
Congress and Lawmaking    27

Three of the most important structural differences between the chambers 
are that (1) the House is more than four times the size of the Senate, (2) most 
senators represent a broader constituency than do representatives, and (3) 
senators serve longer terms of office. Relatedly, the most significant proce-
dural differences between the House and Senate are (1) the germaneness 
requirement for amendments in the House but not the Senate; (2) extended 
debate in the Senate (in most cases) but not the House, which has a motion 
(the previous question; see Chapter 4) to end debate by majority vote; (3) 
the Speaker has discretionary and unchallengeable recognition authority 
compared with the Senate’s presiding officer, who must recognize the sena-
tor who first seeks recognition (with a few exceptions, such as priority for 
the majority leader); and (4) a Rules Committee in the House—but not the 
Senate—that can determine the ground rules for debating and amending 
legislation on the floor. These differences affect the way the two houses 
operate in a number of ways.

Table 1.1  Several Major Differences Between the House and Senate

House Senate

Shorter term of office (2 years) Longer term of office (6 years)

Adheres closely to procedural rules on 
floor activity

Operates mostly by unanimous consent 

Narrower constituency Broader, more varied constituency 

Originates all revenue bills Sole power to ratify treaties and to advise 
and consent to presidential nominations 

Policy specialists Policy generalists 

Less press and media coverage More press and media coverage 

Power less evenly distributed Power more evenly distributed 

Less prestigious More prestigious 

More expeditious in floor debate Less expeditious in floor debate 

Strict germaneness requirement for 
floor amendments 

No general germaneness rule for floor 
amendments 

Less reliance on staff More reliance on staff 

More partisan Somewhat less partisan 

Strict limits on debate Extended debate on legislation 

Method of operation stresses 
majority rule 

Traditions and practices emphasize 
minority rights 


