
THE PROBLEM

Today less than 15% of the American electorate has a positive view of Congressional performance, possibly the 
lowest in history. In 1958, 72% approved. Millennials, soon to be the largest voting bloc, exhibit especially deep 
dissatisfaction with and distrust in Congress.

In most ways, this abysmal assessment seems warranted:

• Partisanship routinely wins over good policy;
• Movement on critical issues is routinely blocked by small minorities and consideration of many potentially 

critical emerging issues is insufficient;
• The budget authorization and appropriation processes are no longer operating, there is no correlation of 

revenue and spending, and the national deficit is growing at an alarming pace;
• Even as the size and scope of the executive branch and the administrative state grow, Congressional 

oversight has atrophied, threatening the system of checks and balances meant to protect our freedom and the 
republic from unconstrained executive power;

• Members themselves often spend more than half their time fundraising and campaigning, even though nearly 
2/3 of them are now in “safe” districts whose only threat is from extremists in their primary;

• Committee chairs are as likely to be chosen for fundraising prowess as substantive expertise;
• The system is widely seen as “rigged” in favor of donors and insiders, either through differential access and 

association, coordinated ideology, or outright corruption;
• Legislation is increasingly drafted by leadership and lobbyists (or the White House) without transparency and 

voted on without hearings or even adequate time to read the bill; and
• Some Members are happy not having to take votes they would then have to explain and defend

The majority of Members are not comfortable with how Congress is currently operating, but most are uncertain
how to change the system and not well positioned to do so. They wonder about the motives of those selling specific
policies, and those with historical perspective have a healthy fear of potential unintended consequences from such
measures. All wonder how to cope with leadership that is openly or believed to be hostile to change.

While there have been many historical periods when Congress functioned much more effectively, it is by no means
clear how to recreate such dynamics, and today’s world offers many new challenges to doing so, including
increasingly complex geopolitical and technological problems, online social media that encourages behavior that
would be unacceptable face-to-face, and 24-hour-a-day, sensation-seeking cable news.

We can, however, imagine clearly the end result we would like to see: 

1. Timely, high-quality, and durable legislation. We need a legislative process that effectively leverages 
research and the best available scientific information, promotes high-quality creativity, and promotes reasoned 
deliberation to produce laws and solutions that:
• effectively address both today’s problems and those that are emerging; and
• tend to be bipartisan and generate support from the majority of the electorate, making them more durable 

and less likely to be repealed when the Congressional majority changes to the other party.
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2. Efective oversight, especially of the executive bureaucracy. We need Congress to fulfill its role as a
check and balance on the other branches of government. And we need Congress to legislate, so we don’t have
to rely on controversial executive orders or judicial interpretations. The complexity of today’s world may well
justify the size and scope of the executive bureaucracy that has grown up starting with the Second World War,
but its very size and impact demands that Congress exercise thorough and independent scrutiny to ensure the
best outcomes for the American people.

3. Attract and retain America’s best and brightest. We want to ensure that the job of serving in Congress
will attract and retain top quality, diverse, and representative talent, both among Members and staff, who are
focused on serving their constituents and the nation to the best of their ability, rather than on their self-interest, or
the interests of special interests or large donors.
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