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Transition Act of 2010. The law provides government support — in the 
form of o�ce space, technology, vetting for security clearances, assis-
tance from federal-agency sta�s, and funding — to help presidential 
challengers begin transition e�orts upon receiving their parties’ nomi-
nations. Previously, federal transition support had been available only 
a«er the election was over. The law thus moved the transition timetable 
up from November to summer, o�ering several more weeks of crucial 
preparation time.

The law was also meant to help change attitudes. Our government 
takes in nearly $2.5 trillion a year in taxes, spends more than $3.5 trillion, 
employs roughly 4.4 million people, and stands at the center of global 
diplomatic, military, and financial a�airs. The moment a president-elect 
takes the oath of o�ce, he inherits enormous responsibilities for which 
we would wish no president to be unprepared. As one of the co-sponsors 
of the 2010 law, Ohio Republican senator George Voinovich, explained, 
“Candidates taking deliberate steps to ensure a smooth transition should 
not be criticized as arrogantly ‘measuring the White House drapes’ be-
fore Election Day: such planning should be encouraged and supported.”

The Romney campaign was the first, and so far the only, campaign 
to be covered by the new law (since the incumbent president does not 
require a transition e�ort), and it sought to take its charge seriously and 
to make the most of the opportunity the law made available. Every non-
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but also one in which there was generally a four-month period — from 
Election Day in November to Inauguration Day in March (as it was 
until Franklin Roosevelt’s second inauguration in 1937) — during which 
outgoing presidents departed and incoming presidents moved to town.

Just a«er the very first transition, from George Washington to John 
Adams, President Adams wrote a letter to his wife, Abigail, bemoaning 
the state of the President’s House in Philadelphia, which served as the ex-
ecutive residence while the White House was being built. “There is not a 
chair to sit in,” Adams complained. “The beds and bedding are in a woe-
ful pickle. This house has been a scene of the most scandalous drinking 
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Because F.D.R. was elected to four terms and then died in  
o�ce — clearing the way for his vice president, Harry Truman, to serve 
nearly two full terms — the next post-election transition did not take 
place for 20 years. When it did, a«er the election of 1952, a great deal had 
changed. Not only would Dwight Eisenhower’s inauguration take place 
in January, but the post-Depression, post-New Deal, post-World War II 
government he inherited was much larger, more expensive, and more 
complex than the government F.D.R. had taken over in 1932.

Another change was the creation of a White House sta�, stem-
ming from the judgment of the 1937 Brownlow Committee that “the 
President needs help.” This still wasn’t much of a sta�: In addition to 
providing for the three personal secretaries and one administrative as-
sistant that presidents had previously been permitted, the law resulting 
from the committee’s recommendations allowed for the hiring of six 
“assistants to the president,” each to be assigned to a specific subset of 
the chief executive’s broad responsibilities. Furthermore, several out-
side agencies — including the Bureau of the Budget (later renamed 
the Office of Management and Budget) and the Liaison Office of 
Personnel Management (now known as just the O�ce of Personnel 
Management) — were brought into a new Executive Office of the 
President that was intended to answer directly to the chief executive. 
The president had more to manage by 1952, and more resources with 
which to manage it, though that also meant there was more to do in the 
shortened transition period allowed a newly elected president.

But Eisenhower, it turns out, did not need much in the way of tran-
sition resources. He settled into the White House with military-like 
e�ciency, selecting a budget director, a chief of sta� (a new innovation), 
and cabinet members quickly and with little fanfare.

Better remembered is John Kennedy’s transition, the last to take 
place before the 1963 Presidential Transition Act (PTA), which passed 
in 1964 and provided for post-election transition funding. Kennedy fa-
mously consulted Columbia professor and presidential scholar Richard 
Neustadt for guidance on how to undertake a presidential transition, 
part of the president-elect’s groundbreaking and e�ective outreach to the 
nation’s intellectual community. Neustadt gave a fascinating overview 
of the opportunities and powers available to the incoming president; 
his memos (which are viewable in their original form online at the 
web site of the Kennedy presidential library and museum) explain that 
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the transition is a full-time job and lay out the key positions that need  
to be filled. Neustadt’s list is a revealing historical snapshot: He refers to 
a “Number-one Boy” among presidential aides, but makes no specific 
mention of a chief of sta� (Kennedy did not end up having one). He also 
puts the post of science advisor to the president on par with the national 
security advisor. Needless to say, in a modern White House, the chief 
of sta� position is o«en the first one filled. The national security advi-
sor has one of the top jobs in government; with the space race a distant 
memory, however, the science advisor has diminished in importance.

The PTA itself was an important legacy of the Kennedy transition. 
Kennedy had spent approximately $300,000 of his own funds on the tran-
sition e�ort and had also tapped the Democratic National Committee for 
support. Recognizing the need for transition resources — and the fact that 
other presidents-elect would not be as wealthy as he was — Kennedy set up 
a commission to make recommendations for future transitions, leading to 
the PTA’s passage. For perspective, the PTA called for a limit on transition 
spending of $900,000, the equivalent of about $6.7 million today. (President 
Obama’s transition, by comparison, cost roughly $12 million in 2008.)

The first president to have access to this new government funding, 
and thus the first president in what might be considered the second phase 
of presidential transitions, was Richard Nixon (though he also raised an 
additional million dollars in non-governmental funds for the transi-
tion). Since Nixon had previously served eight years as Eisenhower’s 
vice president and was therefore familiar with the White House, he had 
relatively little need for a lengthy transition. Still, his transition was not 
uneventful: A«er the 1968 election, outgoing President Lyndon Johnson 
showed Nixon some key features of the White House, including the tap-
ing system that would get him into so much trouble. Nixon apparently 
did not much like the taping system when he saw it, but this aversion 
obviously did not stop him from using it as president.

The passage of the PTA largely standardized the presidential- 
transition process, though each change of administration still had its 
own distinguishing features. Jimmy Carter began planning his transi-
tion in April 1976, as far back as the Pennsylvania primary, when a clear 
path to the nomination emerged even though he had not yet o�cially 
become the party’s standard-bearer. The transition, headed by Jack 
Watson, did the usual work of drawing up lists of nominees and sketch-
ing out position papers. It is most remembered today for the feuding 
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the new president more latitude to accomplish the other elements of  
his agenda.

Taxes and deficits would be largely in the hands of the Congress and 
the new administration’s budget negotiators. R2P did have a separate 
budget team working on a plan to cut non-defense discretionary spend-
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One of the most creative ideas under discussion, promoted by regula-
tory expert Je�rey Rosen, was a regulatory cost cap — an executive order 
telling the agencies that, in the upcoming year, the net cost of new rules 
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had Romney winning the presidency, the prospects for a GOP majority 
in the Senate were plummeting fast (and the odds of a GOP superma-
jority of 60 votes were zero). Without full control of both houses, a 
straight-up, all-out repeal was unlikely.

In response to this challenge, the R2P team, which included some of 
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may never need them. Furthermore, the weightiness of o�cial federal 
involvement brings a seriousness to transition operations that, while 
important and perhaps necessary, could be stultifying and even detri-
mental to organic policy development.

It might also present future campaigns with serious political prob-
lems. Journalists covering future campaigns, and voters paying attention 
to them, will now know that a transition is going on in the background 
throughout the crucial summer and fall months of the election year. 
Should they not demand to know what people and what policies the 
prospective president is planning to bring to Washington beyond 
what the candidate might be telling them in campaign statements and 
speeches? Would not such uncomfortable questions about the transition 
then limit the planning that campaigns actually do?

On the other hand, the pre-election transition brings with it some 
enormous benefits. It will better enable future presidents to prepare for 
the immense responsibilities they will assume on Inauguration Day. A 
winning presidential campaign will have rightly focused its resources 
on the tough and uncertain task of winning the election, which means 
that, without federal funding and support, it would be unlikely to pre-
pare itself adequately for governing. A legal mandate and modest public 
resources can make a huge di�erence in enabling such preparation.

Moreover, there will never again be a truncated transition such as the 
one that took place a«er the muddled election of 2000. Regardless of any 
future electoral confusion, both teams will continue their preparations, 
and either team will be reasonably prepared to take over whenever the 
clouds of uncertainty disappear. These kinds of elections may happen 
very infrequently, but when they do happen, they will not prevent who-
ever assumes the presidency from being ready to govern.

Another advantage is the increased transparency government sanc-
tion brings to a transition project. While the Romney transition team 
does not anticipate that its files will become public records, they would 
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government is so enormous that even the 80-day transitions of the pre-
2010 era are insu�cient to the task of preparing candidates and their 
teams to run an institution of such massive size, scope, and reach. As 
long as we have a federal government of this magnitude, incoming ad-
ministrations will need all the preparation they can get.

Of course, the 2010 Pre-Election Presidential Transition Act is by no 
means a guarantee that transition dollars will be spent wisely. But it 
does o�er greater opportunity to ensure that the men and women en-
trusted with the reins of government will be better prepared to take 
on those challenges than they have been in the past. The hope is that 
those future administrations will be able to benefit from this new sup-
port, and also from the experience of R2P as it ushered in a new era of 
presidential transitions.


