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Trump’s Haste in Naming Cabinet
Could Be Inviting Post-Inaugural Peril

President-elect is outpacing his predecessors with speed of nomination process.


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@SNSCHWARZ4
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T hirty-sev​en days after win​ning the pres​id​ency, Bill Clin​ton an​nounced his

in​ten​tion to nom​in​ate Lloyd Bent​sen as his Treas​ury sec​ret​ary. It was his

first Cab​in​et an​nounce​ment. In 2008, Pres​id​ent Obama worked quite a bit quick​er,

an​noun​cing eight of his 15 Cab​in​et nom​in​a​tions in the same time frame.

But even he couldn’t match the speed at which Don​ald Trump has un​veiled his

nom​in​ees.

AP Photo/Kathy Willens
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With the re​cent ad​di​tions of Rick Perry and Ry​an Zinke to his pro​posed Cab​in​et,

Trump has already an​nounced 13 nom​in​a​tions at the same point.

Such a pace is un​doubtedly his​tor​ic, and has quieted some of the trans​ition’s

biggest crit​ics. In do​ing so, Trump has again flipped polit​ic​al con​ven​tion on its

head, es​chew​ing pri​vacy and tire​less vet​ting for what some have called an un​re​gi​-
men​ted, un​dis​cip​lined op​er​a​tion.

Many of Trump’s tweets and an​nounce​ments are un​scrip​ted and “totally in the mo​-
ment,” for​cing trans​ition staffers to scramble and ac​cel​er​ate cer​tain pro​cesses, ac​-
cord​ing to a key ad​viser to the trans​ition team.

In late Novem​ber, Don​ald Trump and his ad​visers settled on re​tired Gen. James

“Mad Dog” Mat​tis as De​fense sec​ret​ary and, if Trump him​self is to be be​lieved,

planned the an​nounce​ment for Monday, Dec. 5. Only he couldn’t wait that long,

jump​ing the gun four days early.

“I don’t want to tell you this be​cause I want to save the sus​pense for next week,”

Trump said in a na​tion​ally tele​vised rally in Cin​cin​nati, Ohio, on Dec. 1, be​fore an​-
noun​cing his plan to nom​in​ate Mat​tis. “Don’t let it out​side of this room. Do you

prom​ise?”

This lack of dis​cip​line is ex​acer​bated by the in​ex​per​i​ence of many of Trump’s

closest con​fid​ants, the trans​ition ad​viser said, adding that Trump has sur​roun​ded

him​self with “a lot of New York​ers that have nev​er done polit​ics and gov​ern​ment

be​fore.”



The biggest con​cern with the trans​ition’s ac​cel​er​ated pace, however, is what it may

mean for the Trump team’s vet​ting pro​cess.

“I think there’s a real ques​tion about how much vet​ting they’re do​ing be​fore they’re

mak​ing the an​nounce​ments,” said Max Sti​er, pres​id​ent and CEO of the Part​ner​ship

for Pub​lic Ser​vice and vet​er​an of four sep​ar​ate trans​ition ef​forts.

Ac​cord​ing to Politico, Trump’s vet​ting op​er​a​tion is be​ing led by Don McGahn, part​-
ner at Jones Day and Trump’s choice for White House coun​sel, and he is be​ing

aided by law​yers at O’Melveny & My​ers. A trans​ition source also tells Na​tion​al

Journ​al that law​yers at McGahn’s firm are in​volved.

The trans​ition team’s vet​ting stands in stark con​trast to the ef​forts un​der​taken by

Obama and his team in 2008, when the in​com​ing ad​min​is​tra​tion re​quired all pro​-
spect​ive nom​in​ees to an​swer 63 ques​tions and had teams of law​yers pore over hun​-



dreds of pages of re​cords for each of​fi​cial un​der con​sid​er​a​tion. Con​versely, mul​tiple

in​di​vidu​als who in​ter​viewed with Trump told the As​so​ci​ated Press they were not

asked for per​son​al doc​u​ments or vet​ting in​form​a​tion.

The Trump trans​ition team did not re​spond to mul​tiple re​quests for com​ment.

So why haven’t Trump’s in​ten​ded nom​in​ees been sub​jec​ted to the same la​bor​i​ous

pro​cess?

“It could be that they’re not vet​ting care​fully or that the kinds of things they’re vet​-
ting for are not the things [ad​min​is​tra​tions] usu​ally vet for,” said Dav​id Lewis, chair

of the polit​ic​al sci​ence de​part​ment at Vander​bilt Uni​versity and au​thor of The Polit​-
ics of Pres​id​en​tial Ap​point​ments: Polit​ic​al Con​trol and Bur​eau​crat​ic Per​form​ance.

Lewis spe​cific​ally men​tioned the im​port​ance of vet​ting for tax prob​lems, which de​-
railed Obama’s nom​in​a​tion of Sen. Tom Daschle to be Health and Hu​man Ser​vices

sec​ret​ary in early 2009, as well as two po​ten​tial at​tor​neys gen​er​al for Clin​ton in

1993.

Among Obama’s 63 ques​tions, said Lewis, was wheth​er the can​did​ates had done

any​thing in their lives “that would pos​sibly em​bar​rass the pres​id​ent. … I don’t think

that’s the kind of vet​ting that they’re do​ing.”

The con​firm​a​tion pro​cess for Cab​in​et nom​in​ees is in​vas​ive, and in pur​ging the

trans​ition ef​fort of lob​by​ists and those with a deep know​ledge of the gov​ern​ment’s

work​ings, Trump and Vice Pres​id​ent-elect Mike Pence have ef​fect​ively chosen to

wing it. While im​pro​vising served Trump well dur​ing his cam​paign, it may not be

the smartest strategy for a trans​ition.

“When you do this all out in the open with the vet​ting, you don’t know what you’re

go​ing to find,” Sti​er said. “They’re un​likely to un​der​stand just how chal​len​ging that

is go​ing to be.”

Hasty an​nounce​ments brought on by half-baked vet​ting can have a wide range of

con​sequences, the most ob​vi​ous of which is pub​lic em​bar​rass​ment for both the

pres​id​ent and nom​in​ees. If poor vet​ting failed to un​cov​er “ser​i​ous skel​et​ons in [a

nom​in​ee’s] closet, it could make the pres​id​ent look in​com​pet​ent,” Lewis said.

Even bey​ond that, avoid​able com​plic​a​tions glossed over by lackluster pre-vet​ting

can lead to pro​longed con​firm​a​tion battles, which stand to de​rail the mo​mentum of

an ad​min​is​tra​tion’s first 100 days and leave the pres​id​ent rush​ing to re​cov​er.

“The risk of quick ap​point​ments is that if they haven’t been thor​oughly vet​ted, then

that can cause prob​lems,” Lewis said. “If all of the con​gres​sion​al at​ten​tion and me​-
dia at​ten​tion and pub​lic at​ten​tion is on bruis​ing con​firm​a​tion battles, that can de​-
rail your agenda.”

Trump’s his​tor​ic pace has mit​ig​ated his de​tract​ors’ thirst for tur​moil in the short

run, but he may yet come to re​gret what he has giv​en up.



“They’d bet​ter go in with eyes wide open,” Sti​er said.
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