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Chair Kilmer, Vice Chair Timmons, and members of the Select Committee, my name is Molly Reynolds,
and I am a Senior Fellow in the Governance Studies Program at the Brookings Institution. | appreciate the
opportunity to appear before you today to discuss pathways to and through congressional service.

I want to accomplish three things in my testimony today. First, | will reflect on why individual members
might want to build lengthy legislative careers. Second, I will review what several decades of political
science research on congressional retirements tells us about what leads members to depart the chamber.
Third, 1 will discuss what the consequences are for the institution as a whole of the retirement trends that
we see.

1. Accruing seniority can benefit members, their constituents, and the institution.

To begin, let me assert that there is no universal “right” length of a legislative career, and that the
returns to continued service may decrease over time. But research has revealed several benefits to
members of increased seniority. Members’ success at advancing bills they introduce over the course
of the legislative process tends to increase over the course of their careers.? In addition, more senior
members are also more successful at getting their priorities enacted via a reuse of text from a bill they
sponsor originally but that eventually included in a different measure that becomes law.> Committee
and subcommittee chairs also appear to become more effective the longer they serve in those roles.*

In addition, research also supports the intuitive conclusion that more senior members have more
meaningful connections to their colleagues, which can help build support for these legislators’
proposals.® There is mixed evidence on the question of whether more senior members are more
successful at directing additional federal funds to their districts; some studies support this conclusion
while others do not.® Importantly, there is reason to believe that some of these benefits to members of
seniority, especially in the majority party, have decreased as power has centralized in the hands of
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party leaders.” As this Committee considers recommendations aimed at changing the conditions that
lead members to retire when they still feel like they have much to offer the institution, one area you
might consider are ways to empower rank-and-file members in the legislative process and make
clearer their contributions to legislation. The Committee’s December 2021 recommendations, for
example, included one directing congress.gov, the official web site for legislative information, to
“provide a clearer accounting of member contributions to legislation.”®

2. Driven by several factors, some members conclude that the costs of continued service
outweigh these benefits and choose to retire.

There are clearly benefits to building seniority and continuing to serve. But many former members,
when asked to explain what led them to retire, stress that the costs of remaining in the House
eventually outweighed the benefits of doing so.® The political science literature on member
retirements is rich and suggests—unsurprisingly—that there is no single account that captures all the
nuance present in legislators” decisions to leave the chamber. But there are several themes in the
research that are useful to consider as you consider recommendations related to members’ pathways
to and through congressional service.

One line of research suggests that members may be acting strategically in their decisions to retire,
responding to several factors that make it more likely they will lose a campaign for re-election. For
example, members appear to respond to the overall electoral environment when choosing to retire;
research examining retirements from the House between 1954 and 2004 found higher retirement rates
when consumer confidence and congressional approval ratings were lower.*® An analysis of House
races between 1976 and 2000 found that members running in redrawn districts following redistricting
were also more likely to retire.!*

A second set of findings suggest members are more likely to retire when the job—which
representatives pursue because they have a wide range of goals they want to accomplish in
Washington—is no longer enjoyable enough to be worth doing. Early work on a large wave of
retirements in the 1970s emphasized the increased demands on members’ time and the increased
workload of the institution.*? Later research stressed that not all members are dissatisfied with their
service in the same way and highlighted the ways in which individual characteristics, like age, also
matter.™
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Given the current legislative and political environment, it is worth considering a few specific factors
that may make service less rewarding and thus make members more likely to retire. One is
Congress’s collective legislative performance. Research examining House retirements between 1948
and 1994 found that higher levels of legislative gridlock—that is, an inability by Congress to address
the issues on the national agenda—were associated with higher retirement rates.** Members’
behavior, then, appears to reflect the same frustration that many of their constituents feel with
Congress’s shortcomings at responding to national challenges.

A second specific dynamic that contributes to retirement decisions is institutional practices that shape
members’ expectations about their future influence in the chamber. The fact that minority party
members have less influence in the House leads legislators who expect to be in the minority in the
next cycle to retire at higher rates; this includes some members from safe seats, suggesting that even
those capable of winning re-election may simply not enjoy serving in the minority.™ In addition,
members who have reason to think it is unlikely that they will acquire positions of power in the
chamber because their seniority is not commensurate with their age appear to be more likely to
retire.'® Finally, research on the 2018 cycle specifically highlights the degree to which some
Republicans’ retirement decisions were driven, at least in part, by their pending loss of committee
leadership positions.'” As you consider possible recommendations to support members’ pathways
through congressional service, it is important to recognize that some reforms that respond to this
dynamic might be at odds with each other; encouraging those with existing committee leadership
positions to remain in the chamber, for example, may lead rank-and-file members to feel even less
powerful than they do at present. But recognizing that members’ expectations about their future
influence shape retirement decisions is an important first step.

A third factor in some members’ choice to retire is a sense that they do not “fit” with their party in the
chamber. Research that examines elections between 1982 and 2010 finds that more moderate
members of both parties are more likely to retire than their more ideological colleagues; importantly,
this trend is driven by choices made between 1990 and 2010, suggesting that this dynamic may be
one of the contributors to increasing polarization in Congress.!® The broader forces of partisan
polarization in the American political system are likely beyond the reach of this committee’s
recommendations, but knowing that members who feel like they are out of step with their parties due
to their relative moderation are more likely to retire has implications for your efforts to foster
bipartisan cooperation in the House.

Finally, research also indicates that members are responsive to shifts in the financial and time costs
and benefits associated with congressional service. On one hand, members’ decisions to retire appear
to be shaped by the financial consequences of doing so. Work on the 1992 election, for example,
indicates that some members likely delayed retirement from 1990 until two years later because a pay
increase enacted in 1989 increased the value of members’ pensions if they served at least one
additional term.®® More recent research finds that members with more lucrative expected post-service,
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private sector salaries—as measured by the size of lobbying contracts received by similarly situated
members who have already retired—are also more likely to depart. This behavior appears to be driven
by the fact that there are financial opportunity costs to continuing to hold office and eventually
receiving a congressional pension versus taking a private sector position. Members who must, under
the age and length-of-service requirements, run for re-election at least once before seeing a higher
pension appear to be more responsive to the value of outside employment in making their retirement
decisions.?® While changes to congressional pay and/or pension benefits is a politically difficult topic,
research does, nonetheless, suggest that present and future compensation does bear on members’
decisions whether to remain in the chamber.

In addition to being sensitive to the financial costs and benefits of continued service, members also
appear to weigh other costs, such as the time associated with travel to and from Washington, D.C., in
their retirement decisions. A study of retirement decisions between 1977 and 2018, for example,
found that “gaining an airport with a direct flight increases the likelihood of a member seeking
reelection by about 1.6 percentage points.”? While this effect is small in magnitude, it does indicate
that members are sensitive to non-financial costs of serving, which, in turn, suggests that reforms to
the congressional schedule or other efforts aimed at reducing the transaction costs of serving might be
fruitful for the Committee to consider.

3. Members’ individual retirement decisions, when taken together, can have negative
consequences for the institution.

While decisions to retire are made by individuals, they have consequences for the institution when
taken collectively. When considering committee activity, for example, seniority matters; not only are
more senior committee and subcommittee chairs more effective legislatively, but, at the full
committee level, they also convene more oversight hearings.?? Within committees, more senior
members also appear to participate more in oversight hearings.?® In addition, there is evidence from
U.S. state legislatures that members who cannot run again, by virtue of term limits, exert less
legislative effort (that is, they sponsor less legislation, contribute less in committee, and miss more
floor votes); a similar dynamic, if present in the U.S. House, could also be harmful to the institution.?

There is also reason to believe that not all members respond to the dynamics that animate retirement
in the same way—and that, as a result, an environment that encourages members to leave has
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consequences for the efforts to make the House membership look more like the country as a whole.
Importantly, these different responses come on top of systematic differences in who chooses to run in
the first place. The research on candidate entry decisions for a range of public offices is rich and
finds, for example, that women are less likely than men to seek elected office for a range of reasons,
including because they are recruited less often than men,? because they believe they will not receive
financial support to do so,% because they feel they cannot balance family responsibilities,?” and
because they do not think they are qualified to do so0.2

In addition, minority candidates, who tend to emerge in majority-minority districts,? are also
confronted with impediments to running. Indeed, individuals from racial minority groups may wish to
run. African-Americans, for example, do not express lower levels of political ambition as compared
to whites.*® But when candidates of color run, they may not necessarily receive the same level of
support as white individuals. Latino/a candidates, for example, receive less support from party
elites,® and Black candidates raise less money.*? Women of color also struggle with both fundraising
and attracting favorable media coverage.® Evidence that the presence of minority officeholders at
higher levels encourages minority candidate entry down ballot, moreover, suggests that perceptions of
viability among potential candidates also matter.® Finally, individuals from working class
backgrounds also face barriers in entering elected office—both because of the high financial and time
costs of running and because they are less likely to be recruited to do s0.%

In the context of departures from Congress, women, for example, are more likely to retire when they
have reason to believe they have reached a career ceiling in Congress than men.* In addition, women
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appear to be more sensitive to electoral concerns in making their retirement decisions.®” Finally, in at
least the pre-2010 period, the fact that moderate members are more likely to retire than their
ideological colleagues had particularly strong effects for women in the Republican conference, who
tended to be more moderate than their male colleagues.®®

Finally, and most generally, members leaving because they do not perceive the House as a place
where they can be influential contributes the perception that Congress is not a place where the hard
work of legislating is rewarded. If prospective members see the House as a primarily an arena in
which legislators say things rather than do things, those who value the former will be more likely to
seek office than the latter. In addition to making it more difficult for Congress to complete the basic
work of governing, this notion that the institution is primarily a place for performance over legislating
has negative consequences for public trust in it as well. As Yuval Levin of the American Enterprise
Institute argued before this committee in 2021, institutions—Congress included—Iose public trust
when “the people in that institution no longer see it as a mold of their character and behavior but just
as a platform for themselves to perform on and to raise their profiles and be seen.”% Retirement
decisions, then, have consequences that reach beyond the individual members who choose to depart
the chamber.
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