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Much has been written about desirable personal characteristics of public leaders, 
both political and career. These vary dramatically from person to person, from time 
to lime, and from location to location; so much so that 1 leave to others the daunt­
ing task of finding the characteristics most often possessed by effective leaders. 
A smaller body of literature relates to external factors that have an impact on the 
effectiveness of leaders. In this chapter, I focus on external factors that limit the 
effectiveness of federal career leaders as we move into the twenty-first century. The 
potential impact of these limiting factors is not something of which the public is 
aware except in emergencies or times of scandal. Yet their day-to-day cost to the 
taxpayers, and the unnecessary loss of life and property during major crises they 
may cause, should be of great concern to our citizens.

There is general agreement that in the twenty-first century we will face complex 
circumstances that require far quicker government responses than before, more 
innovation, more coordination, and the capacity to address new challenges that 
may be so serious they threaten the very existence of our society. Since we seem 
to have had difficulty meeting a number of our twentieth-century challenges, it 
would appear that we need all the resources and talent we can muster to meet the 
more difficult problems of this new century. An important step will be utilizing 
our career leaders to the fullest in responding to future challenges. Especially 
critical will be their role in crises such as a possible nuclear detonation in New 
York City that is ten or a hundred times more powerful than the Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki bombs combined, an earthquake in Los Angeles of the magnitude that 
struck Alaska in 1964, or the economic disaster that a powerful, hostile Asia might 
trigger in another generation or two.

Today I believe we have a wonderful reservoir of talent within our Senior Execu­
tive Service (SES) and lower-level federal managers. But how well do circumstances 
permit this talent to be fully developed and utilized in meeting the formidable 
challenges of the future? It is my view that our ability to tap this enormous human 
resource is declining significantly.

In this chapter. 1 explore factors that increasingly limit the effectiveness of our 
career leadership that is so vital to our national well-being, and I conclude with a 
suggestion for beginning to reverse this course.
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Preoccupation with Reinvention

One of the strengths of the United States is that throughout our history, we have 
looked with optimism to the future. We continuously strive to innovate and try new 
things in nearly every aspect of human endeavor. Our political process reinforces 
this behavior in government because each new mayor, governor, and president is 
eager to claim credit for his or her initiatives that are presumably much better than 
were those of a predecessor. But in the federal government, the downside to this 
admirable trait often restricts operational leaders when the need to explore various 
options is needed most. We unnecessarily limit our range of useful approaches to 
new problems with our preoccupation with the latest well-publicized idea that of­
ten contains more rhetoric than substance, and which frequently requires devoting 
enormous amounts of time and money striving to reinvent what has already been 
developed. We can easily recall the resources devoted to Planning Programming 
Budgeting System (PPBS), Zero-Based Budgeting (ZBB), Total Quality Manage­
ment (TQM), and National Performance Review (NPR). Each of these had value, 
but 1 would argue that none drew effectively on earlier lessons, thereby detracting 
from their potential contribution.

In rejecting serious consideration of past lessons learned as too outdated to 
build upon or adapt to current challenges, we unintentionally limit the potential 
contribution of our career leaders. We are often told that the beginning of the 
twenty-first century is a period of unusual change, a period of transformation, 
which by definition requires entirely different concepts. New challenges are said 
to require abandoning old ideas and substituting new ones. It is argued that a new 
brand of leadership is required.

I would agree that this is a period of great change, and new ideas arc needed. 
But we should not delude ourselves into thinking that transformation in the public 
sector is a new phenomenon, thereby requiring us to cast aside what we have learned 
from past successes and failures in our zeal to invent entirely new management 
strategies and approaches to leadership.

I would suggest, for example, that the period in which this nation was coping 
with the Depression and gearing up for the greatest war in history was also a period 
o great transformation in public administration development. There is much to 
Kam from the leadership approaches used so effectively by that great civil servant, 

fCnC a Mohall, who served so ably during World War II as the Army chief 
th» 3 ^ T ^nn16 secretarY of state and defense. Later, striving to address 
i C^^ ^k issues of the mid-twentieth century, while engaged in
reuuinno alen*n8 co^ war» we experienced another time of great change 

woulda^emenl/nnovadons, s°me of which may still have relevance today, 
have learned finlerestln^t0 catalog a few of the significant lessons a number of us 
presidential 161 ^^ 35 we were developing ways to implement new 
economic and tech e’when President Reagan appointed me to handle our 

meal assistance programs in the Western Hemisphere, I found
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my country mission directors complaining loudly that over the years far too many 
costly processes had evolved that compounded the time and cost of planning and 
delivering foreign assistance. Yet the previous political assistant administrators of 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) had apparently provided no 
political support for their efforts to streamline the systems. As part of our response 
to this problem, we overcame a range of political concerns and adapted several 
streamlining approaches to delivering assistance that Don Stone had earlier incor­
porated in the design of the landmark Marshall Plan forty years earlier.1

A major reason President Nixon was so successful in his remarkably quick 
launching of the sweeping New Federalism grant reforms was that he had no hesi­
tancy in building upon a series of Bureau of the Budget (BOB) pilot operations 
conducted during the Johnson administration (Ink 1996). The nationwide system 
of regional operations, for example, was built upon the field coordination arrange­
ments instituted to address Alaska’s recovery from its 1964 earthquake.

It is interesting to compare the speed with which our government moved into 
entirely uncharted territory during the Manhattan Project, and the skill with which 
the professional physicists and managers were utilized, with the problems we have 
today in mounting major initiatives of national importance. Placing a man on the 
moon was another impressive example. Both of these earlier programs relied heav­
ily on a government-industry partnership in which accountability was clear and 
scandals were rare. Yet today we see case after case of poor contract administration 
and scandal. Both of these earlier successes also depended much more heavily on 
professional leadership from career personnel than we see today.

In stressing the value of looking at past lessons and adapting past approaches that 
have proven their value, as well as searching for new ideas, I recognize that there are 
those who are much too wedded to the past. Pockets of resistance to needed change 
have to be dealt with, but those can be addressed by effective leaders with surpris­
ing ease. In any event, their existence certainly does not justify a climate in which 
so many political appointees discourage career leaders from drawing upon earlier 
lessons as well as seeking new approaches in meeting operational challenges. In 
almost every case, permitting career leaders to utilize both the old and the new will 
enable a new president to move far more quickly with his or her agenda in carrying 
out campaign promises to the voters, an important feature of our political system. 
And in the process, the new political appointees will gain a better appreciation for 
the value of the career leaders and will be likely to use them more fully than if their 
experience is ignored during the launching of a new administration.

Expanding the Role and Number of Political Appointees

I share the view that the number and role of federal government political appointees 
is gradually weakening the opportunity of career men and women to provide the 
professional leadership this country needs to administer our laws effectively. Other 
advanced nations have not followed this unfortunate path.
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Responding to concern about the steady conversion of senior management 
positions from career to political some years ago, and remembering the dramatic 
abuses of these and other steps toward politicizing the career service that had oc­
curred in the Watergate period, we included in President Carter’s 1978 Civil Service 
legislation a provision to halt this increase by limiting the number of political SES 
positions to the percentage of 10 percent of comparable positions that existed at 
that lime. We would have liked to reduce the percentage below 10 percent, but we 
knew we would be very fortunate to simply halt the increase, and to push our luck 
further by proposing cuts would jeopardize both White House and congressional 
support for introducing any controls.

However, while the total number of federal employees has remained surprisingly 
stable for decades, most administrations have gradually added political appointees 
outside the civil service system, thereby nullifying the curb on future growth of 
political appointees that Carter’s Civil Service Reform sought to achieve. Both 
Volcker commissions went further than Carter’s reform by recommending a major 
cut in the number of political employees, but this significant recommendation has 
gone nowhere.

Several problems, discussed in the next sections, grow out of our excess of 
political appointees.

Obscuring of Presidential Vision

Career leadership is increasingly complaining that the proliferation of political 
appointees has eroded, rather than increased, the clarity with which they receive 
the president s vision of what the new administration is to accomplish.2 Low level 
political appointees tend to aggrandize their importance by implying a familiarity 
Wl c president s intentions well beyond their degree of knowledge, thereby 
introducing a filtering process that obscures depth of knowledge about the presi­
dential concepts needed for effective agency implementation. Misguided political

S ro"1 °.Wer^Cve^ aPP°intees may totally miss nuances that make a large 
fnrT ^ * at Pres^ent has intended and may undermine political strate-

L c^T8 P ^ ^^  ̂support. When that occurs, it is generally 
House forSu^ aPPOintee’ Wh°is hdd resPonsible b?the White

Numbers Overwhelm Screening Capacity

less of hcLXTfeXtoum^ of White House personnel , regard-

they have not had thp r * umber of appointees needed, have complai ned that 
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many people eminentlv rT^6 ^StreSS re^ance^ because we have seen so 
government leadership roles f 6 k u^ fie,ds who have struggled mightily in 
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Further, many appointees have been told that the key to better government is to run 
it more like a business, but they do not realize until too late that there are some fun­
damental differences between running a corporation and a government agency.

Questionable Operational Qualifications

This problem is compounded by the misuse of appointees after hiring. Most political 
appointees are supposed to fill policy-level positions in which they help the president 
translate his or her campaign promises into realistic policies and legislative propos­
als. Unfortunately, lower-level political appointees are used increasingly for other 
purposes that are more operational, roles for which many are unqualified. Writing 
campaign speeches or contributing to a presidential campaign will not prepare 
one to help run an agency with thousands of employees and a multibillion-dollar 
budget. Operating an agency for a new president is no place for on-the-job training, 
especially when one realizes that the first few months of a presidency is the time 
in which a new president has the most political capital and is in the best position 
to implement the campaign promises made to the voters.

The role of political appointees should be more clearly understood to be that of 
policy development, advocacy, and agency oversight, not hands-on operations, a 
role for which career men and women are better qualified in most cases. I believe 
this clarification of roles would reduce agency costs and improve effectiveness of 
operations. This change could also pave the way to follow the Volcker Commis­
sion recommendations of sharply reducing the excessive number of lower-level 
political appointees (2003).

This does not mean that career people do not have an important role in policy 
development, or that political appointees should isolate themselves from opera­
tions. Far from it. However, while recognizing there are always gray areas, I believe 
accountability for policy should lie with the political appointees, and the political 
leadership should hold career leaders accountable for effective implementation of 
those policies, that is, the management of operations. More than some, I stress the 
difference between the desirability of involving both political and career leaders as a 
team in making any agency function effectively and the need to avoid blurring policy 
and operational accountability for which I believe the two have different roles.

Layering Decreases Effectiveness

Although the percentage of federal employees who are political appointees is small, 
the operational problem presented by their growth is disproportionately large. For 
example, adding political positions, such as associate deputy assistant secretaries 
and chiefs of staff to assistant secretaries, generally have the practical effect of 
further layering a department that likely already has too many layers at the top. 
These layers generate additional levels of approval and an increased number of 
required concurrences. Longer processing and decision-making time results. Ac-
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countability lends to become more diffused. This layering clearly decreases the 

effectiveness of career leaders.3

Mixed Loyalties

Many former cabinet members and agency heads have complained that they are 
pressured to accept low-level appointees whose loyalty is more to their political 
sponsor, such as an important mayor or large donor, than to them or the president. 
On critical issues, this can be a serious problem when the sponsor has different 
interests and priorities than the president. At times, such appointees use backdoor 
channels to advance their own role by secretly undermining the cabinet member 
through leaks and secret communications. Because this problem may not be ap­
parent during the early stages of a cabinet member’s tenure, considerable damage 
can occur before it can be dealt with.

eduction in Contribution of Career Service

S'
J 5

As mentioned earlier, (he proliferation of low-level political appointees has inevita­
bly led some increasingly away from their policy roles into operational roles. This 
has tended to push down the level of operational responsibilities available to career 
leaders, and taken them totally out of certain positions they are best equipped to 
handle, especially in the field. In addition to the frequent drop in operational skill 
from this substitution of political appointees, there is a widespread view that, in 
general, career leaders receive less political pressures to influence program man­
agement, resulting in fewer allegations of abuse and favoritism in the issuance of 
grants and contracts.4

Centralization

□ring the Johnson administration, we saw highly centralized federal approaches 
to a ministering many of the Great Society programs because of lack of confi- 
/ ^k10 ^ ^e caPac^y or ^e wiU of state and local governments to ensure

at t e o J^ives of these programs were met. The established power structures 
th' C 35 not having much sensitivity or understanding with respect to 
bumino W^° ^ *ost Pal^nce with their local leadership. Cities were
field career a H^ ^^ t0 ^ea* w*^ a Rowing urban crisis. The result was that 
these new nr/ ^ ^ j ^ ^era^ a8encies had only a limited role in planning 
micromanacem// / m deC1S10ns ^g^ng their implementation. Washington
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spoliation (DOT), both of which established strong field
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offices but retained effective Washington monitoring capabilities. The original 
design of HUD blanketed the country with a series of regions headed by strong 
GS-17 and GS-18 career regional administrators who were delegated department- 
wide responsibility for program implementation with several Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) exceptions. Not very popular with most political assistant 
secretaries in Washington, they were nevertheless well received by local government 
and community leaders, especially those administrators buttressed by metropolitan 
expediters.5 We tend to forget that HUD was regarded by many at the time as a 
highly effective domestic department, and was chosen by the Nixon administration 
as the best model on which to advance its ambitious reorganization of the domestic 
departments and agencies. The career assistant secretaries for administration in HUD 
and DOT were assigned the lead task of monitoring decentralization and helping 
secretaries see that departments as a whole functioned as intended.

President Nixon quickly reversed the Great Society centralized approach. Forgot­
ten by many is the fact that during his very successful first years in office, Nixon 
drew heavily on Washington career leaders to design and manage his New Feder­
alism, the centerpiece of his domestic initiatives. Especially significant is the fact 
that this broad-based initiative to move decision making out of Washington relied 
heavily on agency field offices headed largely by career leaders.6 This was in sharp 
contrast to his later disastrous strategies in which he layered the career service in 
Washington and the field with political appointees and increasingly isolated himself 
from both the career service and much of his own political leadership.

The decline in the role of field offices after the 1972 election, the loss of coor­
dination among these offices, the replacement of agency career field leaders with 
political appointees, combined with the 1973 loss of the Office of Management 
and Budget (OMB) intergovernmental management staff led to a large number of 
operational responsibilities gravitating back to Washington. As a result, the career 
role in program delivery has been downgraded significantly to the detriment of 
our citizens.

In addition, the move toward federal government centralization occurred during the 
same period that the role and number of White House staff increased greatly, weaken­
ing the role of most departments and distancing career leaders even more from detailed 
information about presidential initiatives useful for effective implementation.

Career-Political Partnership

The career service represents the primary resource upon which any incoming 
president must rely to carry out the promises he or she made to the people dur­
ing the campaign. It is a resource without which a president cannot develop and 
launch successful new program initiatives of any magnitude. The career service 
is the only vehicle through which a president can govern. Yet we continue to see 
instance after instance of White House staff and agency leaders not only failing to 
reach out to the men and women on whom their political success will largely rest
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slowness in developing political-career teamwork in a new presidency has reduced 
the contribution of career leaders during the critical initial penod when a president 

generally has the greatest freedom to act.
These issues are well known within the public administration community where 

many books and articles on the subject have been written. Not so in the world 
of politics where this partnership notion is viewed as heresy. I agree with those 
who believe that, in general, the career-political relationship has eroded in recent 
years, limiting the effectiveness of both career and political leadership.7 What is 

the practical effect of this change?
First, limiting the level of participation of career managers in the design of new 

program initiatives reduces the odds of their being workable, as we saw in Hillary 
Clinton s ambitious health care initiative. Career leaders best understand what will 
work and what will not, and they often best understand what can be guided through 
Congress. Their knowledge needs to be meshed with the political considerations 
of the new president.

Those who argue that the heavy involvement of career men and women will 
delay or even jeopardize an initiative by generating a list of objections, or that 
they will use their ties to the Hill to undermine needed legislation/ either fail to 
understand how to provide policy leadership or lack management skills to lead the 
career service. In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, it was often career personnel who 
provided key leadership in designing the more successful programs a new president 
needed to implement his policies. Career-political partnerships during those years 
certainly enabled a president to move far more quickly than more recent instances 
in which the career men and women have played lesser roles.9

Limiting the career role in moving ahead with new presidential initiatives also 
reduces the sense of ownership and incentives to help the initiative succeed that 
would have been gained by the career service if they were permitted to participate 
fully in the planning phase. And because of their limited role, more time is needed 
for the career leaders to understand the intent of the president sufficiently well to 
engage each level of the department in successful implementation, generally caus­
ing months of delay in moving forward.10

Problems in forging an effective working relationship between new political 
appointees and career leaders are long standing. Most presidential appointees enter 
go\ eminent having campaigned on the need for change, and to them the career 

ice represents the status quo that needs to be controlled and their mind-set 
S 1 d C^an^' Career people are viewed as supporters of the prior presi-
30 / °F ^^ a$enda> and thus are assumed to oppose changes initiated by 

. । . a ^y^s^'ation, Few presidential appointees see a distinction between the
n CaiCer *t0 suPPort the constitutional office of the president as

*1 Fe^^ess °^ ^eir political affiliation, and personal support of the 
effectiv0 e president w*thin a political framework. Yet from the standpoint of 
effective government, the difference is fundamental.
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The challenge of developing political-career teamwork does not lie solely with 
the political appointees. Not many career people are skilled at communicating with 
incoming politicians. Most dislike the amount of simplistic and extreme rhetoric that 
was part of the campaign that brought most of their new bosses into the government. 
Especially distasteful is the political rhetoric that blames the bureaucracy (that is, 
the career men and women) for the government waste, perceived as a major obstacle 
to government action or balancing the budget. This negative response from the 
targeted careerists is understandable. But career leaders must try very hard to place 
themselves in the shoes of the appointees and strive to understand what is important 
to them and what they believe the new administration hopes to achieve. No small 
amount of effort may be required to present their ideas and values in language that a 
politician without prior government experience can understand. Demonstrating how 
good management is also good politics for the new administration is not readily ap­
parent to most appointees, and skill in explaining how good management will assist 
their presidency is an art that can be of great help in developing a political-career 
partnership. Doing so also strengthens the voice of the career man or woman who 
may later find it necessary to protest political interference in operations that might 
lead to inequities or favoritism in contracts, grants, and delivery of services.

One word of caution: In developing an effective partnership between political 
appointees and career leaders, it is important to keep in mind the need for the ap­
pointees to retain policy accountability and for career men and women to be held 
accountable to those appointees for agency operations.

Remaking Government as a Business

Over the past two decades, we have seen a continuing effort to make government 
function more like the private sector. This movement should be distinguished from 
the more modest concept of selecting certain private-sector practices that can be 
usefully adapted to government. The two ideas are fundamentally different. This 
emerging concept of running government like a business dilutes attention to those 
values of public service most important to effective functioning of democratic in­
stitutions. A private-sector vision of government also reduces its appeal to young 
people who have a strong motivation to serve the nation and its citizens, a loss that 
deprives us of an unknown number of future dedicated leaders.

As Ronald Moe (2004) often reminds us, this movement ignores how funda­
mental the differences are between the basis for government service and business 
employment. They grow largely out of the fact that government employees are 
empowered to do only those things that are authorized by law developed within the 
framework of our Constitution, whereas private-sector organizations are empowered 
to act in all areas not prohibited by law. In dealing with the public, government 
employees must observe due process of law. Their role is to serve the public with 
equity, transparency, and responsiveness, whereas the basic role of business is, and 
has to be, that of making sure the bottom line reflects a profit.11
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However this distinction does not lead to management in the two sectors being 
totally different There are certain management techniques given heavy emphasis in 
most well-run corporations that can, and should, be adapted to government. Simi­
larly one can aigue that just as public agencies are concerned about how citizens are 
treated, sound businesses also need to be concerned about their clients. But the latter 
concern grows largely out of the fact that failure to exhibit concern loses customers 
rather than out of a fundamental responsibility to serve them effectively. This dif­
ference in roles is illustrated by the fact that, unlike government, a business has no 
responsibility to serve those for whom such service would be unprofitable.

Considerable judgment needs to be exercised in determining what private-sec­
tor practices should be adapted to government needs and to what extent. In the 
General Services Administration (GSA) some years ago, for example, we realized 
that our warehousing practices were outdated, and we had much to learn from 
adapting private-sector practices. Yet when we essentially adopted a successful 
Sears, Roebuck system for our office furniture revolving fund, we came close to 
violating the antideficiency act at the highest level in our history. Because this 
approach to a revolving fund worked so well in the private sector, we tried to use 
it without paying attention to the fact that government is fundamentally different 
from a private business. We adopted when we should have adapted.

Other activities present much greater potential problems than do revolving funds 
when we press career leaders too far toward the private sector. This private-sec­
tor emphasis encourages career leaders to focus too heavily on business practices 
based primarily on dollars and cents as compared with designing a process that is 
responsive to the needs of those to be served. It gives priority to efficiency over the 
overarching goal of public service: effectiveness. Insufficient attention is given to 
some of the most important characteristics of public service such as transparency 
and equity. Public accountability becomes blurred. Application of market principles 
may be useful with respect to GSA supply schedules, but in other circumstances 
it will undermine an agency’s responsibility for equity in pursuing its mission and 
may give undue influence to wealthy special interest groups.

We have seen case after case in which the more restrictive public service ethic 
continuously lands highly talented people from the private sector in trouble after 
they enter government, but the public rightly continues to oppose efforts to relax 
public ethics standards to be more like those in business.12

Numerous government observers have also become uncomfortable with the 
extent to which the private-sector emphasis is contributing to the denigration of the 
Va UC| ° PU^c’serv*ce career- When the objective of entering public service is 
~ mp y at o government being just one among a number of jobs during a varied 
view f S ^ ^^ 0Ur c^^zens’ Managers who concentrate on the short-term 
weif™ ^ 80vcmment experience tend to focus undue attention on their own 
ing the public ^ 00 ^SUCcess °^ ^r a8ency in achieving its mission and serv- 

g eral service as simply another job of limited duration has also
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reduced mobility opportunities that help qualify career people for important 
leadership roles. A career in the public service provides more opportunities to 
meet the original objectives of the SES whereby a potential leader could serve in 
different assignments with increasing responsibility over time among a variety of 
agencies.13 Many complain about a loss of mobility among top career leaders in 
recent years. To the extent this is true, this trend will contribute to a further drop 
in the number of broadly experienced career men and women equipped to handle 
high-level management assignments. We see too many persons without benefit of 
varied agency experiences approaching high-level SES assignments with the limited 
vision of only their prior organization. Lacking experience in different agencies 
with a variety of cultures and objectives that require different management strate­
gies, they are not well equipped to tailor their management strategies to different 
circumstances or take risks.

The mobility concept has been damaged by the occasional use of the SES mobil­
ity provisions for partisan political purposes by transferring a talented SES member 
to “Siberia” or to a desk with no duties, in the hopes of forcing the member out of 
government, despite provisions in the Civil Service Reform designed to prevent 
such abuse. In contrast to our limited opportunities to broaden one’s federal leader­
ship experience, most advanced countries, and our own military, require a variety 
of assignments for those with the talent to progress to top career levels. This was 
an important objective of the SES that remains largely unfulfilled.

The private-sector model does not fit public leadership roles in other ways es­
sential to a democratic system such as ours. The degree of transparency in agency 
management is very different from that of private enterprise. The extent to which 
public managers must be in a position to defend and explain their every action to 
the press, to citizens, and to various oversight bodies has almost no counterpoint in 
the private sector. In fact, private-sector experience does not prepare one for most of 
the checks and balances that constitute the foundation of our constitutional system, 
yet these limits have a major impact on agency management. This public/private 
sector difference also requires a very different concept of accountability.

Some of our most dedicated public servants, political and career, believe that 
the requirement for government employees to take the oath of office deepens one’s 
sense of obligation to carry out their public duties in an honorable way. Especially 
for those interested in a public-service career rather than simply a job, it serves 
as a lifelong pledge of integrity that helps strengthen one’s resistance to improper 
work behavior. Many of us regard public service as a calling and believe it is a 
privilege to serve the public—a somewhat different mind-set than the principal 
factors motivating people to succeed in the private sector.

Because of the foregoing factors, I believe the overemphasis on making gov­
ernment more like the private sector is handicapping the development of effective 
career leaders and needs to be replaced with the more modest objective of looking 
at specific private-sector practices that can be usefully adapted for agency use. To 
the extent to which we strive to remake government like a business, we run the
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risk of weakening the awareness of public-service leaders to basic public-service 
concepts, and the understanding of how to function in our constitutional framework 

of checks and balances.

The Missing Presidential Management Arm

Over much of the last fifty years there has been justifiable criticism that, except 
for short periods, both the BOB and OMB have relied much too heavily on the 
budget as the primary means of advancing the management agenda of presidents 
and implementing congressional legislation. The problem is not the continuing 
emphasis on effective budgeting; this is a fundamental requirement of good govern­
ment. Further, although presidential budget policies may be highly controversial at 
times, the professional skill of those handling the budget in OMB continues to be 
impressive, and their work is of invaluable importance to a president. Instead, the 
problem is that the strong budget activity is not balanced by a central management 
arm of the president that addresses those elements of effective government that 
are difficult to address through the numbers-oriented focus of the budget. As one 
result of this imbalance, we are limiting the broad management strategies needed 
for effective career leadership.

The budget can play a constructive role in management decisions and improving 
agency operations on some occasions. But the use of the OMB budget leverage has 
an enforcement aura that, in my view, is not nearly as effective for most purposes 
as a broader OMB leadership approach that emphasizes assistance to agencies in 
enhancing their managerial effectiveness. This is a very different environment that 
directs the attention of career leaders to values not easily reflected in budget num­
bers. For example, it gives greater emphasis to such values as equity in program 
delivery systems, safeguards against favoritism in contract administration, and the 
politicizing of grant award processes. It encourages greater emphasis on effective 
micmal and external field-level coordination and intergovernmental cooperation.

approach provides greater help to agencies needing to increase their manage­
ment capa ilities than does a budget-dominated strategy. Budget processes are rarely 

^ °^en counterPro^uchve—in reorganization issues, especially in 
establishing new agencies.

^s ^^^^^ on the budget for management purposes may have 
obienivA T ^^S 00 e^ciency rather than effectiveness as the principal 
nrohlpm »° ^0Vemmenl ^Pera^ons^ but OMB has recently begun to rectify this 
what can hp °me ^r^ Relieve it has more to do with a failure to recognize 
have nroven ^COmPished ^gh means other than the budget, many of which 
•heir intrinsic vT6 u^ t0 ^ ^eCt*Ve ’n *mProving government. In addition to 
entangled with vo^tile686 ^^^ also ^the advanta8e of not becoming as 
L deal with Conor P u 30 Issues as maj°r budget issues do, making it easier 
^ i ■ T °n a h'P^i53" basis.

ganization and Executive Management (OEM) division in the
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BOB worked closely with budget examiners in exchanging information, but sel­
dom looked to the budget process in achieving the president’s management goals. 
Instead, it relied on its drafting of presidential executive orders; participation in 
developing policy initiatives and legislation from a management perspective; is­
suance of government-wide circulars; assistance in strengthening the management 
capacity of troubled agencies; establishment and monitoring of interagency and 
intergovernmental coordinating arrangements; handling of presidential reorgani­
zation proposals; monitoring of agency program delivery operational outcomes; 
establishment of government-wide productivity programs; modernizing financial, 
information, and procurement systems; simplification and integration of administra­
tive and program management systems; handling of reorganizations; and design of 
crosscutting presidential initiatives. This OEM leadership was provided exclusively 
by career men and women. Career managers participated in the daily meetings of 
the top White House staff and occasionally presented management issues to the 
president and the cabinet. It had an excellent track record with Congress.

These activities used to provide exciting opportunities for the finest career lead­
ers to help the president and cabinet members improve government. This approach 
cultivated greater genuine agency support for presidential management initiatives, 
support that extended much further down within the departments. Sadly, OMB no 
longer has either the positions or the degree of interest with which to provide most 
of these leadership roles.15

In addition, for some years the OMB career leaders have been layered in by 
the political program assistant directors (PADs), and the president-appointed and 
Senate-confirmed OMB heads of the Office of Procurement Policy, the Office of 
Financial Management, and the Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, who 
reduce the opportunity for the career staff to interact directly with the White House 
and cabinet members.16 This change has diluted the influence of professional, non­
partisan advice that used to be available to the president and his aides in addition 
to the political advice that came from his political appointees.

We need to revisit the issue of what management needs could be best met today 
by strategies in addition to, or in lieu of, the current budget-focused approaches. 
What type of institutional structure would need to be established to provide lead­
ership for these strategies? Should it be established within an OMB as originally 
contemplated, perhaps through a modernized OEM, or do we now need a separate 
structure in the Executive Office of the President?

However it is structured, a person with considerable prior government operat­
ing experience should head it. Similarly, departments should have either assistant 
secretaries for administration or undersecretaries for management, headed by in­
dividuals with extensive prior government experience, to provide cabinet members 
with effective leadership within the department for both administrative and program 
management. Ideally, these should be filled with SES members with high levels 
of success in several different agencies, having demonstrated skill in both leading 
career personnel and working effectively with agency political leaders. The next
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best arrangement would be for these posts to be filled with political appointees 
with prior government experience, combined with SES deputies. Filling the top two 
positions in the offices of either an undersecretary for management or an assistant 
secretary for administration with political appointees new to government would 
be an irresponsible act. The unusual amount of secrecy surrounding the operation 
of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) undersecretary has made a full 
assessment of its operation virtuaUy impossible thus far, but its apparent ineffec­
tiveness resulted from questionable initial leadership and failure of either OMB or 
DHS to understand the role of the office.

Crisis Management

Special attention must be given to how well we utilize our career leadership in deal­
ing with crises of this new century because they may be of devastating magnitude. 
The limited extent to which career leaders were in a position to quickly meet the 
challenge of Hurricane Katrina is disheartening. So are stories coming from Iraq 
concerning the constraints placed on career leaders in important operational deci­
sion-making positions, especially with respect to the extremely difficult task of 
so-called nation building. Underutilization of professional career people in times 
of crisis can cost many millions of dollars and contribute unnecessarily to suff ering 
and loss of life. Conceivably, it could make the difference between success and 
failure. Because of the high visibility of how we respond in times of crisis, failure 
io utilize career leaders undermines the confidence of the American people in their 
government, as Katrina demonstrated.

Two basic approaches to management of recovery from natural disasters have 
been used. First has been the traditional approach in which the president relies on 
a permanent agency for leadership such as the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA), now located within the current DHS. When well managed, this 
approach has worked in most natural disaster recoveries. However, in a few highly 
complex recoveries requiring extensive utilization of resources from other depart­
ments and interdepartmental decision making, it has been difficult for such an 
agency io secure the degree of rapid and wholehearted cooperation needed from 
lister agencies, especially after the initial response phase.

A second approach has been the less-well-known action of a president creating 
j temporary, overarching coordinating mechanism led by an experienced govern­
ment manager reporting directly to the president and empowered to draw upon the 
j?* resources °f ^e federal government without time-consuming negotiations or 

v carances. Although capable of extremely fast action and streamlined interagency 
intergovernmental arrangements, this second approach places a premium on 

comm^ment and professional leadership having extensive 
knowledge of federal agencies and Congress.

a^roac^ ^ecdvely, James Witt is justifiably credited for 
into a ar more effective agency than had existed before. One of
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the reasons for his success most often advanced was the care with which he de­
veloped and motivated career leaders, giving them major responsibilities and then 
equipping them to move quickly and effectively in those positions. Among other 
things, he demonstrated the value of political-career teamwork and mutual trust in 
dealing with disaster recoveries. Very important, the president had confidence in 
Witt, giving him leverage with other agencies.

President Johnson gave even greater emphasis to the use of career leadership 
by appointing a career person, the author, to head the Alaskan earthquake recov­
ery operations after the devastating 1964 earthquake, using the second approach 
of a temporary overarching arrangement to direct the recovery.17 While directly 
impacting only about 200,000 people, between the 1906 San Francisco earthquake 
and Hurricane Katrina, it was the most complex natural disaster recovery we had 
experienced in the United States, and also the most urgent because of the short 
Alaskan construction season. Nixon followed a similar path to straighten out the 
recovery problems of the Harrisburg flood from Hurricane Agnes by appointing 
Frank Carlucci, deputy director of 0MB, who had been for many years a career 
foreign service officer.18 In the case of both Alaska and Harrisburg, no political 
appointee was given direct operating responsibilities, although they played essential 
roles in policy making and in supporting the career staff directing operations.

I stress that had I been required to work through political appointees in directing 
the operational aspects of the rebuilding of Alaska, or struggle with an unwieldy 
organization such as DHS, we would have failed, and tens of thousands of families 
would have been forced to abandon the state for the Lower Forty-eight. Yet we 
now expect the much weaker, more complicated DHS arrangement to provide 
successful leadership for future crises that are likely to be much larger than the 
Alaskan earthquake and even more urgent. One thing is very clear: Regardless 
of whether we organize along the Witt lines or use the Johnson-Nixon approach, 
we must remove the current limitations on the role of career leaders in times of 
crisis. Operational decisions must be made by experienced career leaders as was 
done in Alaska and Harrisburg. These leaders need to have firsthand knowledge 
of the role of various agencies and how they work. They need to understand 
agency headquarters/field relationships as well as intergovernmental relation­
ships. They should understand how to work with Congress, hopefully having 
established close relationships with key members before taking on their disaster- 
related assignments. These leaders must understand how to arrange immediate 
collaboration with the many agencies on whose human and dollar resources a 
successful recovery will depend.

In times of crisis, every hour counts in responding to disasters or terrorist at­
tacks. Even the longer-term major rebuilding and economic development decisions 
cannot wait for the usual administrative processes to work their way through the 
system. Many of these processes have to be dramatically simplified within the first 
several weeks, requiring greater reliance on the knowledge and expertise of those 
directing the recovery. It is the career men and women who best understand how
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to operate in the absence of the customary slow-moving processes that cannot be 

tolerated in times of crisis. .
We all agree that military operations should be led by professional career of­

ficers within the policies determined by civilian leadership. Likewise, I believe that 
defending our homeland requires our recovery operations to be led by professional 
men and women. Why should we be satisfied with less skilled protection from at­
tacks at home than we demand in the case of overseas warfare?

One seldom finds career people in the transition headquarters of the president-elect, 
h is exceedingly difficult for the winning candidate and his or her campaign team 
io make the mental transition from campaigning to governing during the few weeks 
of the presidential transition. This leads to the failure to recognize the need for 
involving career leaders during this critical period. In fact, many transition lead- 

s view career people as slow, unimaginative creatures they take care to exclude
from their plans to change government and remake Washington. Contrary to this 
conventional political wisdom, I suggest that effective use of career SES men and 
women in planning how to translate campaign promises into presidential actions 
and proposed legislation would make a huge difference in the quality of transition 
planning, the speed with which a new president could advance the agenda, and the 
effectiveness with which initiatives could be implemented.

Further, the presidential transition is the ideal time to begin reversing the trends 
discussed in the previous sections that are unduly limiting the effectiveness of ca­
reer leaders. Helping the transition team lay the foundation for effective relations 
with Congress, for example, is an area where the career experience and their long­
standing relationships with the Hill could be invaluable. Utilizing career leaders 
to help guide the design of new initiatives along lines that reduce unnecessary 
congressional objections, and are workable in application, would have helped past 
presidents avoid a variety of early embarrassments and delays. Any thoughts the 
president-elect might have concerning government-wide improvement in opera­
tions. a favorite topic of most incoming presidents,19 must involve career men and 
women in leadership roles to be truly successful. Yet too often they are brought in 
as an afterthought and at too low a level to have much impact.

This early involvement of career leaders should also lay the groundwork for 
improved political appointee-career relationships as the new presidency moves 
forward, helping a new president throughout his or her term.

c trends discussed earlier that limit effectiveness of career leaders are so deeply 
_ DJYiJdt In ^^^wemment that not many believe it is realistic to reverse them. 
J yes, t not impossible. Iraq, Katrina, and other recent events have given
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greater visibility to the unfortunate consequences of failing to fully utilize the 
potential role of career leaders. I believe there are enough nonprofit organizations 
interested in effective government that the foregoing issues could attract serious 
consideration from several of them. These groups developed several very significant 
proposals for the 2000 presidential transition.20

I suggest that in their planning for the next transition, these organizations include 
consideration of ways in which career men and women can recover a stronger 
leadership role in government operations, relating the topic to the need for effective 
implementation of presidential initiatives.

Groundwork for this effort should begin as soon as the respective campaigns for 
2008 begin to get organized and well before the election. Otherwise, the subject 
of policy implementation, including the need for involving career leadership, has 
almost no chance of garnering attention during the hectic days between the elec­
tion and inauguration, a period when the development of presidential initiatives 
critically needs career input. Ideally, a person in each campaign headquarters with 
past government experience can be persuaded to help ensure an awareness of the 
relationship of the career service to successful implementation of the president­
elect’s policy agenda. This person will not be one who is handling the fast-moving 
tactics of the campaign, but he or she should be one of the few members of the 
candidate’s team concerned about governing after election day. Two transition 
suggestions are offered: developing a transition management unit, and review of 
the role of political appointees.

Transition Management Unit

Each campaign should be urging to plan, in the event of winning, the establish­
ment of a small management unit in the transition offices of the president-elect, as 
was done by President-elect Reagan in 1980 at the suggestion of Ed Harper and 
approved by Ed Meese. That three-person team of experienced career government 
managers focused much of its attention on reorganization issues such as proposing 
the elimination of the antipoverty agency, the Community Services Administration 
(CSA), and reorganization of the Department of Energy.21

It might be wise for the new management unit to be charged with focusing on 
managing policy implementation, rather than the more general term of manage­
ment used in 1980. The subject matter would be much the same, but this linkage to 
policy would be easier to relate to the political instincts of most transition figures 
and would have a greater chance of surviving the pressures and near-chaotic condi­
tions of a transition environment. It is also a sufficiently broad concept to include 
both program and administrative management in developing and implementing 
new presidential initiatives. It would be the ideal place to begin integrating career 
leaders and political leadership in the early stages of a presidential transition, rather 
than waiting until after inauguration.

Each of the areas discussed in this chapter should be on the agenda of this policy
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management unit. This will be the best time for prospective political leaders of the 
new administration to learn the value of the career service and how to work with 

career professionals. ,
This management group should also facilitate the difficulties faced by a new presi­

dent in shifting from campaigning to governing. There is widespread recognition of 
the importance of a new president moving his or her agenda quickly after inaugura­
tion. but few do. And when they try to act quickly, the efforts often fail for lack of 
sufficient planning and/or failure to lay the groundwork with the Congress. On the 
other hand, we recall Nixon’s New Federalism in which he drew heavily on career 
leaders, enabling him to move forward with sweeping implementation of executive 
orders within two months after inauguration. And by July, his director of the Bureau 
of the Budget was already asking the agencies for status reports on outcomes they 
had achieved. By contrast, with most career leaders used only in lower leadership 
roles, Clinton’s Reinventing Government took much of the first two or three years 
just planning what was to be done, and similarly the Bush Presidential Management 
Agenda had little departmental action the first two years of his presidency.

One especially important management suggestion for key nonprofit groups and, if 
established, also the transition management unit to consider for the next presidential 
transition is a long-overdue bipartisan review of the role of political appointees. 
For too long, we have failed to address the enormous impact, positive and negative, 
that political appointees have on the extent to which the career service is utilized 
effectively, especially with respect to the career leaders. Although 1 argue that it is 
the career service that should be held accountable to political leadership for imple­
mentation of policies, the political leaders have much to do with the environment 
within which career leaders operate and the extent to which career personnel are 
equipped to carry out their operational role.

Think for a moment about the extent to which outstanding political leaders 
such as Elliot Richardson, Jim Webb of the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, and James Witt each provided such effective leadership for the 
career service and relied heavily on professional career leadership in accompli sh- 

^n8s that brought credit to their organizations. We complain a good 
ea a ut political appointees who fail to provide good leadership but seldom 

g e em credit when they do. We almost never examine carefully what might 
f 06 l° imProve the general effectiveness of political appointees. We think 

J^ apP$lntees almost entirely from the standpoint of their policy roles and 
- res^ect10 ^e‘r impact on the effective functioning of government 

whv it nn»ere ^ numerous rev’ews of various aspects of the career service, so 
service th^ 7PTale t0 ^asionally review the other portion of government 

ice, that of political appointees?
****** mentioned nonprofit groups and the recommended transition manage-
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ment organization should include in their agendas the desirability of establishing 
a statutory bipartisan commission to review the roles of political appointees in 
federal departments and agencies. It would undertake a broad study of the politi­
cal appointees’ portion of the federal government public service somewhat similar 
to the extensive study of the career service on which the Civil Service Reform of 
1978 was based, including (1) the roles that political appointees can best play in 
the government agencies, (2) roughly what percentage of the workforce is needed 
to fulfill that role, and (3) what White House Personnel Office capacity is required 
to handle that many appointees.

The scope of this review should include ways in which effective political ap­
pointees have been able to energize and motivate career men and women over the 
years in advancing the agenda of a new president. Steven Kelman's recent book. 
Unleashing Change (2005), describes in some depth how effective one appointee 
found the career service was in bringing about change when “unleashed” from 
undue constraints and encouraged to innovate.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have identified some of the ways in which career leaders are unduly 
limited in providing the leadership that could help new presidents and department 
heads advance new initiatives quickly. Simply preaching the value of good govern­
ment to the newcomers, including generic comments about the virtues of career 
men and women, will have little or no impact on a new administration. In order to 
demonstrate the potential contribution of the career service to a presidential team 
and to make headway in reducing the current limitations on what the career leader­
ship can accomplish, the next transition agenda has to link the career service and 
operational success of the policy initiatives advanced by the new president. This 
linkage has to be portrayed in plain language with concrete examples, something 
we do not do well. The transition team should gather a few concisely written case 
studies of past experiences in which both Republicans and Democrats have ben­
efited from career leaders helping to advance presidential agendas when free of 
constraints that typically limit their effectiveness.

We need to give visibility to the price we pay for the declining role of federal 
career leaders and to its negative impact on federal government effectiveness. Our 
failure to fully utilize our impressive career talent has enormous potential conse­
quences, and it must be corrected if we are to serve our citizens well and meet the 
global competitiveness of the twenty-first century.

Notes

I. The distinction between adopt and adapt is key to this discussion. Latin America and 
postwar Europe were very different in many respects, but the need to eliminate unnecessary 
internal red tape in our economic assistance programs, especially Washington micromanag-
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,ne was common to both situations. It turned out not to be difficult to discern which Marshall 
Plan processes could be adapted, while recognizing that none could be fully adopted.

' Some cabinet members have expressed similar concerns to the author.
V in Thickening Government. Paul Light (1995) points out that between 1960 and 1992, 

the number of "top jobs” in the Department of Agriculture increased from 81 to 242; in 
the Department of Commerce the increase was from 29 to 217; in Intenor from 50 to 160; 
tn HEW from 27 to 339, despite the loss of Education. Most of these are filled by political 
appointees. Lower-level appointees do not show up on charts as layers, yet even a modest 
Schedule "C title such as “special assistant” to an assistant secretary (that is not even on 
the chart) can decrease the role and operational flexibility of a lop member of the SES ac- 
countable for a project or program.

4, In assuming leadership of the independent agency, the Community Services Admin­
istration. 1 found that no career person was permitted to even make a recommendation on the 
awarding of a grant or significant contract—this role was reserved for political appointees. 
There was no concept of non-partisan administration of laws or agency programs.

5. Several big-city mayors, such as Mayor Daley of Chicago, who were accustomed to 
direct access to cabinet members and felt it demeaning to work through a regional admin­
istrator did not share this popularity. However, Secretary Weaver backed career leaders to 

c hih. telling the White House he would resign rather than compromise on politicizing

4;:

T

S:

y/^‘

these positions. Johnson was not close to Weaver, but he did not want to lose the first black 
cabinet member in our history, and the regional administrators remained career until the 
Nixon administration.

6. There were notable exceptions. One was the strong effort to remove a career as­
sistant secretary of administration in DOT, Alan Dean, because of his earlier Democratic 
activities in local government. The DOT secretary, John Volpe, who regarded him as 
extremely able, vigorously opposed this pressure. Ironically, a key member of the White 
House staff, Fred Malek, knew of Dean's ability and arranged for him to be transferred to 
the management staff of the new 0MB, much to the consternation of other White House 
staff. Dean s outstanding performance in 0MB quickly earned him high marks where he 
quickly became highly valued by the Nixon leadership. He was an outstanding example of 
the career perspective of dedicated service to the presidency rather than to the president as 
a person, in this case a man for whom Dean never would have voted. After the elimination 
of the intergovernmental staff in 0MB, and before Nixon left office, the top field office 
positions began to revert back to political appointments as a matter of policy, a trend that 
continued under President Carter.

7. One of the more comprehensive discussions of political appointee—career leaders 
relationships is found in Heclo’s A Government of Strangers (1977).

K Pol ideal-career teamwork will nearly always improve agency relations with Congress 
an strengthen the ability of a president to gain congressional approval of the principal 
portions of his agenda.

9. Nixons New Federalism, as well as Johnson's response to the Alaskan earthquake 
. arter s broad-based Civil Service Reform are examples of presidential ini-

’ '^ t 31 Very ^^^Y 311(1 also v^ry successfully, at least from the presidential 
d^gned primarily by career leaders working closely as a team with 

^ e^rship and pursuant to a presidential policy.
enacted L autllor conducted for President Nixon in late 1970 of ten bills last 
u hen the 1 al,mos! cabinct members counted implementation as having occurred
fact the ^ u?Plementing document, generally within a month or less. In
emplo^S PSln5 ?°m lhe Pint's executive order until the frontline career 

implementation rWe^ his or her operating instructions, a more meaningful measure 
as a ut eighteen months. Disconnects between political leaders and

7
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career implemented were a major reason for the delays. As a result of the survey, OMB and 
cabinet members began monitoring the whole implementation cycle, not just headquarter's 
initial steps in the process.

11. See Yong Lee's A Reasonable Public Servant (2005) for an exploration of the con­
stitutional basis for public service, which is fundamentally different than private-sector 
employment.

12. This distinction does not necessarily place government ethics at a higher level than 
those in private business. Some features are, but others simply grow out of the different 
nature of government and business. In this era of global competition, it would make no 
sense to require corporations to follow federal government-type regulations to assure checks 
and balances embedded in our Constitution or require open competition for supplying the 
company with goods and services or the competitive merit-based employee systems we 
require for public service.

13. The trend toward disaggregation of the SES, resulting from different agencies be­
ing given greater flexibility in their personnel systems, will also likely work against career 
mobility.

14. The Bush Presidential Management Agenda has included some useful efforts to 
lessen this emphasis on efficiency rather than effectiveness. For example, it has linked the 
budget with program outcomes, actions for which OMB deserves considerable credit. The 
A-76 outsourcing circular, as another example, no longer contains cost as the only measure 
for decision making, though it gives more attention than effectiveness in how most agencies 
apply the circular.

15. The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) presents a painful example of this 
failure. At the time DHS was launched, the OMB no longer had any expertise to provide it 
with experienced advice. There was no one, for example, to explain to the new department 
the critical role of the undersecretary for management, because the one person responsible 
for its inclusion in the legislation had left OMB by the time the department was organized. 
Consequently, the undersecretary role has never been developed. No assistance was provided 
the new DHS regarding the critical need for interagency and intergovernmental coordina­
tion mechanisms and the need for experienced career personnel in operational positions. 
The tragic price paid for this serious OMB deficiency was all too visible in the Hurricane 
Katrina debacle.

16. Despite concern about this added layer, and its filtering role, on the average the PAD 
appointees have been of high quality and have deflected some political flack from the career 
OMB personnel.

17. Also critical to the Alaskan success, Johnson reconstituted most of his cabinet as 
the Federal Reconstruction and Development Planning Commission for Alaska, chaired 
by a powerful senator, Clinton Anderson from New Mexico. This Commission developed 
policy within which the operating official worked, having a dual reporting responsibility 
to both President Johnson and to Senator Anderson in his second role as executive director 
of the Commission.

18. Nixon did not establish a policy body comparable to the cabinet commission estab­
lished by President Johnson, but a highly respected OMB deputy director, Frank Carlucci, 
was in a position to easily call on agencies for prompt assistance.

19. The most recent such efforts have been Gore’s National Performance Review and 
the Bush Presidential Management Agenda.

20. These organizations might include the Brookings Institution, the Council for Excel­
lence in Government, the American Enterprise Institute, the National Academy of Public 
Administration, the American Society for Public Administration, and the Heritage Founda­
tion, as well as others.

21. The CSA was closed as of September 30, 1981.
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