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Abstract

Although the police patrol-fire alarm dichotomy and the notion that legislators generally prefer fire alarms to police patrols have become widely accepted, researchers have devoted little attention to (a) distinguishing these forms of oversight empirically and (b) verifying that legislators turn to fire alarms more regularly than police patrols. We take up these challenges by establishing a set of decision rules for coding congressional hearings as either “event driven” or routine, ongoing legislative activities. We then use this measure to appraise the relative use of police patrols and fire alarms, not only in general, but across time, chambers, committees, and election cycles as well. Our central finding is that hearing activity is predominantly police patrol in its orientation. Although it is tempting to infer that legislators do not have a systematic preference for fire alarms over police patrols, such a conclusion can be firmly stated only for hearing activity, an undeniably important form of oversight.
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Police Patrols and Fire Alarms: 

An Examination of the Legislative Preference for Oversight


On November 18, 1986, the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) unveiled a new W-4 form that employees use to set paycheck withholding levels. The new form was heralded as the first step in tax reform—whose hallmark was to be “simplification.” But the form was double its predecessor’s length, required nontrivial knowledge about new tax laws, and was accompanied by stiff penalties for failure to file (Swardson 1986). Newspaper headlines and editorials across the country greeted the new W-4 with dismay, criticism, and warnings of dire consequences (see, e.g., Martin 1987). IRS officials immediately went into defensive mode. It was complicated, they said, but its benefits outweighed its costs. 


By mid-January, Sen. Lloyd Bentsen (D.-Tex.), Chairman of the Senate Finance Committee, condemned the form and asked the IRS to withdraw it (Associated Press 1987). Treasury Secretary James A. Baker III, on vacation when the new form was revealed, directed the IRS to review it and come up with a better one (Redburn and Sing 1987). On February 6, IRS Commissioner Lawrence B. Gibbs appeared before both the Senate Finance Committee and the House Ways and Means Committee to face the music. Sen. David H. Pryor (D.-Ark.) was colorful and blunt: “Mr. Commissioner, we want you to repent. We want to offer you the opportunity for salvation” (Fuerbringer 1987). Under pressure, the IRS caved in and announced, on March 2, a newer, simpler W-4 (Redburn 1987). 



In 1995, the Senate Armed Services Committee held its annual review of U.S. defense policy to assist it in preparing the annual defense authorization bill. These hearings commenced on February 9 and concluded on May 18. There were 34 days of hearings and 140 witnesses appeared. The printed volumes for the hearings contained nearly 3,500 pages. The review covered sea power, readiness, air and land forces, acquisition and technology, personnel, and strategic forces. Witnesses included Secretary of Defense William J. Perry, Department of Energy Secretary Hazel R. O’Leary, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General John M. Shalikashvili, and the civilian secretaries of the three military services.


Though substantially different, both the W-4 and defense authorization hearings are examples of legislative oversight. The W-4 case was event driven, fueled by the press, and worthy, as the outspoken Sen. Pryor found out, of an appearance on “Good Morning America.” The hearing took only one morning to complete. Four witnesses, not counting two complaining senators, appeared. And the published proceedings ran a mere 125 pages. By contrast, the defense hearings went largely unnoticed, but expended days and months of legislative and executive branch time. Few headlines were made. No scandals were unearthed. And little in the way of dramatic policy change was effected, even though this was the first year of the Republicans’ control of Congress.


A good deal of ink has been spilled discussing Congress’s preferences and performance regarding oversight. For most of the twentieth-century scholars concluded that legislators simply do not care about overseeing the bureaucracy (see, e.g., Bibby 1968; Scher 1963). In 1984, however, McCubbins and Schwartz argued that although legislators indeed have little taste for the drudgery of routine, ongoing oversight, they salivate at the prospect of correcting bureaucratic missteps, particularly those that raise the hackles of important constituencies (see also Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1977). To use their metaphor, legislators largely eschew police patrols, which detect little in the way of criminal activity, despite their comprehensiveness (e.g., defense authorization). Rather, legislators prefer responding to fire alarms, where they find smoke and flames with little effort (e.g., the W-4 controversy). An important implication of this distinction is that legislators’ preferences lead them to conduct more oversight of a fire alarm nature than of the police patrol variant.


The police patrol-fire alarm dichotomy and the notion that legislators generally prefer fire alarms to police patrols have become widely accepted, or at least widely used, among Congress scholars. And yet researchers have devoted very little attention to (a) distinguishing these forms of oversight empirically and (b) verifying that legislators indeed turn to fire alarms more regularly than police patrols. In what follows, we take up these challenges, first by developing an operational measure of the distinction between police patrols and fire alarms. This entails establishing a set of decision rules for coding congressional hearings as either “event driven” (i.e., fire alarms) or regularly scheduled oversight activities (i.e., police patrols). Second, we use this measure to appraise the relative use of police patrols and fire alarms, not only in general, but across time, chambers, committees, and election cycles as well.

Overseeing or Overlooking?: 

Perspectives on Legislative Oversight

 
Students of Congress long have recognized that oversight can be either proactive or reactive. Galloway (1927) noted that investigations of executive branch malfeasances, such as the Teapot Dome scandal, constituted a congressional fixation in the early twentieth century. Writing near the end of World War II, White (1945, 3) observed that Congress regularly limited the discretion of federal agencies through less sensational means:

The Statutes at Large and the annual appropriation acts are cluttered with a mass of detailed prohibitions and limitations upon administrative action. They represent in part a process of legislation by exasperation. Unfortunately, these often petty restrictions tend to continue and to accumulate. They hamper good administration and miss the mark as a means of control.

Despite this concern about the dangers of congressional meddling in administrative affairs, a scholarly consensus emerged by the 1960s that oversight was in fact Congress’s “neglected function” (Bibby 1968, 477). Scher (1963) provided what has become a familiar rationale for this view—members of Congress are goal-oriented and have many reasons to eschew oversight in favor of other congressional pastimes. For example, legislators generally derive greater electoral rewards from taking positions that are popular with important constituencies than from engaging in mundane oversight of program administration. In addition, legislators often view agencies as impenetrable organizations that Congress is ill equipped to monitor and control. For these and other reasons, it is only under extraordinary circumstances that legislators devote measurable resources to bureaucratic oversight.


This account does not acknowledge that oversight comes in many forms. Subsequent research, however, has emphasized the diverse nature of activities that constitute oversight. Ogul and Rockman (1990; see also Ogul 1977) distinguish between manifest and latent oversight. Manifest oversight consists of formal mechanisms such as hearings and investigations, while latent oversight includes informal activities such as contacts between staff members and administrators. Ogul and Rockman (1990) and Bawn (1997) also point out that oversight can be anticipatory (e.g., statutory constraints on agency discretion), or can entail reviewing agency actions that have already occurred. And Aberbach (1990) notes that despite its adversarial connotation, oversight often serves as an advocacy forum for legislators pitching particular policies and programs.


McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) offer the most influential distinction among forms of oversight. According to their artful metaphor, police patrol oversight occurs when legislators, on their own initiative, examine a sample of agency activities, with the aim of detecting, remedying, and discouraging executive branch behavior that is inconsistent with congressional preferences. Legislators also conduct fire alarm oversight, by establishing structures and processes that enable interested parties to examine agency decision making and to alert Congress about particular actions with which they are dissatisfied. McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) argue that those who claim that Congress neglects oversight mistakenly equate one form of oversight—the police patrol—with oversight in general. Put differently, the conventional wisdom fails to recognize the existence of fire alarm oversight.


This failure is important, according to McCubbins and Schwartz (1984), because members of Congress have a general preference for fire alarms and, as a result, make relatively little use of police patrols. One reason for this preference is that police patrols require considerable time examining agency activities that are not problematic. Police patrols also fail to uncover some important administrative missteps. Finally, the costs of police patrols are borne exclusively by Congress. By contrast, fire alarm oversight directs congressional attention away from harmless agency actions and toward those decisions that most provoke citizen and interest group opposition. And the costs of identifying these decisions are incurred by actors outside of Congress. McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) conclude, therefore, that fire alarms dominate the oversight system and that this system serves Congress well by effectively constraining bureaucratic discretion in areas of significance to legislators and influential constituencies.


Despite the seminal nature of McCubbins and Schwartz’s (1984) research, scholars have made little attempt, either conceptual or empirical, to advance our understanding of the distinction between police patrols and fire alarms. Lupia and McCubbins (1994) demonstrate that, in theory, members of Congress can reliably learn about agency behavior from both forms of oversight. Aberbach (1990) presents evidence suggesting that the use of police patrols has increased substantially since the 1970s, a trend that can be attributed to a change in congressional incentives. For reasons such as congressional reforms, divided government, and budget deficits, the benefits to legislators of conducting police patrols have increased relative to the benefits associated with activities such as lawmaking.


One of the central ways in which Aberbach (1990) assesses the prevalence of police patrol oversight is through hearing activity. This approach is problematic in that hearings may be convened in response to fire alarms sounded by parties dissatisfied with particular agency actions. For example, in 1996, the House Government Reform and Oversight Committee held a hearing to investigate a specific allegation of financial mismanagement by the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Cameron and Rosendorff (1993, 48) assert that this type of hearing is the rule rather than the exception: “Most oversight hearings are not systematic ‘police patrols’ but instead result from irregular ‘fire alarms.’”


In light of these contrary claims, what is needed is an empirical examination of hearing activity that distinguishes police patrols from fire alarms and examines the correlates of these activities. To what extent are hearings part of the routine, ongoing effort of Congress to monitor the bureaucracy? Conversely, to what extent are hearings responses to specific agency actions, policy crises, and other events external to Congress? And does the use of police patrols and fire alarms vary across time, chambers, committees, and election cycles?

Legislative Institutions and the Nature of Oversight


As this discussion suggests, an empirical appraisal of police patrols and fire alarms must begin with the fundamental claim of McCubbins and Schwartz (1984), that legislators generally prefer fire alarms to police patrols and that, as stated by Cameron and Rosendorff (1993), hearings are predominantly event driven rather than routine, ongoing oversight. Although powerful, this claim is not universally accepted by Congress scholars. In particular, Aberbach’s (1990) argument that congressional incentives dramatically changed in the post-reform period has important implications for the nature of the oversight. Police patrols, he states, have constituted a “prominent” part of Congress’s intelligence system since the 1970s (Aberbach 1990, 98). These divergent positions lead to the following, largely contradictory expectations.

Hypothesis 1a: A greater proportion of hearings are fire alarms rather than police patrols.

Hypothesis 1b: Fire alarms do not predominate over police patrols in the post-reform period.


Although McCubbins and Schwartz (1984) make a blanket claim about the relative prevalence of police patrols and fire alarms, there are good reasons to suspect that the nature of the oversight system varies across congressional contexts. To begin with, Congress is a bicameral institution, and cross-chamber differences may affect members’ dispositions regarding the relative merits of police patrols and fire alarms. One key institutional difference is that Senators serve on more committees and subcommittees than their House counterparts (Smith and Deering 1990). In addition, Representatives are less newsworthy than their Senate colleagues (Cook 1989; Hess 1986). If Senators are more likely to court the media, seek national attention, and behave in other ways at variance from Representatives (Matthews 1960; Baker 2001), then perhaps they also evince a greater preference for fire alarms over police patrols. The busy, ambitious Senator, after all, can’t be tied up in mundane hearings all day. Although Senators may exhibit a relatively strong preference for fire alarms, this is not to say that they will perform more oversight in absolute terms. Indeed, House members are more likely to spend time on policy in committee (Baker 2001). Thus, it is reasonable to expect that absolute levels of oversight are higher in the House than in the Senate.

Hypothesis 2a: The proportion of hearings that are fire alarms is greater in the Senate than in the House.

Hypothesis 2b: The absolute level of oversight is greater in the House than in the Senate.


Fenno (1973) and Smith and Deering (1990) show that committees differ from one another in their decision-making patterns. Most importantly, policy committees (e.g., Judiciary) evidence media seeking behavior and a tendency toward sustained and critical review of administration. In contrast, constituency committees (e.g., Armed Services) are less likely to be ruthless critics of their pet policies and programs, protecting them instead (Ripley and Franklin 1991). It is less clear what to expect with respect to power committees (e.g., Ways and Means), although Strahan (1990, 75-78) suggests that, in the post-reform era, these committees have become increasingly attractive to members with policy motives. 

Hypothesis 3a: Policy committees perform relatively more fire alarm oversight than constituency committees.

Hypothesis 3b: Policy committees perform relatively more oversight in general than constituency committees.


Finally, we assess the notion that there is an electoral cycle in the use of fire alarm oversight. As with other indicators of constituency-oriented behavior—like the number of trips home and the level of mail sent to the district (Jacobson 2001, 30-35)—we might well expect members of Congress to be more apt to turn to fire alarms in election years. If, however, legislators’ time back home is a valuable commodity, then the absolute level of oversight should be lower in election years (Mayhew 1974).

Hypothesis 4a: The proportion of hearings that are fire alarms is greater in election years than in non-election years.

Hypothesis 4b: The absolute level of both types of oversight is greater in non-election years than in election years.

Operationalizing Police Patrols and Fire Alarms

In developing an operational measure of police patrols and fire alarms, the first step is to select a sample of hearings. Sampling is essential in that Baumgartner and Jones (1993), in their work on policy agendas, identified more than 60,000 hearings held from the 80th to 103rd Congress. As Figure 1 illustrates, the number of hearings and hearing days varied considerably during this period.

(Figure 1 about here.)

Out of this universe of hearings, we selected 2,451 for inclusion in the sample. These hearings come from three Congresses: the 96th (1979-81), 100th (1987-89), and 104th (1995-97). The 104th Congress featured divided government with a Republican House and Senate and a Democratic president. Hearing activity was low in this Congress, in relation to its immediate predecessors. The 100th Congress mirrored the partisan circumstances of the 104th, with Democrats controlling the House and Senate and a Republican in the White House. In both of these cases, the Senate had just changed partisan hands and the administration was in years three and four of its term, although Ronald Reagan’s presidency was winding down and Bill Clinton was gearing up for reelection. The 96th Congress featured unified (Democratic) government, the third and fourth years of the Carter Administration. It also featured high levels of hearing activity, at least as measured by the number of hearing days.


From these Congresses, we included in the sample all hearings held by parallel sets of four House and Senate committees, selected to represent different committee types. These sets include a pair of oversight committees (House Government Reform and Oversight and Senate Governmental Affairs), a pair of constituency committees (House National Security and Senate Armed Services)
, a pair of policy committees (House Judiciary and Senate Judiciary), and a pair of power committees (House Ways and Means and Senate Finance). Each of these committees, or an identifiable forbearer, has been in continuous existence throughout Congress’s history. In addition, with the partial exception of the government committees, each has had a stable jurisdiction since the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946.

Data Sources


Our primary data source is the CIS/Annual: Abstracts of Congressional Documents (CIS, passim). Each year, CIS produces a reference volume containing abstracts of hearings, reports, and other documents published by Congress. The annual volumes contain material from different years and different Congresses because there is frequently a considerable lag between the occurrence of a hearing and its actual publication. For example, the 1995 volume’s section on the Senate Governmental Affairs Committee includes hearings held between 1991 and 1995.

For each hearing, CIS reports an identifier code, title, date, and publication information. For each session of a hearing, CIS reports the session dates, page numbers within the bound volumes, witnesses, and a session abstract (along with a list of supporting materials published with the hearing). Our coding scheme makes use of the title, abstract, and witness list for each hearing. Following the CIS convention, an observation is a hearing regardless of how long or short it might have been. For example, both the W-4 and defense authorization hearings count as a single observation.

Coding Guidelines


Our overarching criterion for placing hearings in either the police patrol or fire alarm category is best captured by the following question: Was the hearing "event driven"? This guideline, however, begs a further question: What do we mean by “event driven”?


In introducing its annual oversight plan, the House National Security Committee begins to flesh out what it means for a hearing to be event driven:

While most of the committee’s oversight agenda was designed to serve primarily in support of the annual authorization bill, much of the committee’s most demanding oversight activity was event-driven and not subject to prior planning (Committee on National Security 1997, emphasis added).

In a subsequent section entitled “Additional Oversight Activities,” the opening phrases that describe certain hearings provide specific examples of events that sparked hearings (Committee on National Security 1997, 39-44):

“In the wake of the devastating bombing of the Khobar Towers complex in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia....”

“...the circumstances surrounding the shootdown of an American F-16 fighter over Bosnia.” 

“In response to widespread concerns regarding the analytical rigor which was employed in compiling the Administration’s 1995 National Intelligence Estimates...”

“In the wake of the tragic killings of a black civilian couple by three white soldiers from the Army’s 82nd Airborne Division...”

“...an in depth review of the April 14, 1994, downing of two Army UH-60 Black Hawk helicopters by Air Force F-15 fighters over Northern Iraq.”


Taking a cue from the National Security Committee, which uses language very reminiscent of McCubbins and Schwartz (1984), we adopted the following guidelines for coding hearings.

1. Hearings tied to a specific event are considered responses to fire alarms. The W-4 episode is an example of such a hearing, as are the National Security hearings just discussed.

2. If an event appears to have induced the hearing it should have occurred within a year of the hearing itself. Hearings on the Gulf War are not considered fire alarm oversight in the 104th Congress, but the downing of the Black Hawk helicopters is.

3. Fire alarm hearings are induced by specific rather than general problems. For example, the drug problem is not a specific event, but a particular drug raid or interdiction is. Likewise, a hearing on post-Cold War security is not considered a response to a fire alarm but a hearing specific to the Bosnia crisis is.

4. Hearings that respond to specific Supreme Court cases, provided they have been decided in the past year, are considered responses to fire alarms. Distant cases or more general reviews of Court actions, however, are not. The Roe v. Wade decision is a specific case, but a hearing years removed from this action is not considered fire alarm oversight.

5. Hearings that consider routine or mandated reports—the president’s budget message and annual economic reports, for example—are not considered fire alarm oversight.

6. Witnesses who were specifically called to task or who presented specific grievances were also used as indicators of fire alarm hearings. An economist testifying about the general state of the economy, or a constitutional expert opining about the right to privacy, would not be such an indicator. By contrast, an official accused of malfeasance, or a victim of racial discrimination, would qualify as such.

In general, the events inducing fire alarm hearings should be specific, proximate, and not routine.


Our conception of event driven hearings is distinct from what Mayhew (1991) dubs "high publicity investigations." Mayhew limits his focus to probes of alleged misbehavior in the executive branch. Although we include these types of actions, our event driven hearings also include actions sparked by crises originating outside of the executive branch, indeed outside of government altogether. In addition, Mayhew restricts his attention to actions that garnered extensive media coverage. As a result, his universe consists of 31 investigations that occurred between 1946 and 1990. We identify a much larger number of event driven hearings, in part because we do not include media attention as one of our guidelines. Although several of our hearings did receive extended play on the air and in print, the vast majority did not enter into the public's consciousness.

Using these criteria, we followed a two-step procedure to classify hearings as either police patrols or fire alarms. In the first step, we separately coded each hearing. For the vast majority of hearings, our determinations were congruent. The second step was activated when our coding decisions diverged. In these instances, we discussed our respective rationales and came to a mutually agreeable resolution.

Tough Cases

Hearings for which our initial decisions diverged, or "tough cases," have important implications for the ultimate utility of our operational distinction. If the line dividing police patrols and fire alarms is hopelessly blurred, then any effort to locate this line empirically is inherently doomed. In addition, inferences that might be drawn from the results of such an effort would have to be treated with exceeding caution. Given these high stakes, what follows are several examples of hearings considered to be tough calls.


On November 16, 1987, the Senate Finance Committee held a hearing on Medicare payments for home health services. The hearing was held in Portland, Maine and focused specifically on home health benefit denials that had occurred in Maine. Several of the witnesses were senior citizens and relatives of Medicare beneficiaries. Presumably, these witnesses related incidents in which home health benefits were denied. By highlighting complaints about specific denials, the hearing had some of the makings of a fire alarm proceeding. In the end, however, we consider the hearing to be a police patrol. Our reasoning is that Medicare home health care is an ongoing and increasingly important public policy problem. Although specific denials were raised at the hearing, there is no evidence that the hearing was motivated by these incidents. Rather, our impression is that these incidents were sought out as a way of attracting congressional attention to problems in Medicare home health care and, ultimately, to set the stage for legislative action on this topic.

On February 5, 1987, the Senate Judiciary Committee considered the refugee crisis in southern Africa. Administration officials, such as an Under Secretary from the State Department, offered testimony on the causes of the refugee situation. Their testimony emphasized apartheid, warfare, and destabilization. Although the hearing made no mention of an immediate inflammation of, or other pressing development in, the refugee situation, we code this hearing as a fire alarm. Our rationale is that there was no discernible pending congressional action or other motivation for the hearing. In other words, the grave nature of the situation, however broad in scope, appears to have been the driving force behind the hearing.


A pair of House Armed Services Committee hearings illustrates the subtle distinction that often exists between police patrols and fire alarms. We count as police patrol oversight a series of hearings, held in May and June of 1987, that examined problems associated with Department of Defense contractors, specifically regarding the use of a computerized accounting system. In our estimation, these hearings were part of Congress’s ongoing surveillance of procurement in the defense industry. By contrast, on July 27, 1988, a hearing was held to review the development of, and problems associated with, the Air Force’s B-1 Bomber. Although there is no direct evidence that Congress was responding to a particular crisis or incident, we consider this policy problem to be inherently specific and, therefore, code the action as event driven.

Patterns in Police Patrols and Fire Alarms

 
Figures 2 and 3 track the number of hearings held from 1947 to 1994 by the committees included in the analysis. In the House, the number of hearings bottomed out in the 1960s and then began a slow rise that culminated in relatively high levels of hearing activity in the late 1980s. This peak was quickly followed by a sharp drop in the early 1990s. The Armed Services and Judiciary Committees were unusually active in the early post-war period. For example, in 1957-1958, the Judiciary Committee held about twice as many hearings as any of the other committees.

(Figures 2 and 3 about here.)

The patterns in the Senate are less distinct. The Judiciary Committee was more active than the other committees in the majority of Congresses. Although the number of hearings generally dropped in the 1960s, the level of activity was more or less constant for the Finance Committee. The Governmental Affairs Committee experienced the most rapid increase in hearing activity, more than tripling the number of hearings it held between the 92nd and 96th Congresses. In the 1990s, the number of hearings dropped for each of the committees, except for Armed Services, which increased its activity slightly in the 103rd Congress.

The historical patterns presented in Figures 1-3 are largely consistent with Hypothesis 2b, that the absolute level of oversight is greater in the House than in the Senate. The number of House hearings exceeded that of the Senate in 16 of the 24 Congresses, and the House was, without fail, more active in terms of hearing days. For both chambers, the Judiciary Committee's general status as the most active committee, and the government committee’s usual position as the second most active committee, is consistent with Hypothesis 3b, that policy committees perform relatively high levels of oversight. This hypothesis is also supported by the fact that, since the 1960s, the Armed Services Committees have usually held fewer hearings than their non-constituency counterparts.

Table 1 provides the results of our coding of hearings as police patrols and fire alarms. In general, the vast majority of hearings were not event driven, but were part of Congress’s routine, ongoing activities. Police patrols comprised 87.7 percent of House hearings in the 96th Congress, 79.7 percent in the 100th, and 82.8 percent in the 104th. In the Senate, the percentage of police patrols was 84.5 in the 96th Congress, 89.1 in the 100th, and 85.4 in the 104th. These patterns indicate that hearing activity in the Republican controlled 104th Congress was not substantially different in its orientation than that of the 96th and 100th Congresses, where the Democrats were the majority party. They also suggest that Hypothesis 1b—that fire alarms do not predominate over police patrols in the post-reform period—is an accurate depiction of hearing activity, at least for the Congresses and committees considered here.

(Table 1 about here.)

The preponderance of police patrols is evident at the committee level as well. For most committees in most years, more than four out of five hearings consisted of police patrols. In 1980, none of the Senate Armed Services Committee’s hearings were event driven. The committee that conducted the most fire alarms, relative to police patrols, was the House Government Operations Committee (in 1987). Even in this instance, nearly two-thirds of the hearings were police patrol in their orientation. In all cases, the difference between the percentage of hearings that were police patrols and fire alarms is statistically significant.
 These differences are the opposite of the expectation stated in Hypothesis 1a.

Contrary to Hypothesis 2a, the Senate was relatively more inclined than the House to engage in police patrol oversight. In five of the six years, the percentage of hearings that were police patrols was greater in the Senate than in the House. The evidence regarding Hypothesis 3a is mixed. As expected, the policy-oriented government committees almost always held a greater proportion of fire alarm hearings than the constituency-based military committees. In contrast, the Judiciary Committees, which are policy based, were relatively less inclined than the Armed Services Committees to conduct oversight via fire alarms.

 
Finally, the absolute level and orientation of hearing activity varied across election cycles, in patterns somewhat consistent with Hypotheses 4a and 4b. With the exception of the House in the 100th Congress, the number of hearings was lower in election years than in the corresponding first sessions. These declines were essentially a product of reductions in police patrol activities. In other words, hearings were more likely to be event driven in even-numbered years than in years when elections were not being contested. These differences, however, were almost always rather small. The biggest change occurred in the 96th Congress, where the percentage of Senate hearings that were police patrols dropped from 88.4 in 1979 to 80.6 in 1980.


In sum, we find support for some, but not all, of the hypotheses regarding oversight in general and, more specifically, regarding the distinction between police patrols and fire alarms. Given the preponderance of police patrols, it is tempting to conclude that Aberbach (1990) is correct in asserting that Congress possesses an extensive intelligence system through which it proactively keeps a watchful eye over the bureaucracy. Likewise, it is tempting to infer that, contrary to McCubbins and Schwartz (1984), legislators do not have a systematic preference for fire alarms over police patrols. It is important to recognize, however, that our operationalization and appraisal is limited in a number of salient respects. In the closing section, these limitations are addressed with an eye toward evaluating the ways in which this research informs our understanding of congressional oversight in general.

Discussion

If hearings are the principal method of congressional oversight, then a clear implication of our research is that oversight is seldom sparked by events external to Congress. Two points of caution, however, are in order at this point. First, the police patrol-fire alarm distinction is not fundamentally linked to a particular technique of oversight. Rather, the core difference is whether the executive branch is being watched by legislators or by third parties such as citizens and interest groups. With this in mind, our analysis of hearings runs the risk of accurately depicting the orientation of one form of oversight without capturing the full division of labor between Congress and third-party overseers.

Second, our data sources and coding guidelines may unfairly stack the deck against fire alarm hearings. For example, even though hearings may appear routine to us, they may in fact dwell upon contemporary events. Such a disjuncture might occur when, say, a tax committee convenes a regularly scheduled hearing, but nonetheless focuses on the latest controversy involving the tax code or the performance of the IRS.


Our response to these concerns is twofold. First, hearings are a good place to start because they can be both anticipatory and reactive in nature. Our findings therefore hold across one of the most important distinctions discussed in the literature on oversight (Bawn 1997; Ogul and Rockman 1990). A task for future research (one that is decidedly difficult) is to bring another such distinction—that between manifest and latent oversight—into the analysis (Ogul 1977; Ogul and Rockman 1990).

Second, it was a concern with ascertaining the true context and content of hearings that led us to turn not only to titles, but to abstracts and witness lists as well. These detailed sources were invaluable in helping us identify hearings that were event driven, despite their initial appearances to the contrary. A logical next step would be to read the texts of a selection of hearings, especially those considered to be tough calls, to determine if our coding decisions prevail when the full written record is taken into account.


In sum, this research has advanced our understanding of congressional oversight by showing that hearing activity, an undeniably important form of oversight, is predominantly police patrol in its orientation. This finding does not mean that Congress exerts little effort reacting to external events. To be sure, a good deal of many workdays for both legislators and their staffs is spent serving constituents. In the greater scheme of things, these activities may be cats in trees rather than burning buildings, thereby precluding us, at least via the approach developed here, from systematically cataloguing responses to fire alarms. What this approach has demonstrated is that the vast majority of hearings are part of Congress’s routine, ongoing activities and thus deserve to be considered police patrols.

Figure 1: House and Senate Hearings and Hearing Days, 80th to 103rd Congress (Totals by Congress).
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Note: Totals are for standing committees, including Select Intelligence, but excluding Senate Aging, Indian Affairs, and Ethics.

Source: Authors’ compilation from data made available by Baumgartner and Jones (2000).

Figure 2: Hearings in the House Armed Services, Government Operations, Judiciary, and Ways and Means Committees, 1947-1994 (Totals by Congress).
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Source: Authors’ compilation from data made available by Baumgartner and Jones (2000).

Figure 3: Hearings in the Senate Armed Services, Governmental Affairs, Judiciary, and Finance Committees, 1947-1994 (Totals by Congress).
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Source: Authors’ compilation from data made available by Baumgartner and Jones (2000).

Table 1: Percentage of Police Patrol and Fire Alarm Hearings in Four House and Senate Committees, 96th, 100th, and 104th Congresses (N in Parentheses).

	
	96th Congress

1979                      1980


	              100th Congress

          1987                            1988
	            104th Congress

            1995                            1996

	House 
	Patrol
	Alarm
	Patrol
	Alarm
	Patrol
	Alarm
	Patrol
	Alarm


	Patrol
	Alarm
	Patrol
	Alarm



	Armed Services
	84.6 

(33)
	15.4

6)
	91.5

(43)
	8.5

(4)
	86.3 

(44)
	 13.7 (7)
	94.9 (75)
	 5.1 

(4)
	77.3

 (17)
	 22.7 (5)
	83.3 (25)
	 16.7 (5)



	Government Operations
	72.5

(50)
	27.5

(19) 
	83.0

(44)
	17.0

(9)
	62.5 

(50)
	37.5 (30)
	64.6 (53)
	35.4 (29)
	82.7

 (91)
	17.3 (19)
	78.8 (82)
	21.2 (22)



	Judiciary
	94.4

(51)
	5.6

(3)
	85.4

(41)
	14.6

(7)
	86.7 

(65)
	13.3 (10)
	67.5 (52)
	32.5 (25)
	86.1

 (68)
	13.9 (11)
	75.5 (40)
	24.5 (13)



	Ways and Means
	97.2

(69)
	2.8

(2)
	92.3

(60)
	7.7

(5)
	94.3 

(50)
	 5.7 

(3)
	97.4 (38)
	 2.6 

(1)
	89.1

 (49)
	 10.9 (6)
	92.3 (36)
	7.7

(3)



	Total
	87.1

(203)
	12.9

(30)
	88.3

(188)
	11.7

(25)
	80.7 

(209)
	19.3 (50)
	78.7 (218)
	21.3 (59)
	84.6 

(225)
	15.4 (41)
	81.0 (183)
	19.0 (43)

	Senate
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Armed Services


	90.6

(29)
	9.4

(3)
	100.0

(16)
	0.0

(0)
	88.2

 (15)
	 11.8 (2)
	83.3 (20)
	16.7 

(4)
	86.4

(19)
	 13.6 (3)
	 75.0 

(9)
	 25.0 (3)

	Governmental Affairs
	82.6

(76)


	17.4

(16)
	84.7

(50)
	15.3

(9)
	86.2

 (50)
	13.8 

(8)
	82.9 (34)
	17.1 

(7)
	85.3

(29)
	14.7

 (5)
	85.2 (23)
	 14.8

(4)

	Judiciary
	91.8

(67)
	8.2

(6)
	80.4

(41)
	19.6

(10)
	93.9

 (46)
	 6.1 

(3)
	92.9 (39)
	 7.1 

 (3)
	86.7 

(52)
	 13.3

 (8)
	81.0 (34)
	 19.0 (8)



	Finance
	94.4

(51)
	5.6

(3)
	85.4

(41)
	14.6

(7)
	92.1

 (58)
	 7.9 

(5)
	90.6 (29)
	 9.4 

 (3)
	94.7 

(54)
	 5.3 

 (3)
	83.3 (10)
	 16.7 (2)



	Total
	88.4

(223)


	11.6

(28)
	80.6

(108)
	19.4

(26)
	90.4 

(169)
	9.6

 (18)
	87.8 (122)
	12.2 (17)
	89.0 

(154)
	11.0 (19)
	81.7 (76)
	18.3 (17)




Note: Entries are percentages with raw totals in parentheses. Executive Calendar items (nominations and hearings) are excluded for the Senate committees. 

Source: Congressional Information Service, CIS/Annual: Abstracts of Congressional Publications (various years). 
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� The National Security and Armed Services committees do double duty since many international policy events are addressed in their hearings. 


� The Senate Governmental Affairs Committee absorbed the old District Committee and Post Office and Civil Service Committee in 1977. The House Government Reform and Oversight Committee did likewise, but not until 1995. Committee names have changed in the last couple of decades. The House Government Operations Committee has become Government Reform and Oversight. The House Armed Services Committee became National Security in the 104th. We refer, generically, to the former as the government committees and to the later as the armed services or military committees. 


� With this in mind, we identified the hearings for a particular Congress by starting with the CIS volume for the appropriate year (e.g., the 1987 volume for the 100th Congress) and reviewing up to four succeeding volumes until hearings for that Congress ceased to appear. This coding rule means that we may have missed a handful of hearings that were printed many years after they occurred.


� The high levels of immediate post-war effort displayed by the military committees turn out to be pretty mundane. Both committees held an unusually large number of routine hearings to consider individual cases of military pensions, disability payments, and property transfers—what amounted to post-war housekeeping (Deering 2001).


� Given that we have articulated two contrasting directional expectations regarding the relative occurrence of police patrols and fire alarms, we conducted a pair of one-tailed tests for each committee in each year. In all instances, p<.05 for the test that the proportion of police patrols is greater than that of fire alarms. The test that the proportion of fire alarms is greater than that of police patrols never approaches statistical significance. 
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