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SOLUTIONS FOR A STRONGER DEMOCRACY

Political debates tend to focus on presidents, who 
for much of U.S. history have defined political eras. 
But an equally consequential story is unfolding 

inside Congress. The institution’s retreat from relevance 
in recent decades has created a vacuum filled by executive 
abuse and Supreme Court overreach. Its failure to advance 
progress has left Americans dejected about the potential 
for government to solve problems and address the issues 
they care about, from the environment to affordability, 
from immigration to health care. As of April 2026, only 
10 percent of Americans approved of the way Congress 
was handling its job, just above the all-time low of 9 
percent in 2013.1

It may be hard to believe, but the framers expected 
Congress to be the preeminent branch of government. As 
James Madison wrote, “In republican government, the 
legislative authority necessarily predominates.”2 Known as 
the people’s branch, Congress was established to most 
reliably represent the will of the public.

Congress’s effectiveness has ebbed and flowed since the 
founding era. There have been times when Congress has 
ceded immense power to the executive and others when it 
has asserted its authority over key issues. Reacting to abuses 
of power by the Nixon administration, for instance, an 
aggressive Congress passed laws to reassert its power over 
spending, reclaim its authority to declare war, and impose 
far-reaching new ethical safeguards on the executive branch.3

But today, the era of post-Watergate reform feels like 
a distant memory. As the Trump administration wages 

American public institutions urgently need repair and 
renewal. The 2024 election was the first time since the 
1800s that the incumbent party lost the White House 
three times in a row. Public trust in government has 
plunged to historic lows. Citizens plainly feel left behind, 
economically unmoored, and dissatisfied with the govern-
ment that serves them.

Crisis can bring innovation. As Lincoln urged, we must 
“think anew.” What will matter most is not what we are 
against but what we are for.

This is the third in a series of policy agendas. The Bren-
nan Center began with proposals to combat corruption 
and reform the Supreme Court and will soon offer solu-
tions focusing on executive power as well as voting and 
representation. We will also put forward ideas for consti-
tutional change and more.

Our solutions must match the scale of the challenges. 
They seek to address the problems of today, not 10 years 
ago or 1975. The project of reform must engage people 
from both parties, and no party. The best ideas are neither 
left nor right: They reflect the urgent desire of the dis-​
affected middle.

Throughout history, reform follows scandal and crisis 
— often, but not always. If we act, from today’s clashes 
can come a time of renewal and democratic rebirth.

Michael Waldman
President and CEO
Brennan Center
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an unprecedented campaign to usurp legislative powers, 
Congress has largely stood idle. Over the past year, 
Congress has failed to respond effectively to unautho-
rized uses of war powers.4 It has refused to stop the reck-
less and lawless abuse of spending power and the 
dismantling of congressionally mandated agencies.5 And 
it has enabled corruption on an extraordinary scale  
without questioning or investigation.6 As Sen. Rand Paul 
(R-KY) put it: “This is a Congress without really a belief 
structure in defending legislative prerogative. They just 
are a rubber stamp for whatever a president tells them 
to do.”7 

Congress has also failed to respond to Supreme Court 
rulings that have chipped away at its lawmaking power, 
including decisions that have undermined or struck down 
landmark pieces of legislation, such as the Voting Rights 
Act.8 And it has failed to step up and  legislate with greater 
specificity after the Supreme Court repealed the “Chevron 
doctrine,” a decades-old standard that allowed federal 
agencies to use their expertise to interpret and implement 
ambiguous laws.9

At the same time, Congress has become less effective 
at advancing legislation. By many metrics, its productivity 
has diminished. It spends less time legislating, holds fewer 
votes, and passes fewer laws. This past term saw histori-
cally low levels of activity. In 2025, the House held fewer 
votes than in any previous year in the past quarter century 
save one during the Covid-19 pandemic.10 It is also more 
often deadlocked. Last year saw the longest government 
shutdown in American history.11

Ultimately, there is no substitute for bold congressio-
nal action. We often remember periods of great political 
progress by legislation passed through Congress — from 
the New Deal to the civil rights era. Now more than ever, 
we need a vibrant Congress to play its proper role in our 
democracy. That includes exerting oversight authority 
over the presidency and standing up to its abuses of 
power. It also includes responding to misguided Supreme 
Court rulings and reclaiming its role as the nation’s prin-
cipal lawmaker. And it means addressing our most press-
ing problems, including those fundamental to our 
democracy, with bold action on campaign finance 
reform, protections for the equal right to vote, new safe-
guards for the rule of law, and more.

Yet Congress’s structure and internal functioning have 
never been less conducive to advancing progress. 
Congress is overburdened, underresourced, and grid-
locked. Social media, rising campaign costs, and central-
ized party leadership have all heightened legislative 
polarization and made it difficult for Congress to reclaim 
its power and effectively represent its constituents. The 
difficulties new members in particular encounter in 
running for and holding office mean that both the House 
and Senate are dominated by aging incumbents, limiting 
opportunities for fresh thinking to gain traction.

This report focuses on new approaches. Long-standing 
reform ideas will be valuable as well. A previous publication 
in this series proposed a fast-track procedure for consid-
ering legislation to address Supreme Court rulings.12 Over 
many years, we have called for the Senate to address the 
filibuster. And a forthcoming publication in this series on 
executive power will reiterate our call for Congress to step 
forward and reclaim its war powers. These reforms would 
ensure that Congress is better able to represent the public. 
Of course, other reforms should be considered over the 
longer term, such as protections against political violence 
and policies that would make voting more accessible and 
representation more equitable. Together, this would 
improve Congress’s ability to do its job, exert its proper 
authority, and push back against aggrandizement from 
other branches that have overstepped their bounds.

Reform is possible. Historically, transformative move-
ments have followed wave elections, when the largest 
groups of new members take the floor.13 The post-​​Water-
gate reforms were made possible by the election of more 
than 90 new members of Congress. Similarly, the election 
of nearly 100 new members in 1994 led to major structural 
changes, and the election of more than 100 new members 
in 2018 led to the creation of the Select Committee on the 
Modernization of Congress and other initiatives to shake 
up the institution. This year could be another one of those 
inflection points, ushering in momentum for reform.

Congress is no longer operating in the way our found-
ers envisioned. As an inflated executive and overpower-
ful Supreme Court continue to throw our government 
out of balance, there has never been a more urgent need 
for Congress to assert its prerogatives and ensure its 
smooth functioning. A reform agenda should include 
the following. 

>> Expand staff and access to expertise.

For too long, Congress has starved itself of resources. 
Congress today has several thousand fewer staff than it 
did a few decades ago, while constituencies have grown 
much larger.14 Since 1975, each House member has been 
limited to 18 permanent staff members, even as the United 
States has grown by more than 100 million people since 
then.15 Offices rarely hire even that many staff, because 
their annual budget of approximately $1.5 million does 
not cover competitive salaries for all of them.

Making matters worse, changes pushed through in the 
mid-1990s under House Speaker Newt Gingrich disman-
tled or weakened many of the expert bodies that had 
enabled Congress to legislate with precision and perform 
effective oversight.16 Gingrich eliminated the Office of 
Technology Assessment, which helped Congress under-
stand science and technology. He also slashed funding to 
the Government Accountability Office (GAO), the main 
congressional watchdog for auditing government 
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programs, and reduced staff within the Congressional 
Research Service, which provides objective research on a 
wide range of topics. Also diminishing Congress’s access 
to policy expertise, committee staff saw steep declines, 
decreasing by 35 percent in the House and 15 percent in 
the Senate between 1997 and 2015.17 Today, Congress 
simply does not have the capacity it needs to effectively 
legislate on complex policy issues, leaving it more vulner-
able to manipulation by special interests and at greater 
risk of making mistakes.

To better represent their constituents and respond to 
modern problems, members of Congress need more staff 
and resources. Among other things, Congress should 
expand the capacity of its nonpartisan support agencies 
and hire more experts to improve oversight. It should 
establish a science and technology hub in the GAO to 
connect members and staff with outside experts.18 It 
should also lift the cap on staff for personal offices and 
increase their budgets. And it should improve the 
onboarding process and invest more in ongoing training 
for members and staff, something that numerous 
members have demanded.19

>> Create tech committees and modernize 
committee jurisdictions.

The last time Congress reorganized its committee struc-
ture was in the 1970s, before the modern internet exist-
ed.20 Committees are the legislative concourse leading to 
bill passage in Congress. Through committee assign-
ments, members of Congress take on responsibilities for 
different issue areas and gain access to specialized policy 
expertise.

When no one committee is assigned responsibility for 
an issue, it can fall between the jurisdictional cracks. 
Overlapping jurisdictions also lead to duplicative — and 
at times clumsy — efforts to legislate. For example, the 
House and Senate both lack a centralized tech committee. 
As a result, many committees hold hearings on tech-re-
lated issues, but effective regulation of the industry 
remains elusive. A committee structure that mirrors the 
modern economy is essential to equip Congress to make 
policy and effectively regulate industry. Congress should 
change the rules to update committee jurisdictions and 
create a new tech committee in each chamber. 

Revitalizing committees would also strengthen 
Congress as an institution and amplify the authority of 
members. In legislatures, the power of committees and the 
power of parties are often inversely correlated. In the 
contemporary Congress, power is increasingly centralized, 
with bills written by a small group of party leaders and 
pushed down quickly for a vote, often bypassing commit-
tees. Reinvigorating committees as an organizing structure 
in Congress and creating new ones would open up leader-
ship opportunities for more members.

>> Raise congressional salaries.

When upwards of 100 members of Congress sleep in their 
offices, and when retiring members cite financial strain 
as a cause for leaving office, it is clear that Congress needs 
to increase members’ salaries.21

Members of Congress have not gotten a raise in 15 
years, not even an adjustment for inflation, and many 
struggle to make ends meet.22 Most members split their 
time between their districts and Washington, DC, where 
real estate can be prohibitively expensive. As recently 
retired Rep. Ken Buck (R-CO) put it: “Trying to maintain 
two places to live . . . it’s very difficult.” Former Rep. Earl 
Blumenauer (D-OR) said: “All of us ought to be concerned 
about the future in terms of who can afford to do this.”23

Working-class people have long been underrepresented 
in Congress, and the financial burdens of running for 
office and serving keep people out.24 Without raising 
congressional salaries, we risk a reality in which only inde-
pendently wealthy Americans can afford to serve.

>> Create a Senate ethics office and 
strengthen the House ethics office.

Along with many members of Congress and advocates, we 
have called for a ban on congressional stock trading, among 
other reforms, which would prevent members and staff 
from personally profiting from their positions.25 But ethics 
safeguards will not be effective if they are not enforced.

Neither the House nor the Senate has the internal insti-
tutions or processes necessary to adequately enforce 
ethics rules. In the House, the Office of Congressional 
Conduct (previously the Office of Congressional Ethics) 
investigates ethics allegations and reports to the House 
Ethics Committee, but its investigations are private, it has 
no subpoena power, and it can be abolished at any time 
simply by a change in House rules. It also must be reau-
thorized with each new Congress. The Senate Ethics 
Committee, likewise tasked with administering financial 
disclosures and investigating allegations of misconduct, 
has no analogous nonpartisan and independent investi-
gatory body to support it.

As a result, enforcement remains spotty at best. Busi-
ness Insider found that Congress does not enforce the 
few accountability mechanisms in place, and many 
members fail to follow disclosure requirements.26 Further-
more, the Senate and House Ethics Committees are parti-
san, chaired by a member of the party with majority 
control of the chamber and therefore susceptible to 
undue political influence.

Congress needs strong, independent ethics bodies, 
with the necessary resources and mandate to conduct 
ethics oversight and prevent conflicts of interest. The 
House should strengthen the Office of Congressional 
Conduct’s power and purview, grant it subpoena power, 
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and make it statutory, so that it does not rely on reautho-
rization with every new Congress. And the Senate should 
create a similar nonpartisan office. These changes are 
essential for restoring accountability and public trust in 
Congress as an institution. 

>> Reaffirm the power of the purse.

Under the Constitution, Congress has the authority to 
decide how much the federal government spends and for 
what purposes. James Madison called Congress’s “power 
over the purse” its most “complete and effectual weapon” 
for checking the other branches of government.27 While 
presidents and Congress have always engaged in a push and 
pull over funding, Congress has recently ceded even power 
over the budget process to the president.

After Richard Nixon withheld billions in congressio-
nally mandated spending, Congress passed the Impound-
ment Control Act of 1974 to explicitly require presidents 
to gain congressional approval for any delay or withhold-
ing of funds.28 However, exposing the law’s weaknesses, 
over the past year President Donald Trump has waged a 
concerted drive to freeze federal spending he dislikes, 
amounting to hundreds of billions of dollars in withheld 
or delayed funds.29 He has also purported to accept and 
spend private funds without Congress’s approval on proj-
ects including his proposed White House ballroom.30 
Congress has largely remained unresponsive, allowing a 
massive threat to the constitutional order to go 
unchecked. Plainly, the current safeguards aren’t enough.

Congress must reclaim its power over the purse. First, 
it should overhaul the Impoundment Control Act to re-​
affirm that presidents are required to spend all congres-
sionally authorized funds, with narrow exceptions. That 
includes eliminating the president’s ability to delay spend-
ing in various ill-defined circumstances, which presidents 
have abused to justify the withholding of funds.31

Congress should also clarify when and how presidents 
can use private funding for government projects so that they 
cannot bypass the appropriations process or accept dona-
tions from those who pose potential conflicts of interest.

Finally, Congress should expand its oversight of the 
executive and ensure that its funding mandates are being 
followed. It should require the Office of Management and 
Budget to provide timely information to the GAO, which 
investigates budgetary noncompliance, and ensure that 
the GAO has all the information it needs to conduct 
expansive oversight.

>> Expand the House of Representatives.

George Washington spoke only two times on the record 
during the Constitutional Convention — one of which 
was to express support for reducing the size of congres-
sional districts from 40,000 people to 30,000. “The 

smallness of the proportion of Representatives had been 
considered by many members of the Convention an insuf-
ficient security for the rights and interests of the people,” 
he reportedly said.32

Today, each House member represents an average of 
more than 750,000 people.33 As district populations have 
grown, congressional workloads, including constituent 
casework and legislative duties, have become excessive, 
and members are less able to directly engage with their 
constituents. That has greatly diluted the quality of repre-
sentation across the country. It is impossible to expect 
members to be able to represent the diversity and inter-
ests of so many people.

Congress should pass a law to increase the number of 
representatives in the House to reflect the demands of 
today’s population, a need recognized by numerous schol-
ars and advocates.34 A pragmatic option would be to raise 
the number of representatives to 600. This would adhere 
to a phenomenon observed among most major democ-
racies, in which the number of lawmakers is roughly equal 
to the cube root of a nation’s population. In fact, Congress 
followed this trajectory until House membership was 
capped at 435 in 1911.35

The quality of representation might be further strength-
ened if this reform were adopted in tandem with other 
proposals, such as proportional representation, through 
which seats are allocated according to vote share within 
each district rather than on a winner-take-all basis.36 And 
a ban on partisan gerrymandering remains essential.37

>> Enact an age limit for lawmakers.

Over the past several decades, Congress has consistently 
grown older. According to NBC News, the 119th Congress 
is the third oldest since 1789; 24 members are at least 80, 
and more than half of them are running for reelection.38 
Members of Congress are, on average, nearly a decade older 
than members of other legislatures around the world.39 

There are several examples of members whose physical 
or mental health has rendered them incapable of carrying 
out their duties, leaving their constituents without repre-
sentation. Recently, one member served from a senior 
living facility while reportedly experiencing “dementia 
issues,” missing months of votes.40 Many members remain 
in safe seats for decades. It’s clear that something must 
be done to address the emerging gerontocracy problem 
and make Congress more functional and more represen-
tative of the American people.

One option is to enact by constitutional amendment 
an age limit for members of Congress. Age limits for 
federal elected officials are widely popular, supported by 
82 percent of Republicans and 76 percent of Democrats 
in a 2023 poll.41 Age minimums already exist for many 
elected positions, including in Congress, as do age maxi-
mums, which are common across the states for officials 
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such as judges.42 Implementing an age limit for members 
of Congress would not only mitigate many effects of a 
gerontocratic Congress but also open the door for new 
candidates vying for seats, making Congress more reflec-
tive of and better able to respond to the needs of the 
general public.

>> Streamline the nominations process.

The Constitution requires the “advice and consent” of the 
Senate for presidential appointments, including federal 
judges, cabinet secretaries, ambassadors, top military offi-
cers, and other officials.

In recent decades, the nominations process has become 
dysfunctional and burdensome. The single biggest chal-
lenge for nominations is how long approval now takes. As 
the Senate has become more polarized, the process for 
each nomination has grown longer, and many agency posi-
tions are left vacant for significant periods. It now takes 
the Senate nearly four times longer to confirm a nominee 
than it did during the Reagan administration. Lower-level 
positions, such as directors and assistant secretaries, take 
an average of 200 days.43

This is largely due to how many positions the Senate is 
required to confirm. The Senate today considers nominees 
for more than 1,300 positions, which is vastly more than it 
was even a few decades ago; the number of Senate-​
confirmed positions grew by 70 percent between 1960 and 
2020. The Senate now votes on nominations more often 
than on legislation, hampering the legislative process and 
taking time away from Congress’s oversight duties.44 

The process now leaves the executive with key positions 
empty or filled by people who haven’t been adequately 

vetted. Often, the president will fill unconfirmed positions 
with acting leaders, effectively bypassing Congress. No 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement director, for exam-
ple, has been Senate confirmed since 2017.45 

Over the years, senators from both parties have tried 
to come up with solutions to this problem. One is to 
combine nominations, a process known as bundling. In 
2025, Senate Republicans effectively changed the rules 
to allow an unlimited number of nominations to be 
bundled together and passed with a majority vote. This, 
however, led to instances of more than 100 nominations 
being considered at once, increasing the risk that no 
meaningful advice or consent was given.46 

 The Senate should come up with a reasonable system 
that preserves its critical oversight duty. One suggestion 
would allow up to 10 nominations for positions within the 
same department to be bundled together.47 The Senate 
should decide on a reasonable cap for bundles that would 
allow it to work efficiently while still providing time for 
scrutiny, and it should limit bundling to lower-level posi-
tions. Additionally, the Senate could reduce the number of 
Senate-confirmed positions. Many part-time boards, cere-
monial roles, or positions reporting to other Senate-​
confirmed positions may not need confirmation 
themselves. The Senate could also change the rules so that 
each nomination would no longer have to undergo two 
cloture votes.

The process could be streamlined in other ways as well. 
Currently, the White House and the Senate Judiciary 
Committee operate under separate systems with different 
sets of paperwork, creating confusion and delays. There 
is an urgent need for consistency. Digitizing the paper-
work would also make the process more efficient.48
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