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Abstract

According to many, the US Congress desperately needs reform because its
capacity to govern has declined. Congressional capacity cannot be under-
stood without examining how the expertise available to members is fostered
or discouraged. We present a theory of expertise acquisition and apply it to
the problem of overseeing the Executive. We use this theory to organize a
dataset of congressional staff employment merged with new records of invi-
tations, applications, and attendance at training sessions produced by three
nonprofit organizations in Washington, DC. We find that staffers are more
likely to acquire expertise when their jobs are more secure and there are
more opportunities to use their expertise in careers outside of Congress—
most notably, when their party takes control of the presidency. Our analysis
suggests that oversight expertise is generally not sufficiently valuable outside

Correspondence

Kenneth Lowande, University of Michigan,
5700 Haven Hall, 505 South State Street, Ann
Arbor, MI 48109-1045, USA.

Email: lowande@umich.edu

Dissatisfaction with Congress is a national pastime.
Congress’ approval rating is rarely a significant minor-
ity and occasionally touches single digits. Journalists
report a regular stream of anecdotes highlighting par-
tisan combat, legislative inertia, or outright incompe-
tence. The consensus diagnosis among recent schol-
arship is that there has been a dramatic decline in the
Congress’ capacity to govern. According to LaPira et al.
(2020), “Congress is overwhelmed [...] it has allowed
its own capacity to atrophy [...] the Congress of today
is grossly underperforming.”

Congress requires expertise to perform well.
Because of the incredible breadth and complexity
of problems Congress must solve and the intense
demands on members’ time, most of that expertise
resides in congressional staff. According to recent
scholarship, one root of the institution’s under-
achievement is the thousands of the staff who support
congressional functions, but who are young, inex-
perienced, underpaid, and unrepresentative of the
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of Congress to entice many staffers to acquire it without subsidies.

nation as a whole (e.g., Crosson et al., 2021; Furnas
et al., 2020; McCrain, 2018; Ritchie & You, 2021). Calls
for internal reform have followed, the most visible
of which come from the Select Committee on the
Modernization of Congress.

But spending taxpayer dollars on Congress’ internal
functions is unpopular, and may even conflict with the
political interests of party leaders. This means most
efforts to increase congressional capacity are designed
and executed by nonprofit organizations. The same
organizations who advocate rule changes and legis-
lation to build Congress’ capacity also attempt to fill
perceived gaps by providing seminars, training, and
other services. Almost nothing is known about how
these efforts work, or what they can teach us about
expertise acquisition in Congress.

We provide a theoretical framework for thinking
about these questions and leverage new data on staff
training to evaluate it. Expertise development among
unelected personnel has been central to understand-
ing presidential and executive politics (e.g., Callander,
2008; Gailmard & Patty, 2013) but is largely absent from
research on the analogous legislative context. Follow-
ing models in labor economics, we view expertise as
a form of human capital that makes staffers more
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productive and therefore more valuable to members
of Congress.! Under what conditions will staffers be
willing to put in the hard work necessary to become
experts? That depends on the kind of human capital
they are acquiring. Is the expertise firm specifichuman
capital that makes congressional staffers better at their
current job, but does less to make them better at jobs
outside of Congress, or is it general human capital
that makes congressional staffers more productive in
many jobs? The answer determines whether staffers
will happily acquire expertise on their own or require
some subsidy or prodding from their employer.?

Thus, to understand congressional capacity and
design effective interventions to improve it, we must
identify which kinds of expertise are firm specific and
which are general. If the expertise is firm specific,
then the shortage stems from members’ unwilling-
ness to pay their staffers to acquire it, and reformers
should focus on making that expertise cheaper and
more rewarding for members to train their staff. If it is
general, then the shortage stems either from staffers’
inability to pay for training or Congress’ inability to
compensate experts enough to convince them to stay,
and reformers should focus on making it cheaper for
staffers to get training and helping legislators retain
their experts.

We take up this question by studying staffers’ deci-
sions to acquire one particular kind of expertise:
knowledge about how to conduct oversight of the
Executive Branch. Since staff perform numerous func-
tions, this is not the only form of expertise. But it is a
crucially important one that attracts substantial atten-
tion, and our analysis of it provides a blueprint that
can be used to study whether other kinds of expertise.
Most notably, as legislative productivity has declined,
congressional oversight becomes a more substantial
proportion of Congress’ workload. In addition, as
we describe later, examining this kind of expertise
allows us to evaluate additional implications of our
theory.

We leverage new data, combining records of staff
employment with applications and attendance at
training bootcamps and seminars from 2011 and 2021.
These bipartisan, voluntary events are meant to build
capacity by teaching staff practical skills in overseeing
the executive branch. They are funded and organized
by the Project on Government Oversight (POGO), the
Levin Center, and the Lugar Center and taught by cur-
rent and former congressional staffers with decades
of experience. There is no formal training required of
congressional staff. Research on congressional capac-

1 We are not the first to adopt a human-capital framework to study this topic.
See Parker (2008) and LaPira and Thomas (2017).

2 Throughout, by “firm specific,” we mean specific to Congress as a whole. We
expect that most forms of human capital are transferable across congressional
offices. Whether the internal market for human capital is sufficiently robust to
induce staffers to acquire expertise on their own is an empirical question.

ity typically studies staff tenure, turnover, and pay. To
our knowledge, this is the first attempt to observe and
analyze skill acquisition within career.

As a preliminary, we establish that the departure of
a member from Congress induces significant career
uncertainty for their staff. In offices where the mem-
ber loses or retires, only 30% still work in Congress
by the end of the next year—compared to 68% for
staffers of winning members. We exploit this variation
in career prospects to test whether oversight is firm
specific or general. If it is firm specific, the potential
departure of legislators ought to make their staffs less
likely to attend training because it has a good chance
of becoming irrelevant to their work. If it is general, the
prospect of members’ departure ought to make their
staffs more likely to attend training because it will help
them get better jobs after their bosses leave.

Our data provides consistent evidence that suggests
oversight expertise is firm specific human capital.
Staffers are far less likely to attend training or sem-
inars during their member’s final term in office. We
present a more sophisticated design later, but a rough
calculation highlights the magnitude of the difference:
offices where the member will stay in office into the
next Congress send 36% more staffers to oversight
training than offices where the member is in his or
her final term. Training sessions scheduled for times
when it is inexpensive for members to release staffers
for training—when the chamber is on break—attract
more attendees, at least from the perpetually busy
House. This suggests offices bear at least some of the
cost of training, which only happens for firm specific
forms of human capital. Staffers who receive train-
ing stay in the institution substantially longer than
those who do not, which is consistent with the notion
that the training increases their value to Congress
more than it does to prospective employers outside of
Congress. Finally, we find that in circumstances where
oversight expertise is more general, staffers are less
sensitive to career uncertainty: that is, when a staffer’s
party controls the presidency—and thus, when attrac-
tive executive branch positions that value oversight
expertise are potentially available—the effect of career
uncertainty on expertise acquisition is diminished.

Our findings have important implications for the
study of congressional capacity. If oversight exper-
tise were general, nonprofit organizations could
improve congressional capacity by appealing directly
to staffers. Our analysis, however, suggests that this
is not the case. Many staffers will hesitate to put in
the hard work to become experts in oversight because
they will not be the ones who benefit. The members of
Congress for whom they work will, so legislators must
absorb the costs their staffers incur to become experts.
This implies that those who want to enhance congres-
sional capacity for conducting oversight must either
focus on increasing the value of oversight expertise to

85U8017 SUOWILOD BAea.D 3|t |dde au Ag peusenob 8 e S9 e YO SN JO S3INJ 0} A%eiq) T 8UlUO AB]1M UO (SUONIPUCD-PUR-SLIB)ALI0D" A8 1M ARe.q [l |UO//Sd1Y) SUO HIPUOD pUe swie 1 8y} 885 *[6Z0z/E0/ET] Uo AreiqiTauluo A8|iM ‘8r8ZT Sde/TTTT 0T/I0p/woo A3 1M Aeiq 1 pul|uoy/Sdny woly pepeojumod ‘T ‘5202 ‘L06S07ST



FONG ET AL.

| 7

legislators or find ways to make it more general so that
staffers become more likely to pursue it on their own.

CONGRESSIONAL CAPACITY AND
EXPERTISE

LaPira et al. define “congressional capacity” as the
“organizational resources, knowledge, expertise, time,
space, and technology that are necessary for Congress
to perform its Constitutional role” (2020, 1). The def-
inition makes clear that congressional capacity is
complicated, multidimensional, and difficult to mea-
sure. Scholars have worked to identify capacity and
the factors that affect it. To that end, a long line
of research has noted that Congressional offices are
complicated enterprises and have the difficult task of
making policy on a huge range of subjects, building
on foundational work by Salisbury and Shepsle (1981).
Additionally, the capacity of a congressional office is
subject to many different competing interests, influ-
ences, and constraints (Hall & Deardorff, 2006; LaPira
et al., 2020; Lee, 2016). For instance, offices must bal-
ance policy and reelection concerns and supplement
their constrained capacity with support from interest
groups or lobbyists, which has potentially troubling
implications.

In practice, much of the work on congressional
capacity has focused on the role and institutional
support of congressional staffers. Staffers are a criti-
cal aspect of congressional capacity, having important
roles creating and passing policy, providing infor-
mation, and influencing the behavior of legislators
(DeGregorio, 1994; Montgomery & Nyhan, 2017).
Additionally, the network of congressional staffers,
their experience, and the resources they are allocated
affect the productivity of the institution (Burgat, 2020;
McCrain, 2018).

Recent work focuses on the decline of congressional
capacity by investigating trends related to funding and
personnel. Since the 1990s, funding levels for per-
sonal offices have stagnated and member salaries have
decreased, despite increasing workloads and respon-
sibilities (Reynolds, 2020). Salaries and the amount
of allocated resources for substantive legislative and
committee staff have declined, with legislators instead
prioritizing communications and constituency service
staff (Crosson et al., 2021; Jensen, 2011). Nonpartisan
agencies which offer expert information to legislators
like the Congressional Budget Office, the Government
Accountability Office, and the Congressional Research
Service have all been subjected to budget reductions
and declines in numbers of personnel to varying
degrees (Fagan & McGee, 2022; Reynolds, 2020).

Despite the large empirical focus on experience and
pay, most research sees congressional capacity as a
function of the expertise of members, staff, and sup-

port organizations. Lewallen et al. (2016), for example,
argue that staff expertise (especially as manifested
in committees) is critical to explaining the decline
in problem solving. LaPira et al. see “the level of
specialized knowledge and the ability of Congress to
tackle complex problems” (2020, 19) as the critical
resource that contributes to Congress’ ability to be
representative, responsive, deliberative, and to serve
as a watchdog on the executive branch. Not surpris-
ingly, there is also evidence that this kind of expertise
matters for policymaking outputs. Crosson et al. (2020)
find staff tenure may be one underlying explanation.
Most pertinent for our purposes, their findings high-
light the importance of the quality, not the quantity,
of staff—again, suggesting expertise as an underlying
mechanism for capacity.

While scholars agree on the importance of exper-
tise in Congress, studies about the development of
expertise have mostly concentrated on executives
and the bureaucracy (e.g., Gailmard & Patty, 2013).
It adopts a principal-agent framework applicable to
congressional staff. But congressional staff serve at
the pleasure of their member, and even staff in good
standing might lose their job after the next elec-
tion cycle. The disparity in both compensation and
lifestyle between working in Congress and outside
options is stark—likely even greater than the dispar-
ity between executive offices and private employers. In
short, the appropriate question might be why congres-
sional staffers develop expertise at all. This is a starting
point, then, both for those interested in reform and
further investigation.

WHAT MOTIVATES EXPERTISE
ACQUISITION

We follow labor economists in defining expertise as
a form of human capital—an attribute that makes
a worker more valuable to their employer. Expertise
includes the ability to craft more appealing policy pro-
posals, which is how formal theorists have tradition-
ally modeled expertise (e.g., Gilligan & Krehbiel, 1987;
Hitt et al., 2017), but it also encompasses a broader set
of attributes that could help the staffer's member of
Congress, such as the ability to extract valuable infor-
mation from the executive branch, skill in attracting
favorable attention from the media, and an extensive
professional network that can be leveraged to advance
the member’s interests.

However, staffers must incur costs to acquire exper-
tise. The more time they spend researching policy,
acquiring skills, and making professional connections,
the less time they have left to complete their short-
term work, spend time with family and friends, read
Proust, perform household labor, and earn outside
income.
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Given the costs, there are two reasons why a
staffer might nevertheless acquire expertise. First, the
expertise might allow them to secure better com-
pensation. Money is one kind of compensation that
staffers might value, but they could also be compen-
sated with greater influence over policy, greater access
to their member, more flexibility in their work hours,
or more interesting responsibilities. Since we are mod-
eling Congress as a single employer, if expertise helps
staffers get jobs in more attractive offices, such as jobs
on the staffs of more senior legislators, committees,
or party leadership that would also qualify as better
compensation. If the long-run value of that extra com-
pensation exceeds the short-term cost of the training,
the staffer will attend the training and bear the cost on
their own. Second, their employer might cover the cost
of the training directly, perhaps by scheduling it during
work hours in lieu of the staffer’s regular responsi-
bilities or perhaps by giving the staffer a one-time,
up-front bonus for the training. This shifts the cost of
the training from the staffer to their employer.

General versus firm specific human capital

Under what conditions does the staffer bear the cost of
acquiring expertise, and under what conditions does
their employer cover the cost? Becker (1962) shows
that it depends on how the training affects her abil-
ity to find a better job at a different firm. If a staffer
could easily find an attractive job that uses the train-
ing at another firm, then her current employer must
increase her compensation to prevent her from leav-
ing. Since the training will increase her compensation
over the long run (either in the form of a raise from
her current employer or a better job with a differ-
ent employer), the staffer will incur the cost of the
training on her own without any further inducements
from her employer. Becker calls this general human
capital, because it generalizes to many prospective
employers.

If there are so few firms that value workers with
the training that is time-consuming, difficult, or sim-
ply unlikely for the staffer to find an attractive job
that would use it, then her employer does not need
to compensate her much to prevent her from leaving.
In fact, it can expropriate the productivity gains asso-
ciated with her expertise. This deters the staffer from
acquiring expertise in the first place, so the employer
must help cover the costs of the training. Becker calls
this firm specific human capital, because, although it
makes the worker more productive at her current firm,
it is hard to find another job that makes use of it.

Which kind of expertise are general, and which kinds
are specific to Congress? The answer to this question
has important practical implications for reformers.

For general expertise, interventions that appeal to the
members will not work well. Even if the members
appreciate the benefits of having experts on staff, they
will correctly anticipate that they would need to com-
pensate those experts more generously to keep them
from leaving. The cost of that extra compensation
would counterbalance the gains from expertise. On the
other hand, the more firm specific expertise is, the less
effective interventions that target staffers will be. They
will correctly anticipate that their employers would
expropriate much of the productivity gains from addi-
tional expertise, which makes them less inclined to
incur costs for the training.

Of course, general and firm specific are in reality two
poles on a continuum, and most kinds of human cap-
ital fall somewhere between the two. Acemoglu and
Pischke (1999), for example, model human capital on
a continuum from equally useful to all employers to
useful for only the worker’s current employer, and they
find that the key predictions from the dichotomous
theory carry over to the continuous case. As the human
capital becomes more useful for finding a good job
with another employer, it gradually behaves less like
perfectly firm specific human capital and more like
perfectly general human capital. To clarify this point,
Section A in the online supporting information (p.
A2) provides a simple formal theory based on Ace-
moglu and Pischke (1999) that allows human capital
to vary continuously between perfectly firm specific
and perfectly general. It shows that the empirical pre-
dictions from the dichotomous case are robust to this
extension.

Accordingly, for our main analysis, we use the
dichotomous distinction between general and firm
specific as a shorthand. When we ask whether exper-
tise is general or firm specific, we are really asking
whether it is far enough on the general side of the
spectrum for workers and employers to treat it as if it
were perfectly general human capital, or whether it is
firm specific enough for them to treat it as if it were
perfectly firm specific.

Sometimes, the answer is obvious ex ante. Typ-
ing, management, interpersonal skills, business writ-
ing, and media production are all valuable to many
employers for many jobs and therefore fall on the gen-
eral side of the spectrum. Knowledge of congressional
ethics rules and a healthy relationship with the Office
of Legislative Counsel have narrower value outside
of Congress and are likely on the firm specific end.
Many of the kinds of human capital that are relevant
to congressional capacity, such as expertise in policy,
oversight, and legislative procedure, fall somewhere in
between, and it is not obvious ex ante whether they are
closer to general or firm specific. They are not useful
for many jobs, but there are some attractive jobs in lob-
bying firms, think tanks, and elsewhere for which they
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are relevant.’ If these jobs are so scarce relative to the
number of staffers who want them that Congress can
hold on to most of its experts without offering them
much additional compensation, then these forms of
expertise are effectively firm specific human capital.
If these jobs are sufficiently plentiful (or if they are so
extremely attractive that staffers are willing to invest
in training for the slim chance of securing one), then
these forms of expertise are effectively general human
capital. Whether these forms of expertise are more
general or firm specific is something to discover from
data.

Empirical implications

Theoretical research from labor economics offers a
series of tests that researchers can use to characterize
whether a particular kind of human capital is closer to
general or firm specific. These tests do not rely on mea-
suring which firms want to hire Congress’ experts.*
Instead, the theory of human capital encourages us
to infer whether a particular kind of expertise is more
firm specific or general based on the behavior of the
staffers: which staffers attend training, how the con-
textual factors influences their decisions to attend, and
how long staffers stay employed in Congress.

First, we exploit the fact that the effect of career
uncertainty on expertise acquisition depends on
whether expertise is general or firm specific human
capital. The more likely a staffer is to lose their job
in the near future, the more likely they are to acquire
general human capital, because general human capital
makes them more likely to get an attractive job if they
must enter the labor market. The more likely a staffer
is to lose their job in the near future, the less likely they
are to acquire firm specific human capital. From the
staffer’s perspective, there is a good chance they will
have to leave congressional employment whether they
want to or not, and their firm specific human capi-
tal will not help them much if they have to find a job
outside of Congress. This makes them less inclined to
incur costs to become experts than they would other-
wise be. From their employer’s perspective, the firm
will have little time to reap productivity gains from
the firm specific human capital, which makes it less
willing to pay the worker to acquire that human cap-
ital in the first place. Therefore, if expertise is general,
then career uncertainty ought to be positively associ-

3 LaPira and Thomas (2017), for example, show that that lobbying firms assign
different values to staffers based on past experiences, suggesting they are
somewhat sensitive to the kind of experience staffers acquire while working
in Congress.

4 Even if we could solve the difficult measurement problem of identifying all
job openings in the economy that would leverage staffers’ expertise, we would
not have a natural benchmark to say whether those openings were numerous,
attractive, or accessible enough to make the expertise general.

ated with the acquisition of expertise, and if it is firm
specific, then career uncertainty ought to be negatively
associated with the acquisition of expertise.

However, the labor market changes over time, and
expertise may move from firm specific to general as
job opportunities come and go. As more job opportu-
nities that leverage expertise arise outside of Congress,
it becomes more general, and staffers’ decisions about
whether to acquire expertise will become less sensitive
to career uncertainty.

Furthermore, if expertise is firm specific, then
staffers will not acquire it unless their employer
defrays some of the cost. The employer will be more
inclined to bear that cost when they reap greater
rewards from having experts on their staffs and the
cost the employer incurs to release the worker for
training is low. However, if expertise is general, then
staffers will bear the entire cost of the training and pur-
sue it on their own time. They may be more willing to
bear that cost when the value of the expertise to their
current employer is high, but the cost the employer
would incur to release the worker for training will be
irrelevant.

Finally, staffers who acquire firm specific human
capital will tend to stay in Congress longer than staffers
who do not. Since they are more productive, their
members will be less likely to lay them off. If, for
some reason exogenous to their training, they do get
an attractive outside offer, their employers will also
be willing to pay more to retain them. Staffers who
acquire general human capital, on the other hand, are
less likely to stay in Congress because it gives them
more attractive outside options. At best, Congress will
match those outside options; otherwise, they will leave
Congress. Accordingly, if expertise is firm specific,
acquiring it decreases staffers’ attrition, and if it is
general, acquiring it increases staffers’ attrition.

Alternative implications for Congress:

General Expertise. Career uncertainty
increases the likelihood staff acquire
expertise, and the effect of career uncer-
tainty strengthens as there are more jobs
outside of Congress that use expertise.
Staff are neither more nor less likely to
attend training as the cost their employer
would incur to send them decreases. Staff
who acquire expertise leave congressional
employment at a higher rate.

Firm specific Expertise. Career uncer-
tainty decreases the likelihood staff
acquire expertise, and the effect of career
uncertainty attenuates as there are more
jobs outside of Congress that use expertise.
Staff are more likely to acquire expertise
as the cost their employer incurs to send
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them to training decreases. Staff who
acquire expertise leave congressional
employment at a lower rate.

Oversight expertise

Members of Congress and their staff perform numer-
ous tasks that require different kinds of expertise. Our
theory and research design generalize to any form of
expertise, but, for our empirical tests, we focus on
one particular kind of expertise: knowledge of how to
conduct oversight of the executive branch.

First and foremost, whether this kind of expertise is
a form of general or firm specific human capital is up
for debate. Oversight expertise is potentially useful to
Congress itself, interest groups that play an auxiliary
role in oversight as government watchdogs, investiga-
tive journalism, and the executive branch. Perhaps the
noncongressional demanders of oversight expertise
are numerous enough to form a strong outside option
for well-trained congressional staffers, or perhaps they
are so few as to be negligible. Even if they are too few
to matter, expertise in oversight might also provide a
foundation that readily generalizes to private-sector
jobs in law and auditing.

Second, there is an extensive literature on congres-
sional oversight that demonstrates partisan patterns
in oversight, which provide measurement leverage we
later use to examine our theory. With few exceptions,
studies repeatedly demonstrate that divided govern-
ment leads to more frequent and more vigorous public
oversight (e.g., Kriner and Schickler 2014; Lowande
and Peck 2017). We discuss the potential implications
for whether this expertise is general and firm specific
in a subsequent section.

DATA AND APPROACH

We acquired data from nonprofit organizations that
provide remarkably fine-grained measurement of
offices’ investments in oversight expertise. Our out-
come measures are application and attendance
records of two types of training events which took
place in 2011-21. The first events are monthly sem-
inars that typically last 1-1.5 hours. Each features
a different lecturer who typically presents and then
answers questions. They are similar in format and
time commitment to research seminar presenta-
tions in higher education, but the material is more
practically oriented. Example seminar topics include
“Working with Whistleblowers” (June 2017), “How to
Hold an Oversight Hearing” (March 2018), and “How
to Write a Request Letter” (April 2021). Overall atten-
dance at each seminar is fairly wide ranging, from a
few dozen to over 100. Attendance is not capped.

The second events are biannual bootcamps that typ-
ically amount to 12 hours over a two-day period. These
bootcamps are accurately described by organizers as
“an intensive two-day, bipartisan training.” The cur-
riculum for these events consists of hundreds of pages
of information on conducting investigations, planning
hearings, constructing witness lists, interviewing wit-
nesses, along with writing questions, press releases,
and committee reports. Their pedagogical approach
involves a mixture oflecturing, open discussion, group
projects, and role playing. Attendance at bootcamps is
typically capped to maintain the benefits of a smaller
cohort. This means attendance ranged between 18 and
32, while applications might be over 100.

For this reason, we expect bootcamp applications to
be the best indicator of interest in training, with atten-
dance at seminars second. In addition, attendance at
the events themselves is likely to be complicated by
considerations less relevant to expertise acquisition. In
the records we obtained, there were at least two docu-
mented cases of staffers applying but being prevented
from attending by their Chief of Staff. The organizers
work hard to maintain a reputation for bipartisan-
ship. Of POGO, the Levin Center, and the Lugar Center,
the latter two are legacy projects from members of
both parties. However, it is possible that bipartisan-
ship may be less appealing for some staff leadership.
Note also that all events are free and voluntary. By
chamber rules, staff cannot be given any form of com-
pensation for the training. Even the food and drink
provided at these events must be sufficiently sparse to
avoid being deemed a gift “meal.” For this reason, we
do not expect participation to be driven by consider-
ations that are unrelated to the desire to learn about
oversight.

Another important question is whether the events
that take place during these sessions suggest whether
oversight expertise is general or firm specific. There
are indications of both. For instance, each might
involve networking benefits. Attendees at the boot-
camps, for example, are placed in small, bipartisan
groups of other staff they have never met and who may
even work in a different chamber. At a bootcamp one
author attended, these small groups exchanged busi-
ness cards. In addition, the instructors occasionally
include people who have been the rarget of oversight,
and many participants have law degrees. This might
make the training valuable for employers who spe-
cialize in defending targets of congressional inquiry.
This suggests the benefits of the training are some-
what general, in that they may increase connections
to others and make staffers more valuable to outside
employers.

On the other hand, the course materials and content
also point to institutional (i.e., firm specific) knowl-
edge. Course evaluations almost exclusively mention
the practical advice regarding oversight and almost
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never mention networking opportunities. For one
bootcamp, we surveyed the participants before and
after, along with another sample of untrained staff
who had expressed interest in the training. We found
some evidence that the training increased their knowl-
edge of basic oversight procedures. We describe this
evidence in more detail in Section D of the online sup-
porting information (p. Al1). The effectiveness of the
training is a separate question outside the scope of
the present study; however, we take this as evidence
that the training events are meant to develop expertise
valuable within Congress.

We supplement this data with employment records
for the population of Congressional staffers over the
same period. Both the Senate and House of Represen-
tatives are required to regularly publish reports with
detailed, time-stamped, itemized lists of expenditures
by 2 U.S.C. 104(a). Critically, these reports include
all payments to employees made by Congressional
offices.

We built a dataset containing the names of staffers,
the offices for which they worked, and the dates for
which they worked there, and their pay, formatted
cleanly and complete with universal office, legislator,
and staffer identifiers from 2011 to 2022. Construct-
ing this data set involved considerable challenges.
Names of staffers and offices are not standardized or
consistent, so there are no ways to universally iden-
tify employees or employers over time. Additionally,
the frequency and format of the data varied across
chambers.” We developed a series of algorithms and
procedures to solve these problems. Ultimately, we
were able to develop a mostly automated pipeline for
parsing, standardizing, and aggregating the data. We
detail our approach in Section B of the online support-
ing information (p. A5). Similar data sets are available
through services like LegiStorm. Our approach offers a
few distinct advantages. First, our data is largely con-
structed using automated scripts and procedures. This
means that our cleaning and aggregation procedures
are transparent and reproducible. Our method gives
researchers the ability to modify various aspects of
the cleaning and aggregation procedures to suit their
needs. Second and most importantly, our data is free
and publicly available.

FINDINGS

To investigate alternative implications of expertise
type, we examine the effect of member departure
on staff turnover, the effect of career uncertainty on
expertise acquisition conditional on party control of
the presidency, and finally, the effect of expertise
seeking on career longevity.

5 https://projects.propublica.org/represent/expenditures

Member turnover and staffer career
uncertainty

We first develop and justify a way of measuring vari-
ation in job security among congressional staffers.
We focus on one important and readily observable
determinant of the staffer’s job security: whether the
member they work for stays in office. When a staffer’s
member leaves office, the staffer must find a new job.
They might be able to find a job elsewhere in Congress,
but there is no guarantee.

In fact, Figure 1 shows that staffers working for leg-
islators who lost reelection or retire leave Congress at
higher rates than staffers working for legislators who
stay in office. Legislators who won, lost, or retired
experienced similar levels of staff retention during the
election year: the median office in each group retained
84.2%, 81.8%, and 80.0% of their staff, respectively.
But staffers were often unable to find new employ-
ment in Congress after their members left office. For
the median office of a successfully reelected legisla-
tor, 68.0% of election-year staffers were still working
in Congress by the end of the year after the elec-
tion. In contrast, just 30.0% of election-year staffers
who worked for defeated legislators and 39.1% of
election-year staffers for legislators who retired were
still working in Congress by the end of the year after
the election.

To supplement this descriptive analysis, we adopt
a regression discontinuity design (RDD) based on
the results of close elections to show that member
turnover actually causes staff turnover (e.g., Gerber
& Hopkins, 2011).° These RDD specifications repre-
sent a conservative estimate of such effects. Staffers
working for members who retire or are unlikely to
win reelection will generally know this information
well in advance of the general election. This enables
staffers to secure jobs outside of Congress and thus
raise turnover rates via mechanisms in addition to the
actual election loss itself.

We specify two regression discontinuity models
utilizing narrowly decided election results from the
2014, 2016, and 2018 elections. We focus on the offices
of incumbents who received between 45% and 55%
of votes cast for the top-two vote-receiving candi-
dates in their respective elections. Both analyses are
at the staffer level. One model is designed to test
for anticipation effects in close elections and uses
an indicator for whether staffers left Congress in the
year of the election as the outcome variable. The
other model uses an indicator for whether staffers
left Congress the year after the election. We use a
binary “treatment” variable indicating whether the

6 McCrain (2021) uses a very similar regression discontinuity design with the
personnel records from Legistorm with a wider timespan. He arrives at the
same substantive conclusion.
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(a) Percentage of Staffers (b) Percentage of Staffers FIGURE 1 Turnover in Congressional
Who Left during Election Year Who Left Year after Election Offices. Note: Plots turnover rates by office
across different electoral outcomes for every
100 — 100 4 —— —_ Congressional election from 2010 to 2018.
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TABLE 1  Re-election and departure. that member turnover causes staffer turnover. Specifi-
Leaves in Leaves year cally, staffers working for members involved in narrow
election after election losses have about 56% higher odds of leav-
year election ing Congress the following year, relative to staffers who
(0 @ work for successfully reelected members. This styl-
- , ized fact alone, in our view, justifies using elections
Member lost reelection .136 .444% . N
as a proxy for career uncertainty, as we do in the next
(194 (192) section to assess our theory.
Lagged turnover 2.135%* 7707
(.442) (.445)
Republican 234* —319% Career uncertainty and training
(.094) (.085) ) ,
Since member turnover makes that member’s staffers
Male .081 —.002 . . .
less likely to stay in the congressional workforce, we
(:080) (076) can use it to test whether expertise is a general or
Election Year FE 4 4 firm specific. If expertise is firm specific, then mem-
Observations 4566 3855 ber turnover decreases the staffer’s incentive to attend

Notes: Reports coefficients from a regression discontinuity design predict-
ing the likelihood staff left during or after the election. The forcing variable
window is 45%-55% voteshare.

fp<.1;*p<.05*p<.0l.

staffer worked for a legislator who lost their reelection
campaign.

To adjust for the possibility that some offices
always have higher turnover than others, we control
the relevant office’s turnover rate two years before
the election. Some literature suggests that a staffer’s
gender influences their opportunities and role in
the congressional workforce (Ritchie & You, 2021).
Accordingly, we include the gender of staffers in our
models. We also account for the party affiliation of
staffers.

Key results are shown in Table 1. Our results suggest
that, in close elections, there are minimal anticipation
effects by staffers. Staffers working for a member who
ultimately lost reelection do not leave Congress during
election years at statistically significantly higher rates
than those that do not. Critically, however, we find

training and the member’s incentive to bear the cost
of the training. Oversight expertise loses much of its
value if the staffer leaves Congress, so the shorter their
expected tenure, the less likely they are to acquire the
expertise.

To test for this possibility, we analyze attendance
at bootcamps and seminars. The unit of analysis is
a legislator training-session dyad. The outcome is
how many staffers that legislator’s office sent to that
particular seminar or bootcamp. We regress this out-
come on whether that particular training session took
place during the legislator’s final term in office, as
this represents a period of increased career uncer-
tainty for staffers. Furthermore, we include legisla-
tor and training-session fixed effects. The legislator
fixed effects make the analysis a within-legislator
comparison and thereby accounts for the possibil-
ity that higher quality legislators are both more
likely to send staffers to training and less likely to
lose office. Holding the number of staffers a mem-
ber sends to trainings over the span of the data
constant, do fewer staffers attend trainings held
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TABLE 2 Career uncertainty and training attendance.
House and Senate Only Senate
Staffers Hours of Staffers Hours of
attending training attending training
Final term in chamber —.015** —.020*
(.005) (.008)
Seat up for reelection -.017 —.024
(.013) (.030)
Senator 064 124*
(.021) (.049)
Training FE 4 v v v
Member FE v v v v
Observations 43,940 43,940 8503 8503
R .099 .050 .103 .062

Notes: Reports regression coefficients and standard errors clustered by legislator. Outcomes are indicators of participation in training sessions.

Tp<.1;*p<.05;**p<.01.

during that member’s last term in office? The training
fixed effects account for the fact that bootcamps have
fewer attendees than seminars, that the popularity of
the program may fluctuate over time, and that some
sessions might be held at more convenient times of
the year than others. We cluster standard errors at the
legislator level.

This analysis assumes that staffers anticipate that
their member might leave office at the end of the
term. Because these contingencies affect whether the
staffer needs to look for other work, staffers have
strong incentives to figure out if their member faces a
threatening primary or a difficult general election, suf-
fers from health issues, or otherwise does not wish to
remain in office.

Table 2 shows that staffers are less likely to attend
trainings during their member’s last term in office.
The first column looks at the number of staffers from
that office attend each training, and the second col-
umn looks at the number of hours staffers from that
office spend at that training, which reflects that boot-
camps take 12 times as long as seminars. The average
office sends .025 staffers to each event and log an aver-
age of .036 hours of training per event, so the final
term effects of .015 fewer staffers and .020 fewer hours
of training per event is a substantively significant,
relative effect.

The third and fourth columns offer a robustness
check that does not depend on the assumption that
staffers can anticipate if their member is about to
leave. It restricts the analysis to the Senate and makes
the main independent variable whether senators who
are up for reelection that cycle. Members who are up
for reelection could lose in either the general or the
primary, but that cycle is also a particularly attractive
time to retire because it maximizes the amount of time
the legislator is in office while avoiding a costly reelec-

tion campaign. Of senators up for reelection, 27.7%
leave by the beginning of the next congress, compared
to only 4.1% who are not up for reelection that cycle.

The third and fourth columns of Table 2 finds sim-
ilar results to the baseline analysis, albeit with much
less precision. The point estimates are about the same,
but the standard errors are much wider, which is also
understandable because being up for reelection is a
noisy proxy for whether the senator will actually leave
office and because restricting the analysis to senators
discards over 80% of the data. Nevertheless, the fact
that an analysis which discard so much data and uses
a coarser but conceptually related version of our main
independent variable yields such similar results serves
to bolster our main results.

Expertise acquisition and the separation of
powers

We next examine how the separation of powers mod-
erates the impact of career uncertainty. If staffers
hesitate to acquire expertise on their own because it
is a form of firm specific human capital that is dif-
ficult to transfer to other careers, then staffers ought
to be more likely to acquire expertise when there are
more job opportunities where that particular form of
human capital would be valuable. We test this addi-
tional implication of the theory using a major shock to
the congressional labor market: changing the party of
the President.

The President and his administration control a mas-
sive number of appointed positions in the Executive
Branch, and they give virtually all of these positions
to members of their own party. The Executive Branch
is one of the few places outside of Congress where
expertise in oversight would be useful, because the
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TABLE 3 Career uncertainty, party control, and training.
House and Senate Only Senate
Staffers Hours of Staffers Hours of
attending training attending training

Opposite party of president .007 .012 .0287 .0557

(.004) (.008) (.016) (.033)
Final term in chamber —.007 —.006

(.007) (.010)
Final term in chamber x opposite party of president —.015 —.028"

(.010) (.014)
Senator .064** .124*

(.021) (.049)
Seat up for reelection —-.007 —.002

(.025) (.051)
Seat up for reelection x opposite party of president —.025 —.059
(.026) (.047)

Training FE v v 4 4
Member FE v v 4 v
Observations 43,940 43,940 8503 8503
R .099 .050 104 .063

Notes: Replicates Table 2 with an interaction for opposite party of the president.
fp<.1;%p<.05 *p<.0l.

Executive Branch is the target of congressional over-
sight. Not surprisingly, numerous “alumni” of the
oversight training we examine go on to work in federal
agencies.

Accordingly, congressional staffers should be less
responsive to career uncertainty if their party controls
the presidency. In Congress, their oversight expertise
will be valuable for helping provide a counterpoint
to the opposition party in hearings. In executive
branch positions, that expertise should be valuable
for defending the targets of oversight from the inside.
Thus, we expect the importance of career uncertainty
for the in-party to diminish, relative to the opposition.

To test this hypothesis, we replicate the main anal-
ysis in Table 2 with an interaction for whether the
staffer’s member of Congress is from the opposite
party as the President. The theory predicts that the
interaction of the Final Term in Chamber and Seat
Up for Reelection variables with Opposite Party of the
President should be negative.

This is what Table 3 shows. The first-order effect
of being from the opposition is positive. This is not
surprising. Members from the opposite party of the
President have more to gain from oversight, so mem-
bers might encourage their staff, to attend these
trainings. More importantly for our theory, the inter-
action between being from the opposition and both
measures of career uncertainty is negative. Staffers are
more sensitive to career uncertainty in Congress when
their party does not control the presidency. The coef-

ficient is only statistically significant in conventional
levels in one of the models, but it nearly attains sta-
tistical significance in the other specification that uses
both House and Senate data (p = .14). As Table 2
showed, the baseline analysis suggests that the Senate-
only specifications are underpowered even without
the interaction term, so it is not surprising that the
interaction terms are not precisely estimated.

Taken together, this analysis suggests that the tech-
nical knowledge about how to conduct oversight is
firm specific human capital. If a staffer works for a
member who is about to leave office, then they are less
likely to attend, unless the party that controls the pres-
idency gives them an attractive outside option. These
substantive findings are also robust to other speci-
fications that include different factors affecting the
Congressional labor market. For instance, we might
be concerned that legislators’ final term in office may
be positively correlated with changes in majority sta-
tus. We show in Section G (in the online supporting
information, p. A15) that our findings about the rela-
tionship between career uncertainty and expertise
acquisition are robust when majority status is treated
as a moderating variable.

Cost to the employer and training

If expertise in oversight is firm specific human capi-
tal, then the employer must bear at least part of the
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TABLE 4 Attendance and timing.

Number of attendees
House and Senate House Senate
(€8] (2) 3
Chamber on break 570 2.0267 —.865
(.710) (1.067) (.889)
Seminar 6.553** 9.106** 4.034**
(.969) (1.460) (1.211)
Senate —3.051**
(.680)
Constant 2.718* -.176 2.4357
(1.093) (1.568) (1.268)
Observations 164 82 82
R? .298 .330 .160

Notes: Reports coefficients and standard errors for models that predict the
number of staff attendees at 82 unique training sessions.
p<.1;*p<.05;**p<.01.

cost of training. This implies that the lower the cost to
the legislator, the more likely the legislator’s staffers are
to acquire training. Even though there is no tuition for
the bootcamps or seminars, attendance still requires a
sacrifice from the staffers’ offices: staffers’ time. Semi-
nars were held on Fridays and 84.6% of the bootcamps
(all but four) were held entirely on weekdays. Any time
staffers spend at these events is time they did not
spend on other work.

While staffers’ time is always valuable to their mem-
bers, sometimes it is slightly less valuable. The House
and Senate occasionally take extended breaks from
legislative session, such as for major holidays, district
work periods, and the August recess. Staffers in Wash-
ington are still expected to work during these breaks,
but they have fewer responsibilities. Consequently,
offices give up less by sending staffers to training when
their chamber is on a break and ought to be more
inclined to send staffers during break than while the
chamber is in session.

Accordingly, Table 4 conducts a training-level analy-
sis of how many staffers from each chamber attended
as a function of whether the relevant chamber was on
a break. A chamber is on a break if, on the day the
training was held, it has not held a roll-call vote in the
previous five days or if it will not hold a roll-call vote in
the next five days.

Table 4 shows that, at least in the House, more
staffers attend the training if it is held during a break.
This stronger effect relative to the Senate, and the
pooled sample likely reflects the greater demands on
the House’s time. House offices have smaller staffs
than Senate offices, and the House generally considers
more legislation than the Senate does. These com-
pounding pressures make staffers’ time more valuable

in the House, so House offices are particularly sensitive
to opportunities to train their staffers. While we believe
we would also observe this pattern in the Senate if we
could find a measure of the costliness of the training
to the legislator that senators felt more acutely, Table 4
offers only provisional support that increasing the cost
of the training to the legislator decreases the amount
of expertise staffers acquire.

Expertise and career longevity

Finally, we examine the downstream implications
of expertise acquisition on time spent working in
Congress. If expertise is firm specific, then staffers
interested who acquire expertise will stay in Congress
for longer than those who do not. First, staffers who
have firm specific expertise are more valuable to their
employers, so they are less likely to be laid off. Sec-
ond, although it is difficult for staffers to convert
firm specific expertise into better-compensated out-
side options, if a staffer does get an attractive outside
offer, the legislator they work for will be willing to
increase the staffer’'s compensation in order to retain
them. This makes staffers with oversight expertise less
likely to quit. Suppose, for example, the staffer has
a J.D. with a focus in securities law. If a bull market
creates sudden demand for lawyers who know secu-
rities law, the staffer might want to quit Congress to
return to the legal profession. However, if she also has
expertise in oversight, her employer might be willing to
increase her compensation by enough to prevent her
from leaving.

Unfortunately, our data does not tell us which
staffers have expertise in oversight. It tells us which
staffers attended a particular set of trainings. This rules
out what would otherwise be an attractive research
design: comparing staffers who attended oversight
training to those who applied for oversight training
but did not attend. Those staffers who did not get to
attend might get oversight training elsewhere. There
are other opportunities to acquire training while work-
ing in Congress, offered through Congressional Staff
Academy, the Brookings Institution, and the Congres-
sional Research Service, to name a few. The presence of
other trainings would attenuate the measurable effect
of attending one of the trainings we observe. Consis-
tent with this possibility, our analysis in the online
supporting information (see Table E2 on p. A13) finds
no evidence that attending training increases how long
staffers stay in Congress, compared to those who just
express interest.

Instead, we test whether staffers who express inter-
est in the training stay in Congress longer than those
who do not. We utilize a number of staffer-level
statistical tests conducted with Cox proportional
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hazards models with fixed and time-dependent
covariates. The outcome is the number of days a
staffer remained in Congress after the first training
session that he or she could have attended.” Thus, the
outcome variable in all tests is the number of days
between the date of this training session and either
the last date the staffer was employed by Congress
or the latest date available in our Congressional staff
data (March 31, 2022). A staffer is considered to have
expressed interest in training if they appear anywhere
in the records.

We argue that interest in the training sessions is
an expression of some general, inherent motivation
to acquire expertise. Thus, staffers with this predis-
position may pursue expertise acquisition in a variety
of ways aside from bootcamp or seminar attendance,
make decisions to actively improve their performance,
and be generally incentivized by the development
of specialized skills and knowledge. If expertise in
Congress is firm specific, then we predict staffers inter-
ested in training will have longer careers on the Hill.
Conversely, if expertise is general, then we would
expect interested staffers to have shorter Congres-
sional careers.

This analysis also controls for a number of impor-
tant time-varying covariates that may affect career
length: staffer’s earnings, dummy variables for
whether or not they worked in the Senate, held a
policy-focused position, held a senior staff position,
or worked for a committee. The online supporting
information describes these job categorizations and
provides summary statistics about attendees with
respect to these categorizations in greater detail in
Sections I (p. A17) and F (p. Al4) respectively. Table 5
shows that staffers who express interest in training
stay in Congress for longer (have a lower hazard rate)
than those who do not. We do not mean to suggest that
merely expressing interest in attending a bootcamp or
seminar causes staffers to have longer careers.

Rather, staffers who express an interest in training
are more likely to get oversight expertise somewhere,
that this firm specific human capital makes them more
valuable to the legislators they serve, and hence these
legislators work to retain staffers who would otherwise
leave.

Another possibility is that the results follow from
selection bias: only staffers who seek out training are
those who intend to stay in Congress for a long time.
However, this alternative mechanism would lead to
the same substantive conclusion as our original inter-
pretation: oversight expertise is firm specific. If it were
general, then even staffers who did not intend to
stay in Congress would want it. Another objection is

"This is defined as the first bootcamp or seminar that occurred after the
staffer began working for Congress (or after they first appear in available
Congressional disbursement records).

TABLE 5 Training and career length.

Rate at which staffers leave

congress
Bootcamps Seminars
1) 2
Interested in/acquired training —.350** —.376**
(.059) (.030)
Senate 165 .150%*
(.017) (.013)
Earnings —.000** —.000**
(.000) (.000)
Senior 7767 .788**
(.027) (.022)
Policy —.097** —.043**
(.018) (.014)
Committee 787 773
(.022) (.017)
Observations 153,167 253,294

Notes: Reports coefficients and standard errors from Cox proportional hazard
models predicting departure from Congress.
p<.1;*p<.05*p< .0l

that this test follows from our first test. Table 2 has
already shown that staffers are less likely to attend
training during their member’s final term in office,
so perhaps the effect in Table 4 is mechanical: some
staffers do not express interest because they anticipate
their member will soon leave office and that mem-
ber’s staff will then be forced out of the congressional
workforce.

To account for this possibility, Table E3 in the online
supporting information (p. A14) replicates our analysis
using only staffers who either left Congress before their
member did, committee staffers, and staffers who
were still working in Congress at the end of the study
period. This restricted sample excludes all staffers who
had to leave Congress because their member was not
reelected. The results in Table E3 are consistent with
the results in Table 4, which shows that the effect
cannot be attributed to forced exit due to member
turnover and that the results in Table 5 provide a
distinct and informative test about whether oversight
expertise is general or firm specific.

The theory explains that the reason that the staffers
who acquire oversight expertise stay longer is that
Congress compensates these staffers more generously
to prevent them from quitting. Compensation can take
many forms, but we focus on just one: getting pro-
moted to a better job. To support the theory’s predicted
mechanism for our findings on staffers’ longevity, we
show in Section H in the online supporting informa-
tion (p. A16) that staffers with oversight expertise are
more rapidly promoted to policy-oriented positions
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and to senior staff than staffers who do not express
interest in the training.

DISCUSSION

Congress needs expertise to perform its constitutional
duties, but it has struggled to attract, train, and retain a
large workforce of expert staffers. In response to broad
beliefs that congressional performance has declined,
nonprofits have stepped in to assist Congress in train-
ing its workforce, but very little is known about these
efforts. Their effectiveness is, in part, a function of
the individual incentives of congressional staffers. This
study investigates these incentives using novel records
of training conducted in Congress for one particular
kind of expertise: congressional oversight.

Taken together, our tests suggest that expertise in
oversight is a form of firm specific human capital.
One implication relevant for contemporary debates
about congressional capacity is that, for this form of
expertise, staffers’ compensation does not increase in
proportion to the value of their expertise. There are
practical implications for this insight. Nonprofits may
be able to train more staffers by making participation
cheaper for employers—scheduling training during
recesses and the lame duck session. However, schedul-
ing the trainings on nights or weekends could backfire,
since that would shift the cost from employers to
staffers.

Our analysis also yields important insights for the
study of Congressional capacity. High turnover among
legislators impedes the acquisition of firm specific
expertise from two directions. First, it makes legisla-
tors less inclined to send their staff to training, since
legislators who will soon leave office gain less from
investments in expertise. Second, it makes staffers
less inclined to acquire expertise, since there is a bet-
ter than even chance that they will leave Congress if
their boss does, and expertise in oversight does not
do much to help them find a better job after they
leave. As a result, anything that induces legislators to
stay in office for longer—like more input into the leg-
islative agenda, higher salaries, or fewer fundraising
obligations—would also increase the staff’s expertise
in oversight. Institutions that approximated civil ser-
vice protections, such as expanded committee staffs
with some degree of job security across successive
committee leaders, would likewise encourage the
development of firm specific expertise. Conversely,
reforms that would decrease the typical tenure of a
staffer—such as legislative term limits—would reduce
their motivation to become experts in the particular
functions of Congress. This point is somewhat coun-
terintuitive, as opponents of legislative term limits
sometimes argue they empower staff. Short time hori-

zons may discourage both legislators and staff from
specializing.

The same may not be true of other forms of exper-
tise. Although oversight expertise is firm specific, other
kinds of expertise, such as substantive policy exper-
tise, might be general. Getting staff to develop general
human capital is much easier. Since getting it increases
their compensation, staffers seek out training on their
own, without any prodding or subsidies from their
employers. Turnover among the legislators themselves
would not deter these staffers; in fact, knowing that
they might need to find a new job soon could actually
spur them to seek out training. But developing gen-
eral human capital poses its own unique challenges;
it replaces the problem of incentivizing staffers to
acquire expertise with the problem of retaining them
once they have it. The scarce financial resources and
unpredictable work schedules on Capitol Hill could
make it difficult for Congress to keep its best staffers
in the face of outside competition.

This implies discussions about congressional capac-
ity should disaggregate capacity into its constituent
parts. Some elements of capacity require firm specific
expertise, and others probably require general exper-
tise. Reforms that would help cultivate firm specific
kinds of expertise could backfire if applied to cultivate
general expertise, and vice versa.

Fortunately, there are several possible paths to fur-
ther investigating these questions. We examined a
single type of training. But there are many more,
offered by different institutional partners, and some
may be more or less firm specific. In addition, recent
rules changes in the House mean that congressional
staffers will have greater access to subsidies for outside
trainings. These smaller-scale reforms, limited to one
chamber, represent another opportunity to analyze
this labor pool using the framework we have applied.

Our analysis also suggests new questions for politi-
cal science. We found that the negative effect of career
uncertainty on a staffer’s willingness to acquire firm
specific expertise diminishes when their party con-
trols the presidency. Presumably, opportunities in the
executive branch may also siphon experts off the con-
gressional staff. What is the net effect of these two
countervailing forces on the level of different kinds of
expertise on the congressional staff? Additionally, our
analysis treats Congress as one giant firm because it is
a useful starting point for understanding human cap-
ital in the legislative process. In fact, Congress is more
like a cartel composed of many semiautonomous
offices and committees. Our empirical results suggest
that this internal market for expertise is not large or
robust enough to make Congress-specific expertise
effectively general, so our treatment of Congress as
one giant firm is accurate to a first approximation.
Nevertheless, future research could develop a more
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complete understanding of the obstacles to expertise
on the congressional staff by studying competition
between congressional offices.
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