
p e r s o n s become presidents. Presidents are va ri o u s ly prep a red to do the
job by reason of wh at they know, whom they know, and whether this know l-
e d ge is an asset or a liability in Wa s h i n g t o n , D.C. Pe rsons as presidents dif-
fer from one another in most critical ch a ra c t e ri s t i c s — ex p e ri e n c e, s t y l e, t e m-
p e ra m e n t , i n t e l l i ge n c e, and sav v y. Yet they enter an office (litera l ly and fig-
u rat ive ly) that symbolizes stability and continu i t y. Our ex p e c t ations of new
p residents are often pure and hopeful, as with any new begi n n i n g.
A c c o rd i n g ly, we tend to ex agge rate presidential power at the start of a new
a d m i n i s t rat i o n , even as we support the conditions that limit its exe rc i s e
( n o t ably the constitutional sep a ration of institutions, b o l s t e red by a shari n g
of powe rs ) .1 D i s c e rning these inflated ex p e c t ations is wh at is invo l ved in a
p e rson becoming a president. Managing their effects is wh at is invo l ved in
s u c c e s s f u l ly serv i n g. These ch a l l e n ges distinguish the passages from cam-
paigning to gove rn i n g.

My purpose in this book is to ex p l o re the ch a l l e n ges faced by those elite
p e rsons who surv ive the arduous wo rkings of presidential selection. I con-
c e n t rate on the last four party shifts in the twentieth century : Lyndon B.
Johnson to Rich a rd M. Nixon (1968), G e rald R. Fo rd to Jimmy Cart e r
( 1 9 7 6 ) , C a rter to Ronald Reagan (1980), and George Bush to Bill Clinton
(1992). A candidate who wins is said to undergo a transition from the ve ry
special ex p e rience of campaigning to the ve ry demanding service as pre s i-
dent. I ex p l o re how that hap p e n s — f rom the decision to run until the inau-
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g u ration. I identify the ch a n ges that affect this process of persons as candi-
d ates assuming the role of president. Th roughout the book I draw heav i ly on
fo rmal interv i ews and info rmal discussions with those who ex p e rienced and
o b s e rved the four most recent transitions involving party ch a n ge. My goal is
to consolidate and synthesize their analysis so as to provide lessons from the
past and anticipations of the future. The principal focus is on the passage s
f rom decl a red candidate to nominee to president-elect to pre s i d e n t .2

I confess to imagining in advance that contempora ry campaigning
d ep rives candidates of the ex p e riences that prep a red past presidents to gov-
e rn. For ex a m p l e, c a n d i d ates now surround themselves with merch a n d i s i n g
s p e c i a l i s t s , not politicians upon whom they can depend later to bargain with
other politicians. Consequently, t o d ay ’s presidents have a task for wh i ch
their pre d e c e s s o rs we re better prep a re d — t h at is, connecting with other
major decisionmake rs. Furt h e r, t h ey are like ly to employ a coterie of adv i s-
e rs oriented more to the outside than the inside, m o re to the public and media
than to legi s l at o rs , gove rn o rs , and bu re a u c rats. Samuel Ke rnell writes ab o u t
the increasing tendency of presidents to “ go publ i c,” as though doing so wa s
a choice rather than an inev i t ability in today ’s politics or, as he puts it, t h e i r
“ p re fe rred cours e.”3 Yet modern campaigning may leave them unprep a re d
for classic bargaining and may re q u i re them to gove rn diffe re n t ly than in the
past. On the other hand, after looking at recent cases I conclude that future
t ransitions may fe at u re a less sharp distinction between campaigning and
gove rn i n g, thus calling into question wh at it is we think we know ab o u t
p rep a ring for offic e.

H e re then are some of my contentions:
—A pre s i d e n t - e l e c t ’s pers o n a l , p o l i t i c a l , p o l i cy, and orga n i z ational ex p e-

rience sends strong signals as to the type of transition to expect. Likew i s e,
s t at u re in the Washington community aids in identifying the adva n t ages and
d i s a dva n t ages of assuming the pre s i d e n cy.

— O u t s i d e rs as presidents-elect face special pro blems in acquainting
t h e m s e l ves with the politics of the inside. Often lacking stat u re, t h ey need
help from those in the know, and yet they may deny themselves this aid.

— The canons of an effe c t ive transition are based on a distinction betwe e n
campaigning and gove rn i n g, with election day as the marke r : c a m p a i g n i n g
b e fo re, p rep a ring to gove rn after.

— The press serves as the publ i c ’s “ w i n d ow ” for the tra n s i t i o n , w i t h
rep o rt e rs re lying pri m a ri ly on the conventional tests for judging effe c t ive n e s s .

—Campaigning has lessons for gove rning for those prep a red to learn t h e m .
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— P reelection planning is a vital, yet sensitive, e n t e rp rise best integrat e d
into the campaign orga n i z ation and leaders h i p .

— The Nixon, C a rt e r, R e aga n , and Clinton transition teams all ack n ow l-
e d ged the standard cri t e ria; Nixon and Reagan had more success in meeting
these cri t e ri a , C a rter and Clinton had less.

—Campaigning and gove rning are undergoing important ch a n ge s : c a m-
paigning is incre a s i n g ly pro fe s s i o n a l i ze d, re q u i ring direction by skilled tech-
nicians more than ex p e rienced politicians; gove rning is more publ i c, re q u i r-
ing skilled opinion specialists.

— These ch a n ges are bl u rring the distinction between campaigning and
gove rn i n g, s u ggesting an ancillary passage from campaigning for election to
campaigning for policy.

— The conventional canons for an effe c t ive transition must now be sup-
plemented by revised standards of gove rning that incorp o rate campaigning
on issues.

— The Clinton transition is the wat e rshed case. Dubbed the “ wo rs t ” fo r
h aving failed to meet many of the tests for a conventional tra n s i t i o n , t h e
Clinton White House developed a campaigning style of gove rning over the
first term .

— The “ b i ggest mistake s ” for transitions—not establishing leaders h i p ,
m i s m a n aging time and opport u n i t y, m i s j u d ging or mishandling ap p o i n t-
m e n t s , failing to connect with Congre s s — a re re l ated to a fa i l u re to pro j e c t
competence and clear dire c t i o n .

C h a n ging Tra n s i t i o n s

Transitions are themselves in transition. The new is often tested by the
familiar for the good reason that it is all we know and it is hard to prep a re
for that wh i ch is unre c og n i z abl e. In the case of tra n s i t i o n s , judgments con-
t i nue to be based on conventional standard s , and yet a campaign-ori e n t e d
style of gove rning has deve l o p e d. The passage continues to be one fro m
campaigning to gove rn i n g, but within that ge n e ric transition is a shift fro m
campaigning for election to campaigning for policy. Among other demands
of this revised transition is the integration of political consultants and poll-
s t e rs into White House staff operations without disrupting regular opera-
t i o n s , a not inconsiderable ch a l l e n ge.

This alteration in transitions re l ates to a style or manner of gove rn i n g, n o t
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s i m p ly to a continu ation of election campaigning. The shift is not only a
result of electing a postwa r- ge n e ration leader, though C l i n t o n ’s arrival sure ly
s y m b o l i zed ch a n ge. Quantum increases in access to info rm at i o n , as well as
in the speed and sources of commu n i c at i o n , h ave contri buted to a substan-
t i a l ly more public and part i c i p at o ry policy process. The ve ry terms of gov-
e rnance are ch a n gi n g. 

C u rrent transition rules do not re flect these important deve l o p m e n t s , a n d
yet new rules have not been fo rmed and codifie d. Furt h e r, the ch a n ge s , wh i l e
a ck n ow l e d ged by sophisticated observe rs , a re resisted as distortions to be
re focused and cl a ri fied rather than realities to be confro n t e d. I concede my
own misgivings about a future for wh i ch I know we must prep a re. Yet I
a ck n ow l e d ge that it is quite possible that an effe c t ive transition in the stan-
d a rd mode may leave the new president unprep a red in the next millennium
to part i c i p ate effe c t ive ly in a more public gove rning process. Change mu s t ,
and will, be absorbed in a democra cy. This book, t h e n , s p e c i fies a ch a l l e n ge
for future pre s i d e n t s - e l e c t : h ow best to ach i eve an ancillary passage fo l l ow-
ing the election, while satisfying the standards of the conventional tra n s i t i o n .

Thinking about Tra n s i t i o n s

R ep re s e n t at ive democra cy is about transitions. Citizens are chosen in fre e
elections to become agents. As such , t h ey no longer speak just for them-
s e l ves. A gents have the responsibility to speak and act for others. And so
eve ry election is a time of tra n s i t i o n , with first-time winners ex p e riencing the
ch a l l e n ge of assuming another’s stead and incumbents reading the results as
a measure of their perfo rm a n c e.

D e m o c ratic gove rnment is also about transitions. Most of the time the
n ew c o m e rs try to fit in. Th ey accept current institutional practices in their
e ffo rt to learn wh at is expected of them. Occasionally, h oweve r, i n s t i t u t i o n-
al norms are themselves at issue in an election, and fresh rep re s e n t at ives or
n ew presidents seek ch a n ge. For ex a m p l e, the elections in 1932, 1 9 6 4 , a n d
1980 for president and Congre s s , or 1974 and 1994 for Congre s s , p ro d u c e d
t ra n s i t i o n - l i ke impacts within institutions. The effect of the old on the new
and the new on the old is at the heart of political or institutional tra n s i t i o n s .
A misreading of political conditions by new c o m e rs , t h e re fo re, can lead
either to loss of effe c t iveness if the support is not there for ch a n ge or to a fa i l-
u re to cap i t a l i ze on the opportunity if it is.
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Attention here focuses on presidents as new c o m e rs to gove rnment. Th ey
a re curre n t ly among the least-tenu red public servants. The Twe n t y - S e c o n d
Amendment imposes a two - t e rm limit. Between 1951, when it was rat i fie d,
and 1992, h oweve r, the ave rage length of presidential service was five, n o t
e i g h t , ye a rs .4 M e a n wh i l e, the Senate carries over two - t h i rds of its member-
ship by constitutional design, and the House of Rep re s e n t at ives has had
i m p re s s ive ly high incumbent re t u rn rates in the post–Wo rld War II peri o d.5

The bu re a u c ra cy is based on a merit system, not election, and service in the
fe d e ral courts is for a life term .

E x p e c t ations of presidents are high since they have come to symbolize the
n ational gove rnment for the publ i c, the political part i e s , the media, and other
n ations. But when they take offic e, p residents are imagined to lead a gov-
e rnment mostly alre a dy in place, a gove rnment selected i n d ep e n d e n t ly of its
n ew ly elected ch i e f. Fo l l owe rship must be earned by the person who will be
d e s i g n ated by others as the most powerful leader in the we s t e rn wo rl d.
M e a n while other transitions may be occurring in Congress and state gov-
e rn m e n t s — ch a n ges that are re s p o n s ive to developments sep a rate from those
t h at brought the new president to Washington. 

H e re then is the task undert a ken in this book: to ex p l o re why people ru n
for pre s i d e n t , h ow they campaign, who their friends are, wh at they believe
the job is like, wh at they want to accomplish, whether and how they think
o rga n i z at i o n a l ly, h ow they manage the transition from being a candidate to
s e rving as pre s i d e n t , and wh at the role of the press is in this vital function of
c re ating a pre s i d e n cy. A basic premise of this study is that the tra n s i t i o n
b egins when a person decides to seek the pre s i d e n cy.6 C a n d i d ates va ry in the
extent to wh i ch they contemplat e, at the start , wh at is invo l ved in serving as
p resident and why it is that they are willing to undert a ke the arduous task of
seeking the office and then cre ating an administration. Those active ly we i g h-
ing these mat t e rs wonder how it is that a pers o n - a s - p resident can be fit t e d
atop the exe c u t ive and alongside the other bra n ches. To delay such consid-
e rations until after the election is to be tempted to re ly heav i ly on the re c e n t
campaign ex p e rience in cre ating a pre s i d e n cy (a dep e n d e n cy unlike ly to pre-
p a re a president-elect to manage even a revised transition effe c t ive ly — t h at
i s , to gove rn by campaigning). 

Put otherwise, those candidates who decide early why they want to be
p resident and whether they have the pers o n a l , p o l i t i c a l , and orga n i z at i o n a l
re s o u rces to meet the demands of the job will like ly have an adva n t age in the
t ransition. A first re q u i rement for realizing this edge is a wo rking know l e d ge
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of wh at is expected of pre s i d e n t s , then tested by the personal qualific at i o n s
of any one chief exe c u t ive. Nicholas Jo h n s o n , fo rmer member of the Fe d e ra l
C o m mu n i c ations Commission, had ex a c t ly these issues in mind when he
w rote about the “questions they [the candidates] never get aske d ” :

H ave they read Rich a rd Neustadt’s “ P residential Powe r ” and com-
p a rable studies of process? Wh at did they learn? How do they pro-
pose to build the coalitions and political support necessary to
accomplish those things in “the public intere s t ” t h at are of low pri-
o rity for the mass media and public but of high pri o rity to the spe-
cial interests that oppose them? How will they break the grip of the
s u b - gove rnments. . . ?

Is the candidate interested in the management of the fe d e ra l
gove rnment at all? Wh at management ex p e ri e n c e, t h e o ri e s , p re fe r-
ences—or “style”—will he or she bring? How will the candidat e
c o l l e c t , eva l u ate and select nominees for presidential ap p o i n t-
ments—or proposals for legi s l ation? How will he or she ap p o rt i o n
functions and staff between Cabinet dep a rtments and the Wh i t e
H o u s e ?7

Johnson pointed out that “ few if any such questions are ever put to the
c a n d i d at e s ,” and yet they should be since “the qualities it takes to gove rn are
d i ffe rent from the qualities it takes to be elected.”

G ranting that it is important to ask such questions, I believe it is also pos-
s i ble to ex t rap o l ate from a pre s i d e n t ’s previous political and administrat ive
ex p e rience to predict how he or she might perfo rm as president. Pre s i d e n t i a l
c a n d i d ates are not blank slates. The ove r whelming majority have made
ap p o i n t m e n t s , c re ated staff s , made political and policy decisions, and man-
aged an orga n i z ation. As Rich a rd E. Neustadt adv i s e d, p residents arrive at
the White House with their “ own operating style.” “ H a rry Tru m a n ,” he said,
“ was instinctive ly a judge. . . . Franklin Rooseve l t , by compari s o n , was an
i n t e l l i gence operat ive.”8 Thus it is possible to answer certain of the ques-
tions raised by Johnson even if they are not asked dire c t ly of the candidat e s .
An attempt is made here to re l ate pre s i d e n t s ’e a rlier ex p e riences to the tra n-
sition from candidate to president-elect to president. The crucial point fo r
n ow simply is that inquiry rega rding transitions should not be shelved until
a candidate wins. Those interested in effe c t ive gove rn a n c e, p re s u m ably
i n cluding the candidates themselve s , a re well advised to confront the issues
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of leadership long in advance of the celeb ration of victory and the cere m o ny
of inaugurat i o n .

A Leisure ly Pa c e

Most political systems install new leadership in a matter of days fo l l ow-
ing an election. The rationale for a quick transition is pers u a s ive. The people
h ave made their decision; why not install a new gove rnment? Th u s , fo r
ex a m p l e, Jacques Chirac was elected president of France on May 7, 1 9 9 5 ,
and the sitting pre s i d e n t , François Mitterra n d, announced that he would step
d own even befo re the end of his term on May 20, 1995. On May 1, 1 9 9 7 ,
B ritish vo t e rs chose a Labour party majori t y, and on May 2 the moving va n s
we re re m oving the defe ated prime minister’s household goods from No. 10
D owning Street. 

By compari s o n , the United States maintains a leisure ly pace in ch a n gi n g
the head of stat e, waiting two and one half months to install the new pre s i-
d e n t , d u ring wh i ch time the tra n s i t i o n — t h at uniquely A m e rican political
exe rc i s e — t a kes place. Yet however slow-paced the process is today, it wa s
t o rt o i s e - l i ke befo re the rat i fic ation of the Twentieth Amendment. An act of
C o n gress in 1788 dictated that the president be inaugurated on March 4,
about four months after the election. The previous Congress typically met in
a lame-duck session between the election and the inaugurat i o n .9 H e re then
was the spectacle of the president-elect wat ching from the sidelines as the
old Congre s s , p o p u l ated with many re t i red and defe ated members , acted on
the issues of the day. Another odd i t y, p rovided for in A rt i cle I, Section 4 of
the Constitution, was that a new Congress would meet on the first Monday
in December, some thirteen months after being elected.1 0

Led by George W. Norri s , R ep u blican of Neb ra s k a , in the 1920s, t h e
P rogre s s ives sought, to no ava i l , to ch a n ge the dates for both the inaugu-
ration and the meeting of Congress. A c c o rding to constitutional sch o l a r
C a rl Brent Swisher, “it was lethargy wh i ch stood in the way of the
amendment rather than ove rt opposition.”1 1 D i ffe ring ve rsions of the pro-
posed amendment passed the House and Senate in 1929 and 1930 bu t
died in confe rence for lack of agreement on a House provision that ses-
sions should end on May 4 during eve n - nu m b e red ye a rs. In 1932, w i t h
the Democrats a majority in the House, the Norris proposal re c e ived the
requisite two - t h i rds vote in both ch a m b e rs. It was quick ly rat i fied by
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t h re e - fo u rths of the stat e s , to be in effect for the next session of Congre s s
and the inauguration of the president in 1937.1 2

The rat i fic ation of the Twentieth A m e n d m e n t , h oweve r, did not eliminat e
l a m e - d u ck or transitional gove rnment. Rather it shortened its life and
reduced substantially the possibility of having the old Congress meet after
the election. The amendment provides that “the terms of the President and
Vice President shall end at noon on the 20th day of Ja nu a ry, and the terms of
S e n at o rs and Rep re s e n t at ives at noon on the 3d day of Ja nu a ry . . . and the
t e rms of their successors shall then begi n .” The date for the annual assembly
of Congress was also ch a n ged from the first Monday in December to the “ 3 d
d ay of Ja nu a ry.” So we we re left with two lame-duck fo rm s : a defe ated or
re t i ring president serving with the old Congress (until Ja nu a ry 3) and this
same president serving for over two weeks with the new Congre s s .1 3

As table 1-1 show s , p residents we re lame ducks seven times after the rat-
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Table 1-1. Lame-Duck Presidents and Congre s s e s , 1 9 4 0 – 9 4a

P resident and part y Election ye a r Pa rty ch a n ge Reason for leav i n g

P re s i d e n t s
Truman (D) 1 9 5 2 Ye s R e t i re d
E i s e n h ower (R) 1 9 6 0 Ye s Te rm limit
Johnson (D) 1 9 6 8 Ye s R e t i re d
Fo rd (R) 1 9 7 6 Ye s D e fe at e d
C a rter (D) 1 9 8 0 Ye s D e fe at e d
R e agan (R) 1 9 8 8 N o Te rm limit
Bush (R) 1 9 9 2 Ye s D e fe at e d

C o n gress and 
m a j o rity part y Election ye a r Pa rty ch a n ge A d j o u rnment dat e

C o n gre s s e s
76th (D) 1 9 4 0 N o Jan. 3, 1 9 4 1
77th (D) 1 9 4 2 N o D e c. 16, 1 9 4 2
78th (D) 1 9 4 4 N o D e c. 19, 1 9 4 4
81st (D) 1 9 5 0 N o Jan. 2, 1 9 5 1
83d (D) 1 9 5 4 Ye s D e c. 2, 1 9 5 4b

91st (D) 1 9 7 0 N o Jan. 2, 1 9 7 1
93d (D) 1 9 7 4 N o D e c. 20, 1 9 7 4
96th (D) 1 9 8 0 S e n at e D e c. 16, 1 9 8 0
97th (split) 1 9 8 2 N o D e c. 23, 1 9 8 2
103d (D) 1 9 9 4 Ye s D e c. 1, 1 9 9 4

S o u r c e : Compiled by the author.
a. Fo l l owing rat i fic ation of the Twentieth Amendment in 1933.
b. Senate only.



i fic ation of the Twentieth Amendment. Four of those had re t i red (two vo l u n-
t a ri ly, t wo having re a ched the two - t e rm limit), and three we re defe at e d. Six
of the seven cases invo l ved party ch a n ges and there fo re rep re s e n t e d
instances wh e re the losing party in the presidential race managed the two -
and-one-half-month transitional gove rnment. After 1933, l a m e - d u ck
C o n gresses—those in wh i ch the previous membership met after the elec-
t i o n — o c c u rred during the war ye a rs of 1942, 1 9 4 4 , and 1950 (Ko re a ) , a n d
in seven other ye a rs. Just three of these sessions (1940, 1 9 4 4 , 1980) fo l l owe d
p residential elections. 

To wh at extent did lame-duck sessions have political or policy signifi-
cance? Five in particular are wo rt hy of comment. In 1942 the Rep u bl i c a n s
rebounded from their nadir in the 1930s, realizing a net gain of fo rt y - s eve n
House seats and ten Senate seats. But the war effo rt reduced the pro b ab i l i t y
of partisanship. In 1950 Rep u blicans also had notable gains of twe n t y - e i g h t
House seats and five Senate seats. Once again the United States was engage d
in a significant military engage m e n t , this time in Ko rea. The lame-duck ses-
sion was devoted to wh at President Truman dubbed his “ must list”—“sup-
plemental defense ap p ro p ri at i o n s , an excess pro fits tax, aid to Yu go s l av i a , . . .
extension of fe d e ral rent controls and statehood for Hawaii and A l a s k a .” A l l
ex c ept the statehood proposals we re acted on in this lengthy session. 

In 1954 and again in 1980 party power shifted as a result of the elections:
to Democratic majorities in both houses in 1954 and to a Rep u blican pre s i-
dent and Senate in 1980. The 1954 case was special in that the Senate met
to act on a re c o m m e n d ation to censure Senator Jo s eph R. McCart hy,
R ep u blican of Wisconsin. The 1980 session was quite active, to include the
final bu d get re s o l u t i o n , Alaska land pre s e rvat i o n , the toxic waste “ s u p e r-
f u n d,” and an extension of ge n e ral reve nue sharing to the states. Th e
R ep u blicans suffe red significant net losses in the House and Senate in the
p o s t - Wat e rgate election of 1974. As in 1950 and 1980, the 1974 session wa s
a c t ive : a mass transit bill, ap p ro p ri ations measure s , and a fo reign aid pack-
age passed; seve ral vetoes we re ove rri dden; and the nomination of Nelson A .
R o cke feller as vice president was ap p rove d.1 4

A lame-duck congressional session along with a lame-duck president has
o c c u rred just once since the rat i fic ation of the Twentieth Amendment (Cart e r
in 1980). Such a session is more common fo l l owing the midterm elections.
This re c o rd, h oweve r, is a reminder to presidents and presidents-elect that
the period between the ge n e ral election and the constitutional ending of a
C o n gress has ch a ra c t e ristics that re q u i re adap t ive strat egi e s .
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B u d geting for Transitional Gove rn m e n t

In a letter of transmittal to Congress with the rep o rt of his bipart i s a n
Commission on Campaign Costs, P resident John F. Ke n n e dy stat e d : “ Th e re
a re important re a s o n s , aside from costs, to institutionalize the ch a n ge in
p a rty power from one administration to another.”1 5 B u d geting is sure ly the
u l t i m ate stage in the institutionalization of a pra c t i c e. Presidents-elect and
their appointees had prev i o u s ly arra n ged for their own financing during this
p e ri o d. The national party committees and private individuals had con-
t ri buted funds for this purp o s e. In testimony befo re a House subcommittee,
Elmer B. Staat s , then deputy director for the Bureau of the Budge t , s t at e d :
“It has been estimated that a special Rep u blican committee expended in
excess of $200,000 in 1952–53 and that the Democratic National Committee
spent over $360,000 in 1960–61.” S t a ats also observed that appointees to
major positions had to endure “ c o n s i d e rable personal sacri fic e ” in wo rk i n g
“without pay for 2 to 3 months while incurring the increased personal ex p e n-
d i t u res caused by absence from the fa m i ly re s i d e n c e.”1 6

A bill providing for transition costs of up to $1.3 million for the incom-
ing and outgoing president and vice president passed the House on a vo i c e
vote on Ju ly 25, 1963. The bill permitted 20 percent of the ex p e n d i t u res to
be cert i fied as “ c o n fid e n t i a l .” The Senate did not act until October 17, p ro-
viding just $500,000 for ex p e n d i t u re s , with no funds designated as confi-
dential. The compromise in confe rence was $900,000 for ex p e n d i t u re s ,
with 10 percent allowable as confidential. No ex p e n d i t u res we re perm i t t e d
if an incumbent was re e l e c t e d. The measure became law with the pre s i-
d e n t ’s signat u re on March 7, 1 9 6 4 , and its first ap p l i c ation fo l l owed the
1964 election for the new vice president only (Lyndon Johnson was an
incumbent serving out Ke n n e dy ’s term and there fo re was not eligi ble fo r
monies under the act).1 7 The first full ap p l i c ation of the 1963 act occurre d
in 1968 with the election of a n ew president and vice president. Th e
$900,000 was split eve n ly b e t ween the incoming and outgoing administra-
tions. The Nixon administration rep o rt e d ly also used an estimated $1 mil-
lion in private funds.1 8

With the passage of the Presidential Transition A c t , the postelection, p re -
i n a u g u ral period was offic i a l ly sanctioned as a gove rnment- and taxpaye r-
s p o n s o red event. It is there fo re re a s o n able to expect accountability duri n g
this time. Judgments about effe c t iveness are justifie d, and pre s i d e n t s - e l e c t
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h ave a responsibility to perfo rm competently. Th ey should be answe rable if
their transition is not effic a c i o u s .

The 1963 act was amended in 1976 and again in 1988. The pri n c i p a l
ch a n ges we re to increase the amount ava i l able and to specify more cl e a rly
h ow the funds might be used. In 1976 the authori z ation for ex p e n d i t u res wa s
i n c reased to $3 million: $2 million for the incoming administrat i o n , $1 mil-
lion for the outgoing administration. It was also provided that any detailees
f rom dep a rtments or agencies would be paid for from transition funds. In
p a rt the urge n cy of an increase was due to a Fe d e ral Election Commission
ruling that prohibited the use of privat e ly raised funds for transition purp o s-
es if the president- and vice president–elect accepted public financing for the
c a m p a i g n .1 9

In 1988 Congress rev i ewed a number of issues associated with the cost
and management of the transition. Fi rs t , the authori z ation of ex p e n d i t u re s
was again incre a s e d : to $3.5 million for the incoming administrat i o n , $ 1 . 5
million for the outgo i n g, with inflation-adjusted amounts in the future.2 0

S e c o n d, the issue of using private funds was more fully engaged than in the
past. The president- and vice president–elect we re permitted to solicit and
spend private funds but we re re q u i red to make full discl o s u re of the contri-
butions as well as the sources of funding for each transition team member. A
l i m i t ation of $5,000 was set for contri butions. A dd i t i o n a l ly, the incoming
a d m i n i s t ration was re q u i red to rep o rt an estimate of in-kind contri butions to
the administrator of General Serv i c e.2 1

Th i rd, attention was devoted in the Senate to providing ap p ro p ri ations fo r
p reelection planning, with each of the national committees re c e iving re i m-
bu rsements after the election (to prevent use of public funds for campaign-
re l ated purposes). This proposal was innovat ive in ack n ow l e d ging that wh at
h appened the day after the election was re l ated to wh at happened befo re. Th e
S e n ate rep o rt noted:

In add ressing the funding issue, the Committee [on Gove rn m e n t a l
A ffa i rs] also re c og n i zed the near-unanimous agreement among past
t ransition officials that a President-elect must undert a ke at least
some advance planning during the ge n e ral election campaign. A
P resident-elect cannot wait until the morning after the election to
s t a rt planning for the transition. In order for the President-elect to
“ h i t - t h e - gro u n d - ru n n i n g,” the candidate must lay the administrat ive
gro u n dwo rk befo re the campaign is ove r.2 2
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Both of the sitting national committee ch a i rs favo red the prov i s i o n , wh i ch
was subsequently passed by the Senat e, with an allocation of $200,000 fo r
a ny political party re c e iving 25 percent of the popular vote or more.23 Th i s
p rovision did not surv ive, in part because of a concern that re i m bu rs e m e n t s
would be made for planning by losing candidat e s , in part because of the pro b-
lem of judging legi t i m ate preelection transition costs and the belief by some
t h at prep a rations befo re election we re the responsibility of the candidat e.2 4

S eve ral other re l evant issues in the Senate rep o rt deserve attention since
t h ey will be visited throughout this book.2 5 Pe r h aps the most important of
these concerned the prep a ration of the bu d get. Th e re are few more aw k wa rd
a rra n gements in gove rnment than the transition in bu d ge t i n g, p a rt i c u l a rly
given the long lead time re q u i red for a bu d get and the lack of ex p e ri e n c e
common for a new White House team. Cooperation between the old and new
a d m i n i s t rations was recommended by the Senate Committee on Gove rn-
mental A ffa i rs , a goal more easily stated than re a l i zed given the part i s a n
n at u re of most bu d get planning. Another large issue identified by the Senat e
rep o rt was the pro blem of re c ruiting the best talent at a time of incre a s i n g
attention to ethical standards for gove rnment serv i c e. As Marshall Berge r,
ch a i rman of the A d m i n i s t rat ive Confe re n c e, explained it: “ Wh at remains to
be studied is the ap p l i c ation of current confli c t - o f - i n t e rest re s t rictions to tra n-
sition personnel. Obv i o u s ly, we should seek re q u i rements that are ap p ro p ri-
ate to such activities—not so harsh as to chill part i c i p ation in these necessary
e ffo rts or so loose as to allow untowa rd conduct.”2 6 One proposal by the
committee was that the White House Pe rsonnel Office fo r wa rd a list of posi-
tion descriptions for major appointments to the national party committees, i n
p a rt to encourage preelection planning for the tra n s i t i o n .

Just as important as people are the re c o rds and documents necessary fo r
building a new pre s i d e n cy. The committee rep o rt add ressed this issue, even to
the point of undertaking a study. The pro blem itself was described in testi-
m o ny by Stuart Eize n s t at , fo rmer domestic policy adviser to President Cart e r :

One major disability during transitions is the absence of access by
the incoming A d m i n i s t ration to re c o rd s , d o c u m e n t s , and key pap e rs
in the Exe c u t ive Bra n ch bu re a u c ra cy. Even more tro u bling is the
absence of documents at the White House from the outgo i n g
A d m i n i s t rat i o n , to wh i ch re fe rence could be made on import a n t
decisions. For ex a m p l e, it is nearly impossible to envision a new cor-
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p o rate CEO confronting the same situation each new Pre s i d e n t
faces—assuming the top position in his company with no ava i l abl e
re c o rds of his pre d e c e s s o r ’s decisions and no back ground on those
decisions; the offices he and his new team enter are empty of past
memos and files on major eve n t s — re c o rds wh i ch had been there the
d ay befo re. . . . A stru c t u re such as this makes it virt u a l ly impossibl e
f rom the onset to instill institutional memory and to make tra n s i t i o n s
e ffe c t ive.2 7

A ga i n , the committee did not deem it necessary to legi s l ate in rega rd to
this pro bl e m , but they did contact the National A rch ives and Record s
A d m i n i s t rat i o n , wh i ch agreed to provide bri e fin g s , t ra i n i n g, and advice to
c u rrent and incoming White House staff rega rding re c o rds management and
re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .

C l e a rly, t h e re has been a gradual re c ognition of the orga n i z ational and
m a n agement issues associated with tra n s fe rring power from an incumbent
a d m i n i s t ration to an emergent one. This began with the 1963 act, wh e n
C o n gress re c og n i zed the period as offic i a l ly associated with gove rning by
p roviding funds to assist in managing the process. The ex p e n d i t u re of pub-
lic funds is logi c a l ly fo l l owed by an auditing of ex p e n d i t u res and that func-
tion leads to inquiry about effe c t iveness. Th e re fo re by 1988 there wa s
i n c reased attention to the practical mat t e rs associated with moving a new
p resident into the White House. As it hap p e n s , this quarter century of time
was ch a ra c t e ri zed by a significant increase in the re a ch and complexity of the
fe d e ral gove rn m e n t , f u rther justifying the need to try to do it ri g h t .2 8

Another dimension of transition is not well accommodated by attention to
the more stri c t ly administrat ive issues. Th at is, not all presidents-elect have
the ex p e rience or the aptitude to manage an effe c t ive transition. Furt h e rm o re,
their most recent political exe rcise—the campaign—furnishes training of
limited value for fo rming a pre s i d e n cy, yet it is ex t ra o rd i n a ri ly demanding of
t i m e, e n e rgy, and re s o u rces. Presidents-elect enter the critical transition peri-
od in a phy s i c a l ly and mentally exhausted stat e, t y p i c a l ly dependent on an
e q u a l ly fatigued staff. These physical and psych o l ogical aspects re q u i re
notice as well as the orga n i z ational mat t e rs that have been the subject of tra n-
sition planning. In fa c t , h ow the new team manages the ch a l l e n ges duri n g
this stressful time may offer early signals as to the ch a racter and style of the
p re s i d e n cy.
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Va ri ations in Tra n s i t i o n s

The most commonly re fe renced transition is that of the firs t - t e rm , e l e c t e d
p resident who must cre ate a new administration in the period between the
election and the inaugural. Th e re are, h oweve r, other types. Tables 1-2 to 1-4
s h ow the va ri ation as associated with the manner in wh i ch the president take s
o ffic e. I identify three fo rms of tra n s i t i o n s : o ri gi n at e d—those associated with
p residents elected for the first time, rege n e rat e d—those of reelected pre s i-
dents and of take over presidents who win election on their ow n , a n d
re c e ive d—those of vice presidents assuming the offic e. Attention here con-
c e n t rates on four cases of ori gi n ated pre s i d e n c i e s ,n o t ably the four most re c e n t
instances of a party shift: Johnson to Nixon (1968), Fo rd to Carter (1976),
C a rter to Reagan (1980), and Bush to Clinton (1992). A useful purpose is
s e rve d, h oweve r, by observing how these cases differ from other fo rm s .

Note in tables 1-2 to 1-4 that the ori gi n ated presidencies for firs t - t i m e
w i n n e rs in this century are outnu m b e red by the other two types of tra n s i-
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Table 1-2. Chara c t e ristics of Ori gi n ated Pre s i d e n c i e s , 1 8 9 6 – 1 9 9 2

P re s i d e n t ’s
p a rty in

P resident Pa rt y I n c u m b e n t c o n t rol of P rior exe c u t ive P rior Wa s h i n g t o n
and ye a r ch a n ge d e fe at e d C o n gre s s s e rv i c e s e rv i c e

M c K i n l ey (1896) D to R N o Ye s G ove rn o r H o u s e
Taft (1908) None N o Ye s S e c re t a ry of Wa r S e c re t a ry of Wa r
Wilson (1912) R to D Ye s Ye s G ove rn o r N o n e
H a rding (1920) D to R N o Ye s Lieutenant S e n at e

G ove rn o r
H o over (1928) N o n e N o Ye s S e c re t a ry of S e c re t a ry of

C o m m e rc e C o m m e rc e
R o o s evelt (1932) R to D Ye s Ye s G ove rn o r Assistant Secre t a ry

of Nav y
E i s e n h ower (1952) D to R N o Ye s M i l i t a ry A rmy Chief of Staff

c o m m a n d e r
Ke n n e dy (1960) R to D N o Ye s N o n e S e n at e
Nixon (1968) D to R N o N o Vice Pre s i d e n t House and Senat e
C a rter (1976) R to D Ye s Ye s G ove rn o r N o n e
R e agan (1980) D to R Ye s S e n ate G ove rn o r N o n e

o n ly
Bush (1988) N o n e N o N o Vice Pre s i d e n t House; 

CIA Dire c t o r
Clinton (1992) R to D Ye s Ye s G ove rn o r N o n e

S o u r c e : Compiled by the author.



t i o n s : t h i rteen ve rsus eighteen (thirteen rege n e rated presidencies and five
re c e ived presidencies). Observe also in table 1-2 the small number of cases
among ori gi n ated presidencies in wh i ch a new president succeeds one of the
same political party—just three of thirteen. The importance of this fact is
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Table 1-3. Chara c t e ristics of Rege n e rated Pre s i d e n c i e s , 1 8 9 6 – 1 9 9 2

P re s i d e n t ’s part y
C h a n ge in margi n in control C h a n ge in margi n

P resident and ye a r or size of margi n of Congre s s ( C o n gre s s )

Reelected pre s i d e n t s
M c K i n l ey (1900) Small incre a s e Ye s Small incre a s e
Wilson (1916) L a rge decre a s e Ye s Small decre a s e
R o o s evelt (1936) I n c re a s e Ye s Small incre a s e, H o u s e

L a rge incre a s e, S e n at e
R o o s evelt (1940) D e c re a s e Ye s Small incre a s e, H o u s e

Small decre a s e, S e n at e
R o o s evelt (1944) D e c re a s e Ye s Small incre a s e, H o u s e
E i s e n h ower (1956) I n c re a s e N o No ch a n ge
Nixon (1972) H u ge incre a s e N o Small incre a s e, H o u s e

Small decre a s e, S e n at e
R e agan (1984) I n c re a s e S e n ate only Small incre a s e, H o u s e

Small decre a s e, S e n at e
Clinton (1996) I n c re a s e N o Small incre a s e, H o u s e

Small decre a s e, S e n at e

Elected take over pre s i d e n t s
R o o s evelt (1904) L a rge Ye s L a rge incre a s e, H o u s e

No ch a n ge, S e n at e
C o o l i d ge (1924) L a rge Ye s Small incre a s e
Truman (1948) N a rrow Ye s H u ge incre a s e
Johnson (1964) L a n d s l i d e Ye s L a rge incre a s e, H o u s e

Small incre a s e, S e n at e

S o u r c e : Compiled by the author.

Table 1-4. Chara c t e ristics of Received Pre s i d e n c i e s , 1 8 9 6 – 1 9 9 2

P re s i d e n t P revious exe c u t ive P revious Wa s h i n g t o n
and ye a r Cause of take ove r s e rv i c e s e rv i c e

R o o s evelt (1901) D e at h G ove rn o r Assistant Secre t a ry of Nav y,
C ivil Service Commission

C o o l i d ge (1921) D e at h G ove rn o r N o n e
Truman (1948) D e at h N o n e S e n at e
Johnson (1963) D e at h N o n e H o u s e, S e n at e
Fo rd (1974) R e s i g n at i o n N o n e H o u s e

S o u r c e : Compiled by the author.



s i m p ly that a significant pro p o rtion of new ly elected presidents enters offic e
assuming strained or unfri e n d ly re l ations with those they are rep l a c i n g.
I n d e e d, in half of the ten instances of party ch a n ge (Wi l s o n , Fra n k l i n
R o o s eve l t , C a rt e r, R e aga n , and Clinton), the new team defe ated the incum-
bent administration. Until 1968 it was common for the new pre s i d e n t ’s part y
to have congressional majorities. Since then three of the five (Nixon,
R e aga n , and Bush) have had to manage with one or both houses of Congre s s
in the hands of the opposition part y. Transitions into split-party gove rn m e n t s
a re bound to differ from those into single-party gove rn m e n t s , given the need
for Senate confirm ation of major appointments and the re q u i rement of cro s s -
p a rty coalitions to ap p rove the pre s i d e n t ’s progra m .2 9

Fi n a l ly, most of these new presidents have had some exe c u t ive serv i c e — s i x
as gove rn o rs. Howeve r, fo u r, all gove rn o rs ,l a cked any Washington ex p e ri e n c e.
O n ly Ke n n e dy completely lacked exe c u t ive ex p e ri e n c e, though service as a
lieutenant gove rnor (Harding) bare ly qualifies and that as vice pre s i d e n t
(Nixon and Bush) depends gre at ly on how the president defines the position.

As shown in table 1-3, the rege n e rated presidencies are of two types:
those reelected to a second term (or a third and fo u rth for Franklin D. Rooseve l t )
and those vice presidents serving out a term who we re then elected on their
own. Transitions for the first group should be re l at ive ly tra n q u i l , re q u i ri n g
few adjustments in response to the election. Th e re are ex c ep t i o n s , h oweve r.
Wo o d row Wilson won narrow ly in 1916, and though the Democrats re t a i n e d
their majority in the Senat e, t h ey needed support from Progre s s ives to orga-
n i ze the House. Democrats then lost their majorities in both ch a m b e rs in
1918. After his narrow win in 1968, R i ch a rd Nixon won eve ry state bu t
M a s s a chusetts (and the District of Columbia) in 1972, e n c o u raging him to
re fo rm his gove rnment for the second term to suit his more imperial concep t
of the pre s i d e n cy. A c c o rding to Stephen E. A m b ro s e, in the first meeting
with the White House staff fo l l owing his triumphal re e l e c t i o n , “Nixon gave
p e r f u n c t o ry thanks . . . befo re announcing that the first order of business wa s
to re o rga n i ze. ‘ Th e re are no sacred cow s ,’ he decl a re d, then ch a n ged the
m e t ap h o r : ‘ We will tear up the pea pat ch .’”3 0 Other presidents in this gro u p
i n t e rp reted their reelections as public support for more of the same and thus
made few ch a n ge s .3 1

The second group of rege n e rated presidencies is better discussed fo l l ow-
ing tre atment of the re c e ived presidencies listed in table 1-4. These are the
vice presidents who find themselves having to take over another pers o n ’s gov-
e rnment. Seldom have vice presidential candidates been selected as substitute
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p residents. More often they are chosen to suit political imperat ives. Th ree of
the five take over presidents in this century had no previous exe c u t ive ex p e ri-
e n c e. Furt h e r, t h e re is no “ d ay cert a i n ” when they will become pre s i d e n t .
Illness of the president or serious ethical pro blems (in the case of Nixon) may
e n c o u rage them to prep a re for assuming offic e. But public prep a rat i o n s
would be unseemly. Succesfully managing these difficult transitions dep e n d s
on the extent to wh i ch presidents equip their vice presidents to assume con-
t rol by giving them important and re l evant assignments and ke eping them
b ri e fed on major issues.

E ven when fully invo l ve d, h oweve r, the vice president inherits an admin-
i s t ration orga n i zed to suit the operating style and policy pre fe rences of
another president. Th e re is no emptying out of the White House and the
ap p o i n t ive offices in the dep a rtments and age n c i e s , as happens fo l l owing an
election. In fa c t , a take over president may be under some pre s s u re to re t a i n
m a ny of his pre d e c e s s o r ’s appointments for continuity or because he is
v i ewed as a custodian more than a president in his own right. An ab ru p t
t u rn over in personnel would be interp reted as disloya l t y.

Ta ke over presidents who then win election have an opportunity to rege n-
e rate an administration. Th ey can make the case that election legi t i m i ze s
their independence and there fo re frees them to effect a transition not unlike
those of first-time winners. Wh at has been the ex p e rience with the four cases
listed in table 1-3? Although Th e o d o re Roosevelt made a number of cab i n e t
ch a n ges in 1904 and 1905, m o s t ly moving persons from one dep a rtment to
the nex t , his actions did not constitute a wholesale re o rga n i z ation. Coolidge
ch a n ged half of the cabinet fo l l owing his election, but the ch a n ges we re
m o re a result of circumstances (scandal, d e at h , re s i g n ation) than with the
intent of establishing a new Coolidge administrat i o n .3 2

The Truman case is part i c u l a rly interesting because he served nearly a full
fo u r- year term and succeeded a president with a contrasting style who had
been in office more than twe l ve ye a rs. Many members of the cabinet we re
re a dy to leave; others we re dismissed. As a result there was signific a n t
t u rn over in the first ye a r. A second wave of ch a n ges came ap p rox i m at e ly two
ye a rs lat e r. Th e re was no major re o rga n i z ation fo l l owing Tru m a n ’s election
in 1948 since by then he had alre a dy re s h aped his gove rnment. Lyndon B.
Johnson faced the highly sensitive political circumstances occasioned by the
t ragic death of his pre d e c e s s o r. However anxious he may have been to cre-
ate his own pre s i d e n cy, Johnson had to protect the Ke n n e dy lega cy. He
e s s e n t i a l ly managed for a time with two staffs and, a c c o rding to Neustadt,
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“another circl e, p rivat e, o c c a s i o n a l , i n fo rm a l , wh o l ly unoffic i a l , and linke d
to the officials large ly through himself . . . [that] included old Wa s h i n g t o n
and Democratic hands.”3 3 He kept the cabinet in place. In fa c t , four of the
Ke n n e dy appointments stayed through Jo h n s o n ’s elected term , while anothe r
resigned only in the last ye a r. 

This ri ch va riety of transitions illustrates yet again the vibrant nat u re of
A m e rican national politics. Change is ever incorp o rated into gove rn m e n t , a s
b e fits a democra cy. But the methods by wh i ch ch a n ge is absorbed differ sub-
s t a n t i a l ly, even within one bra n ch. I concentrate on a set of part y - sw i t ch i n g,
o ri gi n ated presidencies. Th ey offer a comparat ive base, so analysis of their
ex p e rience should be helpful in the cre ation of future pre s i d e n c i e s .

Transitions in a Sep a rated System

The fo l l owing ch ap t e rs are orga n i zed to tre at topics notably associat e d
with the personal transition of a winning candidate to become president. I
b egin in ch apter 2 by ex p l o ring the back ground of the candidate himself and
its importance in determining how he is like ly to fit into the job.3 4 I pay par-
ticular attention to why the person wants to run for president and wh at is his
c o n c ept of the offic e. Wh at fo l l ows in ch apter 3 is an analysis of the cam-
paign ex p e rience for presidential candidates and the extent to wh i ch this
ex p e rience enhances or modifies the candidat e ’s political and policy motiva-
tions and conceptions. In this ch apter I attempt to identify the candidat e ’s
campaign theme that provides an ori e n t ation for the subsequent pre s i d e n cy,
s h owing that a theme may be more policy oriented (as with Reagan) or more
stylistic (as with Clinton).

The transition itself is the subject of ch apter 4. The analysis begins with
those activities during the campaign that are designed to prep a re for a
t a ke over should the candidate win. It continues with the effo rts between the
election and inauguration to effect a tra n s fo rm ation from campaigning to
gove rn i n g, with special emphasis on the president-elect. An important fe a-
t u re of this period is the extent to wh i ch an identifiable pre s i d e n cy is cre at-
e d, one that cl e a rly moves the president-elect away from the campaign mode
into a gove rning mode. Should this goal not be ach i eve d, t ra n s i t i o n - t y p e
tasks then carry fo r wa rd into the period of gove rn i n g.

It is ge n e ra l ly ack n ow l e d ged that the press plays a potentially major ro l e
d u ring the transition. Chapter 5 examines that role and its effect. The pre s s
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itself ex p e riences a transition during this time. National political rep o rt e rs
tend to have ex p e c t ations arising from the campaign and from their cove rage
of other presidencies. Wh at happens during this time can affect how a Wh i t e
House is then port rayed in the future and, c o n s e q u e n t ly, h ow its press offic e
m ay spend its time and re s o u rc e s .

A concluding ch apter ex p l o res the importance of the transition for gov-
e rning later and whether there is a “ b i ggest mistake ” t h at can be made dur-
ing this time. As a part of that analy s i s , I try to identify certain realities ch a r-
a c t e rizing this important phase of A m e rican politics and gove rn i n g — re a l i-
ties that shape transition behavior and fo retell its import a n c e. Special at t e n-
tion is directed to the Clinton case because it may rep resent a transition in
t ransitions. A final exe rcise considers how it is that presidents-elect bri n g
ch a n ge to the transition and how ch a n ges otherwise affect wh at they can
accomplish. Special emphasis is placed on the significance of a ch a n ge in
gove rning style for future tra n s i t i o n s .

E a ch election pre s u m ably settles an important question: Who will serve
in the White House? It is the re s p o n s i b i l i t y, t h e n , of the winner to send cl e a r
signals as to how he will do the job. The transition period is an early oppor-
tunity to accomplish that purp o s e. Fa i l u re to take adva n t age of that opport u-
nity almost cert a i n ly will result in pro blems later for the president. Rich a rd
E. Neustadt said it so we l l :

E ve ry wh e re there is a sense of a page turn i n g, a new ch apter in the
c o u n t ry ’s history, a new chance too. And with it, i rre s i s t i bly, t h e re
comes the sense, “ t h ey ” c o u l d n ’t , wo u l d n ’t , d i d n ’t , but “ we ” w i l l .
We just have done the hardest thing there is to do in politics.
G ove rning has got to be a pleasure by compari s o n : We wo n , so we
can! The psych o l ogy is part ly that of having climbed one mountain
so the next looks easy, p a rt ly that of having had a run of luck that
s u re ly can’t turn now !

The arrogance that goes with this is nat ive to contempora ry
n o m i n ations and campaigns, and to the young who man them.3 5
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