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dissatisfaction. Congressional approval (in Gallup’s poll) has not reached 25 
percent since December 2009 and has averaged 16 percent since January 2010. 
In August 2014, only 13 percent of respondents approved of the way Congress 
was handling its job.92

Congress is not well understood by the average citizen. Partly to blame are 
the institution’s size and complexity, not to mention the arcane twists and turns 
of the legislative process. But many citizens simply find the whole legislative 
process distasteful.

Dissension is on display on Capitol Hill to a greater extent than in other 
branches of government. The president speaks with one voice: even though 
there is fierce competition for the president’s ear, a statement from the presi-
dent defines the administration’s position. As for the judiciary, opinions are 
frequently divided or unclear as judges and justices disagree about law and 
policy, but their decisions are usually accepted as law. By contrast, no single 
member—not even the institution’s top leaders—speaks for Congress.

Sources: Authors’ interpolations of survey results, primarily drawn from the Gallup Organization and the Harris 
Survey.

Notes: The Gallup Organization’s questions are: “Do you approve of the way the U.S. Congress is 
handling its job? Do you approve or disapprove of the way the representative from your own 
congressional district is handling his/her job?” The Harris Survey’s question is: “How would you rate the 
job done this past year by [Congress] [your member of Congress]—excellent, pretty good, only fair, or 
poor?” Responses are dichotomized as favorable (“excellent,” “pretty good”) or unfavorable (“only 
fair,” “poor”). The plotted points in the figures indicate respondents having opinions who approve of or 
are favorable toward congressional performance. Polling data for 2010 and 2011 are from ABC News/
Washington Post polls. 

FIGURE 16-1  Public Assessments of the Two Congresses, 1974–2014
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Following the canons of investigative journalism, reporters play the role of 
suspicious adversaries on the lookout for good guys and bad guys, winners and 
losers. Ethical problems, congressional pay and perquisites, campaign war 
chests, and foreign junkets are frequent targets. Generally speaking, political 
radio and TV talk shows are ill-informed, combative, and contemptuous of 
politicians and their work.90

As mentioned earlier, divergent press coverage—local versus national 
media—widens the gap between the two Congresses’ distinct images. The tone 
and content of news reporting is more positive for individual members than 
for the institution. Congress as an institution is covered by the national press 
with lots of skepticism and cynicism, while individual lawmakers are covered 
respectfully by the local media.

Citizens’ Attitudes toward Congress
The institutional Congress almost always ranks well below respondents’ own 
representatives in public esteem (see Table 16-1). Citizens’ ratings of the job 
Congress is doing fluctuate with economic conditions, wars and crises, scandals, 
trust in government overall, and levels of partisan conflict (see Figure 16-1).91 
Approval of Congress surged briefly after it handled the Watergate affair in 
1974, after the Republican takeover twenty years later, and after the terrorist 
attacks of September 11, 2001. The overall trend has been markedly down
ward since 2002, however, with Congress plumbing historic depths of public 

Individual members	 Congress as an institution

Serve constituents	 Resolves national issues only with difficulty  
	   or not at all

Run against Congress	 Has few defenders

Emphasize personal style and 	 Operates as collegial body that is difficult 
  outreach to constituents	   for citizens to understand

Are covered by local media in	 Is covered by national media, often negatively 
  generally positive terms	   (with focus on scandals and conflicts)

Respond quickly to most constituent	 Moves slowly with cumbersome processes 
  needs and inquiries	   that inhibit rapid responses

Are able to highlight personal goals 	 Has many voices, but none can speak clearly 
  and accomplishments	   for Congress as a whole

Sources: Timothy E. Cook, “Legislature vs. Legislator: A Note on the Paradox of Congressional 
Support,” Legislative Studies Quarterly 4 (February 1979): 43–52; Glenn R. Parker and Roger H. 
Davidson, “Why Do Americans Love Their Congressmen So Much More Than Their Congress?” 
Legislative Studies Quarterly 4 (February 1979): 53–61; Richard Born, “The Shared Fortunes of 
Congress and Congressmen: Members May Run from Congress but They Can’t Hide,” Journal of 
Politics 52 (November 1990): 1223–1241. 

TABLE 16-1 � High Approval for Members, Low Approval for 
Congress
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