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Research on policy change tends o focus on legislative successes (bills that are enacted), policies that are espe-
cially important or controversial, and the final stages of the policy process. This article atternpts to show how to
improve our ahility to trace support for policy proposals through the entire legislative process, for failures as well
as successes and for less-visible proposals as weil as more visible ones, We refine the concept of a “policy pro-
posal™—a particular proposed solution to a public problem—as a set of identical or nearly identical bills intro-
duced into one or more congresses; show how to find such bills, and examine a stratified random sample of 60
considered by the U.S. Congress; describe how much support the proposals receive; show that, in line with some
views of legisiative activity, proposals are generally on the agenda for only a short time; and suggest that trends in
sponsorship provide a good way to measure support for particular proposals for policy change . It is argued that
the approach developed in the article will aid subsequent studies of the determinants of policy change.

e have learned much in recent years about the

causes of congressional acticn on policy pro-

posals—about how Congress is affected by
public opinion, the party balance, interest groups, and other
factors. Our conclusions have been based, however, on a
very partial picture of the policy process. Most research
focuses on legislative successes (bills enacted, money appro-
priated, etc), the final stages of the policy process, and
important or controversial issties. We know relatively little
about congressional action on bills that do not make it to
the final stages of the legislative process, or are neither espe-
cially controversial or important—that is, the vast majority
of bills (on these points, see, e.g., Baumgartner and Leech
1008: 38, 40: Taltbert and Potoski 2002: 863, Edwards, Bar-
reit, and Peake 1997: 547; Krutz 2000).

Why so partial a picture? We focus here on what we
helieve are two key reasons. First, we cannot explain the ebb
and flow of congressional support for policy proposals from
the time they are introduced because we cannot measure it.
Second, we can say Hitle about congressional action on the
vast majority of bills because the concept of random sam-
pling has not been applied to the study of congressional
action on policy—we have focused on hiased samples ol
bills or policies without much concern for how this under-
mines our ability o generalize.

This article shows how to begin filling in our picture of
the legislative process. We propose & way to measure con-
gressional support for policy proposals, based on sponsor-
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ships and cospensorships, and wse the measure o gauge
support for a (stratified) randorm sample of policy proposals
from the 101st congress, 1989-1990.

Qur measure of support is iruernded to be used as a
dependen: variable in subsequent studies of policy change,
making it possible to test our the oties of policy change over
the whole policy process, studying the determinants of
sponsorship as well as roll-call voting and enactment. And
our approach to sampling is intenided to improve our abil-
ity to generalize about congressicral action.

LEGISLATIVE SUPPORT FOR POLICY PROPOSALS

Analyses of the determinants of legislative action most
often 17y to explain enactment or some clear result of enact-
ment, such as expenditares. Researchers know they should
examing earlier phases of the legislative process, but seldom
move back beyond roll-call cutcornes (particularly in quan-
titative work).! We thus know littie about support for policy
proposals never voted on, or abowt what distinguishes pro-
posals that are voted on from those that are not.

There are two key reasons why we know little about sup-
port for such policy proposals. First, we have no satisfactory
way to measure it. Second, when we try o develop such a
measure, we realize that there is an even more fundamenzal
problem: we have ne good operational definition of the thing
t0 be measured-—of the concept of “policy proposal” iself.

Defining “Policy Proposal”

When we discuss congressional support for something
that has not been voted on, what exactly is the “something™

! There are many studies of committee support for proposals, but this is
not the same as support in the legislature as a whole.
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1t could be what Kingdon (19935; 150 calls a policy pro-
posal: a particular proposed solution to a policy problem.
intuitively, it is easy to imagine tracing the rise and fall of
support for such a proposal.

But what does this mean operationally? How should a
“proposal” be defined? How are we to identify a particular
proposal and distinguish it from others?

We could define a policy proposal as a bili, as Kingdon
(1995: 150-51) does when writing of airline deregulation
that “Senators Howard Cannon and Edward Kennedy had
agreed on a proposal, and the administration simply adopted
that bill wholesale.” Kingdon provides this as an example,
not a definition:, but it makes sense to focus on bills: they are
distinct, easily identified entities, central to the legislative
process, proposing solutions to public problems.

Such a definition seemns too narrow, though, because it
doesn't conform to how we normally discuss politics. Those
who write about politics often describe changes in support
for what they probably think of as policy proposals, report-
ing, for example, that congressional support for repeal of
the estate 1ax increased over the course of a few years, or
that support for a balanced budget amendment to the Con-
stituzion rose a few vears ago but then fell. Intuitively, such
descriptions seem o convey important information, but
they are not descriptions of support for single bills. For one
thing, bills die at the end of every congress, so support for
one can’t extend beyond two years, for another, members of
Congress often introduce multiple, identical bills, and it
wouldnt make sense to gauge support for one and ignore
the others.

It would be more reasonable to think of a policy proposal
as a particular alternative manifested in any number of
highly similar bills, even if introduced in dilferent con-
gresses. Total support for the proposal would be the sum of
support for all the bills; changes in support could be tracked
from congress to congress for as long as the proposal was on
the agenda.

Unforeunately, such a definition may be problematic in
its own way. How similar in content must bills be, to be
viewed as manifestations of the same policy proposal?
When bills are identical, this is no problem. And when they
are very different, it is no problem either.

But what abour intermediate cases, when bilis are similar
but not identical? On one side would be bills that address
the same problem but propose different solutions. This is
what ohservers mean when they say that there are “three
patients’ rights bilis” or “two welfare reform bills” on the
agenda. It would not make sense to see these as represent-
ing the same policy proposal. On the other side would be
hills thar differ only slightly; these it would make sense to
treat as expressions of the same proposal. The problem,
then, is to distinguish between bills so similar they may be
treated as identical, and those not similar enough.

if the proposals addressing an issue are few and readily
distinguishable, each could be treated separately and sup-
port calculated for each. If, however, there were many pro-
posals, not easily distinguished from each other, it would

make little sense to think of theere being congressional sup-
port for a clearly delineated proposal; attempis to describe
congressional action would hawe to go in another direction.
As the research reported bel ow was beginning, there was
reason to hope that the proposals addressing particular
issues would be few and distirzct (Burstein 1998, Boli-Ben-
nett and Meyer 1678). Thus, it made sense to describe con-
gressional policy proposals and how support for them
changes over time. But how should support be measured?

Measuring Suppert for Policy Proposals

There have been two approaches 1o measuring congres-
sional support for policy proposals early in the policy
process. Both conclude that sponsorship is a plausible
measure of support.

The first approach is based on commonsense notions of
what it means to say that congressional support for repeal of
the estate 1ax is rising, or that support for a balanced budget
amendment rose and then fell. For many historians, politi-
cal scientists, and journalists, sponsorship is a good meas-
ure of such support (see the review in Burstein 1998: ch. 2).

A second approach was that of political scientists arguing
on more theoretical grounds that sponsorship (including
cosponsorship) may indicate suppeort for legistative change.
As part of the public record, sponsorship may be like roli-
call voting, signifying support for particular policies {(Kre-
hbiel 1995: 906, 910; Talbert and Potoski 2002); it may
used by legislators to win constituents’ support or by their
challengers to arouse opposition (Schilter 1995: 189); and it
may be used by scme legislators te signal others about com-
mitment to a coalition favoring a bill.2

Though both approaches point toward using sponsor-
ship as a measure of support, neither prevides a satisfactory
way to do so. The first gauges changes in support over time,
but does not carefully define what is being supported, typi-
cally focusing on a vaguely defined set of bills that vary
among themselves in ways mot described. The second
approach is clear about what is being supported—nearly
always, single bills—but because bills die at the end of each
congress, it cannot describe changes in support over time
(see, e.g., Browne and Ringquist 1985; Campbell 1982;
Kessler and Krehbiel 1996; Krehbiel 1995; Regens 1989;
Wilsor: and Young 1997).

We propose to gauge support for policy propesals by
combining the strengths of both approaches, taking into
account support, over time, for all highly similar bills. if cur
atternpt succeeds, our ability to study the earlier stages of
the legislative process will be enhanced.

To evaluate the potential utility of the new measure, we
ask four questions:

? Talbert and Potoski 2002; Wawro 2000: 30-32; Wilson and Young 1997:
28. Although 1t is sometimes importamt to distinguish between sponsor-
ship and cosponsorship, ofter: both together are seen as measures of sup-
port (Wawro 2000: ch. 2}. Here “sponsor” includes both.
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1. Does the new measure produce differen: results than
previous ones? Specifically, does support as gauged by
spansorship of policy proposals differ substantially from
support as gauged by sponsorship of single bils?

2. Does the new measure enable us to learn something new
about the policy process? Here we ask specifically: Do
members of Congress try to build support for favored
proposals over fairly long periods of time, or do they
give up and abandon proposals that do not quickly win
enactment?

3. Do proposals get farthest in the legislative process when
sponsorship is at a peak, as we would expect if spon-
sorship is a good measure of support?

4. s sponsorship correlated with public opinion, as would
be expected of a valid measure of support?

DAta

Because one of our goals is to generalize about congres-
sional action, we must define a population and a sampling
method. We began with the 5,977 public hills introduced
into the 101st congress, 1989-1990 (U.S. Library of Con-
gress 1998: Table 6-1). Because our concern was hills
explicitly propesing new policies, appropriations bills were
excluded from the sampling frame. A stratified random
sample of House bills was chosen: 50 at random, and ten
more that were reported out of commitiee (1o ensure the
inclusion of some bills that moved well into the legisiative
process; see appendix).

Summaries of the 60 bills were found in the Thomas data-
base of the U.S. Library of Congress (2001). To determine
whether it made sense to think of the bills as manifestations
of a policy proposal—of a particular set of elements, dupli-
cated (or nearly duplicated) in a set of identical (or nearly
identical) bills—ihe following procedure was devised: “Bill
tracking reports” were found in the Lexis-Nexis Congressional
Universe (2001) and the CRS index texms at the end of each
report were used as key words to search for bills in the
Thomas database. (The CRS index terms were more useful
than those in Thomas, but the latter had more infermation
on the bills themselves.) Where it seemed appropriate, vari-
ations in key words and in their order were used as well, If
the original bill was an omnibus bill addressing multiple
subjects, we selected the first substantive title and treated it
as a bill for our purposes.

We then sought all bills with identical or virtually iden-
tical summaries in the 101st congress {both House and
Senate), and previous and subsequent congresses. The
search went back in time until the first such bill was found,
and forward until the policy proposal was either enacted or
disappeared from the congressional agenda. {None remain
on the agenda.)

3 Sixty was the largest sample that could be managed with the resouices
available. Bills were sampled, not policy proposals; #t was completely
impractical to analyze so mary bills and sort them into policy proposals
before sampling.

We found that it is indeed wseful to think of legislative
activity in terms of policy propo sals. Sets of nearly identical
summaries were not difficult to identify, or to distinguish
from other swmmaries. Members of Congress regularly
introduce bills summarized in virtually identical ways, both
within congresses and over timez, and rarely propose alter-
native ways of expressing the saame policy ideas.?

We treated bills with virtually identical summaries as |
manifestations of the same policy proposal. It is these bills
that comprise our data set.

Because the procedure for see king nearly identical bills is
new, we provide an examptle. Oxie bill selected initially was
H.R. 5598, the “Patent Competitiveness and Technological
Imnovation Act of 1990.” This varas an omnibus bili, so we
selected Title 1, called the “Patents in Space Act,” as our bill.
The summary of this bill, in Tho#nas, was

Title T: Patents in Space—Patents in Space Act—Amends
Federal patent law 0 provide: that any invention made,
used, or sold in outer space o131 a space ohject or compo-
nent under the jurisdiction or control of the United
States shall be considered macle, used, or sold within the
United States undess: (1) it hhas been specifically identi-
fied and otherwise provided [or in an international agree-
ment which the United States has signed; or (2) it is car-
ried on the registry of a loreigm state in accordance with
the Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into
Oruter Space. Declares that an'y invention carried on such
registry shall be considered 1made, used, or sold within
the United States if it has been specifically so agreed in
an international agreement between the United States
and the state of registry

A search for hills in the 101st corgress under “patents” pro-
duced 48 bills; “space policy” produced 38, some duplicat-
ing those related to patents. Three of the summaries were
identical to that of HR.5508; H.R. 352, 2946, and S. 459
{enacted as Public Law 101-580), and one was very similar,
Title 11 of H.R. 5145. By way of comparison, H.R. 5145 says
that it relates 1o inventions made in cuter space “on a vehi-
cle or payload” instead of HL.R. 55985 “space object or com-
ponent”; and that it applies “"except for a vehicle or payload
{1) under an international agreement” instead of HL.R. 5598%
“uniess: {1) it has been specifically identified and otherwise
provided for in an international agreement. . . " Much of the
rest was identical, and, overall, thie similarities were so great
that both were seen as manifestingr the same policy proposal.

Other bills found in the search were very different; bills
with the keyword “patents” dealt with transgenic farm ani-
mals (H.R. 1536), patert infringerment by state governments
{(FH.R. 3886), and other topics, while those under “space
policy” dealt with weapons in space (H.R. 966), the export

* Rarely were summaries in the gray area between extremely similar and
clearly different. Then the entire bills -were read and compared; a few
times, we looked at interpretations of thye bills in the Congressional Quar-
terly Almanac, academic journals, and the New York Times.
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of satellites (H.R. 2624), etc. No bilis on patents in space
took another approach. Other keywords (e.g., “inventions”)
led only to bills that had already been found.

Identical searches for earlier congresses found relevant
hills in the 99th and 100th congresses, but none earlier.
Because S. 450 was enacted into aw, there was no need 1o
search subsequent congresses, but such a search was con-
ducted for all bills not enacted during the 101st.

For each congress, we ascertained how many members ol
Congress sponsored any bill manifesting each proposal, and
how far each proposal got in the legislative process, described
in terms of the furthest advance of any relevant bill: {1) bills
referred to committee only; (2) subject of a commitzee hear-
ing; (3) reported out; (4) debated on floor but passed neither
house; (5) passed one house; (6} passed both houses; (7
enacted nto law {cf. Wilson and Young 1997).

FINDINGS
" What the Policy Proposals Address

The 60 proposals vary widely by subject and potential
impact. Of great importance were those enacted as the
Americans with Disabilities Act, and the Financial Institu-
tions Reform, Recovery, and Enforcement Act (popularly
known as the “savings and loan bailout”). Some were of
moderate significance, such as those enacted as the Student
Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act and the Amtrak
Reauthorization and Improvement Act; of significance only
to small groups were proposals addressing tanker tratfic in
Puget Sound, and pecan, mushroom, and lime promotion
and research programs. Others address foster care, taxes on
capital gains, the admission of refugees on an emergency
basis, the disposal of solid waste, and the boundaries of
Rocky Mountain National Park. A complete list is available
on the authors’ websites,

Cosponsorship of Bills vs. Sponsorship of Policy Proposals

The first question is whether the new measure preduces
new results. Does support as gauged by sponsorship of
policy proposals differ substantially from support as gauged
by sponsorship of single bills, providing additional infor-
mation about the policy process?

The answer is that support gauged the new way differs a
great deal from support gauged by sponsorship of single bills.
Focusing on the 101st congress alone, the 60 original bills had
2 total of 1,190 sponsors, the 60 policy proposals (that is, all
the identical bills), 2,643. Whats more, Congress enacted ten
of the original bills, but 15 of the policy proposals.

If the entire history of the policy proposals, from initial
introduction to enactment or disappearance, is considered,
the disparity is even greater. Here the focus is on cumulative
support. Within a congress, sponsars of a policy proposal
are counted only once. Over time, though, sponsors are
counted separately for each congress in which they sponsor
a particular proposal; because it requires action to reintro-

duce a proposal at the start of every congress, it makes sense
to think of each re-introductior: as conveying useful infor-
mation about support.

Viewed this way, the 60 proposals had 7,090 sponsors
during the entire time they were on the agenda, six times as
many as the original 60 Bills; 20 proposals were enacted,
double the mumber of the originial bills. Focusing on single
bills, as most studies do, leads to substantially underesti-
mating support for policy proposals (Wawro 2000: 31-32).

How Long Are Policy Proposals o the Agenda?

A view of the policy process increasingly popular among
political scientists suggests that policy change comes about
through the conjunction of long- and short-term processes.
Developing a proposal and winning attention to it often take
a long time, as proponents refine the proposal and uy to
soften up the system, pushing for consideration in many
ways and in many forums (Kingdon 1994: 210, 226).

For proposals in the system, though, ultimate success or
fatlure may be determined very quickly. Often, according to
Kingdon, enactment depends tipon the opening, typically
for a short time, of a “policy window,” a conjunction of cir-
cumstances that moves some proposals onto the decision
agenda, to be either enacted or decisively rejected (Kingdon
1994: 174-75). If ingredients mecessary for policy change
are present—a well-articulated definition of a public prob-
lem, a proposed solution, mmobilized interest groups,
engaged political entrepreneurs—then rapid, dramatic
change will occur; if key ingredients are missing, the oppor-
tunity will be lost.

Some aspects of this scenario have been examined in
detail (Baumgartner and Jones 1993), but not what happens
to specific policy proposals. Are many proposals actually on
the agenda for a long time, as sponsors introduce and re-
introduce bills, try to build support, and wait for a policy
window to opers? Or might proposals first be introduced
when a window appears about te open, only to be with-
drawn shortly if they fail to pass, as members of Congress
conclude that the window never opened, or opened and
closed too guickly?

It turns out that Congress tends to act quickly on pro-
posals or not at all. Proposal titne on the agenda averaged
2.6 congresses; only 22 percent were considered for four or
more. Half the proposals enacted were enacted in just one
congress, and four in each of the next two—18 of 20 within
three congresses. Proposals that fail are on the agenda
longer than those that succeed—2.8 congresses versus
2.2—-but the difference does not seem large, and is not sta-
tistically significant.

Seldom: do members of Congress try patiently to build
support for a policy proposal while waiting for a policy
window that will make enactment possible.” Rather, they act

5 Ideas for policy change may have been developed in other venues after
& policy idea has been turned into a bill, but our focus is on Congress.
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more as if they believe the possible opening of a policy
window provides an opportunity for quick enactment of a
new proposal. If they prove wrong, they usually abandon
their effort, acting as if one try, or maybe two or three, sul-
fices to show that further effort would be pointless.

This is niot to say that issues are on the agenda for only a
short time, only particular ways of addressing them. Those
who fail to win support for a policy proposal may abandon
it, but maintain their general goal; they may try to reframe
the issue and win support for a new proposal very different
from the old (Baumgartner and Jones 1993: especially ch.
10). But nobody has any evidence on this point.

Qur finding may still seem implausible to some readers,
who may recall policy proposals on the agenda for a long
time. Indeed, the sole previous analysis of a policy proposal
(Bursteir: 1598} found some sponsors persisting for 30 years
before winning most of what they wanted. It is here that the
importance of random sampling becomes apparent.
Burstein analyzed an equal employment opportunity pro-
posal, part of an extracrdinarily long and intense struggle
for civil rights—ithe sort of struggle likely to stay in the
minds of those who lived through i, and mislead them
about how long most proposals are on the agenda.

Sponsorship of Proposals as a Measure of Support for
Policy Change

1f sponsorship is a good measuze of support for policy
proposals, it should be related to plausible consequences
and causes of such support. Here we consider whether
sponsorship is related to movement through the politicat
process and o public epinion.

There are three ways in which sponsorship may gauge
support. How far a policy proposal advances in the legisia-
tive process may be related to (1) the absolute number of
sponsors it gets; (2) the number relative to other proposals;
and (3) changes in the number-that is, te trends in spon-
sorship.® If at least one of these is fairly strongly related to
how far poticy proposals progress, then sponsorship would
seem a good measure of support.”

Past work suggests that advance through the legislative
process is related to neither the number of sponsors (Kre-
hbiel 1995} nor how many a proposal gets relative to
others {Browne 1983; Wilson and Young 1997} What
seems to matter are treads in suppert for particular pro-
posals {Burstein 1998); proposals may be heterogeneous
in ways not fully understood, so that sponsorships have
the same weight for particular proposals over time, but
vary among proposals.

Findings for the 60 policy proposals follow this pattern.
Absolute number of sponsors is not a good measure of

% We are not considering who the sponsors are—for example, i bills spon-
sered by committee chairs are more likely to pass. That will be the sub-
jeer of future work.

T Not, of course, as a perfect measure; see Krehbiel 1995: 921-22 on the
difficulty of gauging legislators’ support for particular policies.

support; of the nine proposals that got the greatest namber
of sponsors in a single congress (100 or more), only a third
were enacted, the same preportion as for all 60 proposals.
Proposals that are enacted have more sponsors than those
not enacted, but none of the correlations between total
sponsorships and measures of legislative success—how far
they got on the seven-category legislative action scale, and
enactment"was statistically significant.

Trends in sponsorship, in contrast, do seem related to
how far preposals get in the legislative process. Here it is
necessary to reconceptualize the unit of analysis. Up to this
point, the unit of analysis has been the policy proposal (N
= 60). For the following analyses, however, the unit of
analysis is each congress a proposal is on the agenda (as in
Burstein 1908}; call this—one proposal on the agenda for
cnhe congress—a congress-proposal. For example, the
Americans with Disabilities Act was on the agenda for
eleven congresses, so it contributes eleven observations—
eleven congress-proposals—to our data. What we have
may be thought of as very roughly similar to an event his-
tory analysis, in which we see whether a proposal moves
from “on the agenda” to “enacted” when sponsorship is at
a peak, and not otherwise.

First we consider whether enactment occurs when spon-
sorship is at its peak, as we would expect if sponsorship is a
good measure of support. Ten of the 20 enacted proposals
were on the agenda for mote than one congress. Our N, the
namber of congress-propesals, is 35, When sponsorship
peaked, enactment was likely; of the ten congresses when
sponsorship was at a peak, proposals were enacted in seven
(Table la, upper left cell). When sponsorship was lower, in
contrast, proposals were not enacted; of 25 congresses when
sponsorship was not at a peak {across the ten proposals), pro-
posals were enacted in only three (second row). Altogether,
enactment (or non-enactment) was consistent with peak (or
non-peak) sponsorship in 29 of thie 35 cases, or 83 percent.

Next we extend the analysis to all 31 proposals on the
agenda for two or more congresses, whether uliimately
enacted or not (Table 1b}. The resulis are very sirnilar to
those for enacted proposals. Among the 89 congress-pro-
posals, when sponsorship was at a peak, proposals got as far
as they ever did {on the seven-category legislative action
scale) in 14 of 22 instances (first row), and when sponsor-
ship was not at its peak, propasals did not get as far in 59
of 67 instances (second row). Altogether, advance through
the legislative process was consistent with peak and non-
peak sponsorship—in line with what would be expected of
a good measure of support--in 73 of the 89 cases, or 82
percent. Both sets of relationships—sponsorship with enact-
ment and with advance through the legislative process—are
statistically significant.

Public Opinion and the Sponsorship of Proposals
If sponsorship is a good measure of support for policy

proposals, it should be related to public opinion, as enact-
ment often is. And if trends in sponsorship seem to provide
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= TamEl
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PEAK SPONSORSHIP AND LEGISLATIVE SUCCESS, FOR PROPOSALS ON THE AGENDA FOR
More THAN ONE CONGRESS

la. Among Proposals Eventually Enacted, Does Enactment Occur During Congress When Sponsorship Peaks?

Enacted Not Enacted
Peak Number of Sponsors This Congress? Yes 7 3
No 3 22

Chi-square = 11.77 , p = .001

1b. Among All Proposals on the Agenda for Multiple Congresses, Does Farthest Advance into the Legislative Process
Occur When Sponsorship Peaks?

Peak Number of Sponsors This Congress?

Not
Farthest Advance Farthest Advance
Yes 14 8
No 8 59

Chi-square = 23.79, p £ .001

the best measure of support, it makes sense to relate
trends in sponsorship to trends i public opinicn. Thus,
it makes sense to adopt Page and Shapiros (1983}
approach, gauging the impact of opinion on congressional
action by showing how often changes in public opinion
were congruent with (moved in the same direction as)
changes in sponsorship.

Page and Shapiro (1983) analyzed the relaticnship
between public opinion and public policy in the US.
between 1935 and 1979 for all the issues on which they
couid find both public opinion and policy changing—231
issues. Opinion and policy were described as congruent
when both moved in the same direction, and as nroncon-
gruent otherwise. They found congruence in opinion and
poticy in 66 percent of the 231 instances, noncongruence in
the rest.

Our findings with regard to sponsorship are at least as
strong. Data on trends in public opinion were available for
17 of the 60 proposals. Of these, trends in opinion and
sponsorship were congruent in 16 (94 percent; for more
details, see Burstein, Bauldry and Froese 2001). These
results are what we would expect if opinion affected poficy.
And sponsorship is related 1 public opinion just the way
we would expect if it were a good measure of support for
policy proposals.

Does this mean that trends in sponsorship are a good
measure of support? There is no by-the-book way to answer
this question. But the strength of the connection of spon-
sorship with enactment, movement through the legislative
process, and public opinion seems consistent with that con-
clusion. What’s more—and this is crucial—up to now there
has never been a measure of support for particular pelicy
changes from the time they are first introduced until they
are enacted or disappear from the agenda. Using sponsor-
ship as such a measure will make it possible to analyze the
pre-policy phase of the legislative process in a way not pos-
sible before.

CONCLUSIONS

This article began by conternding that our conclusions
about pelicy change in the United States are not as con-
vincing as they might be, because they are based dispropor-
tionately on studies of the final stages of the legislative
process and on a very atypical set of issues.

Our goal has been to improve our ability to examine the
earlier stages of the legislative process and to generalize
from our results. To do this, we proposed three linked inne-
vations: (1} operationalizing the concept of a “pelicy pro-
posal;” (2) measuring support for such proposals in terms of
sponsorships; and (3) analyzing a (stratified) random
sample of policy proposals. We hoped to show that our
approach can both produce new and interesting descrip-
tions of congressional action, and make possible new work
on its determinants,

We believe we have shown it possible to operationalize
the concept of policy proposals ir1 a manner that is both rig-
orous and censistent with everyday discourse about politics;
that trends in sponsorship represent a good way to gauge
support for such proposals; and that it is both pracrical and
enlightening to sample such proposals randomly. We have
found that traditional approaches greatly underestimate the
amount of support for policy proposals; that proposals are
generally on the congressional agenda for only a short time,
and that trends in sponsorship appear to be a good indica-
tor of support. Our findings about the importance of spon-
sorship paraliel those in some recent work (Talbert and
Potoski 2002; Wawre 2000), and should encourage further
research on that aspect of the policy process.

This article has at least two implications for future
research. First, the methods used provide a promising
approach to the study of legislative failures as well as suc-
cesses, less-visible issues as well as more visible ones, and
the earlier stages of the legislative process. Measures of sup-
port for policy proposals may be used as dependent variabies
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in studies of policy change, enabling us to test theories
about the impact of public opinion, interest groups, the
party balance, and other forces on support for policy change
over the entire time proposals are on the agenda.

Second, our approach may improve our ability to
describe the evolution of policy and the processes through
which change proceeds. We have learned in recent years, for
example, how proposals rejected in one venue may be
reframed and introduced by their supporters into another
{e.g., Baumgartner and Jones 1993). So far, however, there
has been no way systematically o track the ebb and flow of
support for particular proposals or to follow them through
whatever transformations they underge. The methods
developed here may provide a way to do so.

Our effort must necessarily be seen as preliminary. We
have not, in this article, used our approach to test hypothe-
ses or help adjudicate between competing theories. We
believe, however, that our approach is practical enough, and
our results promising enough, to justify the efforts that
would lead to hypothesis testing and theoretical conclusions.

APPENDIX
SAMPLE OF POLICY PROPOSALS FROM 101$T CONGRESS

Bill Number Subject

Policy Proposals Eventually Enacted:

HR. 1278 Savings and Loans Bailout

HR. 1441 labeling requirements for food with
cholesterol

HR. 1454 Student Right-to-Know and Campus Security
Act (followed Title 1[—CSA)

H.R 1606 expanding Rocky Mountain Natjonal Park

H.R. 2136 sets legal standards for incarceration for civil
contempt

H.R. 2273  Americans with Disabilities Act

HR 2344 transfer naval vessels to Philippines

H.R. 2419 Chatahoochee National Forest land exchange

H.R. 2423 safer tanker traffic in Puget Sound

HR 2791 encouraging remining + reclamanation of
mining lands

HR. 2799 planting of alternate crops

HR. 3104 adding Pemigewasset river national status

H.R. 3664 agriculture research

H.R. 4025 requires child safety restraint systems on
aircraft '

H.R. 4520 FDI measurement

HR. 5322 expands rights of senior executive service

H.R. 3598 space patents

HR. 5740 expands veterans’ health care programs

HR. 53771 olympic coins

H.R 5891 Resolution Trust Corporatien funding—

second round

Policy Proposals Reported Out of Committee

but Not Fnacted:
H.R. 3855 establishing Regional Petroleum Products

Reserve

Bill Number Subject

H.R. 3927 additional immigrarit visas for people denied
freedom of emigration

HR. 4328 “Eextile Trade Act—increasing duties on
IMports

H.R. 0824 Wetlands conservation

H.R. 2408 creates Rural Development Administration

HR. 2655 International Cooperation Act

HR 2983 designates a clinic as Gene Taylor’s Veterans'
Clinic

1R 3016 inclusion of certain employees in census

H.R 3264 prohibits disposal of solid waste in other states

HL.R. 3847 creates Department of Environmental
Protection

H.R. 0865  garnishunent of federal pay treated like
non-federal pay

H.R. 3785 compensation for victims of sexual assault
against pornegraphers

H.R. 0336 standardization of bolis

H.R. 1449 IRS construction rules

H.R. 1605 admission of additional refugees from
communist countries

H.R 3120 permit requirements for overflows

H.R 4266 higher pay [or Federal employees in DC

Policy Proposals that Never Made It Out of Committee:

HR. 0072  requires consultants to register for
department of deferise contracts

HR. 0178 reduces federal funding for foster care and
adoption

H.R. 0181  SS benefit compurtation formula

H.R. 0337 extends compensation for veterans’ spouses
that remarry

H.R 0376 requires Presidential reports on reforms in
Nicaragua

H.R. 0499  indexing ard reduction of capital gains tax

HR. 0601 provides income tax refunds to be allotted to
incurable disease research

H.R. 1433  expands benefits for military infertility
medical procedures

HR 1928 suspends duty on chemical

H.R 2302 reduce requirements for training for nursing
aids

H.R. 3077 promoting education of human rights and
freedom

H.R. 3324 public interest considlered in railroad
bankruptcy

HR. 3643 requires federal environmental impact
staternents

H.R 4547 suspends duty on red pigment

HR 4552 Duke Ellington doliar

H.R. 4603 amends medicaid to cover personal care
services

H.R 4634 wvehicle weight limitations on highways

H.R. 4835 improvement of programs providing health

insurance information
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Bili Number Subject

H.R 5120 prohibits gifts among federal employees

H.R. 5380 additional requirements for defense
procuremnent system

HR 5472 [lamily violence prevention and services

H.R. 5753 repeals rules concerning passive foreign
investment

HR 5966 regulates greenhouse gas emissions
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