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3The President and  
White House Leadership

INTRODUCTION: THE PRESIDENT AND THE  
POLITICS OF US FOREIGN POLICY

Most Americans believe that the president is the most powerful political figure in the 
United States. In fact, many of us acquire an image of an almost omnipotent president. As 
Stanley Hoffmann (1968:289) observed more than fifty years ago, “The American system 
of government seems unable to prevent a kind of hand-wringing, starry-eyed, and slightly 
embarrassing deification of the man in the White House, a doleful celebration of his soli-
tude and his burdens.” Naturally, Hoffmann added parenthetically, “when things go badly, 
there is, of course, a tendency to besmirch the fallen idol.” As we suggested in Chapter 1, 
many Americans have a simple view of the foreign policy process—that US foreign policy 
is made by the president—and scholars commonly refer to the preeminence of presidents 
over American foreign policy (review Figure 1.1).

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

1. Know the meaning and significance 
of the paradox of presidential 
power.

2. Understand the nature of 
the president’s individual 
characteristics and style and 
the office of the presidency and 
their importance to US foreign 
policymaking.

3. Identify the elements of 
presidential and White House 
leadership.

4. Assess and explain key patterns 
of White House leadership in US 
foreign policy.PHOTO 3.1 President Donald Trump listens during a White 

House meeting.
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50  PART II GOvERNmENT AND THE POLICYmAkING PROCESS 

We know that the president and the White House are central to the politics and 
processes of US foreign policy, but we also know that presidential leadership is a vari-
able rather than a constant. In this chapter, we examine the president and White House 
leadership. We discuss the paradox of presidential power, the role of presidential per-
sonality and the president’s circle of staff and top advisers, and how these affect foreign 
policymaking and White House leadership.

THE PARADOX OF PRESIDENTIAL POWER

In his last year as president, Harry Truman briefly commented on what Dwight 
Eisenhower—the front-runner in the 1952 campaign—would experience were he to win 
the election:

He’ll sit here and he’ll say, “Do this! Do that!” And nothing will happen. Poor 
Ike—it won’t be a bit like the Army. . . . I sit here all day trying to persuade people 
to do the things they ought to have the sense to do without my persuading them. 
That’s all the powers of the President amount to. (quoted in Neustadt 1991:10)

President Truman’s warning nicely captures the tension between the powers and con-
straints that make up the paradox of presidential power.

When it comes to US foreign policy, the starting point for understanding why presi-
dential power and White House leadership is a variable and not a constant is the paradox 
of presidential power. The president is the most powerful political actor in the United 
States with many constitutional roles and capabilities. However, presidents also face many 
constraints that limit their power. Moreover, the successful exercise of presidential power 
and White House leadership becomes even more problematic when one considers uncer-
tain elements that sometimes strengthen the president’s hand and at other times weaken 
it. At times the White House is able to successfully influence—even dominate—the policy 
process, but at other times the president may have little impact on that process (e.g., Cronin 
and Genovese 2009; Neustadt 1991; Pious 1979). President John Kennedy understood that 
the president has “extraordinary powers. Yet it is also true that [the president] must wield 
those powers under extraordinary limitations” (quoted in Sorensen 1963:xii). To better 
understand this paradox, and its implications for White House leadership over foreign 
policy, let’s consider the elements of presidential power, important limits and constraints 
on it, and uncertain factors that complicate the president’s ability to lead.

Formal Roles and Powers

Presidents wear many different hats that enable them to exercise considerable power. The 
most important roles include head of state, chief diplomat, commander in chief, chief exec-
utive, and chief legislator. These roles have their origins in Article II of the US Constitution 
and have evolved throughout US history through constitutional amendments, legislation, 
judicial rulings, and changes in custom (see Rossiter 1960).
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   51

Head of State. The president is the “head of state” and represents the United States of 
America. Although this role is primarily symbolic, symbolism should not be downplayed 
because the outcomes of politics are heavily a function of its successful use. To compare 
Great Britain and the United States, for example, when a foreign head of government 
arrives in Great Britain, the first official visit, according to the diplomatic protocols of 
international behavior, is with the queen, for she represents the state. In contrast, the same 
foreign leader coming to the United States will pay official respects first to the president. 
Similarly, the president or the president’s designee represents the United States in many 
ceremonial functions, both at home and abroad, including such things as state funerals.

Chief Diplomat. The president also is often referred to as the chief diplomat, or chief 
negotiator representing the United States. This role originates with the president’s con-
stitutional duty to nominate the secretary of state and ambassadors to countries abroad 
and to receive foreign ambassadors. The president also has the right to offer, or withdraw, 
official US diplomatic relations with foreign governments. Finally, the president can enter 
into executive agreements with foreign governments and, with the advice and consent of 
the Senate, can negotiate treaties that are binding on the United States and have the force 
of law (more on this in Chapter 9 on Congress).

The president has personally headed American diplomatic delegations and negoti-
ated with foreign leaders, something that has increased in frequency over the past four 
decades with the rise of “summitry.” For example, in 1972 President Richard Nixon led the 
American delegation to Moscow to complete the first Strategic Arms Limitation Talks 
(SALT) with the Soviet Union. President Jimmy Carter spent thirteen days negotiating 
with President Anwar Sadat of Egypt and Prime Minister Menachem Begin of Israel in 
1978 to produce the Camp David Accords. President Reagan had four major summits 
with Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev between 1985 and 1989 (more than any previous 
president since Franklin Roosevelt). President Clinton led the American delegation that 
attempted to bring a settlement to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. President Obama trav-
eled extensively throughout the world, meeting with foreign leaders concerning a variety 
of national security and economic issues. Most recently, President Trump has engaged 
in high-level meetings with American allies in Europe and Asia, the leaders of countries 
in the Middle East, and others such as North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un and Russian 
president Vladimir Putin. Finally, US presidents participate every year with leaders from 
the world’s top industrial economies (G-7/G-8) and its most important economies (G-20) 
in summits to discuss cooperative measures to contribute to the stability and growth of the 
global economy.

Commander in Chief. According to the Constitution, the president is the commander 
in chief of the US military with significant authority over the use of American armed 
forces. Although Congress also has constitutional powers over war and the military, this 
important power establishes civilian commands of US armed forces and means that, when 
the president gives an order, members of the military and the Department of Defense 
must comply. Since World War II, the president has exercised the powers as commander 
in chief very broadly.
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For example, President Truman decided to send American troops to Korea in 1950, 
whereas American escalation and the use of armed force in Vietnam throughout the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s was a result of decisions made by Presidents Eisenhower, 
Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon. The decision to send US forces to Lebanon (1982) and 
the Persian Gulf (1987), to invade Grenada (1983) and bomb Libya (1986), and to 
secretly support the Contras in their effort to overthrow the Sandinistas in Nicaragua 
were all made by President Reagan. President George H. W. Bush invaded Panama in 
1989 and Iraq in the Persian Gulf War of 1991, the latter with congressional autho-
rization. President Clinton led a major NATO bombing campaign in the war in 
Kosovo in 1999. President George W. Bush led a global war on terrorism punctuated 
by two major military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. President Obama esca-
lated American military involvement in Afghanistan and Pakistan and committed US 
forces to military action in support of Libyan rebels seeking to overthrow Moammar 
Ghaddafi in 2011. President Trump ordered air strikes against Syria in 2017. Although 
the Constitution provides Congress the powers to declare wars, raise and support 
armies, and make rules for their activities, all these examples represent presidential 
decisions with limited involvement by the US Congress, which authorized the use 
of force in only a few of these instances and has formally declared war in none since 
World War II.

Chief Executive. The president is also the chief executive, or head of government, 
which means the president has authority over the executive branch. So, in theory, all 
the governmental agencies within the executive branch, all the cabinet secretaries, and 
all the bureaucrats take their direction from the president. One of the major ways the 
president exercises this administrative power is through appointments. The president 
selects personal staff, nominates cabinet secretaries, and appoints most of the high-
level officials in each of the departments and agencies that make up the executive 
branch. The president also establishes the structure and process by which policy is 
formulated and implemented, which reinforces the roles of commander in chief and 
chief diplomat.

Chief Legislator. Although not a member of Congress, the president occupies the 
role of de facto “chief legislator” because of the ability to both initiate and veto legisla-
tion. In the modern relationship between the legislative and executive branches, much 
of the legislation before Congress originates in the executive branch and is submitted 
by the president—such as the budget of the US government, as well as programs for 
defense spending and foreign assistance. Therefore, Congress often responds to the 
president’s agenda, which provides some political advantage in gaining congressional 
acceptance and support. The president also has the constitutional right to “veto” leg-
islation. Congress may override a presidential veto with a two-thirds affirmative vote 
for the legislation in the House of Representatives and in the Senate, but this happens 
infrequently. For this reason, the president has great power to stop undesired legisla-
tion or persuade members of Congress to modify legislation, an important exercise of 
presidential power in the legislative area.
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   53

Informal Sources of Leadership

The White House also provides the president with a cluster of informal powers that pro-
vide leadership opportunities. Let’s think about five somewhat interrelated powers:

• Singularity: The president is the only government official elected nationally and, 
as president, is the only individual occupying the position.

• “Bully pulpit”: The president has an unrivaled ability to speak and gain 
attention when doing so.

• Initiative: The president can take or order action—commanding staff, advisers, 
and bureaucratic agencies to do things, forcing others to react.

• Speed and information: As Alexander Hamilton put it in Federalist No. 70, the 
president has the advantages of “decision, activity, secrecy, and dispatch,” with 
more readily available, often classified, information and the ability to issue orders.

• Persuasion: The president can rely on reputation and the trappings of the office 
to convene meetings with almost anyone and can rely on both formal and 
informal powers to bargain and persuade, including using campaign promises 
and threats to win support from others.

The combination of these formal and informal sources of power is potent. Take a moment 
and consider how they might be employed, alone or together, in White House leadership 
over US foreign policy.

Limits and Constraints

Clearly, the president has formal and informal roles and authority that enable considerable 
power and leadership in US foreign policymaking. However, as the paradox of presidential 
power suggests, presidents face a number of limits and constraints that make it difficult 
to get their way. These limits and constraints on presidential power tend to be strongest 
when it comes to domestic policy, but they are significant for foreign policy as well. We’ll 
consider several important limits and constraints in the sections that follow.

Time. The president’s first major problem is insufficient time to complete all the tasks 
necessary to govern successfully. The president has one of the most demanding jobs imag-
inable: governing a complex society of more than 300 million people and representing the 
United States throughout the globe. However, like any human being, the president has 
only so much time to devote to the hundreds of issues and individuals in need of attention. 
Beyond eating and sleeping and attending to other personal needs, the president has a 
complicated, full-time occupation seven days a week, usually starting early in the morning 
and lasting late into the night.

For example, President Obama generally awoke early for exercise and breakfast, arrived 
at the Oval Office to begin the day’s formal schedule about 8:30 a.m., received a daily intel-
ligence briefing around 10:00 a.m., and then proceeded through a busy schedule of phone 
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54  PART II GOvERNmENT AND THE POLICYmAkING PROCESS 

calls and meetings with staff, advisers, and members Congress. President Obama also typ-
ically met with people and/or groups for greetings and photos at various times throughout 
the day, occasionally giving talks. Some days signing legislation, giving a public speech, 
and meeting with a world leader were also on the schedule, as were short trips away from 
Washington, DC. Generally, President Obama ended his work day around 6:00 p.m., 
heading to the White House residence for dinner and time with his family. After that, 
the president typically engaged in additional work—reading, completing paperwork, or 
writing—until 11:30 p.m., often finishing his day with some leisurely reading before 
retiring to bed around midnight (Szoldra, 2015). For a more detailed example of the rigors 
of a president’s day, see “A Different Perspective: Time Constraints and the President’s 
Daily Schedule.”

A Different Perspective

TIME CONSTRAINTS AND THE PRESIDENT’S DAILY SCHEDULE

The presidency may be the most demanding job 
in the world. The following schedule records the 
daily activity of President George H. W. Bush on 

Tuesday, January 8, 1991, just prior to the begin-
ning of the Persian Gulf War:

Time Activity

7:04 a.m. The president went to the south grounds of the White House.

7:07 The president went to the Oval Office.

7:12 The president telephoned Senator Malcolm Wallop, Senator John Chafee, and 
Rep. Mel Levine.

7:21–7:31 The president talked with Senator Wallop.

7:31–7:32 The president talked with Mrs. Virginia Chafee.

7:33–7:56 The president met with John B. Adler.

7:57–8:06 The president talked with Rep. Levine.

8:05–8:24 The president met for an intelligence briefing with William Webster, Director, 
CIA; [name deleted], briefer, CIA; Brent Scowcroft, Assistant for National 
Security Affairs; Robert M. Gates, Deputy Assistant for National Security Affairs; 
John Sununu, Chief of Staff.

8:24–9:10 The president met for a national security briefing with Mr. Scowcroft; Mr. Gates; 
Mr. Sununu.

9:10–9:48 The president met with Mr. Sununu; David F. Demarest, Assistant for 
Communications.
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   55

Time Activity

9:52–10:10 The president went to Room 450 in the Old Executive Office Building to 
participate in a message taping session for the community of nations united 
against Iraqi aggression. The message will be broadcast over the US Information 
Agency WORLDNET satellite network.

10:14 The president returned to the Oval Office.

10:16–11:09 The president participated in a meeting to discuss the proposed National Energy 
Strategy with the Economic Policy Council in the Cabinet Room.

11:09–11:17 The president met with Richard B. Cheney, Secretary of Defense; Mr. Sununu in the 
Oval Office.

11:17–12:04 The president met to discuss congressional strategy on the Persian Gulf with 
administration officials in the Cabinet Room.

12:04–12:10 The president met with Secretary Cheney; Lawrence Eagleburger, Deputy 
Secretary of State; Mr. Scowcroft; Mr. Gates; Mr. Sununu, in the Oval Office.

12:10 The president telephoned Rep. Thomas Foley and Rep. Robert Michel.

12:10–12:19 The president talked with Senator Robert Dole.

12:14–12:37 The president met with Mr. Scowcroft.

12:17–12:29 The president met with Mr. Sununu.

12:24–12:26 The president met with Marlin Fitzwater, Assistant and Press Secretary.

12:19–12:21 The president talked with Senator George Mitchell.

12:22–12:26 The president talked with Rep. Foley.

12:30–12:33 The president talked with Rep. Michel.

12:37–12:39 The president met with [names deleted].

12:39–1:26 The presidential party went to the White House Mess for lunch.

1:27–1:33 The president returned to the Oval Office to meet with Mr. Webster; General Colin 
Powell, Chairman Joint Chiefs of Staff.

1:33–2:35 The president participated in a meeting with administration officials and Mideast 
experts.

2:35–2:43 The president met with Secretary Cheney; Mr. Eagleburger.

2:35–2:46 The president met with Mr. Sununu.

2:35–2:54 The president met with Mr. Scowcroft.

2:35–2:49 The president met with Mr. Gates and Richard Haass.

2:54–2:57 The president met with Andrew Card, Asst. and Deputy Chief of Staff

3:00–3:06 The president talked with Charles Black, Jr., Acting Chairman of the RNC.

(Continued)
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Time Activity

3:28–3:33 The president met with Robert B. “Bobby” Holt, Chairman of the Republican Eagles.

3:33–3:55 The president and the First Lady met with the leadership of the RNC Eagles in the 
Roosevelt Room.

3:50–3:55 The president returned to the Oval Office to participate in a photo opportunity 
with the Republican Eagles.

4:15–4:23 The president met with Mr. Sununu; Edward Derwinski, Secretary of Veterans Affairs.

4:52–5:02 The president met with Mr. Sununu.

5:02–5:43 The president went to the barber shop for a haircut.

5:11–5:16 The president talked with Secretary of State James Baker in Geneva, Switzerland.

5:43–5:50 The president returned to the Oval Office and met with Mr. Scowcroft.

5:50–5:55 The president went to Mr. Fitzwater’s office.

5:55 The president returned to the second floor Residence.

6:45–6:47 The president talked with his physician, Dr. Burton J. Lee III.

10:10 The president retired.

10:27–10:29 The president talked with his brother, William H. T. “Bucky” Bush.

Think about the president’s perspective on this 
schedule and ask yourself: How do you think the 
need to attend to so many different issues in 
such a crowded schedule affects a president’s 
leadership and decision making?

Source: US White House, George H. W. Bush, The 
President’s Schedule (George H. Bush Presidential 
Library, Texas A&M).

(Continued)

Although each president has a personal style, the job demands a great deal of time and 
energy, especially if the president wants to govern successfully. These time demands and 
their importance for (and constraints on) presidential leadership help to explain the con-
troversy surrounding President Trump’s typical schedule, which presents a stark contrast 
with the examples of Barack Obama and George H. W. Bush we have just considered. 
In fact, no president in modern times has been less engaged in the tasks of the working 
presidency, as indicated by the public leak of about three months of Trump’s daily schedules 
from 2018 to 2019 (McCammond & Swan 2019). According to these schedules, about 
60 percent of President Trump’s day is devoted to unstructured “executive time”—mostly 
in the White House residence—during which he watches television, reads the papers, and 
responds to what he sees and reads by engaging on Twitter and talking on the phone to 
aides and advisers, members of Congress, and friends (see Figure 3.1). President Trump 
also spent significant and regular time away from the White House at his Mar-a-Lago 
estate in Florida or one his many golf clubs.
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   57

FIGURE 3.1

Donald Trump’s Schedule

Source: “Scoop Insider leaks Trump’s `Executive time’-filled private schedules.” Alexi McCammond, Jonathan Swan, Axios, 
https://www.axios.com/donald-trump-private-schedules-leak-executive-time-34e67fbb-3af6-48df-aefb-52e02c334255.html.
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   61

throughout society try to influence the media and the communications process to gain con-
trol of the government and influence domestic politics. Presidents, in particular, are heavily 
dependent on the media to help them promote a positive image—while campaigning and 
while governing—if they want to win and exercise power. However, while the media can 
be a crucial source of presidential power, their attention can also be critical and negative, 
making them a source of much difficulty as well.

THE PRESIDENCY: THE PERSON AND THE OFFICE

As we suggested in the introduction to this chapter, White House leadership in foreign 
policy depends not only on the president’s formal and informal sources of power but also 
on factors related to the person of the president and the office of the presidency.

The Person: Individual Characteristics

Of course, presidents matter in US foreign policy. But who is president matters as well. 
Individual presidents bring to office particular combinations of background experience, 
personality, and style that affect both how they do the job and how successfully they man-
age and lead the politics and processes of foreign policy. As Greenstein (1992:124) put it: 
“Political institutions and processes operate through human agency. It would be remarkable 
if they were not influenced by the properties that distinguish one individual from another.” 
According to Margaret Hermann (1986), understanding leadership demands knowing 
about the leader’s personality and background. Individual factors such as the leader’s per-
sonal qualities and characteristics contribute to varying presidential styles, which have 
important consequences for the politics of US foreign policy (Preston 2017).

Take a moment and think about the kinds of individual characteristics that might affect 
how a president approaches his or her role, and what kinds and outcomes of leadership 
might ensue. Without doubt, such things as family background, education, professional 
and personal experiences, personality traits (of a wide variety), cognitive approaches, and 
others probably come to mind. Indeed, psychobiographies and analyses of many kinds 
explore such factors as they relate to presidents.

Because we are interested in understanding and explaining the patterns of US for-
eign policymaking, we are especially interested in how these individual characteristics 
relate to various types of leadership styles, which we can use to consider and compare 
different presidents. As Alexander George (1980b) and Richard T. Johnson (1974) argued, 
President Franklin Roosevelt’s experiences and personality led him to rely on a competitive 
model pitting advisers against each other to gain the president’s ear and support. Similarly, 
President Truman adopted a formal model with each agency head responsible for a particu-
lar jurisdiction, advising the president through formal channels so that he could synthesize 
and decide. Presidents Eisenhower and Nixon embraced similar formal models but with 
the addition of a “chief of staff ” responsible for managing, coordinating, and synthesiz-
ing agency heads so that the president could focus on the decision, not the formulation 
of options or implementation. President Kennedy’s personality and approach led him to 
employ a collegial model emphasizing teamwork and shared responsibility rather than 
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formal chains of command, with the president at the center of a circle of advisers who 
considered information and policy options together.

One early effort to assess these individual characteristics and construct a typology of 
leadership styles connected to them came from the work of James David Barber (1972), 
whose categorization of “presidential character” was based on two dimensions: (1) the 
energy and effort the president puts into the job (active or passive) and (2) the personal 
satisfaction the president derives from presidential duties (positive or negative). These two 
dimensions combine to create four types of presidential character:

• Active-positives (high energy and high satisfaction from the role), who exhibit 
optimism and readiness to act.

• Passive-positives (low energy and high satisfaction from the role), who exhibit 
optimism, agreeability, and cooperation.

• Active-negatives (high energy and low satisfaction), who tend to be rigid and 
exhibit aggressive, power-seeking behavior.

• Passive-negatives (low energy and low satisfaction), who tend to display low 
self-esteem, a strong sense of duty and service, and an aversion to the job.

Which presidents would you place in each category?
Another influential approach is that of Margaret Hermann and Thomas Preston 

(1994) and Preston (1997). These authors weigh involvement in the policymaking process, 
willingness to tolerate conflict, motivation for leading, strategies for managing information, 
and strategies for resolving conflict to differentiate four leadership styles based on how 
presidents prefer to coordinate policy (formal versus informal) and the focus of policy 
coordination (political process versus substance of problem/decision) (see Table 3.1).

• Chief executive officers prefer formal authority patterns (hierarchy) and a focus 
on the process. Examples include Truman and Nixon.

TABLE 3.1

Hermann and Preston’s Classification of Presidential Styles

Authority Pattern/Hierarchy

Formal Informal

Focus on Political 
Process

The Chief Executive Officer 
(Truman and Nixon)

The Team-Builder and Player 
(Johnson, Ford, and Carter)

Focus on Substance 
of Problem

The Director/Ideologue 
(Reagan and Wilson)

The Analyst/Innovator (Franklin 
Roosevelt and Clinton)

Source: Preston, T. (1997) “Following the Leader”: The Impact of U.S. Presidential Style Upon Advisory 
Group Dynamics, Structure, and Decision. In P. ‘t Hart, E. Stern, and B. Sundelius (eds.) Beyond Groupthink: 
Political Group Dynamics and Foreign Policymaking. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, pp. 191–248. 
Hermann, M.G., and Preston, T. (1994) Presidents, Advisers, and Foreign Policy: The Effect of Leadership 
Style on Executive Arrangements. Political Psychology 15 (1), 75–96.
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   63

• Director/ideologues prefer formal authority patterns (hierarchy) and a focus on 
the substance of the problem/decision. Examples include Reagan and Wilson.

• Team-builder/players prefer informal authority patterns (collegial) and a focus 
on the process. Examples include Johnson, Ford, and Carter.

• Analyst/innovators prefer informal authority patterns (collegial) and a focus 
on the substance of the problem/decision. Examples include Franklin Roosevelt 
and Clinton.

Where would you place other presidents from the post–World War II period? George W. 
Bush? Barack Obama? Donald Trump? More generally, how might these individual styles 
affect foreign policymaking and presidential leadership?

The Office: Presidential Staff and Advisers

Surely the nature of the person who occupies the office of the presidency is important. 
However, the job of president depends on more than just one person. As our analytical 
framework indicates, both the person of the president and the presidential staff and advis-
ers who work most closely with that person are central to the role of the White House 
in US foreign policy. White House leadership involves both, because the president (as an 
individual) operates within the institution or office of the presidency, which includes the 
president and other individuals and organizations working for the president. Therefore, 
presidential choices about who to appoint as staff and advisers are quite critical.

In deciding who will serve in the administration, a president must make three general 
sets of presidential appointments:

• Personal presidential staff

• Major policy advisers

• High–level officials responsible for other cabinet departments and executive agencies

These individuals affect the president’s ability to manage the bureaucracy and exercise 
presidential leadership and power. Consequently, with each new president there is turn-
over in presidential staff and top-level personnel, so presidents can surround themselves 
with aides and advisers of their own choosing. Even leaving aside mid- and lower-level 
appointees (we will consider them in subsequent chapters), consider, for example, that 
although the United States has had ten presidents since John Kennedy’s assassination, they 
have appointed seventeen secretaries of state, nineteen secretaries of defense, twenty-two 
directors of the Central Intelligence Agency (and five directors of national intelligence), 
and twenty-one national security advisers (President Reagan alone appointed six in his 
eight years, and President Trump had four in his first three years).

Building on the recommendations of the 1936 Brownlow Commission, Franklin 
Roosevelt was the first modern president to expand his personal staff by creating the 
Executive Office of the Presidency (EOP) to cope with a rapidly growing bureaucracy. 
Today, the EOP contains the people and organizations that a president tends to rely on most 
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in managing the bureaucracy and governing, including the White House Office, National 
Security Council (NSC), National Economic Council (NEC), Office of the Director of 
National Intelligence (ODNI), Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and US Trade 
Representative (USTR) (see Figure 3.2). All told, about 2,000 people work in the EOP, 
and its budget has grown from about $12 million in 1962 to more than $3.5 billion today.

The president relies most directly on personal staff, who occupy positions in the White 
House Office and therefore play a unique role within the EOP. These are the people who 
act as the president’s eyes and ears and who are preoccupied with protecting and promot-
ing the president’s professional reputation, public prestige, and presidential choices. They 
are responsible for the president’s daily activities and help the president prepare for public 
appearances. Given their proximity and importance to the president, they have also become 
significantly more involved in the making of US foreign policy (e.g., Cohen, Dolan, and 
Rosati 2002; Walcott, Warshaw, and Wayne 2001).

The chief of staff is the most significant of the president’s personal staff and interacts 
with the president more frequently than anyone else. The chief of staff is responsible for 
the president’s daily schedule and oversees the rest of the White House staff. This is an 
influential position because the chief of staff usually acts as the intermediary between the 
president and all staff and advisers who interact with the president. Since the 1970s, the 
chief of staff has frequently played a more important role in foreign policy as well, often 
using the gatekeeping role to great advantage.

FIGURE 3.2

The Executive Branch

PRESIDENT
VICE PRESIDENT

WHITE HOUSE
OFFICE

ODNI
OMB
USTR

NSC
NEC

EXECUTIVE OFFICE
OF THE PRESIDENT

BUREAUCRACY
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For example, Leon Panetta, President Clinton’s second chief of staff, and each of his 
successors were made formal members of the NSC Principals Committee (see our dis-
cussion in Chapter 7). Panetta also instituted a structure that required all paperwork to 
route through his office (including foreign policy paperwork), and he carefully controlled 
access to the president. Similarly, George W. Bush’s first chief of staff—Andrew Card—
was a formal member of the NSC and a valued informal adviser, and his successor, Joshua 
Bolten, played a comparable role. In the Obama administration, the White House staff 
was heavily involved in foreign policy discussions and President Obama had four chiefs 
of staff—Rahm Emanuel, William Daley, Jacob Lew, and Denis McDonough—each of 
whom was similarly engaged. President Trump had three chiefs of staff in his first three 
years: Reince Priebus, John Kelly, and Mike Mulvaney (acting). Finally, another position 
that has become increasingly central to foreign policy for the most recent presidents 
(with both positive and negative consequences) is that of the office of the vice president 
(see “A Closer Look: Transforming the Vice Presidency, from Gore to Cheney to Biden 
to Pence”).

A Closer Look

TRANSFORMING THE VICE PRESIDENCY, FROM  
GORE TO CHENEY TO BIDEN TO PENCE

Throughout much of American history, the vice 
president has been a relatively insignificant player 
in the policymaking process, usually chosen to “bal-
ance” the ticket for the presidential election and 
relegated to symbolic and unimportant activities 
(such as to preside over the Senate as stipulated in 
the Constitution). Thomas Marshall, vice president 
under Woodrow Wilson, described the job by say-
ing, “The only business of the vice president is to 
ring the White House bell every morning and ask 
what is the state of health of the president.” This 
began to change with Presidents Jimmy Carter and 
Ronald Reagan, who turned increasingly to their 
vice presidents—Walter Mondale and George H. W. 
Bush, respectively—for counsel and political support. 
However, under the past four presidents, the office 
of the vice president has become a much enhanced 
position of power and respect.

Albert Gore Jr. was selected as Bill Clinton’s 
running mate in 1992 and became an active par-
ticipant and trusted adviser in the Clinton White 

House. Perhaps Gore’s most defining issue was his 
commitment to the environment and to “reinvent 
government” by lessening red tape and making 
governmental bodies more efficient. However, Gore 
was also an active participant in most foreign policy 
debates. Gore was one of the first vice presidents 
to effectively promote high-profile national issues.

Under President George W. Bush, Dick Cheney 
became the most powerful vice president ever, 
especially in foreign policy. Cheney entered office 
with broad experience and moved aggressively to 
strengthen his role in the formal policy process as 
well. He expanded the office of the vice president, 
hiring a dozen staff members to create what some 
consider a mini National Security Council staff of 
his own. He then ensured that he and his staff had 
representation in the NSC committees and even 
lobbied (unsuccessfully) to be the chair of the NSC 
Principals Committee, which would have put the 
national security adviser under his direction. An 
assertive adviser—described by one observer to Bob 

(Continued)
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Woodward as “the most important, the Cadillac” of 
the participants in foreign policymaking—he used his 
staff to work outside the official interagency process 
to gain even more influence.

With a long record of public service and expe-
rience on foreign policy issues in the Senate, Joe 
Biden played an important role in the Obama admin-
istration. As vice president, Biden was “‘a total utility 
player,’ as Mrs. Clinton described Mr. Biden, or ‘the 
guy who does a bunch of things that don’t show 
up on the stat sheet,’ as Mr. Obama once put it” 
(Leibovich 2012). Among other things, these roles 
included designated contrarian in policy discussions, 
including the Afghanistan War, and advice on dealing 
with Congress.

In the Trump administration, Mike Pence contin-
ued the more active role of his predecessors. Pence 
carefully fit himself to President Trump’s volatile 

style but played a significant and growing role in 
foreign policy. A participant in the NSC system and 
its committees, Pence was regularly present during 
meetings and conversations with foreign leaders and 
received the daily intelligence briefing. He also fol-
lowed his immediate predecessors and established 
his own national security adviser and a team of 
advisers. Mostly detailed from other parts of the for-
eign policy bureaucracy, his “mini-NSC” staff man-
aged issue areas delineated by region or function, 
similar to the NSC staff itself.

What are the main consequences of this changing 
vice presidential role for presidential power and 
management of the foreign policy process?

Source: Daalder and Lindsay (2003), Light (1984), Rogin 
(2017), and Woodward (2004).

(Continued)

The president must also decide who will occupy major policy positions in the US 
government and act as top policy advisers. Of the many appointments a president makes, 
six key foreign policy appointments stand out:

1. National security adviser (sometimes called the NSC adviser)

2. Secretary of state

3. Secretary of defense

4. Director of central intelligence and, since 2005, the director of national 
intelligence

5. Special assistant to the president for economic affairs (called the national 
economic adviser or NEC adviser)

6. Secretary of the treasury

These officials are the central players in the president’s foreign policy team and are 
responsible for the most important foreign policy organizations within the executive 
branch. They are the people with whom the president interacts most on a daily basis in 
making foreign policy, with the national economic adviser and the secretary of the treasury 
most instrumental for foreign economic policy and the other officials more consequential 
in the national security area.
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The president also appoints hundreds of other high-level officials to fill positions 
throughout the executive branch. For most agencies, the president appoints the head or 
director and the positions at the next three or four hierarchical levels within the agency, 
usually collaborating with agency heads to select nominees. We consider these appointees 
in the subsequent chapters of Part II. These appointments do not guarantee presidential 
control, as we will see in greater depth in the next few chapters, because the bureaucracy has 
a life of its own and often “captures” appointees to reflect bureaucratic interests. Yet these 
appointments are one of the key means available for a president to manage the bureaucracy 
(Patterson and Pfiffner 2001).

Certain selection criteria tend to influence presidential appointments. Presidents 
generally try to appoint people who are knowledgeable and who share their ideological 
outlook and worldview. They also usually select people with whom they are comfortable 
and whom they believe to be loyal, a characteristic particularly important to the current 
president, Donald Trump. Most members of the White House staff, for example, usually 
consist of people with whom the president has grown familiar and comfortable, often 
recruited from the president’s campaign team. Quite commonly the chief of staff, and 
maybe one or two others on the White House staff, are the president’s close personal 
friends and, consequently, may also act as trusted policy advisers. The people who during 
the campaign acted as advisers (for both domestic and foreign policy), wrote foreign 
policy speeches and provided briefs, and represented the candidate are appointed to key 
positions and become major policy advisers. For other high-level officials, the president 
must rely on personal staff for information and recommendations, and most come from 
the following professions: law, business, politics and government, and academia and 
research institutes (see Table 3.2 for President Trump’s major staff and foreign policy 
advisers during his first term).

Time also affects these decisions and presidential management, for many of these 
decisions are made by the president-elect during the brief transition period. And there is no 
guarantee that people will accept when asked—President Clinton repeatedly struggled to 
find a director of central intelligence, for example, and President George W. Bush did not 
secure his first choice for the new director of national intelligence position either, settling 
on John Negroponte only after others had declined. For Trump, his controversial style and 
policy views alienated a major portion of experienced conservative national security and 
foreign policy experts, many of whom took very public positions opposing him during the 
2016 campaign. As a consequence, many of them refused to join the administration or were 
passed over by the administration because of their public opposition. Such developments 
affect the success of presidents in moving forward on their agendas.

Another important issue is Senate approval. Appointments to staff agencies within the 
EOP, such as the White House Office and the NSC, do not require Senate approval. From 
a constitutional perspective, these personnel and agencies are considered the president’s 
personal staff. Most other high-level appointments in the executive branch require the 
advice and consent of the Senate. Presidents try to nominate people who will gain Senate 
approval as soon as possible, thereby getting their people in position to help them manage 
the bureaucracy. As we discuss in Chapter 9, approval is the norm, but most presidents 
have experienced difficulty with a few appointments.
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TABLE 3.2

President Trump’s Major Staff and Foreign Policy Advisers, 2017–2019

Position Name Background
Vice President Mike Pence Law, politics, government, media

Chief of Staff Reince Priebus
John Kelly
Mick Mulvaney (acting)

Law, politics
Military
Politics, government

Senior Advisers and 
Counselors

Steve Bannon
Stephen Miller
Jared Kushner
Ivanka Trump
Kellyanne Conway
Johnny DeStefano

Media, campaign team
Politics, campaign team
Family member
Family member
Pollster, political consultant, campaign team
Politics

White House Counselor Don McGahn
Emmet Flood
Pat Cipollone

Law, politics, government
Law, politics, government
Law, government

Communications Director Sean Spicer
Mike Dubke
Anthony Scaramucci
Hope Hicks
Bill Shine
Stephanie Grisham 

Politics
Political consultant
Business, political consultant, campaign team
Public relations, campaign team
Media
Public relations, politics

Press Secretary Sean Spicer
Sarah Huckabee Sanders
Stephanie Grisham

Politics
Political consultant, campaign team
Public relations, politics

National Security Adviser Michael Flynn
H. R. McMaster
John Bolton
Robert O’Brien

Military, political consultant, campaign team
Military
Politics, government
Law, government

National Economic 
Adviser

Gary Cohn
Larry Kudlow

Business
Business, media

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
Mike Pompeo

Oil industry
Business, politics, government

Secretary of Defense James Mattis
Patrick Shanahan (acting)
Mark Esper

Military
Defense industry
Military, politics, defense industry

Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff

Joseph Dunford
Mark Milley

Military
Military

CIA Director Mike Pompeo
Gina Haspel

Politics, government
Intelligence (CIA)

Director of National 
Intelligence

Dan Coats
Joseph Maguire (acting)

Politics, government
Military

Secretary of the Treasury Steven Mnuchin Business
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The major staff and advisers to the president who work in the White House tend to 
get, and often fight for, the largest, nicest, most prominent, and closest offices to the pres-
ident (usually an indication of prestige and power). Figure 3.3 shows a general floor plan 
of White House staff and offices in the West Wing. Notice the location of the offices of 
the most prominent personal staff and foreign policy advisers. Naturally, cabinet secretaries 
and the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff have the most prominent offices within their 
main departmental buildings separate from the White House. For the office locations of 
presidential staff and advisers early in the Trump administration, see Zeleny (2017).

LEADERSHIP FROm THE WHITE HOUSE

Given the paradox of presidential power, presidential personality, and staff/advisers, how 
do presidents maximize their strengths and capabilities, minimize the constraints they 
face, and force the uncertain elements to work in their favor so that they can exercise 
leadership. Remember the quote from Truman about presidential power early in this chap-
ter? Truman’s insight from his experience in the White House is embodied in Richard 
Neustadt’s (1960, 1991) classic statement on presidential leadership. Neustadt’s basic 
argument is that the key to presidential power is the power to persuade. Presidents who 
enter office and expect to “command” are quickly disappointed and frustrated. In fact, as 
Neustadt points out, efforts at exerting presidential power through command may be an 

FIGURE 3.3

White House Staff and Offices in the West Wing

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:NPS_white-house-west-wing-map.gif.
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indication of presidential weakness, since presidents should rely on their legal and formal 
authority only as a last resort.

According to Neustadt, understanding White House leadership as the power to persuade 
necessarily means that effective presidents must be “active”—actively involved in becoming 
informed, making decisions, and supervising their implementation. “Passive” presidents tend 
to be little more than “clerks” who merely occupy the office. To lead, presidents must know 
who they can rely on and they must be aware of the political implications of what they say 
and do. For Neustadt, the key for presidential leadership is to persuade others that it is in their 
best interest to do what the president prefers. Neustadt’s work and our preceding discussion 
suggests that this power to persuade involves at least three crucial elements:

• Professional reputation: how other political actors inside and outside 
Washington, DC, judge the president’s ability to get things accomplished

• Public prestige: how other political actors—whether in the bureaucracy, 
Congress, interest groups, or the media—perceive the level of public support for 
the president

• Presidential choices: the choices that only a president can make that affect his 
or her ability to lead and persuade

The emphasis on professional reputation and public prestige underscores the impor-
tance of presidential style, and perceptions and images that have always been important 
in politics, but with the rise of the electronic media, the importance of symbolism and 
“symbolic politics” has grown. Leadership involves the ability to create the illusion of being 
powerful. Presidents’ professional reputation and public prestige are largely a function of 
their personalities and particular styles of operating and presenting themselves. The effect 
of presidents’ personal characteristics on their leadership style can contribute to or hinder 
their professional reputation and public prestige. Presidents with a reputation for being 
skillful in exercising power and for having to be reckoned with when opposed are most per-
suasive. Presidents with a positive public image are more powerful because high credibility 
and popular support throughout the country enable them to use professional reputation 
and public prestige to persuade (see Greenstein 2009; Skowronek 2011). The choices 
presidents make also affect their professional reputations and public prestige. Ultimately, 
this requires that presidents and their staffs skillfully manage the executive branch and the 
decision-making process; build coalitions and interact productively with other players in 
and out of Washington, DC; and effectively communicate priorities and preferences to 
other policymakers, the American society, and the world.

Richard Pious (1979) extends these insights and argues that the paradox of presidential 
power has become so constraining that presidents must exercise prerogative government 
if they want to govern and lead the country (see also Edwards 2009; Fisher 2007). By 
prerogative government, Pious means that presidents must be very active and arrive at 
decisions that push the Constitution—which is an ambiguous document—to its limits in 
exercising presidential power. Presidents are more likely to exercise presidential power and 
prerogative government during times of crisis and war. Many of the most successful and 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   71

highly rated presidents held a more expansive view of presidential power. However, part of 
exercising presidential choice involves the careful balancing between activism and going 
too far. Those who fail to find that balance run the political risk of abusing their power, 
which can damage or destroy them.

Abusing prerogative power can lead to what Pious (1979) called “frontlash,” backlash, 
or overshoot and collapse. Frontlash can occur if presidents push prerogative government 
too far during national emergencies such as war. While the urgency of the situation may 
allow presidents to exercise extraordinary powers, they can expect Congress and domestic 
politics to reassert themselves during times of normalcy, constraining presidential power. 
This is what happened under Presidents Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and 
George W. Bush, and what may well befall President Trump with his efforts to treat border 
security and immigration as a national emergency. Presidents may also experience political 
backlash if they exercise prerogative government, especially over domestic policy. Presidents 
with an expansive view of the Constitution during domestic emergencies will eventually 
be perceived as abusing power and may expect to suffer severe political setbacks. Finally, 
presidents run the risk of overshoot and collapse when exercising prerogative government, 
resulting in a president’s fall from power. This risk is most likely to occur when there is 
no perception of emergency in society. Presidents who exercise prerogative government 
under these conditions will be widely perceived as abusing their power and oath of office, 
and political resistance is likely to be so severe that those who do so may have to fight for 
their political lives.

In the post–Vietnam War era, for example, President Nixon suffered from overshoot 
and collapse as a result of Watergate, and President Reagan faced this possibility with the 
Iran-Contra affair and survived. Similarly, President Clinton was faced with—and also 
was able to survive—the Monica Lewinsky affair. President George W. Bush’s troubles 
peaked in his second term after Democrats gained control of both chambers of Congress 
in the November 2006 election and originated, at least in part, in the controversies over the 
extensive prerogative power sought in the global war on terrorism and aggressive adminis-
tration actions in making and defending the case for the invasion of Iraq. Donald Trump’s 
controversial policies, aggressive use of presidential power, and suspect activities resulted in 
a sweeping victory for Democrats in the 2018 elections for the House of Representatives 
(Republicans held the Senate). This led to a series of investigations of corruption, conflicts 
of interests, connections to Russian interference in the 2016 elections, and efforts to enlist 
Ukrainian interference in the 2020 election, eventually culminating in the initiation of the 
impeachment process in the House in Fall 2019.

THE PARADOX IN PRACTICE:  
PATTERNS AND PERFORmANCE

The president may be able to exercise White House leadership. But such leadership var-
ies far more greatly than is suggested by the simple conventional wisdom we introduced 
at the beginning of this chapter suggests. What patterns and dynamics characterize the 
variations in practice?
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Power, Issue Area, and White House Leadership

The notion of paradox provides us with a general understanding of the nature of presidential 
power and White House leadership, but when and where is the president most able, and 
least able, to exercise power? The answer to this question turns in part on understanding the 
nature of power. Power, very simply, is the ability to influence the surrounding environment 
in ways one prefers. The exercise of power can be accomplished in one of two ways: positive 
power and negative power. The “positive” exercise of power is the ability to initiate, imple-
ment, and make something happen. Another way to exercise power may be called “negative” 
power, which is the ability to block others from doing something against one’s wishes.

The White House has substantial opportunities for both kinds of power, but it has a 
distinct advantage in negative power. In the American political system, initiating and imple-
menting policy requires the support of others—a tall order that runs the president head on into 
the constraints and uncertainties of the paradox presidential power. The exercise of negative 
power, by contrast, is less demanding. Presidents do not need to build or maintain extensive 
political coalitions to block something. Preventing an initiative from surfacing on the political 
agenda or stopping it after it has surfaced is a much simpler task. The president, for example, 
has the unique ability to block virtually any piece of legislation through the use of the veto, 
which is rarely overridden. The chief executive, chief diplomat, and commander-in-chief roles 
of the president make it hard for others to initiate policy without presidential action.

The answer to the question of when and where presidents are most and least able to 
exercise power also turns in part on the domain, or issue area, at hand. For some issues, 
presidents are likely to be powerful political figures; on other issues, they may lack much 
power (Evangelista 1989; Ripley and Lindsay 1993; Manning 1977; Ripley and Franklin 
1990). There are a number of different ways to categorize issues, but one relatively simple 
approach distinguishes among three issue areas: domestic issues, foreign policy issues, and 
intermestic issues.

As many observers and analysts have concluded, the president tends to have greater 
strengths and fewer weaknesses in the exercise of power in foreign policy in general and 
national security policy in particular. Three of the constitutional roles contributing to pres-
idential power really involve only foreign affairs: commander in chief, chief diplomat, and 
chief of state. Although two of these areas are shared with Congress, these roles typically 
allow the president to exercise more power, both positive and negative, in the foreign policy 
area, especially during crises. Furthermore, other players, especially Congress, the courts, 
state and local governments, the public, political parties, the media, and interest groups, all 
play independent roles in the making of US foreign policy, but they tend to be more active 
and influential concerning domestic policies.

With globalization and the major technological revolutions of the late twentieth century 
in information, communication, and transportation, an increasing array of issues straddles 
this traditional foreign and domestic policy divide. Issues involving economics, trade, immi-
gration, the environment, and others are both international and domestic in orientation and 
are often referred to as intermestic issues (Manning 1977). When it comes to formulat-
ing policies to cope with such issues, everyone gets into the act and attempts to influence 
the outcomes. On such issues, presidents must increasingly grapple with interest groups 
(especially corporate, financial, and labor), members of Congress, public opinion, and more 
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within the United States, not to mention foreign governments, multinational corporations, 
international nongovernmental organizations, and international financial institutions.

We can synthesize these two insights into a simple, yet valuable, three-by-two classifica-
tion scheme for making better sense of the paradox of presidential power (see Figure 3.4). The 
president is most powerful in areas of foreign and national security policy, most constrained 
in the domestic policy arena, and somewhere in between for intermestic issues. Moreover, the 
president is most successful in exercising power opposing the initiatives of others, and requires 
more help, skill, and even luck to initiate and sustain policies.

The Presidential Life Cycle and White House Leadership

Another important pattern in the paradox of presidential power involves time. Most presi-
dents find that their ability to exercise power tends to go through a cyclical process over the 
course of their term of office. In this presidential life cycle, a president enters office with 
all constitutional roles fully available, constraints at their weakest, and most of the uncer-
tain elements working favorably. Newly elected presidents usually proclaim an electoral 
mandate for themselves and enjoy a so-called honeymoon period, not only with Congress 
but with the media and the public as well. People tend to be hopeful, and the president 
enters a relatively hospitable political environment with considerable leeway to initiate 
new policies. Within a short period of time—and one that seems to have grown shorter in 
more recent decades with greater partisanship—the honeymoon is over. Congress begins 
to challenge the president, especially if the majority party is different from the president’s 
party. Members of the media soon spend more time addressing the issues and critically 
analyzing presidential policies. Interest groups and social movements descend on the poli-
cymaking process. As the political environment becomes more critical and uncontrollable, 
presidents find that their public approval ratings also tend to decline.

Lyndon Johnson, a former majority leader in the US Senate and a shrewd observer of 
American politics, once gave the following portrayal of the presidential life cycle after his 
1964 landslide victory:

When you win big you can have anything you want for a time. You come home 
with that big landslide and there isn’t a one of them [in Congress] who’ll stand 
in your way. No, they’ll be glad to be aboard and to have their photograph taken 

FIGURE 3.4

Categorizing Presidential Power

The Exercise of Power

Positive Negative

Issue Area

Foreign Policy Moderate High

Intermestic Policy Moderate Moderate

Domestic Policy Low Moderate
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with you and be part of all that victory. They’ll come along and they’ll give you 
almost everything you want for a while and then they’ll turn on you. They always 
do. They’ll lay in waiting, waiting for you to make a slip and you will. They’ll give 
you almost everything and then they’ll make you pay for it. They’ll get tired of all 
those columnists writing how smart you are and how weak they are and then the 
pendulum will swing back. (quoted in Halberstam 1969:424)

As this honeymoon period fades, the president’s strengths diminish, constraints inten-
sify, and the uncertain elements tend to work more unfavorably. The decline of public 
support is a bumpy process, with peaks and valleys. The major exception to this pattern 
occurs during times of national emergency and crisis, when the constraints on presidential 
power are temporarily reduced as the public rallies behind the president for leadership 
and crisis resolution. These spurts of public approval during crises tend to be reinforced 
by congressional deference to the president, especially in foreign policy. However, once 
the crisis subsides, normal politics usually resurface and the downward pattern tends to 
continue. By the end of their terms, presidents may be so weak that they are reduced to 
lame-duck status.

Figure 3.5 demonstrates the overall decline in public approval that every contemporary 
president has faced through this life cycle. With the exception of President Clinton, the 
trajectory has been downward for every president (obviously, the downward trend has been 
stronger for some presidents than others). For example, even with the tremendous political 
impact of the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, President George W. Bush was not able 
to escape the presidential life cycle. Bush’s approval skyrocketed to more than 90 percent 
after the attacks, as the country and Congress rallied around the president and the global 
war on terror, but then public approval declined steadily, dropping below 50 percent in early 
2005 and down to the mid-30s by the summer of 2006 until the end of his term of office. 
Trump, by comparison, assumed office with the lowest approval rating of any president in 
the figure and still saw his approval drop from there.

This cyclical pattern is largely a function of presidential promises and expectations—
in the minds of political leaders, the politically involved and active, and especially mem-
bers of the general public (Brody 1991). During the presidential nomination and general 
election campaigns, all candidates promise the American people that, if elected, they will 
improve the quality of voters’ lives. They may promise to restore or maintain economic 
prosperity, clean up the environment, improve the quality of education, prevent American 
men and women from dying abroad, build a wall, or “make America great again.” These 
promises create expectations among the public that presidents find very difficult, if not 
impossible, to fulfill.

Why? Because presidents are neither powerful enough nor in office long enough. 
The process of promoting expectations that are likely to remain unfulfilled reinforces 
the vicious life cycle of presidential power. The inability to fulfill the optimism and high 
expectations created early on means that much of the American public eventually will 
grow disenchanted with the incumbent president and impatient to see a new individual 
as president, often from the other party. This sets the stage for a repeat performance of 
the presidential life cycle for the new president—early optimism eventually replaced by 
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pessimism and frustration. The consequence? Again, Lyndon Johnson had an instinctive 
feel for this pattern:

“You’ve got to give it all you can, that first year,” Johnson told Harry McPherson, 
a top aide. “Doesn’t matter what kind of majority you come in with. You’ve got 
just one year when they treat you right and before they start worrying about 
themselves. The third year, you lose votes. . . . The fourth’s all politics. You can’t 
put anything through when half the Congress is thinking how to beat you.” 
(quoted in Smith 1988:333)

White House Foreign Policy Leadership in Context

What are the implications for presidential power in foreign policy? Historically, it 
is important to understand that the president has not consistently dominated the 
foreign policy process throughout American history, especially before World War II. 
As we discuss in greater depth in Chapter 9, the US Constitution produced a central 
government with “separate institutions sharing powers,” resulting in an “invitation to 
struggle” between the executive and legislative branches. In fact, executive-legislative 
relations in foreign policy have been characterized by a kind of “pendulum or cyclical 
effect” (Schlesinger 1989). In times of national emergency, particularly war, power 
tends to flow toward the president and the executive branch. During times of peace, 
when conflict has subsided, power tends to flow back to Congress. Yet while Congress 
tends to reassert its constitutional authority and power following war, increases in 
presidential power during periods of conflict tend to be so extensive that it seldom 
returns to prewar levels.

The cyclical ebb and flow in executive relations in foreign policy has enabled presidents 
to steadily accumulate greater power over time, especially on issues of foreign policy and 
national security affairs. Since the global Great Depression and World War II, presidential 
power in foreign policy has gone through three general stages:

1. During World War II (1939–1946) and the Cold War Consensus years 
(1947–1968), presidential power and leadership in the making of foreign policy 
flourished.

2. In the Cold War Dissensus years (1969–1989), White House leadership over 
foreign policy declined and become much more complex.

3. In the post–Cold War years (1990–2001) and post–9/11 (2002–present) the 
challenges of the paradox of presidential power have further intensified.

The concepts of presidential style, professional reputation, public prestige, and choices 
are helpful for understanding the president’s ability to lead and govern in general and in 
foreign affairs in particular. These elements of presidential leadership help to explain why 
Franklin Roosevelt was the most successful president in modern times; why Presidents 
Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy were able to dominate foreign policy during the Cold 
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   77

War; why the situation began to change under President Johnson; and why it has been so 
difficult for presidents to lead in foreign policy since the Vietnam War.

World War II and the Cold War Consensus

As a result of World War II and the rise of the Cold War, the president became dominant 
in the making of foreign policy. According to Aaron Wildavsky (1966) and his two pres-
idencies thesis, this led to a powerful presidency in foreign policy and a weak presidency 
in domestic policy. Examining the legislative-executive relationship during the 1950s and 
1960s, Wildavsky found that presidents were much more successful in influencing foreign 
policy legislation than domestic legislation. According to the two presidencies thesis, the 
paradox and life cycle of presidential power were operative predominantly in the realm of 
domestic policy, but the president was able to exercise leadership when it came to foreign 
policy (see also Shull 1991).

Before World War II, few governmental institutions were oriented toward foreign 
affairs and national security—the policymaking elite was extremely small and centered 
in the State Department. World War II changed this dramatically. Overnight, the US 
government was redirected to devote itself to fighting a global war: The military expanded 
enormously, and civilian agencies were established to assist the president in fighting the 
war. The governmental war effort, in turn, put the economy and society on a war footing 
to provide the personnel, equipment, and services necessary to achieve US victory.

In this context, Franklin Roosevelt enjoyed a strong professional reputation and high 
public prestige, and he operated during times of domestic and international emergency 
allowing him to exercise prerogative government (see Burns 1989; Leuchtenburg 2009; 
Pious 2002). An activist president, Roosevelt was an effective politician and he capitalized 
on the crises of the Great Depression and World War II to exercise leadership and initiative.

After World War II, mutual suspicion and fear between the United States and the 
Soviet Union escalated, leading the expansion of efforts to fight a global Cold War—
another time of national emergency in the minds of most Americans—and a substantial 
policy consensus over doing so. This consensus and sense of national emergency gave 
presidents during the 1950s and 1960s extraordinary powers of leadership in national 
security and foreign policy, accounting for the popularity of the two presidencies thesis. 
During this time the president exerted considerable powers as commander in chief, head 
of state, chief diplomat, and chief executive. The foreign policy bureaucracy expanded 
and became an important tool for implementing the Cold War containment policies. 
Congress developed a bipartisan consensus largely supportive of most presidential ini-
tiatives in foreign policy. Constraints were relatively weak, and the uncertain elements 
tended to be supportive of presidential efforts to contain the threat of communism. 
A strong anti-communist consensus also developed among the mass and elite publics, 
resulting in strong public, media, and interest group support of a policy of containment 
and presidential actions abroad (while state and local governments and the courts were 
relatively inactive in foreign policy).

Presidential leadership flourished in the Cold War Consensus years. It is not that 
Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy had uniformly great leadership skills stemming from 
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78  PART II GOvERNmENT AND THE POLICYmAkING PROCESS 

professional reputation and public prestige—the personal situation varied from presi-
dent to president. Indeed, Truman, for example, had quite low public approval ratings 
for much of his presidency. A key factor was the public perception that the Cold War 
represented a contest that the United States and the free world could not afford to lose. 
It was fought through the strategy of containment, which emphasized the threat and 
use of force. These Cold War beliefs and policies required a strong president who was 
able to combat the enemy quickly and secretly with public support and little opposition; 
therefore, the demands of national security took precedence.

The Cold War Consensus years of American globalism were thus a time of extraor-
dinary presidential power in foreign affairs—certainly not the norm in the history of US 
foreign policy. This is not to say that the president faced no opposition or that he controlled 
all foreign policy issues. Nonetheless, the president was clearly the dominant political figure 
and exercised a disproportionate amount of influence over US foreign policy. With some 
exceptions, presidents had the ability to formulate and implement policies in accordance 
with their Cold War beliefs (see Hodgson 1976; Piper 1994).

Ironically, the Vietnam War represented not only the height of presidential power but 
also the beginning of the end of the extraordinary exercise of prerogative power in foreign 
affairs. Because of the Vietnam War, presidents were challenged about their conduct in 
foreign policy for the first time in more than twenty years. Once the bipartisan, Cold War 
consensus shattered, what had been accepted as a legitimate exercise of presidential power 
in the political climate of the Cold War years increasingly became considered presidential 
abuse of power in the political climate of the post–Vietnam War years. The uncertainties 
and constraints on presidential power, either silent or supportive of the president during 
the Cold War, resurfaced.

At the end of the Cold War Consensus years, President Lyndon Johnson was in office 
for both the height and decline of what became referred to as the imperial presidency 
(Schlesinger 1989, 2005). He was the first victim of the changed political environment 
facing the president. Known from his days as Senate majority leader for his ability to 
wheel and deal in Washington’s corridors of power, his professional reputation was a 
result of his overall aggressiveness and strong style of personal interaction. However, 
his public prestige was low. He lacked charisma and was unable to display a sense of 
confidence in public appearances and, as his administration’s handling of the Vietnam 
War was increasingly challenged, his popularity and ability to lead declined severely (e.g., 
Kearns 1976, updated in 1991). Johnson was so deeply affected by his loss of support that, 
rather than fight the political changes that were taking place around him, he declined to 
seek the Democratic presidential nomination for the 1968 election and withdrew from 
public life.

The Cold War Dissensus and the  
Struggle for White House Leadership

The collapse of the anti-communist consensus produced a reassertive Congress, new and 
varied interest groups and social movements, a more critical media, and a cynical public. 
In the past, given the strength of anti-communism and the national security state, the 
president could lead the country, but only in the direction of fervent anti-communism, 
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CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   79

containment, and interventionism. After Vietnam, every president tried but failed to gen-
erate a new consensus or sustained support for foreign policies. As Destler, Gelb, and Lake 
(1984:50) argued, “The making of American foreign policy [grew] far more political—or 
more precisely, far more partisan and ideological.” Hence, according to Alexander George 
(1980b:236), “The necessity for ad hoc day-to-day building of consensus under these cir-
cumstances makes it virtually impossible for the President to conduct long-range foreign 
policy in a coherent, effective manner.”

The Cold War Dissensus years mark the rise of divided government and partisanship, 
which created persistent challenges for White House leadership. After the Vietnam War 
and Watergate, divided government, in which the president and the majority in at least 
one house of Congress are from opposing political parties, became the norm. Partisanship 
escalated in just about every way imaginable: among party leaders, in congressional voting 
behavior, and throughout the political arena (see Table 3.3).

Thus, the era of two presidencies and extraordinary White House leadership in 
foreign policy ended and the high levels of positive and negative power in foreign affairs 
enjoyed by presidents during the Cold War Consensus diminished after Vietnam. In 
fact, studies examining the two presidencies thesis after the Vietnam War tended to 
restrict—or even reject—the argument (Fleisher, Bond, Krutz, and Hanna 2000; Shull 
1991). Even the original author of the idea has acknowledged its limits, concluding 
that “foreign policy has become much more like domestic policy—a realm marked by 
serious partisan divisions in which the president cannot count on a free ride” (Oldfield 
and Wildavsky 1991:188).

Without the policy consensus and sense of permanent emergency, the context, pres-
idential skills, reputation, public prestige, and choices became much more important. 
Presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter had poor skills, reputation, and prestige and strug-
gled to exercise leadership. Nixon was known for his ruthless exercise of power within 
Washington, but his professional reputation was poor, and his public prestige declined over 
the time of his presidency. As his predecessors during the Cold War Consensus had, Nixon 
tried to govern foreign policy with a free hand, while more and more Americans doubted 
the validity of communism as the major threat to the United States and questioned the 
basis of twenty years of containment policies and of presidential prerogative government 
in foreign affairs. The antiwar movement reached its height, calling for the immediate 
withdrawal of all US forces from Indochina and challenging American interventionism 
abroad. Nixon, a scrappy fighter from his earliest political days, believed the traditional 
authority of presidential power in national security affairs was being challenged and he 
responded by attacking the domestic opposition as if it were the enemy. This led to a 
number of illegal and unconstitutional activities by the Nixon White House and came to 
be known as Watergate. Revelations about Nixon’s abuse of presidential power led to his 
downfall and the diminution of presidential power (see “A Closer Look: The Watergate 
Crisis”). He resigned in 1974, fearing a near-certain House of Representatives vote in favor 
of impeachment followed by conviction in the Senate.

Neither President Ford nor President Carter fared much better in terms of pres-
idential leadership. Gerald Ford was a likable but passive president with low levels of 
professional reputation and public prestige. Catapulted into the presidency by Nixon’s 
resignation—which came after Ford replaced Vice President Spiro Agnew, who resigned 
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80  PART II GOvERNmENT AND THE POLICYmAkING PROCESS 

TABLE 3.3

Party Control of the Presidency and Congress in the Twentieth Century

Senate House

Congress Years President Party D R Other D R Other

59th 1905–1907 T. Roosevelt R 32 58 — 136 250 —

60th 1907–1909 T. Roosevelt R 31 61 — 164 222 —

61st 1909–1911 Taft R 32 60 — 172 219 —

62d 1911–1913 Taft R 44 52 — 228‡ 162 1

63d 1913–1915 Wilson D 51 44 1 290 127 18

64th 1915–1917 Wilson D 56 40 231 193 8

65th 1917–1919 Wilson D 54 42 210 216 9

66th 1919–1921 Wilson D 47 49‡ 191 237‡ 7

67th 1921–1923 Harding R 37 59 — 132 300 1

68th 1923–1925 Coolidge R 42 53 1 207 225 3

69th 1925–1927 Coolidge R 41 54 1 183 247 5

70th 1927–1929 Coolidge R 46 48 1 195 237 3

71st 1929–1931 Hoover R 39 56 1 163 267 1

72d 1931–1933 Hoover R 47 48 1 216‡ 218 1

73d 1933–1935 F. Roosevelt D 59 36 1 313 117 5

74th 1935–1937 F. Roosevelt D 69 25 2 322 103 10

75th 1937–1939 F. Roosevelt D 76 16 4 333 89 13

76th 1939–1941 F. Roosevelt D 69 23 4 262 169 4

77th 1941–1943 F. Roosevelt D 66 28 2 267 162 6

78th 1943–1945 F. Roosevelt D 57 38 1 222 209 4

79th 1945–1947 Truman D 57 38 1 243 190 2

80th 1947–1949 Truman D 45 51‡ — 188 246‡ 1

81st 1949–1951 Truman D 54 42 — 263 171 1

82d 1951–1953 Truman D 49 47 234 199 2

83d 1953–1955 Eisenhower R 47 48 1 213 221 1

84th 1955–1957 Eisenhower R 48‡ 47 1 232‡ 203 —

85th 1957–1959 Eisenhower R 49‡ 47 — 234‡ 201 —

86th 1959–1961 Eisenhower R 65‡ 35 — 283‡ 153 —

87th 1961–1963 Kennedy D 64 36 — 262 175 —

88th 1963–1965 Kennedy D 66 34 — 258 176 —
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Senate House

Congress Years President Party D R Other D R Other

Johnson D

89th 1965–1967 Johnson D 68 32 — 295 140 —

90th 1967–1969 Johnson D 64 36 — 248 187 —

91st 1969–1971 Nixon R 57‡ 43 — 243‡ 192 —

92d 1971–1973 Nixon R 54‡ 44 2 255‡ 180 —

93d 1973–1975 Nixon R 56‡ 42 2 242‡ 192 1

Ford R

94th 1975–1977 Ford R 60‡ 38 2 291‡ 144 —

95th 1977–1979 Carter D 61 38 1 292 143 —

96th 1979–1981 Carter D 58 41 1 277 158 —

97th 1981–1983 Reagan R 46 53 1 243‡ 192 —

98th 1983–1985 Reagan R 46 54 — 268‡ 167 —

99th 1985–1987 Reagan R 47 53 — 253‡ 182 —

100th 1987–1989 Reagan R 55‡ 45 — 258‡ 177 —

101st 1989–1991 George Bush R 55‡ 45 — 260‡ 175 —

102d 1991–1993 George Bush R 56‡ 44 — 267‡ 167 1

103d 1993–1995 Clinton D 57 43 — 258 176 1

104th 1995–1997 Clinton D 48 52‡ — 204 230‡ 1

105th 1997–1999 Clinton D 45 55‡ — 206 228‡ 1

106th 1999–2001 Clinton D 45 55‡ — 211 222‡ 2

107th 2001–2003 George W. Bush R 50‡ 49 1 212 221 2

108th 2003–2005 George W. Bush R 48 51 1 204 229 1

109th 2005–2007 George W. Bush R 44 55 1 202 231 1

110th 2007–2009 George W. Bush R 49‡ 49 2 233‡ 202 —

111th 2009–2011 Obama D 58 40 2 256 178 —

112th 2011–2013 Obama D 51 47 2 198 241‡ 2

113th 2013–2015 Obama D 53 47 2 201 234‡

114th 2015-2017 Obama D 44 54‡ 2 188 247‡

115th 2017-2019 Trump R 48 52 194 241

116th 2019-2020 Trump R 45 53 2 235‡ 198

D = Democrat, R = Republican

‡Chamber controlled by party other than that of the president.

* Represents a two-year period, since Congress officially convenes in January.

Source: US House of Representatives; US Senate.
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even before Nixon in a scandal of his own in 1973—President Ford was unable to over-
come the stigma of Watergate and his pardon of President Nixon. In fact, Ford barely 
survived a challenge by Ronald Reagan for the Republican presidential nomination and 
was voted out of office in 1976.

A Closer Look

THE WATERGATE CRISIS

As opposition to his Vietnamization policy grew, 
especially with military escalation, President Nixon 
responded by turning to members of his White 
House staff to conduct a series of illegal and uncon-
stitutional activities. First, Nixon ordered wiretaps 
of members of the National Security Council staff 
and a number of journalists in an effort to determine 
who was leaking information to the media (about the 
secret US bombing of Cambodia)—hence, referred 
to as the “plumbers.” Second, these efforts soon 
grew into broader attempts to discredit, disrupt, and 
derail the antiwar movement and critics of the Nixon 
administration.

Eventually, given the growing antiwar opposition 
throughout the country, President Nixon’s reelection 
fears resulted in White House involvement in a number 
of dirty tricks and illegal activities designed to ensure 
the president’s reelection in 1972. Taking no chances, 

the Nixon White House attempted to sabotage the 
campaigns of the political opposition, including 
Edward Kennedy and Edmund Muskie. This strategy 
led to the 1972 burglary of the Democratic Party head-
quarters in the Watergate Hotel in Washington, DC, 
which gave the ensuing scandal its name and publicly 
exposed the wide-ranging illegalities and subsequent 
cover-up by President Nixon. From wiretapping, to an 
“enemies project,” to efforts to ensure the reelec-
tion of the president, and finally to the cover-up and 
obstruction of justice, the legacy of these illegal and 
unconstitutional activities was a destroyed president.

What does the Watergate episode suggest about 
the paradox of presidential power and the exercise 
of prerogative powers?

Source: Emery (1994) and Woodward and Bernstein (1974).

Jimmy Carter attempted to put Vietnam and Watergate behind the country by instill-
ing in the office a new spirit of honesty and idealism, represented by his commitment to 
human rights and peace. A true “outsider” to national politics, his political experience had 
been as governor of Georgia. He entered office resistant to the politics of Washington, 
with few political friends but a public presence that initially instilled hope and high public 
expectations. President Carter entered office as an activist president with relatively high 
public prestige and very low professional reputation. Early on, he antagonized members 
of Congress and the bureaucracy, and he was unable to build consensus around human 
rights and a more accommodating approach to the Cold War competition with the Soviet 
Union. Despite the initial popularity of his human rights campaign and foreign policy 
successes such as the Camp David accords establishing peace between Egypt and Israel, 
by the end of his administration the US economy went into a tailspin with double-digit 
inflation and unemployment. The public’s perception of his mishandling of US foreign 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



CHAPTER 3 THE PRESIDENT AND WHITE HOUSE LEADERSHIP   83

policy abroad also haunted him, especially the Iran hostage crisis and the Soviet Union’s 
invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. President Carter never recovered politically and lost the 
1980 election to Ronald Reagan (see Glad 1980; Jordan 1982; Rosati 1987).

During the Cold War Dissensus years, only President Reagan was able to overcome 
the paradox and life cycle of presidential power. But even Reagan experienced a major 
crisis of governance during his administration—the Iran-Contra affair—where at the 
height of the crisis in 1987 it was unclear whether he would survive politically (Cannon 
1991; Wills 1988). Reagan’s relatively high levels of professional reputation and pub-
lic prestige—despite concerns over his attentiveness and engagement—are part of the 
reason he was able to overcome the constraints and uncertainties of his term of office. 
Although he did not immerse himself in the issues and was relatively uninvolved in the 
daily operations of presidential governance, he recruited a strong presidential staff and 
capitalized on his public popularity and ability to communicate.

President Reagan assumed office prepared to initiate a new conservative Cold War 
agenda: to build foreign policy consensus around strengthening American defense forces, 
renewing America’s efforts to combat communism, while restoring economic prosperity 
at home. Congressional resistance—especially from Democrats—led to administration 
efforts to exercise prerogative government and limit or circumvent congressional influ-
ence. This set the stage for the Iran-Contra affair, in which the administration covertly 
organized and supported the rebel Contras in an effort to overthrow the leftist Sandinista 
government in Nicaragua (these operations are discussed in greater depth in Chapter 6, on 
the intelligence community). In addition, to get around a congressional ban on aid to the 
Contras, the administration concocted a plan to sell arms to Iran to free some American 
hostages held in Lebanon and to divert the proceeds of the arms sales to support the 
Contras. After news of these actions became public, President Reagan and his adminis-
tration were badly shaken and on the defensive about Iran-Contra for almost a year, facing 
investigations and congressional hearings. Ultimately, Reagan was able to survive the crisis 
and complete his term, though he was considerably diminished in power and public pres-
tige and ended his time in office less popular than earlier in his term.

The Post–Cold War and Post-9/11 Years

The end of the Cold War created new opportunities for US foreign policy, but it also 
exacerbated the difficulties for White House leadership. As we discussed in Chapter 2, lack 
of consensus on foreign policy, more diffuse international security risks, and an interdepen-
dent world economy combined to increase the constraints and challenges facing presidents, 
while the sense of permanent crisis disappeared with the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the Cold War. Of course, crises still occur and allow presidents to be extremely powerful, 
but this tends to be only temporary and for limited foreign-policy scope.

Freed from the burdens of the Cold War, the past five presidents have had more flexi-
bility to pursue a wider range of foreign policy options abroad. At the same time, the lack 
of consensus and an increasingly polarized and partisan environment have resulted in great 
disagreement and significant challenges over the means and ends of US foreign policy (e.g., 
Scott 1998; Skowronek 2011). The new challenges of the international context, reinforced 
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by the complexity of the domestic environment, reduced the space for White House lead-
ership and presidential success. This has been reinforced by the complex and multifaceted 
nature of contemporary foreign policy as the differences between foreign and domestic 
policy are less clear and the issue agenda is less obviously dominated by security concerns. 
The net result of this crisis of leadership has been that with each new administration, as 
well as over the course of the same administration, US foreign policy has tended to become 
increasingly reactive—as opposed to proactive.

George H. W. Bush was skilled and experienced in the realm of foreign policy, but 
after his victorious 1988 campaign for the presidency, he was ultimately unable to take 
advantage of the favorable post–Cold War environment and a successful war in the 
Persian Gulf and lost his bid for reelection in 1992. Bush’s leadership style was active and 
hands-on, informal and open to discussion and deliberation, and less ideological than his 
predecessor. Often criticized for his pragmatism and lack of broad foreign policy vision, 
President Bush approached the momentous changes of the end of the Cold War with 
caution and political sensitivity. Early on, his leadership style paid off with high levels 
of public and governmental support. His public approval ratings approached 90 percent 
in his third year, then an all-time high for post–World War II presidents, driven in large 
part by the success of the American-led war to reverse Saddam Hussein’s invasion of 
Kuwait in the Persian Gulf. However, he was not a particularly good public speaker and, 
moreover, did not develop an active domestic agenda and faced an economic recession. 
His pragmatic, realpolitick approach to foreign policy, while successful, did not inspire 
confidence or passion and often appeared reactive to events and initiatives taken by others. 
Thus, despite his effective management of the changes generated by the end of the Cold 
War, the victory in the Persian Gulf War, and public approval ratings approaching 90 
percent, Bush was voted out of office after just one term, largely due to perceptions that 
he did little to address the nation’s domestic ills.

President Bill Clinton entered office in 1993 with far less experience in international 
affairs than his predecessor. Although he had a strong interest in and concern for both 
policy and politics, he was much more comfortable with domestic policy than foreign pol-
icy. In the words of Jack Watson (1993:431), a former White House chief of staff, Clinton 
was “exuberant, informal, interactive, nonhierarchical, and indefatigable.” A self-described 
“policy wonk,” he relished discussion and deliberation and spent significant time consider-
ing options to respond to problems. He was also politically pragmatic and emphasized the 
“doable” in his policy preferences. At the same time, Clinton was undisciplined and often 
unfocused and was criticized for vacillation and hesitancy in the conduct of US foreign 
policy, especially in his first term (Greenstein 1994). Highly publicized failures in Somalia 
and what appeared to be a two-year equivocation on the crisis in the former Yugoslavia 
were among the early setbacks stemming in part from efforts to promote a more multi-
lateral foreign policy.

Throughout his two terms as president, Clinton faced significant congressional oppo-
sition, especially after the 1994 midterm elections in which the Republican Party gained 
control of both the Senate and the House of Representatives for the first time since 1954, 
producing divided government once again. President Clinton was forced to tack carefully 
in the challenging political environment, even facing two government shutdowns when 
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congressional Republicans pushed their own policy solutions. With public attention fixed 
on the US economy and other domestic issues, the Clinton administration avoided major 
foreign policy failures—especially after the Somalia episode in 1993—and emphasized 
domestic policy and international economics. In foreign policy, the administration sought 
to strengthen multilateralism and American engagement in democracy promotion and 
human rights; expand the NATO alliance to bring in former Soviet allies in Eastern and 
Central Europe; and expand international trade through NAFTA, the Uruguay round of 
GATT, which produced the World Trade Organization, and normalized trade relations 
with China, among others.

The Monica Lewinsky affair—involving the president’s sexual relations with a White 
House intern—could have destroyed the Clinton presidency but, despite investigations and 
impeachment proceedings, Clinton managed to escape the scandal and the presidential life 
cycle. The beneficiary of a relatively placid international environment and an expanding 
US economy with a first-in-decades budget surplus (see Harris 2005; Renshon 2000), 
Clinton was the first Democratic president to be reelected since FDR, more than fifty 
years earlier—and the only president since World War II to leave office with higher public 
approval than when he entered.

George W. Bush defeated sitting Vice President Al Gore in the highly controver-
sial 2000 election despite winning a smaller share of the popular vote than Gore. His 
Electoral College victory, which ultimately required a contentious 5–4 Supreme Court 
decision before it was official, resulted in his presidency beginning with a rather low sense 
of national legitimacy. Although Bush was previously governor of Texas and ran for pres-
ident as a “compassionate conservative,” he was not widely respected or admired for his 
political focus, background, or knowledge—especially in the area of foreign policy. As pres-
ident, Bush embraced a formal, structured style in which he preferred to play a CEO-type 
role—depending on his advisers for analysis and options—and focus on making decisions. 
His “I am the decider” approach emphasized loyalty, approval, and support, while his inex-
perience and formal style emphasized the role of his advisers in policy formulation. The 
conventional wisdom was that he picked a seasoned foreign policy team that would make 
up for what he lacked in knowledge about US foreign policy and world politics, and his 
focus seemed to be on domestic politics—in particular, successfully passing a large tax cut.

The terrorist strikes on the United States on September 11, 2001, transformed the 
Bush presidency. Quickly reacting to the disaster and ensuing crisis, George W. Bush 
became the “war president” focused on the global war on terrorism (see Conley 2004; 
Renshon 2004). The Bush administration framed the new context as a new Cold War–like 
era of national emergency and crisis. As one reporter noted, “On a wide variety of fronts, 
the administration . . . moved to seize power that it has shared with other branches of gov-
ernment” (Milbank 2001:A1; see also Daalder and Lindsay 2003; Fisher 2007; Goldsmith 
2007; Yoo 1996, 2005). Administration officials, including the president, embraced a new 
vision of a “unitary executive theory” in which the president had virtually unlimited 
ability to exercise prerogative government and could ignore or override laws of Congress 
that interfere with his duties as commander in chief.

Bush immediately set about refocusing his administration to engage in a global war on 
terrorism, beginning with Afghanistan to overthrow the Taliban in 2001 before turning to 
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Iraq to depose Saddam Hussein in 2003 (e.g., Woodward 2004). The public and Congress 
initially rallied around the military action. Although the initial military campaign succeeded 
quickly, the more difficult task of rebuilding the Iraqi government and nation-building 
proved much more difficult. Resistance to the American occupation soon grew, and violence 
seemed to increase daily. Moreover, the weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) that Iraq 
was alleged to possess were never found, and the American-led search units soon officially 
concluded that the WMDs had never been there. Nor were any ties to al-Qaeda discovered, 
although al-Qaeda soon became active in the insurgency against the US forces and the Iraqi 
regime that the United States sought to empower. Indeed, far from justifying the president’s 
decision, postwar events cast doubt on the administration’s prewar claims and justifications 
(e.g., Powers 2003).

With the costs of the war thus spiraling upward, Bush began to face increased unrest 
and challenges, and his public approval began to decline steadily. Although he was able 
to secure a victory in the bitterly contested 2004 presidential election over Democratic 
nominee John Kerry, Bush’s popularity continued to decline soon after. Distance from 
the 9/11 attacks, coupled with increasing costs in Iraq, persistent questions about the 
success of his global war on terrorism, and lingering concerns about the administration’s 
use (or misuse) of intelligence (and other national security powers) combined with natural 
disasters such as Hurricane Katrina and a collapsing economy to erode Bush’s support and 
exacerbate his lame-duck status to the point that he was essentially ineffective by the end 
of his term in office. In fact, his presidency was effectively crippled in November 2006, 
when the Democrats seized control of both houses of Congress in a stunning political 
backlash against Bush. Hence, while the initial years of the post-9/11 period appeared to 
be a time of crisis and national emergency ripe for White House leadership, the chang-
ing sense of threat, coupled with declining policy success, led to increased criticism even 
within the Republican-led Congress. Bush’s inability to prevail on a variety of policy 
initiatives in his second term, the increasing opposition to his signature policies on the 
global war on terror, and concerns over his relative neglect of other domestic and foreign 
policy issues—especially the economic crisis that began in 2008—provide ample evidence 
of the challenging environment for presidential leadership.

President Barack Obama entered office in 2009 determined to break with the policies 
of his predecessor and chart a new course. In a flurry of activity, the Obama administration 
attempted to take advantage of the honeymoon period to advance an ambitious agenda 
somewhat reminiscent of the FDR administration and its “first 100 days.” Although the 
problems Obama faced as he began his efforts were not as dramatic as those of the eco-
nomic depression and global war of the 1930s and 1940s, few presidents since World 
War II have faced such a daunting array of challenges. In addition to contending with 
the legacy of the Iraq invasion, Obama faced challenges stemming from the deteriorating 
situation in Afghanistan and Pakistan (where the Taliban and al-Qaeda had reemerged as 
viable opponents), a severe global economic crisis, urgent environmental and energy policy 
issues, continuing global terrorism problems, and regional security and nonproliferation 
challenges in North Korea and Iran, among other problems. Obama also faced a political 
environment in Washington, DC, more polarized and divided along partisan lines than 
ever before in recent memory.
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Throughout his two terms, Barack Obama led an activist presidency and administra-
tion. His hands-on approach put his White House at the hub of information gathering 
and deliberation, and his deliberative approach valued the expertise of advisers and con-
sideration of multiple perspectives throughout the policy formulation and decision process. 
President Obama’s leadership style initially seemed to resonate with much of the American 
people (and much of the world). From the start, he was an effective communicator who 
appeared active, calm, patient, and thoughtful. In response to the challenging problems his 
administration faced, he pursued an expansive presidential agenda.

However, while Obama tried to take advantage of his initial honeymoon period, 
positive professional reputation, and high levels of public approval at the outset of his 
presidency, the realities of the bitter partisan political environment and the presidential 
life cycle soon took their toll. He took initial efforts to prevent further economic col-
lapse and stimulate economic recovery and, while they led to the stabilization and then 
growth of the American economy, they also triggered intense opposition from conser-
vatives and the Republican Party. In national security affairs, the Obama administration 
took efforts to improve the “soft power” of the United States in the world, emphasizing 
leadership, engagement, and multilateralism, while implementing plans to withdraw 
American troops from Iraq by 2010. At the same time, Obama also made early deci-
sions to intensify the American “footprint” in Afghanistan and Pakistan, dispatching an 
additional 21,000 troops in early 2009 and a subsequent surge of 40,000 troops in the 
fall of the same year in an effort to prevent further destabilization. In his second term, 
Obama undertook efforts to address global climate change, resulting in the 2015 Paris 
Accord, and to complete a multilateral agreement preventing Iran from acquiring nuclear 
weapons. However, the Obama administration also faced new challenges on terrorism 
with the rise of the Islamic State and its growing strength and violence in Iraq and Syria, 
which the administration was less successful in addressing.

At home, Obama’s public prestige and professional reputation suffered from Republican 
opposition in Congress, and intense public disapproval from the most conservative ele-
ments of society. The Republican Party consistently fought the initiatives and legislation of 
the Democrats and Obama. Republicans gained control of the House of Representatives in 
the 2010 election and won the majority in the Senate in the 2014 midterms. Partisanship 
worsened, and presidential-legislative relations were marked by endless political battles 
and stalemates. For example, partisanship was extremely evident when every Republican 
in the House and all but three in the Senate voted against Obama’s stimulus package at the 
very beginning of his presidency, despite the crisis in the US economy. Even his successful 
conclusion of a “New START” treaty with Russia to dramatically reduce nuclear arsenals 
on both sides—a goal that every president since Richard Nixon had sought—faced a fierce 
partisan debate before it was ratified by the US Senate, and then only after the addition of 
amendments to placate some Republicans, and only by a 71–26 vote, barely clearing the 
67-vote threshold needed for treaty ratification. No Democrats voted against the treaty.

As a consequence, the president turned to the exercise of prerogative power across 
many fronts, including immigration, climate change, nuclear proliferation in Iran, and 
relations with Cuba. Although this approach yielded results, it also heightened Republican 
hostility and opposition. President Obama won a second term in 2012—marking the third 
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straight two-term presidency, something that had not occurred since the early nineteenth 
century—but he and his administration fell prey to the paradox of presidential power and 
the presidential life cycle.

The Trump Challenge

Donald Trump narrowly defeated Hillary Clinton, while losing the popular vote by more 
than 2 percent (about 3 million votes), to become the forty-fifth president of the United 
States. The least experienced person to ever win the presidency (in terms of public ser-
vice), Trump was especially inexperienced in foreign affairs. A polarizing candidate and 
president in an increasingly polarized political context, President Trump embraced a con-
frontational style of leadership. Inattentive to policy detail and the policymaking process, 
Trump nevertheless embraced a formal approach that emphasized his preferences and his 
role as the decision maker. With little willingness to tolerate conflict or dissent, Trump 
prized personal loyalty among his advisers. He also showed himself to be intensely polit-
ical, concerned about approval and support and his own power and status. At the same 
time, he consistently demonstrated his resistance to experts, to information and facts, or 
to persuasion. Despite his embrace of formal hierarchy and his own power and authority, 
Trump also established an unstructured, shambolic process with a high rate of personnel 
turnover, even among his top advisers (see Table 3.2), and leaned heavily on loyal and close 
personal advisers, including his own children.

Controversial and mercurial, President Trump began his administration with low levels of 
professional reputation and public prestige. Although he had the strong support and approval 
of a committed wing of the Republican Party, Trump’s public approval ratings in his first two 
years were the lowest of modern presidents, never exceeding 50 percent, even in his so-called 
honeymoon period, and mostly ranging from 35 to 44 percent. Although Republicans con-
trolled the White House and both chambers of Congress during Trump’s first two years in 
office, his controversial approach, low professional reputation, and unpopularity—combined 
with concerns about the nature of his victorious campaign, corruption in his administration, 
and multiple investigations into misconduct (including those led by the Southern District 
of New York, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Department of Justice, and a special 
counsel’s office)—led to challenges to his leadership culminating in the start of iompeach-
ment proceedings by the House of Representatives in Fall 2019.

As we discussed in Chapter 2, President Trump sought dramatic changes to US foreign 
policy, abandoning core commitments to American engagement and leadership that his 
predecessors from both parties had embraced. His own inexperience and style, the truncated 
presidential life cycle he faced, and the nature of the paradox of presidential power that 
worked against him complicated his ability to exercise effective White House leadership. 
He increasingly embraced the prerogative power of the presidency, seeking to take advantage 
of presidential authority, the opportunities of presidential initiative, and aggressive executive 
orders to accomplish what he could not persuade the rest of the government to support. 
Ironically, President Obama’s resort to these prerogative powers to achieve progress in areas 
such as climate change and nuclear proliferation meant that President Trump was able to 
use those same powers to reverse the Obama-era policies by executive fiat.
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However, in the 2018 midterm elections, Democrats swept into the majority in the 
House of Representatives, gaining a net of forty seats to reestablish divided government 
and open new challenges to White House leadership. Early in 2019, the new majority in 
the House began a broad series of hearings and investigations designed to challenge the 
administration, many of which had foreign policy connections and implications. Stymied 
in domestic policy, Trump turned to the exercise of prerogative powers and the relatively 
greater freedom of international affairs to seek opportunities for leadership, declaring a 
national emergency on border security and immigration, attempting to engage in high-
level diplomacy with North Korean dictator Kim Jong Un, among other assertive actions. 
However, his efforts to escape his unpopularity and evade limits on presidential power and 
leadership led him to turn to a series of controversial actions that resulted in the start of 
impeachment hearings in the House of Representatives in Fall 2019.

S U M M A R Y :  T H E  C H A L L E N G E S  O F  
P R E S I D E N T I A L  L E A D E R S H I P

The paradox of presidential power, factors related to 
presidential style and leadership approaches and pat-
terns, and the changing political context mean that 
the president and the White House are central to the 
politics and processes of US foreign policy, but White 
House leadership is a variable rather than a constant. 
Our examination of the presidency suggests that the 
changing political and foreign policy context estab-
lishes another paradox. As our discussion has indicated, 
especially since Vietnam, presidents have increasingly 
turned to prerogative powers to escape or overcome 
the limits that lack of consensus and the more compli-
cated political environment have created. At the same 
time, it also appears increasingly difficult for presidents 
to exercise power and prerogative government in the 
name of national security or crises/emergencies with-
out risking considerable political backlash.

There is no sign that the fragmented, polar-
ized, and pluralist political environment that has 
prevailed since the Vietnam War will soon change. 
Foreign policy opportunities come packaged with 
political challenges and risks for presidents and 
American leadership abroad. Much will depend 
on the nature of threat in the world; a president’s 
policies, leadership style, and skills; and domestic 
political matters like party control of the branches 
of government. “Who” is president matters greatly, 
and “who” holds other positions in the US govern-
ment is also increasingly important. Even within the 
executive branch, this is the case, and one area that 
is of particular importance for foreign policymaking 
and White House leadership is the foreign policy 
bureaucracy and its management. We turn to those 
matters in the next five chapters.

T H I N K  A B O U T  T H I S

The forty-first president of the United States—
George H. W. Bush—once said, “It is my duty as 
President to conduct the foreign policy of the United 
States as I see fit.” In light of this chapter’s material, 
think about this statement.

What factors shape and condition the role and leader-
ship of the president in foreign policy?
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