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In my early years in Congress the main issues were few enough so 
that almost any conscientious member could with application make 
himself a quasi-expert at least. In the complexity and volume of 
today’s legislation, however, most members have to trust somebody 
else’s word or the recommendation of a committee. Nowadays bills, 
which thirty years ago would have been thrashed out for hours or days, 
go through in ten minutes.76

In recent decades, legislative business has kept the House and Senate 
almost perpetually in session—punctuated by constituency work periods. 
Members of the contemporary Congress are—and must be—full-time profes-
sional politicians.

Congress has also professionalized in that members now direct a large 
staff of aides. Until recent decades, members of Congress had access to very 
limited staff. In the 1890s, only 142 clerks (62 for the House and 80 for the 
Senate) were on hand to serve members of Congress. Many senators and all 
representatives handled their own correspondence. It was not until 1946 that 

TABLE 2-1 � Length of Service in House and Senate, 1789–2015

Congress

	 1st–56th	 57th–103rd	 104th–113th	 114th  
Chamber and terms	 (1789–1901)	 (1901–1995)	 (1995–2015)	 (2015–2017)

House

One (up to 2 years)	 44.0%	 23.3%	 14.3%	 12.9%
Two to six (3–12 years)	 53.4	 49.7	 50.7	 55.1
Seven or more (12+ years)	 2.6	 27.0	 35.0	 32.0
Mean number of terms1	 2.1	 4.8	 5.2	 5.5

Senate

One (up to 6 years)	 65.6%	 45.6%	 33.0%	 45.0%
Two (7–12 years)	 23.4	 22.4	 26.6	 24.0
Three or more (12+ years)	 11.0	 32.0	 40.8	 31.0
Mean number of terms1	 1.5	 2.2	 2.3	 2.3

Sources: Adapted from David C. Huckabee, “Length of Service for Representatives and Senators: 
1st–103rd Congresses,” Congressional Research Service Report 95-426GOV, March 27, 1995. 
Authors’ calculations for the 104th through 114th Congresses. See also Mildred Amer, “Average 
Years of Service for Members of the Senate and House of Representatives, First–109th 
Congresses,” Congressional Research Service Report RL32648, November 9, 2005.
1 Figures are derived from the total number of terms claimed by members whether or not those 
terms were served out. For example, members in their initial year of service are counted as having 
one full term, and so on. Thus the figures cannot be equated precisely with years of service. 




