
All about Congressional Committees (Jul 3, 2024) 

By Amy West 

When we surveyed y'all recently, we got a lot of questions about Congressional committees and 

how are they formed and what do they actually do . So today, we're talking committees! 

Kinds of committees 

First, it's important to know what kind of committee we're talking about. Standing committees 

are the ones that keep going over time. Except for the Ethics Committee, the majority party will 

always have enough members on a committee to pass what they prioritize. For 

example, Judiciary currently has 24 Republicans and 19 Democrats. Ethics, for obvious 

reasons, is evenly split between the majority and minority. However, even in the Ethics 

Committee, as with standing ones, the chair belongs to the majority and gets to wield 

considerable power. The chair is supposed to work with the Ranking Member (a member of the 

minority party), but they don't have to. 

Shorter term committees with a specific purpose (aka "special" or "select"), like the January 6th 

Committee, are still set up in a broadly similar manner although the House Speaker can reject 

minority party members put forth by the Minority Leader. This happened with the January 6th 

Committee when then Speaker Pelosi rejected some, but not all of the members proposed by 

Minority Leader McCarthy. Even though she kept two Republicans, Pelosi's rejection of others is 

part of the reason many Republicans considered the whole thing illegitimate. 

Most standing committees have several subcommittees that are structured similarly and work in 

the same way as the main committee, but then when they finish their part, they bring their work 

and recommendations to the full committee for final action in this stage. 

How are committee memberships assigned? 

The Senate and House each have their own rules. Generally though, each party in each 

chamber establishes a steering committee to oversee the process and elections are held to see 

who the party overall wants on a given committee. Intra-party relationships play a big role here. 

If a member is not well liked or considered not a team player, it can hurt their prospects. 

All of this holds true for chairships, but not covered in the CRS reports linked here is the role of 

contributions to leadership PACs. For example, Jake Sherman reported on June 26 on X that 

@GReschenthaler announced he is transferring $1M to the NRCC. Reschenthaler is the chief 

deputy whip and has one eye on the Rules Committee chairmanship. 

In other words, one way to demonstrate that one is a team player is to transfer some of one's 

own campaign funds the party leadership's fund to be used to help ensure wins for the party 

overall in the next election. In return, that member may be better positioned to become a 

committee chair. 

If this sounds like "pay to play" it's because it is. Is it bad? Hard to say. It certainly seems 

reasonable that party leadership would prioritize members who're willing to help keep seats 

https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=9DN6HjTooEC3HZ-wCC6gm9GoJjXVzVZyleUTwZS1HtNLU5N3QLblZTfv3QRGM63wJPztwfmtO3EzI7zWuEru-_lw0EJEObGgnq8yo2MEwIJxbTKve4pv_l-Izlp4K8Ro5-IBkVFFonNwyFzkeslxIibjjsTDHmakaZWwRsd3HNLq0
https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=7fWt70f5rVq6-Kr2idLQ8dh4yAXetSL8W1MlGDA6BHQIRDNp8O26hHf-gISJmjXhX1_bd28H6IGBETio_Sh9y8u7lHJ7OKoRAJ4m7lgkPDwd4_K76QZSr3iMAHznulTVBDoiJUDrgOIyoino7YIYdh63ez2YSMfNPwiuH8kfzHMI0
https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=GlF_QZPAUh_qcdUVCByrtCl4BkBMtyunvgfXrtbn9eou8A70c9rYobXutudtKw3sbp57hFWKRNc5i3UywOyhVk3UUmM468bEPZGxtWQmICtlOMwMS49ssenPWiz5-2e3fsigU-baHvbfXc5RXV6s2F5AK9Rznovd9HRjB-96hoBp0
https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=9CiA-CSfZxo-l5ffMFxIoyFNFn_wgcMzCW_gfltZnifWqVwsgXlx8a4jGvXqO15IDC7fxkmOZ7mGnuCTci7Qo0YU4tBaaUG0EfHwhVxz5xocfeWSTP4D6KvHl2HjYR0tedZHRiz5E8dcJsHTCUUPCbuZCriNg9vD_9YcLfBj1kbR0
https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=9CiA-CSfZxo-l5ffMFxIoyFNFn_wgcMzCW_gfltZnifWqVwsgXlx8a4jGvXqO15ImkOQ82JbUTjwqgwR8yyrIx4E6ZQ8jtSXx9BTUsGzB9HTccVNUkntL5dttfTWrDTRKB4fhRGTMYOfOFL-ygXptDuiRznsUL-2GccSrk8p1OP60
https://tracking.alerts.govtrack.us/tracking/click?d=r6cEg7oGiGsfArw_EC5nb1VgWSt26ADdTShFkdMZ2zMBsrTsppxAz59jvWWdUtvxckKftbdyQ63wqiKRM9euHtOf8q3XpO5jWbzVsk2oHFr7svYskAzJje_v9v0_AOYNpECHCp7Hg3l8909T7PlmsMLa1aFy07LVSRiuZ0FIX2t10


even when those seats aren't their own. On the other hand, does fundraising prowess really 

demonstrate the necessary skills to lead a committee successfully? While the example above is 

for the Republicans, this role of contributions is equally strong among Democrats. 

How are bills assigned to committees? 

According to the House website 

The bill is assigned its legislative number by the Clerk and referred to the appropriate committee 

by the Speaker, with the assistance of the Parliamentarian. 

In the Senate 

... bills are typically referred to committee in a similar process, though in almost all cases, the bill 

is referred to only the committee with jurisdiction over the issue that predominates in the bill. In 

a limited number of cases, a bill might not be referred to committee, but instead be placed 

directly on the Senate Calendar of Business through a series of procedural steps on the floor. 

What happens in committees? 

According to the House website the big picture is: 

• hearing(s) 

• markup which is a review of the legislation and possible addition of amendments 

• a committee report for the House as a whole or a vote to table (kill) the bill 

• if the bill is reported, it can have amendments -- sometimes so many amendments that 
the bill is rewritten and given a new number 

• then it's ready for the floor 

Per Congress dot gov, there are no real differences in Senate. 

What is a Conference Committee? 

A Conference Committee is what is required when the House and Senate each pass different 

versions of the "same" bill. This happens with appropriations a lot. Each chamber will add or 

subtract provisions they don't like and so each ends up passing something different. But only 

one bill can be sent to the President for signature and both chambers have to agree to that one 

bill. 

So, a Conference Committee is assigned. It's a joint committee in that there are members from 

both chamber on it. Leadership of each chamber select the members. Ideally, you'd anticipate 

members who are both knowledgable about the bill and good negotiators. However, like 

everything in Congress, popularity and leadership commitment to getting a final bill that can 

pass both chambers also play a role. 

Once the final bill is sorted out, the committee is dissolved. 

Next Week on Congress! 
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Congress is back in session next week, so we'll be back to our usual schedule of previews and 

recaps. They're out again the week of the 15th so expect another mid-week mailbag then. Have 

a safe Fourth of July everyone. 
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