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egislative oversight of intelligence agencies is particularly important because the secrecy shrouding most 
intelligence activity makes it extremely difficult for actors outside government, such as journalists and 
independent watchdogs, to monitor what intelligence agencies are doing. In short, if legislators do not 

oversee these agencies effectively, informed scrutiny of them is likely to be sparse.  

In a reflection of the importance of this oversight relationship, a number of scholars have examined how and 
why the U.S. Congress has overseen or failed to oversee the American intelligence community, as well as the 
impact of such oversight on intelligence agency behavior.1 Related work has examined other aspects of the 
domestic politics of intelligence, including intelligence politicization, policymaker responsiveness to 
intelligence warnings, and intelligence reform efforts.2  
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Scholars have given less attention, however, to how intelligence agencies can shape oversight of their activities 
by political actors.3 In the article under review, Glenn Hastedt adds to our knowledge of intelligence politics 
by showing that the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) has used three identifiable strategies to influence how 
legislators oversee it.  

Prior work has highlighted two distinct types of legislative oversight of government agencies: police-patrol 
oversight, in which legislators directly monitor an agency’s activities on a regular basis; and fire-alarm 
oversight, in which legislators only monitor an agency’s activities when a scandal, emergency, or alert suggests 
that an agency may have done something wrong.4 Hastedt flips these concepts, developing the interesting 
argument that police-patrolling and fire-fighting also represent common agency strategies for interacting with 
legislative overseers. In this context, police patrolling refers to relatively routine monitoring by an agency of 
the actions and attitudes of overseers that is designed to head off unwanted congressional action, whereas fire-
fighting refers to the sharing of information with overseers after a crisis involving an agency has erupted into 
public view (713). Hastedt further argues that the CIA has also frequently used a third strategy for influencing 
overseers, which he calls “community education.” This concept refers to the provision of background 
information to overseers that is designed to help ensure that overseers understand the agency’s structure, roles, 
and mission (713).  

Hastedt illustrates the prevalence of all three of these modes of agency interaction with overseers through a 
variety of examples drawn from the CIA’s first seven decades of existence. He recounts a number of instances 
of police-patrolling by the CIA that were specifically aimed at blocking or modifying congressional oversight 
proposals. Although these police-patrol efforts were not always fully successful, they often bore some fruit. For 
example, during the 1970s, legislators began debating new requirements for congressional oversight of CIA 
covert actions. These debates resulted in the enactment of a series of laws that enhanced congressional 
oversight authority, but the CIA maneuvered effectively to prevent the adoption of other more onerous and 
restrictive measures (716). More proactively, the CIA forged an effective alliance during Bill Clinton’s 
presidency with Republican Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, which helped to secure greater funding for 
the agency at a time when U.S. spending on national security was declining (716). 

Hastedt’s examples of CIA fire-fighting are also illuminating—in part because, unlike congressional fire-alarm 
oversight, this activity has often been invisible to the public. For instance, in 1950, the CIA reached a private 
agreement with Senator Joseph McCarthy designed to prevent accusations by the Senator that Communists 
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were working at the CIA. This agreement held for a three-year period during which McCarthy did not target 
any CIA personnel, but the Senator ended the informal deal when he accused CIA official William Bundy of 
being a traitor in 1953 (713). 

Community education, for its part, represents a more mundane, but underappreciated, mode of interaction 
between agencies and legislators. Hastedt asserts that community education represents the most common of 
the three strategies employed by intelligence agencies – and one that has grown in significance over time as 
agency resources dedicated to managing relations with congressional offices have increased. CIA directors and 
other agency personnel have carried out this strategy by sharing information with congressional officials in 
settings ranging from private meals and gatherings over drinks to structured briefings for legislators and 
congressional staff. Hastedt explains that this type of information sharing serves a strategic purpose of 
building congressional trust and goodwill toward the agency.  

At the same time, community education can itself run into political obstacles, as the sharing of sensitive 
information can spark resistance from others in the executive branch who want to protect the information or 
from intelligence committee chairs who do not want their congressional colleagues to know as much as they 
do. Hastedt also notes that the CIA’s use of community education has waxed and waned over time, as the 
agency has learned, forgotten, and relearned lessons about the importance of building relationships with 
overseers.  

Scholars could build on Hastedt’s argument in a few ways. First, future work could attempt to document and 
analyze patterns involving the three strategies outlined by Hastedt more systematically. To what extent has 
each mode of CIA interaction with Congress increased or decreased over time, and what factors seem to best 
explain these temporal changes? Hastedt suggests that changes in perceived organizational problems, 
opportunities to act, and agency personnel have resulted in shifts in how the CIA has approached Congress. 
Alternatively, the CIA’s outreach to Congress might be influenced by other variables, such as whether or not 
the same party controls both branches of government. These suggestions can serve as starting points for the 
development of competing hypotheses about agency strategies for dealing with overseers, which could be 
tested through the collection and analysis of qualitative and/or quantitative data. 

Second, future research could investigate the extent to which the use of these strategies has influenced 
congressional activity. Hastedt presents examples suggesting that greater CIA outreach to Congress—
particularly in the form of community education—has sometimes led legislators to give the agency greater 
leeway or support. Are these examples representative of a general pattern in which this type of information-
sharing results in greater discretion or backing for the agency? On this point, too, more systematic research 
would be illuminating. 

Finally, scholars could examine whether community education is as important for agencies that deal mainly in 
unclassified matters and whether interest groups perform this function as much as agencies do in policy areas 
other than intelligence. In many policy areas, the need for community education may not be as great since 
information about the issues tends to be readily available from other sources. These other sources can include 
interest groups, which are relatively inactive in intelligence policy-making but can play important roles in 
educating legislative officials—with the goal of gaining congressional support for the groups’ agendas—on 
other issues. However, agencies might still benefit considerably from educating legislators about what they are 
doing to serve the public interest. What do the patterns of outreach to legislative officials look like in policy 
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areas other than intelligence, and how do these compare to the patterns in a policy area where most 
information is classified? 

One of the hallmarks of high-quality scholarship is that it both provides a new way of understanding an issue 
and opens up new avenues for further research. This article clearly meets both of these criteria. 
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