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1600 Pennsylvania Avenue will have new residents  
come January–an efficient transfer of power from  
the outgoing to the incoming administration will  
be essential. 

 
WHO’S WHO:  
TRUMP AND CLINTON TRANSITION TEAMS 
The transition teams are an important locus of activity and  
give us insight into the future administration. They’ve set up  
federally supported transition offices in Washington, D.C.,  
that are responsible for developing a post-inauguration  
agenda and selecting candidates to fill appointed positions. 
 
 
 FOUR CORE FUNCTIONS OF EACH TRANSITION TEAM 
 

Appointments 
Vets personnel to fill the roughly 4,000 politically  
appointed positions

Roughly 1,000 positions require Senate confirmation

Policy Review 
Prioritizes major policy platform items and develops  
issue agenda and implementation plan

Relationship between transition and campaign policy  
teams varies by candidate

Agency Review 
Reviews roles and responsibilities of each major  
department and agency

Also reviews developments from last administration  
to identify pressing issues and priorities for each  
organization

President-Elect Support 
Carefully plans the president-elect’s roughly 75 days of  
public events and preparation for assuming office

 STAGE 1: 

BUILDING THE  
 TRANSITION TEAM.
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WHO’S IN CHARGE? 
 
The transition team works behind the scenes to  
ensure—should their candidate be elected—that they  
have a plan in place for staffing, policy implementation  
and operations support. Here are the important players  
for the Trump and Clinton campaigns:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CLINTON TRANSITION TEAM

John Podesta, Chair 
Chairman of Hillary for America 
 

Former Chief of Staff to President Bill Clinton 
 

Former Counselor to President Barack Obama 
 

Oversaw Obama’s transition team in 2008

Tom Donilon, Co-Chair 
Former National Security Advisor to President Obama  
 

Former Chair, Department of State Transition Team, 
Obama 2008

Ken Salazar, Chairman 
Former Secretary of the Interior 
 

Former US Senator (CO) 
 

Former State Attorney General (CO) 
 

Partner at WilmerHale LLP

Heather Boushey, Chief Economist  
Executive Director and Chief Economist,  
 

Washington Center for Equitable Growth  
Senior Fellow, Center for American Progress

Ann O’Leary, Senior Policy Advisor 
Former Senior Fellow at Center for American Progress 
 

Former Executive Director at Berkeley Law Center  
on Health, Economic, and Family Security Program

Jennifer Granholm 
Former Governor (MI) 
 

Former State Attorney General (MI)

Ed Meier, Director of Policy Outreach 
Former Senior Advisor to the Deputy Secretary  
of State during Obama Administration 
 

Former Deputy Iraq Transition 
Coordinator at State

Maggie Williams 
Former Campaign Manager to Hillary Clinton, 2008 
 

Former Chief of Staff to Hillary Clinton, 1993-1997

Sara Latham, Senior Advisor to Chair 
Formerly worked public affairs in the UK 
 

Served under Podesta during the Bill Clinton  
administration

Neera Tanden  
President/CEO, Center for American Progress 
 

Former Director, Domestic Policy, Obama campaign 
 

Former Policy Director, Hillary Clinton Campaign, 2008

4Updated September 2016
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TRUMP TRANSITION TEAM

Chris Christie, Chair 
Current New Jersey Governor 
 

Former presidential candidate in 2016 race 
 

Former US Attorney for New Jersey

Bill Hagerty 
Former economic adviser to George H.W. Bush 
 

Former advisor, Romney transition team 
 

Founder and Managing Director,  
Hagerty Peterson & Company

Rich Bagger, Executive Director 
Executive Vice President, Celgene Corporation 
 

Former Chief of Staff to Governor Chris Christie 
 

Former NJ State Senator and Assemblyman

Mike Rogers, Advisor on National Security  
Former Chairman, House Permanent Select  
Committee on Intelligence 
 

Former Representative (MI)

Jamie Burke, Appointments 
Principal at Statecraft Staffing LLC 
 

Former Personnel Director for Romney transition team 
 

Formerly worked in Bush administration and at  
Republican National Committee

Mira Ricardel, Advisor on Defense 
Consultant, Federal Budget IQ 
 

Former Vice President, Boeing 
 

Former Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense,  
W. Bush Administration

Rick Dearborn 
Chief of Staff for Senator Jeff Sessions since 2004 
 

Formerly served at Department of Energy, Heritage  
 

Foundation, Senate Steering Committee and Senate  
Republican Conference

Ed Feulner 
Former President, Heritage Foundation 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bill Palatucci 
Former campaign advisor to Governor Tim Kean (NJ), 
Presidents Reagan, George H.W. Bush, and  
George W. Bush

Jared Kushner 
Son-in-law to Donald Trump

Updated September 2016
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Successful transition operations tend to prepare 
early. For example, although Republican candidate 
Mitt Romney didn’t win the election, his team began 
planning for the transition in June 2012. The Obama 
transition team began its preliminary work  
in April 2008 and formal planning in May. 
 
 
 
 
 
THE RACE IS ON: WHAT HAPPENS  
IN THE LEAD-UP TO NOV. 8?

 STAGE 2: 

PRE-ELECTION 
PLANNING.

EARLY SPRING 
Identify transition chair,  
executive director and  
other top leadership

MAY 
Establish strategic priorities  
and work plan. Develop budget 
and fund-raising plan 

JUNE 
Set time targets for  
presidential appointments and  
identify priority positions 

 
JULY-OCTOBER 
Catalog key campaign  
promises and identify  
policy priorities

JULY 
Create standardized  
agency review report  
format

JUNE-JULY 
Coordinate with GSA  
to plan for office space,  
IT, financial resources

 
AUGUST-SEPTEMBER 
Submit security clearances  
for key transition personnel who 
will require access to classified 
briefings post-election 

 
AUGUST-OCTOBER 
Vet and finalize short lists  
for top-priority presidential 
appointments

Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

http://presidentialtransition.org
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Operations and Support 

		 Prepare to manage transition 
  	 Staffing 
  	 Logistics 
  	 Security Clearances 
		 Coordinate with campaign 

 
 
Policy Planning 

		 Get right skeleton staff in place 
		 Develop “promises book” from campaign

 
 

Agency Review 

		 Prepare for post-election phase 
  	 Line up staff 
  	 Establish clear guidance for review 
		 Develop initial briefing materials for agency heads 

 
 
 
Presidential Appointments 

		 Build list of top 200 names 
  	 Initial vetting with public sources 
  	 Start deep vetting of top candidates 
		 Plan later personnel opportunities

FOUR WAYS RECENT LEGISLATION HAS  
CHANGED THE PRE-ELECTION PROCESS  
 
The Pre-Election Presidential Transition Act of 2010  
(PEPTA) amended the Presidential Transition Act (PTA)  
to authorize further federal support for eligible candidates  
for transition planning.

PRE-ELECTION CHECKLIST  
 
Creating short lists, arranging security clearances and  
writing briefing materials all take place in the lead-up to  
the election. Here’s what transition teams are prepping  
for so they’re not caught off guard on November 8:

1 
  
PEPTA authorized funding for office space and 
IT support during the general election season

 
 
2 
 
Candidates are authorized to raise funds (contribution  
limit is $5,000 per person/entity) to pay for services  
and facilities

3 
 
Authorized the President or President’s delegate to plan  
and coordinate executive branch activities for facilitating  
effective transfer of power

 
4 
 
The Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 
2004 (IRTPA) also facilitates expedited security clearances 
for key transition team members to be completed “to the 
fullest extent practicable” by the day after the election

TRANSITION TIP 
Easily Keep Track of Your Team’s To Dos  
and Meetings With #MyOutreachTracker  
Learn More > 

Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

https://about.bgov.com/blog/many-meetings-just-released-tool-will-help/
http://presidentialtransition.org
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Election Day simply marks the end of the beginning—
after the election, the transition team of the winning 
candidate moves into high gear and the outgoing 
administration coordinates activities to ensure an 
efficient transfer of power.  
 
The transition teams also grow exponentially after Election 
Day. For example, Obama’s transition team expanded to 
about 450 full-time staff.

 
 
WHAT HAPPENS AFTER NOV. 8?

 STAGE 3: 

POST-ELECTION 
ACTION.

EARLY  
NOVEMBER 
Launch agency  
review teams

PRE- 
THANKSGIVING 
Select top 50 Cabinet appointees  
and key White House personnel

NOVEMBER/ 
DECEMBER 
Develop policy implementation plan, budget  
and management agenda; send intended  
Cabinet agency appointments to Senate

JANUARY 
Submit agency review reports  
and brief incoming agency heads

JANUARY 
Prepare Cabinet  
orientation/retreat

Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

http://presidentialtransition.org
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THE OUTGOING ADMINISTRATION  
 
It is important that the transfer of power between 
administrations be coordinated. Here’s how President  
Obama is authorized to set the future administration  
up for success:

Establish a White House Transition  
Coordinating Council comprised of  
high-level executive branch officials: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Establish an Agency Transition Directors  
Council with career employees:  
 
 
 
 
 
Appoint a senior career GSA employee to serve  
as Federal Transition Coordinator and carry out  
GSA’s duties related to transition planning

Develops guidance for agencies regarding briefing materials 
for incoming administration and succession planning 
 
Facilitates communication and information sharing between 
transition representatives and federal government 
 
Prepares and hosts interagency emergency preparedness 
and response exercises 
 
 
Provides guidance for agencies on gathering briefing 
materials that may be requested by the incoming administration 
 
Ensures agencies adequately prepare for  
succession planning

FOUR WAYS RECENT LEGISLATION HAS  
CHANGED THE POST-ELECTION PROCESS  
 
The Presidential Transition Act (PTA) provides significant 
resources for transition activities and staff once the 
President-elect has been ascertained:

1 
  
Authorizes funding for orientation activities for  
intended nominees

 
 
 
 
2 
 
The President-elect is authorized to raise funds  
(contribution limit is $5,000 per person/entity) to  
pay for services and facilities

3 
 
Also authorizes a post-general election briefing for the 
President-elect with “a detailed, classified, compartmented 
summary . . . of specific operational threats to national 
security; major military or covert operations; and pending 
decisions on possible uses of military force”

 
4 
 
PTA recommends that the President-elect submit names 
of candidates for high-level national security positions and 
requires the responsible agencies to carry out background 
investigations “as expeditiously as possible”
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Operations and Support 

		 Manage the overall transition 
  	 Budget 
  	 Logistics 
  	 Communications 
		 Coordinate with White House, President-elect 
		 Work with Congress 

 
 
Policy Planning 

		 Develop policy priorities for new administration 
  	 Organized by major issue area 
		 Work on urgent policy issues 

  	 Executive orders, regulations 
  	 Budget next fiscal year

 

Agency Review 

		 Conduct agency assessments 
  	 Identify program, policy priorities 
  	 Identify urgent issues 
  	 Review budgets 
		 Prepare summary materials for President and new  

  agency heads 
 
 
Presidential Appointments 

		 Deeply vet potential top-level nominees 
		 Vet and select next level of nominees 
		 Establish operations to administer hiring process

POST-ELECTION CHECKLIST 
 
Winning an election is not the end of the road—this is  
when the majority of work takes place within transition  
teams. The short lists have been created, but now it’s  
time to vet the candidates. Policy priorities for the President 
elect’s platform have been established, but now it’s time to 
determine which one will be the primary focus. The  
briefings have been prepped, but now it’s time to present 
them to the new agency heads. Here’s what needs to take  
place following a successful election:

TRANSITION TIP 
Be the First to Know About Post-Election Appointments  
and Policy Proposals With Bloomberg First Word.  
Learn More > 

Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

https://about.bgov.com/ga/breaking-news-analysis/
http://presidentialtransition.org
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 STAGE 4: 

THE PRESIDENT  
AND APPOINTMENTS.

Between election and inauguration, the future 
President has flexibility in terms of location of 
transition headquarters, timing the announcement of 
key staff positions and engagement (or lack thereof) 
with the media.  
 
They focus these two months on policy priorities, staffing and 
engagement with stakeholders on and off the Hill. Here’s how 
past presidents have chosen to spend the two busy months 
before taking the oath of President of the United States. 
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PAST TRANSITION APPROACHES:  
IT’S PERSONAL PREFERENCE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

REAGAN CLINTON

Location preferences  
Based in California; retreated often to personal ranch 
 
Regular DC trips to conduct own outreach

Location preferences  
Based in Arkansas; two brief, high-impact DC trips 
 
Several trips to other states

Personnel selection  
White House staff announced early; other positions  
paced throughout 
 
Written statements, no press conferences;  
wanted to let nominees “shine”

Personnel selection  
Highly consultative approach; high President-elect  
engagement in interviews (including low-level White House)

Announcements made later in blocks—Cabinet, then  
White House

Promotion of successive transition leads to Cabinet

Policy focus  
Stuck to narrow and focused policy agenda  
(5 priority policy issues) during the campaign period

Policy focus  
Commentary on broad range of topical issues  
(including economy and foreign policy)

Used “summit” approach (economic)

Congress and stakeholder outreach  
Heavy congressional outreach  
(perceived weakness of predecessor)

President-elect spent much time on the Hill

Congress and stakeholder outreach  
Congress compressed into two brief, high-intensity  
DC visits  
 
Significant effort with external stakeholders  
(e.g., business leaders and benefactors)

Media and publicity  
Stayed out of public limelight; few formal  
press conferences

Used informal press Q&A sessions while  
on the road

Media and publicity  
Significant focus on media and public appearances  
(including speeches and events)

 

12Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

http://presidentialtransition.org
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PAST TRANSITION APPROACHES:  
IT’S PERSONAL PREFERENCE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

G.W. BUSH OBAMA

Location preferences  
Late move (delayed result; preference to stay  
outside DC)

Flew stakeholders, members of Congress to Texas

Location preferences  
Based in Illinois, but early DC move for  
daughters’ school

Split transition office model (Illinois and DC)

Personnel selection  
Official processes delayed until President-elect  
declared, but hearings expedited to ensure  
readiness on January 20

White House and Cabinet announcements made  
rapidly, in parallel

Personnel selection  
Extensive written application process

Daily announcements (White House, then Cabinet)

Announced in “topic clusters” to create press  
opportunities and frame policies

Policy focus  
Heavy emphasis on economy and education

Expanded “summit” format (business, technology,  
education, agriculture); this was used to inform policy

Policy focus  
Dominated by economic crisis

“Backward mapping” of key foreign and domestic  
events to prioritize policy (e.g., Troubled Asset Relief Program)

Used Cabinet announcements as policy platforms

Congress and stakeholder outreach  
Significant outreach to own party, some to Democrats

Key stakeholders visited Texas 
 
Vice president conducted much outreach as  
President-elect’s “proxy” in DC

Congress and stakeholder outreach  
Less emphasis on Congress due to partisan  
rifts, though more in January due to economic crisis

Transition team conducted much on  
President-elect’s behalf

Media and publicity  
Strong use of photo ops, ad hoc press interaction

Media and publicity  
Announcements and web videos as policy vehicles

Staggered appearances to stay in public eye

13Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

http://presidentialtransition.org
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GETTING A JOB: UNDERSTANDING  
THE APPOINTEE SELECTION PROCESS 
 
Established political leaders are tapped for top positions  
within the new administration. Whether you’re gunning  
for Deputy Secretary of Defense or a spot on the next  
President’s advance team, here’s what it takes and the  
process for being confirmed:  
 
 

SOURCES VETTING RESPONSIBLE 
FOR SELECTION TIMING

Cabinet- 
level and  
key deputies

Typically well-known  
within political circles

Former administration 
officials

NGO and business  
leaders outside 
government

Campaign and  
transition staff

Other supporters and  
advisors of President

Initial public vet

Deep post-election vet

FBI background check 
pre-Senate hearings

Office of Government 
Ethics (OGE) public  
financial disclosure form

President and  
4-5 key advisors

New Cabinet-level  
nominees as well 
for their key Deputies

Within a month  
of election

Other  
Deputy 
Secretaries, 
Under  
Secretaries  
and Assistant  
Secretaries

See above

Input from agency  
review teams

Initial public vet

Less deep  
post-election vet  
by personnel team

FBI background check 
pre-Senate hearings

OGE public financial  
disclosure form

Personnel team

New agency heads

Many between  
election and  
inauguration

Some post- 
inauguration

Deputy  
Assistant 
Secretaries, 
Non-career  
SES and  
Schedule Cs

Input from agency  
review teams

Campaign and  
transition staff

Other supporters  
and advisors of  
President

Initial vet

FBI, OPM background 
check, OGE public  
financial disclosure  
form

New agency heads

PPO

Some formal  
transitioning

Most later, after  
new agency heads  
confirmed

White  
House 
personnel

Key campaign and  
transition staff

Other supports and  
advisors to President, 
COS

Former administration 
officials

Initial vet

Varies by position

FBI, OPM background 
check, OGE public  
financial disclosure  
form

President and  
4-5 key advisors

Incoming Chief  
of Staff

Within a week  
of election

Source: Partnership for Public Service’s Center for Presidential Transition

http://presidentialtransition.org
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AN INSIDER’S ACCOUNT OF CONGRESSIONAL  
RELATIONS IN THE FIRST YEAR

 WINNING OVER 
CAPITOL HILL.

The first year of a new presidency is a time of 
peak hope and optimism. Fresh off an Election 
Day mandate and basking in the brief honeymoon 
period, many presidents have utilized this window 
to advance their agenda and pass signature 
legislation. For the 45th President, however, 
prospects for such a window are dim. 

On January 20th, one of the two most unpopular 
presidential candidates in modern times will take the oath 
of office following a long and bitter campaign. Further, 
most analysts agree that the next president is likely to 
face a divided legislature. Success or failure in the first 
year, therefore, will hinge on the next administration’s 
ability to work with the Congress.

On August 2, the University of Virginia’s Miller Center 
gathered four former White House Directors of Legislative 
Affairs for a three-hour, on-the-record, conversation on 
working with Congress during the first year of a new 
presidency. This roundtable, part of the Miller Center’s 
First Year: POTUS 2017 project, was convened to offer 
the next head of legislative affairs a framework to guide 
his or her activity during that critical window, as told by 
those who served in the position. 

Participating in the conversation were former legislative 
affairs directors Fred McClure (1989-1991), Pat Griffin 
(1993-1996), Dan Meyer (2007-2009), and Phil Schiliro 
(2009-2011). The interview team was comprised of 
the Miller Center’s Bill Antholis, Jeff Chidester, and 
Tony Lucadamo, and the Brookings Institution’s Molly 
Reynolds. Highlights from this conversation can be 
found below, and a full transcript can be accessed at 
firstyear2017.org. 
 
 
 

By Jeff Chidester & Tony Lucadamo

Building Your Team 
The composition of the legislative affairs operation, and 
its position within the White House staff structure, will 
set the trajectory for the functioning of the office. The 
directors cautioned the incoming chief to prioritize the 
formation of his or her team and ensure that they have the 
requisite authority within the West Wing. All presidents say  
they want to engage with Congress. Picking the right team  
and protecting their position in the administration decides 
just how successful the legislative affairs shop will be.

Griffin: The tone is always set from the top, but as a 
general matter, in the direction the administration wants 
to take, and whether it’s engagement or not, and what 
the inner workings of that strategy are, a lot depends 
on how the internal structures are organized, where the 
Congressional Affairs person is in the hierarchy of senior 
advisers. … So it’s about the President, but there’s a lot 
inside that can make it work better or worse. … How it’s 
operationalized will depend on who the Chief of Staff 
is, where that Office of Legislative Affairs person sits in 
that scheme, and whether or not they’re in the first tier or 
second tier of advisers or executing because your Chief 
of Staff thinks he or she is the head of Congress and the 
world. 

McClure: A President is well served by having somebody  
who has spent time on Capitol Hill, rather than necessarily  
going outside and getting some guys who haven’t had 
that experience. 

Schiliro: Based on the strong advice from previous 
heads of Legislative Affairs…I was allowed to select 
everyone on the Legislative Affairs team, and the head of  
legislative affairs at the different departments would be 
by mutual agreement with each Secretary. That made 
coordination during the first two years much more effective. 

McClure: One of the things that I insisted on… was that 
whoever on my legislative teams had responsibility for the 
substantive subject matter area actually sat in and was 
involved in all of the policy meetings internal to the White 
House as we were developing it. They were the guys 
who were going to have to go sell it to the appropriate 
persons on Capitol Hill. They needed to be involved in the 
development of the policy rolling out.

Griffin: Whoever the OLA director is, he or she has to be as  
far upstream in the decision-making process as possible.

http://firstyear2017.org
http://firstyear2017.org/
http://firstyear2017.org/
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How to Balance New Ideas and Standing 
Obligations in the First Year  
A new president’s first year is a unique opportunity to 
set priorities and pass signature legislation. Each new 
administration hopes to make the most of its honeymoon 
period, after the election and before Congress turns its 
attention to the midterms of the following year. 

But the incoming team also faces the reality of the 
existing legislative calendar. In addition to pushing the 
new president’s big ideas, directors must navigate the 
other standing requirements of the first year – most 
importantly, funding the government and getting your 
nominations approved, all while spending as little political 
capital as possible.

Schiliro: The first thing I tried to do was remind everyone 
about the congressional calendar. The agenda and 
the calendar are like an Olympic event: There are the 
compulsories, the bills that have to be done, and then 
there are other items Congress and the President might 
want to do. So we had our compulsories, but we didn’t 
want that to be the entire agenda….The first thing the 
President was going to have to do, whether he wanted  
to or not, was TARP…Second was the stimulus….

In addition to that, none of the appropriations bills had 
been done for the previous year, so in March, we had 
to do the CR [continuing resolution] for $1 trillion. In 
April, because of the calendar deadline, we worked 
with Congress to pass the budget. That’s another $1 
trillion. And in May we had to do the war supplemental, 
which was about $100 billion. So as we’re sitting 
there in November looking ahead, and everybody has 
grand visions of what they want to do, the calendar is 
sobering. The big items for the first five months weren’t 
discretionary…they had to be done. And when we added 
up all those numbers, the cost is close to $4 trillion. 
That’s what we had to ask members to vote on right  
from the get-go.

At the same time, the President didn’t want to be limited 
to just that mandatory agenda. He wanted to pursue his 
other priorities—health care, climate change, and financial 
reform. So we had to figure out a way to make that work 
in that timeframe and then schedule it…. It’s critical to get 
the calendar and the schedule right….We had some very 
astute people in the White House, and it was obvious to 
them that not a single thing on the list would be a political 
winner….So right from the beginning, there are questions 
in the White House whether we really have to take on so 
many difficult political battles. That dynamic is very real. 
But there wasn’t a choice. 

Meyer: If you do some of those compulsories poorly, let’s 
say you screw up one nomination, it affects your whole 
agenda. You have to get the basics right. It gives you the 
credibility to do the other things you want to do.

Griffin: You look like you’re stumbling, and then the 
whole story becomes Will he be able to do anything?

Schiliro: But a new President starts off with a goodwill 
bankroll, and in each one of these, even if they are done 
right, the account is drawn down. In the same way some 
people in the White House say, “There’s no political 
benefit to this,” people on the Hill feel the same way. Dan 
remembers this on the second TARP vote; people wanted 
no part of that TARP vote. It was politically toxic at the 
time. So one of the first things the new President has to 
do is ask people to vote on something that they know is 
against their political interest, and you’re appealing to 
them because of the good of the country. You’re drawing 
down your account very, very quickly.

Nominations take up valuable floor time, so let’s go 
back to the calendar. In the first two years, the Senate 
confirmed 899 confirmations, and there’s a point where 
there’s only so much floor time to run a process. 
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Insider Tips for the Next Legislative Affairs Director 
Directors will quickly discover that they must simultaneously 
lobby both Congress and the West Wing. Congress is 
naturally skeptical of the President’s chief congressional 
lobbyist, but those within the executive branch often 
clash with the official seeking to find common ground on 
the Hill. Maintaining this balance requires directors to be 
nimble, resilient, and above all, cognizant of when they are 
no longer effective in the position. 

Griffin: The campaign guys are ready to use the stick 
and you, who have to go up there and, as Dan said,  
ask for this and then that, and then that, and then that—
Everybody strings it all together. You know, you have to 
play the carrot, and after a while, you look like you’re a 
shill for the Congress. It creates a very difficult dynamic 
inside the Oval. 

McClure: “Who are you working for?”

Griffin: “Oh, he’s just protecting his own butt. He’s just 
protecting his buddies. This is not what’s in your interests, 
Mr. President.” That conversation goes on.

Schiliro: The same thing is happening on the Hill, 
because they want you to say yes to everything and you’re 
going up there and you say no, no, no, no. And so they 
think you’re a shill for the White House….

Griffin: You cannot become cynical. You have to remain 
an advocate for them in some fashion and you have to be 
smart about it. Sometimes you have to throw them under 
the bus so you don’t lose your credentials internally, but 
you cannot afford—the President doesn’t need a cynical 
Congressional Affairs person handling the Congress.  
You can do that when you leave.

Meyer: Don’t get overly turf conscious…. If you have 
people in the administration who can be a resource on 
the Hill, use them. Now, you have to manage them; you 
have to create a system, so that you’re actually managing 
the communications back and forth.… A lot of Leg  
Affairs people get anxiety ridden when other people in  
the White House are talking to the Hill….This is a big 
issue with most Legislative Affairs officers.

Schiliro: I concluded two years was as much as you 
could do it… because your goodwill account, if the  
job is being done right, at the end of the two years… 
your account is spent in the White House….If you  
get worn down by it, it’s time to leave the job and  
have somebody else come in who has a clean slate  
and will fight those fights. 

The Wisdom – and Necessity – of Forging 
Relationships on the Hill 
People matter. At the heart of the legislative affairs 
position is building relationships with members of 
Congress and their staffs. But who those members are, 
and how Congress is comprised, is consequential to how 
the director approaches his or her charge. They must 
be able to build trust and deftly interpret the needs and 
intentions of each member. They also must be willing to 
take a few bruises now and then for the President.

Meyer: The dynamic of the congressional makeup makes 
a big difference.

Schiliro: I worked in the House and Senate for twenty-
five years, I love Congress, and I’m a big believer in it.  
But it is a very difficult institution, and if you’re working in 
an administration, it’s an extraordinarily difficult institution, 
because there are 535 people and despite best 
intentions, the President can’t be meeting with them all, 
all the time….Don’t take the job if you discourage easily  
or are afraid of getting yelled at.

Meyer: Or if you’re afraid to say no to members of 
Congress. It’s a people business, you have to understand 
that and understand that trust matters, and you can 
develop trust relationships with people of a different party, 
which you need to do if you’re in divided government.

McClure: Trust goes beyond staff, beyond the head 
of Legislative Affairs and chief of staff to the Speaker. 
It also goes to the members, because it is important 
that the person in Legislative Affairs develops a trust 
relationship…that you could have conversations with, that 
were confidential, that you could trust and take to the 
bank. The only thing you have is your word, and making 
that the centerpiece of the relationship will make for the 
most effective service in the position.

Schiliro: Your relationships on the other side of the aisle, 
your relationships in your own party, are really important 
to maintain….If someone of your own party says, “This 
is not going to happen,” you really have to learn how 
to interpret that. Does that really mean it’s not going to 
happen, or are they’re saying, “I’m telling you it’s not going 
to happen, but I understand it is going to happen”? That’s 
a subtle thing, and whoever has that job, that’s a really 
important nuance.
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Schiliro: There’s still no Democratic equivalent to 
talk radio and Fox [News]. So even if the Republican 
leadership wants to compromise, if Sean Hannity,  
Rush Limbaugh, and that group goes a different way,  
it puts incredible pressure on the rank and file….The 
reality in a lot of congressional offices starts with the 
phones. When the phones start ringing off the hook 
because talk radio starts a phone campaign, that gets 
through to some Members. It creates a distorted reality, 
but it often works. That’s a different kind of leadership 
and over the last twenty-five years has really become 
much more of a force.  
 
 
 
Cooperation or Confrontation: Prospects for  
White House-Congressional Relations in 2017 
The next director will seek to govern in the wake of the 
most vitriolic presidential campaign in modern history. 
2017 may be a time of deepening division and partisan 
gridlock. Or the dysfunction in Washington may reach  
a tipping point, and the legislative affairs office may  
play a lead role in bridging the partisan divide and  
forging consensus across a range of policy areas. 
The directors offered their thoughts on the potential 
environments within which the next director will work  
in his or her first year.

Meyer: [Hillary Clinton] may want to distinguish herself. 
No President wants to just be the next term of his 
predecessor, it’s just human nature. You want to make 
your own history and distinguish yourself, and that 
would be the most dramatic way, in my mind, for her to 
distinguish herself, to at least initially try to get something 
done on a bipartisan basis. I would argue, from Paul 
Ryan’s perspective and the establishment Republicans, 
that they need to get some stuff done too. If she gets 
elected with a Republican House or Senate, or both, 
and all that the Republicans do for the next four years 
is obstruct, you’re going to end up with the next Donald 
Trump in 2020.

Griffin: If she [Hillary Clinton] goes in there and just plays 
it straight with the Democrats, gets into the dynamic of 
just do nothing…I think her term is done…she’s defined 
by the first six months.

Meyer: It depends on the individuals and their 
personalities. So if you’re in a divided government, you 
need to find people who can do that. If you have the 
biggest partisan hard-ass and you put them in as head of 
Legislative Affairs, in a divided-government situation, it’s 
not going to end well.

Schiliro: One of John Boehner’s problems was not 
having the votes in his caucus for what he wanted to do. 
That could be a bigger problem for Paul Ryan.

Meyer: If I were advising Paul Ryan, I’d say take a risk at 
[bipartisan compromise]…Yes, you put at risk, perhaps, 
some of the gains you might otherwise get in 2018, but 
you want to think longer term, in my mind. Otherwise, you 
could have a repeat in 2020 of what happened in 2016, 
and that’s going to be a disaster.

Griffin: We may be moving toward a more bipartisan 
foreign policy potential, because we’re out of the 
transition of a war that nobody liked and President 
Obama feeling he was winding it down. That’s made  
big gaps in the philosophy. 

Meyer: I do think an interesting phenomenon of a  
Trump presidency would be to drive a more bipartisan 
foreign policy. 
 
 
 
The Transition: Seek Out Your Predecessors 
The next legislative affairs director will begin his or 
her work in earnest during the transition. While much 
of the focus will necessarily be on charting passage 
of the president-elect’s policy agenda, the directors 
recommended first taking a look back at how previous 
directors led the office. They also noted the importance  
of the outgoing administration in determining whether  
or not a seamless transfer of power will occur.

Schiliro: [The outgoing legislative affairs director] gave 
us a handbook that was very, very useful as we’re first 
trying to figure out how to do some aspects of the office. 
Having a blueprint that the previous people have done 
made it much easier as we did things. … The combination 
of Pat’s knowledge and then Dan’s generosity and getting 
me on training wheels was a terrific combination.

Griffin: There’s also a measure of the attitude of the 
people who are taking over. It’s not only about reaching 
out to the other side; it’s about whether they are smart 
enough to tap the historical experience on their own side. 
… It’s smart to reach out for everything you can, both on 
the other side and inside, but there’s no guarantee.

Meyer: I really do believe the key component [of a 
successful transition] is…the perspective of the person 
who is occupying the Oval Office.
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A White House Veteran’s 5 Transition Insights 
 
By David Eagles, Director, Center for Presidential Transition 
 
 
 

Anita McBride, now Executive in 
Residence at American University’s 
School of Public Affairs, served  
in the White House under Presidents  
Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush  

and George W. Bush and played an important role  
during four different presidential transitions.  
In an interview with the Partnership for Public  
Service’s Center for Presidential Transition, McBride  
shared some of the lessons she learned from her  
transition experiences.

Why is the presidential transition important? 
The transition helps ensure a smooth transfer of  
power and reaffirms the continuity of our government. 
Transitions are critical for that. The tone that is set at  
the beginning of a transition is absolutely essential  
and that responsibility falls on the incumbent President.  
It is then up to the incoming administration to handle  
the transition with the utmost care. 
 
 
When should the presidential campaigns get  
their transition operations up and running? 
Thirty years ago when I first experienced a presidential 
transition, some of the preparations for the outgoing 
administration began during the months leading up  
to the election, however, in-depth conversations did  
not begin until after the election. In the post-9/11 
environment, it is increasingly clear that waiting until  
after the election is too late, in fact, it is irresponsible.  
There is far too much at stake and far too much that  
people need to learn about the government that they  
will be walking into and responsible for leading. Those 
conversations need to start long before the election.

What are some of the key issues that the  
presidential transition team should focus on  
early in the process and why? 
One of the key things to understand is the massive  
turnover in personnel. Personnel is policy and it takes  
time to identify the right people for a presidential 
appointment, whether they will be Senate-confirmed or  
not. Candidates and transition teams need to understand  
the complexities of the personnel process, which positions 
need to be filled and who from the career federal workforce 
will need to step in if there is a vacancy. It’s important to  
have a personnel database system that is operational.

It is also important to have policy teams from your  
campaign and from your transition ready and cleared  
to go into the agencies post-election. The purpose is  
to gain a more in-depth understanding of what actions  
the agencies have taken, as well as what they have  
pending, so that the President and new administration  
will be well-versed on what they will be facing on day one.

 STAGE 5: 

THE INAUGURATION  
AND BEYOND.

“The transition is a time when 
the politics of campaigning has 
to be put aside and the hard 
work of presidency begins.”

http://presidentialtransition.org/
http://presidentialtransition.org/
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Has the post-9/11 environment affected  
the transition process regarding the  
importance of national security? 
It is well-documented that we saw a major improvement 
during the 2008-2009 transition. There was much more 
direct contact between the incoming and the outgoing  
staff at all levels, including national security teams. In  
fact, these incoming and outgoing teams even held  
tabletop exercises to walk through and prepare for  
different scenarios. Everyone understood there was  
just too much at stake, and it was important that we  
prepared thoroughly.  Everyone involved in that transition  
set a new standard for the very serious business of  
turning over the government from one administration  
to another.

What is one critical lesson that you’ve 
earned from your experience working on  
presidential transitions? 
The transition is a time when the politics of campaigning  
to be president of the United States has to be put aside,  
and the hard work of presidency begins. Transition teams  
are trusted with the privilege of a crucial step in our 
democratic system. Fortunately, I have learned that most 
people involved with a transition do feel the weight of 
responsibility of transferring power from one president to  
the next. An outgoing administration, in particular, needs  
to make it as smooth as possible for the team that is on  
their way in, ensuring the integrity of the office is upheld.
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TRANSITION TIP 
It Doesn’t End Here, Read Bloomberg Government’s Series  
“The Next Four Years” for More Transition Insights.  
Learn More > 

https://about.bgov.com/blog/category/the-next-four-years/
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CHANGE IS 
COMING TO 
WASHINGTON.
Congressional staffers migrate to lobbying firms, 
D.C. consultants get jobs in the White House and 
committee staff join federal agencies to turn  
policies into regulations.

Wherever you are in your career, Bloomberg Government  
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MASTERING 
YOUR CAREER 
CHANGE.
Looking for more BGOV content to help you master 
the presidential transitions?  
 
Check out these other guides on how Washington works:

YOUR GUIDE TO 
CONGRESSIONAL 
CAREERS

If you live in Washington, the election is more  
than political theater—it’s the future of your  
career. Bloomberg Government has created  
a one-of-a-kind guide to help your prepare for  
the transition ahead.

Download now >

YOUR GUIDE TO 
LOBBYING  
CAREERS

So, you want a successful lobbying career?  
Then you’ll need broad experience beyond Hill  
relationships. We talked to some of the top  
names in lobbying to put together this guide for  
establishing and maintaining a fulfilling career.

Download now >

HOW  
WASHINGTON 
WORKS:  
CONGRESSIONAL CAREERS

 HOW  
WASHINGTON 
WORKS:  
LOBBYING CAREERS.

https://about.bgov.com/downloads/how-washington-works-congressional-careers-whitepaper/
https://about.bgov.com/downloads/how-washington-works-a-guide-to-lobbying-careers/
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