
PRESIDENTIAL TRANSITION: PRIORITY TOPIC MEMO
APRIL 2024

STEPPING INTO THE WHITE HOUSE: 
A GUIDE FOR SMOOTH TRANSITIONS 
AND EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP 

Incoming EOP appointees, stepping into a complex role, 
can significantly improve their performance by understanding 
the unique leadership qualities required in the EOP and by 
adeptly leading interagency teams. Proactive application of 
organizational change management principles will foster a 
smoother and faster transition, benefiting both the incoming 
staffer and the overall administration. 

The Case for Action 
The Executive Office of the President (EOP) is a complex and high-stakes 
environment, where decisions made have far-reaching implications. Incoming 
appointees are thrust into this intricate arena of policymaking and decision making, 
often without formal training or guidance. This complexity is amplified during a 
presidential transition, creating a steep learning curve for new appointees. Moreover, 
early adoption of change management principles can expedite the impact of 
new appointees by streamlining the shift, minimizing resistance, and hastening 
stakeholder buy-in. Therefore, it is crucial for incoming EOP appointees to quickly 
acclimate to their roles, understand the unique dynamics of the EOP, effectively 
navigate interagency relationships, and integrate change management principles with 
traditional transition activities, to enhance the transition process and outcomes. 

Key Challenges and Opportunities
Incoming EOP appointees face unique challenges, such as navigating the complex 
EOP landscape and mastering interagency leadership, along with common ones 
like building robust relationships and assembling effective teams. These challenges 
intensify during the critical First 100 Days of a new administration, a period often 
marked by a surge of tasks and demands. Initially, new appointees may opt to tackle 
their early tasks independently, bypassing input from expert career staff as trusted 
relationships are yet to be established. While understandable, this approach can 
limit the impact of their short-term efforts and create medium- to long-term issues by 
slowing relationship development and extending the time for career staff to accept 
the new appointee. However, these challenges are not insurmountable. By employing 
data-driven strategies and change management principles, appointees can effectively 
navigate these hurdles, simultaneously fostering a smoother transition and setting the 
stage for long-term success.
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Data-Driven Recommendations
Interagency Leadership: Incoming EOP appointees should 
prioritize understanding the unique dynamics of the EOP 
and the roles of various agencies. They should define clear 
goals for interagency teams and develop strategic plans, 
along with detailed implementation plans, to achieve these 
goals. Regular communication and feedback loops should 
be established to monitor the execution of these plans, 
ensure alignment with the strategic direction, and track 
progress toward achieving the goals.

Relationship Building: Appointees should proactively 
engage with superiors, stakeholders, and team members 
to build trust and foster collaborative relationships. This 
involves a blend of diplomacy, transparency, and reliability. 
It also includes the responsibility of ensuring the seamless 
continuation of normal agency activities and appropriate 
representation in EOP-led interagency deliberations.

Team Building: Appointees should regularly review and 
adjust the team’s composition in response to changes 
in leadership roles and team dynamics. This involves 
assembling a team that encompasses a broad spectrum 
of skills, experiences, and perspectives while fostering 
a culture of flexibility, open communication, and mutual 
respect within the team. 

Visionary Leadership: Appointees should strive to identify 
and prioritize broader national needs. This involves making 
tough decisions that may not be popular but are necessary 
for the greater good. It is crucial to communicate the 
rationale behind these decisions clearly and effectively to all 
stakeholders.

Transition into Office: New appointees should apply 
change management principles to foster readiness for 
new directions, take proactive action to implement desired 
changes, and establish effective, collaborative working 
relationships. Doing so at the onset of their tenure will 
be key to navigating the complex EOP environment and 
achieving both short-term and long-term goals. This is 
especially critical if the appointee is entering as part of a 
presidential transition.

Implementation Considerations for Incoming 
EOP Appointees
Early Engagement and Positive First Impressions: Start 
your tenure by making a positive first impression and 
actively involving career staff in the administration’s priority 

initiatives from the outset. This early engagement not only 
sets the tone for future interactions but also fosters a sense 
of inclusion and collaboration.

Understanding the EOP Dynamics: Invest time in gaining a 
comprehensive understanding of the EOP’s dynamics and 
the roles of various agencies. This can be achieved through 
briefings, stakeholder meetings, and review of past policy 
decisions and interagency activities.

Prioritizing National Welfare: Maintain a steadfast focus 
on the welfare of the nation, resisting the temptation to 
prioritize political or personal achievements over national 
progress. Your role is predominantly one of collaboration-
building, ensuring that all impacted voices are heard and 
valued within policy deliberations.

Emphasizing Interagency Collaboration: Make interagency 
collaboration a priority. Ensure the objectives of these 
interagency teams are correct and their processes (and 
relationships) are sound. Crafting and implementing policy 
is difficult without effective interagency collaboration.

Building Relationships: Foster relationships with superiors, 
stakeholders, and team members through regular 
communication and engagement. This includes providing 
regular updates, being transparent in decision making, and 
creating opportunities for feedback.

Emotional Considerations in Change Management: 
During the transition, individuals may experience a range 
of emotions, from uncertainty and fear to excitement and 
anticipation. Acknowledge these emotions and address 
them directly. This involves considering factors such as 
status, certainty, autonomy, relatedness, and fairness. 
By addressing these emotional factors, you can help 
individuals navigate the transition more smoothly and 
quickly move toward acceptance and commitment to the 
new administration’s goals.

Celebrating Successes: Recognize and celebrate progress, 
no matter how small. This can boost morale, foster a sense 
of accomplishment, and motivate the team to continue 
working toward the administration’s larger goals.

Continuous Learning and Adaptation: The EOP 
environment is dynamic and requires continuous learning 
and adaptation. Stay alert to changes and be prepared 
to seize opportunities as they emerge. This includes being 
open to feedback, learning from past experiences, and 
being willing to adjust your strategies and approaches 
as needed.
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MITRE Resources and Support 
This document provides a concise summary of critical 
points made in three comprehensive papers that delve 
deeper into the complexities of the EOP, interagency 
leadership, and leveraging change management principles 
during presidential transitions. MITRE strongly recommends 
that incoming EOP appointees review these resources to 
gain a more detailed understanding of the challenges and 
opportunities in their new roles:

•	 “Effective EOP Leadership: 
Learned Guidance for an Incoming Appointee” 
Provides a comprehensive overview of the unique 
dynamics of the EOP and the principles of effective 
leadership within its context.

•	 “Interagency S&T Leadership” 
Offers insights into the challenges and opportunities of 
leading interagency teams within the EOP, with a focus 
on science and technology initiatives.

•	 “Applying Organizational Change Management 
to Presidential Transitions” 
Explores the importance of applying change 
management principles during presidential transitions, 
with practical recommendations for incoming 
appointees.

About the Center for Data-Driven Policy
The Center for Data-Driven Policy, bolstered by the 
extensive expertise of MITRE’s approximately 10,000 
employees, provides impartial, evidence-based, and 
nonpartisan insights to inform government policy decisions. 
MITRE, which operates several federally funded research 
and development centers, is prohibited from lobbying. 
Furthermore, we do not develop products, have no owners 
or shareholders, and do not compete with industry. This 
unique position, combined with MITRE’s unwavering 
commitment to scientific integrity and to work in the public 
interest, empowers the Center to conduct thorough policy 
analyses free from political or commercial pressures that 
could influence our decision-making process, technical 
findings, or policy recommendations. This ensures our 
approach and recommendations remain genuinely objective 
and data-driven.  
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