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In this article, we evaluate the relationship between vacancies in presidentially appointed, Senate-confirmed (PAS) po-

sitions and US federal agency performance. We explore this relationship using an innovative new perceptual measure of

agency performance. This measure is derived from the evaluation of federal executives who work closely with the agencies

they assess. The measure is comparable across agencies and avoids many of the limitations of existing measures. We find

a robust correlation between vacancies in PAS positions and lower evaluations of agency performance, even when ac-

counting for differences in the way Republican and Democratic federal executives perceive performance. We conclude

with a discussion of how dysfunction in the US appointment process is influencing federal government performance on

key tasks and the implications of our findings for the creation and use of performance measures in a world of partisan

differences.
After 16 months in office, President Biden had success-
fully filled 350 out of 799 key executive branch poli-
cymaking positions (Partnership for Public Service

2022). The US Constitution requires that all principal officers
in the executive branch, such as cabinet secretaries and
agency heads, be nominated by the president and confirmed
by the Senate. Prominent media outlets decried the slow pace
of presidential nominations and Senate confirmations, with
the New York Times asking, “Why are so many government
positions still vacant?” and Bloomberg noting “a senseless log-
jam is holding up nominations” (Bernstein 2022; Risen 2021).
Outside observers raised concerns about how vacancies would
create leadership gaps, implementation problems, and poor
agency performance (see, e.g., O’Connell 2021; Stier 2021).
Others worried that the slow pace of appointments had ad-
versely affected US policy in areas as diverse as the conflict in
Ukraine, the rollout of the infrastructure agenda, and eco-
nomic policy (e.g., Gramer 2022; Hussein et al. 2022). President
Biden’s pace of nominations was by no means an outlier, and
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vacancies are a regular feature of modern American politics
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et al. 2021; Rutherford et al. 2018; Stier 2021).

Evaluating the impact of vacancies on agency perfor-
mance has been difficult because appropriate measures of fed-
eral agency performance are elusive. Unlike private sector
organizations, there is no profit equivalent that provides a
shorthand way of comparing performance. This makes assess-
ing the performance of government agencies with and with-
out confirmed appointees challenging. The outputs of federal
agencies are difficult to observe and measure across contexts
(Wilson 1989). Scholars have made important progress mea-
suring comparative performance through creative means, but
critics charge that such measures depend upon questionable
self-reports, are limited to specific tasks or contexts that limit
generalizability, or are hamstrung by partisan disagreements
in defining good agency performance (Boyne and Dahya 2002;
Meier et al. 2015; Nyhan and Marlowe 1995). It is not sur-
prising that work connecting vacancies to performance is rare
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(Rutherford et al. 2018; see, however, Piper and Lewis 2023;
Wrightman, Fernandez, and Rutherford 2022).

In this article, we evaluate the relationship between va-
cancies in presidentially appointed, Senate-confirmed (PAS)
positions and federal agency performance using a new per-
ceptual measure of performance. We use the expert evalua-
tions of federal executives to generate our measure of agency
performance. We find a robust correlation between vacan-
cies in PAS positions and lower evaluations of agency per-
formance using our new measure, even when accounting for
cases where Republicans and Democrats disagree over per-
formance. We conclude by discussing how appointment pro-
cess dysfunction is influencing federal government perfor-
mance and howwe should think about the creation and use of
performance information in a world of partisan differences.
Notably, we conclude that there is significant agreement be-
tween Republicans and Democrats on what constitutes good
performance, but large agencies and agencies where the core
task is hardest to identify are the most susceptible to large
partisan differences in evaluations.

CONNECTING APPOINTEES AND VACANCIES
TO PERFORMANCE
The relationship between vacancies in PAS positions and
federal agency performance is an important one. Positions
filled by appointees experience systematically higher turn-
over rates and longer vacancies than positions designated to
be filled by career professionals (Heclo 1977; Lewis 2007;
O’Connell 2009, 2020). Scholars are concerned that these va-
canciesmake itmore difficult to engage in long-term planning,
generate lower morale, and reduce the incentives of outside
stakeholders to invest time and resources in the agency
(O’Connell 2009, 2020; Piper and Lewis 2023). In the absence
of a PAS official in an executive position, temporary acting
officials perform the duties of the position. So, executive po-
sitions are rarely vacant per se. More commonly, temporary
replacements fill vacancies, and debates about performance
revolve around the value of a permanent PAS appointee ver-
sus temporary officials.1

Other scholars, by contrast, have pointed out how va-
cancies or turnover can lead to improved agency perfor-
1. Under the Federal Vacancies Reform Act, vacant positions can be
filled by acting officials for no more than 210 days. This time limit is
extended during a presidential transition, and the clock stops during a
period when the president has a nomination pending in the Senate. Once
the clock has expired on a second 210 day period, the authority of posi-
tions is delegated to a lower- or higher-level agency official. In contrast
to vacancies in executive agencies, there are no temporary officials filling
vacancies on boards or commissions, although some statutes allow mem-
mance in some contexts (Boyne andDahya 2002; Boyne et al.
2011; Kinane 2021). If the appointed or career professionals
that lead agencies during vacancies are more qualified or
responsive than the appointees they replace, for example, this
could help the agency (Mendelson 2014). Indeed, the career
professionals that commonly serve as acting leaders while the
president and the Senate negotiate over appointed leaders
usually have substantial agency experience and significant
policy and public management expertise (Lewis 2007). If ap-
pointed leaders unnecessarily meddle in agency processes and
disrupt efficient routines, long vacancies can create periods of
depoliticization that may improve the ability of the agency to
tackle hard problems.

Efforts to evaluate these claims have been hindered by the
difficulty of measuring performance across contexts. The out-
puts and outcomes of federal agencies are difficult to observe
and compare (Wilson 1989). Some scholars have made prog-
ress by examining self-reported performance (see, e.g., Moy-
nihan and Pandey 2005), but such efforts raise concerns
about the connection between self-reports and actual perfor-
mance (Meier et al. 2015). The proliferation of government-
developed performance measures has provided another means
of measuring performance (see, e.g., Boyne et al. 2011; Lewis
2007), but such measures can be subject to manipulation or
politicization (see, e.g., Lavertu and Moynihan 2013). Others
have focused on concepts measured in surveys of federal
employees like the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (for a
review, see Fernandez et al. 2015). The measures have the
virtue of being comparable across agencies, but it is unclear
howwell suchmeasures tap underlying performance. It is also
not clear what organization respondents are evaluating when
asked about their “agency” or “organization” (Thompson and
Siciliano 2021).

Scholars have employed other creative measures of per-
formance, but these are often limited to one type of orga-
nization, such as city services (Wrightman et al. 2022), law
enforcement (Boylan 2004; Hur 2013), or schools (see, e.g.,
Meier and Hicklin 2007; Meier and O’Toole 2002; Ruther-
ford 2016), or one type of task that may not be part of an
agency’s core mission, such as budget forecasting (Krause
and Douglas 2006), limiting payment errors (Park, n.d.), or
responding to Freedom of Information Act requests (Wood
and Lewis 2017). It is not clear whether results in such stud-
ies are applicable to the performance of core agency missions.
In a recent innovation, Bellodi (2023) introduces a way to
measure a related concept—agency reputation—across time
and contexts using the speeches of legislators. Agency affect or
bers whose terms have expired to continue to serve for a discrete period or
until a replacement is found.
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reputation, however, is conceptually distinct from performance
since performance is only one component among many that
comprise agency reputation.

What is needed is an evaluation of the impact of vacancies
on performance, using validated measures and analysis that
is robust to partisan differences in evaluation. We offer that
here.

HOW DO VACANCIES INFLUENCE PERFORMANCE?
In June 2021, the Senate confirmed Kiran Ahuja, President
Biden’s nominee to be director of the Office of Personnel
Management (OPM), in a party-line vote (Wagner 2021).
During the period from January to June, the OPMwas led by
a temporary acting official, Kathleen McGettigan. McGetti-
gan was a career executive with a long history of experience
in the agency. The OPM was fortunate since the president
nominated and the Senate confirmed Ahuja quickly relative
to other executive positions. Many other executive branch
positions were still without a PAS leader 18 months into
Biden’s presidency. When there are vacancies in executive
agencies, temporary officials like McGettigan step in and fill
roles under strict rules for length of service, limits that can be
extended if a vacancy occurs at the start of a term or if the
president has made a nomination. Whereas PAS appointees
usually serve at the pleasure of the president (as long as the
president allows), the Vacancies Act sets limits on the tenure
of acting officials. McGettigan took on the role of acting di-
rector knowing her tenure would be short, serving only until
a replacement was confirmed.2

The case of McGettigan raises two issues central to this
article. First, does the presence of Ahuja, a permanent PAS
appointee, matter for the OPM’s performance? Second, how
do we connect the presence or absence of a PAS leader to
performance when Republicans and Democrats define good
performance in the OPM differently? In this section, we
address these questions. We explain why vacancies can be
harmful for performance and how this should be true even
accounting for differences in how Republicans and Demo-
crats define good performance.

There are several ways periods of temporary leadership
can influence agency performance. First, while some tem-
2. Some acting officials occasionally serve as long or longer than PAS
appointees (Kinane 2021, O’Connell 2020). As Kinane (2021, 601) notes, “an
interim can serve for almost two years or even indefinitely . . . ,” while the
average appointee serves 2–3 years (Dull et al. 2012). Acting officials, while
occasionally serving long tenures, average much shorter tenures than
appointees (O’Connell 2020), and others perceive them to be short-timers
because they are always operating under a time limit or with a pending
nomination over their head.
porary leaders can be political appointees chosen strategi-
cally by the president (Kinane 2021; Piper 2022), acting
officials generally know their tenure will be short (O’Connell
2020). This shapes their time horizons and what they at-
tempt to accomplish during their tenures (Piper and Lewis
2023). For example, when McGettigan assumed control of
the OPM in January 2021, the OPM had a long-standing
problem with backlogs in federal retirement claims (Fah-
renthold 2014; Weisner 2023). These backlogs stemmed from
an antiquated system that required processing all claims by
hand in an abandoned limestone mine 230 feet below the
ground in Boyers, Pennsylvania. This is one of the biggest
management challenges facing the agency. It also cannot be
solved in six months or 12 months. Automating the process
is a complex job, requiring the cooperation of hundreds of
agencies and an intricate procurement and implementation
process. Given McGettigan’s perspective, this is not a prob-
lem she can tackle directly since she cannot possibly see the
reform through. Many management challenges, from diffi-
culties in human resources to information technology sys-
tems and financial management, cannot be solved in a year.

Expected short tenures also influence the way that career
employees operate. Had McGettigan launched a major ini-
tiative to reform the retirement claims process, there was a
reasonable chance that the agency might change course once
the Senate confirmed a new leader. Career executives un-
derstand this. The new confirmed leader would naturally have
her own priorities, some influenced by the confirmation pro-
cess. McGettigan’s successor might not prioritize retirement
claims, preferring instead to focus on data security or civil
service reform. In addition, if Ahuja was to prioritize reform-
ing the system, she might opt for a different solution, perhaps
increasing employment rather than tackling the difficult in-
formation technology problem. This uncertainty makes the
continuing professionals in government cautious. These pro-
fessionals do not want to waste effort on initiatives that will be
abandoned by the confirmed leader. They also recognize that
temporary leaders cannot credibly commit to either rewarding
or punishing them for hard work or slow walking the acting
director’s initiatives.

The combined effect of short tenure on the acting leader
and agency employees often leads acting leaders to focus on
keeping current programs running, holding the agency in
place until a replacement is confirmed. Like a temporary
teacher or interim dean, acting leaders are reluctant to take on
major issues, preferring instead tomaintain existing programs
and activities. This can be beneficial because acting leaders like
McGettigan are often quite experienced and effective. It does
mean, however, that agencies delay solving hard problems
that require sustained effort over years rather than weeks or



Volume 87 Number 2 April 2025 / 683
months (Piper and Lewis 2023; for counter examples, see
O’Connell 2020).

The health of the agency and its performance will de-
pend upon the support of outside stakeholders. For example,
any effort to reform the retirement claims system will de-
pend upon support fromCongress, federal employee unions,
area nonprofits (e.g., the Partnership for Public Service), and
other agencies. Securing cooperation from these parties takes
effort. It also takes credibility. These groups are inveterate
watchers of Washington. They, too, understand that some-
one like McGettigan will only likely be in office for a short
period. They would prefer not to expend effort or resources
until they know that their expenditure will pay off. Members
of Congress will be slow to approve increased appropriations
or changes to Title 5 without a full plan and a commitment to
seeing it through. Nongovernmental groups will not want to
make costly public commitments to policies that may not
come to fruition. No agencies, other than the OPM, priori-
tize federal retirement claims, but they all play a role in the
retirement process, collecting and sending materials to the
OPM. They all will have to change their processes in any
reform. Securing their cooperation will be difficult, partic-
ularly when an agency has no confirmed leader (O’Connell
2020; Piper and Lewis 2023).

The OPM was fortunate to have a presidential nominee
early in President Biden’s term and relatively quick Senate
confirmation. Other agencies are not so fortunate. Long de-
lays in nominations and confirmations send a signal to fed-
eral employees, particularly those in decision-making roles,
about how much priority elected officials place on the work
that they do. Agencies regularly neglected in this process
make inferences about the value of their work. For employ-
ees motivated partly by public service and policy, this can
operate like a cut in compensation. Of course, career acting
officials may be well liked, and, for executives moving into
top jobs in an acting capacity, this might improvemorale and
be an inducement to stay (O’Connell 2020; Rutherford and
Hameduddin 2022). On average, however, long vacancies
are correlated with lower morale (Piper and Lewis 2023).

Given the prevalence of vacancies, presidents are increas-
ingly turning to the use of political appointees to serve as
acting officials and in other agency positions (Kumar 2021;
Moore 2018). These other appointees are responsive to the
president since they serve at the president’s pleasure and have
no competing obligations to the Senate (Kinane 2021; Men-
delson 2020; Piper 2022). They do, however, confront the
same short time horizons of other acting officials and often
have fewer qualifications than their careerist counterparts
(Mendelson 2020). Appointees in staff positions can help
presidents accomplish their policy goals, but politicization
itself is correlated with poor agency performance, perhaps
because these appointees focus on the president’s political
and policy priorities rather than agency performance (Lewis
2007).

In total, and while there are exceptions, vacancies gen-
erally hurt agency performance through short time horizons,
less outside investment, and lower morale. Our first hypothe-
sis follows:

H1. Federal agencies with long vacancies in PAS posi-
tions will have lower performance than other agencies.

Of course, this raises the interesting question of whether
agencies regularly operating without the expectation of ap-
pointed leadership adapt to a new normal. Do leaders and
employees take a longer view, and do outside stakeholders
adjust as well? Once a position has been vacant for a suffi-
cient period and, perhaps, multiple efforts of getting a nom-
inee through Senate confirmation have failed, the acting
leader, career staff, and outside stakeholders’ expectations
shift. The acting leader, now with a longer time horizon, may
be willing to tackle the hard problems that require sustained
effort. Similarly, outside stakeholders may now view the act-
ing agency head as a long-term leader whose priorities and
commitments will persist beyond a few months.

Can Republicans and Democrats agree
on performance?
A natural question, given Republican objections to Ahuja’s
nomination and her plans for the federal workforce, is how
Republicans would evaluate the performance of the OPM led
by Ahuja. Would they rate the OPM differently if it was led
by a Republican appointee pursuing Republican priorities?
This potential for different definitions of “good” performance
makes evaluating the impact of vacancies on performance dif-
ficult. Before presenting analysis and measures that allow us to
evaluate how partisanship affects perceptions of performance,
it is useful to identify the conditions under which Republicans
and Democrats agree and disagree about performance.

First, we note that, while Republicans and Democrats may
disagree about many government policies, a large percentage
of government work has little to do with disagreements about
law and policy. It is apolitical and includes tasks like procuring
goods, managing programs, and coordinating systems. Elected
officials prefer that agencies do a good job at those things.
They want agencies to have effective human resources sys-
tems, buy goods and services cheaply, and use technology
effectively. In addition, most federal government programs
are overwhelmingly popular with the public (Gramlich 2017;
Light 2008), suggesting that for most programs, partisans
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agree on good performance when they see it. Every federal
programwas at one time supported bymajorities in theHouse
and Senate and by the president. The public and most mem-
bers of Congress are generally supportive of federal efforts to
approve patents, protect ports, build infrastructure, and pro-
vide clean and safe natural parks. While elected officials have
an incentive to focus on areas of disagreement, this should not
overshadow the vast number of things about which they agree
(Richardson 2024).

Second, for Republicans and Democrats to evaluate per-
formance differently, they must disagree on the definition
of “good” performance. For example, if the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) issues a rule regulating carbon
emissions from power plants, Democrats should label this
“good” performance, while Republicans would label it “poor.”
Their disagreements about what the agency should do are
inextricably linked to their evaluations of performance.

Of course, an agency about which Republicans and Dem-
ocrats disagree can still be performing poorly in the eyes of
both parties. For example, the EPA issued a rule regulating
carbon emissions from power plants during the Obama ad-
ministration (the Clean Power Plan), the Trump adminis-
tration repealed and replaced it, and the Biden administra-
tion tried to strengthen it before it was ultimately struck
down by the Supreme Court in West Virginia v. Environ-
mental Protection Agency, 597 U.S. 697 (2022). This whipsaw
could lead both Democrats and Republicans to perceive the
EPA to be performing poorly. However, if the Obama-era
rule had stood and successfully curtailed carbon emissions at
power plants, then Democrats may perceive the EPA to be
performing well, while Republicans perceive it to be perform-
ing poorly.

In sum, we expect to see Republicans and Democrats
disagree only when they disagree about what “good” perfor-
mance is and when the agency is able to effectively implement
one party’s preferred policies. If there is no disagreement about
“good” performance between parties or the partisan disagree-
ment leads to a hamstrung agency, then we should observe
similar perceptions of performance. If most agencies perform
apolitical tasks, or if they face partisan disagreement that re-
sults in policy instability that leaves members of both parties
dissatisfied, we should often observe bipartisan agreement
about performance, leading to two additional hypotheses.

H2. Republicans and Democrats generally agree on
which agencies are performing well or poorly.

H3. The negative relationship between vacancies and
performance is robust even when accounting for the
effects of partisanship on performance evaluation.
DATA, VARIABLES, AND METHOD
To overcome existing measurement problems and effec-
tively evaluate the relationship between vacancies in PAS
positions and performance, we introduce a new measure of
federal agency performance relying on federal executive
experience and expertise. We begin by describing how we
generated this measure and then regress it on data on va-
cancy lengths. We then evaluate whether this measure is
influenced by the partisanship of those evaluating federal
agency performance.

Measuring federal agency performance
In 2020, in collaboration with the Partnership for Public
Service and academic colleagues, we fielded a survey tar-
geting all political appointees and senior career managers
running agencies, offices, and programs in the executive
branch. The response rate for the survey was 9.1% (1,485 com-
pleted surveys out of 16,232) and the participation rate (i.e.,
the percentage that completed at least part of the survey)
was 11.5% (1,861 complete or partial surveys out of 16,232),
which were comparable to most public opinion telephone
surveys’ rates (AAPOR 2017). For full details of the survey,
including the method, instrument, and checks for nonre-
sponse bias, see appendix A.

Our belief was that federal executives working at the high-
est level of the executive establishment are uniquely situated
to observe agency performance, perhaps better than any other
population. In order to ensure that our high-level executives
possessed the expertise to evaluate the agencies they were
asked about, we started by first asking them to identify the
agencies they worked with the most. Specifically, the survey
requested, “Please select the three agencies you have worked
with the most in order of how often you work with them.”
Later in the survey, after asking federal executives about the
performance of their own agencies, we then asked them to
evaluate the performance of the agencies they had mentioned
at the start of the survey, plus two others. Specifically, they
were asked, “How would you rate the overall performance of
the following agencies in carrying out their missions?” They
were given options from 1—not at all effective—to 5—very
effective—and also provided a “don’t know” option. Each
respondent rated up to five agencies. We have ratings on
179 agencies from 1,379 raters and 4,555 ratings of federal
agency performance.

We use these ratings to generate numerical estimates of
agency performance, adjusting for differences in the ability
of federal executives to rate performance and differences in
the way that federal executives use the 1–5 scale.We estimate
a hierarchical Bayesian multirater item response model. We
leave most of the details for appendix A but note that the
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hierarchy groups raters by workplace.3 This allows us to use
workers’ shared experiences via similarity of location to
“borrow strength” to improve the precision of our inferences
about how raters use the scale while maximizing the number
of ratings in the model. We also use informed priors on la-
tent performance to give additional weight to those respon-
dents working closely with the agency being evaluated (as
compared to those that evaluated an agency selected at ran-
dom). While we use all the ratings to estimate latent per-
3. In app. B, we compare hierarchical and nonhierarchical models.
The hierarchy makes little substantive difference in the estimates.
formance, we only report data for agencies with at least five
performance ratings, resulting in estimates of agency per-
formance for 142 agencies.

In figure 1, we include the resulting estimates of federal
agency performance (mean, 0.01; SD, 0.78; min,21.96; max,
1.41), and in appendix C, we include the numerical estimates
themselves. In the figure, the dots represent the estimates,
and the bars represent the degree of uncertainty about the
estimate. The uncertainty can derive from there being few
ratings, disagreement among the raters, or both. Indeed, it is
possible, for example, that Republicans and Democrats rate
performance differently. This is something we address in
more detail below.
Figure 1. Expert opinion estimates of 2020 federal agency performance. Numerical estimates of federal agency performance based on 4,555 ratings by

1,397 federal executives in response to the following question: “How would you rate the overall performance of the following agencies in carrying out their

missions?” Federal executives were given options from 1—not at all effective—to 5—very effective—and also provided a “don’t know” option. Ratings were

estimated using a Bayesian hierarchical multirater item response model with informed priors (derived from ratings by respondents who work closely with

each agency).



4. We use the Trump campaign’s 2016Contract with theAmericanVoter
(https://web.archive.org/web/20161022203527/https://assets.donaldjtrump.com
/CONTRACT_FOR_THE_VOTER.pdf).

5. We include all details of data collection on vacancies and turnover
in app. E.

6. These estimates are generated using the methodological approach
described Richardson et al. (2018) using survey data from 2014 and 2020.
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Among the highest performing agencies, according to
federal executives, are the National Security Agency, the Na-
tional Cemetery Administration (Veterans Affairs), and the
National Institutes of Health (NIH). The top 10 also includes
several technical, science, and military agencies. Among the
lowest performing agencies are a part of the Executive Office
of the President (EOP) whose chair was vacant for a signif-
icant part of the Trump presidency (Council of Economic
Advisors), the agency responsible for environmental cleanup
(Office of Environmental Management) in the nation’s nu-
clear weapons labs (whose PAS positionwas vacant at the time
of the survey), and an agency that has had nine PAS heads
since 2015 (OPM). There is at least prima facie evidence that
there is a relationship between PAS vacancies and federal
agency performance.

To further validate these measures, we compare them to
four other subjective and objective measures of agency health
and performance in appendix D. This analysis reveals that
executives within and outside the agency evaluate perfor-
mance similarly and that ourmeasure is correlated with other
measures theory suggests it should be.

Appointee vacancies
To connect survey responses to vacancies, we collected data
on vacancies in the Trump administration. We used the
2016 congressional publication Policy and Supporting Po-
sitions (i.e., Plum Book) to identify the closest PAS appointee
to every agency. We systematically tracked the occupants of
each position (including acting officials) from January 20,
2017, until the soft launch of the survey on June 22, 2020.We
counted the number of days the position lacked a PAS head.
For simplicity, we divided the number of days by 30 to report
vacancy length in months. For commissions, we focused on
length of time the chair position was vacant. Out of a max-
imum of 42months, the average position was vacant 18months
(SD, 13.29), confirming the regularity with which agencies
experience vacancies in leadership positions. The raw corre-
lation between vacancies and performance is 20.11, suggest-
ing a modest negative effect on performance.

Potential confounders
We are concerned primarily about two confounders: policy
priority and agency ideology. If PAS positions in agencies
that are not presidential priorities are less likely to be filled
quickly and these agencies’ performance also suffers for rea-
sons unrelated to vacancies such as lower budgets, policy pri-
ority is a confounder. As such, we need to control for whether
or not the agency is responsible for implementing policies
that are presidential priorities. Therefore, we matched poli-
cies that President Trump mentioned during the 2016 cam-
paign to executive departments and independent agencies
to create an indicator variable for agencies responsible for
presidential priorities (department priority).4

Agency ideological reputations can also be correlated with
nomination difficulties and agency performance. Ideologically
extreme agencies may suffer more partisan conflict. These fights
can slow nominations and influence performance through other
means such as budgets or oversight. Indeed, over time, more
ideological agencies are more likely to experience policy agenda
instability as agencies get swung back and forth between par-
ties based on electoral outcomes. In short, it is possible that
ideological conflict leads to both longer vacancies and reduced
agency performance. Therefore, we control for perceptions of
agency ideological leanings measured prior to the start of the
Trump administration (Richardson, Clinton, and Lewis 2018).
Richardson et al. (2018) asked executives during the Obama
administration about the ideological leanings of agencies they
work with and whether they “lean liberal, lean conservative,
or neither consistently across Democratic and Republican
administrations.” They aggregate responses with a method
similar to the workforce skill scores to generate estimates of
agency ideology.

To hone in on the effect of vacancies themselves, we con-
trol for several features of the affected positions. First, we in-
clude a control for whether the nearest appointee vacancy is in
the agency itself (0, 1; 78%) or a higher level. For example, in
our data, the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management is headed
by a career professional, and the closest presidential appointee
is the Assistant Secretary for Land andMineralsManagement.
The Bureau of Land Management (BLM), however, is over-
seen by the same assistant secretary, but the BLM is headed by
its own PAS appointee. Second, to parse out the unique effect
of a vacancy from turnover, we control for the turnover in the
position, which is the total number of persons that served in
that position, acting or confirmed, during the Trump ad-
ministration from Inauguration Day until the start of the
survey (mean, 1.53; SD, 1.1; min, 0; max, 4).5

We include controls for several additional covariates, in-
cluding agency structure, agency workforce skills measured
during the Obama administration,6 and employment. We
include controls for whether the agency is in the EOP (0.05),
is an entire department (e.g., “Department of Agriculture
(All)”; 0.11), or is in an independent commission (0.08). The

https://web.archive.org/web/20161022203527/https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/CONTRACT_FOR_THE_VOTER.pdf
https://web.archive.org/web/20161022203527/https://assets.donaldjtrump.com/CONTRACT_FOR_THE_VOTER.pdf
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inclusion of the structural features means the base category is
a subcomponent of an executive department or an inde-
pendent executive agency like the EPA.

In appendix F, we evaluate the following: (1) models with
an alternative measure of priority derived from a question
that asks civil servants whether the policies of their agency
are a particular priority of President Trump, (2) models with
alternative measures of ideological conflict (e.g., the abso-
lute value of agency ideology) that capture only magnitude
of conflict, (3) models accounting for the fact that some po-
sitions are vacant across administrations, and (4) models ac-
counting for vacancies at different levels. We also report the
results of sensitivity analysis to evaluate the robustness of our
primary specification to an omitted hypothetical confounder.

Method
To evaluate the relationship between vacancies and perfor-
mance, we estimate a series of models with ordinary least
squares (OLS). For each hypothesized relationship, we esti-
mate models on the complete set of agencies and the subset
of agencies directly led by an appointee. We cluster the stan-
dard errors to account for the fact that different agencies are
not completely independent since many are subcomponents
of larger departments. Specifically, we have 17 clusters, one for
each executive department, one for the EOP, and one for in-
dependent agencies.

RESULTS
We include the initial set of model estimates in table 1.
Overall, the models reveal a robust relationship between va-
cancy length and perceptions of agency performance. The
coefficient estimate for the direct effect of the number of
vacant months is negative and statistically significant in all
four models. The point estimate is largest when subsetting to
cases where the agency is led directly by a political appointee
(models 3 and 4). Collectively, these results indicate that
experts rate agency performance more poorly where PAS po-
sitions are vacant for long periods. To contextualize the effect,
it is useful to evaluate the effect in terms of real vacancy times.
For every 12 months a PAS-headed position is vacant, the
average agency performance is estimated to decrease by be-
tween 0.14 and 0.17 on a scale of21.96 to 1.41. If the position
stays vacant for 24 months or half the president’s term (i.e.,
about 33% of the data), the estimated effect is between 0.28
and 0.34, or about one-third of a standard deviation decrease.
Finally, if the position is vacant for the duration of the Trump
administration prior to the survey (i.e., about 13% of the
data), the estimated performance is about 0.50 lower, on av-
erage, or about two-thirds of a standard deviation. This is
important evidence, using new performance measures, that
vacancies are correlated with lower federal agency perfor-
mance, which confirms some of the theoretical expectations of
past work (O’Connell 2009, 2020; Rutherford et al. 2018).

While the average effect of vacancies is notably negative,
the effect is nonlinear (models 2 and 4; fig. 2). The effect is
largest early in the vacancy and becomes negligible the longer
a position is vacant. While we do not observe vacancies that
carry over beyond the Trump administration, there is sug-
gestive evidence that the effect of a vacancy may turn positive
if a position is vacant long enough. This may indicate that
positions with persistent vacancies perform better if leader-
ship positions were converted to positions filled by permanent
career professionals.

One shortcoming of focusing on vacancy length overall is
that it can conflate the timing of a vacancy with the length
of a vacancy. If a position has been vacant six months, for
example, this vacancy could be at any point in the Trump
administration up to the time of the survey. However, if a
position was vacant 40 months, this implied a vacancy at the
start, middle, and end of the term. We have done some ad-
ditional analysis in appendix G disentangling the timing of
vacancies. It shows that vacancies at the start and vacancies
at the end both have consequences for performance, but the
vacancies later in the term mattered more for performance.
The curvilinear relationship between vacancies and perfor-
mance in figure 2 exists for both types of vacancies.

In total, the evidence suggests a negative relationship be-
tween an agency’s leadership vacancy and performance eval-
uations by those working most closely with the agency. Ob-
viously, agency performance is multifaceted; the impact of
vacancies on performance can vary by context. Still, even in
the midst of this complexity, a clear correlation emerges.

How does partisanship shape government
performance evaluation?
One concern with public sector performance evaluation is
that what a Democrat considers good performance might be
considered bad performance by Republicans and vice versa.
In other words, Democrats and Republicans can observe the
same agency activities and outputs but not agree on whether
it is good performance. If this is the case, this has serious ram-
ifications not only for this project but performance manage-
ment efforts more generally. One virtue of our approach to
measuring performance is that we know whether federal exec-
utives rating agency performance are Republicans, indepen-
dents, or Democrats.7 This allows us to evaluate whether and
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how much partisanship shapes evaluations of government
performance.

In table 2, we show the results of an OLS model (model 1)
where the continuous raw agency rating (slider from 1—not
at all effective—to 5—very effective) is the dependent vari-
able and the partisanship of the rater is the independent
variable. The coefficient estimates from the first model show
that Democrats rated agency performance about 0.12 lower
and Republicans 0.17 higher than independents, on average.
However, this model does not account for characteristics of
and include this analysis in app. H. Importantly, this disagreement also does
not appear to decrease the uncertainty of the estimates.
the agency being rated. Model 2 adds agency fixed effects
and, while the model does not account for differences in how
raters use the scale, it shows that within agencies, partisan-
ship is not strongly associated with assessments of perfor-
mance. Finally, model 3 interacts partisanship of the rater
with agency ideology to determine if, conditional on ideol-
ogy, there is evidence that Republicans and Democrats eval-
uate performance differently. We do not find evidence that
the effect of partisanship differs based on the ideological
leaning of the agency. Specifically, the estimated coefficients
on the interaction terms are small and not statistically dis-
tinguishable from zero with a high degree of confidence. So,
Democrats are no more critical of conservative agencies and
Republicans are no more critical of liberal agencies. In effect,
Table 1. OLS Models of the Effect of Vacancies on Agency Performance
Agency Performance (21.96, 1.41)
 All Agencies
 All Agencies
 PAS Head Only
 PAS Head Only
Months vacant (0–42)
 2.012
 2.029
 2.014
 2.037

[.003]**
 [.010]**
 [.005]**
 [.012]**
Months vacant2
 .0004
 .0005

[.0002]*
 [.0002]**
Position controls

Direct PAS leader (0, 1)
 2.177
 2.185
[.122]
 [.116]

Leadership transitions (0–4)
 .09
 .105
 .104
 .124
[.034]**
 [.035]**
 [.041]**
 [.042]**

Agency controls
EOP (0, 1)
 2.779
 2.736
 2.765
 2.713

[.088]**
 [.082]**
 [.094]**
 [.082]**
Cabinet department (0, 1)
 .356
 .367
 .379
 .385

[.067]**
 [.058]**
 [.075]**
 [.064]**
Whole department (0, 1)
 2.54
 2.615
 2.586
 2.675

[.132]**
 [.136]**
 [.149]**
 [.158]**
Independent commission (0, 1)
 2.177
 2.181
 2.195
 2.203

[.074]**
 [.070]**
 [.078]**
 [.073]**
Priority department (0, 1)
 2.31
 2.309
 2.31
 2.306

[.137]**
 [.128]**
 [.151]*
 [.139]**
Workforce skill—Obama administration
 .551
 .54
 .583
 .572

[.063]**
 [.063]**
 [.068]**
 [.068]**
Agency ideology (L–C)
 .045
 .038
 .008
 2.004

[.073]
 [.074]
 [.089]
 [.091]
Constant
 .309
 .406
 .141
 .253

[.152]*
 [.131]**
 [.064]**
 [.052]**
R2
 .49
 .49
 .48
 .49

N
 125
 125
 101
 101
Note. Dependent variable is agency performance estimate based on aggregated responses (1–5) to the following question: “How would you rate the overall
performance of the following agencies in carrying out their missions?” Models estimated with OLS and standard errors are clustered by department. Models
3 and 4 were estimated using only agencies whose immediate head is a PAS political appointee.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.



Figure 2. Estimated impact of vacancies in PAS positions on 2020 agency performance rating. Figure graphs predicted agency performance rating by months

most appointed positions were vacant during the Trump administration. The first model is based on estimates from model 2 in table 1 and the second model

is based on estimates from model 4 in table 1.
Table 2. OLS Models of Raw Agency Ratings Based
on Self-Reported Partisanship of Rater, 2020
(1)
 (2)
 (3)
Democrat rater (0, 1)
 2.12
 2.11
 2.10

[.04]**
 [.04]**
 [.04]**
Republican rater (0, 1)
 .17
 .15
 .15

[.05]**
 [.05]**
 [.06]**
Agency ideology (L–C)
 .13
[.05]**
Republican rater # agency ideology
 .05
[.04]
Democratic rater # agency ideology
 .02
[.04]
Constant
 3.51
 3.50

[.08]**
 [.08]**
N
 3,815
 3,815
 3,668

R2
 .02
 .19
 .04

Agency fixed effects
 No
 Yes
 No
Note. Significance at the .05 and .1 level in two-tailed tests. Dependent variable is agency
rating (1–5): “How would you rate the overall performance of the following agencies in
carrying out their missions?” The online survey response is a slider that allows for continuous
values. As such, we estimate models via OLS. Base category is ratings by respondents that are
independent or do not share a party affiliation. Standard errors are clustered by agency.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.
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what we observe is an intercept shift, where Republicans rate
Trump-era agencies somewhat higher and Democrats rate
Trump-era agencies somewhat lower. Lastly, it is important
to note that the coefficient estimates on partisanship indica-
tors are all substantively small on the 1–5 scale of the ratings,
suggesting partisanship is not a primary determinant of as-
sessments of performance.

To further unpack the ways that Democrats and Repub-
licans evaluate performance, we generate performance esti-
mates that recover different estimates of latent performance
for Republicans andDemocrats.We reestimate themultirater
item response model described above but limit the raters to
Democratic and Republican partisans.We place the estimates
on the same scale by allowing only one measure of latent
performance for three agencies that span the range of per-
formance (for full details see app. I). We compare the two sets
of ratings to see how much the ratings overlap and identify
agencies about which Democrats and Republicans agree and
disagree. We generate fewer agency estimates since we have
fewer ratings when we separate out Democrats and Repub-
licans, but the results are informative.

In figure 3, we include a scatterplot of these estimates with
a 45 degree line for reference. In general, where Republicans
rate agencies as high performers, Democrats do the same
(correlation, 0.47). Where Republicans rate agencies as low
performers, Democrats similarly see low performance. This
should give us confidence in the regression estimates above
showing a relationship between vacancy length and perfor-
mance. Any differences between how Democrats and Re-
publicans evaluate performance do not lead to materially
different evaluations of underlying performance. This sim-
ilarity should also provide confidence to those engaged in
ongoing efforts to measure federal agency performance.

The results thus far suggest that, while Democrats and
Republican do sometimes evaluate performance differently
(i.e., some dots are well off the 45 degree line), they observe
performance the same way, on average. High performers for
Democrats are generally high performers for Republicans
and vice versa. While this is generally true, there are cases
where raters from the two parties tend to disagree. In fig-
ure 4, we graph the difference in agency performance esti-
mates in order to identify the agencies where the Democratic
and Republican ratings are notably different. In essence, we
are just measuring how far off the 45 degree line an agency is
from figure 3 and including the related statistical uncertainty
(i.e., do we have high confidence that the estimates of la-
tent performance really are different?). In this figure, per-
fect agreement between Democrats and Republicans means
points at zero. Points further to the right are cases where
Democrat federal executives rated an agency more highly
than Republican federal executives. On the left are cases
where the reverse is true, Republicans rated an agency more
Figure 3. Scatterplot of agency performance estimates with estimates generated separately for Democrat and Republican raters.
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highly than Democrats. Before evaluating results, it is im-
portant to note that due to a reduced number of ratings,
confidence intervals tend to be wide.

Nonetheless, a few things stand out in the figure. First,
more points are to the left of zero, consistent with our earlier
finding that Republicans rated agencies slightly more highly
during the Trump administration than Democrats, on av-
erage. Second, consistent with hypothesis 2, most of the
points are near zero, suggesting similar perceptions among
Democrats and Republicans. Finally, there are only a few
cases where we are confident that the ratings differ by party
(i.e., the 90% interval does not overlap zero).

Several cases are illustrative of the expectations for when
Republicans and Democrats would disagree about agency
performance laid out above. First, we see the point estimates
of the difference in partisan performance for the NIH and
Veterans Health Administration are near zero, consistent
with our argument above that Republicans and Democrats
should not disagree about the performance of apolitical agen-
cies. Second, the point estimates for the EPA and the US
Customs and Border Protection (USCBP) are 20.58 and
20.41, and the corresponding 90% confidence intervals are
[21.71, 0.60] and [22.13, 1.21], respectively. These cases are
examples of agencies that manage highly conflictual policy
areas, yet the point estimates do not suggest differences in
partisan perceptions of performance commensurate with the
magnitude of disagreement over relevant policies. While the
point estimates are not near zero, the estimated differences in
partisan evaluations of latent performance are similar to dif-
ferences at the Departments of Defense and Treasury or the
Federal Aviation Administration. Consistent with our expec-
tations above that ideological conflict could result in biparti-
san agreement that an agency is performing poorly, the EPA
has a performance rating of21.43, which is near the bottom
of the scale. Similarly, the USCBP has a performance rating
of 20.33, which is below the mean. While we do not have
partisan estimates for Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment (ICE), we should note that is also has a low performance
rating (21.06), and, extrapolating from the USCBP’s partisan
ratings, we might expect to see bipartisan agreement that ICE
also is performing poorly.

As a final illustrative example, Democrats perceived bet-
ter performance by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
than Republicans, and we have a high degree of confidence
that there is indeed a difference. Given the political debates
of the Trump administration, differing opinions about these
agencies are understandable. For example, Democrats ar-
gued that the FBI was doing its job when investigating the
president, and Republicans argued that the president was
unfairly targeted. Given that the FBI did indeed investigate
President Trump, this illustrates a case of an agency effec-
tively implementing the preferred actions of one party (i.e.,
being effective rather than hamstrung), resulting in diverg-
ing assessments of performance.

We also observe several agencies where we have a high
degree of confidence that Republicans perceived better per-
formance than Democrats. These include the Departments
of Agriculture, Defense, Health and Human Services, Hous-
ing and Urban Development, and Homeland Security. Again,
given the political debates of the Trump administration, dif-
fering opinions about these agencies are understandable. For
example, efforts to move the Economic Research Service out
Figure 4. Difference in selected agency performance estimates by party.
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of Washington likely influenced perceptions of the perfor-
mance of the Department of Agriculture. Interestingly, many
of the cases where partisans disagree are cabinet departments
evaluated as a whole, where identifying a core mission is dif-
ficult. In cases where there is no one core mission, it is easier
for factors like partisanship to define perceptions of perfor-
mance. Large units often also invite evaluations of the per-
formance based on opinions of visible leaders (e.g., Ben Car-
son, William Barr) rather than the entire range of policies
under an agency’s purview. Lastly, we see large disagreement
about the performance of the National Security Staff, sug-
gesting that we may be more likely to see large differences for
small EOP agencies whose staff are closely tied to the presi-
dent. The partisan differences in the ratings also reveal an
underappreciated way that agencies are politicized. In some
agencies’ politics are infused into high-level federal executives’
definitions of good and poor performance, shaping how these
executives evaluate performance as a part of their jobs.

To return to our original question, we are concerned
about whether vacancies in PAS leadership positions harm
performance. The results above suggest that vacancies are
harmful for performance, but do partisan differences in
ratings influence these results? In table 3, we replicate the
models from table 1, this time excluding the cases where
Table 3. OLS Models of the Effect of Vacancies on Agency Performance, Excluding Cases Where Democrats
and Republicans Disagree
Agency Performance (–1.96, 1.41)
 All Agencies
 All Agencies
 PAS Head Only
 PAS Head Only
Months vacant (0–42)
 2.013
 2.036
 2.016
 2.046

[.004]**
 [.010]**
 [.005]**
 [.013]**
Position controls

Direct PAS leader (0, 1)
 2.216
 2.226
[.138]
 [.132]

Leadership transitions (0–4)
 .105
 .123
 .121
 .145
[.033]**
 [.033]**
 [.041]**
 [.039]**

Agency controls
EOP (0, 1)
 2.731
 2.671
 2.717
 2.647

[.099]**
 [.088]**
 [.109]**
 [.093]**
Cabinet department (0, 1)
 .401
 .422
 .424
 .442

[.075]**
 [.064]**
 [.088]**
 [.076]**
Whole department (0, 1)
 2.542
 –.671
 2.614
 2.774

[.140]**
 [.151]**
 [.170]**
 [.197]**
Independent commission (0, 1)
 2.199
 2.206
 2.212
 2.224

[.078]**
 [.070]**
 [.085]**
 [.076]**
Priority department (0, 1)
 2.369
 2.372
 2.357
 2.353

[.146]**
 [.130]**
 [.168]*
 [.147]**
Workforce skill—Obama administration
 .555
 .541
 .583
 .568

[.065]**
 [.067]**
 [.069]**
 [.070]**
Agency ideology (L–C)
 .037
 .025
 2.019
 2.04

[.081]
 [.083]
 [.098]
 [.100]
Months vacant2
 .0005
 .0007

[.0002]**
 [.0002]**
Constant
 .368
 .500
 .151
 .304

[.158]**
 [.141]**
 [.054]**
 [.059]**
R2
 .49
 .50
 .48
 .50

N
 116
 116
 93
 93
Note. Dependent variable is agency performance estimate based on aggregated responses (1–5) to the following question: “How would you rate the overall
performance of the following agencies in carrying out their missions?” Models estimated with OLS and standard errors are clustered by department. Models 3
and 4 estimated using only agencies whose immediate head is a PAS political appointee.
* p ! .1.
** p ! .05.
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Democrats and Republicans disagree significantly on the
ratings (fig. 4).8 The results are broadly consistent with the
estimates reported in table 1. If anything, the relationship
between vacancies and federal agency performance emerges
more clearly. The coefficient estimates are larger and still es-
timated precisely, indicating that vacancies in PAS leadership
positions are correlated with lower agency performance, as
measured through the opinions of federal executives that work
outside these agencies. As before, the coefficients on the in-
teraction effects suggest that the effects of the vacancies taper
off the longer a position is vacant. This is important validation
that the main finding from the first section of the paper is
robust to partisan differences in those providing the perfor-
mance ratings. The breakdown in the appointments process
due to slow nominations and confirmation delays appears to
matter for agency performance. Federal executives that eval-
uate agency performance on core missions rate agencies with
PAS vacancies lower than agencies with confirmed appointees
in place.

In addition, despite concerns that partisanship endangers
the performance measurement enterprise more generally,
the evidence here suggests that is not the case. While parti-
sanship comes into play, particularly in larger agencies
where mission is unclear and leadership is visible and salient,
latent performance seems to be assessed similarly by Demo-
crats and Republicans. While Republicans might have had an
easier time seeing the good in Trump administration agency
performance, both Democrats and Republicans appear to see
high or low agency performance similarly. In most cases, when
Democrats rated agencies more highly, so did Republicans,
and when Republicans rated an agency more highly, so did
Democrats. This does not diminish the importance of the
exceptions but suggests that our use of performancemeasures
be tempered by the clarity of what is being measured and its
connection to visible political leaders.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This article has sought to test the claims made at the start of
the Biden administration that vacancies harm federal agency
performance. We did so with an original new perceptual
measure of US federal agency performance that is compa-
rable across contexts. The article includes a number of key
findings. First, consistent with several recent works, the ar-
ticle shows that vacancies are associated with lower agency
performance (O’Connell 2009, 2020; Piper and Lewis 2023;
Rutherford et al. 2018). Second, the effect of a vacancy di-
8. Separate estimates for Democrats and Republicans make it possible
to estimate models on Democratic ratings and Republican ratings sepa-
rately. We do this and discuss the results in app. I.
minishes over time, suggesting that agencies may adjust to
operating without confirmed appointed leadership or, at min-
imum, stem the decline in performance. Finally, the results are
robust to accounting for partisan differences among those
evaluating performance.

The focus on the Trump and Biden administrations raises
the natural questions of generalizability. The mechanisms at
work—short time horizons, less stakeholder investment, and
lower morale—are at work in vacancies in other contexts.
More work, however, is necessary to unpack when these
mechanisms are mitigated by the quality of acting officials or
by contexts such as those that make acting officials’ tenures
durable. Indeed, there is suggestive evidence here that agen-
cies regularly experiencing long vacancies update expecta-
tions causing these agencies to operate like those run by
career professionals. If high quality managers serve and ex-
pect to be in charge for a while, they can take on long-term
problems and persuade others to help them do it. There are
other contextual factors here that may amplify or mitigate
the effect of vacancies. For example, purposefully chosen
political actings with White House backing may drive im-
proved performance (Kinane 2021). Some agencies have mul-
tiple and overlapping vacancies, and this could alter the impact
of any one vacancy. So, while this study provides evidence
from one administration, it provides evidence of more general
patterns and avenues for future research.

Several other important implications result from these
analyses. First, the results highlight the potential conse-
quences of the current dysfunction in the appointments
process in the United States. As partisan polarization leads to
slower nominations and longer and more uncertain confir-
mations (Bond, Fleisher, and Krutz 2009), the results here
suggest that the effect will likely be lower agency perfor-
mance for the foreseeable future. The Senate has changed its
rules multiple times in the last two decades to reduce the
vacancy problem. They have privileged some nominations
by allowing them to skip committee referral, eliminated con-
firmation requirements for more than 160 positions, short-
ened debate, and ended supermajority votes for nominations.
However, Congress continues to create new PAS positions,
and the pace of nominations still lags, caught up in partisan
fights leading to objections to unanimous consent and more
roll call votes (O’Connell 2021). In 2023, it is taking the Senate
twice as long to confirm nominees as it did in the 1980s
(Hitlin, Murphy, and Galina 2023).

Second, the performance measurement method employed
here is generalizable to other contexts, notably cases where
persons outside an organization can be surveyed about their
impression of the performance of the organization (Richard-
son et al. 2018). This is particularly useful in contexts where
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other objective measures of performance (e.g., profit) are
difficult to obtain or assess (Wilson 1989). Data on the persons
doing the rating can be used to directly evaluate and address
potential bias among those evaluating performance, reducing
concerns about bias in performance measurement (Lavertu
and Moynihan 2013).

Finally, these results suggest that practitioners using per-
formance measures can do so reasonably in many contexts.
Indeed, since the vast majority of government work is non-
ideological, our results suggest Democrats and Republicans
will often observe performance similarly (Gramlich 2017;
Light 2008). Moreover, if ideological conflict most often re-
sults in hamstrung agencies unable to effectively accomplish
their missions, then there may be bipartisan agreement that
performance is indeed low even when tasks are ideological.
Nonetheless, the results here suggest that users of perfor-
mance measures need to be attuned to potential partisan bias
in ratings, particularly as agencies get larger and it becomes
harder to identify what core task is being evaluated (Lavertu
and Moynihan 2013). In our results, raters evaluating whole
departments rated them lower than other agencies, and they
also disagreed the most about these ratings. Together, these
findings suggest that performance evaluation is easiest and
least subject to bias at lower levels of aggregation andwhen the
performance to be evaluated is clear.
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