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Abstract
Recent examples of jobs being offered as a reward to wealthy donors or to induce
legislative candidates to abandon challenges against incumbents highlights the
persistence of patronage in American politics. The proper role and functioning of
patronage in U.S. democracy has been a keen source of interest for political scientists
and public administration scholars since the founding of these disciplines. Yet, there is
very little current research on this topic, partly due to the belief that the era of
patronage is over. In this paper we explain how modern presidents handle patronage
pressures and how their choices mean that some agencies become “turkey farms”-agencies that house numerous underqualified but politically valuable executives. We
use new data on 1,307 persons appointed to positions in the first six months of the
Obama Administration to expand our understanding of patronage practices in the
modern presidency. We find that President Obama was more likely to place patronage
appointees in agencies off the president’s agenda, agencies that shared Obama’s policy
views, and agencies where appointees are least able to hurt agency performance. We
conclude that patronage continues to play an important role in American politics with
important consequences for campaigns, presidential politics, and governance.
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On June 24, 2009, President Obama nominated John V. Roos to be the ambassador to
Japan. Roos helped collect RYHUIRU2EDPD¶VFDPSDLJQDQGKDGGRQDWHGDWOHDVW
$77,500 to Democrats since 1992. hAmbassador 5RRV¶VSROLWLFDOKLVWRU\LQFOXGHVFDPSDLJQZRUN
for four democratic presidential candidates. His résumé lists no foreign policy experience or
expertise in Japanese politics or culture.1 Ambassador Roos is not alone in receiving a political
appointment as a reward for electoral support. He is an example of a larger practice whereby
both Democratic and Republican presidents distribute jobs to repay campaign work and
donations, seek interest group backing, or build congressional and party support (Heclo 1977;
Lewis 2008; Mackenzie 1981; Newland 1987; Pfiffner 1996).2
The proper role and functioning of patronage in U.S. democracy has been a keen source
of interest for political scientists and public administration scholars since the founding of these
disciplines (see, e.g., Fish 1902; Friedrich 1937; Kaufman 1965; Van Riper 1958; White 1948,
1954; Wilson 1887 7KHSUHVLGHQW¶VLQYROYHPHQWZLWKSDWURQDJHKLVWRULFDOO\KDVKDGLPSRUWDQW
consequences for political parties, presidential control of the bureaucracy, and government
SHUIRUPDQFH'HVSLWHWKHVXEMHFW¶VKLVWRULFDOSURPLQHQFHLQSROLWLFDOVFLHQFH and importance,
there is very little current research on the topic, partly due to the belief that the era of patronage
is over (Bearfield 2009; Price 1944; Sorauf 1960). Yet, recent episodes involving job offers to
Senate candidates Joseph Sestak and Andrew Romanoff, publicity surrounding Obama
ambassadorial appointments, and recent research on the White House Personnel Office suggest
otherwise (Lewis 2008; Patterson and Pfiffner 2001; Pfiffner 1996; Weko 1995).3
In this paper we use new data on 1,307 persons appointed to positions in the first six
months of the Obama Administration to expand our understanding of patronage practices in the
modern presidency. We use appointee biographical data to determine which agencies receive
appointees with fewer qualifications and more extensive campaign experience or political
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connections. We find that President Obama was more likely to place patronage appointees in
DJHQFLHVRIIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDJHQFLHVWKDWVKDUHG2EDPD¶VSROLF\YLHZVDQGDJHQFLHV
where appointees are least able to visibly hurt agency performance. We conclude that patronage
continues to play an important role in American politics with important consequences for
campaigns, presidential politics, and governance.
Researching Presidents and Patronage A ppointments
While originally the source of significant academic interest in political science, few
studies have directly engaged this topic in the last 50 years. Indeed, by 1960 Frank Sorauf would
ZULWH³9HU\IHZVWXGLHVH[LVWRIWKHDFWXDORSHUDWLRQRISDWURQDJHV\VWHPVDFURVVWKH
FRXQWU\«,QWKHDEVHQFHRIVpecific reports and data, one can only proceed uneasily on a mixture
RISROLWLFDOIRONORUHVFDWWHUHGVFKRODUVKLSSURIHVVLRQDOFRQVHQVXVDQGSHUVRQDOMXGJPHQW´  
In the 40 years since Sorauf wrote, presidents have augmented their White House personnel
operation, focused more on the selection of appointees for loyalty, and increased the number and
extent of White House control over appointments throughout the executive branch. In turn,
scholars have attentively tracked these important developments (see, e.g., Edwards 2001; Moe
1985; Nathan 1975; Pfiffner 1996; Weko 1995). While scholars have carefully detailed the
multiple factors influencing appointments and described how the personnel process handles
patronage requests (Heclo 1977; Pfiffner 1996; Weko 1995), systematic evaluations of modern
patronage practices in the federal government are rare (Bearfield 2009).
The most recent literature, where it addresses patronage, argues that the White House
personnel process is better characterized as two processes rather than one (Lewis 2008; Pfiffner
1996; Weko 1995). The first process involves filling a number of key positions that are essential
WRWKHDFFRPSOLVKPHQWRIWKHSUHVLGHQWV¶HOHFWRUDODQGSROLF\PDNLQJJRDOV7KHVHFRQGSURFHVV
involves finding jobs for thousands of job-seekers in the new administration. Different factors
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explain how presidents fill key positions and how they handle patronage demands. While
presidents would prefer that all appointees be loyal, competent, and satisfy key political
considerations, the pool of available appointees rarely satisfies all three considerations and
presidents must make tradeoffs. Parsneau (2007), for example, shows that loyalty plays a more
important role and expertise less of an important role in appointments to agencies on the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD/HZLV  DUJXHVWKDWSUHVLGHQWVSXWWKHEHVWTXDOLILHGDSSRLQWHHVLQWR
agencies that do not VKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VSROLF\YLHZVLQRUGHUWRPRUHHIIHFWLYHO\JHWFRQWURORI
them. He argues that patronage appointees seek jobs and get placed into agencies that do share
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VYLHZVDERXWSROLF\ /HZLV 
The difficulty with much of the recent work on patronage is that it rarely relies on actual
data about the background and experience of appointees themselves. Lewis (2008), for example,
looks at different types of appointees (i.e., Senate-confirmed, Senior Executive Service, Schedule
C) and assumes that some are more likely to be patronage appointees than others. When studies
do look at actual background data, the samples are too restrictive for meaningful comparisons
across types of appointees or multiple departments and agencies. A significant amount of work
has surveyed political appointees about their backgrounds and qualifications but the small
samples in these surveys make comparisons across agencies or levels difficult (Aberbach and
Rockman 2000; Maranto 2005; Maranto and Hult 2004). Parsneau (2007) evaluates the tradeoff
between loyalty and expertise for one type of appointee (Senate-confirmed) but excludes other
types of appointees central to the patronage process (appointees in the Senior Executive Service,
Schedule C).
In total, a small but growing literature references patronage in the modern presidency but
these studies have rarely sought to explain patronage directly. Empirical examinations of
appointment politics rarely rely on actual appointee data in large enough samples to explain
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variation across agencies or levels of appointment. Yet, discovering how presidents handle
requests for jobs and discovering where patronage appointees cluster has important implications
for presidential politics and government performance as recent examples in the Department of
Justice and the Federal Emergency Management Agency suggest.4
W hich Agencies Does the W hite House T arget for Patronage?
Many presidents have noted with dissatisfaction the tremendous burden placed upon
them by job-seekers. The Obama Administration received over 500,000 resumes on their
transition website for about 4,000 jobs (Alter 2010). Applicants for government jobs are
frequently not suited by expertise, experience, background, or temperament for an appointed
position in the administration. Yet, many have a strong claim for a job through work on the
campaign, fundraising activities, personal connections to the Obama family, or key political
connections. Presidents face the difficulty of finding appointees with the requisite competence,
while also rewarding some job-seekers with positions even though these applicants lack the
required credentials.

Personnel to Drive Policy Change
Presidents respond to this challenge by first selecting the best qualified people for the key
positions they have identified as central to their agenda and success. Each president prioritizes
some positions RYHURWKHUV3UHVLGHQW.HQQHG\¶VWUDQVLWLRQWHDPWULHGWRLGHQWLI\WKH³SUHVVXUH
SRLQWV´LQJRYHUQPHQW 0DQQ 3UHVLGHQW5HDJDQ¶VSHUVRQQHORSHUDWLRQSULRULWL]HGWKH³NH\
´SRVLWLRQVQHFHVVDU\WRKLVHFRQRPLFSROLF\ /HZLV 3UHVLGHQWVQHHG appointees to
these positions to both have views compatible with the president and be able to run a large
government organization. Appointees need the public management skills necessary to translate
presidential mandates into outputs. These positions, because of their visibility and centrality to
WKHVXFFHVVRIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDUHILOOHGFDUHIXOO\RIWHQZLWKPXFKLQYROYHPHQWIURPWKH
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SUHVLGHQWDQGKLVVHQLRUVWDII$VRQHSHUVRQQHORIILFLDOH[SODLQHG³7KLVLVQRWDEHDXW\FRQWHVW
The goal is to pick the person who has the greatest chance of accomplishing what the principal
ZDQWVGRQH«´5
Presidents also must pay close attention to agencies that are not inclined to follow their
directions because of differences in ideology or policy. Agencies vary in their views about policy
and their willingness to follow presidential direction. Some agencies are liberal by mission and
these agencies naturally attract and retain civil servants who believe in the work that agencies are
doing. Other agencies are conservative by mission and tend to attract like-minded employees.
For example, liberals and Democrats are more likely to self-select into social welfare and
regulatory agencies and conservatives and Republicans are more likely to work in the military
services or intelligence agencies (Aberbach and Rockman 1976; Aberbach and Rockman 2000;
0DUDQWRDQG+XOW :KHUHDQDJHQF\¶VPDLQSROLF\JRDOVQHHGWREHFKDQJHGEHFDXVHWKH\
DUHDWYDULDQFHZLWKWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VJRDOVSUHVLGHQWVVHOHFWDSSRLQWHHVZLWKDVLPilar ideology or
loyalty and substantial political and managerial skill. As one former Reagan Administration
official explained this method of change-PDQDJHPHQW³:HGLGJLYHPRUHHPSKDVLVWRWKRVH
agencies [social welfare agencies] because we expected more bureaucratic resistance from them
DVDQDWXUDOUHVXOWRIRXUDJHQGD«:HGLGQRWWDUJHW>DJHQFLHVFRQFHUQHGZLWK@GHIHQVHVLQFHZH
NQHZWKHLUEXUHDXFUDF>LHV@ZRXOGOLNHZKDWZHZHUHGRLQJ´6 Given the importance of these
positions to the success of the preVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDFRQFHUQVIRUFRPSHWHQFHSOD\DPRUHFHQWUDO
role in this part of the personnel process than in the part organized around finding jobs for the
SUHVLGHQW¶VSROLWLFDOVXSSRUWHUV

Satisfying Patronage Demands
Presidents largely place patronage appointments into the positions that remain, in
agencies off the agenda and agencies whose views are similar to those of the president.
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Presidents naturally prioritize some agencies because they care more about the policies these
agencies implement. Given the premium presidents place on success in these cases, presidents
are more likely to select appointees based upon loyalty and demonstrated competence rather than
as a reward for political or electoral support.7 ,QWKHFDVHRIDJHQFLHVRIIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶V agenda,
however, presidents are freer to use agency positions to reward political support or as a form of
political exchange.

H1. Presidents are more likely to place appointees selected for patronage reasons
LQDJHQFLHVRIIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD.
AgencieVWKDWDWWUDFWSDWURQDJHDSSRLQWHHVZLOORIWHQLPSOHPHQWWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD
without much direction from the White House. Just as some agencies require special presidential
DWWHQWLRQEHFDXVHWKH\GRQRWVKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VYLHZVDERXWSROLF\RWKHUDJencies are
predisposed do what the president wants because WKH\VKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VYLHZV:KHQDQ
DJHQF\¶VPDQDJHPHQWWHDPLVFRPSULVHGRIH[SHULHQFHGFDUHHUSURIHVVLRQDOVZLWKWKH³ULJKW´
views, the agency can operate well even without competent appointee leadership. From the
SUHVLGHQW¶VSHUVSHFWLYHWKLVPDNHVDJHQFLHVWKDWVKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VSROLF\YLHZVLGHDOSODFHV
to put less qualified appointees.
This arrangement also works well for job-seekers from the campaign, congressional
offices, or the SUHVLGHQW¶VSDUW\-RE-seekers in a new administration aspire to and are best
qualified for jobs in agencies that will advance their career prospects in and around their political
SDUW\7KHVHMREVWHQGWREHORFDWHGLQDJHQFLHVWKDWVKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶Vviews about policy
(Lewis 2008). Each party has long standing relationships with certain firms, organizations (e.g.,
labor unions, chamber of commerce, National Rifle Association), and officials based upon work
in areas central to the core policy commitments of the party.8 Work in some agencies can
DGYDQFHDQDSSRLQWHH¶VFDUHHUZLWKLQWKLVFRQVWHOODWLRQRIJURXSVPRUHWKDQRWKHUVFDXVLQJ
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DSSRLQWHHVWRSUHIHUMREVLQFHUWDLQDJHQFLHV2QH5HSXEOLFDQSHUVRQQHORIILFLDOH[SODLQHG³0RVW
people [Republicans] dRQRWVHH/DERULQWKHLUORQJWHUPIXWXUH«<RXDUHQRWJRLQJWREHDEOHWR
PDNHDOLYLQJIURPWKDWSDWWHUQRIUHODWLRQVKLSV´9 This implies that conservatives are more
likely to prefer jobs in agencies such as those involved in national security, trade, or business.
Following suit, liberals are more likely to prefer jobs in traditionally liberal agencies such as
social welfare and regulatory agencies.10 The foregoing discussion suggests the following
expectation about patronage appointments:

H2. Presidents are more likely to place appointees selected for patronage reasons
in agencies WKDWVKDUHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶Vpolicy views.
Of course, some agencies like the Department of Commerce, the Department of Housing
DQG8UEDQ'HYHORSPHQWDQGWKH6PDOO%XVLQHVV$GPLQLVWUDWLRQJDLQUHSXWDWLRQVDV³WXUNH\
IDUPV´DFURVV5HSXEOLFDQDQG'HPRFUDWLF$GPLQLVWUDWLRQV)HDWXUHVRWKHUWKDQWKHLUSUHVHnce on
or off the agenda or their ideological leanings explain why they regularly house patronage
appointees. The main factor involves whether an agency can house patronage appointees without
any visible influence on performance or if it is very sensitive to the skills and qualifications of
DSSRLQWHHV,QKLVLQDXJXUDODGGUHVV$QGUHZ-DFNVRQMXVWLILHGWKH³GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ´RIWKH
civil service on the grounds that government work was so simple that any reasonably competent
layperson could do it (White 1954, 318). Today, however, the work of government agencies
varies from the mundane to the incredibly complex. In agencies where work is simple and
straightforward, appointees can manage and conduct it without much harm to performance. In
agencies where work is technical or complex, however, skilled appointees are essential and their
absence can dramatically influence agency performance. Performance considerations should
constrain the patronage choice and lead to the following expectation:
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H3. Presidents are more likely to place appointees selected for patronage reasons
in agencies performing non- technical tasks.
In total, these three expectations result in clear predictions about the way that President
Obama should staff his administration. He should place less qualified but better connected
appointees in agencies off the agenda, in liberal agencies, and in agencies with less complex
tasks.
Data, V ariables, and Methods
To evaluate these claims, we use a new dataset of Obama Administration appointees as of
July 22, 2009, or six months into the new administration. Along with the names, titles, and
appointment information for each appointee, we collected biographical information from a
variety of sources, namely the F ederal Leadership Directory, Washington Post¶VHead Count
and WhoRunsGov.com websites, and the White House website.11 In total there were 1,307
appointees named after six months. There were 370 Senate-confirmed appointees (PAS), 380
non-career assignments in the Senior Executive Service (NA), and 557 schedule C appointees
(SC).12

Measures of Competence and Connections
We use appointee background information to measure various dimensions of appointee
competence and political connections.13 To measure variation in appointee competence we coded
each appointee according to the following characteristics14: education level (0-HS, 1-Bachelors,
2-Masters level, 3-MD or DDS, 4-doctorate)15, whether the appointee was an appointee in the
Bush or Clinton administrations (0,1; 17.60%), previous experience in the agency to which they
were appointed (0,1; 26.70%), subject area expertise deriving from work outside the agency to
which they have been appointed (0,1; 35.88%)16, previous federal government experience (0,1;
40.86%), and previous public management experience (0,1; 22.95%). Notable among the
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features of this set of early appointees is the high number of appointees with previous federal
government experience of some type.
To measure political factors LQDQDSSRLQWHH¶VEDFNJURXQGWKDWDUHUHODWHGWRSDWURQDJH
we coded each appointee on the following characteristics: work on the campaign or transition
(0,1; 14.23% ), whether the appointee was a major donor (0,1; 2.60%), whether the appointee
had a previoXVSHUVRQDOFRQQHFWLRQWRWKH2EDPDV  DQGZKHWKHUWKHDSSRLQWHH¶V
most recent previous job was in politics (0,1; 27.88%) as compared to work in another sector
such as industry, academia, law, etc. Notable among the descriptive statistics here is that 14
percent (186 members) of the appointees who received appointments in the first six months of
the new administration worked on the campaign or transition. Interestingly, of the close to 1,300
appointees 28 percent were drawn most immediately from jobs in politics as compared to 34
percent whose last job was in government or the military, 10 percent whose last job was in
academia or a think tank, and 13 percent whose last job was in industry.
Some caution should be given to the interpretation of the absolute levels of competence
or connections, however, because of potentially incomplete data. Basic information on some
appointees, such as education and career history, has not been recorded by our sources, though
the highest level positions (PAS) contain very few such instances.17 The reason for these lapses
varies among individual cases. Either our sources are missing information or some appointees
actually have had no notable career history. By cross-referencing PAS appointees whose
biographical information was available elsewhere, we can tell that the Federal Leadership

Directories Online, which provided the sole information on NA and SC appointees, contains
insufficient information in some cases. For instance, the White House website indicates that Jim
Esquea, an appointee in the Department of Health and Human Services, worked as an analyst for
the Senate Budget Committee, yet Federal Leadership Directories Online does not list this in his
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career history. In other cases, career histories may be complete, but degree information is
lacking. While acknowledging the problems with the data, we assume that flaws in the
biographical information are more or less random within level of appointee (i.e., PAS, NA, SC),
and missing information should be missing uniformly across all agencies. We also note that our
coding does not show if an appointee lacks a given criteria; it only indicates positive fulfillment
of the criteria.18

Key Independent Variables
One of the key expectations from the discussion above was that agencies on the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDVKRXOGEHOHVVOLNHO\WRDWWUDFWSDWURQDJHW\SHDSSRLQWHHVIn order to
GHWHUPLQHZKLFKDJHQFLHVDUHLPSRUWDQWWRDFKLHYLQJ3UHVLGHQW2EDPD¶VSROLF\JRDOVZHrely on
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶V first televised speech before Congress.19 We coded all agencies that are
responsible for a policy or issue raised in the speech with a 1 and all other agencies with a 0 (0,1;
51.49% of cases).20 )RULQVWDQFH3UHVLGHQW2EDPDVWDWHVWKDW³RXUVXUYLYDOGHSHQGVRQILQGLQJ
new sources of energy.´21 This means that the Department of Energy and relevant bureaus within
DOE (in this case the Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy) are included in the list
of agenda agencies. Some agencies coded as being on the agenda were those involved in the
economic crisis (Treasury, Commodity Futures Trading Commission, Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation, etc.), the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (Defense, military services), and education
reform (Education). Some of the larger agencies that did not have programs mentioned in the
State of the Union include the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Interior, and
Transportation and other agencies such as the Environmental Protection Agency and the Small
Business Administration.
In Table 1 we summarize appointee background characteristics by whether or not the
DJHQF\LVUHVSRQVLEOHIRUDQLVVXHRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD7KHGDWDLQWKHWDEOHUHYHDOWKDW
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DJHQFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDKDGDSSRLQWHHVZLWKPRUHGHPRQVWUDWHGFRPSHWHQFHWKDQ
agencies that werHQRWRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD6SHFLILFDOO\WKHPDQDJHPHQWWHDPVLQWKHVH
agencies were comprised of a higher proportion of appointees from previous administrations and
appointees with more government and management experience across the board. The table also
includes information on the patronage aspects of appointee backgrounds. Appointees who
worked on the campaign or came from political jobs prior to their work in the administration
were less likely to work in agencies managing a key issue area for the president. Agencies on the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDZHUHVOLJKWO\PRUHOLNHO\WRDWWUDFWDSSRLQWHHVZKRZHUHPDMRUGRQRUVRUZKR
had a personal connection to the president. However, there are few cases to draw from in either
category. While not entirely consistent across the board, together this evidence suggests that less
qualified-patronage-type appointees are placed where they can do the least harm to the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD
[Insert T able 1 here.]
A second key expectation was that the ideological predisposition of the agency would
influence whether or not the agency attracted patronage appointees. To measure the ideology of
agencies we code agencies as liberal (0,1; 19.20%), moderate (0,1; 32.21%), or conservative
(0,1; 48.81%) using agency preference estimates created by Clinton and Lewis (2008).22 Some
prominent liberal agencies include the Departments of Education, Housing and Urban
Development, and Labor. Prominent conservative agencies include Treasury and Defense and
notable moderate agencies include the departments of Agriculture and State.
[Insert T able 2 here.]
Table 2 includes measures of appointee competence and political experience broken
down by agency ideology with significant differences between moderate or conservative
agencies and liberal agencies denoted by asterisks. Liberal agencies are significantly less likely
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to have appointees who served in earlier administrations and their appointees have lower average
levels of education. Appointees in liberal agencies are also less likely to have agency, federal
government, or public management experience. There are no competence characteristics on
which appointees in liberal agencies have an advantage over both moderate and conservative
agencies. By contrast, liberal agencies were more likely to house persons whose last job was in
politics, had a personal connection to the president, or who worked on a campaign or transition.
Major donors, however, were significantly more likely to work in moderate or conservative
agencies. On their face, these simple descriptive statistics generally confirm expectations
discussed above about what agencies attract presidential patronage.23
2IFRXUVHWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VSHUVRQQHOFKRLFHVYDU\DFURVVDJHQFLHVGHSHQGLQJXSRQD
number of factors including the technical complexity of agency tasks. To measure the
FRPSOH[LW\RIDJHQF\WDVNVZHXVHWKHSHUFHQWDJHRIDQDJHQF\¶VHPSOR\HHVWKDWDUHVFLHQWLVWV
engineers, architects, mathematicians, and statisticians (mean 0.09; SD 0.15, min 0, max 0.83).24
Our assumption is that the proportion of such employees is a measure of agency task complexity
and our expectation is that agencies with a higher proportion of such employees attract
appointees with more qualifications and fewer connections to the campaign or politics.25
Agencies that have high proportions of such employees include the Department of Energy (0.27),
the Environmental Protection Agency (0.40), and the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (0.65) while those that have low proportions include the Department of
Education (0.00), the Department of Housing and Urban Development (0.01) and the
Department of Homeland Security (0.03).

Controls and Methods
We control for a number of other agency characteristics including the natural log of
agency employment and whether the agency is located in the Executive Office of the President
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(0,1; ), the cabinet (0,1; ), or a commission (0,1; ) to capture generic differences in agencies such
as agency importance or structure that influence the politics of appointments.26 Since the data are
ordinal, we estimate a series of bivariate or ordered logit models of appointee characteristics
based upon the characteristics of different agencies.27 The data are arguably not independent
because some of the 1,307 appointees are placed into the same agencies and because they are
placed into one of three types of appointed positions (PAS, NA, SC).28 As such, we report robust
standard errors.
Results
Model estimates, with some exceptions, generally confirm what emerged in simple
GLIIHUHQFHLQPHDQYDOXHVUHSRUWHGLQ7DEOHVDQG$JHQFLHVWKDWDUHQRWRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶V
agenda, liberal agencies, and agencies with low proportions of technical employees tend to
attract appointees with fewer qualifications and greater evidence of political connections.
Collectively, these results provide evidence of systematic patterns of presidential patronage even
in these early stages of the Obama Administration. They help us understand more fully why
some administrative agencies become turkey farms in different administrations.

Appointee Competence
To which agencies has Obama appointed more and less qualified appointees? One
answer that emerges from estimates in Table 3 is that appointees who work in agencies
LPSOHPHQWLQJSROLFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDORRNGLIIHUHQWIURPDSSRLQWHHVLQRWKHU
DJHQFLHV$JHQFLHVUHVSRQVLEOHIRUSROLFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDUHPRUHOLNHO\WRKDYH
appointees with background characteristics we reasonably associate with competence. The
coefficients on the variable for whether or not the agency implements a program mentioned in
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶V6WDWHRIWKH8QLRQZHUHDOOSRVLWLYHLQGLFDWLQJWKDWDPHQWLRQLQWKH6WDte of the
8QLRQLVSRVLWLYHO\FRUUHODWHGZLWKDQDSSRLQWHH¶VFRPSHWHQFH7KHVHFRHIILFLHQWVZHUH
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significant at the 0.05 level in four of the six models. Substantively, appointees in agencies on
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDZHUH-15 percentage points more likely to have agency or federal
government experience and they were 6-8 percentage points more likely to have been an
appointee in a previous administration or have a PDVWHU¶V level degree such as an MBA or a JD.29
Of course, we cannot disentangle whether appointees with these background characteristics are
truly more competent or simply credentialed but it is noteworthy that appointees with more
EDFNJURXQGH[SHULHQFHDQGHGXFDWLRQDUHPRUHOLNHO\WRZRUNLQDJHQFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶V
agenda.
[Insert T able 3 here.]
These results add credence to the argument that presidents need appointees who not only
support their initiatives but also have the skills to push for and execute new policies. Competent
appointees are necessary to spearhead important presidential priorities. While this practice is
understandable from the perspective of presidents, the results are troubling for agencies off the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDQGSDUWLFXODUO\WURXEOLQJIRUDJHQFLHVVXFKDV)(0$WKDWVSHQGORQJSHULRGV
RIIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD
A second feature which influences the qualifications of appointees is the ideological
character of the agency and its work.30 Appointees in liberal agencies are significantly less likely
to have the background characteristics listed in Table 3. The coefficient on the liberal agency
indicator is negative. It is significant at the 0.10 or 0.05 level in three of the six models and close
in a fourth. Substantively, appointees in liberal agencies are estimated to be 12-19 percentage
points less likely to have agency or federal government experience prior to their appointment.
They are 5 to 6 percentage points less likely to have been an appointee in either the Bush or
Clinton Administration. This is a large amount given that only 17.6% of appointees in the
Obama Administration had served before. Appointees in liberal agencies were also 8 percentage
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points less likely to have a PDVWHU¶V degree level education. In the first six months, the Obama
Administration put the most competent appointees in moderate or conservative agencies. This
seems to confirm that when the president confronts an agency that has policy views different
IURPKLVRZQKHQRWRQO\QHHGVDQDSSRLQWHHZLWKWKH³ULJKW´YLHZVEXWDQDSSRLQWHHWKDWLV
competent enough to bring change to such an agency. In liberal agencies, however, career
professionals are less likely to resist the direction of the Obama administration, making the
management task easier and the competence of appointee management less crucial to the
SUHVLGHQW¶VSROLF\JRDOV/LEHUDODJHQFLHVare also attractive places to put patronage appointees
since many aspiring Democratic appointees see work in a liberal agency as a means of enhancing
their future career prospects within the party or constellation of groups around the party. These
findings are consistent with other work showing that presidents increase the number of
patronage-type appointees in agencies that share their views about policy (Lewis 2008).
The estimates in Table 3 provide some evidence that presidents appoint more competent
appointees to agencies with the highest proportion of technical employees (scientists, engineers,
mathematicians, etc.). The coefficients are all positive, indicating that the higher the proportion
of technical employees, the greater the probability that an appointee has one of the background
features listed. Only two of the coefficients are significant at the 0.05 level, however.
Substantively, they indicate that the average agency with workforces comprised of 9-10 percent
technical employees will be 4-6 percentage points less likely to have an appointee with previous
agency experience or public management experience than an appointee in an agency with 30 to
40 percent technical employees (e.g., Federal Highway Administration, Environmental
Protection Agency). This provides some evidence that appointees with higher skill levels are
necessary to manage agencies with complex tasks. Whether or not an appointee is well qualified
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arguably can have a much greater impact on performance in agencies such as these than other
agencies where the work of the agency is more straightforward.
A few other interesting results emerge from the estimates. Where there was a relationship
between the size of the agency and appointee competence it was positive, indicating that
appointees with stronger backgrounds are appointed to larger agencies. Appointees were
estimated to be significantly more likely to have previous agency experience and subject area
expertise in larger agencies. This suggests that presidents are more concerned about getting
competent persons into the larger, more important agencies in government. There were also
differences among agencies in the Executive Office of the President, the Cabinet, commissions,
and other independent agencies (base category). Specifically, appointees in cabinet agencies
were significantly less likely to have previous agency or government experience. They were also
significantly less likely to have been an appointee in a previous administration or come to their
appointment with other subject area expertise. Appointees to commissions were significantly less
likely to have had previous public management experience.

Campaign Experience and Connections
The qualification of appointees is only one side of the turkey farms and patronage story.
Appointees selected with less competence are selected for another reason, namely campaign
experience or connections. Table 4 includes estimates from models of appointee
FDPSDLJQWUDQVLWLRQH[SHULHQFHDQGZKHWKHUWKHDSSRLQWHH¶VODVWMREZDVLQSROLWLFV:HGRQRt
report models of whether or not appointees were major donors or have a personal connection
because of the paucity of cases (34 major donors and 17 personal connections). Instead we
present the raw data in Table 5 and discuss it qualitatively below.
[Insert T able 4 here.]
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The results in Table 4 are generally consistent with our expectations about patronage
appointees and turkey farms. Appointees who worked on the campaign or transition and those
appointees drawn from the political sphere are significantly more likely to work in agencies that
implement policies omitted from the president¶VDJHQGDDQGOLEHUDODJHQFLHVThe coefficients on
these variables are in the expected direction and significant at or below the 0.10 level.
Appointees who work in moderate RUFRQVHUYDWLYHDJHQFLHVRUDJHQFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶V
agenda are 5 to 8 percentage points less likely to have worked on the campaign or transition,
UHVSHFWLYHO\$JHQFLHVWKDWLPSOHPHQWSROLFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDRUPRGHUDWHRU
conservative agencies are 11 to 13 percentage points less likely to get appointees whose last job
was in politics, such as work on a congressional staff or electoral campaign. Together, when
these results are combined with the results from above, suggest that appointees with the fewest
qualifications and greatest connection to the campaign or politics are most likely to work in
DJHQFLHVRIIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDgenda and liberal agencies, all else equal.
[Insert T able 5 here.]
The results for appointees who are major donors or who have personal connections to the
President are less clear, however. Table 5 lists the number of appointees who were major donors
(i.e., bundlers) alongside the number of appointees with prior personal connections to President
Obama. On its face, the pattern of major donor appointments does not mesh with our
expectations about patronage and appointments to agencies on the agenda, liberal agencies, and
agencies with complex tasks. The agency with the most major donors is the State Department
(15) with almost half of all the major donors appointed in the first six months. All of these
appointments were to ambassadorial positions. The State Department is coded as moderate in our
GDWDDQGLWLVFRQVLGHUHGRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDJLYHQLWVUROHLQLPSRUWDQWIRUHLJQSROLF\
decisions in Iraq, Afghanistan, and North Korea. Yet, the ambassadors selected are unlikely to
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play a key role in any of those key issues. While Roos arguably had some claim to a role North
Korean diplomacy, his portfolio has already been parsed out to other diplomatic actors including
former president, Bill Clinton. In general terms it appears that major donors have been appointed
to positions where they are likely to do the least damage, as expected.
Other agencies with a noticeable number of major donors were the Departments of
Commerce and Justice as well as the Executive Office of the President. The former is a common
reVWLQJSODFHIRUPDMRUGRQRUVDV3UHVLGHQW*HRUJH:%XVK¶VDSSRLQWPHQWVRI'RQ(YDQVDQG
Carlos Gutierrez suggest. More generally, however, Commerce and Justice contain positions that
are well paid in the private sector²business, economics, law. It is not terribly surprising that a
wealthy businessperson or lawyer would be rewarded with a job in a subject area in which he or
she had experience. Major donors often do not look like other patronage-type appointees since
the process of making large sums of money often involves a more extensive career history and
training than for a typical campaign worker. The raw biographical information confirms that
each of the eight major donor appointees in the Department of Justice, such as Attorney General
Eric Holder, is among the most qualified appointees in either department.
The appointment patterns of those with personal connections to President Obama look
more like what we expected. The three agencies with the largest number of appointees with prior
connections to Obama include Education (5), Health and Human Services (3), and Agriculture
(2). There is a liberal bent to these appointments. That said, both Education and Health and
+XPDQ6HUYLFHVDUHRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDQGVRPHRIWKHDJHQFLHVLQFOXGHKLJKSHUFHQtages
of technical employees. One explanation for this given that there are only 17 cases and these are
the first of the people with connections to Obama appointed. It is possible that these appointees
who defy our expectations are justifiably qualified, if only by chance. This being the case, these
IHZSHUVRQQHOGHFLVLRQVPLJKWKDYHEHHQJXLGHGOHVVE\WKH³GRQRKDUP´SROLF\DQGPRUHE\D
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policy of placing appointees where there experience makes them the best fit. For example,
Margaret Hamburg, the appointed Commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration in the
Department of Health and Human Services (an agenda agency) who also happens to be on the
ERDUGRIWUXVWHHVDWWKH2EDPDFKLOGUHQ¶V&KLFDJRVFKRROLVHQWLUHO\TXDOLILHGVKHKDVDQ0'
from Harvard University, experience as the New York City Health Commissioner and was
Assistant Secretary in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services during the Clinton
Administration. A similar argument could be made for Arne Duncan, a close friend of the
president who has had over ten years of experience in the Chicago Public School System and
now serves as Secretary of the Department of Education, an agency that is central to carrying out
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD
Together, the results from the donor and personal connections information are
inconsistent with many of our expectations, if only because there are too few instances of each to
draw legitimate conclusions. At best, these numbers illustrate precisely how complicated
patronage is as an issue, and it may very well be that the rules governing the patronage
assignments of donors and those with personal connections are different from the rules for
campaign workers or Democratic Party loyalists. For instance, we could interpret these results as
evidence that donors and people with personal connections to Obama are placed into comfortable
positions (like ambassadorships) or places of their own choosing, rather than in positions where
they can do the least harm (liberal agencies and agencies off of the agenda). Plainly, more
detailed research is needed to fully understand these results.
In total, however, the results show an overall pattern where appointees with fewer
qualifications and more campaign and political experience tend to cluster in certain types of
agencies in a predictable pattern. Features such as whether the agency implements an issue on
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDWKHLGHRORJLFDOGLVSRVLWLRQRIWKHDJHQF\DQGWKHFRPSOH[LW\RIDJHQF\
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tasks help explain some of the variance in the types of appointees named but clearly not all of the
variance.
Discussion
The findings from our data, with some notable exceptions, support the prediction that the
patterns of patronage appointments vary predictably across agencies in the federal government.
We found that agencies off WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDDQGOLEHUDODJHQFLHVKDYHDJUHDWHUOLNHOLKRRG
of attracting appointees with less competence and more political connections during the first six
months of the Obama Administration. Similarly, appointees in the least technical agencies have
generally less agency and public management experience. These results suggest that presidents
aim to place patronage appointees into agencies where they will do the least damage both to
JRYHUQPHQWSHUIRUPDQFHDQGWRWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VRZQSROLF\JRDOV
Several implications emerge from this analysis. First, there is still significant variance in
patronage appointment politics that remains to be explained. For example, patronage patterns
may vary depending upon what interest is to be satisfied. Some senior officials such as Secretary
of State Clinton bring subordinate appointees with them. Other appointees get positions because
of roles on key congressional committees and relationships with influential members of Congress
(Rottinghaus and Bergan 2010). Some positions seem to have their own logic of appointment.
For example, positions like the aforementioned ambassadorships may be an example. We know
that ambassadorships historically have been and will continue to be prime positions for
rewarding large donors, regardless of the ideology of the current president or the State
DepaUWPHQW¶VLPSRUWDQFHWRKLVRUKHUDJHQGD6LPLODUO\DSSRLQWPHQWVWR86DWWRUQH\SRVLWLRQV
are subject to their own rules.
Second, taking a step back, the findings illustrate WKHEURDGHUVLJQLILFDQFHRISDWURQDJH¶V
role in personnel decisions even at this early stage in the administration. While one might expect

21
that presidents save patronage considerations for much later in the process, we find significant
SDWWHUQVDOUHDG\HPHUJLQJDIWHURQO\VL[PRQWKVRI3UHVLGHQW2EDPD¶VDGPLQLVWUDWLRQ3DWURQDJH
arguably plays a larger role in personnel decisions than is widely believed. Appointments not
only are driven by concerns for loyalty and competence but also political factors.
This raises the general issue of whether or not these findings are generalizable to other
SDUWVRIWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VWHrm and other modern presidents. Since this data includes only
information on appointees in the first six months of the Obama Administration, 1,307 appointees,
it is possible that the findings here are time-bound. While this is possible, the results presented
here are consistent with related past research from other presidencies and years within
presidential terms. For example, Lewis (2008) reports that presidents increase schedule C
appointees in agencies that share their views on policy and that perform less complex tasks.
Clearly, however, more research needs to be conducted on the background of appointee teams
DFURVVSUHVLGHQWLDODGPLQLVWUDWLRQV .UDXVHDQG2¶&RQQHOO 7KLVUHVHDUFKKHOSVEXLOGD
case for the importance of that work.
Third, these findings highlight the importance of research on the relationship between
patronage and government performance. When a president chooses personnel based on their
political connectedness rather than their qualifications, we haYHUHDVRQWRTXHVWLRQWKLVSUDFWLFH¶V
impact on the effectiveness of government. The effects of patronage can influence agency
management and the performance of the presidency itself. As one political consultant recalls,
President Clinton once complained when faced with internal conflict in the White House over
EDODQFLQJWKHIHGHUDOEXGJHW³,VSHQWDOOP\WLPHEHIRUH,WRRNRIILFHFKRRVLQJP\&DELQHW«%XW
,GLGQ¶WVSHQGWKHWLPH,VKRXOGKDYHFKRRVLQJP\VWDII,MXVWUHDFKHGRXWDQGWRRNWKHSHRSOH
who haGKHOSHGPHJHWHOHFWHGDQGSXWWKHPRQWKHVWDII,WZDVDPLVWDNH´31 Where this paper
can only assess the extent of patronage, more work must be done to evaluate its consequences.
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Conclusion
It is unclear how well John Roos will perform in his new role as ambassador. He has no
diplomatic experience and was little known to U.S. or Japanese officials prior to his selection. By
all accounts, however, he is an accomplished lawyer and he enjoys strong personal ties to the
president. He was chosen over former Harvard Dean and Assistant Secretary of Defense Joseph
Nye.32 Ambassadorial appointments such as Roos often have deputies who are career foreign
service officers to help them avoid missteps. In other agencies, however, appointees are not so
fortunate. They are surrounded by other appointees selected for campaign experience or
connections more than policy expertise or public management experience.
It was precisely concerns about patronage appointees that led to the creation of the civil
service system in the United States. Yet, patronage persists. Presidents have refused to reduce the
number of appointees, fill a higher proportion of ambassadorial positions with career foreign
service officers, or generally limit their prospects for patronage. Presidents are hesitant to give up
this important source of political capital. The careful distribution of government jobs can induce
work for the president or party, mollify key interests, and help hold coalitions together. Reducing
WKHSUHVLGHQW¶VVXSSO\RISDWURQDJHthrough a reduction in the number of appointees or by
attaching qualification requirements to appointed positions would remove a valuable resource
IURPWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VSROLWLFDODUVHQDODQGWKHUHE\LPSHULOWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDELOLW\WRDFFRPSOLVKWKH
purposes for which they were elected. The debate over presidential patronage, like the debate
over the spoils system, highlights the uncomfortable role of bureaucracy in a democracy and the
tension between a desire for presidential accountability and administrative performance.
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T able 1. Agency A ppointee C haracteristics by Mention in State of the Union
A ppointee C haracteristics
O n Agenda
Not on Agenda
Competence
Education (0-4)
1.23**
1.09
Worked in Clinton or Bush Administration (0,1)
0.19*
0.15
Agency Experience (0,1)
0.29*
0.25
Subject Expertise (outside of government) (0,1)
0.38*
0.33
Federal Government Experience (0,1)
0.43*
0.38
Public Management Experience (0,1)
0.23
0.22
Campaign Experience or Connections
Campaign or Transition Experience (0,1)
0.13
0.15
Major Donor (0,1)
0.03*
0.02
Personal Connection (0,1)
0.02
0.01
Last Job was in Politics (0,1)
0.25**
0.31
Note: 1  ZRUNLQDJHQFLHVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD  GLIIHUHQFHLQPHDQVLV
significant at the 0.10 level (two-tailed tests); ** difference of means significant at the 0.05
level. Education: 0-High School, 1-Bachelors, 2-0DVWHU¶V/HYHO-MD or DDS, 4-Doctorate.
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T able 2. Agency A ppointee C haracteristics by Ideology of Agency
A ppointee C haracteristics
L iberal
Moderate
Conservative
Competence
Education (0-4)
0.98
1.24**
1.19**
Worked in Clinton or Bush Administration (0,1)
0.13
0.20**
0.16
Agency Experience (0,1)
0.17
0.31**
0.28**
Subject Expertise (outside government) (0,1)
0.34
0.33
0.38
Federal Government Experience (0,1)
0.27
0.45**
0.44**
Public Management Experience (0,1)
0.21
0.31**
0.19
Campaign Experience or Connections
Campaign or Transition Experience (0,1)
0.16
0.14
0.14
Major Donor (0,1)
0.01
0.04**
0.02
Personal Connection (0,1)
0.04
0.01*
0.01**
Last Job in Politics (0,1)
0.36
0.25**
0.27**
Note: N=1307 (248 in liberal agencies, 421 in moderate agencies, and 638 in conservative
agencies). * significantly different than liberal agency mean at the 0.10 level (two-tailed test); **
significantly different than liberal agency mean at the 0.05 level (two-tailed test). No difference
in means between moderate and conservative agencies is statistically distinguishable at the 0.05
level except public management experience. Education: 0-High School, 1-Bachelors, 2-0DVWHU¶V
Level, 3-MD or DDS, 4-Doctorate.

T able 3. Models of A ppointee Backgrounds by Agency
Agency Characteristics
Previous
Agency
Experience

C haracteristics
Previous
Federal
Government
Experience

Appointee Background
Worked in
Subject Area Public
Education
Clinton
Expertise
Management Level
Admin.
Outside
Experience
Agency

0.61**
(0.17)

0.65**
(0.15)

0.44**
(0.19)

0.24
(0.15)

0.04
(0.18)

0.36**
(0.13)

Liberal Agency (0,1)

-0.68**
(0.21)

-0.83**
(0.18)

-0.33
(0.25)

0.08
(0.18)

-0.08
(0.22)

-0.44**
(0.17)

% Technical Employees

1.09**
(0.48)

0.60
(0.45)

0.12
(0.57)

0.32
(0.45)

1.28**
(0.47)

0.38
(0.44)

0.06*
(0.03)

0.05
(0.03)

0.04
(0.04)

0.10**
(0.03)

-0.01
(0.03)

0.02
(0.03)

Executive Office of the President (0,1)

-0.36
(1.14)

-0.19
(0.93)

0.03
(1.14)

-0.77
(1.13)

0.07
(1.14)

-0.10
(0.68)

Cabinet Agency (0,1)

-0.59**
(0.23)

-0.71**
(0.21)

-0.56**
(0.26)

-0.51**
(0.21)

0.28
(0.24)

-0.21
(0.18)

Commission (0,1)

0.34
(0.27)

0.25
(0.26)

-0.89**
(0.38)

-0.29
(0.26)

-0.74**
(0.36)

0.16
(0.23)

Key Variables
Agency Policy Mentioned in
3UHVLGHQW¶V6SHHFK 

Controls, Cut Points and Constant
Ln (Agency Employment)

Constant

-1.39**
-0.50*
-1.66**
-1.23**
-1.42**
-(0.30)
(0.28)
(0.35)
(0.30)
(0.32)
N
1292
1292
1292
1292
1292
1292
Number of Appointees w/Characteristic
349
534
220
469
300
-X2 (6 df)
44.42**
58.41**
15.04**
23.91**
23.64**
19.03**
Note: Models estimate probability that an appointee has a specific background characteristic by characteristics of the agency. *
significant at the 0.10 level; ** significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed tests). Education: 0-High School, 1-Bachelors, 2-0DVWHU¶V
Level, 3-MD or DDS, 4-Doctorate. Cutpoints from the model of education level omitted (-0.09 [0.26]; 0.39 [0.26]; 2.71 [0.28]; 2.85
[0.29]).

T able 4. Models of A ppointee Connections by Agency C haracteristics
Agency Characteristics
Appointee Connections
Campaign or Transition
Previous Job was in
Experience
Politics
Key Variables
Agency Policy Mentioned in SOU (0,1)

-0.47**
(0.19)

-0.66**
(0.20)

Liberal Agency (0,1)

0.40*
(0.24)

0.54**
(0.22)

% Technical Employees

-0.77
(0.60)

-0.17
(0.51)

Ln (Agency Employment)

0.02
(0.04)

-0.07**
(0.03)

Executive Office of the President (0,1)

0.02
(1.14)

0.19
(1.25)

Cabinet Agency (0,1)

-0.16
(0.25)

0.55*
(0.26)

Commission (0,1)

-1.83**
(0.50)

-0.82**
(0.37)

Constant

-1.49**
(0.38)

-0.48
(0.33)

Controls, Cut Points and Constant

N
1292
956
Number of Appointees w/Characteristic
186
269
2
X (7 df)
22.18**
28.40**
Note: Models estimate probability that an appointee has a specific background
characteristic by characteristics of the agency. * significant at the 0.10 level; ** significant
at the 0.05 level (two-tailed tests).

T able 5. Location of Major O bama Donors and Personal Connections
Agency
Appalachian Regional Commission
Broadcasting Board of Governors
Commission on Civil Rights
Commodity Futures Trading Commission
Consumer Product Safety Commission
Department of Agriculture
Department of Commerce
Department of Defense
Department of Education
Department of Energy
Department of Health and Human Services
Department of Homeland Security
Department of Housing and Urban Development
Department of Justice
Department of Labor
Department of State
Department of Transportation
Department of Veterans Affairs
Department of the Interior
Department of the Treasury
Environmental Protection Agency
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
Executive Office of the President
Export-Import Bank
Farm Credit Administration
Federal Communications Commission
Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation
Federal Election Commission
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission

M ajor
Donor
0
0
0
0
0
1
3
1
1
1
0
0
0
5
0
15
1
0
0
0
0
0
3
0
0
2
0
0
0

Personal
Connection
0
0
0
0
0
2
1
0
5
0
3
0
1
1
0
1
1
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
1
0
0
0

Agency
Federal Labor Relations Authority
Federal Maritime Commission
Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service
Federal Mine Safety and Health Review Comm.
Federal Reserve System
Federal Trade Commission
General Services Administration
Harry S. Truman Scholarship Foundation
Merit Systems Protection Board
National Aeronautics and Space Administration
National Credit Union Administration
National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities
National Labor Relations Board
National Mediation Board
National Transportation Safety Board
Nuclear Regulatory Commission
Occupational Safety and Health Review Comm.
Office of Government Ethics
Office of Personnel Management
Office of the Director of National Intelligence
Overseas Private Investment Corporation
Peace Corps
President's Comm. on White House Fellowships
Securities and Exchange Commission
Small Business Administration
Social Security Administration
Trade and Development Agency
U.S. Agency for International Development

M ajor
Donor
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Personal
Connection
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
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July 16, 2009).
2

.UDOHY1LFKRODV³&DUHHU'LSORPDWV3URWHVW2EDPD$SSRLQWPHQWV´Washington Times, July

10, 2009, (http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2009/jul/10/career-diplomats-save-share-ofpostings/, last accessed July 17, 2009).
3

.DQH3DXO³6HVWDN6D\V+LV%URWKHU:KLWH+RXVH0HW$ERXW$OOHJHG-RE2IIHU´

Washington Post, May 28, 2010 (http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2010/05/27/AR2010052705245.html, last accessed June 10, 2010); Elliott, Philip.
³6HQDWH&DQGLGDWH6D\V:KLWH+RXVH'LVFXVVHG-REV´Washington Post, June 3, 2010
(http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/06/02/AR2010060203585.html, last
accessed June 10, 2010).
4

For details on the Department of Justice see +RUWRQ6FRWW³'2-,QWHUQDO3UREH&RQILUPV

3ROLWLFL]DWLRQ$JDLQ´+DUSHU¶V, January 13, 2009 (on-line edition,

http://harpers.org/archive/2009/01/hbc-90004180, last accessed, March 5, 2009). For details on the
Federal Emergency Management Agency see Lewis 2008, chapter 6.
5

&OD\-RKQVRQ3UHVLGHQW*HRUJH:%XVK¶VILUVWSHUVRQQHOFKLHIDVTXRWHGLQ/HZLV  

6

As quoted in Lewis 2008, 67-8.

7

2IFRXUVHSROLWLFDORUHOHFWRUDOVXSSRUWFDQSURYLGHLPSRUWDQWLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWDSHUVRQ¶VOR\DOW\

Long work for the candidate during an uncertain time is a costly way to demonstrate personal loyalty.
8

Examples of related groups might be a think tank like the Center for American Progress, an insurance

company that grew its business working through labor unions, or a large contracting firm that regularly
does business with a specific agency like the Department of Housing and Urban Development.
9

As quoted in Lewis (2008, 64).

10

This arrangement is also consistent with the interests of the Presidential Personnel Office (PPO).

PPO officials want to place appointees into jobs for which they are defensibly qualified. If appointees
have resumes that list experience in business, education, or health, personnel officials will, where
possible, try to match their skills with specific departments like Commerce, Education, or Health and
Human Services. Since, partisans from each party are also more likely to be qualified for positions in
these agencies based upon previous work experience, the patterns of patronage appointments described
above where liberals get appointed to liberal agencies and conservatives to conservative agencies are
reinforced by the practical necessity of trying to appoint people to positions for which they are
arguably qualified. Democrats are more likely to have work experience in a labor union, housing nonprofit, or a grass-roots environmental organization while Republicans are more likely to have
experience working for the Chamber of Commerce or a defense contractor.
11

)RU3$6DSSRLQWHHVZHXVHG:DVKLQJWRQ3RVW¶V³+HDG&RXQW´ZHEVLWH

(http://projects.washingtonpost.com/2009/federal-appointments/), WhoRunsGov.com, Federal

Leadership Directory (online at http://www.leadershipdirectories.com/products/fldo.html), and the
White House website (http://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing_room/PressReleases/). Information on NA,
SC, and PA appointees was taken solely from the Federal Leadership Directory (Online;
http://www.leadershipdirectories.com/products/fldo.html).
12

We include all PAS appointees that were announced. Since NA and SC appointees do not require

confirmation, announcement is the same as appointment.
13

The bulk of the biographical information came from Federal Leadership Directories Online, the

electronic version of the Federal Yellow Book publication. This is a subscription-based electronic
portal and available at http://www.leadershipdirectories.com/products/FLDO.html. In addition to the
characteristics we discuss here, we coded for whether the appointee worked in Congress, private and
not-for profit management experience, and a connection to Harvard. We chose to exclude a discussion
of work in Congress and a Harvard connection because these characteristics could indicate either
competence or political connections. Other management experience was excluded since it was less
relevant to public management roles.
14

After the initial collection, we coded the biographical information with a team of two other

researchers. Each of the researchers was given a subset of appointee biographical entries to code. One
researcher was responsible for all PAS and PA appointees. Another was responsible for all NA
appointees. The final researcher was responsible for all SC appointees. Coders agreed upon coding
rules prior to the start of coding. When problems arose regarding the proper coding of certain
biographical information, researchers quickly discussed and made a decision as a group, so that the
coding was executed as uniformly as possible. One example of such a question might be whether to
FDWHJRUL]HDQDSSRLQWHH¶VODVWMREDVDFRQJUHVVLRQDOVWDIIHUDV³SROLWLFV´RU³RWKHU´$VVRRQDVD
TXHVWLRQDEOHLQVWDQFHDURVHZHDJUHHGWRFODVVLI\WKLVDV³SROLWLFV´DQGSURFHHGHGWRFRUUHFWDQ\

misclassifications in our individual lists. After coding was complete, the researcher who compiled the
LQLWLDOOLVWUDQGRPO\VHOHFWHGHQWULHVIURPHDFKUHVHDUFKHU¶VFRGHGHQWULHVWRHQVXUHWKHFRGing was
conducted consistently. When systemic discrepancies were found, the researcher adjusted the coding to
be uniform across the lists.
15

The percentages for education are 0 (43%), 1 (12%), 2 (38%), 3 (1%), 4 (7%).

16

This variable is coded with a 1 if the appointee has previous work or educational experience

(graduate degree) in the same subject area as the core policy mission of the agency to which they are
appointed. This may include experience in other government agencies (not their current agency), but
excludes work in relevant congressional committees. For example, appointees in the Department of
/DERUZRXOGUHFHLYHDµ¶KHUHLIWKHLUELRJUDSK\LQFOXGHGH[SHULHQFHLQDQ\RIWKHIROORZLQJDODERU
union, a state-level labor department, the Occupational Safety and Health Review Commission (or
similar agency), or teaching position in a relevant area. The coding is agency based rather than task
based so that someone appointed to be Assistant Secretary of the Interior for Policy, Management, and
Budget would be coded with a 1 not for a management degree or management experience but rather
subject area expertise in an area covered by the Department of the Interior such as national parks, Land
Management, or Indian Affairs.
17

Of the entire list, 245 of the 558 SC appointees, 67 of the 381 NA appointees, and only 2 of the 370

PAS appointees have no biographical information available
18

:KHQDVVLJQLQJDQDSSRLQWHHDµ¶IRUDJLYHQYDULDEOHWKLVGRHVQRWPHDQWKHLQGLYLGXDOKDVQRW

fulfilled the criteria, it simply means we have found no positive indication that this is true. We have
also estimated the models that follow only with cases where biographical information was listed and
the results confirm what is reported here with a few exceptions (N=956). First, in the models of agency
or federal government experience in the coefficient on proportion technical employees is smaller and

becomes marginally significant or loses significance (p<0.09, 0.49). In the model of subject area
expertise the coefficient on liberal agency is marginally significant (p<0.13) in the wrong direction. In
models of education level the coefficient on agenda agencies is noticeably larger. In models of
education level and campaign or transition experience, the coefficient on liberal agencies is smaller and
loses significance (p<0.21, 0.25). All results are available upon request from the authors.
19

Source: Obama 2009. The process for categorizing agencies according to their significance to the

SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDSURFHHGHGLQWZRVWHSV)LUVWZHHDFKUHDGWKHDGGUHVVLQGHSHQGHQWO\DQGIRUPHG
unique lists of all issues mentioned, as well as the relevant agencies and bureaus. After consultation we
excluded a few cases that were obviously incorrect. We code all agencies on either list with a 1 and all
other agencies a 0.
20

We have also estimated models using a measure where we code for whether bureaus rather than

departments are on the agenda. The results differ somewhat from the models here. In models of agency
experience the coefficients on agenda and liberal agency are smaller but still significant at the 0.05
level. The coefficient on proportion of technical employees, however, is noticeably smaller and no
longer significant. In models of federal government experience the agenda measure is larger and the
liberal agency measure is smaller and both are still significant. In models of previous work for the
Clinton or Bush Administration, the measure of agenda is smaller and no longer significant. In the
models of subject area expertise and public management experience, the coefficient on the agenda
measure is substantially larger and significant at the 0.05 and 0.10 level, respectively. In models of
education level, the coefficient on liberal agency is only significant at the 0.10 level. In the models of
campaign or transition experience and work in politics, however, the coefficients on agenda and liberal
agency are estimated less precisely (p<0.26, 0.42; 0.14, 0.21).
21

Obama 2009, 1.

22

All agencies whose estimates were negative and statistically distinguishable from 0 were classified

as liberal and all agencies whose estimates were positive and statistically distinguishable from 0 were
classified as conservative. The remainder is coded as moderate. We have also used a different cutoff
for liberal, coding those agencies in the bottom quartile of the data as liberal. The results are virtually
identical to what is reported here.
23

7KHLQIOXHQFHRIDQDJHQF\¶VSUHVHQFHRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDRQWKHSUREDELOLW\WKDWDQDSSRLQWHH

has competence or connections may be influenced by whether or not an agency is liberal or
conservative or vice versa. For example, whether or not DQDJHQF\LVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDPD\
matter less if the agency has different policy views than the president. Or, it is possible that agency
LGHRORJ\EHFRPHVHYHQPRUHLPSRUWDQWLILWLVRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD7RH[DPLQHWKLVSRVVLELOLW\
we estimated the models in Tables 3 and 4 with an interaction term. In half of the models we could not
reject the null that the inclusion of the interaction term did not improve the fit of the models. In two
cases where the interaction improved the fit of the model, the inclusion of the term suggested that
EHLQJRQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDPDWWHUHGOHVVLIWKHDJHQF\ZDVDOVROLEHUDO LHSUHYLRXVJRYHUQPHQW
experience; last job in politics). In two other models the influence of agency ideology on competence
or connections was only consistent with what is reported in Tables 3 and 4 when the agency is on the
SUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGD LH&OLQWRQ$GPLQLVWUDWLRQH[SHULHQFHFDPSDLJQRUWUDQVLWLRQH[SHULHQFH 7KHVH
results are available upon request from the authors.
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Source: fedscope.opm.gov. Specifically we count the number of employees in September 2008 in

the following categories in the White Collar Group classification (under the Occupation pull down
menu): natural resources management and biological sciences, engineering and architecture, physical
sciences, mathematics and statistics.
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We have also used the percentage of agency employees that are professionals as a measure of task

complexity (source: fedscope.opm.gov). The results are generally stronger than the results presented in
the paper. This measure is close to significant or significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed tests) in
models of agency experience, federal government experience, work in a previous Administration,
public management experience, education level, work on the campaign or transition, and last job in
politics (p<0.01; 0.12; 0.13; 0.19; 0.00; 0.01; 0.07). The other changes of note are that the coefficient
LQGLFDWLQJWKDWWKHDJHQF\LPSOHPHQWVDSROLF\RQWKHSUHVLGHQW¶VDJHQGDEHFRPHVVPDOOHUWhough still
significant at the 0.05 level in several models. In one model this variable becomes significant at only
the 0.08 level. In the model of work on the campaign or transition the standard errors on the liberal
agency variable are smaller and the coefficient becomes significant at the 0.05 level.
26

Other aspects of agency importance may influence the likelihood that agency appointees have

competence or connections. We have also estimated models including a control for whether or not the
DJHQF\ZDVRQ3UHVLGHQW%XVK¶VDJHQGDDWWKHHQGRIKLVWHUPDV another way of measuring agency
LPSRUWDQFH:HXVHGDWDIURP%XVK¶V6WDWHRIWKH8QLRQVSHHFKDQG'HFHPEHU New York

Times UHYLHZRI%XVK¶VDJHQGD7KHUHVXOWVFRQILUPZKDWLVUHSRUWHGKHUH
27

Another way to model the relationship between appointees and agencies is to use features of the

agency as the dependent variable (e.g., presence on the agenda; liberal agency vs. conservative agency;
degree of technical complexity) and appointee characteristics as the independent variable. There are
two difficulties with this modeling strategy. First, it does not allow us to explain which agencies attract
patronage appointees directly. Second, and more importantly, other features of agencies such as size
are correlated with presence on or off the SUHVLGHQW¶V agenda and ideology. This makes disentangling
the relationship between appointee background characteristics and where they are eventually appointed
difficult. For example, if an appointee with high qualifications is more likely to be appointed to a

conservative agency is this because the agency is conservative or because it is larger than other
agencies?
28

We have also estimated models on the type of appointees separately. Estimating these models was

complicated by the fact that some variables perfectly predicted outcomes such as appointment in the
Executive Office of the President. For example, no NA or Schedule C appointees served in the Clinton
$GPLQLVWUDWLRQDQGZRUNHGLQ2EDPD¶V([HFXWLYH2IILFHRIWKH3UHVLGHQW,QDGGLWLRQDVRQHPLJKW
expect, the standard errors in these models are generally larger since the models are estimated on fewer
cases. For models of competence estimated only using PAS appointees the coefficients on agenda
agencies and proportion technical employees were often significantly larger while the coefficients on
liberal agencies were smaller and not significant. In models of subject area expertise, working in a
liberal agency was estimated to increase the likelihood that an appointee had subject area expertise. In
models of education level, the coefficient on the proportion technical employees was significant and
large. The models of campaign experience and politics, the coefficient on agenda agencies was still
negative but smaller and no longer significant. The coefficient on liberal agencies was still positive but
smaller and no longer significant. The coefficient on proportion technical, however, was larger and
marginally significant. For models of NA and Schedule C appointees, the coefficient on agenda
agencies could not be distinguished from zero in models of agency, government, and subject area
experience or expertise. The coefficient on agenda agencies, however, was negative and significant in
models of public management experience and education level, contrary to what is included in Tables 3
and 4. The coefficients on liberal agencies was often larger and estimated more precisely than in
Tables 3 and 4. The coefficient on the proportion technical was estimated less precisely and we could
not reject the null of no effect in any of the 8 models. In total, breaking up the analysis by appointee
type weakened the results by decreasing the precision of the estimates. It made some results stronger

and some weaker than what is reported in the main text. These results are available upon request from
the authors.
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Simulations are calculated holding all values at their means or modal values (if the variables are

indicators).
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What is less clear in the model estimates is that statistically distinguishable differences also emerge

between conservative and moderate agencies in some cases. This is somewhat surprising given that
there was only one statistically distinguishable case between moderate and conservative agencies in the
bivariate analyses in Table 1 and Table 2. So, while our general expectations with regard to the
differences between liberal and non-liberal agencies emerged as expected, there were some cases
where a difference exists between conservative and moderate agencies such that very conservative
agencies got more patronage-type appointees than moderate agencies. One possible explanation is that
these results are driven by a few influential cases such as the State Department were many appointees,
ambassadors aside, have significant State Department and foreign policy experience and expertise
prior to appointment. When models are estimated excluding the state department, the statistically
distinguishable differences between moderate and conservative agencies disappears. We have also
estimated the models in Tables 3 and 4 excluding ambassadors. The results generally mirror the results
in Tables 3 and 4. The coefficients on agenda agencies are slightly smaller in models of previous
Clinton or Bush administration experience and education but still significant or close to significance.
This variable is larger and marginally significant (p<0.07) in the model of subject area expertise. The
coefficients for liberal agency mirror those in Tables 3 and 4 although they were slightly smaller and
estimated less precisely. The results are available upon request from the authors.
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