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An understanding of the legislative process is helpful to track bills that are of interest to you. 

 

The Idea for legislation can originate from several sources: 

 

• interest groups  

• businesses  

• individuals  

• the President 

 

There are four basic types of legislation:  

 

• bills  

• joint resolutions  

• concurrent resolutions  

• simple resolutions  

 

 

Although Congress can act quickly if necessary, legislation typically works its way slowly through multiple 

decision points.  

 

Only members of Congress can introduce a bill.  

 

The official legislative process begins when a bill or resolution is numbered (H.R. signifies a House bill and S. a 

Senate bill), referred to a committee, and printed by the Government Printing Office. 

 

 Step 1:  Referral to Committee: With few exceptions, bills are referred to standing committees in the House or Senate 

according to carefully delineated rules of procedure. 

 

 Step 2:  Committee Action: When a bill reaches a committee it is placed on the committee’s calendar. A bill can be 

referred to a subcommittee or considered by the committee as a whole. At this point the bill is examined carefully, and 

its chances for passage are determined. If the committee does not act on a bill, it is the equivalent of killing it. 

 

 Step 3:  Subcommittee Review: Often, bills are referred to a subcommittee for study and hearings. Hearings provide 

the opportunity to put on the record the views of the executive branch, experts, other public officials, and supporters 

and opponents of the legislation. Testimony can be given in person or submitted as a written statement. 

 

Step 4: Mark Up: When the hearings are completed, the subcommittee may meet to “mark up” the bill, that is, make 

changes and amendments prior to recommending the bill to the full committee. If a subcommittee votes not to report 

legislation to the full committee, the bill dies. 

 

Step 5:  Committee Action to Report a Bill: After receiving the subcommittee’s report on a bill, the full committee can 

conduct further study and hearings, or it can vote on the subcommittee’s recommendations and any proposed 

amendments. The full committee then votes on its recommendation to the House or Senate. This procedure is called 

“ordering a bill reported.” 

 

Step 6:  Publication of a Written Report: After a committee votes to have a bill reported, the committee chairman 

instructs staff to prepare a written report on the bill. This report describes the intent and scope of the legislation, its 
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impact on existing laws and programs, the position of the executive branch, and the views of dissenting members of the 

committee. 

 

For example, in the House of Representatives, legislation pertaining to federal employment and training programs is usually 

referred to the House Education and Workforce Committee and its respective subcommittees.  Committee staff often ask 

for comments on the bill from federal executive departments and the affected federal agencies, such as the Department of 

Labor for employment and job training issues. In addition, public hearings are held to solicit comments on the legislation 

from various affected constituencies. For example, the primary constituents in the area of job training and employment are 

companies, educators, educational institutions, and labor unions.  

 

After the hearings, the subcommittee will schedule a mark up of the bill during which committee members can change 

provisions, approve the bill, or postpone action.  

If the bill is approved by the subcommittee, it's forwarded to the full committee for consideration.  

 

If the bill is approved by the full committee, it may be scheduled for debate and consideration by the entire chamber.  

 

Step 7:  Scheduling Floor Action:  After a bill is reported back to the chamber where it originated, it is placed in 

chronological order on the calendar. In the House there are several different legislative calendars, and the Speaker and 

majority leader largely determine if, when, and in what order bills will be considered. In the Senate there is only one 

legislative calendar. 

 

Step 8:  Debate:  When a bill reaches the floor of the House or Senate, there are rules or procedures governing the 

debate on legislation. These rules determine the conditions and amount of time allocated for general debate. 

 

Step 9:  Voting:  After the debate and the approval of any amendments, the full chamber votes on the bill and it is 

passed or defeated by a majority vote. 

 

Step 10:  Referral to the Other Chamber:  When a bill is passed by the House or the Senate, it is referred to the other 

chamber where it usually follows a similar route through committee and floor action. This chamber may approve the bill 

as received, reject it, ignore it, or change it. 

 

Step 11:  Conference Committee Action:  If only minor changes are made to a bill by the other chamber, it is common 

for the legislation to go back to the first chamber for concurrence — a vote to approve the bill as revised by the other 

chamber. However, when the actions of the other chamber significantly alter the bill, a conference committee is formed 

to reconcile the differences between the House and Senate versions. If the conferees are unable to reach agreement, 

the legislation dies. If agreement is reached, a conference report is prepared describing the committee member’s 

recommendations for changes. Both the House and the Senate must approve the conference report. 

 

Step 12:   Final Actions:  After a bill has been approved by both the House and Senate in identical form, it is sent to the 

President. If the President approves of the legislation, he signs it and it becomes law. Or, the President can take no 

action for ten days, while Congress is in session, and it automatically becomes law. If the President opposes the bill he 
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can veto it; or, if he takes no action after the Congress has adjourned its second session, it is a “pocket veto” and the 

legislation dies. 

 

Once a bill passes the House or Senate, it's sent to the other chamber for consideration, where the 

same steps are repeated.  

 

A bill cannot become law unless it is approved by both chambers in identical form.   

 

If there are differences between the House and Senate versions, the two chambers appoint conferees, 

who form a conference committee to resolve the differences between the two versions.  

 

When a compromise is reached, the conference committee issues a report that explains the changes.  

Then, the report is sent to each chamber for consideration.  

 

Once the House and Senate have passed a bill in identical language, it's sent to the President to sign.  

 

Step 13:  Overriding a Veto: If the President vetoes a bill, Congress may attempt to “override the veto.” To do so, the bill 

must pass both houses with a two-thirds roll call vote of the Members who are present in sufficient numbers for a 

quorum. 

 

The President can approve the bill by signing it or disapprove with a veto. 

If the President vetoes a bill, it's returned to the chamber of origin for a vote.  

If two-thirds of both chambers vote affirmatively, the veto is overridden and the bill becomes law.  

Failure of either chamber to override sustains the veto.  

 

At every stage of the process, people can contact members of Congress or staff to provide written and oral 

comments.  

 

Any bill NOT passed by both the House and Senate, within the two years for each congress, is 

DEAD and must be reintroduced, assigned a new number and start the process over again. 

 

Congressional Sessions 

 

The Constitution mandates that Congress convene at least once a year. Each Congress usually has two sessions, since 

members of the House of Representatives serve two-year terms. The congressional calendar refers to measures that are 

eligible for consideration on the floor of Congress, although eligibility doesn't necessarily mean that a measure will be 

debated. The congressional schedule, meanwhile, keeps track of measures that Congress intends to discuss on a 

particular day. 
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Each Congress lasts two years and is comprised of two sessions. The dates of Congress' sessions have changed over the 

years, but since 1934, the first session convenes on Jan. 3 of odd-numbered years and adjourns on Jan. 3 of the 

following year, while the second session runs from Jan. 3 to Jan. 2 of even-numbered years. 

 

 

Get the following information on legislation before Congress: 

 

• Roll Call Votes as compiled by the House Tally Clerks under the direction of Robin H. Carle, Clerk of the House. 

• Bill Text:  The full text of all bills and resolutions introduced in the House or Senate 

• Bill Status:  Information about the current status of all bills and including a history of actions on each bill and an 

indication of its current place in the legislative process.  

• Amendment Status:   Summary information about amendments offered during the consideration of legislation 

on the House or Senate Floor. 

• Committee Jurisdiction:  The subject areas of legislation for which each committee is responsible when 

considering legislation. 

• Committee Reports:   The reports documenting each committee’s consideration of bills and reasons for 

recommending their approval. 

 

Sources Available on the Internet at: 

 

http://www.opencongress.org/ 

http://www.thomas.gov 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/bills/index.html 

 


