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1969 - Chief of Staff Position Officially Arises Within U.S. Presidency 

 

Within the political realm, there is grunt work done behind the scenes. If all is under 

control, the puppeteer pulling the strings will not be recognized. But if there is is a problem, this 

person takes direction in seeking a solution. Since the birth of the United States, the Founding 

Fathers had trusted advisors and aides, but no defined role and structure for internal 

communication. The person holding this position is unelected and unconfirmed, and can be hired 

or fired at the president’s discretion. At the height of unfavorable bloodshed in the twentieth 

century, with intensifying geopolitical challenges and expanding media resources, a new position 

arose within the White House: the Chief of Staff. 

 

At the turn of the twentieth century, the young American country was gaining respect 

from other key nations. Big-business feats were thriving, as steel, oil, and finance fields were 

thriving. Concluding World War I, the United States had a seat at the table with the rest of the 

“Big Four” (France, Italy, and the United Kingdom) as part of Paris Peace Conference to sign the 

Treaty of Versailles in 1919. U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, an American scholar and 

statesman, is notably remembered for spearheading the League of Nations. In his doctoral thesis 



and other writings, he focused on comparing American and parliamentary government, as well as 

incorporating public opinion into policy solutions.  His successor, Warren G. Harding signed the 1

Budget and Accounting Act into law in 1921, which gave the president annual responsibility for 

preparing a comprehensive and unified executive budget, and provided the Bureau of the Budget 

to assist with the task. The Bureau was placed within the Treasury Department, though reporting 

to the president and under a director and assistant director he appointed without Senate 

confirmation.  This helped the U.S. gain notoriety abroad and strengthen policy domestically.  2

 

Political leader and statesman President Franklin D. Roosevelt served from 1933 to 1945. 

During his tenure, he established passed The Reorganization Act of 1939, which gives the 

President of the United States the authority to hire six additional confidential staff and reorganize 

the executive branch (within certain limits) for two years subject to legislative veto.  Having 3

additional assistants and direct oversight of the Bureau of the Budget allowed the president to 

effectively streamline policy initiatives, which was especially critical as he instituted the New 

Deal, which was an alphabet soup of new programs designed to produce relief, recovery, and 

reform following the Great Depression. He also created the President's Committee on 

Administrative Management, commonly known as the Brownlow Committee, in 1936. Published 

in 1937, the Brownlow Committee Report contains a blueprint for an Executive Office of the 

President premised on the ideal of neutrally competent presidential advisers, analyzing 

“Roosevelt's use of staff, more than any of his successors', is cited as epitomizing the traditional 

1 Britannica School, "Woodrow Wilson." Encyclopædia Britannica, 2 Nov. 2017.  
2 Matthew J. Dickinson, Andrew Rudalevige, "Worked Out in Fractions": Neutral Competence, FDR, and 
the Bureau of the Budget., Congress & the Presidency, Spring 2007, Vol. 34 Issue 1, p1, pg. 3 
3 The Reorganization Act of 1939, Pub.L. 76–19, 53 Stat. 561, enacted April 3, 1939, codified at 5 U.S.C. 
§ 133 



virtues of neutral competence, from the use of institutionalized staff resources outside the White 

House proper to a staff-wide "passion for anonymity".  The nation’s only four-term president, 4

Roosevelt was also well-regarded for his “fireside chats,” radio broadcasts to inform the nation 

with legislative updates, which also increased internal and external communication measures. 

FDR’s presidency established precedents that presidents need help from others if they want to 

pursue expansions in benefits and federal programs. 

 

American five-star Army General Dwight D. “Ike” Eisenhower was respected for his 

ability to train and manage soldiers. He took the office in 1953, and had a clear message: 

Everything is screened before arriving to him. A well-respected military leader during World 

War II, he led Special Forces units in Africa and Europe, as well as coordinated the D-Day 

invasion.  As commander-in-chief, Eisenhower also entered the country into the Vietnam War in 5

1954, a manifestation of the Cold War tensions that pitted communist government of North 

Vietnam and its allies in South Vietnam against the government of South Vietnam and its 

principal ally, the United States.  In terms of his leadership style within the Oval Office, he was 6

accustomed to the structural requirement of a strong chain of command. He wanted an assistant, 

in essence, a similar idea to his former military chief-of-staff, whose tasks include: funneling 

information, framing decisions, and acting as a broker among quarreling cabinet members. The 

story goes that upon arriving to the White House, an usher handed the president a letter, to which 

the president replied, “Never bring me a sealed envelope. The gatekeeper he installed to serve as 

his right-hand man was a former New Hampshire governor, Sherman Adams. Just as 

4 Dickinson, "Fractions", Spring 2007, Vol. 34 Issue 1, p1, pg. 2 
5 Biography.com, “Dwight D. Eisenhower - Leading America.”, A&E Networks Television, 17 Feb. 2017 
6 Britannica School, "Vietnam War.", Encyclopædia Britannica, 9 Mar. 2017. 



commanding as his boss, Adams earned the nickname “The Abominable No-Man” for his 

protective loyalty to Eisenhower.  Another key player at this time was Eisenhower’s vice 7

president, Richard M. Nixon. Nixon had the direct ability to see how well the president could 

lead by having a trusted advisor in an official role.  

 

More importantly, lacking a chief showed a devastating contrast with Ike’s successors, 

who chose not to employ the same model. American politician John F. Kennedy allowed about 

six top aides to have clearance, and he served as his own gatekeeper and moral compass for big 

decisions. He quickly learned he needed someone’s judgement when a military operation in 

Cuba highlighted that military generals and his aides had conflicting advice. JFK then decided to 

bring in someone who could trust to serve as an adviser, his younger brother Robert “Bobby” 

Kennedy. Bobby had served as manager of John’s presidential campaign, and was appointed to 

serve as Attorney General of the United States in 1960, where he used his authority to combat 

organized crime and support the Civil Rights Movement. The Kennedy family was tight-knit and 

politically active, so it is not surprising the brothers relied on each other, just as current politician 

brothers Julián and Joaquin Castro serve as each other’s top advisor. However, family is 

considered trustworthy and considers the elected official’s best interest, but there is also a risk of 

thinking too similarly and exhibiting the same strengths or weaknesses due to shared cultural, 

political, and geographical upbringings. When JFK was assassinated in 1963, his vice president 

Lyndon B. Johnson assumed the presidency. 

7 Whipple, Chris, The Gatekeepers: How the White House Chiefs of Staff Define Every Presidency, (New 
York, 2018), Broadway Books, p.18. It may interest the reader to know that the author is an acclaimed 
journalist, documentary filmmaker, and Emmy Award-winning producer at CBS’s 60 Minutes and ABC’s 
Primetime. 



 

Meanwhile, the Vietnam War continued until 1975, spanning into JFK’s two-year 

presidency and LBJ’s time in office from 1963 to 1969. Johnson, like his predecessor, chose not 

to have a chief of staff. “Domineering, charming, bullying, LBJ would be his own chief—setting 

domestic and foreign priorities, reading every memo, corralling his cabinet, wrangling votes on 

Capitol Hill.”  By the end of his term, the death toll of American soldiers in Vietnam was so high 8

that his popularity at home took devastating blows. A good vice president helps drive the 

president’s direction with other congressional leaders, as does a chief of staff. Given that LBJ 

planned on serving in a setting where he was not the face of the nation, his defeated demeanor as 

president is not surprising. The aftermath of the JFK and LBJ era sparked a political shift, as now 

a Republic narrowly won the election to serve as the 37th U.S. President. 

 

In the winter of 1968, Nixon has preparing to enter office at the start of the new year. His 

main objective: End the war and not end up like LBJ. H.R. Halderman was the person Nixon 

tapped to be the first official chief of staff. An advertising agency executive from Los Angeles, 

Halderman had volunteered for the Ike-Nixon ticket in 1956, and was able to bring Ike’s 

logistical-centric, delegating mentality into the White House.  He would be the first to see the 9

president in the morning for a briefing, and allowed only three others to have initial access to the 

president. Short-term effects are noted in his welcome address to his new White House staff, 

“Our job is not to do the work of government, but to get the work out to where it belongs—out to 

the Departments. Nothing goes to the president that is not completely staffed out first, for 

8 Whipple, Gatekeepers, p. 19 
9 Whipple, Gatekeepers, p. 21 



accuracy and form, for lateral coordination, checked for related material, reviewed by competent 

staff concerned with that area—and all that is essential for Presidential attention.” He also highly 

discouraged “end-running,” which is going around the chief of staff to privately meet with the 

president for a personal agenda.  10

 

The time frame for the transition of power between presidents is always the same: 

November to January, which means this is the timeframe the incoming president has to choose a 

chief of staff. Years later, Halderman would reflect, “The executive branch of the United States 

is the largest corporation in the world. It has the most awesome responsibilities of any 

corporation in the world, and the largest number of employees. Yet the entire senior management 

structure and team have to be formed in a period of seventy-five days.”  There’s a learning curb 11

for everyone, and each administration will have its own policy agenda, presidential strengths and 

weaknesses, and geopolitical challenges. From Watergate the consideration to invoke the 

Twenty-fifth Amendment to Iran-Contra affair to the Monica Lewinsky scandal, the Iraq War, 

and the 2008 Financial Crisis, each chief had a direct hand in each tough decision the president 

had to make. 

 

Long-term effects for the chief of staff include high levels of stress. A notion several 

chiefs agree with is the amount of sleep and family time that is sacrificed, often falling asleep 

while reading bedtime stories to their kids, only to be awoken by a crisis phone call. The average 

chief lasts only 18 months. Different chiefs have used the position in different ways; some are 

10 Whipple, Gatekeepers, p. 23 
11 Whipple, Gatekeepers, p. 17 



quiet and hardworking, others are arrogant and seeking attention. In the modern era, all 

presidents have had a chief of staff to guide the inner White House circle. The only exception is 

the intellectually brilliant President James E. “Jimmy” Carter, who lacked federal connections in 

Washington, could not prioritize his agenda, and was ultimately not reelected.  The chief who 12

redefined the role, and is credited to be one of the best is former Marine and Texas lawyer James 

A. Baker III, who served under actor-turned-politician President Ronald Reagan. Unlike Carter, 

Reagan was not the smartest man in the room, so he relied on his staff and expected a lot from 

his chief, who would be considered a film director. Political pragmatist Baker was the former 

campaign manager for Reagan’s political rival George H.W. Bush and presidential successor. 

Reagan desired to have the world consider the United States as “a city on a hill,” and Baker was 

largely responsible for making it a reality due to his firm agenda that gave this president a fresh 

start after a series of failed presidencies due to assassination, war, scandal, and economic crisis. 

He helped create the Legislative Strategy Group (LSG), and chaired the committee, to determine 

tangible actions that could be taken on Capitol Hill. The first order of business: Get a hold of the 

economy, rebuild international diplomacy and foreign affairs, resolve internal staff conflicts, 

staff out orders by delegating efficiently, have a handle on public relations, run and administer 

the White House, and most importantly, be the link between policy and politics. He had staff 

break down the first 100 days of previous presidents to provide an adequate time frame for an 

early action plan.  13

 

12 Whipple, Gatekeepers, p. 89 
13 Whipple, Gatekeepers, pp. 112-114 



Specific notes for an efficient chief of staff are: Have sensible answers to questions, and 

make sure the administration has three to five topics directly related to constituency. Coming 

across inactive people lacking drive and productivity are avoidable because people in 

Washington often only care about the title, but not the hard work. The right person in charge 

with organized priorities can make all the difference, so think of the budget as values, not 

numbers. Be tough and gentle, yet honest with the elected official you’re serving. You’re a 

chief of staff, but there are other titles you will hold: a javelin catcher to prevent bad blows and 

protect best interests, a confidant who has the trust of the elected official, a consiliari who will 

serve as a trusted advisor in not just saying what a leader wants to hear, but what they need to 

hear, as well as a battlefield commander who will be decisive about plans and strategic in 

execution. Speak truth to power, even if it sounds like betrayal. A chief of staff will rarely 

receive a thank you, as politics is a user-business. A proper chief has nerves of steel, endless 

energy, and a steady pace. Your skill set has to complement the president, not mirror them. 

Some presidents make the mistake of having the Chief of Staff be the campaigner who brought 

them to the dance, rather than a governing dance partner; it shouldn’t be an old friend, either 

because you’ll have reservations about losing the friendship if you end up needing to get rid of 

them as a leader. Know when to stay in the background and take the spotlight in necessary. 

Make sure the president hears all sides of the issue, but make a case for your point; you're free 

to argue, but you can't ever substitute your judgement for that of your boss. Be vigilant to avoid 

catastrophes; have integrity always. Remember that a great president can get away with a 

mediocre chief, but a mediocre president cannot also have a mediocre chief; a strong staff is 

necessary, too. 



The Founding Father, President George Washington had trusted advisers in the nation’s 

first Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton. 

Every president had someone they could trust in some capacity with legislation and 

administrative responsibilities. Yet Ike’s concept of a military chief of staff became a priority 

in Nixon’s efforts to end the Vietnam War and carry a strong public image in 1969. Since then, 

the internal communications structure of the White House has been replicated and modified 

within various political landscapes, ranging from state legislatures and collegiate student 

government associations, to ensure that policy becomes law.  




