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Research Statement

The question proposed in this thesis centers on the issue of legislative specialization in the United States Congress.  Primarily, the goal is to discover the extent to which members of Congress become experts in a specific area of legislation (i.e. immigration policy) and why they specialize.  

For years, scholars have proclaimed that the significance of specialization in policy matters as an organizing principle for legislative committees (e.g. Cooper 1970; Gilligan and Krehbiel 1990; Krehbiel 1991).  In addition, specialization has been critical to success of lawmakers in moving their pet policy proposal through critical stages of legislative consideration (e.g. Buchanan et al. 1960; Warro 2000).  Keith Krehbiel has been a leading scholar in legislative specialization and has proposed that the sole institutional motive for the existence of committees in Congress is to acquire expertise and to disseminate as much useful information as is feasible to the rest of the policy making body (Krehbiel 1991; Peterson 1995).  Krehbiel’s work will be the starting point in conducting my research, and thus, the initial hypothesis I will test (relating Krehbiel’s theory to immigration policy in particular) will be:  If a lawmaker is assigned to the Judiciary Committee and/or the Immigration Subcommittee, then the likelihood that he will be a specialist in immigration policy will increase.  

While Krehbiel’s theory is widely studied and accepted, it is my belief that it does not fully capture the factors that influence a lawmaker’s choice regarding policy specialization.  Therefore, drawing from prominent theories in legislative behavior (Mayhew 1974; Arnold; 1990; Fenno 1973), I will explore alternative hypotheses about the influences on issue specialization.  By focusing on immigration policy specialization in particular, I will be able to probe more deeply into reasons members of Congress choose to specialize. I will explore hypotheses about the influence on immigration policy specialization by factors innate to the lawmaker himself, such as personal history, party affiliation, and seniority status, and I will also explore factors innate to a member’s district, such as the size of the foreign born population, the differences in languages spoken in the district, the size of the Hispanic population in the district, the unemployment rate, and overall district extremism.


I will use multiple methods to get at the issue of specialization.  Conducting analysis of congressional bill introduction over several terms is the first process.  By examining patterns of bills introduced by individual lawmakers in the 95th-105th Congressional terms, I will deduce which members concentrate lawmaking activities in immigration policy.  Taking these members and a random sample of 30 other lawmakers over the course of the 95th-105th Congressional terms, I will make comparisons between the committee assignments of members, initially, and then gather data on the subsequent variables, including information about the member himself and his district.  Analysis on these data will be done with both cross-tabs regarding committee membership and specialization, as well as multivariate analysis of the alternative factors influencing specialization.  In addition, current lawmaking activity has given me information on existing immigration specialists in Congress and by interviewing these specialists, as well as their staffs, I expect to reveal how these members go about moving policy forward and why these members specialize in the first place.  


My hope is that this project will expand on the general theory of legislative specialization.  By examining one particular policy area, my hope is to discover if and how other factors, aside from committee membership, motivate specialization.  It is my belief that research in this area of Congress is lacking in attention to detail, and through my work, policy-specific detail will be examined more closely. 
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