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MEMORANDUM FOR November 4, 1968
MR. NIXON

STAFFING THE WHITE HOUSE

1. Introduction: your office. The White House Office is your personal office and

must be staffed and organized to meet your felt needs and work habits. Accordingly,
you must appropriately discount advice from outsiders—such as the authors of this
paper—who are unfamiliar with your tastes in staff work. For the same reason, we
have not tried to frame a prospective organization table for your White House. Rather,
we emphasize tpe tasks to be perfo;med and recurrent dilemmas in meeting those

needs. We discuss the following topics: -
I. General issues
2. Hierarchy v. equal access
+ Staff qualities

3
4. Minimize specialized and exclusive jurisdictions
5. Permanent v. occasional staff

6

Staff v. Executive Office

II. Staffing needs
7. Task, not positions
8. Appointments
9. Press relations
10. Congressional liaison
11, Personnel advice
12. Staff secretary
'13. Scientific advice
14. Man for minorities
15, National security staff

16. Policy and program assistance; troubleshooting and speechwriting



-

I, Staff Role Relative to That of Other Agencies

117.
18.
19,
20.
21,

Major issues won’t stay in the departments

Overloading the staff

Equipping your staff for comprehensive policy formulation
Alternatives to staff

Staff-departmental relations generally

IV. Addendum

22.
23.

Forging a new team

Healing national divisions

Appendixes
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General Issues

2. Hierarchy v. equal access. The Eisenhower staff was, as you know, headed by

Governor Adams (and later by General Persons). Adams was “Chief of Staff” who
“directed” other staff members and who “controlled” access to the President. In
alleged contrast, members of the Kennedy staff enjoyed “equal status” and equal access
to the President. In practical operation, the Eisenhower system permitted substantial
uncontrolled access by senior staffers. Adams’ responsibilities did not extend very
far into the national security area, In this area, by contrast, Kennedy’s Special As-
sistant, McGeorge Bundy, headed a significant staff and served as the primary channel

to the President not only for the staff but also for the departments. And on the domes-

tic side of the Kennedy White House, senior advisers doubtless enjoyed direct access
on some matters, but Sorensen was clearly chief adviser on program and policy. Thus,
both the Kennedy and Eisenhower systems mixed elements of hierarchy and diffused

access. There remains, to be sure, a question of emphasis.

We advise against any formal chief of staff system, especially at the outset, for
four reasons. First, unless that man knows you exceedingly well, his judgments rather
than yours may settle too many matters, Second, he could become a troublesome
bottleneck in the conduct of important public business. Third, if you keep arrangements
fluid, you can impose some informal hierarchical order after observing your staff in-
stalled and operating in the White House; it would not be equally easy to demote a man
you had appointed chief of staff. Fourth, a staff member can be more effective in deal-
ing with the departments and the public when they suppose themselves to be only once

removed from talking directly to the President. *

*The chief of staff approach also enjoys a less attractive public image. Contem-
porary mythology seems to favor the “do-it-all” President ready to grapple with every
problem personally,



3. S‘taff qualities. (a) Generally, We do not presume to specify all the qualities

useful for various staff functions.* We do not elaborate the need for analytic ability,
skepticism in the face of assured experts, enough concern and moral indignation to do
what can be done, enough detachment td accept what cannot be done, independence of
outlook and courage to disagree with you or with prevailing opinion but with enough
team spirit to work harmoniously, the sense to know when to decide and when “to keep
options open,” understanding of government, and, of course, sound and balanced judg-
ment, We comment specifically on several qualities and raise a few recurring

questions.

(b) Generalists v. specialists. To cope with the diverse subject matters confront-

ing the White House, you need generalists capable of operating efficiently across sev-
eral fields with a presidential rather than a specialist’s perspective. But you cannot
tolerate amateurism or superficiality in your staff. A White House assistant must
have sufficient expertness to understand fully the issues being debated within and
among the departments. He must know enough of the substance and politics of an issue
to perceive and react to the nuances of departmental drafts (statements, letters, legis-
lation, press conference “answers,” etc.) submitted for White House clearance or use.
His understanding must be detailed enough to forestall those White House statements
or instructions which greater knowledge might show to be unwise but which the depart-

ments implement as issued and without questioning.** He must quickly perceive the

*Nor do we belabor the characteristic staff tasks of (1) advising you, (2) briefing
you on current intelligence, on other information, and names, (3) suggesting points or
questions you may wish to raise with department heads or others, (4) briefing you on
impending problems which have not yet reached the crisis stage, (5) serving as a gen-
eral point of contact between the White House and the operating departments without
usurping your power of decision but able to reflect your views and needs, and (6) listen-
ing to those you don’t wish to hear. Other staff functions are discussed later in this
paper,

**It might seem paradoxical that many Presidential decisions on matters of gen-
eral policy will not be immediately, fully, or effectively implemented in the departments,
The text refers, however, to such specific matters as draft legislation, particular ad-
ministrative decisions, or the content of particular statements, Cabinet members (and
their assistants) will often implement such decisions without challenging them because
they do not wish to “use up their capital” by disagreeing with “the White House” in
“minor” matters.



substantive and political implications of any statement or course of action.* And if
you are not to be overwhelmed by departmental expertness, your staff must know
enough of the specialities to be able to advise you. And it also helps, of course, if
staff members have a reliable feel for congressional temperaments dealing with the

specialities of greatest relevance to you.

The acquisition of such detailed command of substance obviously requires consid-
erable time and energy. And, of course, a man’s experience in a field is cumulative:
the longer he operates on a subject matter, the greater will be his command, But no

assistant should become so specialized that he loses your perspective. * *

(c) Mastery of government process. Your staff must develop an absolute mastery

of governmental process. You ought not to have to think about how a decision is to be
carried out or about the timing of its execution., You should be able to trust your staff
to know and tell you whether something can’t be done or whether it requires a different

timing.

(d) Follow-through v. letting-go. The staff should understand its role in following-

up your decisions. On the one i..and, your assistant should satisfy himself that your
decisions are being carried out. He should know if snarls develop and take steps to
unsnarl the matter. But if he forgets that operating responsibilities lie in the depart-
ments, he will both overburden himself and impair departmental morale. Perhaps,
follow-up should be the province of junior staff members who would have the time and
- who would not have sufficient status to appear to be running the departments from the

White House.

*Without belaboring the point, the staff assistant must appreciate, understand, know,
or know where to learn about a prospective action’s implications for various interest
groups, meaning to overall program, probable costs, agencies involved, likely objec-
tions, probable public or world reaction, chances for congressional approval, and
alternative routes to the same goal.

** And to emphasize a point made later: no speciality should become so wide as
to give an assistant the illusion of exclusive personal jurisdiction, See 74.



(e) Acute consciousness of staff role. Your assistants will and should have per-

sonal policy views, but an assistant cannot serve you well if you or your cabinet have
any doubt about the accuracy in detail and emphasis of his reports to you or from you,
Because his inquiries will often constitute your only basis for decision, carelessness
or inaccuracy will cost you dearly, Because he will often be the conduit to or from
your department heads, carelessness or inaccuracy can mislead you or your subordi-
nates. And if your departmental officials lose confidence in his fidelity, they will seek
to bypass him and either communicate directly with you or minimize White House com-
munication altogether. You and they must have absolute confidence that a communica-
tion through your assistant is an almost perfect substitute for direct communication,
This also implies that your assistants must clearly distinguish when they (1) speak for
you, (2) predict your probable decisions, or (3) state their own views. In the past, many
presidential assistants have been quite willing—consciously or not—to let the depart-
ments believe they were speaking for the President when they were in fact speaking for
themselves. Obviously, the White House assistant ghl)uld not be conducting his own

policy on any issue,

(f) Anonymity. Your staff will be much in demand as speech makers and as sources
for the press. Most members of the Eisenhower staff maintained relative anonymity.
Although a few gave speeches, most did not. And their press contacts were mainly
“not for attribution.” By contrast, some members of the Kennedy staff gave themselves
considerable prominence during their White House service. Public statements by staff
members can give the public a satisfying glimpse of your establishment, Discussions
with staff and quotations by name (including descriptions of intra-White House activities)

make the press both happy and sympathetic.

We believe, however, that staff anonymity is the wiser course. There have been
cases where a publicized staff member has exaggerated his role. And to demonstrate
that he was a knowledgeable insider, he revealed more than was appropriate, Even
worse, he may have begun to think—in his outside or inside statements—of his position
and appearance rather than the President’s., This possibility compromised his internal

role, both with the President and with the departments, Cabinet officers did not trust



the White House man who got in the papers and therefore attempted more frequently to
deal directly with the President. Lastly, the newsworthy staffer caused resentment

among his quieter colleagues or imitation by those who were insecure.

Several steps are available to reduce staff publicity. If you wish to make your
staff available to the press, you can make clear your objection to personal publicity
for staffers. As for outside speeches, your staff will have enough work without them,
although speeches usually do little harm (except that partisan speeches may reduce a
staff member’s usefulness for certain purposes). Unless you tell them otherwise, they
may feel a reluctant “duty” to show the White House flag at political and other gather-
ings. Our main point is this: if you object to publicity for your staff, you should es-

tablish .eérly ground rules.

(g) Devil’s advocacy. We cannot emphasize too strongly the need for effective

devil’s advocacy within your staff.. Although you do not want your staff to oppose your
will, every leader needs advisers willing and able to perceive and to marshal lucidly
the considerations opposed to a favored course of action, Similarly the departments,
close advisers, and staff itself will at times be clear and even unanimous in a recom-
mendation to you. Again, you want to know the best case to the contrary.* We are not
suggesting an all-purpose advocate or a formal devil’s advocate procedure on every
issue. Rather, we urge the importance of having advisers accustomed to perceiving

and worrying about “the other side” of any problem they consider.

4, Minimize exclusive jurisdictions. (a) The problem: We suggested above that
you need advisers who are expert in various areas. Some specialization within your
staff is therefore inevitable., But the adviser with an exclusive subject matter juris-
diction presents three serious problems: First, his outlook may become parochial

with the result that you will have to coordinate his views with other sources. He will

*Many Presidents have suffered because their advisers gave them only one side of
a problem or—which is the same thing—stated the opposing considerations in a weak
or conclusionary way. This fault is not always conscious, More often, the recommend-
ing official has either failed to perceive the opposite factors or has not had the time or
occasion to think about the “other side” except in cliches.



thus fail tc; give you what you need: advice based on the full range of factors that you
must consider. You need advisers with an outlook as broad as your own: foreign and
domestic, ideals and reality, merits and politics, international and congressional. The
specialized adviser will not be forced to have that outlook. Second, he may come to
resent intrusions into his domain from other staff members who may thus be discour-
aged from contributing or questioning in his area. Third, there may be no other staff
members sufficiently knowledgeable to exchange views with him or to challenge his

views or his advice to you.

Can you minimize these concerns without undue sacrifice of efficiency and con-
venience? We note several ways to expand staff perspective beyond particular special-
ties, to deprive any specialist of the illusion that he owns a whole policy area, and to

broaden and deepen staff competence in important areas.

(b) Duplicating assignments. Many writers have praised the duplicated assign-

ments they saw in the Roosevelt staff. It is said that FDR often gave the same assign-
ment to different persons working competitively., This procedure does not seem a
wise way to get the multiple sour«es of information, analysis, and recommendation

that would protect you from undue dependence upon a single adviser. *

(c) Shared, overlapping, or shifting “jurisdictions”—but with clear action respon-

sibilities—can protect you from the worse dangers of broad and exclusive jurisdictions.
For example, you might have several senior advisers working in the national security
area.** One could carry international economic affairs in his portfolio. Another

might have total responsibility for Vietnam matters (so long as that remains an

*The President who would digest the independent output of duplicating advisers
could gain greater mastery of the problem and greater awareness of the alternatives.
But duplicating assignments can be inefficient in a triple sense. First, it requires
more of the President’s time, and energy used in one way is not available for other
matters. Second, first-rate talent for any job is always scarce, as is the time of those
your men consult. You may not have talented men to spare. Third, the analyst who
knows his work is being duplicated elsewhere may be tempted to bypass the hard ques-
tions, to ignore the counter-considerations, and otherwise to do less well than he does
when he has primary responsibility.

* *OQur separate memorandum on National Security Organization discusses this
matter in more detail.



overwhehﬁing issue). A third might oversee the remainder of Asia and other areas.
Their respective responsibilities would be relatively clear and not duplicative, Each
would be broadly current. They could profitably talk to one another. And, on difficult
matters, you could have the benefit of different perspectives. Of course, there is fhe
danger that dividing their responsibilities would reduce the likelihood that either would
share your own government-wide perspective. Alternatively, you might shift assign-
ments within your staff from time to time. You would thus equip each of your senior

staff in diverse areas and thus put them in a position to advise you on difficult subjects.

By dividing or shifting responsibilities, you could get diverse analyses and diverse
advice within your own staff. And the staff would be better able to meet the demands
upon it. The workload in each area will vary greatly from time to time., Staffers of
broad competence and experience could give part of their time to their regular duties
and simultaneously move from one task to another as domestic or international crises
demand. Loads within the staff can Be balanced more.readily if each staff member

were competent in several areas.

There is, of course, some question of efficiency. Subdividing the national security
or the domestic welfare areas will necessitate additional coordination of work. To
shift assignments thrusts an adviser into the time-consuming task of learning anew
about an area already mastered by one adviser. Obviously, however, any staff arrange-
ment that could have saved Kennedy from the Bay of Pigs or Johnson from unsuccessful
escalation in Vietnam would have been far more efficient for the President and the
nation notwithstanding an “efficiency expert’s” conventional notions. Still, you may
prefer to have a relatively small number of senior advisers, each with a relatively
broad jurisdiction. There is no guarantee that subdividing and overlapping jursidictions

would help at all or help any more than simpler remedies.

(d) Broadening your advisers’ outlock. Subdividing one job into two (or more)

relatively clear pieces for two advisers permits each to carry some different respon-
sibility as well, Advisers shifted around among jobs will bring more diversified ex-

perience to each. Specialists can be given occasional “educational” assignments in



other sphéres. A domestic man, for example, might coordinate a foreign policy speech;
a national security expert might clear an appointment to a regulatory agency. Such
devices could help give each adviser a greater awareness of your total responsibilities,
Ideally, your advisers’ outlook should be as catholic as your own. A foreign relations
advisor, for example, should bring congressional or domestic political factors into his
thinking and recommendations before he comes to you. You want assurance that all
your responsibilities are reflected in the advice that comes to you. This is more likely
to occur the more diverse is each specialized adviser’s exposure to your many diverse
responsibilities., Hopefully, such exposure would be deep enough to save each more or
less specialized adviser from the dangers of amateurism in the field he understands

less well. *

(e) Effective intra-staff communication can achieve many of the virtues discussed

above and with far less complexity: Issues realized to be tough or important should

not be discussed exclusively between you and your mam adviser on that issue, but should
be discussed among the staff. Such intra-staff discussion can coordinate the work of
each, bring the full range of stafl interests (that is, your interests) to bear, and subject
major proposals to the questions and challenges of fresh perspective or merely different

perspectives. The virtue isclear, but implementation is not easy.

The most obvious forum for facilitating such an interchange is the frequent staff

meeting over which you preside.** A brief statement by each adviser on his immediate

*There is always the danger that an adviser admonished to ground his advice in
all the relevant factors will incorrectly appraise or give undue weight to that which he
understands less well. We know some academics, for example, who, in their zeal to
make their substantive recommendations realistic, give far more weight to supposed
political considerations than the professional politician would.

**Peripheral or junior staff members may be too numerous for inclusion; if not,
they could often contribute in a valuable way, either directly at the meeting or indirectly
to their seniors after the meeting.



key concerns* would be useful for many purposes including internal coordination. But,
of course, time will be insufficient for full statements, and much less for full discus-
sion. And a staff member without full data or previous analysis may hesitate to chal-
lenge or even to question another in your presence. Nevertheless, the meeting at least
exposes all to current issues and thus creates the opportunity for later intra-staff dis-
cussion. Even so, your more senior advisers, overworked as they be, will not relish
challenges from their colleagues nor have the time necessary to inform them. They
will do so only if you make it happen. In staff meetings or otherwise, for example, you
might ask other staff members for their views on the “expert’s” statement or problem.
This would induce staff members to discuss their important problems with their

colleagues outside the meeting, **

Staff meetings can serve anotherpurpose, if you wish it. By participating in the
discussion, you can permit your staff to gain a better insight into what’s on your mind
and what moves or troubles you. The better they understand you, the better they can

assist you.

) Titles. We suggest that you give your staff unspecific titles. There is no
reason not to use the tradi’.cio.nal titles—Special Counsel, Appointments Secretary, and
Press Secretary—but we would call an adviser simply “Special Assistant” and assign
him, say, to national security affairs rather than designating him “Special Assistant
for National Security Affairs.” Specific titles have the disadvantage of tending to
freeze assignments and to confer exclusive jurisdictions. General rather than specific

titles lessen this problem, If you want to rank your staff, you can do so without regard

*We include national security matters, notwithstanding concern for the proper
protection of classified information. If you want their advice, your staff would have
the requisite “need to know.” Usually, discussions within your staff should not be
restricted by undue concernfor security. Persons not deserving your trust should not
be on your staiff.

* * Another vehicle for assuring careful and thoughtful participation by your staff
“in each other’s jurisdiction” is the informal lunch or end-of-day conversation in which
you seek from the staff a probing exchange either on immediate action issues or on
evolving policy in important areas.
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to titles which do not, in any event, communicate very much. But if you award the
Special Assistant title sparingly, there would be need for some secondary title—such
as Administrative Assistant or Deputy Special Assistant; Associate or Assistant Special
Counsel, for example, have frequently been used. In any event, distinctly junior

members of the staff can be given a lesser title.

5. Permanent or occasional staff. Your staff need not be so large as to include

every competence required for White House work, You can get temporary staff assis-
tance by borrowing departmental personnel* or by enlisting outside experts, organizers,
or doers. In addition to consultants or task forces, you should consider using men out-
side your regular staff for “White House” jobs for which your regular staff lacks the
time or expertness—perhaps preparing a message for Congress, handling a delicate
organizational or personnel problem for you, sifting through complex and varied pro-
posals in some area, or advising you on some interdepartmental controversy not

readily solvable in the usual ways. T

We recognize that such temporary assistants will not be used very often., You will
feel less comfortable with them than with your familiar advisers. The temporary as-
sistant not widely known to enjoy your confidence cannot easily do jobs requiring such
recognition, Nor can you always afford the time for orienting him to your advisers and
to the rest of the Government. Nevertheless, the utility and availability of temporary

assistants is worth remembering,.

6. Staff v, Executive Office. Instead of attempting to build great depth and breadth

in your immediate staff, you can provide your White House with back-up resources in
the Budget Bureau and in the Council of Economic Advisers. These agencies have
‘competent professional staffs, Presidential rather than departmental outlook and loy-
alty, and flexible procedures that pel"mit your staff to use their personnel without

channeling everything through the Director or Chairman, We do not pause on the many

*Officials borrowed from the departments will acquire and carry back to their
agencies a better understanding of and identification with presidential perspectives.
And they will be especially useful departmental contacts for your regular staff,

10
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variations., We do urge you to open your White House with a small staff. You could
then draw upon the Executive Office for back-up work and upon temporary assistance
elsewhere when required., If these steps prove inadequate, you can expand your

immediate staff later.*

In particular, the Budget Bureau’s top staff is exceptionally well-informed on the
size, location, and activities of our intelligence agencies. And beyond the usual ac-
counting functions, it can translate program changes into budget changes and otherwise
identify the long~-run financial and program implications of immediate proposals, It
has long served to coordinate agency views on enacted legislation awaiting presidential
signature., It has long cleared and coordinated agency legislative proposals or agency
responses to congressional queries on pending bills. Beyond this, the Bureau is ca-
pable of serving you as a general adviser on government programs, It has the outlook
and resources to identify and help appraise alternatives to proposed programs, to
harmonize new proposals with each other and with &xisting programs, to identify and
help trim the unessential or weaker elements of a proposal and to appraise the financial
and organizational implications of new programs. And Budget may be the place to de-
velop some central capacity for program evaluation, The Executive Branch does not
now do enough to evaluate the effectiveness of its many programs, And the limited
evaluations that are undertaken are usually conducted by the operating agency with
certain vested interests in the program. We can sum this up with the conclusion that
effective use of the Bureau will improve your decision-making resources and enable

your staff to function more efficiently.

In addition, the Bureau may be your best source of information and advice on
governmental organization. The Bureau’s capacities in this area, which have atrophied
in recent years, should be revived. Budget’s abilities are primarily analytical: it can
isolate bottlenecks, overlapping prbgrams, and waste; it can identify the best bureau-

cratic methods and agencies for handling various types of actions. But we understand

*We add as an appendix Richard Neustadt’s unpublished paper on Roosevelt’s
White House and Budget Bureau. Although we would not paint the Roosevelt White
House in such appealing terms, the concise discussion is valuable for its suggestive
insights.

1



that its creative talents are less impressive, it is proably not now the best source for
extensive reorganization schemes to correct the difficulties it sees. Because the need
for careful thinking about reorganization is so clear, it seems prudent for you to press

Budget to improve its capacity here or to find the needed talents elsewhere.
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I
Staffing Needs

7. Tasks, not positions. We have not tried to write job descriptions for hypothet-

ical appointees because, as we have already argued, the best staff is one characterized
by fluidity, flexibility, and multi-competence rather than permanence, exclusive assign-
ments, or undue specialization. The point is worth reiterating here because there are
several forces promoting rigidity and inhibiting your ability to use your staff as you
might wish, The departments may automatically call upon your staff in the mode of
the Johnson Administration and thus effectively assign work to your staff without your
conscious choice. That fourteen White House positions are statutorily defined and as-
signed varying salaries might imply assignments, hierarchies, or relationships not
necessarily consistent with your needs. Furthermore, members of your campaign

and transition staffs carried over into your White House may automatically carry for-
ward their prior roles and relationships notwithstanding your vastly different require-
ments. You must anticipate and adjust for these institutional factors if your staff

operation is to be determined by our needs not by custom or bureaucratic inertia.,

We cannot tell you your needs. Much will depend on how you organize the rest of
the Government. And, of course, much depends on the particular men you appoint.
The tasks can be divided in various ways; each does not necessarily require one full-
time man, Some may require more. Others may be full-time for one man but divided
among several men. In general, each task listed is one that has to be performed, but

how it is to be performed is a question only you can answer,

We list the major tasks that have to be performed in your White House, with
minimum comment unless there are problems. We proceed not in the order of

importance but according to ease of definition,

8. Appointments. Keeping your calendar is the task. He should also have time

for other tasks. The title of “Secretary” is traditional.

9. Press relations. Your Press Secretary is your spokesman to and liaison with

the press. He will also be one of your advisers on public relations,
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