
RCI’s APPROACH

The RCI team comes with no predetermined policy prescriptions. It seeks to convene and facilitate deliberative 
discussions among a diverse, cross-partisan group of Members of Congress, informed and advised by former 
Members and policy specialists, to develop a consensus on a set of strategies to enable Congress to fulfill its 
Constitutional mandate.

RCI believes that Congressional dysfunction is in significant part a systemic issue (vs. “just the wrong people,” for 
example) with multiple interlinked causes. This diagnosis is consistent with several observations typical of dysfunction 
rooted in problematic systems:

• Everyone in the system, from leadership to rank and file, is unhappy, but uncertain how to change the envi-
ronment they dislike or the things they do to sustain it (or the changes they believe will make a difference turn 
out to be insufficient). 

• Many see the centralization of power in leadership as a key problem, but we are about to see our second 
leader in a row resign in unhappiness. 

• The moment Members announce their intent to retire, they are seen to speak and act differently. 

Systems change isn’t easy. In both corporations and government, more organizational change efforts fail than 
succeed, and changes that are adopted often have unintended consequences. Trying to change too much at once 
exhausts resources (people’s time and energy as well as money) and generates pushback from those worried about 
getting things done in the interim. Nor can the path to change be fully mapped in advance or by those outside the 
system. Many of the forces that keep a system in place become apparent only when you try to change the system 
and encounter resistance, but those with experience inside the system are better able to anticipate and explain such 
challenges. 

RCI’s approach is to facilitate deep and extended dialogue among members of Congress from across the political 
spectrum and the range of caucuses and voting blocs who are seen as thought leaders by their peers. The purpose 
is to illuminate where there is agreement on what is not working as it should (of which there is a lot), and then invite 
an exploration of what is contributing to that dysfunction and what would be needed to change the dynamic. We 
believe that if those deliberative discussions among thoughtful participants in the current system yield a consensus 
on meaningful reforms, that agreement would be a powerful and persuasive base from which to promote 
implementation both with Congressional colleagues and the electorate at large. 

RCI has begun this work in the House, and plans to expand into the Senate during 2019. 

The history of Congressional reform suggests change is possible: Led by entrepreneurial members, Congress has 
adjusted itself and evolved in nearly every decade of the last century, including major reorganizations in pivotal time 
periods similar to today:

• In 1910, a cross-partisan coalition fed up with the massively centralized leadership of Speaker Cannon over-
threw the regime and distributed power to committees.

• Congress passed the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 to again strengthen the authority of committees 
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and give Congress the means to oversee an executive branch that had vastly expanded during the New 
Deal and then World War II.

• In the 1960s, frustration with the ability of long-serving southern Democratic committee chairmen to block 
civil rights legislation led to a dilution of the power of seniority and greater committee access to newer mem-
bers.

• Since the 1990s, however, for a variety of reasons, Congress has moved back toward a more centralized 
leadership model, while ceding enormous power to the President and bureaucracy to propose legislation 
and initiate actions of all kinds, largely as a result of Congress’s inability to act, especially with bipartisan 
support. 

REBUILD CONGRSS INITIATIVE  |  RCI’S APPROACH


