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CHAPTER TWO

Presidential Appointments:
Recruiting Executive Branch

Leaders

JAMES P. PFIFFNER

THE UNITED STATES Constitution vests the “executive
power” in the president and commands that “the laws be faithfully exe-
cuted.” To fulfill this constitutional responsibility, each president appoints
the major officers of the government. The ability of 'the government to
carry out its primary function—responding to the wishes of its ‘c1't12erls
through execution of the laws—depends crucially on capfible civil ser-
vants. The effectiveness of these civil servants in the executive branch, in
turn, is intimately linked with the quality of the leadership of the execu-
tive branch—that is, presidential appointments. . .

Each new president comes to office with the opportunity to appoint
thousands of men and women who will help lead the executive branch.
No individual could possibly make these selections alone, and so the
Office of Presidential Personnel (OPP) in the White House Office is the
organizational entity that assists the president in recruiting lead.ers for the
executive branch. Career civil servants are recruited on a cor}tlnual ba.51s
by the Office of Personnel Management and indiv1dgal agencics, but w1t_h
each change of administration the Office of Presidential Personnel is
formed anew to recruit leaders for the top levels of the executive branch.

The primary duty of the Office of Presidential Personnel is to he!p
repopulate the leadership levels of the executive branch,.a crucial task in
serving the nation. The first section of this chapter examines the devglog—
ment of the recruitment function in American government and the insti-

50

RECRUITING EXECUTIVE BRANCH LEADERS SI

tutionalization of the Office of Presidential Personnel over the past fifty
years. The OPP did not exist in 1960; by 1981, more than a hundred
people were working on political recruitment.

In addition to serving the presidency, the Office of Presidential
Personnel also serves individual presidents. All presidents want to mold
their administrations to fit their policy agendas and to reflect the values of
the coalitions that put them in office. This task calls for close attention to
the wishes of the individual president not merely to recruit the individu-
als the president personally knows and wants to appoint but also to seek
out those individuals who share the president’s values and have the skills,
character, and experience to carry out his or her policy directives. The sec-
ond section of this chapter explores the OPP’s relationship with the presi-
dent in recruiting presidential and other political appointees.

Third, the OPP has important obligations to the individual Americans
it is trying to recruit. The presidential nomination and appointments
process is complex, conflictual, and difficult. Evidence collected by the
Brookings Institution’s Presidential Appointee Initiative shows that many
presidential nominees, despite their enthusiasm for coming to work in
Washington, are less than enchanted by the way they have been treated in
the process of presidential nomination and confirmation by the Senate,
The final section of this chapter examines the appointments process from
the perspective of the nominees and suggests ways that their experience
might be improved in the future.

The Office of Presidential Personnel: Serving the Nation

Although presidents had made thousands of political appointments
through the years, until the middle of the twentieth century they lacked
the personal staff needed to exercise significant control over those
choices. As presidents began to assert more personal control over ap-

~ pointments, they increased their own institutional capacity to recruit their

own nominees for positions in the government. The creation of this insti-
tutional capacity began slowly and only gradually superceded the tradi-
tional reliance upon the political parties. As the institutional capacity nec-
essary to support a growing presidency evolved, however, it also acquired
some of the drawbacks of large organizations. The whole process began
to slow, and the time necessary for bringing on board the president’s team
increased significantly.
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The Institutionalization of the Office of Presidential Personnel

President Harry S Truman was the first 'president to place onj p'c:ii,c:;
Donald Dawson, in charge of advising ?um on silppomtm?,nt : ec1c andi,_
Dawson had one assistant. Dawson’s main z?c.twmes were C ea.rlng canc
dates for office, placing them in spec_iﬁc positions, and ‘mz;rllagg.mfapf tron
age by coordinating placements w1'th the Democxjatlc adlo v
mittee.! He did not have the capacity to operate ujldepe'n exf1 y o
Democratic Party, but his appointment Wwas the first significant step
roward the development of presidential indepeQdence. e

President Dwight D. Eisenhower did not beh.eve that party ptatlr_I ! hfd
should play a large role at the top levels of Amerlcap .goverr;n::llrln..l e
been a professional military OfﬁCFF .and was susplcilous o urning Over
important government responsibilities to people w ols;; ma equlalr -
tion was loyal service to the party. Instead of a Repu. ican reg la c,lraft
designated Charles Willis, who had foundf:d a nonpartisan group
Eisenhower, as his aide for political appointments. ceed

Despite his personal distrust of patronage, E1s§nhowfer wt:;s,esn : ] cred
to heavy pressure from the Republican Party for jobs a :13)5 Nztgfonal
of Democratic control of the governmept.. The‘ Republican iona!
Committee complained that the new administration was not hsen:;l e o
the needs of the party faithful. These pressurc?svwere s0 gre:t tl at : ?n o
trol of patronage was brought into the White House and place
hands of Eisenhower’s chief of staff, Sherman Adams.. X ented

Shortly after his inauguration in Marc.h‘ 1953, E}sen os;veli< reat a;
through executive order, a new class of pohg.cal appomt;nen s,than-exec-
Schedule C positions. By design, these positions were at ower—Ab vexee
utive levels and policy determining or confidential in nattlx)re. :t oo
hundred positions were created by the' order, th?ugh sudseque thepneec1
dents would increase this number. By Els.enhower s secon Ferm he neec
for more White House control was indicated by the creation O
position, special assistant for personnel manz.igement. —

When John E Kennedy was elected, he did not wa1.1t ;1) ur et
ment for political appointments over to t_he Democratic Etl(}nh Com
mittee and assigned his aides in the White House th’e task o dasever agl
political personnel. His campaign manager, Lanjy 0] l;rxe}r:, ;n vere
other staffers took care of placing political 'loyahsts who ha sulp))rpoadly
Kennedy in the campaign as well as managlng patrqn;g‘:e ;nc;ret ros the.
To fill the top levels of his administration, however, with “the DS
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brightest,” Kennedy created a “talent hunt” that was headed by a sepa-
rate team under Sargent Shriver. This appointments team would not
merely screen applications that came in but would also reach out to find
talented people who were committed to Kennedy’s New Frontier poli-
cies. As Kennedy aide Dan Fenn explained it, they wanted to avoid the
syndrome of the usual approach to staffing an administration:
BOGSAT-—that is, “a bunch of guys sitting around a table” asking each
other “whom do you know.”?

Lyndon B. Johnson continued Kennedy’s practice of putting his own
aides in charge of political personnel. He asked John Macy to come to the
White House to run his recruitment operation at the same time that Macy
was chair of the Civil Service Commission. Macy spent mornings at the
civil service building and afternoons and evenings at the White House,
helping Johnson select presidential appointments. Macy expanded the
political personnel staff from four to seven professionals and began to use
computers to organize job files.?

The campaign run by Richard M. Nixon had not been dependent on
the Republican National Committee, and he intended to run his White
House with his handpicked supporters. After the inauguration, the per-
sonnel operation was taken over by Peter Flanigan, who initially had fif-
teen staffers working for him. The ability of the White House to control
presidential appointments was undercut, however, by President Nixon’s
original intentions to have his cabinet secretaries pick the best people for
their departments rather than tightly controlling appointments from the

White House.

Nixon soon became disillusioned with his “cabinet government”
approach to political appointments: he felt that his cabinet secretaries were
not implementing his priorities and were choosing appointees who were
loyal to them but not necessarily to Nixon himself. So in 1970 he brought
Fred Malek from his position at the Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare to run the political appointments process at the White House.
Malek planned to create a “professional executive search capacity” in the

White House. In his opinion, before his arrival the search was primarily
reactive rather than actively seeking out the best executive talent, “What
they were doing then was more dependent on what came in over the tran-
som through the political system. They were not clearly delineating the
nature of a job, the requirements of a job, and then going out and search-
ing through society to find the best candidates for that kind of job, to meet
the criteria. So we established a professional team of executive recruiters
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and endeavored to find the best people.”* Malek eventually had thirty to
forty staffers working in the White House personnel office.

Jimmy Carter’s personnel operation began in the summer of 1976.
Carter took his possible transition into office seriously, and because he
did not have Washington experience, he decided to set up a transition
team in Atlanta. One of the main tasks of the transition operation was to
create a talent inventory program to prepare lists of possible appointees
to political positions. The operation in Atlanta, headed by Jack Watson,
collected thousands of resumés for cabinet and subcabinet positions, but
much of the preparation work they did was ignored once Carter was
elected because campaign officials, under the direction of Hamilton -
Jordan, felt that campaign workers had been excluded from serious con-
sideration. In the battle following the election, Jordan won.

Even if all of the work of the talent inventory program operation had
survived intact, however, it would probably not have made a major
impact on presidential appointments because of President Carter’s com-
mitment to “cabinet government.” Part of his approach to governance
was to delegate to cabinet secretaries broad authority to select their sub-
cabinet subordinates. Not all cabinet secretaries were as supportive of
White House policy direction as Carter had expected, however, and many
of the subcabinet appointees were more loyal to their immediate superi-
ors than to Carter.

In 1978, having decided to abandon his cabinet government approach,
President Carter brought in Tim Kraft, and then Arnie Miller, to tighten
White House control over presidential appointments. According to
Miller, the Carter White House “had given away the store and they
wanted to take it back. . . . He gave away hiring. I was brought in to take
it back.”* Miller began to take control of the appointments process, but
it was already halfway through the administration, and, as John
Ehrlichman was fond of saying, once the toothpaste is out of the tube, it

is very difficult to get it back in.

President Ronald Reagan decided to take a deliberate approach to
political appointments, and in April 1980, Ed Meese asked Pendleton
James, a professional headhunter, to begin planning personnel operations
for a possible Reagan administration. Mindful of the frustrating experi-
ences of Presidents Nixon and Carter, the Reagan administration decided
to control all political appointments tightly in the White House. In con-
trast with previous administrations, this would include political appoint-
ments below the presidential level, such as noncareer Senior Executive
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Seryi.ce (SES) and Schedule C appointees. To emphasize the importance of
political appointments, James was given the title of assistant to the presi-
denF for presidential personnel and an office in the West Wing of the
Whltfi House, two important precedents. To handle the large volume of
appomntments and tighter scrutiny, the Office of Presidential Personnel
was expanded considerably, and James had about a hundred people to
assist him. The Reagan personnel operation was the most thorough and
sophisticated approach to date. :

President George Bush continued to maintain control of political per-
sonnel in the White House through Chase Untermeyer and Constance
Horner, directors of his Office of Presidential Personnel. The tight White
House c.ontrol was loosened a bit, and more leeway was given to cabinet
secretaries over nonpresidential political appointments, but the principle
that all political appointments were at the president’s discretion was
enforced.

President Bill Clinton’s transition efforts were centered with the
pr.esident-elect in Little Rock, Arkansas, but his political personnel oper-
ation was at the Washington end of the transition. Including volunteers
an'd professionals, the total number of people working on personnel oper-
ations approached three hundred.é The operation handled a huge volume
of applications and resumés, aided by new scanning and computer tech-
nology. The personnel efforts were hindered, however, by a disruptive
turnover in leadership. Clinton appointed Richard Riley to head the per-
sonnel operation, and Riley conscientiously consulted his predecessors
about how best to handle the duties of heading the personnel office. Soon
after his appointment, however, Clinton designated Riley to be his secre-
tary of education. Clinton then appointed his aide, Bruce Lindsey, to be
head of political personnel, but Lindsey was also handling other i’mpor-
tant duties for Clinton, and the appointments process suffered. In January
he tl.n'ned to Veronica Biggins, an Atlanta bank executive, to head up
presidential personnel. In March 1993 the Office of Presidential Per-
sonnel had about a hundred people working in it, though by the summer
of 1993 that number had been cut in half and was down to thirty-five by
the end of September.”

Thus the presidential recruitment function was transformed in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. It developed the following characteristics:

—The political parties, which had dominated presidential appoint-
ments for the previous century, were gradually replaced by an increas-
ingly professionalized executive recruitment capacity.
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—The recruitment capacity, which began with one person i'n charge in
the Truman administration, was gradually institutionalized in a potent
and permanent place in the White House Office, headed by an aide with
the title of assistant to the president. . .

~—The reach of the OPP was extended not only to presidential appoint-
ments but also to what are technically agency head appointments (non-
career SES and Schedule C positions). .

—The size of the office grew from six people in the Kennedy adminis-
tration to more than a hundred staffers at the beginning of the Reagan
and Clinton administrations.

The Slowing Pace of Appointments

Part of the cause of this institutionalization was the increasigg num-
ber of appointments that are handled by the Offlce? of Pre51denF1a1
Personnel. An important consequence of these increasing numbers is a
significant slowing of the appointments process. Both of these develop-
ments have had negative consequences for the presidency and the
national government. ‘ .

Seeking out potential appointees for the highest-level. appointed posi-
tions like cabinet secretaries, agency heads, the subcabinet, and regula-
tory commissioners is a challenge in its own right, but the task of the
Office of Presidential Personnel is quite a bit broad'er. The QPP must filso
recruit many other presidential appointees, including fu%l-tlime positions
on commissions as well as ambassadors (185), U.S. d'lstnct at.torne'ys
(94), and U.S. marshals (94). A total of 1,125 full-time presidential
appointments require Senate confirmation. . '

In addition to presidential appointments, lower-level polmcal' appoint-
ments are available to each administration to help implen?ent its priori-
ties. These include noncareer appointments in the Senior Executive
Service (created in 1978), which can amount to 10 percent of the total
career SES of around 7,500. Noncareer SES appointments presently
number about 720. Schedule C positions, a total of 200 when ﬁ'rs't create.d
in 1953, now number 1,428. These latter two categories of political posi-
tions are technically appointed by cabinet secretaries and agency heads.
Since the Reagan administration, however, they have been controlled by
the Office of Presidential Personnel. Although noncareer SES and
Schedule C appointments are not as important as pr.emdentlal gppomtees,
their screening and control by the OPP create a significant additional bur-

den on the office.
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These appointments are directly concerned with the leadership and
control of the executive branch by the president, but the OPP also advises
the president on several thousand part-time appointments, many to
boards and commissions that may meet several times a year. A total of
490 part-time presidential appointments requiring Senate confirmation
are made at the president’s discretion, in addition to 1,859 that do not
require Senate confirmation. :

Regardless of how one counts or which categories are included, the
number of political appointees has increased considerably over the past
fifty years, and the OPP faces a daunting challenge in helping the presi-
dent fill the positions. Although in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies the number of appointees, including postmasters, customs inspec-
tors, and other field positions, was considerably greater than at present,
those positions were filled as patronage by political parties. Now the posi-
tions are used directly to provide leadership for the executive branch;
they require significant skills, experience, and expertise and are controlled
by the president through the OPP.

Given the increasing numbers of political positions and the Increasing
scope of coverage of the OPP, it is not surprising that the pace of appoint-
ments has slowed considerably in the past four decades. One indicator of
the difficulty that recent presidents have had is the total number of nom-
inations and appointments they have been able to make in the first year
of their presidencies. This information is presented in table 2-1,

The slower pace of the Bush administration js explained by the fact
that his was a “friendly takeover.” That is, Bush took over following eight
years of the Reagan administration, with political positions already filled
with loyal Republicans, and he had no need to rush appointments. In
contrast, during a party turnover transition, the top levels of the govern-
ment are vacant, and there is an urgent need to fill the positions with the
new president’s appointees. Despite this need, recent administrations have
been taking longer to get their people on board.

From the perspective of individual nominees and their experience, the
process is often frustratingly slow. The Presidential Appointee Initiative
asked presidential appointees from the Reagan, first Bush, and Clinton
administrations how many months had passed from the time they were
first contacted by the White House until they were confirmed by the
Senate. Evidence for the slowing process can be seen in table 2-2, which
illustrates a comparison of the experiences of those appointees from 1984
to 1999 with those of a sample from 1964 to 1984 who were surveyed
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Table 2-1. First-Year Nominations, by Administration, 1977-93

Number . -
Carter Reagan Bus inton
(1977) (1981) (1989) (1993)
Nominations requiring Senate .
confirmation 682 22(2) ﬁg; 399
Total confirmed 637

s ) iversity Press
Source: Data from James P. Phiffner, The Strategic Presidency: Hitting the Ground Running, 2d ed. (University Pres
of Kansas, 1996), p. 168.

earlier by the National Academy of Public Administratio.n.. Tab.le 2-3
demonstrates the increasing time necessary for a new admlr‘nstratlon to
get its appointees on board in a different way, by comparing the past
inistrations.
thr;i\:c?:clreased numbers of positions and the increasin.g scope (?f the
OPP are the primary, but by no means the .only, factors mvolvedfm ht.he
slowing pace of presidential appointments. .Smce.1978 a'gumbér oh et 1c?
laws have tightened requirements for holdmg hlgh positions in the gov
ernment, including the disclosure of financial 1nformat10n. Nomm;es
often have to hire consultants to help them, and filling out the'fqrms takes
a considerable amount of time. With scandals in recent ?dmlnxstrgtlons,
those who vet nominees have become more cautious, taklng‘ extra time to
make sure there are no skeletons in the closets of potentl.al gommeesz
This caution has rubbed off on the Federal Bureau of Investigation CiFEI).
not wanting to miss something important, they take extra care an tim;
to do their background investigations. The resources and personnel o

Table 2-2. Duration of Appointments Process
as Reported by Nominees, 1964-99

Percent unless otherwise specified

— 1984-99
Duration of process 1964-84 -
1 or 2 months ‘;j 2
3 or 4 months " Y
5 or 6 months : o
More than 6 months 5 e

Number of appointments

Source: Data from Paul C. Light and Virginia L. Thomas, The Merit and Reputation of an Administration:
ou H .

; . 4 8.
Presidential Appointees on the Appointments Process (Brookings and Heritage Foundation, 2000), p
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Table 2-3. Duration of Appointments Process as Reported by
Nominees, by Administration, 1984-99

Percent unless otherwise specified

Duration All Reagan Bush Clinton
1 to 2 months 15 21 23 7
3 to 4 months 26 36 25 21
S to 6 months 26 29 24 26
More than 6 months 30 11 23 44
Number of appointments 435 107 127 201

Source: Data from Light and Thomas, The Merit and Reputation of an Administration, p. 8.

the FBI are stretched thin at the beginning of each administration in per-
forming hundreds of clearances simultaneously.

The above factors affect any administration coming into office, but the
priorities of an individual president may also increase the time between
Inauguration and the completion of top-level appointments. The Reagan
administration took extra time to find nominees who were ideologically
compatible with the administration’s goals. The Clinton administration
took extra time to ensure gender and racial diversity among its ap-
pointees. If the president wants to be personally involved in a large num-
ber of lower-level nominations, as did President Clinton and Hillary
Rodham Clinton in 1993, it will take longer. The size of the OPP staff is
also a factor. Although the number of OPP staffers in recent administra-
tions has been sufficient to the task, the Clinton OPP was sharply reduced
in size by the summer of 1993, which contributed to a slower process.

The slowness of the process hurts an administration by keeping it from
fully pursuing its policy agenda throughout the government. Presidential
appointees need to be present not only at the very top but also several Jey-
els down (to the assistant secretary level) for policy change to be pursued
effectively, either within the executive branch or through legislation. Eyen
relatively routine administrative actions, such as procuring information
technology or office space, require approval at various political levels.
Career civil servants are quite capable of doing the analysis, but they hesi-
tate to move very far before their new political superiors are on board,

For instance, when President Clinton proposed the controversial “gays
in the military” policy early in his administration, only a few appointees
were on board at the Pentagon. It would have helped if he had had the ap-
pointees at the assistant secretary level to explain and defend his policy to
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the career military officers whose support was crucial to implementation
of the policy. By the end of June 1993, only ten of twenty-four Defense
Department positions requiring Senate confirmation had been filled, and
of the twenty-two positions in the armed services, only one had been con-
firmed.? By December 12, 1993, the Department of Defense had filled
nineteen of the forty-six available jobs.” By April 28, 1993, the Clinton
administration had more than three top officials in only two of the four-
teen cabinet departments, and in seven of the departments only the secre-

tary had been confirmed.®

The Office of Presidential Personnel: Serving the President

The first job of the OPP is to advise the president in matching the right

nominee with the right position, but for several reasons this is not a sim-

ple task. The personnel office must be ready to act the day after the elec-

tion, so advance planning is crucial but often neglected in the pressure of
the campaign. The onslaught of office seekers will hit immediately, and
the OPP must be ready to handle the volume with some political sophis-
tication. A process must be set up that strikes the right balance between
the president’s personal attention and the need to delegate much of the
recruitment task to the OPP. Intense pressure for appointments will buf-
fet the process from the campaign, Capitol Hill, interest groups, and the
newly designated cabinet secretaries. Perhaps most important, the newly
elected president’s policy agenda will not be fully implemented until most
of the administration’s appointees are confirmed and in office. Each of
these factors presents a challenge to an incoming administration.

The Initial Onslaught and the Need to Plan

Whereas the number of positions that can be filled by each new presi-
dent amounts to several thousand, the number of applicants for those
positions is many multiples of the number of positions available. Presi-
dential campaigns generate enthusiasm for the winner, and people are not
reticent about offering their talents to the new administration. Most of
these offers come in “over the transom”—that is, unsolicited by the
administration. The deluge begins the day after the election (and some-
times even before), and the OPP must be ready to handle the flood of
paper.

Thus preelection preparation is crucial, but it is also risky. The risk is
that the press will get wind of personnel preparation and try to find out
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who is bei i i

e }sl '?eu;g considered for which posts. If word gets out, public atten
S l . . i
plarlnersts r(c)ir.n' ;}'le ca;npalgn, and campaigners get suspicious that the
are dividing the spoils of victory b i '
: efore the victo

plan | 5po y Iy Is even won,

f this preelection planning is not also coordinated with the campaj
rival power centers will emerge, P

This w i i
e tals thfe case in 1976, when Jimmy Carter, running as an outsider
e P rakx:sn%on planning operation in Atlanta. The planning was a,
Apriln;c;\ée(,) Eg It was not sufficiently coordinated with the campaign. In

» Edwin Meese asked Pendleton J i '
] ames to begin plannj

A planning a
Ofagsnlllon}; even before Reagan had been nominated. Meese was in chai;ge
of li)td the éampalgn and the transition operation, so the conflict that

tked the Carter transition was ab

sent, and because the plannj

. the C ' , e planning was

one entirely in secret, the attention of the press did not generate r gl i
within the Reagan camp. e

E . . .

; orme}; presidential recruiters attest to the need for the personnel oper
ation i i -
arion tt;. (}31 ready to ;no};ze immediately. Arnie Miller, President Carter’s

> Characterized the pressure of appl;
pplicants as “that avalanch h
onslaught at the beginni i o ol
ng, that tidal wave of peop] i
€ coming from al|
over the country, who’ve b i i for o ® ho by
; een with a candidate for
< : years, and who have
been \Izvaxtmg for this chance to come in and help.”"" “Presidential per
sonn i i -
s fuerl Cc?nno; wait }iorfthe election because presidential personne] has to
1onal on the first day, the first mj '
minute of the first h
be , ', rst hour, , .,
e nnel can’t take ten days,” Pendleton James observed. “The guys in
W canllpalgn were only worried about one thing: the election night. I
a}s3 onhy worrying about one thing: election morning,”12 .
BUShy ttme 1g§uguratlon In 1989, about 16,000 resumés had come into the
nsition operation, including a
ten-foot stack of 1,50 :
o . . of 1,500 resumés
o bthehHerltage Foundation. There was no letup after the Inauguration
and }i’atd i end of Maﬁ more than 45,000 applications and recornmenda-,
een received, a staggering amoun i
b t of paper. During the Clj
transition the personnel o i i ' és by the oo
peration had received 3.000 r é
transit R esumés by the end
ir first week, and by February 1993 they were recetving 2,000 a
3

jObI:a:;eoé nti)(:zlipfto(b;lemdis that,falthough many of these applications for
cited and come from people who are clear] i

: y unqualified,

some come from people with powerful sponsors, especially in Congress
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The staff reading these applications must have the political sensitivity to
be able to judge when the recommendation from Capitol Hill is serious
and when it is merely a courtesy sent to please a constituent. The appro-
priate letter must then be generated to reply to the member. There also
has to be someone who will recognize an applicant who is an old friend
of the president and thus needs to be taken seriously.

Presidential personnel staff can also expect that they will be personally
pursued by eager office seekers. Jan Naylor Cope, the deputy director of
the presidential personnel office in the Bush administration, has recalled
that at a Washington social occasion at a hotel an eager office seeker pur-
sued her into a stall in the women’s room to present her with a resumé.
She was also approached in restaurants and in church by office seekers.'
Looking forward to a break from work, Veronica Biggins, the OPP direc-
tor for President Clinton, went to a lunch with a friend. When she arrived
at the restaurant, however, her friend had “a stack of resumés” to discuss.
“There is no such thing as friendship when you are indeed director of
Presidential Personnel,” she concluded.'¢ Edwin Meese recalls that during
the Reagan transition three resumés were thrust upon him while he was

attending the funeral of a relative.!”
Personal Presidential Participation in the Recruitment Process

By the time of the inauguration, the president and the OPP will have
had to establish procedures to have potential nominees vetted by the
White House counsel’s office for conflict of interest, cleared by FBI inves-
tigations, and checked for taxes paid through the IRS. The substantive
vetting and judgment about candidates are the job of the OPP and the
president, however. Some presidents have been closely involved in the
process of selecting nominees, and some have largely delegated that task
to the director of the OPP and the chief of staff.

President Johnson was closely involved with the selection process and
took personal interest in individual selections. John Macy, also chair of
the Civil Service Commission at the time, has remarked that Johnson
“was deeply involved in a large number of appointments. He had a fan-
tastic memory, and he could recall some detail on a summary that we
would send him, months and months afterwards.”8 President Gerald R.
Ford was also actively involved personally in recruiting appointees for his
administration. His personnel recruiter, Douglas Bennett, had three regu-

larly scheduled meetings with the president each week, sometimes alone
and sometimes with the chief of staff.'® William Walker, when he was
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James met with the troika daily at five o’clock in the afternoon to con-
sider the candidates. Finally, James—sometimes with others of the
troika—met with President Reagan every Tuesday and Thursday at three
in the afternoon for fnal decisions on nominees. Each candidate would
have a four-page file: The first page described the position and the qualifi-
cations the official needed. The second page contained a summary of the
candidate’s qualifications; sometimes there were several candidates. The
third page would have a summary of recommendations for the candidate
from important politicians. The final page would list the people who had
been considered but rejected by those making recommendations.?’

President Clinton’s personal involvement, along with the First Lady’s
influence in political personnel selection, slowed the Clinton personnel
operation considerably at the beginning of his administration. Cabinet
members complained about appointments languishing in the president’s
in-box.2® Although it is clearly the prerogative of the president to be
personally involved—after all, these are presidential appointments——the
process tends to work more smoothly when the president delegates
much of the winnowing process to his OPP, reserving the final choices
to himself.

Later in his administration President Clinton scaled back his personal
involvement in selecting nominees. When Robert Nash returned in 1995,
to be director of the OPP, President Clinton told him, «[ want you to find
capable, competent people who believe in what I'm trying to do for this
country, and I want it to look like America.” Nash did not talk much with
the president about nominees, but he coordinated with the chief of staff.
“My decision memos go to the chief of staff’s office . .. and then from the
chief of staff’s office to the president.”®

Given the range of relationships between the president and the chief
personnel recruiter, there is no one best way to structure the process.
Presidents have different personal preferences, and the processes should
be set up to serve the president. It is the view of many experienced presi-
dential personnel recruiters, however, that several principles should guide
those who manage the appointment process.

First, the role of the director of the OPP should be that of a neutral
broker who is not trying to foster personal policy preferences. Pendleton
James argues that he or she should be a person who “[has the] confidence

of the president, [is] an honest broker, stays in the job, has no hidden
agenda, understands the president and his philosophy——what he wants to-’
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Advance planning. Delegated authority for decision making in the
personnel realm as well as some others. Clear lines of authority. No
ambiguity about who is making the decisions. Even though you can
have multiple locuses of decisionmaking, [the decisionmakers] have
to be clearly in power so everyone knows the rules. It sounds very
banal to say it, but prioritizing. . . . The thing is it all has to be done
simultaneously and immediately. That’s the problem. There’s no
way you can sequence these things.>*

The challenge for the OPP is to set up a system that allows the president
to be as personally engaged in personnel selection as desired, but which
lifts as much of the burden as possible. The wise president will set the
tone and determine the criteria for selection but will delegate most of the
footwork to the OPP.

Conflict over Subcabinet Appointments

Political patronage has a long and colorful history in the United States.
The purposes of patronage appointments are to reward people for work-
ing on the campaign and for the political party and to ensure that the gov-
ernment is led by people who are committed to the political philosophy
and policy agenda of the sitting president. As long as these purposes are
consistent with putting qualified people in charge of government pro-
grams, there is no problem.

From the perspective of the OPP, however, pressures for patronage are
frustrating. Pressures for appointments come from all sides: the campaign,
the political party, job seekers, and Congress. Everybody, it seems, wants
to ride the president’s coattails into Washington jobs. Accordmg‘to
Pendleton James, “The House and Senate Republicans just start cramming
people down your throat.”3S After the election of President Nixon, Senator
Robert Dole complained that the administration was not making enough
appointments of candidates proposed by members of Congress. He sar-
castically proposed that when congressional Republicans wrote letters to
recommend appointments to the White House they include the line, “Even
though Zilch is a Republican, he’s highly qualified for the job.”* ‘

President Carter was criticized by the Democratic National Committee
and by members of Congress for not appointing enough members of the
party faithful to his administration. Carter’s memoirs reflect his frustra-
tion over the pressures for political appointments: “The constant press of
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making lesser appointments was a real headache. Even more than for
Cabinet posts, I would be inundated with recommendations from every

~conceivable source. Cabinet officers, members of Congress, governors

and other officials, my key political supporters around the nation, my
own staff, family and friends, would all rush forward with proposals and
fight to the last minute for their candidates.”*” The problem was that
Carter had not used his OPP as a buffer in his early months in office.
Insofar as the president can channel pressures for jobs to his OPP, he is
under less immediate pressure to make a decision. When the candidate
and the position have been run through the OPP process, he can make a
fully informed decision with confidence.

In every administration there will be tension between the White House
and cabinet secretaries over the selection of subcabinet appointees. From
the White House staff perspective, these are presidential appointments
and should be controlled by the White House. From the cabinet secre-
tary’s perspective, these appointees will be part of his or her management
team, and because the secretary will be held accountable for the per-
formance of the department, substantial discretion should be delegated to
department heads. Cabinet secretaries also suspect that the White House
OPP is more concerned with repaying political debts than with the qual-
ity of subcabinet appointments.

According to Chase Untermeyer, a politically savvy cabinet secretary
will come armed with a list of what he or she calls “my appointments.”
The OPP director has to counter this approach and assert the primacy of
the OPP. One of the ways to do so is to have a list of potential nominees
ready. As the old political saying goes, “You can’t beat somebody with
nobody.” More important, however, the president should establish in the
beginning that the OPP will control presidential appointments. Unter-
meyer would like the president to say to cabinet secretaries,

Id like to introduce you to my assistant for presidential personnel.
This individual has my complete confidence. This individual has
been with me many years and knows the people who helped me get
elected here. P.S., while you were in your condo in Palm Beach dur-
ing the New Hampshire primary, these people helped me get elected
so you could become a cabinet secretary. Therefore, I will depend
upon the assistant for presidential personnel to help me see that
those people who helped us all get there are properly rewarded.38
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The perspective of the cabinet secretary was e)fp.ressefi by“Frank
Carlucci, the secretary of defense in the Reagan administration: “Spend
most of your time at the outset focusing on the personnel system. Get
your appointees in place, have your own political personnel person,
because the first clash you will have is with the White House personnel
office. And I don’t care whether it is a Republican or'a Democrat. e If
you don’t get your own people in place, you are going to end up being a
one-armed paperhanger.”

Managing the Appointments Process

Some lessons have been learned over the past several administrations
about how to design the most effective recruitment operation for the
president. First, if the OPP is to be an effective recruiter and screener for
the president, its authority must be established from the very beginning.
One of the messages is sent by the status of the OPP director and the
location of his or her office. Pendleton James was given the title of assis-
tant to the president, the highest rank on the White House st:'aff, and his
office was in the West Wing, the most prestigious location in th'e gov-
ernment. These status symbols send the message that the OPP dlrect‘or
will have access to the president and will be a serious figure in the admin-
istration, and they are particularly important in the beginning of an
administration. o

Next, the ground rules for political appointments must be laid out for
the administration: all recommendations for appointments must go to the
president through the process set up by the OPP. The CarFer and. Nixon
administrations had so much trouble with their appointees in part
because these presidents began by delegating to cabinet' secretaries the
authority to recruit their own subcabinet appointees. Arnie Mlller recalls,
“I came [to the White House] in 1978. The president had given away the
store for the first two years. He thought that appointments were appro-
priately the responsibility of Cabinet members. He then realized that this
was a mistake and asked us to come in and try to take that power
back.”# o

The Reagan administration decided that it had to control nominations
from the beginning and insisted that all nominations be run through tbe
OPP process. The Reagan process was to bring in the 'cabmet secretarles
before they were nominated and get their understanding and agreement
that nominations would all have to go through the OPP process and Fhat
they would not have carte blanche to pick their own subcabinet
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appointees, though their input would be sought and their wishes would
be considered. !

Pen James advises that the OPP director has to control the appoint-
ments process.

Being the head of presidential personnel is like being a traffic cop on
a four-lane freeway. You have these Mack trucks bearing down on
you at sixty miles an hour. They might be influential congressmen,
senators, state committee chairmen, heads of special interest groups
and lobbyists, friends of the president’s, all saying, “I want Billy
Smith to get that job.” Here you are, knowing you can’t give them
all [that they want], and you have to make sure that the president
receives your best advice. So presidential personnel is buffeted daily
and sometimes savagely because they want to kill... me...
because I'm standing in the way of letting [them have their
appointment].+

The Office of Presidential Personnel:
Serving Presidential Nominees

The first duty of the OPP is to help form the leadership of the government
for the nation, and its second obligation is to the individual president
who has been elected, but the OPP also has important obligations to the
Americans who want to serve their country. The United States has a long
legacy of individual citizens serving in both the executive and the legisla-
tive branches of government for several years and then returning to pri-
vate life. This practice brings in energetic people with new ideas who
want to participate in the governance of their country. The problem is
that recently many of these idealistic Americans have had distressing
experiences with their nominations to high office.

Although high-level political appointments have sometimes encoun-
tered opposition and occasional confirmation battles in the Senate, the
process has in recent administrations been exacerbated by active interest
group involvement and public controversy. The confirmation process can
be harrowing when the political opponents of the president search for
troublesome incidents from the lives of nominees that they can use to
embarrass the president and defeat a nomination. In a suicide note,
President Clinton’s’ deputy White House counsel, Vincent Foster, wrote,
“I'was not meant for the job or the spotlight of public life in Washington.
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Here ruining people is considered sport.”** Another (;l‘mton nominee,
Henry Foster, was dismayed to find that most of the political controversy
surrounding his nomination as surgeon general concerned the small num-

ber of abortions he had performed rather than his career as a public

leader and doctor, during which he had delivered thousands of babies.

The media avidly investigate the backgrounds of high-lev.el. nominees,
searching for embarrassing peccadilloes that can be 1Tnagn1f1.efi tlo gain
partisan leverage. “Opposition research” by the opposing pohtlcacparty
or interest groups often finds its way into the newspapers. Stephen Carter,
in his book The Confirmation Mess, writes that

in America today are hundreds, perhaps thous:fmds, of people in
private life who might otherwise be brilliant public servants but will
never have the chance, because for some reason they. are not enam-
ored at the thought of having the media and a variety of interest
groups crawl all over their lives in an attempt to d.lg up Whatc?ver
bits of dirt, or bits of things that could .be called dirt. .. [t‘urmng]
tiny ethical molehills into vast m‘o.untams.of outragi, while con-
signing questions of policy and ability to minor roles.

After the hearings on the nomination of Clarence Thomas to the Supreme
Court, Senator John Danforth expressed his frustration with the process.
3

If the president calls to say that he will nominate you for' a ]ohb sub-

ject to confirmation by the Senate, just say no. . . . Wl'ly risk the 1rfep-
utation you have worked so hard to earn by subjecting yourself to
what can become of presidential nominees. . .. The rf:al issue is
whether there are any limits to how far we can go in using a presi-
dential nomination for the purpose of makin'g a political point, or1
furthering a philosophical position, or .estabhshmg our own mora

superiority, or embarrassing the president of tl}e United S;a;es,
whatever party may at the time occupy the White House. Today

there are no such limits.*

Although these extreme examples are not pricgl, there. is ar}rllplebew-
dence that the experience of the average presxdentla.l nominee has been
deteriorating in recent administrations. The Presidential ApP01ntee
Initiative, which has surveyed appointees since 1984 about their expe-
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riences as nominees, has found that they have a number of justified
complaints.

Current and former presidential appointees were asked about their
general impressions of the whole nomination and confirmation process.
Although 71 percent thought of the process as “fair,” many also gave
negative reports of their experiences, Twenty-three percent thought their
experience was “embarrassing,” 40 percent thought it “confusing,” and
47 percent had accepted it as a “necessary evil.”# These are disappoint-
ing findings for a process that is intended to bring citizens into the gov-
ernment for what should be considered a high honor. Appointees were
clearly put off by the intrusiveness of the process in delving into their per-
sonal finances, the investigations into their backgrounds to ensure that
nothing in their past could lead to a political scandal, and the time it took
for them to be confirmed. These factors all added up to an unhappy expe-
rience for many.

Having gone through it, many of the candidates clearly understood
the process but still were critical of it. When asked whether “the White
House as a whole acts reasonably and appropriately in the way it proc-
esses potential presidential nominees,” fully 30 percent replied that “it
has become too demanding and thus makes the nomination process an
ordeal.” This indictment is striking, given that it comes from those who
have successfully survived the process and have served as presidential
appointees in the government. As for the Senate confirmation process,
46 percent thought that it was too demanding and made the process an
ordeal. The experience of becoming a presidential appointee also calls for
the collection of lots of information necessary for filling out financial dis-
closure forms. Those appointees who served between 1984 and 1999
who found collecting this information difficult or very difficult amounted
to 32 percent (compared to 17 percent of appointees from 1964 to 1984).
Making the financial calculations to £l out the financial disclosure forms
was complicated enough that 25 percent of appointees spent between one
thousand and ten thousand dollars for outside expert advice, and € per-
cent had to spend more than ten thousand dollars.+”

One of the main problems with the nomination process is that having
agreed to serve, nominees are often left in limbo for some time, with lit-
tle information about the progress of their nomination. When asked to
grade the White House personnel operation, many appointees were satis-

fied, but enough found problems that their views have to be seriously
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considered. When asked how well the OPP “stayed in touch” with them
during the process, 51 percent graded the OPP’s performance as average
or below average. Significant numbers also gave average or lower grades
to the OPP for competence (35 percent), responding quickly to questions
(36 percent), and caring about the nominee’s confirmation (38 percent).
Thirty-nine percent of appointees said that they received either not
enough information or “no information at all” from the White House
about the process, and as a result 62 percent went to outside sources for
help on the legal aspects of appointments and 48 percent for the financial
aspects,*

The causes of much of this dissatisfaction are varied. Public scrutiny of
nominations has increased; financial disclosure has become more compli-
cated; and the process takes longer. Another factor to be considered is the
huge volume of nominations that the OPP must handle and the limited
resources that it has at its disposal. The OPP is under pressure, as are all
units in the Office of the White House, to limit the number of personnel
so that the White House staff does not look bloated and present a fat tar-
get for critics of the president. Extra pressure was added when the
Clinton administration made good on its promise to cut the White House
staff by 25 percent.** A number of steps could be taken, however, to
improve the experience of presidential nominees.

Conclusion: Improving the Appointments Process

Although the capacity of the OPP and the appointments process might be
improved, the institution itself and its location in the Office of the White
House are appropriate. Proposals to move the recruitment function to
political parties or elsewhere in the government are unrealistic. Some have
suggested that the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) might be a
better location and provide more institutional memory. More institu-
tional memory is certainly desirable, but the priority of recruiting politi-
cally loyal appointees and its inherent political sensitivity makes the
OMB the wrong home for the presidential personnel office. The OMB is
the home of some of the best civil servants in the government, and their
role of neutral competence is crucial. If political recruitment were lodged
in the OMB, the danger of politicization would be real and too high a
price to pay.’® The OMB is not the place for the Office of Presidential

Personnel.

- presidential appointment
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Public Service (the Volcker Commission), and the National Research
Council of the National Academy of Sciences.5? The rationale for these
proposals is that the need for the OPP to recruit and screen for thousands
of positions reduces its effectiveness and unduly lengthens the appoint-
ments process. This in turn slows the staffing of new administrations.

Presidents believe that having their own people in place throughout the
government will give them the extra leverage they need to have a respon-
sive government. The reality is, however, that no president knows most of
the people who are appointed in his or her name. Appointees are drawn
from throughout the political system, and these people may or may not be
personally or ideologically loyal to the president. They may also be
responsive to their sponsors in Congress or elsewhere in the political sys-
tem. In addition, the growing number of appointees multiplies the layers
of hierarchy between the president and those who actually do the work of
government and contributes to the “thickening” of the government.s?
According to Bush’s OPP director, Constance Horner,

There are too many low-level political appointees. This really clogs
up the process. And I say that as someone who believes that presi-
dents should have a large apparatus for changing policy, and I
believe that there should be a thousand presidential appointees, but
the number of political appointees that require the attention of pres-
idential personnel, that can cause trouble. . . . The number of lower-
level political appointees requires too much overhead and mainte-
nance for the value to the president, substantively or politically. . . .
Those special assistants interject themselves into the decisionmaking
process beyond their substantive capacity because of the weight of
their political influence. What that means is that other layers are
created between the presidential appointee and the senior career
civil service, and that weakens the utility that a president can get out

of the civil service.’*

The point has been made that early planning is essential for an effec-
tive appointments process. A personnel operation has to be ready to go
the day after the election. The effectiveness of the selection process will be
undercut if the president changes the person who is in charge of recruit-
ment, as President Clinton did during his transition. The director should
ensure that people who work in the OPP are not there for the primary
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purpose of finding themselves a job in the administration. According to

Cbase Untermeyer’s deputy, Jan Naylor Cope, Untermeyer “got a com-
mitment from each of us that we would stay in the position a minimum
of one year before we even thought about what we might want to do
next with our lives. So people were really focused on the task at hand and
not trying to cherry-pick their next job.”ss

The appointments process might serve the president better if the peo-
ple wbo come into the government, particularly those who have not had
experience working in the federal government before, were given an ori-
entation to the political and administrative context of their new jobs
Chase Untermeyer has remarked that, even though he had previous gov-'
ernment experience, the orientation program he went through in prepa-
ration to be assistant secretary of the navy “was extremely valuable.”ss A
number of attempts at orientation programs for new appointees.were
made in the Ford, Reagan, and Bush administrations, but they have never
be.en institutionalized. Arnie Miller agrees that “a good way to start is
with an orientation program for all new key appointees.”s”

. People coming into government from the business world may espe-
cially need to hear the advice of respected veterans of government service
According to Pendleton James, who has had a long career in the privatf;
‘s‘ecto.r as an executive recruiter, in addition to his government experience

Businessmen make the worst appointees because they are used to com-’
mand and control. . . . Government doesn’t work that way. Some busi-
nessm'en, we know, have made that transition, Some businessmen cannot
They just get terribly frustrated with the bureaucracy, and government is.
bureaucracy, and you have to persuade the bureaucracy to move or
change or whatever,”s

. Fred Malek, with impressive private sector experience, also empha-
sizes the differences between government and business.

In business you have to satisfy a CEO and through the CEO the
board of directors. In government . . . you have a much more com-
pl.ex array of people whose needs have to be met. Business is com-
plicated. You have customers and business partners and the like
but it’s tough, more complicated in government. . .. You have to bej
able to subjugate your €go. ... You have to be indefatigable. It’s
very hard work. The government works harder than the private sec-
tor, without question.?
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Any new administration would benefit from a systematic orientation
program for its new appointees, but such a program must be taken seri-
ously. It needs to be held under the auspices of the White House itself, and
it has to include influential members of the White House staff if new
appointees are to take the time out of their hectic schedules. The issues
that need to be covered include the legal dimensions of conflict-of-interest
regulations, how to deal with the press, relations with Congress, the func-
tions of the OMB, and the role of the White House staff in the new admin-
istration. The people who deliver these messages should include top offi-
cials in the new administration as well as high-level veterans of previous
administrations.%

From the surveys of the former appointees cited earlier, it is clear that
the nomination and appointment process has room for improvement, but
the good news is that many of the problems cited by respondents are not
difficult to alleviate. One theme that came through clearly is that once
contacted by the OPP, many potential nominees felt that they had been
abandoned and did not have sufficient information about how the
process would proceed. Chase Untermeyer points out “the sad truth” that
“often nominees feel abandoned in the confirmation process. ... It’s
extremely important for that nominee of the President to have somebody
holding his or her hand in getting through the process.”¢!

According to Constance Horner, “The nominee becomes an orphan
because the White House Legislative Office doesn’t have anywhere near
the staff needed to squire nominees. . .. I strongly recommend the cre-
ation of a permanent, very small White House career staff to serve as a
checkpoint for nominees—someone who knows everything there is to
know technically about this process.”é? Arnie Miller agrees:

A separate confirmation unit should be established in the White House
with members of the PPO [Presidential Personnel Office], the counsel’s
office, and the Office of Congressional Liaison to assist nominees with
conflict-of-interest and disclosure questions and prepare them for con-
firmation hearings. From the moment they are selected, appointees
should feel well-supported by the confirmation unit and already a part
of an administration they will be proud to serve.®®

In addition, nominees need to be given realistic expectations about the
process. One told the Presidential Appointee Initiative that he or she
would have appreciated “more realism about how much time it takes.
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Everybody says, ‘Oh, it’s two months, maximum.’ Turned out to be six
months. And that’s pretty off-putting because your whole private life
is on hold ... while this is going on. And it’s also kind of nerve-
wracking.”$* Veronica Biggins, the director of the OPP during the Clinton
administration, says that potential nominees should be warned that they
may be treated harshly in the press but that the political attacks are often
not personal. “It is important that appointees know that this can happen
and that these individuals know that the candidates understand it’s not
them, it’s politics.” Edwin Meese has added to the advice that should be
given to those contacted by the OPP, “Don’t give up your day job until
you're sure,”®*

Other possible improvements to the process include giving nominees
clearance forms immediately, even before their nominations are certain,
so that they can get a head start on gathering the information. Veronica
Biggins suggests that during the transition a new administration might
give to the FBI the names of those it expects to nominate, even if it is not
certain which positions they will be nominated for, just to give the bureau
a head start on investigations.5¢

Despite all of these complaints and difficulties with the presidential per-
sonnel process, the overwhelming majority of nominees have had reward-
ing experiences serving the president and the nation. Fifty-four percent of
the appointees would “strongly recommend” to friends that they take a
presidential appointment if given the opportunity, and 29 percent would
“somewhat encourage” that. Only 8 percent would discourage a friend
from taking such an appointment.®” The rewards of the job are many—the
highest ranking are “accomplishing important public objectives” and
“dealing actively with challenging and difficult problems,”¢®

The presidential appointments process has much room for improve-
ment, but the bottom line is that few people have such an opportunity to
serve their country and work for a president whom they admire. It is a
rich and rewarding experience, and few who have had the opportunity
would take back their years at the highest levels of the government.
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CHAPTER THREE

Why Not the Best?

The Loyalty-Competence
Trade-off in Presidential
Appointments

GEORGE C. EDWARDS II1

EVERY NEW ADMINISTRATION promises to nominate
highly talented, well-qualified people to fill appointed positions in the
executive branch of the federal government.! Yet every president nomi-
nates to positions of responsibility more than a few persons who do not
satisfy the Nationa! Academy of Public Administration’s call for “able,
creative, and experienced people” who will serve as “the most important
ingredient in the recipe for good government.”?

Although there may be disagreement on just who qualifies as a “qual-
ity” appointment, almost everyone agrees that, overall, the quality of
appointees could—and should—be higher. A survey conducted for the
Brookings Institution’s Presidential Appointee Initiative queried 433
senior-level appointees who served in the second-term Reagan and the
Bush and Clinton administrations. Table 3-1 illustrates their mixed
reviews of their fellow appointees. Clearly, there is room for improvement.

_ Given the intentions of all administrations to nominate “good” people,
why do they so often fail to do so? Equally important, what can a new
administration do to avoid making the mistakes of past administrations?
To answer these questions, this chapter focuses on the competing criteria
by which the White House evaluates potential appointees, delineates the
reasons that presidents feel they need to emphasize loyalty in making
their appointments, and then challenges both the necessity and the utility
of weighing loyalty over competence.
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