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ABSTRACT 

Formal models in political science are increasingly attentive 

to institutional features that ostensibly play a crucial part in 

shaping political outcomes. Propositions yielded by these models have 

proven difficult to test, however. This study has two aims. Its 

substantive objective is to extend the spatial model of legislatures 

to illuminate the mechanisms of influence by committees on 

congressional outcomes. A broader methodological purpose is to 

introduce to political science a new and promising technique for 

testing formal models. Event studies are based on the belief that 

many political outcomes affect the economic welfare of nongovernmental 

actors and that, accordingly, actors with a vested interest in public 

policies respond rationally to changing political expectations. The 

technique is illustrated by testing formally derived propositions 

about the effects of rules and of subjurisdictional choice (the Ways 

and Means Committee's decision about the dimensions of its 

Jurisdiction in which to propose legislation) on Congress's 1974 

decision regarding taxation of oil and gas firms. The strong 

empirical results not only support the theory but also offer promising 

implications for continued development and testing of formal models of 

politics and political economy. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Studies of congressional decision-making rarely fail to stress 

the influence of standing committees on congressional outcomes. 

Committees possess advantages of Information and expertise in their 

Jurisdictions (Maass, 1983) and are recipients of increasing amounts 

of staff and resource support (Ornstein, et a l . , 1985). Because of 

self-selection, committees are often dominated by "preference 

outliers" who use committee resources to obtain outcomes that diverge 

from preferences of most noncommlttee members (Shepsle, 1977). 

Multistage decision-making also facilitates committee influence. 

Committees are initial proposers of legislation, and the parent 

chamber may either defer to committees by refusing to amend their 

bills or may be restricted from offering amendments (Bach, 1981). 

Committee members may be powerful again as penultimate actors in 

conference committees (McGown, 1927; Vogler, 1971; Shepsle and 

Weingast, 1985) because conference reports typically are unamendable 

(Bach, 1984). Finally, a select few standing committees receive 

special treatment from standing rules of the chamber or from special 
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rules from the Rules Committee. For example, legislation of the House 

Ways and Means Committee is normally protected by a restrictive rule 

(Manley, 1970; Fenno, 1973), and legislation of six standing 

committees is given privileged status which ensures that it can be 

taken to the floor without a special rule from the Rules Committee 

(Oleszek, 1984).
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Although the received wisdom about committee influence comes 

primarily from empirical research, in the last decade formal theorists 

too have studied the relationship between committees and congressional 

outcomes. Early attempts to model committee decision-making were 

based on rather rigid assumptions. Jurisdictions were represented as 

single dimensions in a multidimensional choice space, and committee 

members were assumed not to incorporate knowledge about rules and 

preferences in the parent chamber into their first-stage decisions 

(Shepsle, 1979). While the initial results highlighted the importance 

of institutions for generating stable outcomes, the location of the 

equilibria tended i f anything to understate the degree of committee 
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influence. Subsequently, several assumptions were relaxed. 

Shepsle's initial model was extended to instances in which committee 

members exercise foresight and receive either open or closed rules for 

their legislation (Denzau and Mackay, 1983; Krehbiel. 1983) and in 

which Jurisdictions may be multidimensional (Shepsle and Weingast, 

1985). In these models, situations may arise in which the equilibria 

are more consistent with casual observations of Congress. Each of 

these extensions demonstrates the possibility of disproportionate 
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committee influence, and some of them provide general conditions under 

which committee choices determine the outcome. 

Notwithstanding these theoretical developments and related 

casual observations, three forms of skepticism persist among political 

scientists. Some political scientists seem to doubt the effects of 
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institutions on outcomes. Many question whether formal models of 

institutions clarify the relationships between Institutions and 

outcomes. And most share a belief that tests of these theories exceed 

the bounds of currently available empirical techniques. In the 

narrower context of committees and congressional outcomes, this study 

addresses skepticism about formal theory by raising two questions. 

(1) Can formal models offer unique insights into the influence of 

committees on congressional outcomes? (2) Can the models be tested 

using real-world data? If both questions can be answered convincingly 

and affirmatively, then a broader Joint conclusion is justified. 

Actual political institutions do affect outcomes, and formal theories 

of institutions can be useful in understanding how. 

Initially a model is proposed that highlights an institutional 

and strategic basis for committee influence on congressional outcomes. 

The model departs from previous formal theories in two ways. First, 

it extends the spatial model from pure open or pure closed rules to 

modified rules which permit, for example, situations in which a closed 

rule Is in effect on some but not all dimensions of a committee's 

jurisdiction. Second, it introduces and formalizes a new element of 

committee strategy, called subjurisdictional choice (SJC). When a 

standing committee considers legislation, it engages in two kinds of 

activities. The preponderance of attention in previous legislative 

theory is to the writing (or marking up) of bills on which the parent 

body subsequently acts. A more subtle but equally important feature 

of committee strategy stressed in our model is the committee's choice 

of dimensions in its jurisdiction on which to propose changes to the 

status quo. The results from the model of rules and SJC comprise our 

attempt to answer question (1). 

The model alone is not likely to reduce skepticism about the 

empirical relevance of formal models. Therefore, by exploiting the 

fact that congressional outcomes have undeniable and often unambiguous 

effects on the economic welfare of nongovernmental actors, the major 

part of the study addresses question (2). Two theoretically derived 

propositions are tested by focusing on the House's consideration of 

energy tax legislation in the 93rd Congress. The political theory is 

imbedded in an expected utility model of economic actors who have a 

vested interest in the taxation of oil and gas companies. This 

permits a natural extension to situations in which the type of rule 

under which legislation is considered is not known with certainty, as 

was true in 1974. As rules and SJC affect outcomes so too should 

changes in expectations about rules and SJC affect expectations about 

outcomes. Employing a maintained hypothesis of the rational 

expectations of economic actors, the political theory is tested using 

an event study technique, which is common in the finance and economics 

literatures but unique to political science. In particular. 
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