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Advance Praise for Trump’s Ten Commandments by Jeffrey Sonnenfeld


“Bringing his unique understanding of leadership styles and management techniques to bear as only he can, Jeffrey Sonnenfeld brilliantly decodes the ten-part method in what others see only as Donald Trump’s madness. No one who hopes to understand what makes Trump tick can afford to leave this decathlon of a book unread.”

—Laurence Tribe, University Professor, Harvard Law School

“I spent over a decade at Donald Trump’s side—through victories, scandals, and self-inflicted disasters. No one understands the mechanics of his chaos better than I do. In this remarkable work, Jeffrey Sonnenfeld dissects Trump’s leadership through a lens of truth and experience, translating what most see as disorder into the studied, intentional strategy I recognize as distinctly Trump’s. This is a master class in decoding power, ego, and manipulation—essential reading for anyone seeking to understand how Trump truly operates.”

—Michael Cohen, Former Personal Attorney to President Donald J. Trump

“I was charmed by Donald Trump, worked for him, and then also saw his dangerous flaws. Some treat him as the village idiot or a madman because of his unorthodox impulses. Sure, he may not have been the top finance, econ, or history student at Wharton, but critics are as wrong to discount his communication genius and street savvy as others are to deify him. Sonnenfeld is the first scholar to reveal just how Trump operates, the method behind the magic and malice—important and timely lessons needed to protect our nation.”

—Anthony Scaramucci, CEO of SkyBridge Capital and Former White House Communications Director in the First Trump Administration

“Donald Trump is such a polarizing figure that no author has attempted to analyze his unique skills and failings in a nonpartisan way. Sonnenfeld has done us all the great favor of capturing Trump’s nontraditional leadership traits, distilling them into the Ten Commandments that make up his power politics, and presenting them in an insightful, personal, and engaging book.”

—Tom Glocer, Former CEO of Thomson Reuters; Lead Director of Morgan Stanley & Merck

“The crazy, unpredictable, chaotic behavior of Donald Trump has a pattern! Who knew! Jeffrey Sonnenfeld combines his deep knowledge of Trump along with a rigorous analysis and examples of his actions to decode the ‘how’ of Trump’s unique leadership. For all of us scratching our heads, this book provides a lens into patterns of his leadership that have not been previously recognized.”

—Anne Mulcahy, Former CEO of Xerox; Former Director, Johnson & Johnson, Citigroup, and Target

“With Trump’s Ten Commandments, Jeffrey Sonnenfeld has written an essential and riveting book. He’s brought his deep knowledge of leadership as the nation’s preeminent leadership scholar to one of the critical questions of our era: How does President Donald Trump actually think, how does he lead, and how does he wield power? In this book, Sonnenfeld provides a persuasive lens through which he argues that Trump is far more intentional, and as a result more predictable, than most of us might believe.”

—Bethany McLean, Washington Post Columnist, Author of Smartest Guys in the Room

“On the whole, there are few groups more negatively disposed to the personal traits of Donald Trump than the CEOs of large US companies. That’s because the CEOs have almost universally risen through the ranks of their organizations through inspiring leadership characteristics such as integrity, team building, diversity of thought, transparency, and positive motivation. Trump’s leadership playbook tends to draw from a very different set of characteristics. Unfortunately, CEOs can’t speak candidly for fear of retribution, but Jeff Sonnenfeld speaks for them in this book by outlining ten traits that make Trump’s leadership style unique. This must-read guide helps business leaders prepare for dealing with an official like Trump without having to learn the hard way.”

—Doug Parker, Former CEO, American Airlines

“Jeff Sonnenfeld’s Trump’s Ten Commandments frames usefully and convincingly Trump’s leadership style, methods, and motivations for them. It draws great strength from his personal contacts with Trump, with Trump’s family, with many of his advisors, and with business leaders. It also draws strength from Sonnenfeld’s reference to a wide range of academics who have studied leadership methods. The leadership styles attributed to Trump, while uniquely Trump’s in their totality, also apply to other leaders. Understanding them through the lens that Sonnenfeld provides can be very useful both in understanding the other person and being able to relate constructively with them.”

—John Pepper, Former CEO, Procter & Gamble; Former Chairman, The Walt Disney Company

“Jeffrey Sonnenfeld is, first and foremost, a consummate leadership scholar and has been for decades. In this book, he turns his attention to analyzing the leadership strategies of Donald Trump. Neither screed nor apologia, this book explains not only what Trump does but, more importantly, how and why it is so often effective. In a word (or two), amazingly insightful.”

—Jeffrey Pfeffer, Thomas D. Dee II Professor of Organizational Behavior, Graduate School of Business, Stanford University and Author of 7 Rules of Power

“Jeff Sonnenfeld has known and counseled presidents and CEOs for decades. Having a long relationship with our current president, Jeff is uniquely able to explain Donald Trump’s motivations and methods. Those who reflexively support the president and those who viscerally oppose him have one thing in common: They both think they understand what he’s doing and why. Sonnenfeld reveals how they are often both wrong.”

—Jeff Bewkes, Former CEO of Time Warner

“Sonnenfeld shows that many of Trump’s sharpest critics continue to be conned (or ‘fooled,’ if you prefer) by the president’s ability to brazenly exploit any situation. This book explains how Trump’s ‘Wall of Sound’ approach to leadership has been so powerful, and so dangerous for our democracy.”

—Michael S. Roth, President of Wesleyan University

“When I asked Henry Kissinger, my lifelong mentor and confidant, after their first meeting following Trump’s election what kind of president he thought Trump would be, he used exactly the same word Jeff Sonnenfeld used in his introduction to this book—‘consequential.’ He said he would leave it to historians to write about how and why.

“Now we don’t have to wait. Jeff’s book delves deeply and insightfully into both the how and why. It is unique among all books written so far in the approach he takes to addressing these issues. He does so from a freshly unconventional perspective. But then again, the subject of this book is highly unconventional as a president and as a person.

“To understand how unconventional he is and how this affects his policy, our country, and the world, this book is essential and highly thought-provoking—for those who passionately love Trump, who passionately dislike him, who have not made up their minds, and who are still trying to understand him. Those in the latter category, especially, need to read and study this enormously penetrating work. It is brilliantly written, deeply insightful, filled with rich and unique anecdotes that only Jeff Sonnenfeld with his experience and relationship with Trump could provide, and dazzlingly colorful in his portrayal of Trump and the world around him.”

—Robert Hormats, Former US Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs and Top Advisor to Five US Presidents Across Parties

“Some people see chaos. Sonnenfeld sees the playbook. Trump’s Ten Commandments is the sharpest decoding of Trump’s leadership I’ve seen, and having lived it in the White House during his first presidency, I can tell you: this book is essential for anyone who wants to understand how power truly operates today. A consequential guide for leaders—and a sanity check for the rest of us. No matter your view of Trump—pro, anti, or just trying to survive the turbulence—this book gives you the tools to understand the moment.”

—Olivia Troye, Trump/Pence White House Homeland Security and Counterterrorism Advisor

“In reading Jeff Sonnenfeld’s insightful and personal account of what makes Donald Trump “tick,” his Ten Commandments, I not only gained a far better perspective on our current president’s beliefs, behaviors, and results, but a much stronger realization that we all live in a hub-and-spokes model of relationships to others, one that we impact with our own perceptual reality, behavioral choices, and outcomes, both good and bad. This leads me to question and reflect on the commandments that have shaped my own network of relationships and their consequences on my life. Similar to my many years of learning from Jeff’s academic insights and caring friendship, reading Trump’s Ten Commandments has not only led me to greater knowledge of Trump but also a much deeper understanding of self.”

—Thomas Cummings, Professor of Management and Organization, University of Southern California, former President Academy of Management
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my lovely, loving, brilliant, and bold daughters, Sophie and Lauren. They are the light of my life—the purpose and joy of each day since they were each born. They channel perfectly the spirit and inspiration of my selfless, courageous, patriotic, departed parents, Rochelle and Burton Sonnenfeld, and that of the continued presence of my “big” brother Marc, and of their mother, Clarky, who has been my best friend for twenty-seven years.





INTRODUCTION

President Donald Trump dominates the headlines—with a smorgasbord of books written about him. So why would anyone want to read another Trump book?

No one, neither supporters nor adversaries, has analyzed how he actually leads, and his strategic playbook. The simple truth is that Trump has only a handful of tricks up his sleeve. We have clustered those into ten categories: Trump’s Ten Commandments. They are not Moses’s laws from Sinai governing ethical conduct; they are Trump’s own rules for gaining, wielding, and keeping power, politically incorrect and often uninformed by societal norms, conventional wisdom, or prevailing groupthink, yet startlingly effective and street-savvy. These are the stratagems he returns to time and time again, no matter the context, that comprise his rules of thumb for navigating just about any and every situation.

In his 1964 book The Conduct of Inquiry, the philosopher Abraham Kaplan coined the term “the law of instrument,”1 referring to the paradox of success where a tool that works in one circumstance becomes generalized to be overused for all situations. In short, if you give a young child a hammer, everything will look to him or her like a nail, yet the use of a saw or screwdriver or even a gentle hand gesture might be the more appropriate action. Trump’s favorite tactics are similarly blunt tools, and Trump reverts repeatedly to these same Ten Commandments to great effect, regardless of the context. For all his supposed unpredictability, the reality is Trump’s rawest impulses in wielding power are often surprisingly predictable. This is obvious to those who have worked with and followed Trump closely for decades—but that is a surprisingly small, and rapidly dwindling, group of people.

Though Trump is surrounded by thousands, if not millions, of self-anointed pals, clingers-on, rotating sycophants, devoted cultists, and partisan loyalists who claim to know him well, the truth is he has had few, if any, genuine, sustained lifelong “intimates.” Consider this: For all the mythology about Trump as the supposed “playboy,” have you ever heard of any former Trump girlfriends with anything particularly insightful to say about the man on a personal basis?

Even more importantly, most of the loyalists currently surrounding Trump came into his orbit only after he entered politics. Few of Trump’s genuine, oldest, closest acquaintances have been able to keep up with his head-spinning, vertiginous, singular career, spanning real estate to entertainment and media and then, finally, to politics.2 Most were left behind, cowed, or chose to tap out long ago, disoriented by Trump’s dizzying metamorphoses and constant reinventions or intimidated into silence.

Those who saw Trump the most clearly and incisively are virtually all dead—not only his parents and his mentors but also most of his contemporaries and three of his four siblings, including his sister, Judge Maryanne Trump Barry, the last person living whom Trump truly feared.3 In their place, a younger generation of admiring, obsequious yes-men and yes-women have stepped in, to whom Trump is practically a deity and can do no wrong. Likewise, the media—however well-intentioned—has also been of little help in shedding light on Donald Trump, the person, and his strategic playbook. Instead, they provide breathless yet superficial coverage of the breaking news crises du jour, playing into Trump’s hands exactly as he intended. Steeped in the insular world of Washington, political journalists lack the necessary fluency in arenas outside of politics, like business, entertainment, and society, to truly understand how Trump thinks. For these correspondents, the world of New York real estate and Studio 54 are as foreign a universe as Mars, and they had barely heard of the man before he descended Trump Tower’s golden escalator in 2015, knowing little about his prior metamorphoses and the ups and downs of his pre-political life.4 Meanwhile, biographers often get caught up in the quotidian minutiae and material artifices of Trump’s life, underestimating, if not downright failing to capture, his strategic savvy. Similarly, the legions of critics who flock to condemn his every move often fail to understand his most basic instincts and thought patterns. However one feels about Trump, chalking it all up to being “lucky” hardly does justice to his methods.

By contrast, I have known and worked closely with Donald Trump for a quarter century, as an advisor, friend, critic, adversary, and everything in between. In fact, I encouraged and helped enable Trump’s evolution from businessman to media personality and then politician; and I have served as a catalyst for and motivator of significant opposition to Trump’s excesses. These vantage points, along with my shared history with Trump, have given me unique insights into how he leads, his strategic playbook, and his bag of tricks.

To those who argue that the words “Trump” and “strategic leadership” should never go in the same sentence, I say, quite simply, you are mistaken. I hear your arguments and know you will say that Trump is so unpredictable, uninformed, impressionable, and impulsive that clearly he has no strategy. You’re not entirely wrong. Trump is not a strategist in the classic sense of the word. The second coming of Niccolo Machiavelli or Sun Tzu he is certainly not. But to underestimate Trump’s strategic acumen and intentionality is a big mistake.

If Trump is dumb, he is dumb as a fox. While he rarely reads and might not pass some college exams were he to take them today,5 that is all irrelevant, because an indisputable canniness, a shrewd instinct for survival, and a chameleon-like adaptability guide his every move. He is impulsively, even explosively, open with his opinions but keeps his strategic game plans close to his vest. And make no mistake about it: There is a method to the madness, and he knows what he is doing. Where others see chaos and unpredictability, I see Trump getting exactly what he wants by intentional design. And therein lies his secret sauce. Through decades of sheer repetition and fine-tuning, he has developed a set of stratagems and tricks that allow him to get what he wants when he wants it, no matter how crazy it might seem to the uninitiated. By deploying the same tried-and-true stratagems over and over again—some of them crossing the lines of conventionally acceptable behavior—Trump manages to regularly and consistently bluster, bully, cajole, flatter, and slither his way out of jams, and into positions of maximum advantage and leverage for achieving his goals.

The leadership stratagems that Trump has deployed to overcome successive challenges are visible in plain sight to those who have followed his career closely. That’s why I’m writing this book: to give you a better understanding of how Donald Trump thinks and how Donald Trump leads, and his strategic playbook. My hope is that you will come away with not only greater clarity about the world we are living in but some strategic lessons about how to lead, as well as how not to lead, in your own life, and what kind of leader you wish and choose to be yourself.

I acknowledge that there are many things this book is not. For one, this book is not a policy treatise or partisan platform, nor is it a comprehensive chronicling of the impact of Trump’s decisions. However I feel about many of Trump’s policies and their impact on people, the country, and the world—and as a public intellectual, I have a long track record of commentary across many issues—in this book at least, I am focused first and foremost on understanding how Trump sees and uses power. In other words, how he makes his decisions. Nor is this a kiss-and-tell-all confessional. Rather, I selectively draw on my personal experiences with Trump across decades of close interaction but also avoid relying exclusively on personal anecdotes by intentionally drawing on other case studies and illustrative examples to inform this analysis of the Ten Commandments that, combined, make Trump a singular, unique figure in his approach and, of course, his impact.

All this is worth chronicling, because escaping analysis is precisely the point of the leadership tactics Trump employs. Too often, the intentionality and craftiness behind his actions are hidden beneath the veneer of bluster and bravado, by design. But it is exactly this intentionality that is worth understanding about one of the most consequential individuals of our era.

Regardless of whether one loves or hates him, there is no denying that Trump stands alone in the annals of history. It is indisputable Donald Trump will be remembered as one of the most controversial and consequential political leaders in American history. Historians measure US presidents with such varied yardsticks as election results, legislative success, integrity in office, government fairness, economic growth, technological advancement, average standard of living, public safety, public health, global stability, diplomatic victories, and domestic harmony. On all these metrics, the nation’s self-concept and global image will never be the same, with the historic milestones of Pre-Trump and After Trump punctuating politics. For some Americans, there is a cult-like allegiance and affection for his unorthodox strong authority, while for other Americans there has been daily horror and defiance of his rule. Some will want to pattern their own power and influence on the strengths of his tactics, while others will want to ensure that what they believe to be authoritarian control and demagogic rhetoric never returns.

Donald Trump’s career path is not that of a conventional politician, businessman, or media titan, nor that of a scholar, historian, psychologist, global diplomat, military leader, or economist. Yet he disrupted each of these fields, revealing enormous gaps in what the experts presumed to be the realities of their respective domains. His leadership instincts frequently match the research of decades of scholarship and academic theory, which he never needed to read to deftly intuit and deploy. He has challenged and shattered conventional orthodoxies, regardless of whether that was in pursuit of patriotic, unifying, peace-making, deregulatory outcomes as his supporters argue, or for personally enriching, self-aggrandizing, bullying, repressive, divisive, vindictive purposes as his critics argue.

That has always been the case with Trump across his entire life, but now it is especially true—and especially consequential—in his role as president.

Having personally advised five US presidents across parties, I can confidently claim that Donald Trump has no peer in his portfolio of success or setbacks, nor in his modus operandi.

First, in his tenure as president, Donald Trump has violated all the rules and norms of the presidency as laid out by pretty much anyone and everyone imaginable: historians, psychologists, policy experts, journalists, media commentators, political scientists, you name it. In the 1970s, I was a student of the renowned Harvard political scientist Richard Neustadt. His hugely influential 1960 book, Presidential Power: The Politics of Leadership, insisted that the essence of presidential strength is the power to persuade rather than to issue decrees. He described the US presidency as a legally weak position. His core thesis was that the president’s formal constitutional powers are constrained, with their effectiveness reliant on their ability to bargain and persuade other key political players. This is because the American system is one of “separated institutions sharing power,” not concentrated power in the hands of any single individual.

He warned that a president cannot accomplish much by merely barking orders, channeling President Truman’s derisive prediction when General Eisenhower was elected president: “Poor Ike, it won’t be a bit like the army. He’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen.” To Neustadt, a president had to coax others to join him through prestige and reputation rather than issue commands—in other words, the antithesis of Trump’s approach.

Clearly, Trump did not get this memo, nor would he have cared much for Neustadt’s theories. Since taking office, he has continued to steadily concentrate power in his own hands, legislative and judicial guardrails be darned.

Both Princeton’s revered political scholar and psychologist Fred Greenstein and presidential historian Stephen Ambrose challenged Neustadt’s view of Eisenhower as inept, instead portraying a crafty leader who masqueraded behind a genial external demeanor to accomplish careful strategic ends. After decades of research on the effectiveness of thirty US presidents, Greenstein developed a checklist of six qualities by which to evaluate success or failure in the Oval Office: public communication, organizational capacity, political skill, vision, cognitive style, and emotional intelligence. In his book The Presidential Difference: Leadership Style from FDR to Clinton, Greenstein argued that emotional intelligence was the most important quality. He suggested that emotional intelligence could be measured by “the president’s ability to manage his emotions and turn them to constructive purposes, rather than being dominated by them and allowing them to diminish his leadership.” Trump’s heated rhetoric, seemingly impulsive actions, vindictiveness, and hair-trigger attacks when feeling insulted would not rate well on these scales; yet before his death in 2018, at age eighty-eight, Greenstein reportedly declared Trump’s presidency “fascinating to a scholar of leadership because it’s so different from anything else”—an expert acknowledging an aberration to all previously held norms, and acknowledging that his own expert theories were obliterated.

Similarly, careful, reverential biographical profiles of prior presidents authored by distinguished presidential historians lavished praise on their subjects, portraying them as near-mythic heroes and lifting them toward a kind of civic apotheosis, airbrushed of their foibles and the complex trade-offs of wielding power. Perhaps that is why many of these same historians hit a wall of bewilderment when trying to explain how Trump functions. Their condemnations capture peccadilloes and shortcomings in his character but failed to shed any light on how he actually thinks and why he does what he does beyond simplistic charges of greed and vanity. There is far more to understanding Trump than merely accusing him of self-aggrandizing motives and throwing up one’s hands in frustration.

All this is to say, Trump’s singular journey—and how he navigated the manifold challenges and setbacks along the way—is worth understanding from a strategic and leadership perspective. You should understand how he has accomplished what he has, regardless of how you feel about what he has done.

There can be no dispute that Trump has charted an unprecedented and singular course in the annals of American history. Richard Nixon’s comeback from his 1960 defeat to win the presidency in 1968 was considered a previously unimaginable milestone by historians.6 However, Trump’s transformation from businessman with no political experience to president and his subsequent comeback after his 2020 presidential defeat to Joe Biden following criminal conviction as a thirty-four-count felon,7 four federal and state prosecutions including for election fraud,8 and the desertion of most, if not all, of his original political lieutenants,9 is in a category by itself and makes all prior comebacks pale in comparison. These Ten Commandments explain how Trump builds but also how he sometimes breaks his intended creations. We will examine how he gets into—and out of—trouble.

Surely there has never been a more divisive US president than Donald Trump, and that does not trouble him. This is not an unintended legacy for him. In his office back in 2015, before he was taken seriously as a presidential candidate, he told me that he hoped to tap into populist anger, and mused about going to the left of Senator Bernie Sanders, while simultaneously realizing that tapping into populist anger on the right might be a more realistic and potent route.10 Indeed, ideology has never been the correct prism through which to understand the notoriously flexible and unideological Trump, with Trump scrambling the conventional dividing lines of left, right, and center.

To understand Trump, it’s not enough to rely on overripe ideological explanations, nor is it sufficient to take any of his actions on global and domestic matters individually. Like the old Indian parable of the five blind men and the elephant, you might discern parts of Trump while missing the whole, for he is more than the sum of his parts. Many otherwise insightful observers of Trump often fail to capture that essential truth, revealing illuminating anecdotes about how Trump approached specific decisions while failing to see the broader patterns hiding in plain sight. Similarly, many former Trump deputies subsequently wrote books, both supportive and critical, capturing their perspectives on their own individual interactions with Trump, but these Trump lieutenants invariably missed the forest for the trees, for anecdotes alone miss the patterns of how Trump operates. Trump lets each of his subordinates see a different part of himself while rarely letting anyone see the full picture.

Ultimately, Trump, the leader, is a complex and contradictory blend, exhibiting strokes of genius while also hampered by huge and readily apparent blind spots, producing a man who is at once revered and vilified, seen as a messiah by his most passionate supporters and a dangerous megalomaniac by his most virulent critics. But underneath all of this, there is some discernible, understandable logic to how Trump approaches problems. Shedding light on this logic is the purpose of Trump’s Ten Commandments.

Regardless of how one might feel about Donald Trump’s leadership and his objectives, it is important to document and analyze how he accomplishes his objectives, why he does what he does, when it works for him in achieving his goals, and when it does not.

As his son-in-law Jared Kushner has repeatedly told my Yale CEO Summits, “Before you judge Donald Trump, you have to understand him. He thinks differently than you do.”11

Here’s my firsthand view into Donald Trump’s bag of stratagems and his most frequently used, go-to chess moves.





BACKGROUND

I have been a scholar and professor of leadership for five decades, teaching at Harvard, Emory, and Yale. In my research, I study all kinds of leaders, from iconic heroes to failures and frauds, in sectors as diverse as business, entertainment, and politics. I have advised thousands of leaders along the way, including five US presidents from both political parties, countless bipartisan cabinet secretaries, elected officials at every level from mayors to the US Senate, and thousands of Fortune 500 CEOs. I continue to convene gatherings of top leaders frequently at events as varied as my Yale CEO Summits, Yale Mayors Colleges, and Yale Higher Education Leadership Summits.

Having studied social psychology, sociology, economics, history, political science, and anthropology, I have come to realize that these academic disciplines tend to minimize the importance of individual personality traits and differences, instead focusing on economic, national, regional, interest group, and demographic drivers of behavior. Brendan Maher, Harvard’s long-serving chairman of psychology and social relations, and a pioneer of the scientific study of psychology, told me that “the study of human behavior approaches personality psychology with enlightened skepticism.” John Padgett, the renowned Chicago sociologist and political scientist, told me that personality psychology was “misleadingly and hopelessly reductionist and simplistic,” dismissing the need to understand leaders as individuals. Meanwhile, while journalists appropriately focus on the individual personalities of leaders, they often vilify them with reflexive ideological skepticism rather than seek to understand their unique attributes, and they fail to sufficiently contextualize their leadership style on a spectrum of individual values, skills, and motives.

While my lifelong study of leaders across sectors informs this book, it is my unique experiences with Donald Trump across many decades that give me some unique standing to analyze his leadership tool kit. I first became close with Trump when, paradoxically, I was an original critic of his hit TV show The Apprentice in the early 2000s, writing scathing critiques of his reality TV stardom. At the time, NBC had asked me to review each episode for the first season to analyze the leadership lessons. Not having tracked Trump as closely as Spy magazine—which trailed him religiously and satirically, anointing him “The Donald”—I agreed, figuring it would help me catch up. What I saw horrified me. I thought that it was the exact wrong model of American business leadership for young, ambitious, rising generations of proteges to seek to emulate, or for our global trading partners seeking to understand how to do business in the US. It was the antithesis of all the ideal values of the truly great business leaders I had studied.

In one early critique in the pages of The Wall Street Journal, I ridiculed, “[The Apprentice] neglects the core functions of leadership, integrity, inspiration, and invention. No business innovation surfaces, no societal problems are solved. Instead, we see people hawking sex, booze, bags of dirt, and more sex, and celebrity access.” I likened the elimination game format of the show and the salacious intrigue as “akin to a musical chairs game in a Hooters restaurant.”

My vocal, high-profile criticism resulted in Trump and myself being constantly juxtaposed in media narratives about The Apprentice, which predictably drove Trump crazy.

In case readers haven’t noticed, Trump can be very sensitive to criticism. Less than amused, he lashed out at me on TV, bragging, “Sonnenfeld, this guy, he gets more publicity from this show…. The real world has all the things he hates. He says there’s too much sex, it doesn’t exist. Excuse me, I can tell you it exists, from personal knowledge.” Trump then wrote a response in The Wall Street Journal blustering, “Sonnenfeld lacks the insight required to understand the architecture of a corporation. Perhaps that’s why he’s a professor at Yale instead of the Wharton School of Business, my alma mater.”

Alas, Trump should have remembered the Streisand effect—where an attempt to censor information backfires, leading to it being seen by a much larger audience—for his attacks on me only poured fuel on the fire. There is nothing the media loves more than a good food fight, as we were subsequently set up as foils on CNN, CNBC, and NBC, on shows like Kudlow & Cramer, The Today Show, and Dateline, and even at in-person and hybrid forums in places as far away as Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, and São Paulo, Brazil.

Apparently really fed up, Trump started bombarding my phone line, calling me privately at my office at Yale. I knew that he had taken down countless critics through endless, largely frivolous litigation—more on Trump’s law-as-warfare, or “lawfare,” strategy later—and I wasn’t eager to follow that path. Even though his threats were meritless, I religiously avoided his many calls.

Except one day, my administrative assistant, in a devilish mood, put the call through knowingly, warning me in good cheer that it was The Donald just as I picked up, a moment too late for me to hang up. I went, “Oh no,” but there he was, his voice booming clearly through the line.

Trump began a blue streak of insults, while I frantically tried (unsuccessfully) to locate Yale’s general counsel and get her to join the call. After Trump was through, I calmly replied that I thought we’d covered this ground already in public media forums. “If you’re done, I’m done,” I said, and tried to hang up. But Trump responded, “Not so fast,” and suddenly pivoted to ask how I might like to become the founding president of Trump University. I’d expected more litigation threats, but I guess he realized that I didn’t have much in the way of assets at the time and decided that attempting to drown a squeaky wheel in oil might be the better approach than trying to replace the squeaky wheel.

I told Trump that, while I was flattered, that wasn’t the right career move for me. My mother had always wanted me to become a college president, but perhaps not of this specific institution. Then Trump pivoted course again, complimenting me by saying, “Well, you seem like such a bright young man.” I bantered back, “Can you repeat that?” He replied, “Which part?” Playing along, I said, “Either part, I don’t hear either part so much around here.” Trump chuckled and said to somebody sitting with him who hadn’t been introduced, “I think we can work with this guy.” Then, directing his attention back to me, he asked if I played golf.

I tried to beg off, saying that I was terrible at golf and that it wouldn’t be a great experience for either of us. He offered to teach me, and when I still said no, he insisted. Figuring that golf was better than a lawsuit, I agreed but asked to bring some friends. In designing the perfect support crew, I chose a striking lady friend, who is a single-digit handicap golfer, and a brilliant mathematical economist colleague of mine at Yale, who is a genuine negotiation expert and loves to argue playfully but intensely. Both friends were hugely skeptical of Trump and came to our golf game loaded for bear, so I was expecting our first in-person meeting to be feisty, if not outright combative, with hugely divergent personalities and colliding agendas.

To my horror and amazement, my support system collapsed upon meeting Trump, and they gravitated to his aura. Yes, the once deep animosity of both of my friends immediately melted as soon as we arrived as Trump laid on the charm. My lady friend went out and played golf with him; they arrived back shortly thereafter, having played only three holes because she beat him. But he flattered her nevertheless, saying that she reminded him of his then-fiancée, Melania, and giving her clubs and shoes. She had not been a fan of Trump previously; she had joined me in viewing The Apprentice outtakes NBC had sent to us a day in advance for The Wall Street Journal series I was writing, and she did not find the salacious and unsavory things she saw amusing. But she was plainly charmed by Trump after she met him in person, even claiming to all who would hear her out that his hair was real and that he was a delightful person.

Meanwhile, my brilliant economist colleague was similarly converted, selling Trump on endorsing a litany of entrepreneurial products and businesses he was developing. After a while, Trump turned to me and said, “Look, your friends love me, what does it take to win you over?” I replied that I couldn’t be bought and that I saw the premise of the show as the problem, taking engaging, starry-eyed young people and turning them against each other in a vicious, musical chairs, zero-sum game. Trump said don’t blame him, blame Jack Welch—the then-head of GE, which owned NBC, which produced The Apprentice. According to Trump’s retelling, after Welch saw how well CBS’s Survivor was doing, he told Jeff Zucker, the then-head of NBC Universal, to try to secure Survivor for NBC, because reality TV was getting great reviews and was so cheap to produce.

Then, according to Trump, when Zucker couldn’t get Survivor from CBS, he had Mark Burnett create the same show with the same premise, but instead of throwing contestants off an island, they would fire them from a job, and that became the premise of The Apprentice.

After Trump explained his perspective, I replied that while I didn’t know about Jack Welch’s take on all this, I thought Trump ought to change the show to past-their-prime celebrity “apprentices,” like Don Rickles, Joan Rivers, Jackie Mason, and other offensive comedians such as Andrew Dice Clay—all public figures so acerbic toward others that they deserved each other—and let them go at it with each other instead of corrupting starry-eyed young people. As an added bonus, these washed-up comedians would surely be happy to do it for free, for the free publicity. Trump defended the elimination game formula of the show as critical for drama but was intrigued by my counterproposal and asked me to give him a year to figure it out and transition the show toward that model. I trusted him and withheld continued public criticism until he could morph The Apprentice into The Celebrity Apprentice, and indeed, he delivered on his word. To his credit, I found him genuinely disarming in his candor, charm, and willingness to understand my criticisms, as he clearly wanted to see what he could do to stop me from criticizing him so vocally.

We became friends at that point, and I continued to visit Trump Tower through the years at his invitation, even bringing the CEOs of the largest Chinese state-owned enterprises along to visit with him when they came to Yale for an executive program I was teaching in. That mutually amicable relationship continued up through Trump’s pivot into politics and the 2016 presidential election. In fact, in the earliest days of Trump’s bid in 2015, when virtually the entire political establishment refused to take him seriously, I was one of the first media commentators to grasp the serious potential of a Trump candidacy, writing some of the first objective profiles on him in a set of Fortune magazine columns.

Although I was a Hillary Clinton friend and supporter, at one salon-style dinner for wealthy GOP donors hosted by Larry Kudlow in August 2015 at his Redding, Connecticut, home, I ruffled some feathers when I cited Trump as the front-runner and expressed my belief that he could really win. The fifty attendees had all spoken in favor of their own favorite GOP primary contenders, from Jeb Bush to Marco Rubio to Ted Cruz to Carly Fiorina; they all offered strong endorsements of virtually anyone but Trump—except Roger Stone, who refused to endorse anyone, having just left the

[image: Donald Trump in his office at Trump Tower meeting with an adviser across a cluttered desk, large windows behind overlooking the New York skyline.]
[image: Donald Trump standing beside an associate at Trump Tower, both smiling for a posed photograph in front of framed magazine covers and awards.]
Trump repeatedly called me to Trump Tower to offer advice, and I often brought along a diverse set of voices whose insights I thought might benefit him.
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“Sonnenfeld has brilliantly decoded the ten-part method in what others
see only as Donald Trump’s madness. No one who hopes to understand
what makes Trump tick can afford to leave this book unread.”

University Professor, Harvard Law School
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