to yield any direct legislative
changes, but the government purposely limited the impact of their findings to the greatest extent
possible. On the other hand, the more recent Independent Commission on Base Realignment and
Closure successfully made somewhat controversial recommendations without any major
pushback from the government or the American public (Mayer 1995, 413). Commissions are
only effective at helping to solve controversial issues when the government either exhibits fairly
strict control over the commission’s actions or if the government is truly willing to be open to
hearing radical solutions to the problem at hand.
As logic would dictate, research commissions are usually proposed at the most politically
opportune times. Reactionary commissions, on the other hand, are occasionally used as a kind of
political last resort. As the intensity and frequency of the riots exploded in the summer of 1967,
President Johnson introduced the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders not because
it was a well crafted part of his political agenda, but because there was increasing pressure to do
something about the widespread rioting. Lupo attributes part of the Johnson administration’s lack
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of a response to the commission’s suggestions ideological dissonance and the other events
prevalent in the country at the time (Lupo 2011, 146). One of the commissioners, John Lindsay,
advocated that only new programs supported by large budgets would help relieve the dire
situation in the cities torn by riots. Not only were these proposals too liberal for what Johnson
had desired; they were far too expensive. Between the recently failed Tet Offensive and the
competitive New Hampshire primary preoccupying Johnson’s mind, the President could not
support new programs fiscally or politically. The Kerner commission was posited with solving a
controversial problem in a time when both the public and the government had become
preoccupied with other serious issues. The likelihood of implementation of the commission’s
suggestions became even smaller when Nixon became president. If the recommendations were
deemed to be too liberal by a Democratic president, there was no hope for their passage under a
Republican president. If public policy production is the guideline for success, the Kerner
commission can be counted as having an extremely limited impact. Poor timing within the
greater historical context rendered it ineffective.
The proposal of a controversial commission is often not part of a politician’s larger plans,
but is one of the viable reactionary measures to unexpected problems. My research was collected
from the period before and after the events of September 11, 2001, which was an uncertain and
turbulent time in American history. The decision to establish a commission is a choice that gives
politicians both time while the commission is in session and additional choices once the final
report has been released. If investigatory and research commissions were proposed and passed in
greater numbers associated with events, it may be a sign that this was the strategy utilized by the
members of Congress at the time. The overall effectiveness of a commission, and support for it
in general may be severely limited in a time of social change, as other issues will take
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precedence or distract from the purpose of the commission. Controversial commissions are
normally only passed when it is absolutely necessary to do so, and they will face many
challenges after that point as well.

Conclusion
Most of the studies that I have reviewed focus on the 1970’s and the success and failure
of commissions during that period. The most thoroughly studied commissions are those that were
formed in response to time-sensitive or controversial issues like race riots and the legality of
pornography, during times of social change, like the 1970’s. The time period in which many
studies on commissions were previously conducted inspired me to focus on times of social
change in my own study as well. I wanted to see if there is a relationship between a turbulent
political environment and how politicians use commissions. Additionally, almost all of the
previous studies focused on evaluating the effectiveness of a commission in influencing
congressional policy production through its published report and recommendations. All but one
of the studies that I reviewed was supported by qualitative data. The lack of variety in research
design reflected a major gap in the literature. Researchers used case studies of a few interesting
commissions to solely focus on end results. Quantitative data or information on proposed
commissions was virtually non-existent. Almost all of the studies that specifically research
government commissions were based in qualitative analyses of a small number of case studies,
except for Wolanin’s collection of presidential commission data. Therefore, I felt it was
important to conduct quantitative research on commissions, because it has not previously been a
widely employed research strategy. The use of a larger dataset would also allow me to examine
commissions as a whole, but just on a case-by-case basis. The literature was helpful in
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illuminating a possible connection between times of social change and the creation of
commissions, but the gaps within it were what ultimately shaped my research design.
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Chapter 3: Description of Data and Case Collection

Introduction
To properly study the roles and uses of congressional commissions within government, I
felt that a multi-faceted approach would be the most effective for the task. Most prior studies on
congressional commissions have looked at the impacts of commissions’ findings and reports on
associated government policies, but this dataset instead looks to capture trends within the
congressional strategy of proposing commissions. This chapter, a discussion of the methodology
employed within my research, details the type of data collected, how variables were defined, the
associated collection processes, and how the collected data was analyzed.

Type of Observation
My observations were proposed and passed pieces of congressional legislation from the
106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses. These sessions of Congress encapsulate both periods of
relative peace, and also of social change, and the collected dataset will help to examine if the use
of commissions changes during periods of social change. The event that produced a following
period of social change studied here is the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, which
occurred during the 107th Congress. This period was a modern time of social change because the
United States government and general population were forced to confront a variety of new issues
on a large scale. Concerns brought about by the attacks permeated daily life constantly and
consistently. Lifestyles were shaped by the new threat of attacks by forces that were not well
understood. Three sessions were included in the dataset as to provide adequate data of
congressional behaviors both before and after the event. Although 9/11 does not fall perfectly in
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the middle of the 107th Congress, the dataset was crafter so that there was at least a full Congress
before and after the event was recorded. The dataset includes information on pieces of legislation
that proposed the establishment of a commission. Both passed legislation that successfully
established a commission and that which did not become public law were included in the dataset.
Proposed legislation was drawn from both the House and Senate.
The bulk of scholarly research on commissions focuses on the 1970s, a time of serious
social change. I wanted to research whether a more recent period of social change like the post
9/11 era could have experienced an increase in either commission proposal or passage into law.
The specific period surrounding the time of change was encapsulated by the 106th and 107th
Congresses. The period of relative peacefulness before the time of social change included the
entirety of the 106th Congress (January 6, 1999- December 15, 2000) and the beginning of the
107th Congress up until 9/11 (January 3, 2001 - September 10, 2001). The period of change
included the remainder of the 107th Congress (September 11, 2001 – November 22, 2002) along
with the entirety of the 108th Congress (January 7, 2003 – December 8, 2004).

Process of Case Selection
Cases in this dataset were collected from the THOMAS database of the Library of
Congress. THOMAS is a database of legislative information, including congressional bills and
resolutions, and The Congressional Record. The database is available to access at the following
address <http://thomas.loc.gov/home/thomas.php>. To find pieces of legislation that established
commissions from the 106th Congress to the 108th Congress, I used the advanced search function.
This function is accessible by either clicking the “Try the Advanced Search” on the THOMAS
homepage or at the address <http://thomas.loc.gov/home/LegislativeData.php>. I found
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legislation that established a commission by each Congress individually. At the top of the search
box on there is an option to “Select Congress” and clicking the number of the Congress filters
the results accordingly. I would then enter the phrase “establish commission” into the search bar
with the parameter set to search by “word/phrase.” The parameters also were adjusted to the
setting of “Include Variants (plurals, etc.).” Although this adjustment filters out fewer unrelated
results than the “Exact Match Only” parameter, relevant cases were returned under the “Include
Variants” search that were not returned under “Exact Match Only.” The rest of the filters were
set to allow legislation from all members of Congress, committees, stage in legislative process,
and date of introduction. THOMAS then returns a list of relevant legislation.
Within the returned results, the initial details visible included the number, title, sponsor[s],
committees, reports, and last major action. None of the cases were screened for selection by title
alone. The title is sometimes specific enough to indicate a relevant case immediately, but
additional confirmation or clarification was sought for every case either within the general
information or the text of the legislation. Clicking on the link embedded within the bill number
gave a number of options to examine additional information about the bill. After clicking “All
Information (except text),” I searched the page for “commission.” The words “establish” and
“commission” are not always directly next to each other within relevant legislation, so a search
of the information detailing the bill in general for just “commission” was necessary. The most
consistent phrase indicating an establishment of a commission within the text of the information
was “Establishes the Commission on [Title]” that is describing a section of the legislation. This
format is quite common, reliable, and clear in its message. Occasionally, cases irrelevant to the
study were returned because they established programs under bodies like the Federal Trade
Commission. These are not results for congressional commissions, and these pieces of legislation
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were excluded from case collection. Other bills introduced bodies that fit the criteria for being a
congressional commission except that they were not intended to be temporary in nature. These
commissions were not included in the dataset because they represent the establishment of a
permanent review board or task force, and without a limited timeframe, serve a different purpose
than the commissions studied here. If the informational summary provided insufficient data to
conclude whether a congressional commission was established, the full text was searched for
“commission” and the text surrounding the word “commission” was examined to see if one was
established. Although most commissions included were directly congressional commissions,
those that directed the President to establish a commission were also included because of the
involvement of Congress in the formation of the commission.
The combined initial search results on THOMAS for all three Congresses returned 720
search results, 442 of which were relevant bills that established a congressional commission.
Some bills proposed more than one commission, and 457 total commissions were recorded.

Case Selection - Logging Information
Once a piece of legislation was categorized as including the establishment of a
congressional commission, its information was logged into the spreadsheet. The data points
recorded for each commission can be seen in Table 3.1 in the Appendix. Variables like duration
are for the proposed duration of the commission even if the law did not pass. Some variables do
not require additional explanation and the “notes” section was intentionally left blank in columns
in Figure 3.1. A brief text summary description of each commission was also included as part of
the dataset. The most recent title, bill number, number of co-sponsors, public law number and
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name of sponsor are all available under the general information heading that is shown in the
search results. Related bills from the same session, as listed in THOMAS, were also recorded by
bill number. If a related bill became law, the public law number of the bill that did pass in
recorded in the “related bills” section. The public law number, where applicable, was recorded
with the number of the Congress, and then, following a dash, the number assigned to the law in
that Congress. Two examples of public law numbers are 106-256 or 108-79. The number of
digits was not always consistent between public law numbers. The calendar year was recorded
by the year in which the commission was introduced by its sponsor. Sponsor’s names are
recorded as THOMAS portrays them. The shortening of names (e.g. Thomas to Tom) was also
recorded as the sponsor’s name if that was the name given in THOMAS.
Much of the recorded information about the cases was drawn from the informational
section or the full text of the bill and the general summary alone was never sufficient. When
accessing the text of the legislation, THOMAS provides all versions of the bill (e.g. as
introduced in the House, as referred to Senate). The most recent version is the last item on the list
given by THOMAS. The most recent version of the bill, or in some cases, the Public Law
version was referenced for information. The sponsor’s political party and gender was not readily
available on THOMAS and must be located through a search of the member’s name on an
external search engine. The name of the commission was usually found within the latest title or
the general information section of the bill in THOMAS. If it was not listed in either of these two
locations, the entire text of the legislation needed to be searched for the formal title of the
commission. The proposed duration of the commission was recorded in years. Duration was
measured by the amount of time Congress gave between the appointment of the commission and
the publication of its final report to Congress or to other relevant branches of government. Some
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bills listed the date of the report as a specific day, for example, September 30, 2006. For these
bills the duration was rounded to the closest year. The commission may not officially terminate
until a few months after this date, but it had essentially served its purpose to Congress by the day
of the submission of the final report in this study. The duration for commissions with bills that
did not specify a report was recorded as the termination. This information was usually listed
under a sub-section titled “Report,” in the text of the legislation. If listed in months the total was
converted into years.
The goals or objective of the commission were recorded under the variable of “primary
mission.” The mission was determined by examining the commission’s stated objectives within
the text of the legislation. There were seven possible types of commissions recorded in my
dataset. They were research, advising/planning, commemoration of an event or person, foreign
policy, claims/permit review; establish guidelines and amends existing commission. One of the
simplest signs that identified commissions with a research objective was when the legislation
contains the phrase “to study” under the objectives section. Research commissions were typically
composed of a team of non-government experts. They have a main goal of compiling
information on a topic in which Congress feels uniformed. Advising/planning commissions are
commissions that do not conduct independent research, but are meant to advise a specific
department or branch of government. Commissions were coded as commemoration when they
honored a historical event or person, and were charged with planning related events and
celebrations. Examples of their duties involved planning school programs, designing a
commemorative coin, or organizing nation-wide events in the name of the person or historical
moment. Foreign Policy commissions either involved the creation of a commission that included
members from other countries, or it assessed a foreign policy issue, like a civil war.
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Claims/permit review involved the creation of a commission that accepts claims or permits and
then evaluates them. An example would be commissions that assess the validity of claims to land
that have been submitted to them by members of the public. The final possible objective for a
commission was the establishment of guidelines for the correct way for a government agency to
go about a process.
In addition to the objective, information was also recorded regarding the focus group or
topic that the commission took into account in its findings. Both of these pieces of information
were either found in the title or the commission summary listed in THOMAS, but other sections
of the legislation were also used to obtain this information. There two variables describe what
subset of the population the commission was to serve, and it what sector of society. The group on
which the commission focused was recorded as stated within the text of the commission, so the
possible responses were not confined to a set list. Topic refers to a general subset of the federal
government and the potential commission categories were drawn from a combination of the
topics covered by House and Senate committees. Examples of both focus and topic can be seen
in the right column of Figure 3.1.
Other information collected about the commission was if it was part of a package,
catalyst, inclusion of policy review. Part of a package means if the legislation included additional
sections that did not directly relate to the establishment of a congressional commission. A
catalyst was determined only if the text of the commission explicitly states the event or problem
that inspired the legislation. All legislation obviously has some kind of catalyst, but only those
with a clear and written link were included as having an event catalyst in this dataset. Policy
review is when one of the commission’s tasks assigned by Congress was to look at current or
prior laws and policies regarding the commission’s topic of research. Information on if a policy
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review was to be included in the tasks of the commission was normally found either under the
mission or report sections of the bill. The language usually used the phrase “conduct a review” or
mentioned the assessment of “current laws.”
The target of the commission was to what body or what person in government should the
final report of the commission be submitted. Actions directed towards the target could include
the submission of general findings, the specific recommendations regarding future action, or both.
In the text of a bill that proposes the formation of a commission, the desired target was usually
found under the report section. A common and reliable wording pattern that gives this
information was “The Commission shall submit to [Body of Government’s Title], a final
report…” If the commission was to submit their findings to more than one governmental body, it
was recorded separately in the next column delegated for targets. Targets of reports were not
differentiated by the order in which they appear in the report. If the report was to be submitted to
a sub-section of Congress, for example, only the Speaker of the House or the Committees on
Banking and Financial Services and Appropriations of the House of Representatives, this is
coded the same as a recommendations made to the whole of Congress. Data collection was
carried out in the ways described above to discourage bias and promote consistency within the
recorded information.
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Chapter 4: Commission Traits, Uses, and Successes
Introduction
The general state of commission legislation has been left largely unexamined; most of the
previous research has focused on only passed laws and has not included all proposed commission
bills. To really understand how members of Congress are utilizing commissions, it is important
to see what bills were introduced in Congress, in addition to the laws that eventually produced
commissions. While prior studies have focused on commissions’ effectiveness after the
publication of final reports, these kinds of studies provide very little information about the full
scope of commissions proposed in Congress. When choosing a time period to study, I found that
it made the most sense to study commissions in terms of Congresses instead of calendar years.
Using Congresses as a measure of time divides the work of Congress in the most natural way
possible. Three Congresses within a single dataset provides opportunities to look at trends such
as the re-proposal rate of bills that were unsuccessful in prior Congresses. Data were collected
from the 106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses, but the legislation recorded was analyzed as a
singular dataset to provide a larger sample for analysis. This chapter will serve as a summary of
proposed commission attributes. I will discuss specifically how the relationship between
variables like the gender of a member of Congress, the topic of focus, and the group targeted by
the commission are related. This chapter presents information on who is proposing commissions,
what kind of commissions they proposed, and the patterns of success among different types of
commissions.
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Proposal and Passage Rate of Commission Legislation
Commission legislation does not make up an overwhelming proportion of all bills
proposed in Congress, but it was a recurring strategy with 442 unique bills, and a total of 457
proposed commissions. The proposal rate of commission bills among all proposed legislation
was 2.0%, 1.5%, and 1.6% from the 106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses, respectively. On average,
across the three Congresses, legislation that included the proposal of a commission comprised
1.68% of the total legislation proposed. This proposal rate does not take into account bills that
proposed more than one commission, in order to effectively compare statistics for all other
proposed legislation to commission bill proposal. As for passage rate, of the 442 unique pieces of
commission legislation, 36 associated public laws were produced, which is an 8.1% rate of
passage. The proportion of bills that passed for all other pieces of legislation was 1419 public
laws out of 25,935 bill proposals. Therefore 5.5% of all bills were converted into public law. The
difference between the two passage rates is significant at a 90%, but not a 95% level of
confidence. There may not be a significant difference between the passage rate of commission
legislation compared to the passage rate of all other legislation, so I wanted to look at how the
types of bills differ between the two groups as well.
The majority of bills featuring commissions also received support from fellow members
of Congress in the form of a cosponsor (Figure 4.1).The proposal of commissions is clearly not
an invisible process within Congress, as some bills even garnered well over a hundred
cosponsors. The average number of cosponsors for a proposed commission was 13, but the
average number of cosponsors for the commissions that became law was 6 cosponsors. While
some pieces of commission legislation were able to garner the support of a large number of
members, it is clear that factors other than member support are relevant to which commissions
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pass.

General Qualities of Legislators that Propose Commissions
The aim of this section is to determine if certain legislator attributes indicate an increased
likelihood to propose a commission. I wanted to know the source of the commissions and if
commission legislation is more strongly associated with one gender, one party, a specific state or
even a single member of Congress. Data on commission legislation in general would be
significantly skewed if the proposal of commissions was dominated by a few select members.
Therefore, I began my analysis by looking at the distribution of the total number of commissions
proposed by members across all three sessions to see if commissions are a strategy preferred by a
select few. As can be seen in Figure 4.2, of the 457 commissions that were proposed in Congress
from the 106th-108th Congresses, over 100 were proposed by members who did not propose any
additional commissions. The majority of commissions were proposed by members who had
either proposed another commission or re-proposed the same commission, but the field is clearly
not dominated by only a small number of members who rely extremely heavily on proposing
commission-based legislation. Nevertheless, there are a few clear outliers in the distribution,
with one member proposing as many as 14 commissions.
Figure 4.3 presents details about the top fifteen most prolific members in terms of
commission proposals, which are those who proposed five or more commissions over the three
Congresses. Within the top fifteen proposers, there were almost equal numbers of Democrats and
Republicans, and all fifteen members hailed from different states. Additionally, all of the
members, except for two, re-proposed a commission that they had previously proposed within
the three Congresses. One of the top proposers, Senator Feingold, proposed eleven commissions
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overall, but only six of those commissions were unique, and none were successfully passed into
law. Conversely, Senator Warner, the member with the largest total number of proposed
commissions, had the greatest numbers of both commissions that were unique, and that passed
into law. The rate of passage for the commissions he proposed was over 20%. It is important to
note that the rate of passage within this discussion is determined by the number of commissions
that became law, divided by the number of commissions proposed. If two related bills were
proposed in the House and Senate, and were ultimately passed as the same law, each of those
bills was still counted as passing even though only one commission was eventually produced.
Additionally, if one bill included two commissions, each of those commissions is counted
separately in this section. I chose to record passage rate this way because I am ultimately
interested in the actions of the members of Congress in relation to commissions and not the
number of bills that became law over the chosen time period. The proposal of commissions was
clearly a successful strategy in Senator Warner’s case, but there is no clear pattern between the
attributes of the most prolific commission proposers.
To further examine exactly who proposed commissions, I analyzed the variables of
political party and gender across the members in my dataset. As for party, Republicans proposed
56% of the commissions, while Democrats proposed 44%. Republicans proposed a larger share
of commissions in the 106th Congress, but the differences in percentages were closer across the
107th and 108th Congresses. Across all three Congresses, the Republicans made up 52% of all
members of Congress, and Democrats composed 48% of Congress. The difference between the
proportion of Republican members of Congress and the proportion of commissions proposed by
party was statistically significant at a 95% level of confidence.
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As party appeared potentially influential in terms of commission proposal, I decided to
investigate whether gender could also have had an impact on commission proposal rates. As seen
in Figure 4.4, I compared the average proportion of each gender in Congress to their respective
proportions of proposed commission legislation. I used the average proportion of each gender in
Congress because my dataset encompasses three Congresses and the members change with every
Congress. I also based this analysis in a difference of proportions because comparing just the
number of bills proposed would not be useful due to the extreme difference between the number
of men and women elected to Congress. After conducting a difference of proportions test, I
found there was no difference between the proportion of women in Congress and the proportion
of commission legislation that had been proposed by women at a 95% level of confidence. The
types of commissions female members propose is compared to those proposed by men later in
this chapter, but in terms of overall commission production, there is no significant difference
between the actions of differently gendered members of Congress.

The Objectives of Commissions Proposed in Congress
To understand the general state and use of commissions in Congress, it is essential to
know not only who is proposing the commissions, but also the qualities possessed by the
commissions. While the legislators themselves are important sources of information, it is vital
know exactly how they presented their commissions. Almost exactly 50% of the commissions
studied here were presented as part of a legislative package, meaning that they were introduced
as part of a bill that included provisions that did not pertain to the life of the commission. It was
also common practice among members to require the commission to evaluate and make
suggestions pertaining to past or present government policies. For example, some commissions
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were simply asked to answer questions about a research topic, but others were required to
consider present government policy related to a given problem. Bills outlining policy review
goals for commissions comprised about 65% of the commissions in this dataset. The majority
was tasked with policy review, but the remaining 35% was instructed to merely research and
plan without specific instructions to examine the government’s past behavior.
These percentages quantify how the legislators expected to tackle a challenge, but not
what those challenges were. To address this facet, commissions were divided into groups by the
nature of the mission with which they were assigned. The seven types of commission purposes
are research, advising/planning, commemoration, foreign policy, claims/permit review, establish
guidelines and investigation. There was limited variation between the distributions of mission
types across the three Congresses, so the Figure 4.5 presents percentages from the entire dataset.
The overwhelming majority of commissions had the same mission, with 78% of all commissions
devoted to research. The second largest category was commemorative commissions, but they
accounted for a mere 7% of the total. Although this pattern shows the similar nature of many
commissions, it also reveals that commissions as an entity are not homogenous in mission type.
Commissions were mainly relegated to conduct research, but the diversity of mission types
cannot be ignored. The commission’s stated objective can potentially impact both how it is
presented in Congress and ultimately its success in becoming a law. There is a large discrepancy
in sample sizes between the mission types, and both Figure 4.6 and Figure 4.7 should be
observed with this consideration in mind. Within this dataset, commemorative commissions
differed from other types in their low rate of proposal as part of a legislative package and foreign
policy commissions were defined by a higher rate of passage.
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It is clear that most members of Congress created commissions based in research, which
describes the methods the commission was to use, but not the subject around which it revolved.
Within this dataset, I examined two variables to describe the subject of a commission, the first of
which is topic. The topic describes the larger category in which the commission falls and is
similar to the categories used in defining House and Senate Committees. Bills were regarded the
same whether they were of House or Senate origin, so the topic categories were formed to fit the
contents of the dataset. The only category I constructed that requires further explanation is that of
“Government/Bureaucracy,” seen towards the bottom center of Figure 4.8. It is obvious that all
bills have something to do with the federal government, but the bills in
“Government/Bureaucracy” covered sub-topics such as investigating government fraud,
reshaping Congress, privatizing the postal service, and other measures of major institutional
reform.
I not only examined the dataset to find the most popular topics on which commissions
focus, but also the success of the bills within each of those categories. Figure 4.8 shows the
distribution of commission legislation by topic, and is organized in descending order of how
many bills became law. The commission legislation was most often about health care/medical
related topics or government and the bureaucracy. Although these two categories were the largest
in terms of sheer bills proposed, defense and transportation bills were more often passed into law.
The topics that were most popular were not the ones with the most successful bills. Over 20
commission-based pieces of legislation were proposed within the topics of elections and taxes,
but none of these bills became law. Members of Congress proposed commissions in relation to a
variety of topics, and the more frequently proposed topics did not indicate those with the highest
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rate of passage. An additional variable I studied regarding the subject of a commission was its
focus.
The focus variable represents the subset of the population targeted by the commission’s
studies or recommendations. Racial and ethnic groups, individual states, children, immigrants,
and even groups as specific as dairy farmers were identified as focuses. Commissions were
coded as having both a topic and a focus, only one of them, or even neither in a few rare cases.
This decision was made because while some commissions were very specific about the intended
category into which their findings would fall, some commissions’ results were applicable to the
entire population. Additionally, some bills were so specific in their goals that none of the general
categories for topic and focus were applicable to the subject matter. Only 17 cases were left
unassigned, and I felt that it was better to exclude them from the topic/focus analysis rather than
include them in a generalized category in which they did not belong.
In terms of the groups on which the commissions focused, I identified 39 subsets of the
population that were specifically targeted by the proposed commissions. Native Americans and
children were by far the groups that received the most attention in terms of commission
legislation that was intended to help them (Figure 4.9). The legislation focusing on these two
groups featured a high level of sub-topic repetition, with 9 out of 29 Native American
commissions focusing on health care and another 8 on refining land ownership records on Native
American trust lands. There was some re-proposal from sponsors among these two subsets of the
legislation, but there was clearly more than just one or two members pushing a single specific
issue. Native American-focused bills were more successful in becoming law in terms of sheer
bills passed than bills with other targets. Bills focused on Alaska appeared to have a very high
rate of success in Figure 4.9 because three of the six bills proposed the same commission, and
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were ultimately passed under one law. Similarly, only three unique commissions relating to
immigrants were proposed, but repetition led to six total immigrant focused bills. The most
frequent topics gained large numbers mainly through the repetition of commissions, whether it
was by a different member during the same Congress or the same member at a later point in time.
What separated Native American-focused commissions from other commissions was that they
were both frequently proposed and fairly successful in becoming law.

The Relationship of Proposed Commission Topics and Focuses to Party and Gender
After examining the division of different topics and focuses within commission
legislation, I wanted to know if the trends would change depending on the party or gender of the
legislator. Both parties were shown to participate in the proposal of commissions, and women
did not propose a significantly higher proportion of commissions relative to their representation
in Congress. However, I wanted to see if there were differences once I took into account the
topic and focus of the commission. In terms of party, Republican legislators proposed the slight
majority of commissions when the targeted groups were Native Americans and children, about
55% and 59% respectively. The Republicans were more involved in the proposition of common
targets like the two listed above, but I found that 100% of commissions specifically directed
towards citizens of African-American (including specifically those of Gullah/Geechee heritage),
and Mexican descent were proposed by Democrats. Commissions are a bi-partisan legislative
strategy, but in these Congresses it appeared that each party pursued different topics.
Similar to the divisions by party, the divisions between genders appeared when the
dataset was divided into sub-groups. Figure 4.10 shows the distribution of select commission
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topics and focuses proposed by women. This chart shows both topics and focuses, so, for
example, the category of children-focused commissions is not mutually exclusive with the other
topics. The fourth column over represents the percentage of all commissions proposed by women
from the 106th-108th Congresses. Women proposed about 10% of all commissions, but showed
increased participation in the proposal of commissions pertaining to children, health care and
medical issues, and crime. Conversely, they proposed only 4% of all government and
bureaucracy commissions. Within this dataset, differences between party and gender only
emerged after bills were divided into sections by topic and focus.

Discussion
Taking into account the factors that have been presented, there were some clear trends
appeared within commission legislation. A typical commission from this time period clearly
would have been a research commission, proposed by a member of Congress who had previously
proposed other commissions that were likely of a similar nature. In terms of topic and focus,
health care and medical topics and bills targeting Native Americans were extremely prevalent.
Bills that proposed commissions to improve the structure of the government were also common,
but were very rarely converted into law. I believe this is likely a product of many members of
Congress desiring to tout that they are trying to fix the ills of the federal government, while there
was very little desire to follow through on such claims. The most important take away from this
analysis is that while the landscape of commissions was clearly heavily weighted towards
research among a few topics, there is also an incredible amount of variety, especially in the types
of legislators that propose commissions.
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Many of the patterns in the data revealed through the analysis were fairly unexpected to
me. The attributes of commissions and their corresponding legislators are more diverse than I
initially anticipated. Republicans did propose significantly more commissions proportionate to
their representation in Congress, but it was still clearly not a legislative tactic utilized solely by
one party. I think commissions are used across a wide range of congressional members because
they are a way to indicate dedication to specialized research on a topic. Commissions can also
easily be constructed around a topic on which the legislator knows very little, but has a vested
interest in pursuing related legislation. As commissions assign all of the research and planning to
a body of experts, only a limited understanding of the problem is needed to propose a basic
commission. This facet of commission proposal may also explain the dominance of researchbased commissions in the dataset, because they ultimately reduce the government’s job by the
largest degree. I think commission proposals are a valuable medium for legislators to make their
voices heard regarding issues that are significant to either their personal beliefs or their home
state. The high prevalence of commissions surrounding Native Americans can be possibly
explained by either the sponsor’s Native American heritage or the large Native American
population the state of the sponsor. Bills featuring commissions on Native American health care
may have been so prevalent due to the rise in methamphetamine among the Native American
population in the early 2000s, but this only a conjecture as there are a large number of factors
that could haves served as motivation (Manning 2007, 1). The following chapter will examine
the role of social events in shaping commission legislation to better understand the commissions
proposed within the context of time.
.
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Chapter 5: Commissions as Response Mechanisms to Events

Introduction
Congressional commissions, like all other pieces of legislation, are not introduced in a
vacuum. There will always be a variety of reasons that led to the presentation of a bill in
Congress. Personal experience, a problem in a sponsor’s home state, and pressure from political
parties all simultaneously shape the proposal patterns of a member of Congress. Events at the
forefront of the nation’s consciousness also have potential to influence the actions of legislators.
Current events are arguably a factor that shapes Congress’ beliefs about what laws would be
necessary and proper to carry out their duties set forth in the Constitution. I hypothesized that the
number of commission-based pieces of legislation introduced in Congress would increase after a
momentous event that enacted social change, and that the percentage of proposed commissions
becoming law would decrease because of the turmoil of the time. My original hypothesis was
that commission legislation is different during times of social change as compared to times of
peace. I planned to explore the periods of time before and after 9/11 to see if the nature or rate of
commissions being proposed changed in any significant way. This plan changed as I collected
my data and I noticed that 9/11 was not the only event that inspired the creation of commissions
during the time period. I then refocused my hypothesis to target events in general, not just 9/11.
In addition, I originally hypothesized that research and investigatory commissions will be the
types to increase, but the smaller regulatory commissions will not be proposed as often following
9/11. I wanted to see if it was not only the time period, but also the type of bills being proposed
that affected the overall landscape of commissions in Congress. I thought that other factors
besides the time period may be at work impacting what commission legislation passes and what
does not. To examine these factors, this chapter will first define the concept of an event and
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provide brief descriptions of the studied events. The definitions are followed by an analysis of
the differences between commissions that were inspired by events and commissions that were
unrelated to events. Finally, the qualities of commissions inspired by each event are compared to
one another to see if different events produced different kinds of commission legislation.

Data and Methods
The five events that I have designated in my dataset, in order of occurrence, are the
Columbine High School shooting, the 2000 Presidential Election and subsequent Supreme Court
case, Bush v. Gore, the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the invasion of Iraq, and the
February 2004 coup d’état in the Republic of Haiti. For the sake of simplicity, these events will
be hereafter be referred to as “school shootings,” “Bush v. Gore,” “9/11,” “Iraq War,” and “Haiti
Coup,” respectively, in all subsequent tables and charts. Countless other incidents also occurred
between 1999 and 2004 that potentially influenced the policy-making decisions of the members
of the House and Senate, but I have singled out these five defining occasions as the events that
motivated the proposal of commissions in the 106th through 108th Congresses. Within this study,
I saw three qualities that separated major events from other general motivations. Firstly, all of
the events designated in this study are non-historical moments of national importance or
coverage. Although Benjamin Franklin’s birthday was an occurrence that ultimately sparked the
creation of a commemorative commission, it was not included with the events because threehundred years passed between his birth and the bill. There is no reactionary factor related to the
initial event with long term anniversaries, and these kinds of commissions were not coded as
being inspired by an event. The national aspect of the event was also crucial in defining an event
in this study because Congress is fundamentally a federal institution. Every member of Congress
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has their own personal motivations for introducing legislation, but if they are inspired by events
that would not be well known outside of their home state, it is not counted as an event related bill
for the sake of this study. Another important attribute that defines an event related commission is
the presence of a clear catalyst that is normally singular in nature. Bills that address issues like
problems in the Social Security program are usually not made in response to a singular event, but
the buildup of numerous factors over time. Event related commissions are formed as a relatively
rapid response to an occurrence that holds national importance.
Four out of the five events that inspired proposals of congressional commissions were
designated as events while the data was being collected, while I hypothesized the proposal of
commissions related to 9/11 prior to seeing the data. While collecting my data, I recorded
whether a commission was correlated to an event, mostly with the event of 9/11 in mind. My
original purpose in recording the event variable was singular, but as I continued to record
commissions, some unexpected patterns emerged. There were clear clusters of commissions that
had been inspired by events other than 9/11. I then began to wonder if the period was not defined
by a singular major event, but a series of events. Therefore, instead of analyzing my data in terms
of before and after 9/11, it is much more logical to think of the data as being punctuated by
multiple events. Numerous commissions were proposed for events other than 9/11 and my
research would be deeply flawed if I nonetheless only focused on one event as defining the time
period. My original hypothesis was modified to examine the difference between commissions
that were inspired by events and those that were not. Instead of examining the rate of passage for
commission legislation before and after an event that inspired social change, I examined the rate
of passage for commission legislation that was both related and not related to an event. I was
able to examine the data similarly to how I originally proposed, except the analysis focused on
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multiple events instead of just one. Modifying my hypotheses provided for a more nuanced
analysis of the data. I first examine general trends between commissions that are event related
and not event related. Then I present the trends and patterns that appear across event related
commissions, and it is followed by a closer analysis and comparison of the attributes of each of
the events and their related commissions.

Commissions and Their Relation to Events
This section discusses the general characteristics of commissions proposed in relation to
an event in comparison to commissions that were not event related. The two groups will be
referred to as “event” and “non-event” commissions. As can be seen in Figure 5.1, the
overwhelming majority of the commissions proposed were non-event commissions. The sample
sizes for the two groups are quite different, but the rate of passage appeared quite similar. A test
for difference in proportions revealed that the difference in passage rate between these two
groups is significant at a 95% level of confidence, even though two proportions do not appear
radically different. In terms of how well commissions faired in terms of becoming laws,
commissions connected with an event had a significantly higher rate of passage. This finding
does not align with my original hypothesis where I suspected that fewer commissions connected
to an event would pass than non-event commissions.
Not only did event and non-event commissions pass into law at different rates, but they
were also presented in different ways (Figure 5.2; 5.3). While more non-event commissions were
passed into law as part of a legislative package, event commissions had higher rates of success
when presented independently. The difference was also significant at a 95% level of confidence,
which suggests that event commissions were received more favorably in Congress when they
57

were not part of a package. If a commission was not tied to an event and proposed by itself, it
was less likely to become law than its event related counterpart. This pattern suggests that
legislators who propose non-event commissions may need to rely more heavily on the support
that would come from multi-faceted bills.
Aspects that could make a commission bill successful are important, but I fundamentally
wanted to study the ways in which the legislators used commissions in relation to events.
Therefore, all proposed commissions were included in the analyzed dataset. It was important to
look beyond simply what passed, and examine in general what types of commissions were being
proposed to gain a better understanding of Congress’ actions. Figures 5.4 and 5.5 show proposed
non-event and event commissions divided by mission type, respectively. They had relatively
similar distributions of missions, as the majority of both non-event and event commissions were
research based. The one major difference between the mission types of non-event and event
commissions was the increase in investigatory commissions when there is a relationship to an
event. The difference between 3% and 17% of the investigative type is significant at a 99%
confidence level, so I was quite certain that this difference did not occur by chance. This pattern
suggested that when the proposal of a commission was inspired by an event, there was more of a
drive to seek specific answers than when there was no event. Both groups were still composed of
a majority of research commissions, so the most frequently proposed commissions are those that
contain instructions to gather a more generalized kind of information about the given topic.
Not only can the types of commissions proposed reveal information about their usage, but
insight can also be gained by examining what kind of member of Congress proposes
commissions. I found that there was a significant difference between how many Democrats and
Republicans proposed commissions for both non-event and event commissions at a 95%
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confidence level. Interestingly, the proportions of how each party proposed commissions are
almost exactly the same, but in reverse for non-event and event commissions (Figure 5.6).
Republicans proposed 57% of non-event commissions, while Democrats proposed 58% of event
commissions. As I continue to explore in a later section of this chapter, this trend may have been
influenced by the nature of the events that occurred during these three Congresses. Republicans
may have not needed an external motivation to use commissions, but events may have motivated
Democrats to change their normal legislative strategies in favor of proposing commissions.

The Impact of Specific Events on Commission Proposals
Event commissions were different from their non-event counterparts on a number of
variables, as shown above, but it is also important to investigate how individual events impact
the proposal of congressional commissions. My original hypothesis divided the three Congresses
into two periods: before and after September 11, 2001. This hypothesis would have captured
trends revolving around a single event. Compiling the dataset revealed that the perspective of
9/11 as the only major event in this time period would have led to a mere rough handling of the
data. While 9/11 is often thought of as the defining event of early 2000s America, it was not the
only event to occur. There were five clear events that inspired at least one commission, and it
would be a disservice to the data to not acknowledge each event and their related commissions.
Looking at commissions from all five events allows conclusions to be drawn from the actions of
the legislators, instead of basing the analysis on my preconceived notions of the politics of the
time. Not only did this modified strategy allow for more objective research, but the other events
provided important measures with which 9/11 could be compared. Including more than one event
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improves both the analysis of the overall dataset, and the understanding of the impact that 9/11
had on legislative actions.
As seen in Figure 5.7, there is an incredible amount of variation among events regarding
the number of commissions proposed and the rates at which they passed. Bush v. Gore inspired
the largest number of commissions among the events, but not one of those commissions passed.
The events of 9/11 inspired the second largest number of commissions, but the passage rate was
radically higher, at 44%. Statistics like these reaffirmed the need to also see each of these events
as unique, even though they were categorically the same in the analyses above. I first looked at
how each event’s commissions compare to others’ through the mission type and political party of
the sponsor.
As stated in the non-event and event commission comparison section, event commissions
were composed of mainly research commissions, with the remainder as mostly investigative in
nature. Figure 5.8 shows the distribution of proposed event related commissions by both mission
and event. This chart shows part of the reason why it made sense to analyze event commissions
by individual events and not just as a larger group. Not all events have the same distribution of
related commissions across mission types. Commissions related to school shootings and Bush v.
Gore inspired the proposal of only research commissions, but the types of commissions were
much more varied for 9/11. While research commissions made up 75% of all proposed event
commissions, less than half of the event commissions that became law were research
commissions (Figure 5.9). Across these Congresses, members appeared to be heavily relying on
research-based missions, but with limited payoff. Additionally, the distribution for passed event
commissions was different from the distribution for proposed event commissions, because the
commissions that passed were almost entirely connected to 9/11. The commissions related to
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9/11 in this dataset appear to be different from the majority of the other proposed commissions
because, not only did a much higher percentage become law, but the mission types also covered
a wider variety than any of the other events’ commissions.
As seen in Figures 5.8 and 5.9, the commissions proposed in connection with 9/11 were
clearly unique, but these two charts alone are insufficient to explain as to why this might have
been the case. One possible explanation for the observed patterns was the relative balance
between parties in regards to commission proposal (Figure 5.10). 9/11 was the most equally
divided of the five events studied, with about 56% of the commission legislation proposed by
Republicans, and the remaining 44% proposed by Democrats. The second most evenly split
group of commissions were related to Bush v. Gore, with 27% attributed to Republicans and
73% attributed to Democrats. The commissions were even more polarized by the party of the
sponsor for the other three events.
A lot can be learned about the use of event commissions through their mission types and
the partisan support that they receive, but another means by which to examine them was in the
context of time. This aspect of the analysis was important because every piece of commission
legislation has some kind of catalyst. Whether inspired by an event, personal beliefs, or
constituent appeal, there are many reasons why a member of Congress chooses to take action. In
understanding how commissions were being used in response to events, it was important to know
when the commissions were proposed. Figure 5.11 is a timeline of the entirety of the event
commissions proposed in the 106th, 107th, and 108th Congresses. The larger triangles stand for
events, while the smaller triangles represent days on which related commissions were proposed.
The “span” bars below represent the time between the proposal of the first commission related to
the event, and the last within this dataset. I acknowledge that for events like the Iraq War,
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relevant commission legislation likely carried over into the following Congress, and the span
depicted in Figure 5.11 is only meant to represent the span within the 106th through 108th
Congresses. The distribution of when commissions were proposed varied quite drastically from
event to event. While the Bush v. Gore inspired a large number of commissions in a very short
span of time, commissions related to school shootings and 9/11 continued to appear even long
after the event occurred. Although these later commissions clearly still had ties to the original
event, they are too belated to be initial reactions. I examined the timeline of commissions for
school shootings and 9/11 more closely in order to better understand why the event had the
power to inspire the creation of commissions even years after its occurrence.
The school shooting timeline has the longest duration of the four commission proposal
timelines, so this led me to wonder if any school shootings other than the incident at Columbine
in 1999 were influencing a resurgence of similar legislation. On Figure 5.12, the blue star
represents the date of the Columbine shooting, and the columns indicate how many commissions
were proposed in the subsequent months. The first six commissions are clustered tightly around
the event, but two commissions are clear outliers. These commissions were proposed two and
four years from the event. The sponsor of both of these commissions was Kay Granger, a
Republican Representative from Texas. In addition to the two outlier commissions, she initially
proposed a commission in May of 1999. All three commissions were practically identical to one
another; the text of all three bills matched nearly word for word. While it could be possible that
she was just utilizing the same pre-written legislation to tackle multiple events, it was unlikely
that was the case in this situation. In a July 1, 2001 posting on her congressional website, she
writes how she believes schools are no longer safe, and declares, “instead, over the past two
years some schools have become assassination havens where we have witnessed our children
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becoming casualties. ‘To go Columbine’ is a threat disgruntled students use where the
repercussions are instantly, and chillingly understood” (Granger 2001). There was one school
shooting in Maryland a month before Representative Granger’s 2001 commission proposal, but
the largest shooting of that year came after she had already introduced the bill (Miller 2013, 9).
Similarly, there were no reported school shootings in the months prior to her proposal. The
article that followed her second bill references Columbine, but makes it clear that Columbine
now stood for something more than a singular event. Although Representative Granger proposed
the same bill all three times, the meaning of the event that inspired the original proposal changed.
As this case showed, the transition from reactionary event commissions to non event
commissions was not always clear cut.
While there were no doubt many complex issues at play in regards to school shootings, I
would argue that the extreme complexity of 9/11 helped shape its more complicated timeline of
commission proposal. The 9/11 timeline was similar to that of the school shootings because a
burst of commissions were proposed immediately after the event (Figure 5.13). These initial
commissions were largely research commissions that sought to examine U.S. security flaws. The
next two commissions in the spring of 2002 were commemorative commissions with the purpose
of planning a Flight 93 memorial. Most of the following commissions through 2004 were then
investigative commissions. The congressional priorities following 9/11 appear to be defense,
remembrance, and then answer-seeking. This progression fits the general trends of the
commissions proposed, but like with the case of school shooting commissions, there are outliers,
this time nearly three years after the event. The first of the two commissions, H.R.4144, was
tasked with conducting a “legal and factual study relating to U.S. efforts to further homeland
security in a manner that protects privacy, civil liberties, and individual freedoms,” and
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specifically provides for the examination of legislation passed since September 11, 2001. This
commission was less of a response to the original event, and more of a response to the Federal
Government’s 9/11 inspired policies. H.R.4144 was still an event commission, but much like in
later Columbine commissions, the concept of the event took on a life of its own.
The final event commission related to 9/11 of these three sessions was of a similar nature
to the commission discussed above, but related to a different aspect of the event. The
commission proposed in September of 2004 was tasked with evaluating the relationship between
Saudi Arabia and the United States. As noted in a speech by Prince Saud Al Faisal, the foreign
minister of Saudi Arabia, Osama Bin Laden’s Saudi heritage and numerous political factors led
to wide-spread U.S. criticism of the country (Al-Faisal 2004). Much of the tense relationship was
founded in the events of 9/11, but had been exacerbated by other factors. This commission
therefore represented the secondary, transitional wave of commissions between directly eventinspired and otherwise motivated.

Discussion of Results
In my dataset, not only were proposed event commissions statistically different from nonevent commissions, but the impact of 9/11 on the commission landscape appears to also have
been unique. The difference in objectives was not defined by a major decrease in advisory
commissions as I had hypothesized, but was instead a diversification away from the dominance
of research commissions. While both 9/11 and school shootings experienced a burst of
commission proposal immediately following the event, the goals or nature of the commissions
remained identical to earlier proposals in regard to Columbine. Conversely, as subsequent
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challenges related to 9/11 arose, new commissions were created to tackle those problems. 9/11
was a multi-faceted event that continued to be relevant even as September 11, 2001 fell further
into the past. Not only was the party balance the most equal for proposed 9/11 commissions, but
they also had the highest rate of passage among the events. It was an event in which both sides
were deeply invested in addressing, through a variety of different styles of commissions.
Commissions inspired by Bush v. Gore or school shootings appear to have been common kneejerk reactions, and every single one of those commissions was ultimately unsuccessful. In terms
of congressional commission proposals, 9/11 was an exceptional event that shaped the legislation
of the early 2000s.
I believe the commissions proposed regarding 9/11 passed the most successfully among
the event commissions because of two major factors. Firstly, members of Congress proposed the
widest variety of objectives for the 9/11 commissions. While many other events’ commissions
were only research based, a variety of commission legislation was proposed in response to 9/11.
Furthermore, the data suggested that both Republicans and Democrats were invested in
addressing 9/11 through commission legislation. Bush v. Gore and school shootings were two
events in which one party was less invested in pushing related research. Having lost both the
2000 election and the subsequent court case, Democrats saw the need to study and fix current
voting procedures, while school shootings inspired Republicans to study the cause of the rise of
violence in children. 9/11 was unique in that the approaches to addressing the problems were
varied, both through in the form of the proposed commissions and in the parties of the sponsors.
As I had hypothesized, there was evidence to suggest that events that proposed
commissions that were connected to events were different in a number of ways, like how they
were presented. Part of my hypothesis predicted that the types of proposed commissions would
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also be different depending on the relationship to an event. There was a significant increase in
investigatory commissions following a major event, as I hypothesized, but the proportion of
research commissions stayed relatively the same. My hypothesis did not accurately predict all of
the trends seen in the change in mission types between event and non-event commissions, but the
changes in mission types did exist. There was definitely more variation between the different
events than I expected to see. I would have liked to explore events like school shootings and the
Iraq War in further detail to possibly gain a deeper understanding of the patterns related to these
two events. If my dataset extended further in either direction, I might have been able to see if the
proposed commission legislation related to Columbine was really representative of the category
of school shootings. It would have also been helpful to have a larger sample that extended past
the year 2004 to grasp the full range of the commissions proposed in relation the Iraq War.
Seeing as events exist on a continuum with little regard for when Congress is in session,
increasing the range of my dataset would have likely only introduced other events that would
have been cut off by the new chosen end point.
One other important pattern I noticed within my study was the relationship of events to
one another. The production of commission legislation depended not only on the legislators, but
also on the other major events of the time. Bush v. Gore spurred the creation of the largest
number of commissions of any event, but the last related commission in this dataset was
proposed just before September 11, 2001. I believe the impact of 9/11 was in drawing the focus
of legislation towards reacting to a new event, and away from other, older events. Judging from
the intensity of commission production following Bush v. Gore, I believe that related
commission proposals would have continued for a longer period of time if 9/11 had not occurred.
Event-related commission legislation in Congress appeared to be relatively single-minded in
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nature; members focused almost exclusively on a single major event until the next one occurred.
Then, once another event happened, all attention was transferred to the second event, and the
concerns of the first event were forgotten even if a related commission never passed. Events did
not only influence the proposal of legislation on singular basis, but they also impacted a larger
legislative timeline.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
The Types of Commissions in Congress
When I first started this research, I was incredibly skeptical regarding the value of
Congress’ actions. I wanted to learn about the effectiveness of the American government, and I
was convinced that the results I found would not be positive. I originally assumed that
commissions were a form of legislation where bills were structurally functional, but ultimately
symbolic in nature and purpose. My cynical views of the government led me to want to seek out
the bad in Congress, not the good. Whatever the limitations of my original intentions, they
allowed me to study an area of government that has previously received very little attention from
scholars, and see that commissions were much more than just a part of public relations strategies.
After examining my entire dataset, I came to the conclusion that commissions usually fall
into one of three larger categories. The first kind of commission focuses on what the sponsor
feels is an important issue with a fairly good chance of passing. The bills show clear signs of
thoughtful construction, as they provide specific instructions to the commission they create. The
topic is not radical, yet it is still sufficiently compelling to garner enough support to become law.
Other commissions are representative of an issue that is championed by their sponsor. These bills
are often repeated Congress after Congress, have few cosponsors, and rarely pass. The issues on
which these commissions focus are usually of either a slightly controversial nature, or target a
very specific subset of the population. Bills that feature evidence of direct and detailed
commission plans, but are on topics like reparations for African Americans or the problems
facing digestive disease suffers are examples of this type. The sponsor continues to support an
issue that is personally important to her/him even if the chances of passage are relatively low.
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The last type of commission legislation varies from the previous two types on the level of
investment. These commissions are clearly low-commitment ventures in which a legislator is
essentially engaging in a form of publicity. The bills are distinguished by a lack of information.
The commission may be unnamed, and the objective is limited to one or two lines of text.
Representative Granger’s commission legislation in relation to school shootings is the perfect
example of the practice; the press release touting the proposal of the commission is over 150
words longer than the text of the actual bill. Cases like these show that my initial cynicism was
not entirely baseless, but the dataset as whole was much more complex than I had originally
imagined.

Gendered Issues in Legislation
One unexpected product of my analysis was the appearance of topics and focuses that
were dominated by a single gender. Children and government/bureaucracy were the two areas in
which I found the difference in proposal contributions between genders to be the most extreme.
While childcare has long been thought of as a women’s issue, I did not think the stereotype
would hold up in relation to commission proposal. I was also curious as to why male members of
Congress seemed to find government restructuring and reform a more compelling topic than
female legislators. Government/bureaucracy seemed like it would be the least gendered topic
proposed, because the workings of the federal government are intrinsically related to every
member of Congress, regardless of their personal attributes. I think an interesting secondary
analysis would involve an examination of potential intervening variables that could have played
a hand in shaping these gender differences in commission proposal. As evidenced from the
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disparity between the number of women to men in Congress as a whole, gender still seems to be
a factor in shaping legislative policies.

Challenges Regarding Data Collection
In recording information about Congress, the number of potential variables became
almost infinite. I recorded information about the bill itself, the sponsor, and the information on
the commission within the bill. A qualitative study of proposed congressional commissions had
never been before conducted, and there were no prior studies from which to directly draw
inspiration for potential variables. If I was to repeat this study, I would definitely change some of
the variables that I recorded. The two variables that described the commission’s proposed
duration and target for the submission of a final report did not reveal any trends within dataset. I
think it would have been more valuable to focus on additional sponsor attributes like race, age, or
length of time in Congress instead. These variables might have potentially yielded more
information about a sponsor’s motivations, but I still believe the way I structured my data
collection was valuable. When compiling my dataset, I placed a heavier focus on the attributes of
the commission instead of the bill’s sponsor, which was important to illuminate information
about the actual proposals. Without the information on the bill itself, I would never have been
able to understand the shape and implications of commission proposals on the whole as deeply.

Implications of Studying Commissions
My research essentially echoes the conclusions of previous scholars of American politics:
government is complicated. Each event that I studied had a unique impact on commission
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legislation production. Ultimately, I think that my initial feeling that 9/11 was the defining event
of the time period was fairly accurate, but it was certainly not the only event that shaped
commission proposal production at the time. The shift in focus to cope with the events of 9/11
was marked, but it is important to note that it did not lead to the exclusion of commission
proposals related to issues that were not as prominent in the public consciousness. Before
analyzing my dataset, I never would have guessed that health care or Native Americans would
have been the subjects that comprised large sections of the commission legislation.
Congressional commission proposals are not only indicators of major social events; they reveal
legislative concerns not initially obvious from a larger historical perspective.
These findings are significant to the realm of commission scholarship, because they
reflect the importance of studying commissions not only in relation to events, but also
independently as solutions that are more than symbolic reactionary measures. Previous studies
used small samples of commissions that followed major events, and almost unanimously
expressed pessimistic views regarding commissions as a legislative strategy. These studies show
the downsides of using commissions in certain situations, but do not acknowledge the true
variety or scope covered by all of the commissions that are proposed and passed. By never
studying all types of commissions proposed, scholars have missed the nuances of the ways that
legislators use commissions. The diversity of the commissions both proposed and passed in
response to 9/11 showed that event commissions are a varied group that goes beyond just
symbolic legislation. The nature of congressional commissions has been previously oversimplified in academic works, and I hope my research has illuminated the relevance and
importance of commission proposals in relation to major events and smaller causes alike.

71

Appendix

Figure 3.1: Table of Variables and Descriptions
Variable
Most recent title of legislation
Bill Number
Related Bills
Number of cosponsors
Public Law Number
Calendar year
Sponsor’s full name as listed
Political party of sponsor
State or territory that the sponsor represents

Name of the proposed commission
Sub-group of the population on which the
commission focuses
The general topic or issue in the commission
Length of duration of commission

Primary type of mission that the Commission has
been directed to achieve

Legislative package

Event catalyst
Policy review
Target of recommendations

Notes
Amendment and Resolution numbers are also
applicable
H.R./S. (Number of Bill); Public Law Number
Not applicable for all bills
The calendar year in which the bill was introduced
in the House or Senate
Middle initials or names have only been included
for members of Congress with common names
1 = Republican
2 = Democrat
States are alphabetized and given a corresponding
number. Territories are alphabetized after the
states.
Commissions without a specified name are labeled
“Unnamed”
Example groups include African-Americans,
children, and residents of specific states
Examples include Agriculture, Crime, and
Technology
The time frame given to the commission to publish
their final report
.5 -10 = years or partial years
997 = Specific timeframe unspecified/Termination
upon completion of assigned task
1 = Research; 2 = Advising/Planning;
3 = Commemoration of an event or person
4 = Foreign Policy, 5 = Claims/permit review, 6 =
Establish guidelines,
7 = Investigation
Whether the legislation was in a bill that included
provisions that were unrelated to the establishment
of the commission
Did an event clearly inspire the creation of the
commission?
Is a review of the government’s current related
policies an assigned commission duty?
Who is the target of the commission’s
recommendations/report?
1 = Congress; 2 = President;
3 = Cabinet Department;
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Target of recommendations (continued)

4 = A State or Tribal Government;
5 = Other Department, Bureau or Commission
(Central Intelligence, DOJ, FEMA, FEC, etc)
6= Existing Congressional Commission
7= Part of the Judicial Branch
999 = No additional targets for reports or findings

Figure 4.1: Distribution of Cosponsors for Commission Legislation, 106th-108th Congress

Distribution of Cosponsors for Commission
Legislation
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Figure 4.2: The Distribution of the Total Number of Commissions Proposed, 106th-108th
Congress
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Figure 4.3: Table of Attributes of the Top 15 Most Prolific Members of Congress in Terms of
Commission Proposal, and Their Commissions Proposed, 106th-108th Congress
Republican Party indicated with an “R,” Democratic Party indicated with a “D”
Total
Number of
Commissions
Proposed
14
11
10
9
7
6
6
5
5
5
5
5
5

Unique
Number of
Commissions
Proposed
11
6
9
7
7
6
3
4
2
4
2
3
5

Commission
Bills Passed
3
0
1
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0

Member
John Warner
Russell Feingold
Don Young
Orrin Hatch
John McCain
Thomas Daschle
John Conyers Jr
Joseph Lieberman
George Gekas
Jim DeMint
Ben Nighthorse Campbell
Alcee Hastings
Jeff Bingaman

Party
R
D
R
R
R
R
D
R
R
R
D
D
D

State
Virginia
Wisconsin
Alaska
Utah
Arizona
South Dakota
Michigan
Connecticut
Pennsylvania
South Carolina
Colorado
Florida
New Mexico

Figure 4.4: Proportion of Members in Congress and Commissions Proposed by Gender, 106th108th Congress
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Commissions Proposed by Gender
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74

Figure 4.5: Commissions Proposed by Mission Type, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 4.6: The Percentage of Commission Proposed as Part of a Legislative Package by
Mission Type, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 4.7: Passage Rate of Commissions by Mission Type, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 4.8: Distribution of Commission Legislation by Topic: A Comparison of the Number of
Bills Proposed and Passed, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 4.9: Distribution of the Most Frequent Commission Focuses and Number of
Commissions Passed, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 4.10: Distribution of Select Commission Topics and Focuses Proposed by Women, 106th108th Congress
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Figure 5.1; Table of the Rates of Passage for Non-Event and Event Commissions, 106th-108th
Congress
Total Number of Commissions
Proposed
Passed
Not Passed

Non-Event
405 (100%)
44 (10.86%)
361 (89.14%)

Event
52 (100%)
8 (15.38%)
44 (84.62%)

Figure 5.2: The Package Status of Passed Non-Event Related Commissions, 106th-108th
Congress
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Related Commissions
Commissions
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30%
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70%

Figure 5.3: The Package Status of Passed Event Related Commissions, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 5.4: Non-Event Related Proposed Commissions by Mission Type, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 5.5: Event Related Proposed Commissions by Mission Type, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 5.6: Commissions Proposed in Relation to an Event by Party, 106th-108th Congress
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Figure 5.7: Table of the Number of Commissions Proposed and Passed for Selected Events,
106th-108th Congress
Event Name
9/11
Bush v. Gore
Haiti Coup
Iraq War
School Shootings

Commissions Proposed
16
22
1
5
8

Commissions Passed
7 (43.75%)
0 (0.00%)
0 (0.00%)
1 (20.00%)
0 (0.00%)
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Figure 5.8: Distribution of Proposed Event Related Commissions by Mission, 106th-108th
Congress
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Figure 5.9: Distribution of Passed Event Related Commissions by Mission, 106th-108th
Congress
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Figure 5.10: Distribution of Event Related Commissions Proposed by Party, 106th-108th
Congress
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Figure 5.11 – Timeline of Events and Commissions, 106th-108th
Congress
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Figure 5.12: Number of Commissions Proposed by Month in Relation to School Shootings
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Figure 5.13: Number of Commissions Proposed by Month in Relation to 9/11
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