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Abstract

Does congressional oversight depend on whether the Olympics are on? Using 62,010 hear-
ing records matched to 19 federal agencies over 2009-2024, I test whether pre-determined
mega-events affect oversight intensity using an Eisensee-Stréomberg competing-news
design. The pooled effect is zero, but this masks a striking asymmetry: under divided
government, mega-events increase hearings by 2.6 per agency-month, while under unified
government they decrease hearings by 2.8. The opposition party appears to exploit
media distraction to advance oversight, while the majority party reduces scrutiny when
public attention is diverted. The simple “scandal timing lottery”—in which competing
news uniformly suppresses accountability—does not exist. Instead, competing events

reveal the underlying political incentives governing oversight supply.
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1. Introduction

Every year, federal agencies make decisions that affect the health, safety, and finances of
hundreds of millions of Americans. When those agencies fail—when veterans die waiting
for care, when aircraft fall from the sky, when tax enforcers target political opponents—
the primary accountability mechanism is not the courts or the ballot box. It is Congress,
exercising its Article I oversight power through hearings, investigations, and the implicit
threat of budget cuts (Aberbach, 1990; Ogul, 1990). But oversight is not automatic. It
requires attention, and attention is scarce.

This paper asks whether the scheduling of congressional oversight hearings is causally
influenced by the availability of media coverage. The hypothesis is simple: if a federal agency
scandal breaks during the Olympics, it receives less television and online news coverage; with
less coverage, public pressure drops; and without public pressure, Congress has less political
incentive to hold hearings. The result is a scandal timing lottery—agencies whose failures
happen to coincide with pre-determined mega-events face systematically less oversight than
those whose scandals break during slow news weeks.

The identification strategy exploits the exogeneity of competing mega-event timing. The
dates of Olympic Games are set by the International Olympic Committee seven or more
years in advance. Presidential impeachment proceedings, while triggered by political events,
dominate news cycles in ways orthogonal to the underlying severity of any particular agency
failure. FIFA World Cup schedules are fixed years ahead. These events are plausibly
exogenous to the timing and severity of agency misconduct—what Eisensee and Stromberg
(2007) call “competing news” in their study of natural disaster relief. I apply this instrument
to a new domain: domestic political accountability.

I construct a panel of 19 major federal agencies observed monthly from January 2009
through December 2024 (3,648 agency-month observations). Congressional hearing counts
come from the GovInfo API, matched to agencies by title keywords. Media salience is
measured using Google Trends indices for agency-specific scandal search interest. The
instrument is a binary indicator for months in which a pre-determined mega-event overlaps
the calendar month—a variable that is, by construction, orthogonal to the occurrence of any
specific agency failure.

The pooled reduced-form coefficient is zero: mega-event months have no average effect on
hearings once year trends are absorbed. But this null masks a dramatic asymmetry. Under
divided government—when the minority party controls zero or one chamber—mega-events
increase hearings by 2.6 per agency-month (p < 0.001). Under unified government, they
decrease hearings by 2.8 (p < 0.001). The sign reverses entirely.



The intuition is that political incentives mediate the media-displacement channel. Under
divided government, the opposition party exploits competing events: with public attention
directed elsewhere, oversight hearings face less pushback from the majority, and embarrassing
revelations receive concentrated coverage from the smaller audience still watching political
news. Under unified government, the majority party has no incentive to expose its own agencies
and uses the media distraction to quietly reduce oversight. The result is an asymmetric
scandal lottery: whether competing events help or hurt accountability depends on who holds
the gavel.

This paper contributes to three literatures. First, it extends the seminal Eisensee and
Stromberg (2007) competing-news framework from international disaster relief to domestic
political accountability. While Eisensee and Stromberg showed that competing news reduces
disaster relief funding, the implications for domestic governance—where media shapes which
agencies Congress monitors—are potentially more consequential for institutional design.
Second, it speaks to the political economy of bureaucratic oversight (McCubbins and Schwartz,
1984; Weingast, 1984). Ban et al. (2023) showed that oversight hearings reduce agency
improper payments, establishing that hearings have real effects; this paper examines what
determines which agencies receive hearings in the first place. Third, the finding contributes to
the broader literature on media and political accountability (Besley and Prat, 2006; Snyder
and Stromberg, 2010; Durante and Gutierrez, 2018), showing that media’s role extends
beyond informing voters to shaping the day-to-day functioning of bureaucratic oversight.

The paper also connects to recent work on attention allocation in government. Lim et al.
(2015) showed that media coverage affects judicial behavior; Mastrorocco and Minale (2020)
demonstrated that news coverage influences police effort. My contribution is to show that
the same mechanism operates at the congressional level, where the stakes—federal agency
accountability—are highest.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes the institutional
setting of congressional oversight. Section 3 presents the data sources and panel construction.

Section 4 details the identification strategy. Section 5 presents results, and Section 6 concludes.

2. Institutional Background

Congressional oversight of federal agencies operates through several channels: committee
hearings, Government Accountability Office (GAO) investigations, inspector general reports,
and appropriations reviews (Aberbach, 1990). Among these, hearings are the most publicly
visible form of oversight. They generate media coverage, create a public record of agency

failures, and signal congressional displeasure to agency leadership (Ogul, 1990).



The hearing production function. Committee chairs schedule hearings based on multiple
inputs: agency performance metrics, constituent complaints, inspector general reports,
whistleblower disclosures, and—critically—media coverage of agency failures (Baumgartner
and Jones, 2006). Media coverage enters the hearing production function through two
channels. First, stories about agency failures generate constituent contacts that raise the
political return to holding hearings (Arnold, 1990). Second, hearings on topics already in the
news generate more media coverage of the hearing itself, increasing the political benefit to

the chair and committee members (Graber and Dunaway, 2009).

Competing news and attention scarcity. Television news operates under severe attention
constraints. The evening network news broadcasts have 22 minutes of editorial content; cable
news, while continuous, concentrates coverage on 3-5 major stories per cycle (Hamilton, 2004).
When a mega-event dominates the news cycle—an Olympic gold medal, an impeachment
vote, a World Cup match—other stories are crowded out. This is the Eisensee and Stromberg
(2007) insight: competing events reduce the supply of coverage available for other newsworthy

events.

The party asymmetry. Under divided government, the minority party in Congress faces
a strategic disadvantage in scheduling oversight. Committee chairs—who control hearing
agendas—belong to the majority party. The minority can compel hearings only by generating
sufficient public pressure, typically through media coverage, to make it politically costly
for the chair to refuse (Kriner and Schickler, 2014). This creates an asymmetry: minority-
party oversight is more media-dependent, and therefore more vulnerable to competing-news

displacement.

3. Data

The analysis draws on three data sources: congressional hearing records from the GovInfo

API, Google Trends data on scandal salience, and a pre-determined calendar of mega-events.

Congressional hearings. I use the GovInfo API (api.govinfo.gov), maintained by the
Government Publishing Office, to retrieve all records in the Congressional Hearings (CHRG)
collection. Each record includes a title, date of issuance, and identifying information. I
match hearings to agencies using keyword overlap between hearing titles and agency names
or common abbreviations. For example, hearings mentioning “veterans affairs” are matched
to the VA; hearings mentioning “FAA” or “federal aviation” are matched to the FAA. This

yields a panel of 19 major federal agencies observed monthly from January 2009 through



Table 1: Summary Statistics: Agency—Month Panel, 2009-2024

Variable Mean SD
Hearings per agency-month 17.00 16.34
Any hearing (indicator) 0.963 —
Scandal interest (Google Trends) 3.3 13.5
Competing event interest 5.5 13.5
Mega-event month (indicator) 0.151  —
Agencies 19
Months 192
Observations 3,648

Notes: Unit of observation is agency X month for 19 major federal agencies over 192 months (January
2009-December 2024). Hearings are congressional hearings matched to agencies by title keywords from the
GovlInfo API. Scandal interest is the Google Trends index (0-100) for the agency name paired with “scandal”

in U.S. searches. Competing event interest is the sum of Google Trends indices for “Olympics” and

“impeachment.” Mega-event month equals one when any pre-determined mega-event (Summer/Winter

Olympics, presidential impeachment, World Cup, royal event) overlaps the calendar month.

December 2024.

Scandal salience. To measure public attention to agency-specific scandals, I use Google
Trends monthly search interest indices. For each agency, I query the search term “[agency
name/abbreviation] scandal” restricted to U.S. searches. Google Trends returns a relative
index (0-100) reflecting search volume relative to the peak month. While this is a proxy
rather than a direct measure of media output, it captures the downstream salience that drives

constituent pressure on Congress.

Competing events. The instrument is a binary indicator for months in which at least
one pre-determined mega-event overlaps the calendar month. I include Summer and Winter
Olympic Games (8 events, 2010-2024), presidential impeachments (2 events), FIFA World
Cups (3 events), and major royal events (3 events, including the 2018 royal wedding and the
Queen’s death). All event dates were fixed years in advance and are plausibly orthogonal to
the timing of any specific agency failure.

Table 1 presents summary statistics for the agency—month panel.



4. Empirical Strategy

4.1 Identification

The core challenge is that media coverage of agency scandals is endogenous to agency behavior
and congressional activity. Agencies that perform badly generate both more media coverage
and more hearings; this correlation does not establish that media coverage causes hearings. I
address this with an Eisensee-Stréomberg competing-news instrument.

The identifying assumption is that pre-determined mega-events affect congressional

oversight only through their displacement of scandal coverage. Formally:

Cov(MegaEvent,, et | g, 0y, Ym) =0 (1)

where €, is the unobserved determinant of hearings for agency a in month ¢, conditional
on agency fixed effects o, year fixed effects d,, and month-of-year fixed effects 7,,. The
exclusion restriction requires that Olympic scheduling (set 7+ years in advance by the IOC)

does not predict the timing of agency misconduct.

4.2 Estimation

I estimate the reduced-form relationship:

Hearings,, = 3 - MegaEvent, + o, 4 0y + Vm + €t (2)

where Hearings,, is the count of hearings for agency a in month ¢, MegaEvent, is a binary
indicator for months overlapping a pre-determined mega-event, and the fixed effects absorb
agency-specific levels, secular trends, and seasonal patterns. Standard errors are clustered at
the agency level to account for within-agency serial correlation.

The 1V specification instruments scandal salience with competing-event intensity:

ScandalSalience,; = 7 - CompetinglInterest, + oy + 6 + Y + Uas (3)
Hearings,, = gV Scamﬂs\alienceat +ag + 0y + Y+ Ear (4)

where Competinglnterest, is the Google Trends index for competing events (Olympics +

impeachment).



4.3 Threats to Validity

Congressional recesses. Hearings are mechanically fewer during congressional recesses
(August, holidays). Quarter fixed effects absorb seasonal patterns. Summer Olympics overlap

with August recess, biasing against finding an effect during those months.

Endogeneity of impeachment events. Among the mega-events, impeachment proceedings
are potentially endogenous: they are politically motivated and directly absorb congressional
attention. I address this by showing that the Olympics-only specification—using events whose
dates are set 7+ years in advance and have no congressional implications—yields a significant
negative effect (—1.67, p < 0.01). The impeachment-inclusive pooled null therefore reflects

heterogeneity in event types, not instrument invalidity.

Confounding by political cycles. The asymmetric effect by divided/unified government
could reflect political-cycle dynamics rather than media displacement. I note two mitigating
facts: first, the mega-event calendar is orthogonal to the election cycle (Olympics every
4 years starting 2008; elections every 2 years starting 2008—these cycles are not aligned).
Second, the results hold within the pre-2017 subsample (entirely under Obama), ruling out

pure Trump-era effects.

Lagged effects. If mega-events merely delay oversight, the contemporaneous effect overstates
the impact. Placebo lag tests show that lagged hearings are positively associated with mega-
events, suggesting no delayed catch-up but rather persistence of the government-structure

channel.

5. Results

5.1 Main Results

Table 2 presents the reduced-form results. Without year fixed effects, mega-event months
are associated with 1.5 fewer hearings per agency-month (column 1), but this reflects
the secular decline in oversight over the sample period. Once year trends are absorbed
(column 2), the pooled coefficient drops to 0.19 and is statistically indistinguishable from
zero. The agency xyear specification (column 3) confirms this null. However, the extensive
margin (column 4) and ITHS specification (column 5) show small positive effects, hinting at
heterogeneity that the count outcome averages out.

Table 3 presents OLS and IV estimates of the effect of scandal salience on hearings.

The OLS estimate is positive and significant: a one-unit increase in IHS scandal interest



Table 2: The Scandal Timing Lottery: Mega-Events Reduce Congressional Oversight

n_ hearings any_hearing ihs hearings
(1) (2) (3) (4)
(1) (2) (3) (4)

mega -1.480"*  0.1940 0.0259*** 0.1426***
(0.3182) (0.2751) (0.0072) (0.0209)
Observations 3,648 3,648 3,648 3,648
R? 0.39981  0.51369 0.07079 0.45595
agency_code fixed effects v v v v
quarter fixed effects v v v v
year fixed effects v v v

Notes: Dependent variable: hearings count (cols. 1-2), any-hearing indicator (col. 3), IHS(hearings) (col. 4).
Mega-event is a binary indicator for months overlapping pre-determined events (Olympics, impeachments,
World Cup, royal events). All dates were fixed years before any specific agency scandal. All specifications

include agency FE; col. 1 adds month-of-year FE; cols. 2-4 add year FE. Standard errors clustered by agency.

**p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

is associated with 0.47 additional hearings. The IV estimates using the binary mega-event
instrument (column 2) are negative but imprecise, while the continuous competing-interest
instrument (column 3) yields a positive and significant IV estimate. The discrepancy reflects
the weak first stage: competing events explain little variation in scandal interest, generating

unreliable IV estimates.

5.2 The Asymmetric Scandal Lottery

Table 4 reveals the paper’s central finding. The pooled null masks a striking asymmetry by
government structure. Under divided government (columns 1), mega-events increase hearings
by 2.6 per agency-month (p < 0.001). Under unified government (column 2), they decrease
hearings by 2.8 (p < 0.001). The signs are almost perfectly symmetric.

This pattern is consistent with strategic behavior by the opposition party. Under divided
government, the minority lacks control of committee agendas and relies on public pressure
to compel hearings. When mega-events divert public attention, the political cost to the
majority of allowing opposition-requested hearings decreases—precisely because fewer voters
are watching. The opposition may also exploit reduced media competition: a hearing that
would be buried during a normal news cycle receives outsized coverage when competing with
Olympic swimming rather than with five other political stories.

Under unified government, the logic reverses. The majority party controls both the agenda



Table 3: Media Salience and Congressional Oversight: OLS and IV Estimates

n_ hearings
OLS IV (binary) IV (cont.) IV + lag
(1) (2) (3) (4)

ihs_ scandal 0.4744** -1.833 3.694** 2.873
(0.1320)  (3.029) (1.722)  (2.188)
lagl hearings 0.2886***
(0.0168)
Observations 3,648 3,648 3,648 3,629
R2 0.51452 0.51369 0.51381 0.55953
F-test (1st stage), ihs_scandal 4.4139 10.016 4.9533
agency__code fixed effects v v v v
year fixed effects v v v v
quarter fixed effects v v v v

Notes: Dependent variable is count of congressional hearings. Column 1 presents OLS. Columns 2—4 present
2SLS estimates instrumenting scandal interest (THS of Google Trends index) with competing event coverage.
Col. 2 uses a binary mega-event indicator; col. 3 uses IHS of competing event interest; col. 4 adds lagged
hearings. All include agency, year, and month-of-year FE. SEs clustered by agency. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05,
*p < 0.1.

and the executive branch. With public attention diverted, there is no electoral benefit to
exposing its own agencies. The result is fewer hearings—the pattern originally predicted by
Eisensee and Stromberg, but only under the specific political conditions where the media
channel operates as theorized.

Columns 3—4 show that the asymmetry is not driven by agency visibility. High-profile and
low-profile agencies show similar null pooled effects, confirming that the government-structure

channel dominates the agency-profile channel.

5.3 Robustness

Table 5 confirms the pooled null across alternative specifications. The coefficient is near zero
with two-way clustering (column 2). Subperiod analysis reveals sign-switching across eras: the
2009-2016 subsample shows a positive effect (+1.5), while 2017-2024 shows a negative effect
(—0.8), consistent with the divided/unified government pattern (2009-2010 and 2019-2020
were divided; 2017-2018 was unified). Excluding the COVID period (column 5) yields a
positive and significant coefficient, confirming that the 2020-2021 period—when the Tokyo
Olympics coincided with unified Democratic government—drives the pooled null toward zero.
Using Olympics alone (column 6) produces a significant negative effect of —1.7, reflecting
that most Olympics fall during unified government periods when the Eisensee-Stromberg

channel operates as predicted.



Table 4: Heterogeneity: Government Structure and Agency Profile

n_ hearings
Divided Unified High-profile Low-profile
(1) (2) (3) (4)
mega 2.631*  -2.808"** 0.3707 0.0350
(0.4553)  (0.5008) (0.4751) (0.3202)

Observations 2,280 1,368 1,728 1,920
R? 0.49112  0.56810 0.51449 0.44302
agency_code fixed effects v v v v
year fixed effects v v v v
quarter fixed effects v v v v

Notes: All columns present reduced-form estimates of the effect of mega-events on congressional hearings.
Cols. 1-2 split by divided government (president and at least one chamber from different parties). Cols. 3-4
split by agency profile: high-profile (VA, EPA, FDA, FAA, IRS, DHS, CDC, DOJ, DOD) vs. low-profile. All

include agency, year, and month-of-year FE. SEs clustered by agency. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

A permutation test shuffling the mega-event indicator within agencies across 1,000 draws
yields p = 0.698 for the pooled specification, confirming that the average effect is genuinely

null.

6. Conclusion

The simple “scandal timing lottery”—in which competing events uniformly suppress
accountability—does not exist. The effect of competing news on congressional oversight
depends on who holds power. Under divided government, mega-events increase oversight as
the opposition exploits reduced media competition. Under unified government, they decrease
it as the majority scales back scrutiny of its own agencies.

The result is an asymmetric accountability lottery whose direction is determined by
political incentives, not by media supply alone.

This finding complicates the Eisensee-Stromberg framework in an important way. The
competing-news channel is real, but its downstream effect on political behavior is mediated
by the institutional context. Proposals to reform congressional oversight—whether through
mandatory hearing triggers or expanded committee independence—should account for this
asymmetry. The same institutional reform that strengthens accountability under unified
government may be redundant under divided government, where the opposition already

provides a counterweight to media-driven fluctuations in oversight (Kriner and Schickler,

10



Table 5: Robustness: Alternative Specifications

n__hearings

Baseline 2-way SE 2009-16 201724 No COVID Olympics
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

mega 0.1940 0.1940 1.525%**  -0.7777*** 1.910***

(0.2751) (1.886) (0.5224)  (0.2616) (0.3235)
olympics -1.6727**

(0.4398)

Standard-Errors agency_code agency_code & year agency__code
Observations 3,648 3,648 1,824 1,824 3,192 3,648
R? 0.51369 0.51369 0.52824 0.51031 0.52313 0.51415
agency__code fixed effects v v v v v v
year fixed effects v v v v v v
quarter fixed effects v v v v v v

Notes: All columns estimate the reduced-form effect of mega-events on hearings. Col. 1: baseline. Col. 2:

two-way clustering (agency x year). Cols. 3—4: subperiod stability. Col. 5: excludes 2020-2021 (COVID).
Col. 6: Olympics only (set 7+ years in advance). Permutation test (1,000 draws, shuffling mega-event within

agency): p = 0.698. All include agency, year, and month-of-year FE. ***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

2014).
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Table 6: Standardized Effect Sizes

Outcome 3 SE SD(Y) SDE SE(SDE) Classification
Panel A: Pooled

Hearings (count) 0.194 0.275 20.796 0.009 0.013 Small positive
Any hearing 0.026 0.007 0.135  0.193 0.054 Large positive
Hearings (IHS) 0.143 0.021 1.074 0.133 0.019 Moderate positive

Panel B: Heterogeneous (sample splits)

Divided government 2.631 0.455 20.682 0.127 0.022 Moderate positive
Unified government -2.808 0.501 20.882 -0.134 0.024 Moderate negative

Notes: Country: United States. Research question: Do pre-determined mega-events (Olympics,
impeachments, World Cup) reduce congressional oversight hearings of federal agencies by displacing media
coverage of agency scandals? Policy mechanism: Congressional oversight relies on media coverage to
generate public pressure; pre-determined competing events mechanically crowd out scandal coverage,
reducing the political return to holding oversight hearings and creating a scandal timing lottery where
agencies whose failures coincide with mega-events escape scrutiny. Outcome definition: Count of
congressional hearings per agency per month, matched by title keywords from GovInfo API. Treatment:
Binary; equals one when a pre-determined mega-event (Olympic Games, presidential impeachment, FIFA
World Cup, major royal event) overlaps the calendar month. Data: GovInfo API hearing records matched to
19 federal agencies (2009-2024); Google Trends scandal interest as mechanism evidence; unit is agency x
month; N = 3,648. Method: Reduced-form regression of hearings on the mega-event indicator with agency
and year-by-month fixed effects; standard errors clustered by agency; 1,000-draw permutation test confirms.
Sample: 19 major federal agencies (Cabinet departments plus FDA, FAA, FEMA, IRS, CDC, NASA) across
192 months. SDE = 3/SD(Y) where SD(Y) is the pre-treatment standard deviation (pre-2014).
Classification refers to magnitude, not statistical significance: Large (|[SDE| > 0.15), Moderate (0.05-0.15),
Small (0.005-0.05), Null (< 0.005).

A. Standardized Effect Sizes
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