
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

December 22, 2020 

Congressional Freshmen:  Choosing a Persona 
Experienced members of Congress say that the key to being a new member is picking an overall 
strategy that plays to your strengths and weaknesses. 
Based on conversations with veteran members and former congressional staff, the congressional 
management guide Setting Course suggests that there are five basic roles that members can 
adopt. Most members “major” in one role and “minor” in another — by focusing on just one or two 
roles, new members can start developing expertise and earn the respect of their more experienced 
colleagues. 



 

 

Committing to a particular role can help new members make key early decisions. For example, if 
a new member wishes to adopt the “ombudsman” role and specialize in steering projects and 
funds back to their home district, they might seek to join the Appropriations Committee so they 
can have a direct hand in writing key spending bills.  
 
While members often adopt elements of multiple roles, not all roles are compatible with one 
another. For example, a member adopting the role of an “outsider” prone to publicly criticizing 
Congress, its leadership and even their colleagues would struggle to also take on the role of a 
“legislative insider” who must carefully strike deals and compromises with those same 
colleagues.  
 
On the other hand, roles can sometimes be complementary. A member who wants to attract 
national media attention in the “statesman” role might worry about the effect that attention has 
on their standing back home. By minoring in the “ombudsman” role, the member can reinforce 
their popularity back home — but this dual specialization relies on the fact that “statesmen” 
avoid directly antagonizing leadership and colleagues whose cooperation is necessary for an 
“ombudsman” to succeed.	 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Congressional Management Foundation, “Setting course: A congressional management guide” 


