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Abstract: Revolving door dynamics are pervasive in the United States. There are vast liter-
atures on the revolving door and on Donald Trump, but so far, no attempts to bring these 
literatures together. This paper represents a first attempt to do so and answer the follow-
ing questions: Can Trump’s rise be understood as a culmination of revolving door dynamics, 
under which managers become politicians and politicians become lobbyists? What motivated 
Trump to revolve, and how has Trump’s presidency affected the revolving door? The paper 
places Trump into the context of the revolving door and compares him with previous presi-
dents and presidential candidates. In recent decades, revolving door activity has increased. 
While this suggests that the revolving door paved the way for Trump, a close examination of 
the evidence reveals a more complex picture. Many American businesspeople have unsuccess-
fully run for president. Like the businessmen-turned-presidents who preceded him, Trump is 
a family businessman, not a manager or a CEO of a listed company. A multitude of additional 
factors contributed to Trump’s 2016 win including his status as a reality TV celebrity, his cha-
risma, and his right-wing populism: Trump is from business but not from the business estab-
lishment. In addition, Trump revolved from business into politics, rather than from Capitol 
Hill to K Street. Candidate Trump railed against the revolving door and pledged to drain the 
swamp. President Trump swamped the drain and precipitated one of the most serious crises 
and threats to American democracy in the country’s history.
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Introduction
What is the relationship between Donald J. Trump, who rose to become the 45th 
president of the United States of America, and the revolving door between business 
and politics in the US? Did the revolving door facilitate Trump’s rise and his switch 
from business into politics? How did Trump’s presidency affect the revolving door? 
This paper attempts to advance our understanding of these issues by providing an 
overview of different aspects relevant to Trump and the revolving door, drawing on 
the vast literatures on Trump and on the revolving door between business and poli-
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tics in the United States. Bringing these literatures together to view Trump through 
the lenses of the revolving door is fruitful and worthwhile for several reasons.

While Trump’s presidency has without a doubt «been unlike anything else 
American democracy had experienced in recent decades, if ever,»1 an examina-
tion of the businessman-turned-president Trump can sharpen our understanding 
of both Trump and the revolving door, which are linked in many ways: at his rallies 
across the country, Trump railed against the revolving door, and his anti-establish-
ment rhetoric tapped into widespread anger and real systemic problems. It is pos-
sible that this rhetoric helped propel Trump—the first billionaire president and the 
only person without political or military experience before taking office—into the 
White House in 2016.

In addition, this inquiry may help us to better understand the revolving door’s 
implications for American capitalism2 and democratic politics. There is widespread 
agreement that the phenomena described by the revolving door metaphor are prob-
lematic: politicians who revolve from public office into the private sector cash in 
on the knowledge and networks they have acquired, while businesspeople who 
revolve into politics use state regulation to further private interests rather than the 
public interest. While the revolving door benefits both the people who revolve and 
the companies who pay them, the revolving door thus has many negative effects.3

In addition, the role that the revolving door can play in facilitating threats to 
democracy is unexplored to date. Many observers agree that Trump represents a 
threat to democracy.4 As one scholar writes, «[c]rises never have a single cause, but 
in this instance a good deal of blame can be attributed to the political campaigns 
and presidency of Donald Trump.»5 Trump’s role in the 2016 election helped build 
an «Identity Crisis» in the United States6 and the «fallout from the 2020 presidential 
election shook the nation’s confidence in the stability and viability of democracy.»7 

1 Julian Zelizer, Introduction: The Most Predictable, Unconventional Presidency, in: Julian Zelizer 
(ed.), The Presidency of Donald J. Trump, Princeton 2022, 1–26, here 1.
2 Mark H. Rose/Roger Biles (ed.) The President and American Capitalism Since 1945, Gainesville 
2017.
3 Simon Lüchinger/Christoph Moser, Das Revolving-Door-Phänomen: Die Drehtür zwischen Politik 
und Wirtschaft, in: Andreas Polk/Karsten Mause (eds.), Handbuch Lobbyismus, Wiesbaden 2023, 
351–368.
4 See for example Steven Levitsky/Daniel Ziblatt, How Democracies Die, New York 2018.
5 Kevin M. Kruse/Julian E. Zelizer, Introduction, in: id. (eds.) Myth America: Historians Take on the 
Biggest Legends and Lies About Our Past, New York 2022, 1–12, here 1.
6 See John Sides et al., Identity Crisis: The 2016 Presidential Campaign and the Battle for the Meaning 
of America, Princeton 2018.
7 Carol Anderson, Voter Fraud, in: Kevin Kruse/Julian E. Zelizer (eds.), Myth America: Historians 
Take on the Biggest Legends and Lies About Our Past, New York 2022, 299–312, here 299.
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At the time of writing, Trump faced criminal charges for his activities in the 2016 
presidential election, and it is possible that he will also face charges for his attempts 
to overturn his defeat in the 2020 election.

Without a doubt, «it is tremendously difficult to write about presidents in real 
time.»8 There «are unique challenges that any historian faces when trying to write 
about the recent past,»9 and these challenges are particularly serious for a contro-
versial and divisive figure such as Trump. Historians are often confronted with the 
challenge of a dearth of sources. In Trump’s case, we face the opposite problem—he 
has spawned a literature so vast that it would require an army of researchers to 
sort through all of it. This paper attempts to provide an overview of many aspects 
that are relevant to a full understanding of the revolving door and Trump. It draws 
on insights from many disciplines in addition to history including economics, polit-
ical science, psychology, and journalism, to bring these disciplines back «together 
again» and facilitate mutual learning.10

My arguments and findings are as follows. First, the revolving door is perva-
sive in the United States. Indeed, the revolving door seems to be the normal modus 
operandi in Washington, D.C. While we see an increase of revolving door activity 
over time, there are relatively few American businessmen turned presidents. Like 
the businessmen-turned-presidents who preceded him, Trump is a family business-
man, not a CEO or a manager of a listed company. Most of the American presidents 
with backgrounds in business have been in office during the past 50 years. The 
parallel increase of revolving door activity and businessmen-turned presidents sug-
gests that the revolving door paved the way for Trump. However, a closer examina-
tion of the evidence shows that Trump is an exceptional case. Many businesspeople 
have unsuccessfully run for president during the past decades. Why did they fail, 
and why did Trump—a man with deeper roots in business than any other business-
man-turned-president, and the first billionaire president to date—succeed?

To answer these questions, I examine a multitude of factors that contributed to 
Trump’s remarkable path to the White House in 2016. These include his status as a 
celebrity on reality TV, his charisma, his status as a right-wing populist and even his 
use of Twitter. The fact that Trump is from business but not from the business es-
tablishment gave him a significant edge in 2016’s anti-establishment climate. In ad-
dition, we must examine the direction in which the revolving door swings. Trump’s 
charismatic anti-establishment populism and his movement from business into pol-

8 Paul E. Rutledge/Chapman Rackaway, Conclusion: The Unorthodox Presidency, in: id. (eds.), The 
Unorthodox Presidency of Donald J. Trump, Lawrence 2020, 365–384, here 365.
9 Ibid., 8.
10 See some of the chapters in Julian E. Zelizer, Governing America: The Revival of Political History, 
Princeton 2012.
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itics, rather than the other way around, is important for understanding his path to 
the White House. Candidate Trump portrayed himself as someone who would fight 
against or even negate the revolving door, and this portrayal likely amplified his 
success in 2016. Paradoxically, while money plays a huge role in American politics 
and a much larger role in the United States than in most other countries, anti-es-
tablishment populism rather than money is what got the billionaire Trump into the 
White House in 2016.

The paper is organized as follows. I begin by providing an overview of the re-
volving door between business and politics in the United States and examining the 
direction in which the revolving door swings, which is important for understanding 
Trump’s rise. Next, I discuss businessmen as presidents of the US and the business 
backgrounds of selected American presidents, including Trump himself. Trump has 
very deep roots in business, yet I suggest that he is an exceptional case. I develop 
this argument by discussing Trump’s status as an anti-establishment populist rather 
than a business establishment candidate. Trump’s populist credentials are essential 
and indispensable for understanding this rise and path to the White House in 2016. 
Finally, before concluding the paper, I speculate about the effects the Trump presi-
dency has had on the revolving door dynamics in the US.

The revolving door between business and politics 
in the United States
Money and the revolving door have long been powerful forces in American poli-
tics. Thomas G. Corcoran revolved into the private sector after advising President 
Roosevelt and «exerted extraordinary influence in Washington, D.C. for nearly half 
a century.»11 In «The Power Elite,» a classic of mid-20th Century American sociology,  
C. Wright Mills saw a perpetual revolving door between economic, political, and 
military elites.12 By the mid-1980s, over 3,000 companies had representation 
in Washington, D.C., and more than 500 had their own offices.13 Less than three 
decades later, «lobbying and campaign finance both represent[ed] billions of dollars 

11 David McKean, Tommy the Cork: Washington’s Ultimate Insider from Roosevelt to Reagan, South 
Royalton 2004, 320.
12 Timothy M. Gill, The Persistence of the Power Elite: Presidential Cabinets and Corporate Inter-
locks, 1968–2018, in: Social Currents 6 (2018), 501–511.
13 Kay Lehman Schlozman/John T. Tierney, Organized Interests and American Democracy, New 
York 1986, 50.
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spent annually to influence federal policymaking, primarily on behalf of business 
and wealthy individuals.»14

Due to space constraints, this paper cannot provide a comprehensive review of 
academic literature on the revolving door. According to the studies surveyed here, 
the revolving door is pervasive, indeed constitutive of American capitalism and of 
the relationship between business and politics in the United States. The question is 
not whether there is a revolving door, there clearly is:

«Although not every former public official capitalizes on his or her senior position upon retir-
ing from civil service, the ‹revolving door› phenomenon is ubiquitous. It is not uncommon for 
senior officials with average salaries to resign their jobs and immediately receive a lucrative 
position in the private sector. In many instances, private corporations tempt incumbent public 
officers with rewarding jobs and induce them to resign, not necessarily because of their talent 
but because of their valuable connection to the public office. Those former public servants 
leap into the private market and suddenly receive a lucrative salary.»15

Economists find that «ex-government officials generate monetary rents in terms of 
generating lobbying revenue from their personal connections to elected represent-
atives»16 and managers find that «government service can serve as a conduit for 
joining the ranks of the corporate elite.»17 The crucial point here is that as a result 
of the revolving door, US politicians benefit financially from their position after they 
leave office.18 Various studies show that lobbyists with government experience earn 
more than lobbyists without government experience—there is a «striking differ-
ence» between conventional and revolving door lobbyists: the latter earn at least 
twice as much as the former.19 The revolving door is very lucrative.

Available evidence suggests that revolving door activity has increased and in-
tensified over time. Half a century ago, in 1970, only approximately three per cent 

14 Lee Drutman, Evaluating Reforms Lobbying and Money in Politics, in: Matt Grossmann (ed.), New 
Directions in Interest Group Politics, New York 2014, 238–256, here 253.
15 Limor Riza, Should We Tax the Clintons and Other Former Senior Civil Servants More: Yes, We 
Should, in: U.C. Davis Business Law Review 1 (2017/18), 109–127, here 111.
16 Jordi Blanes i Vidal et al., Revolving Door Lobbyists, in: The American Economic Review 7 (2012), 
3,731–3,748, here 3,744f.
17 Dror Etzion/Gerald F. Davis, Revolving Doors? A Network Analysis of Corporate Officers and U.S. 
Government Officials, in: Journal of Management Inquiry 3 (2008), 161–167, here 161.
18 Simon Weschle, Money in Politics: Self-Enrichment, Campaign Spending, and Golden Parachutes, 
New York 2022, 111.
19 Timothy M. Lapira/Herschel F. Thomas, Revolving Door Lobbying: Public Service, Private Influ-
ence, and the Unequal Representation of Interests, Lawrence 2017, 88. See also Joshua McCrain, 
Revolving Door Lobbyists and the Value of Congressional Staff Connections, in: The Journal of Poli-
tics 4 (2018), 1,369–1,383.
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of the members of Congress moved into lobbying; by 2017, well over half did so.20 By 
2016, lobbying was a three-billion-dollar industry. The infamous Jack Abramoff, who 
went to jail after being convicted on charges of fraud, corruption, and conspiracy, 
stated that «almost 90 per cent» of congressional staff want to work on K Street.21 
One commentator even goes so far as to say that «[t]he likely career path of a con-
gressperson is to become a lobbyist.»22 By 2007, there were approximately 15,000 
registered lobbyists in Washington, D.C., with the actual number almost certainly 
significantly higher. When it comes to former members of Congress who served 
in the 115th Congress (which ended 2 January 2019), 26 out of 44 who left for jobs 
in the private sector became lobbyists in lobbying firms.23 The laws the Supreme 
Court struck down during the past decade, especially «Citizens United,» opened the 
floodgates to money in politics in the United States.24

According to Offer, the revolving doors are «even more accommodating» in the 
United States than they are in the United Kingdom:

«Every incoming President appoints thousands of officials. Notionally non-partisan think 
tanks (including the august Brookings Institution) are funded by corporations, and look after 
donors’ interests. Secretaries of the Treasury come out of Wall Street. Financial firms pay large 
secret bonuses to senior staff who make a temporary sacrifice to go into government. At the 
Securities and Exchange Commission officials moved in and out of the firms they scrutinised, 
and the Chair, Mary Jo White, was accused by Elizabeth Warren, the Democratic Senator, of 
‹extremely disappointing› leadership, with page after page listing cozy understandings with 
finance.»25

The American public recognize the problem: in a 2015 poll, 84 per cent of respondents 
said that money had too much influence; two thirds of respondents were convinced 
that wealthy people had more influence over elections than other Americans; and 
55 per cent of respondents thought that most of the time, politicians promote the 
interests of those who donated to their campaign. In 2010, candidates for the House 
of Representatives spent one bn dollars on their election campaigns. By 2020, that 
had risen to almost two bn dollars.26 Independent election related expenditures at 

20 Ron Formisano, American Oligarchy: The Permanent Political Class, Champaign, IL 2017, 71.
21 Joshua McCrain, Revolving Door Lobbyists (cf. n. 19), 1.369.
22 Ron Formisano, American Oligarchy: the permanent political class, Urbana 2017, 72.
23 Hye Young You, Interest Groups and Money, in: Gillian Peele et al. (eds.), Developments in Amer-
ican Politics, Basingstoke 2022, 83–98, here 95.
24 Robert E. Mutch, The Role of Money in Politics, in: Paula Baker/Donald T. Critchlow (eds.), The 
Oxford handbook of American political history, New York 2020, 246–264.
25 Avner Offer, Understanding the private-public divide: markets, governments, and time horizons, 
Cambridge 2022, 68.
26 Weschle, Money in Politics (cf. n. 18), 113.
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the federal level were 143.7 mn dollars in 2008. Four years later, they were over one 
bn dollars. And in 2016, the total was 1.38 bn dollars.27

The monetary payoffs for lobbyists are substantial: Democrat Dick Gephardt, 
who served in the House of Representatives, billed his clients, which included 
Boeing, Goldman Sachs, and Visa, 6.5 mn dollars in 2010. The same year, former 
Republican Representative Billy Tauzin earned more than 11.5 mn dollars from his 
clients.28 It should be noted, however, that the revolving door does not necessarily 
imply that businessmen or women are particularly successful against non-business 
candidates in the political arena. Adams, Lascher, and Martin find that businesspeo-
ple are not especially successful in American politics. Candidates with a background 
in education, for example, tend to fare better.29

The problematic influence of revolving-door lobbyists has been recognized for 
some time. Following the 2008 financial crisis, a former Wall Street insider wrote 
that «[w]e need to expose the corrosive if not corruptible partnership that is the 
revolving door between Wall Street and Washington so that the public interest is 
truly protected.»30 After he was released from prison, the businessman, lobbyist, 
and convicted felon Jack Abramoff published a book entitled «Capitol Punishment: 
The Hard Truth About Washington Corruption From America’s Most Notorious Lob-
byist»31 in which he emphasized the need to totally shut the revolving door. Both 
Democratic as well as Republican lawmakers have undertaken at least symbolic 
action in response to the widely perceived need for reform.

The Honest Leadership and Open Government Act of 2007 sought to address this 
problem, as did Executive Order 13770 under the Trump administration. To evaluate 
the success of these initiatives goes beyond the scope of this paper. Obama’s at-
tempts to address this problem have been deemed a failure.32 It may have been true, 
according to White House spokesman Eric Schultz, that Obama «has done more […] 
to close the revolving door of special interest influence than any president before 
him»; but as Thurber observed, Obama has found «changing the lobbying industry 
difficult because of its size, adaptability, and integral part [sic!] of pluralist democ-

27 Ibid., 124.
28 Ibid., 114.
29 Brian E. Adams et al., Ballot Cues, Business Candidates, and Voter Choices in Local Elections, in: 
American politics research 2 (2021), 186–197.
30 Larry Doyle, In Bed with Wall Street, New York 2014, ix.
31 Jack Abramoff, Capitol Punishment: The Hard Truth About Washington Corruption From Amer-
ica’s Most Notorious Lobbyist, Washington, DC 2011.
32 James A. Thurber, Changing the Way Washington Works? Assessing President Obama’s Battle 
with Lobbyists, in: Presidential Studies Quarterly 2 (2011), 358–374.
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racy.»33 Other analysts concur that there is little evidence that executive branch 
lobbying declined under Obama.34

This section is important for several reasons. As we will see below, Trump 
railed against the revolving door in the lead up to the 2016 election. At least rhetor-
ically, Trump was responsive to the widespread public sentiment that the revolving 
door is a serious problem in the United States. In addition, for a full understanding 
of Trump and the revolving door, it is important to consider the direction in which  
the revolving door swings: does it revolve out of government—from politics to 
business? Or does it revolve from Capitol Hill to K Street or from business to poli-
tics? The door in the United States typically swings or revolves out of government, 
from politics to business. As we will see, the Trump presidency was different. It 
saw many prominent businessmen without any prior political experience—most 
notably Trump himself—revolve from business into government. It is possible that 
people viewed the prospect of people revolving from business into government 
more positively than politicians revolving from Capitol Hill to K Street, and that 
this sentiment helped Trump to win the 2016 presidential election. The next section 
puts Trump into context of other businessmen who have served as US presidents.

Businessmen as presidents of the United States
Despite the revolving door’s pervasiveness in the US, there is no clear, straightfor-
ward, or linear path from American business into the American presidency. To date, 
there have been 46 American presidents. Of these, between four and seven can be 
considered businessmen. According to Marchant-Shapiro,

«six presidents can be considered business executives. Harding who owned a newspaper; 
Hoover who owned silver mines; Truman who owned a mine, an oil company, and a haber-
dashery; Jimmy Carter who owned a seed-and-supply store; George H.W. Bush who owned an 
oil development company and was president of a drilling equipment company; and George W. 
Bush who owned an oil company and the Texas Rangers.»35

Marchant-Shapiro’s book was published before Trump was elected. Adding Trump 
increases the number to seven. According to Nelson’s more restrictive definition, 
only three American presidents are businessmen: Carter (1977–1981), G.H.W. Bush 

33 Formisano, American Oligarchy (cf. n. 22), 74.
34 Lee Drutman, The Business of America is Lobbying, New York 2015, 226.
35 Theresa Marchant-Shapiro, Professional Pathways to the Presidency, New York 2015, 150.
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(1989–1993), and G.W. Bush (2001–2009).36 Adding Trump (2017–2021) increases the 
number to four. Concerning the party affiliations of the aforementioned presidents, 
Truman and Carter are Democrats and all of the others are Republicans. Depend-
ing on the classification, 71 to 75 per cent of the presidents with a background in 
business are Republicans. But irrespective of party affiliation, they are all family 
businessmen.

Businessmen turned presidents are relatively rare: depending on the coding, 
only an estimated eight to 15 per cent of American presidents are businessmen. Fur-
thermore, despite President Coolidge’s observation that «[t]he business of America 
is business,» no major corporate CEO has ever ascended to the presidency.37 Looking 
at developments over time, the number of businessmen turned presidents has in-
creased significantly in recent decades. What happened? As Geismer points out,

«[t]hroughout much of American history, business figures largely avoided national elected 
office, relying instead on their wealth to influence elections and governance from the outside. 
Although many figures appreciated their close access to politicians, it took a particular type 
of business mogul to run as a candidate. Beginning with the independent candidacy of Ross 
Perot in 1992, many CEOs have done just that.»38

George  W. Bush (2000–2008) is the first American president to hold a master’s 
degree in business administration (an MBA), and Bush has been described as «the 
very model of a modern MBA president»39 as well as «the biggest signal of the rise 
of the so-called CEO President.»40 The question arises whether this dynamic paved 
the way for Trump’s rise.

In addition, it would be helpful to know more about the backgrounds of Amer-
ican businessmen turned presidents. How do they vary? Can we detect different 
gradations—do some American presidents have a deeper grounding in the world of 
business than others? Figure 1 is based on George and Rodger’s attempt to quantify 
the qualifications of selected American presidents, including their backgrounds in 
business.41 They assign points for people’s qualifications in the realm of business, 

36 Michael Nelson, Guide to the Presidency, Washington ⁴2007, 1816f.
37 Tom C.W. Lin, CEOs and Presidents, in: UC Davis Law Review (2014), 1,351–1,416, here 1,361.
38 Lily Geismer, Napoleons in Pinstripes: The Rise of the Business Mogul as Politician, in: New Labor 
Forum 2 (2018), 48–55, here 49.
39 James Pfiffner, The First MBA President: George  W. Bush as Public Administrator, in: Public 
Administration Review (January/February 2007), 6–20, here 7.
40 Peter Bloom/Carl Rhodes, Political Leadership in the Twenty-First Century: Neo-Liberalism and 
the Rise of the CEO Politician, in: John Storey et al. (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Leadership, 
London 2016, 359–372, here 364.
41 James A. George/James A. Rodger, How to Select an American President: Improving the Process 
by Promoting Higher Standards, Bloomington 2017.
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which include their status as an entrepreneur, manager, private sector CEO, etc. A 
score of zero indicates that the candidate has no business-related experience or 
qualifications. The higher the score, the greater their grounding in the world of 
business.42

Figure 1 does not include all the aforementioned American business-
men-turned-presidents. However, the fact that Trump’s score is almost twice as 
high as George W. Bush’s suggests that Trump has deeper roots in business than 
any other American president to date. Figure 2 compares the business back-
grounds of Trump with other people who ran for president in 2016. Here, we see 
that Trump has a higher score than former Hewlett-Packard CEO Carly Fiorina 
and Bain Capital co-founder and CEO Mitt Romney. Why did Trump revolve suc-
cessfully into the presidency in 2016 while businessman Mitt Romney lost against 
Barack Obama in 2012? In the 2012 election, Mitt Romney was valorized for his 
business background:43

42 James George, one of the co-authors, writes that his «approach is to inventory skill, knowledge, 
and experience considerations and to apply a numerical importance value based on his judgment 
and experience.» (personal communication, 24.4.2023).
43 Bloom/Rhodes, Political Leadership (cf. n. 40), 364.

Figure 1: Business backgrounds of selected American presidents
Source: coding based on James A. George/James A. Rodger, How to Select an American President:  
Improving the Process by Promoting Higher Standards, Bloomington 2017.
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«Romney chose to revive Calvin Coolidge’s (1925) old aphorism, ‹The chief business of America 
is business.› It wasn’t a good fit. As Theodore  H. White […] observed about Mitt Romneys 
businessman father, George, in 1968: ‹Romney, like most businessmen who come to politics, 
has been trained to think in product, sales, and measurement. Politics, however, is a business 
of no executive substance whatsoever, for its ingredients are dreams and images, words and 
fears, insubstantial products difficult of measurement.› White’s decades-old observation had 
a special resonance in 2012.»44

Romney was lacking in popular appeal and charisma; he was perceived as part of 
the hated big business and financial establishment, which was a particular liability 
following the 2008 financial crisis. Romney’s defeat in 2012 was «a crushing blow to 
the establishment,»45 which contributed to Trump’s win in 2016.

A glance at some of the other candidates in Figure 2 hints at Trump’s appeal: 
Carly Fiorina served as the first female CEO of one of the largest listed companies, 
but she was criticized for laying off tens of thousands of employees and offshoring 
jobs. In a somewhat similar vein, Jeb Bush was criticized for his connections to Wall 
Street banks. Romney, Fiorina, and Bush were criticized for their connections with 

44 John Kenneth White, The election in perspective, in: William J. Crotty (ed.), Winning the Presi-
dency 2012, New York 2015, 177.
45 Allen Salkin/Aaron Short, The Method to The Madness: Donald Trump’s Ascent as Told by Those 
Who Were Hired, Fired, Inspired—and Inaugurated, New York 2019, 197.

Figure 2: Business backgrounds of 20 presidential candidates in 2016
Source: coding based on James A. George/James A. Rodger, How to Select an American President:  
Improving the Process by Promoting Higher Standards, Bloomington 2017.
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the business establishment and elite at a time when the political winds had shifted 
sharply in an anti-establishment direction. At any rate, structural factors including 
the level of revolving door activity in the United States are insufficient for explaining 
Trump’s success. Put differently, Trump’s win in 2016 should not be understood as the 
culmination or the logical conclusion of increasing revolving door activity up until 
that point. In the remainder of this paper, we will explore what gave Trump his edge.

The extraordinary Donald Trump: not your typical 
businessman or politician
It is impossible to say with any certainty what circumstances and personal char-
acteristics enabled Trump to win the presidency in 2016.46 But it seems clear that 
Trump’s charisma, his skills as a showman, and his status as a celebrity turned 
reality TV star turned right-wing populist rather than his business reputation 
among leading experts helped put him over the top.47 Concerning Trump’s business 
acumen, it has been said, «[t]he people who know the least about business admire 
him the most, and those who know the most about business admire him the least.»48 
Be that as it may, Trump is unquestionably famous, as D’Antonio pointed out in 2015:

«In one way or another, Donald Trump has been a topic of conversation in America for almost 
forty years. No one in the world of business—not Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, or Warren Buffett—
has been as famous as Trump for so long. First associated with high-profile real estate devel-
opment in 1970s Manhattan, his name soon became synonymous with success defined by 
wealth and luxury […]. Trump’s views and bully persona made him exceedingly popular with 
people who believed he represented important ideals, especially the American promise of 
success represented by great wealth.»49

Trump has an unusual personality. One psychologist claims that «Donald Trump 
is one of the most extroverted human beings to ever walk the earth.»50 While a 

46 Approximately 80,000 votes in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan were decisive for 
Trump’s victory in the electoral college despite him losing the popular vote to Hillary Clinton.
47 Blaine McCormick/Burton W. Folsom, The greatest entrepreneurs and businesspeople in Amer-
ican history: A replication of the 2001 ranking, in: Cogent Business & Management 1 (2020), 1–13, 
here 7.
48 David Segal, He’s The Top: His Casino Business May Be Down, but Donald Trump Is on a Roll, in: 
The Washington Post, 9.9.2004, C1, 14.
49 Michael D’Antonio, Never Enough: Donald Trump and the Pursuit of Success, New York 2015, 2.
50 Dan P. McAdams, The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump: A Psychological Reckoning, New York 
2020, 55.
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full investigation of the origins of Trump’s persona would take us too far astray, 
it is important to at least briefly mention his family background and their busi-
ness activities. Donald Trump’s father Fred Trump was a well-known, wealthy, and 
authoritarian real estate developer who was «known for the harsh treatment of 
his children.»51 Donald Trump’s niece Mary Trump characterizes Donald Trump’s 
father Fred Trump as an «iron-fisted autocrat» who laid out the following rules at 
home: «be tough at all costs, lying is okay, admitting you’re wrong or apologizing 
is weakness.»52 Fred Trump was a «very tough» guy who was «ruthless in his busi-
ness dealings,» «discouraged emotional expression,» and «urged his children to be 
fiercely competitive.»53 Fred Trump reportedly told his son Donald that he had to 
«be a ‹killer› in everything he did.»54

Donald Trump’s aggressive, adversarial style contributed to his anti-establish-
ment populist image, and as I discuss in greater detail below, this probably helped 
him to win the presidency in 2016. Trump had already used these tactics to culti-
vate a very particular reputation and brand in real estate. Public subsidies and 
connections and relationships with city and state planners and zoning officials are 
generally important in real estate, and they were or are central to the Trump fam-
ily’s real estate business.55 But hard bargaining and aggressive tactics also helped 
build Trump’s reputation. In 1973, the Justice Department sued the Trumps, alleging 
that they had engaged in racial discrimination in their housing projects. Donald 
Trump hired the lawyer Roy Cohn, who «advised Trump to fight the claim by filing 
a $100 million countersuit against the government,» which led to a more favorable 
outcome for the Trumps.

This taught Trump an essential lesson that he would use throughout his busi-
ness and political career—«when attacked, counterattack with overwhelming 
force»56—and it helped build Trump’s band and his mythical anti-establishment 
populist reputation. As we will see below, it is easy to see how Trump’s relational 
philosophy, «[w]hen a person screws you, screw them back fifteen times harder»57 
could resonate with people who feel left behind or unfairly taken advantage of. 

51 Barney Wharf, The Donald in Context, in: Barney Wharf (ed.), Political Landscapes of Donald 
Trump, New York 2021, 11–54, here 11.
52 Mary Trump, Too Much and Never Enough: How My Family Created the World’s Most Dangerous 
Man, New York 2020, 34, 43.
53 McAdams, The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump (cf. n. 50), 9, 84.
54 G. Richard Shell, Transactional Man: Teaching Negotiation Strategy in the Age of Trump, in: 
Negotiation Journal January 2019, 31–45, here 35f.
55 Samuel Stein, Three Generations of Trump Schemes: The private side of planning history, in: 
Barney Wharf (ed.), Political Landscapes of Donald Trump, New York 2021, 55–66.
56 G. Richard Shell, Transactional Man (cf. n. 54), 36.
57 Ibid., 40.
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While many of Trump’s business endeavors such as «Trump Airlines» and «Trump 
University» ended in failure, scandal, and bankruptcy,58 this hardly dented Trump’s 
image and brand reputation as a fighter in the eyes of his supporters.

It is common for presidential candidates in the United States to publish a book 
or even two during election season. Trump is listed as the author or co-author of 
at least two dozen books. These titles include: «Trump: Think Like a Billionaire: 
Everything You Need to Know About Success, Real Estate, and Life,» «Time to Get 
Tough: Make America #1 Again!,» «Think Like a Champion: An Informal Education 
in Business and Life,» «The America we deserve,» «Midas Touch: Why Some Entre-
preneurs Get Rich--and why Most Don’t,» «Why We Want You to Be Rich,» «Trump: 
The Art of the Comeback,» and «The Trump Doctrine: Inside the Complex Mind of 
a Business Genius.»

Trump’s most famous book, «The Art of the Deal,» written by Tony Schwartz, 
reportedly sold over one mn copies, and contributed significantly to Trump’s fame. 
In this book, Trump asserts: «[T]he final key to the way I promote is bravado. I play 
to people’s fantasies. People may not always think big themselves, but they can still 
get very excited by those who do. That’s why a little hyperbole never hurts. People 
want to believe that something is the biggest and the greatest and the most spec-
tacular.»59 Trump’s showman and media personality on television, especially in the 
reality TV series «The Apprentice» made him appear larger than life:

«Through The Apprentice, Trump built a personal brand any outsider politician would envy: 
decisive, averse to bullshit, impossible to swindle, and guided in all decisions by brash, plain-
spoken common sense […]. Although most politicians fiercely compete for precious media 
time and work with diligence to form a likable yet authoritative impression on the American 
voters—often with discouraging outcomes—Donald Trump had 14 seasons of carefully edited 
prime time exposure to imprint a presidential impression on American minds. Our data 
suggest that he was successful in doing so and that it played an important role in his election. 
The more participants in our study were exposed to Trump, both through his TV shows and 
other media, the more likely they were to have a parasocial bond with Trump […]. Trump’s 
election was seriously influenced by his appearance on reality TV. Indeed, given that this was 
such a close election, it is possible that Trump would not have won without the benefit of his 
years on The Apprentice.»60

58 Seth Allcorn/Howard F. Stein, Psychoanalytic Insights into Social, Political, and Organizational 
Dynamics: Understanding the Age of Trump, New York 2022, 36f.
59 Donald Trump/Tony Schwarz, The Art of the Deal, New York 1988, 40.
60 Shira Gabriel et al., From apprentice to president: The role of parasocial connection in the election 
of Donald Trump, in: Social Psychological and Personality Science 3 (2018), 299–307, here 304ff.
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Other sources confirm that «The Apprentice» helped Trump to learn «methods 
of holding an audience’s attention and playing up his own persona that would 
serve him well when he turned his full attention to politics.»61 Conrad Riggs, who 
helped develop «The Apprentice» together with TV producer Mark Burnett, recalls: 
«We thought, who is super charismatic, and you either love him or hate him but 
you’re going to watch him either way?—and that’s Donald Trump.»62 According 
to another scholar, «The Apprentice» featured «a familiar mix of competition and 
ruthlessness» and prefigured key aspects of Trump’s campaign and presidency in-
cluding «politics as theater, the power of humiliation, the appeal of plain speaking 
and directness, the ascendency of individualism in the face of supposedly failed 
government social programs, and the often-brutal and always-dramatic triumph 
of winners over losers.»63

In the context of the revolving door, Trump «didn’t want to just be a business-
man. He wanted to be a star, and television was a way to be a star. He created a 
brand that was more based on hype than anything else.»64 Both as a candidate and 
as a president, Trump approximated Weber’s ideal-typical picture of how charisma 
works «remarkably closely.»65 As Trump’s former campaign manager and right-
wing populist strategist Steve Bannon points out, «He’s got an ability to viscerally 
connect into people’s guts and hearts.»66 Many of Trump’s five central principles, 
«Principle #1: Fill a need; Principle #2: Bend the rules; Principle #3: Put on a show; 
Principle #4: Exert maximal pressure; Principle #5: Always win,»67 are widespread 
in the world of business. «Put on a show» is more unusual in business, but crucial 
for understanding Trump.

It is essential to understand that Trump won in 2016 not because he represented 
the American business establishment, but precisely because he portrayed himself 
as an anti-establishment populist who challenges political and cultural elites. What 
Trump achieved is remarkable: «never before had a candidate been so successful 
in the race to the White House with as little support from elites as Trump had.»68 

61 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 126.
62 Ibid., 83.
63 Daniel Horowitz, Entertaining Entrepreneurs: Reality TV’s Shark Tank of the American Dream in 
Uncertain Times, Chapel Hill 2020, 28.
64 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 128.
65 Steven Lukes, Trump’s Charisma, in: Eric Klinenberg et al. (eds.), Antidemocracy in America: 
Truth, Power, and the Republic at Risk, New York 2019, 202.
66 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 297.
67 McAdams, The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump (cf. n. 50).
68 Lewis J. Dowle, «Standing With Patriots?» Trump, Twitter, and the Silent Majority, in: Barney 
Warf (ed.), Political Landscapes of Donald Trump, New York 2021, 169.
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To some extent, this antiestablishment orientation continued when Trump was in 
office, as Conley points out:

«Trump is doing exactly the job they asked him to undertake: upsetting the apple cart of the 
entrenched elite, lambasting a putatively dishonest media, and taking aim at a supposedly 
self-interested permanent political class that manipulates institutional rules to the detriment 
of the forgotten voter.»69

As we can see in the survey results below, Trump benefitted from the perception 
that he was a successful businessman who was populist and nonconformist.

Table 1: Survey respondents’ positive comments about Donald Trump

Successful businessman 24.2
Protects and preserves United States 24.2
Great personal energy 16.0
Nonconformist politician 10.4
Populist platform 8.8
Refreshingly candid 8.7
Not Hillary Clinton 5.1
Traditional Republican values 2.5

Source: Roderick P. Hart, Trump and Us: What He Says and Why People Listen, New York 2020, 184.

In the next section, I explore key elements of «The Trump Brand of Right-Wing Pop-
ulism,»70 which is essential for understanding Trump’s distinctive allure, appeal, 
and success.

The Trump brand of right-wing populism
Populism is grounded in the antagonism between the true, virtuous people on 
one hand and the corrupt elite, traitorous enemies, unpatriotic minorities etc. 
on the other hand. Although many of Trump’s economic policies were conven-

69 Richard S. Conley, Donald Trump and American Populism, Edinburgh 2020, 6.
70 Wayne Steger, The Trump Brand of Right-Wing Populism, in: Paul E. Rutledge/Chapman Racka-
way (eds.), The Unorthodox Presidency of Donald J. Trump, Lawrence 2021, 40–61.
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tional Republican, he was nevertheless a cultural populist71 and an economic  
nationalist72 who gave his audience villains to hate. In addition to immigrants and 
racial minorities73 as well as China and other nations cheating American workers 
with unfair trade practices, the scapegoats were political and business elites «who 
rigged the system in [sic!] their benefit» and «are supporting Hillary Clinton because 
they know as long as she is in charge nothing will ever change.»74 Trump claimed 
that «[h]edge fund managers, the financial lobbyists, the Wall Street investors were 
throwing their money at Hillary Clinton» as a means of the «powerful protecting 
the powerful.»75 Trump’s claim at the Republican national convention in 2016 that 
his proposals will be «opposed by some of our nation’s most powerful special inter-
ests»76 is straight out of the populist playbook.

While «the reverence for corporate wealth and power […] fueled the success 
of the television program ‹The Apprentice›,»77 Trump’s anti-system and anti-estab-
lishment orientation and his embrace of America first, anti-globalist themes78 gave 
him an important edge over Hillary Clinton. Trump’s message found wide appeal, 
not only on the right of the political spectrum but elsewhere too, based on the wide-
spread sentiment and reality that the American social compromise is broken. I am 
suggesting that accounts of Trump and the revolving door must consider his status 
as an anti-establishment populist who rose to power (at least in part) by railing 
against the revolving door. Put differently, Trump’s expressed opposition to the re-
volving door in the run up to the 2016 election may well have helped him to revolve 
into the American presidency.

In Trump’s announcement speech, he said: «[p]oliticians are all talk, no action.» 
Trump «depicted himself as a tough guy who would tell corporate leaders they 
could not move factories abroad.»79 He stated: «the American dream was dead and 
presented himself as the solution because he was an ultra-rich tough guy beholden  

71 Mark S. Mizruchi/Raul Gălan, The Trump Phenomenon and Right-wing Extremism: Is Donald 
Trump a Populist?, in: Magnus Feldman/Glenn Morgan (eds.), Business and Populism: The Odd Cou-
ple, Oxford 2023, 39–58.
72 Matthew J. Baltz, Threats and Opportunities: The Populist Challenge to Business Elites in Trump’s 
Administration, in: Magnus Feldman/Glenn Morgan (eds.), Business and Populism: The Odd Couple, 
Oxford 2023, 59–78.
73 Mizruchi/Gălan, The Trump Phenomenon (cf. n. 71).
74 Robert C. Rowland, The Rhetoric of Donald Trump: Nationalist Populism and American Democ-
racy, Lawrence 2021, 32.
75 Ibid., 34.
76 Mizruchi/Gălan, The Trump Phenomenon (cf. n. 71), 45.
77 Peter Bloom/Carl Rhodes, CEO Society: The Corporate Takeover of Everyday Life, London 2018, 37.
78 Ibid., 159.
79 Rowland, The Rhetoric of Donald Trump (cf. n. 74), 22f.
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to no one […].» The celebrity outsider aspect of Trump’s persona provided sup-
porters a hero they perceived to be like them and not of the system. Trump is an 
«entrepreneur of identity,» and many of his supporters saw him as a «regular guy» 
and «one of their own.»80 Figure 3, based on an analysis of 44 of Trump’s rallies 
in 2016, shows how prominent Trump’s anti-establishment orientation was on the 
campaign trail.

The Trump brand of right-wing populism flourished at a time when CEO pay 
had soared, worker wages and living standards had stagnated, and the life expec-
tancy of working-class whites had declined. There was and is widespread agree-
ment that the political-economic status quo is broken. Trump and Sanders were the 
only two candidates who made this their central focus in 2016, and it is easy to see 
how Trump’s message «Make America Great Again,» a slogan which Ronald Reagan 
had also used in 1980,81 resonated in this environment. Sanders’ candidacy was 
opposed by the Democratic establishment, which meant that Trump:

«was the only insurgent candidate, with only weak ties to the Republican Party, while the 
other candidates were firmly within the establishment. For Republican voters who had tired 
of the Republican establishment and no longer trusted it, Trump was the only candidate […]. 

80 Ibid., 24, 28.
81 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 198.

Figure 3: Major themes in 44 of Donald Trump’s campaign rallies
Source: figure based on Douglas Schrock et al., Trumping the Establishment: Anti-Establishment Theatrics 
and Resonance in the 2016 U.S. Presidential Election, in: Race, Gender & Class 3/4 (2018), 7–26.
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Trump was a populist: he was a critic of the established order, and an outsider who attacked 
the established party leadership.»82

«Trump argued that he was the only candidate to clean up government because 
his opponents were controlled by lobbyists, controlled by their donors, controlled 
by special interests. Lobbyists, he often said or implied, were part of Washington’s 
‹culture of corruption.›»83 Trump pledged to take decisive action by stating: «it’s 
time to drain the swamp of corruption in Washington, DC, and we’re going to do it 
[…], we will drain the swamp in Washington, DC and replace it with a new govern-
ment of, by, and for the people.»84 It is important to note that «drain the swamp» is 
not a narrow partisan message of the populist right. In 2006, Democratic senator 
Nancy Pelosi promised that if she took power, she would «drain the swamp» and put 
in new rules «to break the link between lobbying and legislation.»85

By opposing free trade and pledging to «drain the swamp,» and by making 
statements such as that «[h]edge fund guys are getting away with murder», Trump 
appealed to the widespread anti-globalization sentiment and resentment against 
coastal elites: «Many believe that globalisation has empowered states and their 
elites, through the rise of global finance, for instance, with the ‹revolving door› 
between financial centres such as Wall Street in New York and the nearby seat of 
power on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C. providing an important case in point.»86 
In so doing, Trump appealed to Americans who felt that the system was stacked 
against them, and managed to gain the support of some Democrats: «Even some 
of the staunchest local Democrats—those who disliked Trump most—appreciate 
Trump’s national economic protectionism precisely because they are already local 
protectionists.»87 Trump was a marked contrast to previous American businessmen 
who tried to revolve from business into the White House: not only Mitt Romney, 
even Ross Perot was more technocratic, in other words less populist than Trump.88

Trump’s political style is that of a radical right-wing populist, not a typical busi-
nessman. One scholar describes it as an «adversarial style» which is characterized 

82 Eric A. Posner, The Demagogue’s Playbook: The Battle for American Democracy From the Found-
ers to Trump, New York 2020, 235.
83 Burdett Loomis, Swamping the Drain: Lobbying, Advocacy, and Influence in the Trump Admin-
istration, in: Paul E. Rutledge/Chapman Rackaway (eds.), The Unorthodox Presidency of Donald J. 
Trump, Lawrence 2020, 237–257, here 243.
84 McAdams, The Strange Case of Donald J. Trump (cf. n. 50), 125f.
85 Drutman, The Business of America is Lobbying (cf. n. 34), 226.
86 Marcus Miller/Ben Zissimos, Populism and the «Narrow Corridor» of Liberty and Justice, in: 
National Institute Economic Review (2022), 31–50, here 34.
87 Stephanie Muravchik/Jon A. Shields, Trump’s Democrats, Washington, DC 2020, 99.
88 Lily Geismer, Napoleons in Pinstripes (cf. n. 38).
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by «unrelenting aggression.» Trump has learned «never to apologize, back down, 
or admit wrongdoing, always be on the offensive, to bluster and smear opponents, 
and be as brutal and dishonest as necessary. Win at all costs.»89 He can «level a 
personal attack with savageness.»90 He claimed that Obama was not born in the 
United States, that Mexico was sending rapists to the US. Trump has not only «spent 
a lifetime hawking a manufactured reality to the American public,»91 as Shannon 
Bow argues, Donald Trump’s rhetorical style has been heavily influenced by pro-
fessional wrestling.

His close association with wrestling since the 80s means this media form is 
where he «cut his teeth» as a public persona. Wrestling has many aspects that 
Donald Trump trades on within the public sphere. Verbal aggression, name-calling, 
refusing to admit fault, never apologizing, and always doubling down are all stock 
and trade of wrestling. Trump «has turned the public forum into a pseudo wrestling 
stage. Donald Trump describes news he personally does not like, regardless of accu-
racy, as ‹fake news›.»92 Trump said: «the Establishment is trying to take it all away 
from us, folks. They’re trying so hard.»93 He has repetitively referred to the media 
as the enemy of the people. «By launching such radical moves against his political 
foes, Trump stylizes himself into a representative of ‹an insurgency movement on 
behalf of ordinary Americans disgusted with the corrupt establishment, incompe-
tent politicians, […] and politically correct liberals›.»94

Trump was and is strongly pro-business. Kevin Plank, CEO of the sportswear 
company Under Armour, opined about Donald Trump that «to have such a pro-busi-
ness President is something that is a real asset for the country […], he wants to build 
things. He wants to make bold decisions and be really decisive.»95 But Trump is 
also anti-business establishment in orientation. A book published in 2000 entitled 
«Memos to the President: Management Advice from the Nation’s Top CEOs»96 epit-
omizes the neo-liberal view which Trump at least to some extent negated: America 
should be run by a business, and politicians should get their advice from experts 

89 Barney Warf, The Donald in Context, in: id. (ed.), Political Landscapes of Donald Trump, New 
York 2021, 11–54, here 12.
90 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 115.
91 Shannon Bow O’Brien, Donald Trump and the Kayfabe Presidency: Professional Wrestling Rhet-
oric in the White House, Cham 2020, 97.
92 Ibid., 3.
93 Ibid., 15.
94 Stefan L. Brandt, Donald Trump, the Reality Show: Populism as Performance and Spectacle, in: 
Zeitschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Linguistik 2 (2020), 303–321, here 315.
95 Bloom/Rhodes, Political Leadership (cf. n. 40), 77.
96 James J. Schiro, Memos to the president: management advice from the nation’s top CEOs, Lanham 
2000.
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in business. «Trump’s reputation as a passionate, hard-boiled businessman first 
benefited his campaign,»97 but his positions regarding immigration, free trade, etc. 
deviated strongly from the ones the business establishment has advocated for some 
time. Trump was not a neo-liberal CEO president in any narrow straightforward 
sense.

As is typical of right-wing populists, Trump’s base of business support has been 
especially strong with small businesses. This should not be surprising, given that 
Trump is not «‹corporate›—in the sense of having experience of layers of accounta-
bility. His personal history, business experience and the strategies he has consistently  
employed are those of an entrepreneur and a family-business CEO.»98 Trump was 
not Wall Street’s favored candidate—Clinton was, and Clinton received far more 
campaign donations than Trump did, which strengthened the latter’s populist cre-
dentials. In early 2016, when the Republican field was still crowded, nearly 60 per 
cent of owners of small business supported Trump, and most of his campaign con-
tributions have come from small business owners, not the Wall Street elite that sup-
ported Clinton. «Trump’s message and platform is the expression of the interests of 
small businesses […]. Many small business owners see Trump as one of their own.»99

President Trump’s tax policies were highly regressive, benefitting the rich 
much more than working class people; but in trade policy, Trump held true to his 
anti-establishment populist rhetoric. As a candidate, Trump made his opposition to 
free trade very clear, which led him to clash with the US Chamber of Commerce. As 
Creswell points out, it is «highly unusual» for a Republican presidential candidate 
to fight with the country’s most powerful business lobby organization:

«For the chamber, the bastion of free enterprise and free trade whose roots date back more 
than 100 years, Mr. Trump’s willingness to upend trade agreements, to tax goods from impor-
tant countries and even invite a trade war is tantamount to rolling tanks up to its doors. The 
acrimonious relationship between the chamber and the presumptive Republican nominee is 
highly unusual: Historically, the two have been as close as peanut butter and jelly.»100

President Trump pulled out of the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Transatlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership, and he threatened to scrap the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement—in the end, it was renegotiated as the United States–
Mexico–Canada Agreement.

97 Brandt, Donald Trump, the Reality Show (cf. n. 94), 307.
98 Michael Pocalyko, The Businessman President, in: Survival 1 (2017), 51–57, here 52.
99 Michael A. McCarthy, The Revenge of Joe the Plumber, in: Jacobin, 26.10.2016, https://jacobin.
com/2016/10/trump-small-business-whites-xenophobia-immigration [last access 18.7.2023].
100 Julie Creswell, Trump and U.S. Chamber of Commerce Pull No Punches on Trade Policy, in: New 
York Times, 11.7.2016.

https://jacobin.com/2016/10/trump-small-business-whites-xenophobia-immigration
https://jacobin.com/2016/10/trump-small-business-whites-xenophobia-immigration
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What motivated Trump to revolve into politics? He has expressed his desire to 
run for the presidency for several decades, and key elements of his personality (de-
scribed above) probably explain much of this motivation. However, finances may 
also have played a role. Trump reportedly received over 200 mn dollars for his role 
in «The Apprentice,»101 which shows that «[h]e has succeeded, like no one else, in 
converting celebrity into profit.»102 However, viewership was trending downward 
over time, and the six bankruptcies during his career suggest that he may have also 
had financial motivations. Recently released information from Trump’s tax returns 
shows that he lost money and paid very little in tax in the run up to the 2016 elec-
tion,103 so this possibility cannot be ruled out. Sam Nunberg, who advised Trump in 
2016, suggests that the actions taken by media companies following Trump’s derog-
atory remarks in 2015 may have motivated Trump to go all the way:

«He announces. The next week he is dropped by everyone. It helped us politically, but it was 
killing his business. He lost a lot of money. Part of it too was he didn’t know where this was 
going to go. He got pushed into wanting to go the whole distance after they fucked him after his 
announcement speech, especially when he got The Apprentice taken away […]. The irony was, 
whenever they hurt his business it was going to help him politically to become a martyr.»104

If Trump did subsequently «Turn the Presidency into a Business» while in office, as 
one book has suggested,105 this is entirely consistent with the underlying logic and 
the normal dynamics of the revolving door.

The impact and effects of the Trump presidency on 
the revolving door in the US
How has Donald Trump’s presidency affected the dynamics of the revolving door in 
the United States? At the time of writing, it may be too early to answer this question 
since the process of revolving from government into the private sector takes time. 
This section nevertheless tries to answer this question by drawing on interviews as 
well as secondary literature. In short, the available evidence does not suggest that 
revolving door activity declined under the Trump administration. While this can 

101 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 106.
102 Michael D’Antonio, Never Enough (cf. n. 49), 325.
103 These data derive from https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2022/12/30/documents-
trump-tax-returns/10965563002/ [last access 31.1.2022].
104 Salkin/Short, The Method to The Madness (cf. n. 45), 295.
105 Dan Alexander, White House, Inc., New York 2020.

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2022/12/30/documents-trump-tax-returns/10965563002
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2022/12/30/documents-trump-tax-returns/10965563002
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be seen as a betrayal of Trump’s promise to drain the swamp, the door revolved in 
a different direction, and the Trump administration did disrupt some business as 
usual.

This section begins with Max Moran and Timi Iwayemi, who both work for 
the Revolving Door project—an organization that scrutinizes the revolving door 
and seeks to advance the public interest. Moran and Iwayemi confirm that the 
revolving door has been a feature of American politics «for a very long time.» 
They state that under Reagan, you start to see more revolving door dynamics. The 
revolving door was important under administrations of George W. Bush as well 
as Obama.

However, they state that there are «orders of magnitude. It was more open 
and brazen under Trump. At the cabinet level, we had Rex Tillerson, Wilbur Ross, 
Andrew Wheeler, Elaine Chow, Alex Azar, and Betsy DeVos.» And «[t]hose are just 
at the highest cabinet level.» Also, the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation. And 
the head of the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) was a coal industry lobby-
ist. There was also a difference in that unlike in the past, «under Trump, there was 
a total lack of pretense that this is about serving the public interest or improving 
the lives of people» as the expertise of these people was «in weakening their entire 
agencies.» Wheeler, for example, «rolled back many environmental rules.» «When it 
comes to revolving in,» Moran and Iwayemi maintain that «there is no comparison. 
This is the most revolving in we’ve seen so far, it’s a level of its own in comparison 
to previous administrations.»106

«Trump is a good salesman,» Iwayemi notes: «[y]ou avoid mentioning certain 
things. You mention draining the swamp, but you don’t say how. The substance of 
this proposal was very meager.» Moran agrees that this was a slogan rather than 
a concrete policy. «What is being done to drain the swamp? The swamp are those 
liberals.» It is too early to know whether the unprecedented polarization of the 
United States and the bad reputation of each tribe or camp (of Republicans with 
Democrats, of Democrats with Republicans) will make it harder for ex-cabinet and 
ex-government officials from the Trump administration to revolve out into lucra-
tive jobs in the private sector. Moran and Iwayemi suggest that there is a «fascist 
to opportunity spectrum» and that the «opportunists have landed on their feet» on 
K Street. It may be more difficult for the white nationalist Stephen Miller to land 
a lucrative lobbying job in Washington, D.C., but at the time of writing, Miller was 
serving as President of America First Legal, which suggests that he may not have 

106 Interview with Max Moran and Timi Iwayemi, 2.9.2022.
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landed too badly. In conclusion, Moran and Iwayemi maintain that «sunlight is the 
best disinfectant.»107

One recent study suggests that we observe a continuation of ongoing revolving 
door trends or a linear increase under Trump.108 Another scholar writes: «if there 
was a ‹swamp› when he entered office, there is no indication that it has been drained 
at all […], the advocacy community has prospered in the Trump years. And rather 
than draining the swamp, the inside influence of many interests has swamped 
the drain within the executive branch.»109 Supporting Moran and Iwayemi’s pro-
nouncements, another describes the Trump’s administration as a «classic corpo-
ratocracy» in which «about 70 % of its senior personnel have corporate ties, and 
roughly 350 lobbyists or former lobbyists work for the administration.»110 As many 
have pointed out, this is problematic. Indeed, Rex Tillerson, who served as CEO of 
ExxonMobil and had assets exceeding 300 mn dollars before he served as secretary 
of state under Trump, offered the following reflections after he had left the admin-
istration: «[a]s I reflect upon the state of our American democracy […] I observe a 
growing crisis in ethics and integrity.»111 It should be noted that while the Trump 
administration was business friendly and deficient in the realm of ethics and integ-
rity, it did administer a populist shock to the system, a shift from business-as-usual: 
«no contemporary administration has produced as much uncertainty as Trump’s. 
Lobbyists and organized interests dislike great uncertainty, even though on occa-
sion it can provide them with real opportunities.»112

Conclusions
This paper helps advance our understanding of Trump and the revolving door in 
several ways. Its key findings are as follows. First, there is a consensus that the 
revolving door is pervasive and revolving door activity is at a very high level in 
the United States. Second, revolving door activity has increased in recent decades. 
Third, businessmen turned presidents are relatively rare, but all of them includ-
ing Trump are family businessmen. Future research should differentiate between 

107 Interview with Max Moran and Timi Iwayemi, 2.9.2022.
108 Huchen Liu, Campaign Contributions and Access to Congressional Offices: Patterns in Foreign 
Lobbying Data, in: Political Research Quarterly 3 (2022), 812–828.
109 Loomis, Swamping the Drain (cf. n. 83), 240, 255.
110 Warf, The Donald in Context (cf. n. 89), 29.
111 Alexander, White House, Inc. (cf. n. 105), 189.
112 Loomis, Swamping the Drain (cf. n. 83), 243.
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family businessmen and -women and managers of listed companies in revolving 
door politics.

Given the failure of many businessmen and women to revolve into the presi-
dency in recent years, I argue that structural factors including the level of revolving 
door activity in the United States are insufficient for explaining Trump’s remarka-
ble 2016 election upset. Fourth, to understand the extraordinary case of how Trump 
managed to revolve into the White House, I argue that we must consider idiosyn-
cratic factors including Trump’s fame, his skills as a showman, and his status as a 
celebrity turned reality TV star. In addition, I have stressed the importance of his 
status as a right-wing populist, who is strongly pro-business, but anti-business es-
tablishment in orientation, and who aggressively opposes liberal, cultural, and po-
litical elites. Trump was able to do these things because he revolved from business 
into politics, rather than the usual way, which is revolving from Capitol Hill to K 
Street. As a candidate, Trump railed against the revolving door and pledged to drain 
the swamp. Indeed, it is quite possible that Trump’s opposition to the revolving door 
helped him to get elected as president. This underlines the importance of examining 
the direction in which the revolving door swings in revolving door politics. Fifth, 
although Trump did cause considerable disruption, it does not appear that his ad-
ministration led to a reduction of revolving door activity in Washington, D.C.

Although this paper is focused on the extraordinary if not unique American 
case of Donald Trump, future research could compare this case to other prominent 
examples of businessmen revolving into politics at the highest level, such as with 
Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi in Italy. Existing literature suggests that there are 
far-reaching similarities between Berlusconi and Trump.113 There are also some 
differences: although Berlusconi was Italy’s richest entrepreneur when he revolved 
into politics and became Prime Minister of Italy, his populist rule was less disruptive 
than Trump’s. Historians could deepen and extend our understanding of the condi-
tions and circumstances which allow anti-establishment populists to rise to power. 
Here, it might be helpful to draw on cutting-edge literature which identifies political 
discontent and elite disarray as critical antecedent conditions for populists’ rise.114

Trump may be one of the most remarkable cases of a businessman revolving 
into politics in recent world history. Trump is also a demagogue115—«a demagogue 

113 Guiseppina Scotto di Carlo, A Discourse Analysis of the «Trumpusconi» Phenomenon: Is Trump 
the Contemporary Berlusconi?, Newcastle upon Tyne 2021; Edoardo M. Fracanzani, Norms Under 
Siege: The Parallel Political Lives of Donald Trump and Silvio Berlusconi, Winchester 2021.
114 See especially Julio F. Carrión, A Dynamic Theory of Populism in Power: The Andes in Compar-
ative Perspective, New York 2022.
115 Eric Posner, The Demagogue’s Playbook: The Battle for American Democracy from the Founders 
to Trump, New York 2020.
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of the spectacle—part entertainer, part authoritarian»116 who openly attempted to 
destroy the system of the administrative state while in office. «More than any presi-
dent in American history, Donald Trump displays leadership by dominance, through 
distinctively human manifestations of brute force, bluffing, and intimidation.»117 As 
the attempted coup, the storming of the US Capitol building on 6 January 2021, has 
shown, Trump threatens American democracy itself. At the time of writing, the Re-
publican party was unwilling or unable to stand up to and make a decisive break 
with Trump, and perhaps this should not surprise us, since «[t]he radicalization of 
the Republican Party had been taking place over decades […].»118

While Republicans and business organizations were not pleased with all 
aspects of Trump, their opposition was muted by Trump’s strongly pro-business 
orientation: «[t]he interests of business are central and defining» for American con-
servatism «while every other aspect or strategy of the movement is mutable and 
disposable.»119 Trump has been discounted many times in the past. At the time of 
writing, it cannot be ruled out that Trump will become the Republican nominee 
before being re-elected as President of the United States in 2024. Even if his political 
career is now finally at an end and his family business is in decline, the conse-
quences of his presidency will be with us for some time. Further research is needed 
about Donald Trump and the underlying problems of regulatory capture and estab-
lishment corruption,120 the revolving door will be with us for the foreseeable future, 
for better or for worse.
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