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When the 100 members of the House
of Delegates reconvene in January, they
will compose part of the best paid, best
staffed General Assembly in Virginia
history. Most delegates will temporarily
leave their principal occupations hoping
to return in thirty days, but during their
stay in Richmond they will initiate,
modify, and reject or enact over 1,000
bills. Work will begin at a rather
lei surely pace, preparing legislation,
reviewing the reports of interim study
groups, and intermittently meeting with
committees. Their deliberations will
probably end late at night with a flurry
of exhausting decisions which will
modify public policies in the state.
Some delegates will be certain that
wrong choices were made; others will
feel that important decisions were
avoided; and most will correctly surmise
that their serious efforts were not
appreciated by most of their
constituents at home. All in all, they
will have done a good job, acting with
as much dedication and more decorum
than many of their colleagues in other
states. In the process they will again
experience familiar difficulties which
have sometimes handicapped their
efforts in the past.

DIFFICULTIES OF LEGISLATIVE

WORK

The difficulties which legislators
experience are in part endemic to the
role of representative and in part of
reflection of a changing society.
Attempting to meet the needs and
satisfy the demands of a heterogeneous

constituency has always brought
frustrations, but in an earl ier day the
representative from a relatively small
district in a stable state could be more
confident that he knew the desires and
best interests of his fellow citizens. The
legitimate concerns of government were
also fewer and less complex so that the
"citizen legislator" was a quite realistic
ideal. Delegates did not need as much
time or information to determine the
public. policies of the Commonwealth.
Now, however, the responsibilities of a
legislator are more difficult to fulfill. In
particular, state legislators cannot easily
keep themselves informed to the extent
necessary to decide the issues of the
day.

In this issue of the news letter we
will describe this need for information
and will attempt to evaluate how well
current resources and procedures meet
the need. This review is based upon
interviews with 87 of the 100 members
of the House which were conducted in
the spring of 1974 by the author and a
small group of student assistants. The
del egates' own suggestions for
improvements will also be surveyed.

THE NEED FOR TIME AND

INFORMATION

"I don't have the time to keep
informed on all of the questions which
come before me," said a senior member
of the House. H is candid adm ission
identifies the principal complaint of
delegates in Virginia. Constituents are
not easy to reach or to please, and
committee meetings and floor debate
can be exhausting experiences; but as
Table 1 demonstrates, the strain is
greatest in attempting to manage the
workload and to keep informed. When

the delegates were specifically asked if
they had time to become well informed
on matters outside their own areas of
concentration, 85 percent said no. These
difficulties are not peculiar to Virginia,
of course, but there is reason to believe
that delegates here are more pressed for
time than representatives elsewhere. For
instance, representatives in the 110
member Michigan House described
similar problems in 1970 but referred to
pressures of ti me in on ly 13 percent of
their responses to the same question.'
Annual sessions in Michigan are not
limited and frequently run for four or
five months.

'H. Owen Porter, "Legislative Experts and
Outsiders: The Two·Step Flow of
Communication." 36 Journal of Politics 705
(August 1974).

FIFTY YEARS OF THE

NEWS LETTER

This issue marks the fiftieth year of
publication of the University of Virginia
News Letter. Beginning with the first
issue on January 1, 1925, dealing with
the subject of tax reform in Virginia,
the News Letter has attempted to report
and analyze political, social, and
economic conditions in the
Commonwealth. We plan to celebrate
this fiftieth anniversary by publishing
shortly a News Letter by Weldon
Cooper tracing the origin and
development of this publication. We are
also preparing to publish an anthology
of the most inportant and worthwhile
News Letter articles drawn from its first
fifty years.

-The Editor

INSTITUTE OF GOVERNMENT / UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA / CHARLOTTESVILLE / JANUARY 1975



TABLE 1

Difficulties of Legislative Work

Question: What do you find is the most difficult part of your job?

The Virginia General Assembly only
recently adopted annual sessions and
meetings are still Iimited to alternating
sixty and thirty day periods, with short
extensions permissible.

The ability of legislators to make
informed decisions is a function of
several factors, including their own
knowledge and experience, the time
allotted for deliberations, and the way
in which their total work load is
distributed among them. An ideal
legislature would contain some members
with training and experience in all of
the fields requ iring attention, but in
Virginia as elsewhere the vagrancies of
the electoral process seldom provide
such a balance. When deficiencies occur,
the committee system must develop the
necessary special ists.

The formal education of members of
the House of Delegates is impressive.
Almost all of those interviewed had a
college education, with 30 percent
majoring in government. A substantial

Type of Difficulty

Keeping up with the volume of work:
finding enough time to do all of my work

Getting adequate information; becoming
knowledgeable on proposals, understanding
the effects of legislation .

Communicating with constituents,
trying to satisfy constituents .

Attending all committee meetings,
tediousness of work on the floor;
wasting time in debate .

Making the job compatible with normal
life; unable to have a private life;
keeping up with another job .

Achieving success for my own legislation;
convincing my colleagues on an issue .....

Making choices; voting on controversial
legislation .

F inanci ng state government .

Campaigning .
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portion had continued into
post-graduate education, including over

55 percent who had attended law
school. However, legislators with formal
education were not present in all fields.
For example, the fields of social welfare,
labor, and transportation were under
represented. Of course, similar
deficiencies appear in many other state
legislatures (as does the predominance of
lawyers). But the relative absence of
previously educated members in certain
fields does seem to affect the availability
of specialists within the chamber. When
delegates were asked to identify fields in
w h ic h the y co nsidered themselves
particularly knowledgeable, almost no
one mentioned the three above.

Members of the Virginia House do
tend __ to acquire more legislative
experience than do representatives in
other states because on the average they
remain in office longer. From 1963 to
1971 the average proportion of new
members in the House of Delegates was

Percentage of Total Responses
(150 responses from 87 delegates)

33%

25

9

7

5

4

3

3

2

26 percent, compared to an average for
all of the forty-nine state houses of 36
percent. The rate of turnover within the
House placed Virginia among the top
five states in the nation in terms of
membership stability, close behind such
states as California and Michigan and
slightly ahead of New York. 2 The
salaries and benefits available to
legislators in these latter states are much
greater than in Virginia, but apparently
conditions here have not discouraged
delegates from remaining in office.

The heavy volume of legislation
within the House is partially relieved by
distributing the workload among twenty
standing committees whose job it is to
review proposals within specialized
subfields. While the committees in some
states do not exercise very much
independent" authority, instead operating
primari Iy ·as instruments of factional or
party forces, those in Virginia are very
influential. Their power in part reflects
the relative absence of strong
competitors, but it also results from
their reputations for expertise.
Fortunately in Virginia the relatively
low turnover of total membership within
the House of Delegates is complemented
by a simi larly low rate of transfers
among committees. An informal
seniority system operates to guarantee
incumbents their seats. As a result,
delegates often remain on a committee
long enough to become knowledgeable
within that field and are better able to
make informed choices or to advise their
colleagues. In other states committee
seats are by no means guaranteed, and
assignments are often used to reward or
penalize legislators. Turnover in
membership does vary among Virginia
House committees, however. From 1958
to 1972 the most stabl.e committee was
Privileges and Erections, where an
average of 80 percent of the members
re t urn e d from session to session.
Committees on Rules, Appropriations,
Courts of Justice, and Finance were also
very stable. Not surprisingly, these five
committees were described as the most
prestigious and desirable assignments by
the 87 delegates in 1974. In terms of
tenure, at least, committees in the
House of Delegates are not likely to be
composed of amateurs.

The committee system in the House
has elicited some criticism, however.
While half of the delegates interviewed
in 1974 expressed satisfaction with the
present structu re, over 25 percent
recommended that some comm ittees be

Other

Total

9

100%

2 Alan Rosenthal, "And So They Leave:

Legislative Turnover in the States," State
Government (Summer 1974), p. 149.
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TABLE 2

Evaluation of Sources of Information by
Members of the Virginia House of Delegates: 1974

a Each delegate was asked to rate the useful ness of various potential sources of
information on a scale running from a low of 0 to a high of 8. The "very useful"
category includes ratings of 6 and above.

Particularly knowledgeable colleagues
Party Leaders

Personal Legislative Staff
Division of Legislative Services

Individual Constituents
Interest group spokesmen in
home district

Personnel in Administrative
Agencies
Governor's Staff

Interest G roup Spokesmen in
Richmond

consolidated to reduce the total number,
and another 10 percent bel ieved that
workloads could be more evenly
distributed. Conflicts presently occur
when committees meet, and in the
opinion of many this handicaps efficient
deliberations. The Virginia Senate
resolved this problem in 1972 by
clarifying jurisdiction and by reducing
the number of committees to ten. In the
House a few comm ittees such as
Appropriations and General Laws receive
a disproportionate amount of legislation,
but such a concentration of work with in
a few committees occurs in all other
states as wel1. 3 A somewhat more
equitable distribution might be feasible
in Virginia, but full equalization is
probably impossible.

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

There are, of course, many persons,
groups, and agencies who are willing and
able to provide legislators with
information. That, after all, is the
pr incipal way in which they can
influence decisions. Some, such as fellow
members and staff, operate within the
legislature itself; others, such as
lobbyists and administrative agency
personnel, are outsiders. There are also
constituents who, although outside of
the legislature, tend to gain special

3Citizens Conference on State Legislatu res,
The Someti me Governments (New Yo rk:

Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1973), pp. 67-68.

Percentage of Delegates Rating Source
Very Useful a

(N=87)

77%
35

60
39

54

47

62
23

26

access because of their legitimate claims
upon their representatives' attention.
For various reasons delegates find some
of these sources more useful than
others, and their appraisals of them
suggest both potentialities and
lim itat ion s for improvements in
legislative procedures.

The delegates' ratings of the general
use f u Iness of different sou rces of
information is set forth in Table 2. One
should bear in mind that in a specific
instance these ratings might not apply.
For example, a lobbyist in Richmond
might be more useful on a particular bill
than agency personnel. With this
reservation in mind, several observations
are still appropriate. The most obvious
point is that legislators rely more upon
each other than upon anyone else.
Colleagues who are readily available,
who serve on the relevant committees,
and whose candor and reliability have
been tested before are the most useful
sources of information. In addition, they
are mo re likely than any other
potentional sources to appreciate the
non-technical, political realities of a
particular question or issue. "I rely on
colleagues whom I trust," one member
pointed out. "There is usually someone
on a committee who can tell me what I
want to know." It is interesting to note
that party leaders who are, of course,
also colleagues are not considered to be
especially helpful in providing

information. This is no doubt due- to the
fact that party competition and
cohesion is quite low in the General
Assembly and party positions on issues
are rare.

The staff members who assist the
legislature are also readily available, and
their credentials and reliability can be
governed from within. But their outlook
and usefulness as sources of information
vary. The members of the 0 ivision of
Legislative Services work for the entire
General Assembly and thus provide a
rather impersonal service principally in
the form of bill drafting. In this they
are indispensable. Personal aides, on the
other hand, are by definition loyal to
individual legislators and are considered
more usefu I on a routine basis as sources
of information. Even though most are
young and without prior legislative
experience, their abilities to do
particular research for their employers
have evoked almost uniform praise. 4

Constituents do provide legislators
with much needed information, either as
i nd iv id u a Is or as spokesmen and
members of local interest groups. They
understandably enjoy a sort of privileged
access. But on many matters they do
not hold (or have not commu nicated)
informed opinions. In addition, their
view s are 0 ften biased, so that
representatives who do not want merely
to fo II ow instructions must look
elsewhere as well. The contrast between
local interest groups and lobbyists in
Richmond is noteworthy, however. Both
are seen as speci al pleaders but the
Richmond-based spokesmen, who are
often well versed on a particular issue,
are nevertheless considered much less
useful. They do serve as major sources
of information, especially during the
committee review stage, and a few have
attained superior reputations for
knowledge and candor; but as outsiders
with a personal interest they are not
enti rely trusted.

The personnel of administrative
agencies are very usefu I sources of
information, and this is not surprising.
They are the full-time specialists most
familiar with an ongoing program.
Indeed, in most states they are the
architects of many of the important bills
which are considered. They are
sometimes hesitant to lobby actively on
behalf of a particular point of view but
a re a Iway s ready to respond to
legislators' requests. Unfortunately,
reliance on administrative agencies for
information has liabilities for the

4 See H. Owen Porter, "Personal Legislative

Staff: The Virginia Experience," University of
Virginia News Letter, July 1974, p. 44.



legislature. The legislative independence
necessary for real oversight of executive
agencies cannot be maintained when
legislators are heavily dependent on
those same administrators for their
information. This is one of the concerns
w h ich has motivated many recent
legislative reforms in the states.

The relatively low evaluation of the
usefulness of personnel in the governor's
office is probably due to two factors. In
the first place, executive personnel do
not take a close interest in many of the
matters before the House. In the second
place, during the period of this study
the governor was Republican while 80
percent of the delegates were Democrats
or Independents. Twenty percent of the
Democrats rated the governor's staff
very useful as a source of information,
but over 35 percent of Republicans did
so.

Increases in staffing are desired by
many delegates. Over 25 percent of
delegates' recommendations for changes
in the General Assembly referred to
staff improvements, including increases
in committee staff and personal aides.
As already noted, these aides have
become major assets to legislators
seeking to gather information, and
numerous delegates suggested further
improvements. A few called for their
provision in district offices. Only a few
states have provided such assistance.

The total amount of time available to
legislators could be increased, but
apparently there is not now a majority
of delegates in favor of lengthening
sessions. Indeed, a few recommended a
return to biennial meetings. A number
of delegates did believe that operations
would be more efficient if legislators
were encouraged to prefile bills, thus
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allOWing more time for review after the
session begins. Many also recommended
that sessions be split into two
phases-one for bill drafting and one for
consideration. Others merely called more
generally for a better distribution of
work during the sessions. Finally,
nu merous delegates criticized their
pre se nt faci Iiites, particu larl y those
available to committees. Although the
link between better accommodations
and better access to information is not
clearly self-evident, improvements in
committees' abilities to hold meetings
where all interested parties can be heard
would probably increase the overall
likelihood of informed decisions.

POTENTIAL IMPROVEMENTS

The foregoing review of the
usefulness of various sources of
information suggests where subsequent

improvements might be made. The
House cannot easily increase the amount
and quality of information which is
available from outsiders. Lobbyists can
never avoid the ambivalent reception
they receive from legislators, and
constituents in general are not likely to
become more attentive or articulate.
Executive personnel can probably be
utilized more fully, but the attendant
threats to legislative independence
should not be ignored. The recently
established Budget and Review
Commission within the General
Assembly reveals an awareness of this
problem. Thus the potential for
improvement lies for the most part
wit h in the House itself in those
structures and procedures which it
controls.

The reliance of legislators upon each
other can be optimized by encouraging

the development of expertise among the
delegates themselves. The already high
stabi Iity of committee membership
within the House points in the right
direction; however, a substantial increase
in the staff permanently assigned to
committees would also help. Committee
members would then be better able to
research the questions which come
before them, and in turn their ability to
advise colleagues would be improved.
The committees have a particularly
important role in developing expertise in
those policy fields where few members
have relevant backgrounds. Although the
seniority system constrains committee
assignments, the leadership can affect
in it ial choices and encourage new
legislators to concentrate in fields where
specialists are lacking.

SUMMARY

Th is news letter has reviewed the
difficulties which members of the House
of Delegates experience in their work.
The responses of 87 of the 100
representatives in 1974 demonstrates
that they feel some of the greatest strain
in attempting to find enough time to
make informed decisions. These
problems are not peculiar to Virginia,
and in several respects the General
Assembly does better than one would
expect, considering the performance in
other states. Nevertheless, many of the
del egates themselves have suggested
specific reforms. Fortunately, many of
the changes which have been
recommended are procedural and well
within the co n'troI of the House itself.
The further development of reforms
which are already under consideration
should bring us closer to an informed
House in the near future.

Entered as second-class matter
Charlottesville, Virginia


