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This book assesses how Congress deliberates about public policy and investigates why it sometimes performs well in such deliberations and other times performs poorly.  We ask two main questions:  First, how well informed are Members of Congress when they make decisions on legislation?  Do they confront the essential information that bears on a decision, and interpret it sensibly?  Or do they overlook such information, misrepresent it, or distort its meaning?  Second, what factors determine how well they deliberate?  How do particular political situations, varieties of information, and legislative procedures shape strategic choices about deliberation? The term “deliberative choices” in our title thus has two meanings:  We are ultimately concerned with deliberation about policy choices.  But we seek to understand it by analyzing strategic choices about deliberation.

Our study is innovative, both theoretically and methodologically.  Our central argument is that how Members of Congress debate public policy, and how well they inform listeners, depends upon their strategic decisions in conducting advocacy.  In making claims favoring or opposing legislation, legislators face a trade-off between the force of a claim (persuasiveness if accepted) and its prospective credibility (likelihood of being accepted).  Other things equal, a more extravagant claim will have greater force than a more modest one; but it will also have greater risk of being effectively refuted.  Advocates’ choices with respect to the force-credibility tradeoff respond to the political and institutional circumstances of the debate.  Some conditions impose more demand for credibility and thus yield more disciplined and informed debate; others less.


Because we assume that congressional advocates make strategic decisions in designing their appeals, our approach has a surface similarity to the influential formal models of information transmission in debate.  But we offer a fundamentally different account of legislators’ decisions.  We posit a more complex legislative environment.  Speakers balance several goals (especially persuasion and mobilization) and address multiple audiences (other members, the public, and other constituencies).  Moreover, the formal models simply posit constraints on misrepresentation.  In contrast, we treat those constraints—the degree of discipline in debate—as the main phenomenon to be explained 

The empirical portion of this study tests our expectations about the conditions that induce more informed versus less informed debate.  We examine House and Senate floor debates on three important public policy issues of recent years—namely, welfare reform, estate tax repeal, and telecommunications deregulation.  For each policy debate, we consider in detail what speakers said about several major empirical issues with important implications for the decision.  We carefully compare their statements with the body of evidence available to Congress at the time of the debate, taking any uncertainties and disagreements into account.  Beyond merely analyzing the texts of these debates, the research required mastering the relevant testimony and literature on eighteen distinct empirical issues that arose in the debates.


We find support for our general view that legislators trade off credibility and force, and for many of our more specific hypotheses.  In general, congressional debate is only moderately realistic and informed.  Listeners encounter a considerable volume of distortions, omissions, and even falsehoods, with apparent potential to mislead.  On the brighter side, opposing legislators challenge many of the weakest claims, although primarily on the few issues that most dominate a policy debate.  As we expected, legislators conduct more informed debate under certain circumstances:  when they discuss issues at greater length; when interest groups lobby on both sides of a policy question; when legislative coalitions are bipartisan; and when debate takes place in the Senate as opposed to the House.  Contrary to our expectations, debate does not suffer noticeably when policy information is obscure or difficult, when it is subject to uncertainty, or when an issue is highly salient to the general public.
Chapter 1 defines central concepts, explains our approach, and presents an overview of the book. Chapter 2 develops our theoretical approach, and presents our expectations about the conditions for informed debate.  Chapter 3 describes our procedures for assessing debate.  Chapters 4-6 use those procedures to assess the debates, respectively, on welfare reform, estate tax repeal, and telecommunications deregulation. Chapters 7 and 8 draw together the findings, and compare them with our expectations. Chapter 9 recapitulates briefly, comments broadly on the significance of our study, and discusses possible reforms to enhance the quality of congressional debate.

