
The Political Appointee’s Challenge: 
 

Minimize the time it takes for the career-political team to function well, 
enabling the Administration’s agenda to be met. 

 
Carol Bonosaro is President of the Senior Executives Association, a non-profit, non-
partisan professional association.  Since 1980, the association has served as the voice of 
the career Federal executive corps (the Senior Executive Service and executives in 
equivalent systems). 
 
Each year, the Association brings together the winners of the Presidential 
Rank of Distinguished Executive, the nation’s highest civil service award, 
given to only 1% of the career Senior Executive Service annually.  One 
year, as the group discussed presidential transitions, one Distinguished 
Executive said, “Every transition eventually becomes a transformation.  It 
moves from initial distrust from the political appointee to eventually saying, 
‘civil servants are great.  Their contribution is invaluable, and I didn’t 
realize it when I walked in.’” 

. 
The political appointee’s challenge is to minimize the time it takes for that 
transformation to take place and for the career-political team to function 
well, enabling the Administration’s agenda to be met.  That challenge is 
especially critical this year, as the Obama Administration will face an 
almost unprecedented constellation of problems.    
 
Political Appointees at the Starting Line 

 
In 2004, the Association joined with the Brookings 
Institution and the Darden School of Business to 
present a conference, “Transitional Leadership.”  The 
program included a panel, with two teams of career 
executives and political appointees who had worked 
together.  At that session, the political appointees 
described their arrival:  
 
“I didn’t go in with an open enough mind.  I didn’t 
realize I didn’t know anything” 

 
 “I was inundated and had little time. Staff had 30 seconds to brief 
 me” 
 



 “I accepted my appointment without knowing what the job really 
 was” 
 
 “I arrived with a ‘quick strike’ mentality, and short term goals, many 
 of which required substantial agency changes” 
 
 “I inherited a ready-made staff who I didn’t know”    
 
These experiences are typical, but developing a solid relationship, early 
on, with career executives can help a political appointee get off to a solid 
start.  
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Career Senior Executives: Your Key To 
Success 
 
Exactly who are career executives?   

• They number almost 7,000  
• They are the top career 

professionals in government 
• They have an average of 26 years of experience 
• They obtained their positions on the basis of merit 

  
And they are critical to high performing government.   
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Executive who dealt with humanitarian 
crises around the world – including Iraq, 
Afghanistan, the West Bank, Darfur, and 
Southern Sudan – directing more than 4 
billion dollars in US refugee assistance to 
help more than 20 million victims. During 
the Hezbollah/Israel conflict, when almost 
800,000 Lebanese were forced within 
days to flee their homes, he created and 
coordinated all aspects of our response, 
including securing a 48-hour humanitarian 
pause, to ensure that life-saving assistance 
was delivered quickly and efficiently. 
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improvements of existin
programs. 



 
What Do They Offer You? 
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objective” 
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them understand the new policy directions, keep them focused
and reassure them that the overall 
words, he or she serves as a buffer, insulation, reassurance, 
and, to some extent, protection, helping the staff stay focused 
on the big picture 
Has to re-prove or reinvent him or herself over and over – eac
time a new party takes over 

lso help if you understand how career executives will see you, 
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• The vehicles of the Administration’s political goals. 
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Political appointees are expected to be adept at 
advocating agency objectives to Congress and the 
media. 



fight the necessary political battles within the Administration 
Having limited time• .  They have to judge what is important for 
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Here’s What You Should Expect Career 
Executives Will Do: 

Deputy Assistant 
Secretary, Office

 Renewable Energy, 
Department of Ene
and a 2005 
Distinguished 

• Understand your agenda early 
on and present viable options for 
reaching the two or three critical 

• Identify major program issues 
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    The r
Executive is that of serving any and every 
Administration to the very best of his or 
her ability without regard to personal 
political beliefs.  So it will help to follow a 
few rules to help ensure that they can do 

policy goals that are crucial to 
the new agenda 

requiring resolution within 30-90 
days, flash points, and targets 
of opportunity 

• Brief you on conflict-of-interest
keep you out of trouble 
Be sensitive to your work style 
Present both p

s and ethics restrictions and 

issues and program options in a 
neutral, balanced way 

• Work within the agency to make
certain that changing missions 
are understood 
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elsewhere. 



 
How to Ensure Career Executives Can Enable You to Succeed 

o Not  
 

• Assume that career executives are less able or 
hard-working than their counterparts in the private 

• Assume that career executives are unwilling to make changes in 
policies and/or programs.  In fact, they typically have many good 
ideas for beneficial change 
Hold ca
previous Ad  
President and his appointees and have a responsibility to 

• inalize, career executives 

 
Do 
 

• Develop open and honest 
communication to build trust, 
confidence, and understanding 
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ministrations.  They work under the direction of the
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implement policy decisions that are legal and within the 
mandate of their agencies 
Shield yourself from, or marg

• Misread career executives’ laying out the possibilities and 
providing the options as a sign that they are “not on the team” 

• Build a strong working 
relationship with career 
executives on your staff 

of one another.  Insist th
your key political-appoin
advisors do the same 

• Schedule, early in your term
an off-site meeting with your c
working relationships and share 
directions and managemen
Clearly articulate your vision
Have a realistic agenda

eer executive corps to establish 

• Be willing to be told what you 
Make clear whether you prefer a briefing and consultation or an 
executive summary and a detailed paper 



• Ask that your staff help you anticipate and pre-empt problems 
ber, any differences of opinion will 
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• Ask for options.  Remem
likely be about means, not ends 

• Remember that what you say will be taken very literally 

lly  you are convinced that the career/political team is one you wan
e ork as effectively as possible.  In closing, the Association off

shes for a successful term in offic
 E ecutive Service. 

 
To learn more about the Senior Executive Service, your responsibilities 
and your flexibilities as a supervisor of SES personnel, visit The Senior 
Executive Service: A Management Primer on SEA’s website. 

 
SEA will be pleased 

820 First St. N.E., Suite 700 

www.senio  
 

to respond to any requests 
for information or assistance. 

 
Senior Executives Association 

Washington, D.C. 20002 
202.927.7000 

rexecs.org

www.seniorexecs.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Transition09/A_Management_Primer.pdf
www.seniorexecs.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Transition09/A_Management_Primer.pdf

