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"The last five years have witnessed
significant changes in the structure and
procedures of the Virginia General
Assembly as the legislative branch has
attempted to respond to the increased
demands placed upon lawmakers by a
rapidly growing, diversified constituency.
Yet as late as 1971 observers could
point to Virginia with some justification
as having one of "the least staffed, most
poorly equipped legislatures in the
union.'" At that time the employees of
the Division of Statutory Research and
Drafting, the infreque,lt aides to various
interim study groups, and the members
of a secretarial pool constituted the
state's only commitment to legislative
staffing. But even then reforms were
underway to alter substantially this
picture by increasing session time
available to legislators and by
augmenting supporting legislative
services. The inauguration of annual
sessions under the 1971 Constitution
was complemented in 1972 by the
provision of staff assistance for
ind ividual legi slators (in itia Ily set at
$1200 annually) and by the creation in
1973 of the Legislative Audit and
Review
Commission.
Other
developments placing Virginia well
within a contemporary national trend

, Quoted by John Warren Cooke in letter
to the members of the General Assembly, Jan.
22, 1973.
Included
in
Report
to the
Commission on the Legislative Process, House
Document No. 13, 1973.

CORRECTION

The May 1974 News Letter by Nancy
Joyner entitled "The Commonwealth's
Approach to the Equal
Rights
Amendment (ERA)" contains several
factua I errors.
It was incorrectly reported (page 35,
co Iu m n 3) that Attorney General
Miller's memorandum to the House
Privi leges and Elections Committee
constituted a reversal of his pre-election
stand in favor of ERA. Attorney
General Miller advises us that in fact he
did not support the Equal Rights
Amendment during the 1973 campaign
because,
unlike
the Virginia
Constitution's anti-discrimination clause,
it does not expressly secure the right of
privacy.
It was incorrectly reported (page 34,
column 1) that senators Byrd and Spong
opposed the Equal Rights Amendment
in the U.S. Senate. In fact, both
senators voted for ERA on final passage,
toward revitalized legislative institutions
include the reorganization of the former
Division of Statutory Research and
Drafting into the Division of Legislative
Services with broadened responsibilities,
and the acquisition of computer
facilities. 2
Staff assistance for state legislatures
has been one of the recurrent demands
of representatives and scholars alike.
Prestigious institutions such as the
2For the general pattern in American
states, see Ed Crane, "Legislative Service
Agencies," The Book of the States 1972-73
(Lexington, Kentucky: The Council of State
Governments, 1972), p. 85.

and Senator Spong as well voted against
several Ervin amendments designed to
dilute the measure.
It was incorrectly reported (page 36,
column 1) that Delegate Lacey E.
Putney was a newcomer to the House
Privileges and Elections Committee in
1974. In fact, Delegate Putney has
served several terms on that committee.
It was incorrectly reported (page 35,
column 1, footnote 8) that there are
five female members of the House of
Delegates in 1974. The correct number
of female delegates is six.
Finally, it should be noted that the
correct spelling of the House Majority
Leader's name is Thomson (page 36,
column 2).
The editor deeply regrets these errors,
which in the final analysis are his
responsibility. Every effort will be made
to prevent a recurrence.

Council of State Governments, the
Eagleton Institute, and the Citizens
Conference on State Legislatures have
recommended substantial improvements
in legislative staffing. The Citizens
Conference on State Legislatures in its
influential
1972 publication The
Sometime Governments recommended
staffing as a partial solution to many of
the defects which it found in state
assemblies. 3 Proper assistance, it was
argued, would permit the legislator to
3John Burns, The Sometime Governments
(New York: Bantam Books, Inc., 1971), PP.
62-64,113-119,125,170.

INSTITUTE OF GOVERNMENT / UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA / CHARLOTTESVILLE /

JULY 1974

42

-~

spend more of his time on the serious
business of lawmak ing and less time
pursuing clerical and secretarial chores.
At the same time aides could provide a
research capability which would permit
legislators to better inform themselves
on the issues of the day and thereby
help to check the increasing dependence
of legislatures on executive personnel for
information and initiative. Finally, the
assistance provided would permit elected
representatives to better perceive and
evaluate their constituents' interests.
No doubt a full measure of these
benefits does not resu It from even the
most comprehensive staffing provisions
but the evidence from recent Virginia
experience does support some of the
reformers' claims, especiaffy with regard
-----to· the utHity of -per·son-al legislative
aides. How great a contribution
assistants can make to the business of
government is likely to be determined
by a variety of factors, includ ing their
intelligence, motivation, and training;
their prior experience in identical or
related work; and the ways in which the
legislators choose to employ them. In
general the characteristics and
performance of the personal aides to
members of the General Assembly give
reason for satisfaction. The Virginia
experience with this service is the
subject of this news letter. Successive
surveys of House and Senate aides to
the 1973 and 1974 sessions as well as
comments from members of the 1974
General Assembly provide the basis for
the following evaluation. 4
CHARACTERISTICS

OF

THE

PERSONAL

STAFF

The individuals who became the first
personal aides serving- on the state
payroll in 1973 were relatively young
and well educated. Over half were under
thirty and almost 80 percent were either
currently enrolled in, or had graduated
from, college. Sixty-three percent were
women. While the educational
background of that first group is
noteworthy, the credentials of their
su ccessors in 1974 is even more
impressive. As Table 1 reveals, almost 60
the fall of 1973, 73 of the 107 aides
who had served on the state payroll during
the previous session responded to a mail
questionnaire. I n the spring of 1974, 109 of
the 171 aides participated in an identical
study. Wh ile the respondents were not drawn
as a random sample of the assistants, there is
no evidence to i nd icate that they were not
representative. Also du ring the 1974 session
personal interviews were conducted with 87 of
the 100 members of the House of Delegates
during which their evaluations of personal
staff services were secu red.
4 1n

percent of the more recent staff had
previously earned college degrees and
many were currently pursuing post
graduate studies. They were almost as
young as their predecessors but included
a higher proportion of men.
It is of course difficu It to say how
usefu I advanced formal education is to
the competent exercise of staff
functions. Probably the specific content
of academic training is less important
than the acqu isition of general research
skills which enhance an aide's ability to
inform himself and his employer.
Certainly the testimony of members of
the House of Delegates wh ich wi II be
reviewed below emphasizes the value of
research by assistants. Two exceptions
to this generalization might be noted,
however. First, some members of the
Assembly used their allotment to hire
personal secretarial assistance in addition
to that already available from the staff
pool. While only 7 percent of the aides
in
1974 identified themselves as
secretaries, a portion of the tasks
performed by all assistants could be
described as essentially clerical or
secretarial. Specific training is of course
appropriate to prepare for such tasks.
Second, a significant minority of the
aides in both 1973 and 1974 were law
students or graduates and could claim to
have training of direct relevance to their
chores of lega I research and rev iew. The
personal assistants available to Virginia
legislators have thus been well educated
generally and in some cases precisely
trained for their tasks. Moreover, both
the overall level of education as well as
the incidence of legal training has risen
during the last two years.
If the high level of educational
achievement of aides gives cause for
satisfaction, the number who had prior
experience with the Assembly is less

gratifying. The proportion in both 1973
and 1974 who had any kind of prior
experience with
legislative work
remained
almost
constant at
approximately 22 percent. The
proportion who had actually served as a
legi slative secretary or adm in istrative
assistant prior to the session was much
smaller. Only about 5 percent began
their iobs in either session with such
relevant preparation. This inexperience
reflects a high turnover from session to
session. The number of aides in 1974
who had been on the payroll in 1973
was the same as the number who
transferred with experience from private
to public payrolls when the program
began in 1973. One would like to think
that the proportion of experienced
personnel return ing from - session to
session wou Id grow over time, but the
part time nature of the work and
ex te n s ive employment of transient
college students probably sets upper
limits to such carryover which are not
far from the present level. The
complaint of a few Assembly members
in 1974 that their staff were too
inexperienced to be very useful will no
doubt be heard again.
CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT

While the lack of prior legislative
ex pe r i ence may be cause for
dissatisfaction, it does not in itself
ind icate that legislative assistants were
totally unfamiliar with their employers
or their work. Prior bonds of friendship,
mutual civic endeavors, or business
relationships outside of the Assembly
might familiarize one with the attitudes,
positions, and constituent interests of a
representative and thus prepare an a ide
to better_ assist and act on behalf_ of his
employer. In both 1973 and 1974 most
aides did indicate that they had known

TABLE 1
Aides to Members of the Virginia General Assembly: 1973 and 1974
Category
Male
Female
15-19 yrs of age

20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40 or more
High school graduate a
Some college or currently enrolled
College graduate
Current graduate or law student
Graduate or law degree
aA II respondents had completed at least

1973
N = 73
37%
63
1%
25
37
9
3
25
17%
42
16
18
7
12 years of school.

1974
N = 109
42%
58
2%
36
22
13
6

21
1()O!C>
32
23
29
6
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their employers previously, in many
cases as personal friends. At the time of
the survey 25 percent of the 1973 aides
had worked or were then work ing for
their legislators in a non-legislative
occupation. This probably reflects the
tendency of legislators "to select aides
from their own private roles during the
first year of the program. Subsequently
de legates and senators recru ited more
openly and did not transfer employees
from private enterprises with the result
that in 1974 only 8 percent had been
previously employed by them. But even
in 1974 the majority still entered upon
their tasks with some knowledge of their
re pre se n tat ives. They had become
acquainted in other political or civic
endeavors, outside employment, or
intermittent legislative contacts. One
assistant had been a reporter covering
the Assembly, another a lobbyist, and
many had volunteered assistance during
recent electoral campaigns.
In some states the politically charged
atmosphere of legi slative work carries
over irto the recru itment of most
legislative personnel. Especially with
regard to personal aides one might
expect to find that the political views
and partisan affi Iiation of an appl icant
wou Id be of interest to the employer.
The job after all involves a close
identification of the assistant with the
legi slator and frequent intermed iation
between him and constituents.
Nevertheless, the party affiliation or
political preferences of most assistants in
V irgi n ia doe~ not appear on the face of
it to have been a crucial condition in
their selection. Sixty percent of the
aides in 1973 and 55 percent in 1974
reported that they were never asked
about the\r po\\t\ca\ preferences or
views, leaving many of them with the
impression that their views were not of
interest to their employers.
It would be easy to exaggerate this
appearance of political neutrality,
however. The remainder did indicate
that their views were well known to
their employers prior to their tak ing the
job, while approximately 15 percent in
both years were asked about their
political party and preferences. The
proportion who assumed their duties
without revealing their politics did
decline somewhat from 1973 to 1974.
Th is latter pattern apparently reflects
the number in 1974 who had an
opportunity to work for candidates in
the previous fall election. In fact,
campaigns for the General Assembly do
provide a major avenue for exposure and
sub seq u en t r e c r u it men t to staff
positions. In both years approximately

35 percent of the aides indicated that
they had previously contributed time to
their present employer's campaign.
Approx imately 25 percent had wo.rked
for other legislators as well as or instead
of their present employers, and a
portion had also given money to various
legislative campaigns. Less than half of
the assistants in either year had never
been invo Ived in cam pa ign ing for the
s tat e leg i s Iat u r e . T his cam pa ign
experience certainly permits many
legislators to become aware of and
appraise subsequent employees.

NATURE OF THE WORK

The tasks which aides undertake are
multiple and varied and range from
conducting background research on a
problem of interest to the legislator to
typing letters and meeting visitors. A
portion of this work can be described as
primarily secretarial or administrative,

such as handling the communications to
and from an office or runn ing errands
for
the employer or constituents.
Another portion can be characterized
rather loosely as "advisory" and refers
to t~ose duties which require the
assistant to provide interpreted
information or to serve as a minor
consultant on some matter. It is not
self-evident that one or the other type is
more important or valuable. An aide
who can be relied upon to dispose
efficiently of secretarial chores wi"
release the representative from time
consuming tasks to attend to business
more relevant to lawmaking. But those
functions which are more advisory in
character do imply a closer and more
responsible position for the assistant.
\n Tab\e 2, ten ot the tasks wh\ch
Virginia assistants performed are
presented in terms of the percentage of
aides who said that they spent a low,
moderate, or high amount of their time
in these endeavors. The pattern does not

TABLE 2
Tasks of Virginia Legislative Assistants
What part of your time as a legislator's assistant was
spent in the following tasks or situations?a

Secretarial-Admin istrative Tasks
Tak ing dictation, typing letters, or
other commu n ication
Sorting and open ing mail

Setting up appoi ntments for employer

Runn ing errands for employer

Contacting state agencies in pursuit
of constituent requests

1973

1974

N = 73
L 59%
M 13
H 28
L 33
M 35
H 32
L 44
M 32

N = 109
L 77%
M 15
H 8
L 31
M 41
H 28

H

H

24

L

47

M 36
17

L 24
M 44
H 32

L 45
M 40
H 15

L 33
M 29
H 38

L 23
M 50
H 27

Advisory Tasks
General discussions, exchange of ideas
with employer
Advising employer as to the effect of
particular bills on his constituency
Recommending legislation to employer

L

M
H
L
M
H
L
M

H
Conducting research on particu lar issues

Reviewing bills submitted by other
legislators

L
M

H
L
M

H

18
61
21
71
19
10
77
20
3
36
32
32
41
32
27

L

12

M 53
H 35
L 57
M 31
H 12
L 56
M 34
H 10
L 23
M 41
H 36
L 38
M 41
H 21

aRespondents were asked to indicate the relative time spent on various tasks on a scale from 0
for none at all to 6 for a great deal. In th is table ratings from 0 to 1 were classified as low, 2-4 as
moderate, and 5-6 as high.

---------------vary greatly from 1973 to 1974, but
some minor differences are worth
noting. While the contrasts are not
remarkable, the assistants in 1974 did
spend somewhat more time than their
predecessors acting in an advisory rather
than secretarial capacity. They
exchanged ideas with employers,
rendered opinions on district interests,
and
prov ided information through
research slightly more often than did
their predecessors. This may reveal a
trend toward assigning greater
responsibility to assistants as the
capabilities of this service become more
apparent with experimentation, or it
may point to a greater reliance on aides
by freshmen legislators in their first
session. In the earlier session all
legislators had at least one year of
experience, wllile in 197 , twenty-two
delegates and two senators were
newcomers. Only time can tell if a trend
is operating or if the assignment of
greater advisory responsibilities can be
expected only at the beginning of every
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term.
On the whole the members of the
General Assembly seem to have been
pleased with services their personal staff
provided. While no systematic study of
the experience in the Senate is available,
interviews with 87 of the 100 members
of the House of Delegates in the spring
of 1974 does provide their evaluations
of the activities of their aides. A large
majority of these House members
described the assistance they received as
satisfactory or better, with many
praising the quality of the work. Only a
few complained that their aides were
too inexperienced or inexpert to help
very much. The delegates were also
asked to identify the most important or
valuable service which their aides
performed. Their responses, which are
categorizea and presented in Table 3,
confirm the point made earlier regarding
the value of research skills.
More than 40 percent of those who
had assistants identified research
preparatory to writing a bill or review of

TABLE 3
Evaluation of Services Performed by Personal Staff:
Virginia House of Delegates, 1974

Type of Service Performed
Research related to specific measures
General research and information gathering
Helping with correspondence and newsletter
Serving constituents; communicating with public
Handling office, schedules, and appointments
Attending meetings; monitoring committees
Running errands
Keeping up with calendar or specific measures
Contacting state agencies

Percentage of Delagates Who
Rated Service Among Most
Important or Valuable (N=82)a
42%

32
32
30
17
10

6
5
3

aFive of the 87 respondents did not have assistants during the 1974 session. Percentages
exceed 100 because many respondents mentioned more than one service.

Note:

With this issue the News Letter resumes publication on a twelve month basis.

pending legislation as among the most
important services performed by their
aides. In addition, a general category of
gathering information was regarded as
almost as valuable and equal in
importance to the daily tasks of
handling corresp.ondence and responding
to constituent requests. The essentially
administrative chores involved in
handling office affairs and running
errands may take up a great deal of an
assistant's time, but they are not
considered as essential by most
legislators.
SUMMARY

This news letter has described the
characteristics and performance of
pe r so nal assistants in the Virgin ia
General Assembly during the first two
years of his-service. The responses of
both groups of assistants and the
commentary by members of the House
of Delegates in 1974 does demonstrate
the research and information gathering
capabilities of such a service and offers
support to those reformers who have
recommended increased staffing on these
grounds. We cannot of course, conclude
that the availability of personal staff has
in some se:lse improved the quality of
decision making and the resulting state
laws. Nor can we say for sure that
representative government has advanced
as a result. But if more readily available
information improves the judgments of
pub Ii c 0 ff icia Is, then the recent
provision of personal aides to legislators
in Virginia should enhance their abilities;
and if a more efficient handling of
communications with the people back
home increases their access, then
representative-constituent relations have
improved as well.
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