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Abstract Does diplomacy affect the prospects of international conflict and cooper-
ation? Systematic empirical assessment has been hindered by the inferential challenges
of separating diplomacy from the distribution of power and interests that underlies its
conduct. This paper addresses the question of diplomacy’s efficacy by examining the
intragovernmental politics of US foreign policy, and the varying influence of diplomatic
personnel in the policy process. I claim that diplomats hold the strongest preferences for
cooperative relations with their host countries, relative to other participants in the foreign
policy process. They also exert substantial influence over the formation and imple-
mentation of US policies toward their host countries but their influence is intermittently
weakened by the short-term shock of an ambassadorial turnover. As a result, when ambas-
sadors are removed from post, diplomacy is more likely to be eschewed for more conflict-
ual means of settling international disagreements, and opportunities for economic
exchange are less likely to be realized. I test this theory using newly collected data on
US diplomatic representation, for the global sample of countries from 1960 through
2014. To address concerns of diplomatic staffing being endogenous to political interests,
I leverage a natural experiment arising from the State Department’s three-year ambassa-
dorial rotation system. The turnover of a US ambassador causes a decrease in US
exports to the country experiencing the turnover, and heightens the risk of onset of a mili-
tarized dispute between that country and the US. These findings point to bureaucratic dele-
gation as an important but overlooked determinant of macro-level international outcomes.

In his first week in office, President Donald Trump took the unprecedented step of
demanding the immediate resignations of all politically appointed US ambassadors,
along with several higher-level State Department officials, with no grace period and
no candidates in line to fill the vacancies.1 A year into the administration, fifty-seven
ambassadorial posts and five of eight deputy and undersecretary positions remained
unfilled.2 Critics were quick to denounce this approach, accusing the president of
waging “war on the State Department”3 or even on diplomacy itself.4 Yet while

1. Abigail Williams, and Corky Siemaszko “Top State Department Officials Ousted As Trump
Administration Takes Shape,” NBC News, 26 January 2017. <https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/
four-top-statedepartment-officials-ousted-trump-administration-takes-shape-n712611>.
2. Bureau of Public of Affairs 2018.
3. Morgan Chalfant, “Trump’s War on the State Department,” The Hill, 14 July 2017. <https://thehill.

com/homenews/administration/341923-trumps-war-on-the-state-department>.
4. “The Trump Administration Is Making War on Diplomacy,” New York Times, 18 November 2017.

<https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/18/opinion/sunday/the-trump-administration-is-making-war-on-
diplomacy.html>.
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this particular degree of understaffing was unprecedented, the general devaluation of
diplomacy that it represented was not. Political leaders have long insisted on squeez-
ing State Department budgets,5 shuttering embassies and consulates,6 and foregoing
diplomatic tact for Pentagon-driven “mil-think” in the policy process,7 while
demanding that their diplomatic agents simply “do more with less.”8 American dip-
lomacy, it appears, has gone out of favor.
The public concern over Trump’s diplomatic neglect, and the historical trajectory it

culminated, raises a fundamental question: Does diplomacy affect the prospects of
international conflict and cooperation, independent of the distribution of power and
interests that underlies its conduct? Systematic empirical evidence of diplomacy’s
efficacy has remained elusive. At a basic level, much of the work of diplomacy is
unobservable to researchers, conducted behind closed doors or through classified
cables.9 Insofar as diplomacy can be observed and quantified, its variation is
largely driven by more fundamental political forces, calling into question any
claims of diplomacy causing a particular outcome. States self-select into negotiations
likely to bear fruit, or into those rendered necessary by impending threats. They open
embassies in countries where opportunities for commercial exchange are rich, and
close them when relations sour. Trump’s gutting of diplomatic personnel came
amid a broader foreign policy reorientation, leaving observers uncertain about
whether the understaffing itself bore any real consequence.
In this paper I address the question of diplomacy’s utility by analyzing diplomats’

influence in the formation and implementation of US foreign policy.10 Specifically,
I examine the variation in diplomatic influence that arises from the routine rotation of
US ambassadors. The theory draws from broad literatures on bureaucratic politics,
public administration, and diplomatic history, and brings their insights to bear in
explaining patterns of international conflict and cooperation.
Central to the argument are the relative interests and capabilities of the various par-

ticipants in the foreign policy process. Among all participants, the chief of mission
(COM) to a foreign country typically holds the strongest preferences for cooperative
relations with that country,11 and wields substantial influence over the policies
enacted toward it.12 But the removal and replacement of an ambassador—with the
embassy overseen by an acting official in the interregnum—causes a short-term

5. Charles Mcc. Mathias Jr, “Don’t Straitjacket US Diplomacy,” New York Times, 26 June 1986.
<https://www.nytimes.com/1986/06/26/opinion/don-t-straitjacket-the-state-dept.html>.

6. Keeley 2000.
7. Farrow 2018.
8. Malone 2013.
9. Trager 2017.

10. Definitions of the word diplomacy vary so widely that no single analysis can hope to engage them all.
For a sense of the diversity of definitions and approaches to the topic, see Leguey-Feilleux 2009, Plischke
1979, Sending, Pouliot, and Neumann 2015, and Trager 2017. The conceptualization of diplomacy invoked
in this study is perhaps closest to one referenced by Plischke: diplomacy defined simply (if somewhat cir-
cularly) as “the business of the diplomat” (28).
11. Lindsey 2017; Miles 1978; Wilson 1989.
12. Allison and Zelikow 1999; Halperin and Clapp 2007.
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negative shock to the weighting of diplomatic inputs in the policy process,13 relative
to the inputs of other actors who are not similarly motivated to protect the bilateral
relationship. These intragovernmental dynamics have international implications
because a transitory diplomat lacking internal influence will in turn be less capable
of committing to and implementing the kinds of agreements that undergird bilateral
cooperation. In short, during an ambassadorial turnover, the agent most interested in
maintaining positive relations with a given country is rendered least effective in doing
so, and diplomatic outcomes suffer as a result.
The argument yields general propositions about the efficacy of delegated diplo-

macy, which I test in the specific empirical context of US ambassadorial appoint-
ments, focusing on two primary outcomes. First, I consider militarized interstate
disputes as escalatory actions that are rendered necessary by the inability to
achieve mutually acceptable settlements through diplomatic negotiation. Second, I
examine export volumes as the product of diplomats both seeking out commercial
opportunities and enforcing cooperative arrangements in the face of short-term incen-
tives to renege.14 If ambassadorial turnovers impose constraints on diplomats’ abil-
ities to make credible commitments to their foreign counterparts, they should in
turn increase the likelihood of militarized escalation and decrease volumes of eco-
nomic exchange.
Using newly collected data on US diplomatic personnel for the global sample of

countries from 1960 through 2014, I find support for these predictions: the
removal of an ambassador decreases US exports to the country experiencing the turn-
over, and heightens the risk of onset of a militarized dispute between that country and
the US. Subgroup analysis suggests that the aggregate effects are driven primarily by
turnovers of career ambassadors, rather than noncareer (or “political”) appointees.
The quantitative analyses are complemented by a set of qualitative case studies illus-
trating the mechanisms underlying the empirical results.
The use of ambassadorial turnover as a measure of diplomacy—or specifically, as a

measure of disruption in the conduct of diplomacy—is, at first glance, susceptible to
the same methodological concerns that plague the various measures described earlier:
the timing of rotation and duration of vacancy are likely endogenous to unobservable
political considerations, and the direction and magnitude of the resulting bias are dif-
ficult to determine ex ante. To address this concern, my research design leverages a
natural experiment arising from a distinct feature of modern US diplomatic practice:
the State Department’s routinized three-year ambassadorial rotation system.15 An
ambassador’s entrance into office in year t− 3 is a strong predictor of turnover in
year t, and is assigned (conditionally) independently of outcomes in year t. Using a
t− 3 ambassadorial appointment to instrument for turnovers thus circumvents the

13. O’Connell 2009.
14. Gertz 2018.
15. Ambassadorial rotation is not unique to the US; however, few countries rotate ambassadors as fre-

quently as the US does, or with the same degree of vacancy between appointments. Leguey-Feilleux 2009,
Plischke 1979.
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confounding and strategic behavior that would otherwise undermine any attempt to
estimate the causal effects of diplomatic representation.
A primary contribution of this study is its effort to reconcile a fundamental tension

in the ways scholars and practitioners think about diplomacy.16 Formal and quantita-
tive international relations (IR) scholars tend to theorize diplomacy as a set of discrete
and delimited interactions conducted by leaders or unitary states, typically involving
threats to use force and deterrence thereof,17 or negotiations over cooperative agree-
ments and their subsequent enforcement.18 In contrast, a rich body of first-hand and
qualitative accounts of diplomacy gives primacy to the agency of individual diplo-
mats carrying out the routine work of interstate relations.19 The present study
leverages insights from the agent-oriented literature to generate theoretical predic-
tions which can be tested systematically on international outcomes. My claim is
that those interactions predominantly theorized by IR scholars are occurring constantly
and in all corners of the world, at varying intensities but at a volume that far outstrips a
leader’s capacity to manage them all,20 so the relevant party to the exchange is often
neither the country nor the leader but the agents to whom authority has been delegated.
The empirical analyses show that, ceteris political paribus, international conflict and
cooperation vary substantially as a function of the attributes of those agents: in the
conduct of foreign relations, personnel is policy. The concluding section provides
some discussion on how these findings might generalize beyond the present context
of analysis and offers broader insights into the nature of delegated diplomacy.

Ambassadors and Agency in International Relations

I begin with a brief exposition of three empirical cases that will be referenced
throughout the theoretical discussion.21 These cases illustrate the roles ambassadors
play in the foreign policy process, the preferences they hold, and the channels through
which they can influence policy outcomes. Subsequent analysis considers how their
influence is diminished during ambassadorial turnovers, and the international conse-
quences that follow.

Agency in Practice

The bombing of the USS Cole, a US Navy destroyer docked off the port of Aden, by
al-Qaida militants in October 2000 sparked an acute tension in the US–Yemeni

16. For a discussion of this tension, see Jönsson and Hall 2005.
17. Ramsay 2011; Sartori 2005.
18. Fearon 1998.
19. Keeley 2000; Kopp and Gillespie 2011; Plischke 1979.
20. Lindsey and Hobbs 2015.
21. I make frequent reference to two first-hand sources. First are interviews from the Oral History col-

lection of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training 2020, cited as “ADST: [interviewee name].”
Second are documents from the Foreign Relations of the United States series of the State Department’s
Office of the Historian 2020, cited as “FRUS: [document number].”
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relationship. According to a State Department investigator on the scene, US marines
and FBI agents “rushed in in full force … like they were attacking Aden rather than
coming to do an investigation … and they didn’t know if they were going to be met
by violence or an arm[ed] struggle.”22 Another diplomat on the ground recalls that
“paranoia was added to legitimate threat. Yes, the situation was teetering on the
brink of being out of control.”23

These conditions gave rise to an intense interagency dispute over the appropriate
balancing of priorities in the US response, the primary antagonists of which were
chief FBI investigator John O’Neill, and Barbara Bodine, the US ambassador to
Yemen. Upon the FBI’s arrival in the country, Bodine “pleaded with O’Neill to con-
sider the delicate diplomatic environment he was entering. O’Neill responded that he
was here to investigate a crime, not to conduct diplomacy.”24 The ambassador
insisted on keeping the FBI’s presence at minimally intrusive levels, demanding
that they operate in smaller numbers and with smaller weapons; ultimately tensions
mounted to the point that Bodine exerted her authority as COM to block O’Neill’s
entry into the country.
When Ambassador John Wolf arrived in Kuala Lumpur in 1992, he “found the

embassy was basically on idle … We had a big canvas on which to paint, but mostly
it was blank.” The Malaysian government had for some time been in the market for mili-
tary aircraft; but US–Malaysian relations were “strained,”25 and the “sterile official dia-
logue meant that this issue was far off policy radars.”26 Wolf exercised his discretion to
remove what was previously a major sticking point in US–Malaysian relations—a
Malaysian proposal for an exclusive East Asian Economic Caucus, which ultimately
proved fruitless but had driven Secretary of State Jim Baker “apoplectic”27—from the
bilateral agenda, creating space for more productive engagement. Turning to the aircraft
push, Wolf took the initiative to arrange a series of high-level meetings to promote the
US-manufactured F-18 over its Russian competitor. These included visits from the
McDonnell Douglas CEO and from officers in the Defense Security Assistance
Agency, as well as a trip with the Malaysian defense minister to a US aircraft carrier
to see the F-18s in action. He further guided McDonnell Douglas through the bidding
process, advising them on ways to integrate the proposal with the Malaysian prime min-
ister’s Vision 2020 industrialization plan and pushing them to internalize the notion that
they “can’t just sell a piece of metal; you need to sell a relationship.”28 The effort proved
successful. Within a year of the commencement of the sales push, a deal was signed for a
USD 750 million purchase of American-made aircraft.

22. ADST: Michael Metrinko, 207.
23. ADST: Edmund James Hull, 126.
24. Wright 2006, 365.
25. ADST: John Wolf, 77–78.
26. Keeley 2000, 96.
27. ADST: John Wolf, 78.
28. Ibid., 80–85.
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Two persistent issues dominated US–Peruvian relations from the start of
Ambassador Johnny Jones’s tenure there in 1963. The first was an incompatibility
between US and Peruvian views of national jurisdiction over territorial fishing
waters: Peru asserted a 200-mile sovereign zone off its coastline, while the US recog-
nized only a three-mile limit. The second was Peruvian President Belaúnde’s inaug-
ural commitment to nationalize the US-owned International Petroleum Company
(IPC), coupled with the domestic political imperative to do so without compensation
and in violation of US understanding of international investment law. Due to a set of
foreign aid amendments restricting assistance following the confiscation of US
fishing vessels or other assets, these policy disagreements came to be viewed as
“time bombs threatening [Ambassador Jones’s] mission,” and he worked assiduously
to defuse them. On the former issue, his deputy recalls, Jones “succeeded early on in
negotiating an informal modus operandi which effectively muffled the problem …

The Peruvians pretty much looked the other way or if a vessel was detained, a
quick visit by an Embassy rep to the affected port would result in a ‘solution’
without violence.”29 As for the IPC matter, Jones fought within his own administra-
tion to ensure that bilateral aid was used effectively to incentivize a settlement
between the company and the Peruvian government, withheld only when talks
broke down but released when they resumed in good faith.30 A major setback in bilat-
eral relations followed the Peruvian military’s ouster of Belaúnde in October 1968.
Voices throughout Congress and elsewhere in the administration wanted to make
an example of Peru, calling for the immediate suspension of aid and severance of dip-
lomatic ties; but Jones insisted that recognition of the new government was “the only
way the United States could expect to continue to protect and promote its interests in
Peru.”31 The ambassador’s position won out, and bilateral negotiations proceeded.
These episodes illustrate the first two components of this paper’s argument: the

unique policy preferences held by diplomats on the ground, and the influence they
wield to realize those preferences. I discuss each of these points in turn.

Preferences

Relative to other participants in the foreign policy process—including officials from
other agencies, the military, the White House, and Congress—diplomats tend to hold
the strongest preferences for cooperative relations with the countries in which they
operate. Put differently, they exhibit the greatest willingness to pay for positive bilat-
eral relations, whether that payment takes the form of time spent and effort exerted
(their own or their subordinates’), favors called in and political capital exhausted,
or other policy objectives compromised in service of the overall relationship. In
their authoritative examination of the US foreign policy bureaucracy, Halperin and
Clapp observe that diplomats on the ground are “strongly motivated to improve

29. ADST: Ernest Siracusa, 30–31.
30. FRUS: 1964-68v31/d470; ADST: Ernest Siracusa, 34.
31. Walter 2010, 146.
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relations with” their host governments, often viewing that objective as “vital to the
security of the United States, whereas priorities decided on in Washington seem
out of touch.”32 The claim is not that other participants seek uncooperative relations
per se, but simply that they are less willing to make the trade-offs necessary to avoid
them.
Explanations vary regarding the sources of these preferences. Perhaps the simplest

account follows from Miles’ Law: “where you stand depends on where you sit.”
In public administration, there is “no such thing as pure objectivity… Every person
has a function to perform and that assigned responsibility markedly influences
one’s judgment.”33 Diplomats are tasked with improving diplomatic relations, so
the policy positions they adopt reflect the organizational position they occupy.
Other rational-choice explanations point to processes of top-down34 or bottom-
up35 selection of diplomatic “types” into the diplomatic bureaucracy; sociological
theories highlight the role of the Foreign Service’s organizational culture in instilling
values and perspectives in the organization’s members over time.36 The reality is
likely some combination of these, and each yields similar implications for the pur-
poses of the present study.
How these preferences manifest in policy debates will depend on the particular

issues at stake and alignment of vested interests. Bodine’s clash with the FBI was fun-
damentally a disagreement over the relative importance of the holistic relationship
with Yemen versus the narrow investigative goals being pursued there. Jones
found his diplomatic efforts in Peru coming into conflict, on the one hand, with
US business interests channeling their myopic and maximalist demands through
Congress;37 and on the other, with the broader objectives of his superiors at State,
who “appreciated the ambassador’s ‘local problems”’ but had to achieve “a careful
and exacting coordination of US interests and timing, including some related by
non-Peruvian factors.”38

While a range of actors other than Ambassador Wolf—officials in State or
Commerce at the assistant or undersecretary level, for instance—could plausibly
have orchestrated the aircraft sale to Malaysia, those actors were evidently more con-
cerned with addressing other problems or exploiting other opportunities elsewhere;
only the ambassador’s purview was sufficiently delimited to render the sales effort
a worthwhile pursuit.
Reflecting on her handling of the Cole situation, Bodine is unapologetic.

“Diplomatic relations,” she writes, “provide a context within which we are able to
operate—or not … It was my job to make sure everyone involved understood that

32. Halperin and Clapp 2007, 276.
33. Miles 1978.
34. Lindsey 2017.
35. Gailmard and Patty 2007.
36. Wilson 1989.
37. Walter 2010,67.
38. Ibid., 153.
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our actions must not subvert our goals.”39 James Blanchard proudly describes his
fellow ambassadors as “the only Americans who worry full-time about the complete
relationship with a particular country … Nobody else does.”40 Farrow depicts this
dynamic somewhat less charitably, noting that “eyes in many a White House have
rolled when the subject of ‘State’s objections’ has been raised.”41 Yet however
such arguments are received by other participants in the process, the ambassador
will often find herself the strongest (if not the only) advocate for the importance of
relations with her host country to the broader conception of the US national interest.

Influence

Considerations of diplomats’ policy preferences are consequential only insofar as
those preferences are somehow determinative of policy outcomes. Government
behavior on any given international issue is inherently multifaceted—a “collage”
of actions and decisions,42 each rendered by different participants at different
levels of government—and so examination of a diplomat’s role in the policy
process should likewise account for the various channels through which she might
exert her influence over the outcome.
The channels of influence available to a COM can be grouped into two general cat-

egories: areas in which she has authority to take action independently, and areas in
which she lacks that authority but can advise and advocate for decisions made by
her superiors. For the first channel, US ambassadors tend to enjoy quite a broad dis-
cretionary window. The chief of a foreign mission has, for instance, “wide latitude to
decide how and at what level in the host government to carry out an instruction from
Washington”; as a result, ambassadors in the field “can easily come to feel that it is
their responsibility … to effectively shape policy” toward their host country.43 One
ambassador recalls, as his final instruction before arriving at post, that “senior offi-
cials in Washington hoped they would not have to pay too much attention to
Bolivia.”44 Another notes that an “ambassador to a major country can actually
have a wider range of authority and activity than all but the most senior cabinet
members.”45

An important source of a COM’s discretionary authority is her statutory grant of
“full responsibility for the direction, coordination, and supervision of all
Government executive branch employees in that country,”46 and her consequent

39. Barbara Bodine, “9/11 Miniseries Trashes the Truth,” LA Times, 8 September 2006. <http://articles.
latimes.com/2006/sep/08/opinion/oe-bodine8>.
40. Blanchard 1998, 131.
41. Farrow 2018.
42. Allison and Zelikow 1999, 257.
43. Halperin and Clapp 2007, 278.
44. Keeley 2000, 24.
45. Blanchard 1998, 121.
46. Foreign Service Act 1980.
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authority to deny clearance for any such employee to enter the country in an official
capacity.47 Thus even when the broad contours of policy are determined in
Washington, the COM is left with considerable leeway to determine how that
policy will be implemented by personnel on the ground.
Where a diplomat lacks authority to act independently, she may still shape policy

indirectly through the advice and recommendations she provides to her superiors.48

According to Allison, “most problems are framed, alternatives specified, and propo-
sals pushed” by a midlevel official such as an ambassador. The challenge she faces is
“how to get an issue on an action-channel, how to get the government ‘to do what is
right.’ The incentives push [her] to become an active advocate.”49 Echoing this per-
spective, Halperin and Clapp suggest that “arguments in favor of a decision are the
most important form in which information reaches the president and other senior par-
ticipants”; the ability to formulate compelling arguments and proposals, to navigate
them through the interagency process, and to “take account of criticisms and to get as
many participants as possible on board”50 constitutes an important means of bureau-
cratic influence.
Stepping back from the internal politics, of interest to a foreign government is

whether the US COM wields sufficient influence—through whatever channel is
available—to shape the overall policy the US puts forward in the bilateral relation-
ship. The credibility of a diplomat’s commitment to a given course of action will
thus depend on her ability to enact the policy herself, or to convince her superiors
to adopt her desired position, or some combination of the two.
Ambassador Bodine was able to independently set de facto bilateral policy by cur-

tailing O’Neil’s investigation and discarding the most combustible element of the
policy collage. Ambassador Wolf’s pursuit of the aircraft sale was undertaken at
his own behest, and made possible in part by his assurances to the Malaysians that
the feuding over the economic caucus would be abandoned at all levels. The relative
stability of US–Peruvian relations during Jones’s tenure was supported by the ambas-
sador’s day-to-day management of the low-level fisheries issues as well as his
internal work of advocacy, persuasion, and negotiation regarding the aid and recog-
nition decisions made above his jurisdiction.
In these instances, the respective COMs’ intragovernmental influence generated

credibility in their intergovernmental dealings. The remainder of the analysis consid-
ers how the process of ambassadorial turnover causes an intermittent weakening of
diplomatic influence in the policy process, and the international implications that
follow.

47. Kopp and Gillespie 2011, 145.
48. Saunders 2017.
49. Allison and Zelikow 1999, 308.
50. Halperin and Clapp 2007, 139.
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Consequences of Ambassadorial Turnover

Since the early twentieth century, the US State Department has rotated ambassadors
in and out of foreign missions on a regular basis. When one ambassador’s tour ends,
the president must nominate a successor, the Senate must confirm that successor, and
the host government must accept her credentials. If there is any delay (or “vacancy”)
between one ambassador’s departure and her successor’s arrival at post (as is almost
always the case), oversight of the embassy’s operations passes on to a Foreign
Service Officer who serves in the acting role of chargé d’affaires ad interim.51

I argue that the removal and replacement of a US ambassador induces a negative
shock to diplomatic influence in the US foreign policy process vis-à-vis the country
experiencing the turnover. In the following analysis, I first consider why acting
officials, as well as appointed officials at the very beginning and end of their
tenures, prove less influential compared to mid-tenure appointees. I then show how
this micro-level variation in diplomatic influence can lead to macro-level variation
in diplomatic outcomes.

Continuity During Turnover

Before examining the consequences of ambassadorial turnover, it is important to
delimit the analysis by noting which aspects of bilateral relations are not interrupted
by a turnover in the US ambassadorial post.
Considering only the letter of the law, there would be little reason to expect diplo-

matic influence to wane under a chargé d’affaires (and even less so under an incom-
ing or outgoing ambassador). US statutory law is explicit in granting full COM
authority to interim officials.52 The Vienna Convention of 1961—the treaty govern-
ing diplomatic representation under international law—likewise states that, “except
as concerns precedence and etiquette, there shall be no differentiation between
heads of mission by reason of their class.”53 In practice, the immediate impact of a
US ambassadorial turnover may seem similarly modest, at first glance. Beyond the
ambassador herself, nearly all of the embassy’s personnel are assigned and rotated
on schedules independent of the ambassador’s.54 Further, the US and any given
country have a multitude of channels of diplomatic communication available other
than the US ambassador stationed abroad—including, most notably, the foreign
country’s embassy in DC.55

When assessing the impact of a US ambassadorial turnover, it is thus important to
keep in mind that any such impact will be limited to those aspects of the job that can

51. The terms chargé d’affaires, chargé, and interim or acting official are used interchangeably here. See
Appendix D in the online supplement for more precise discussion of titles.
52. Foreign Service Act 1980, section 102(3).
53. Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations 1961, Article 14.2.
54. Jett 2014, 177.
55. For further discussion of foreign diplomatic representation in the US, see Appendix B.3 in the online

supplement.
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neither be effectively performed by lower-level embassy personnel, nor fully substi-
tuted by the foreign country’s diplomatic representative in the US—nor clearly stipu-
lated by legal authorities. Within these bounds, however, the potential for bilateral
harm is substantial. To see why, we can draw insights from the broader literatures
on bureaucratic politics and public administration, and first-hand accounts of
foreign policy officials.

Rotation, Vacancy, and Influence

In embassies, and across federal offices more broadly, acting officials enjoy a nar-
rower window of discretion than do permanent appointees. In a thorough assessment
of vacancies in executive branch appointments, O’Connell identifies the primary cost
of vacancy to be “agency inaction”: agencies under interim leadership tend to “make
fewer policy decisions… [and] launch fewer controversial actions,”56 even when
acting officials enjoy the full legal authority of their Senate-confirmed counterparts.
These discretionary limitations are to some degree self-imposed, or imposed by

professional norms and expectations: a former acting undersecretary of Homeland
Security recounts that, “as the acting person … you’re very much aware that you
are temporary… so there’s this sense of discomfort about trying to bring organiza-
tional change.”57 In addition to avoiding change, acting officials are also less
likely to push back against directives from the White House or decisions by other par-
ticipants which they believe to be misguided.58 A chargé in Bodine’s position would
have been legally authorized to deny the chief FBI investigator’s clearance for entry
into Yemen, but we can reasonably speculate that she would have opted not to exer-
cise that authority.
Alternatively, inaction or complaisance under an acting official may be explained

not by discretionary limitations, but rather by a lack of clout with important stake-
holders in the US government and beyond. Acting officials, their professional com-
petence and intra-agency esteem notwithstanding, “will not be as powerful as
permanent appointees in dealing with the agency’s major outside constituencies,”59

and will lack “access to the external network to get what they need from the White
House and the other agencies.”60 We might think of external influence as a personal
attribute of individual diplomats—and in fact, such influence can be a major deter-
minant of how an ambassador gets selected in the first place61—but it can also
emerge as a perquisite of the job. Upon commencement of the sales push for aircraft

56. O’Connell 2009, 938.
57. Quoted in Jordyn Phelps, “Why Having So Many `Acting’ Leaders in the Trump Administration

Could Be Problematic,” ABC News, 9 April 2019. <https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/acting-leaders-
trump-administration-problematic/story?id=62275902>.
58. O’Connell 2020, 696.
59. O’Connell 2009, 942.
60. Ibid., 948.
61. This is true of career and noncareer appointees alike. Jett 2014, chapter 3.
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in Malaysia, Wolf quickly “discovered how useful it was to have the first name
‘Ambassador,’ ’cause I immediately picked up the phone to make several calls” to
industry leaders and government officials;62 the same access was not afforded to
the lower-level embassy positions he had previously occupied.
A diplomat’s influence may be further curtailed by her superiors’ unwillingness to

consult her on important policy decisions. Presidents of both parties have at times
expressed skepticism or distrust of careerists whom they did not personally
appoint. In sensitive deliberations over normalizing relations with China, President
Carter was “leery of channeling my proposals through the State Department,
because I did not feel that I had full support there;”63 Nixon “loathed the foreign
service.”64 As a consequence, according to one former ambassador, “without the
appointees in place, State … [is] at a real disadvantage in policy debates.”65

While the discussion thus far has focused on the limited influence of interim offi-
cials, the concerns carry over in substantial measure to presidentially appointed
ambassadors at the very beginning or end of their tenures.
Newly appointed ambassadors may take a less active role in policy advocacy, or

exercise their discretionary authority less freely, until they feel they have adequately
“learned the ropes” in the new position.66 Many diplomatic initiatives require weeks
or months to develop; an incoming ambassador may be delayed in getting ambitious
projects underway, and an outgoing ambassador may be unable to see them through
to completion (while an interim official is cut short on both ends). Insofar as policy
implementation requires collaboration across agencies or bureaus, a COM on her way
out the door will find it difficult to call in favors which she will not have the oppor-
tunity to reciprocate, and a new entrant to the job will need time to build relationships
and goodwill. All together, these factors render a transitional COM less influential
than a long-term appointee in shaping US policy toward her host country.

Turnover and Commitment Problems

The intragovernmental dynamics described here carry implications for intergovern-
mental relations. From a foreign government’s perspective, a US ambassadorial turn-
over generates a commitment problem: the diplomat assigned to the country may seek
bilateral cooperation, but her commitment to manifest that preference in action
depends on her ability to influence US policy. If she lacks influence internally, her
commitments will lack credibility. I consider how these dynamics affect the bilateral
propensity for militarized conflict and economic exchange.

62. ADST: John Wolf, 85.
63. Quoted in Halperin and Clapp 2007, 245.
64. Kopp and Gillespie 2011, 10.
65. Joshua Tucker, “Those Empty Desks at US Embassies and the State Department? They’re a Big

Problem,” Washington Post, 12 June 2017. <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/
2017/06/12/those-empty- desks-at-u-s-embassies-and-the-state-department-its-a-big-problem/>.
66. O’Connell 2009, 938.
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Commitment and Conflict

My analysis of commitment and conflict follows from a standard bargaining frame-
work in which the US and a foreign government find themselves in disagreement
over an international policy issue. Either side has the option to escalate from quiet
diplomacy to the public threat or use of force,67 and will do so if its expected
utility of escalation exceeds that of accepting a negotiated settlement (or of abiding
the status quo while working toward one). Militarized escalation may prove effective
at winning the issues in contention, but invariably carries some cost for the overall
diplomatic relationship.
Disaggregating the state as we have in the preceding discussion, we observe that

participants across the US government vary in their relative aversion to militarization
as a bargaining tactic. It is the diplomats who are the most strongly motivated to find
mutually agreeable settlements, and the most willing to incur the trade-offs necessary
to achieve that goal. The disempowerment of diplomatic agents in the policy process
thus implies that the prevailing policy will more closely reflect the interests of par-
ticipants who are less averse to using force against a given country, or less inclined
to accommodate that country’s demands for the sake of avoiding a downturn in
relations.
Broadly speaking, a US COM can mitigate the risk of conflict through the commit-

ments she makes to her host government: she can commit to altering a US policy
which, if unchanged, would push her host government toward escalation; or she
can commit to providing some compensation or side payment which would induce
her host government to cede the issue in contention and thus preempt the need for
escalation by the US. These policy changes may require decisions that the COM
has the discretion to enact independently, or decisions that she will need to convince
her superiors to approve, or both. In either case, however, an acting or transitional
official will lack credibility in making the necessary commitments, if it is commonly
understood that she lacks the influence necessary to carry out her end of the bargain.
An ambassadorial turnover thus increases the likelihood that a bilateral disagreement
eludes resolution through quiet diplomacy and negotiation, and ultimately gives rise
to a militarized dispute. These dynamics are examined more thoroughly in a set of
case studies following the quantitative analysis.

Commitment and Trade

A second consequence of ambassadorial turnovers can be found in their impact on
bilateral economic cooperation.
Here I focus specifically on US exports abroad because this is one of the respon-

sibilities explicitly delineated in the Foreign Service Act: “Each chief of mission to a
foreign country,” states section 3927(c), “shall have as a principal duty the promotion

67. For clarification, I use the word escalation to refer to the onset of a crisis or dispute, rather than escal-
ation of an existing dispute to higher levels of hostility or war. Reed 2000.
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of United States goods and services for export to such country.”68 We should note
that the concept of economic diplomacy usually entails two distinct kinds of activity,
the first being diplomacy in pursuit of broader institutional reforms or policy changes,
and the second (alternatively referred to as “commercial diplomacy”) being diplo-
macy to promote specific transactions or resolve specific disputes.69 The present
focus is on the latter, which should translate more directly to short-term shocks in
trade flows.
As in the preceding discussion of commitment and conflict, turnovers can undermine

a COM’s ability to make credible commitments to her host government in the domain
of economic cooperation. The Malaysian case is instructive in this regard. Throughout
his time in Kuala Lumpur, Ambassador Wolf continually worked to impress upon his
host government “that Malaysia had a worthy friend in the United States, and that there
could be unique advantages to a strong relationship with the US.”70 In doing so, Wolf
sought to incorporate into the aircraft deal considerations beyond the price and quality
of the goods in that particular transaction: he encouraged theMalaysians to envision the
full range of cooperative opportunities, and the many forms of potential reciprocity,
which might follow from that exchange. The delivery of any such benefits would
not be without cost for the US diplomat, and would likely require buy-in from other
participants in the policy process—but those were hurdles Wolf was willing and
able to overcome. These types of diffuse or implicit commitments will be less attractive
coming from a more transitory and less influential chief of mission.
In other situations, interstate cooperation is facilitated by credible commitments of

punishment for defection from a cooperative arrangement. A primary obstacle to
reciprocal cooperation in trade is the ever-present incentive for governments to
opportunistically restrict foreign imports—through means ranging from tariffs and
nontariff barriers to preferential procurement practices and failure to enforce con-
tracts—for the benefit of domestic producers.71 Governments will generally
abstain from such behavior only if they expect it to be met with retaliation, but adju-
dication of disputes through formal institutions is costly,72 and cooperation must
often be enforced by informal and extra-institutional means. Gertz argues that ambas-
sadors can facilitate resolution of investment disputes by “linking specific investor
complaints to the broader diplomatic relationship,”73 and the same logic applies to
trade disputes as well. Anecdotes abound about ambassadors intervening to prevent
opportunistic behavior by their host governments. One ambassador recalls lobbying
the Spanish government to protect the intellectual property rights of American com-
puter and pharmaceutical companies, and to ease a dubbing license requirement that
harmed American entertainment exports; another recounts pressuring the Mexican

68. Foreign Service Act 1980.
69. Keeley 2000, 86.
70. ADST: John Wolf, 79.
71. Goldstein and Martin 2000.
72. Davis 2012.
73. Gertz 2018.
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government to overturn several nontransparent bid awards for government contracts,
which were ultimately granted to American firms.74 Even in post-NAFTA Canada,
Ambassador Blanchard had to intervene on a “commodity-by-commodity, case-by-
case basis” to protect US exports ranging from wheat and lumber to magazines
and television stations.75 A COM unable to commit to future retaliatory measures,
or to induce other bureaucratic actors to share the punitive burden, is likely to find
her host government behaving less favorably toward US exporters in various small
ways—none of which may rise to the level of warranting a formal proceeding, but
which collectively amount to a reduction in exports during the turnover period.

Careerists and Political Appointees

The discussion thus far has elided the distinction between “career” and “political”
ambassadors—that is, ambassadors who did or did not rise through the ranks of
the Foreign Service—a distinction which has been the focus of some recent empirical
research on US ambassadors76 as well as presidential appointments more broadly.77

Throughout the period of analysis, about 26 percent of embassies at any time are
overseen by noncareer ambassadors (compared to 63 percent by career ambassadors
and 11 percent by acting officials). Ambassadors of either type have the same statutory
authority and are appointed through the same formal processes, though the informal
means of selection differ.78

The routine appointment of noncareer ambassadors is largely unique to modern
American diplomatic practice, and the empirical implications it generates are not entirely
clear. With respect to policy preferences, political appointees are not the “types” who
select into the Foreign Service, nor have they experienced the socialization that occurs
over the course of a career there; but insofar as Miles’ Law operates in this domain,
we might expect that, once they find themselves sitting in an embassy overseas, nonca-
reer ambassadors will come to adopt similar stances as careerists do. As for bureaucratic
influence, wemight expect noncareer ambassadors, on average, to more closely resemble
career ambassadors than acting officials, simply by virtue of their status as presidential
appointees; indeed, as Halperin and Clapp note, “the single most important determinant
of the influence of any senior official is his or her relationship with the president.”79 On
the other hand, research has shown noncareer ambassadors to be systematically less
qualified for the position than careerists.80 Lacking experience in operating the levers
of bureaucracy, or lacking familiarity with their receiving country or region, these
appointees are likely to be less effective in influencing US policy to achieve their
objectives, whatever those objectives may be. Given ambiguous theoretical predictions,

74. Keeley 2000, 88–95.
75. Blanchard 1998, 126, 139–45.
76. Hollibaugh 2015; Jett 2014.
77. Hollibaugh, Horton, and Lewis 2014.
78. Jett 2014, chapters 3–4.
79. Halperin and Clapp 2007, 226.
80. Scoville 2019.
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I leave it as an empirical matter to assess whether career and noncareer appointments
(and their subsequent turnovers) have similar impacts on trade and conflict outcomes.

Research Design

We now turn to an empirical assessment of the theoretical propositions developed
earlier: that ambassadorial turnovers increase the risk of onset of militarized disputes,
and decrease volumes of US exports.

Sample Selection, Measurement, and OLS Specification

The first step of the research design is defining the sample to be analyzed. I begin with
the sample of sovereign country-year observations, as defined by the Correlates ofWar,
from 1960 to 2014 (Table A1 in the online appendix). From this sample I identify the
subset characterized by normal diplomatic relations with the US. The decision of
whether to establish diplomatic relations is a strategic one, considered in prior literature
as a long-term political investment or as a marker of international status.81 Examination
of these strategic decisions is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, I limit the analysis
to conditions of already-established diplomatic relations—which characterizes the vast
majority of country-years from 1960 to present—and consider the nonstrategic sources
of variation in diplomatic representation under those conditions.
Specifically, I define the variable ELIGIBLEi,t, which takes a value of 0 if any of the

following hold (and 1 otherwise): the US has not yet recognized the independence of
a foreign country and exchanged ambassadors with that country; once-normal diplo-
matic relations with that country are severed or otherwise interrupted; or the US does
not have an embassy operating in that country with a resident ambassador. I restrict
the sample of analysis to the eligible country-year observations. The goal of this
sample selection is a more credible estimation of causal effects, for a slightly more
narrowly defined population. A thorough discussion of this decision, along with
the precise coding of “normal” relations, is provided in the online appendix.

Outcomes

This study examines two primary outcomes.82 First, I predict that ambassadorial turn-
over increases the likelihood that the US or host country resorts to militarized escal-
ation to resolve a policy incompatibility. I operationalize this concept of escalation
using the onset of militarized interstate disputes, or MIDs, defined to be “cases of
conflict in which the threat, display or use of military force short of war” by one

81. Duque 2018; Fordham 2011; Kenkel 2018; Neumayer 2008.
82. Coverage for the militarized interstate disputes outcome ends in 2010, while coverage for the trade

outcome extends to 2014, so the sample sizes differ by outcome.
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state actor is explicitly directed toward another.83 These incidents are treated in the
literature as “symbolic acts in a bargaining process,”84 or as indicating the emergence
of a “crisis” which may or may not advance further to a state of war.85 I make no pre-
diction relating the influence of diplomatic agents to the outcomes of these disputes.
Of interest here is simply the question of whether, holding constant the political and
structural conditions that determine the dyadic propensity for conflict, a militarized
dispute becomes more likely to occur as a result of an ambassadorial turnover. The
outcome measure employed in the analyses is MID ONSETi,t, an indicator for whether
country i entered into an MID in year t in which the US was an opposing participant.
The second outcome of interest is the annual volume of US exports to a given host

country, which I predict will decrease when US commercial diplomacy efforts are
hampered by an ambassadorial turnover. Specifically, US EXPORTSi,t is the constant
USD value of all US exports in goods to country i in year t, taken from the
Correlates of War Project Trade Dataset. All analyses use the common transformation
of ln (US EXPORTSi,t + 1).

Turnover

The independent variable of interest is ambassadorial turnover, which I operationalize
in two ways. First, TURNOVERi,t is an indicator for whether the ambassadorial post in
country i experienced any vacancy in year t, regardless of the length of the vacancy. It
takes a value of 0 when the same presidentially appointed ambassador is in office for
the entire year, and 1 otherwise. Thus it indicates that a country-year saw one or more
of (1) the end of an outgoing ambassador’s tenure, (2) a “vacancy” with an acting
official in charge, or (3) the start of an incoming ambassador’s tenure.
This operationalization follows from the preceding discussion of turnovers them-

selves, including the adjustment periods shortly before and after a vacancy, being
causes of disruption in diplomatic relations. For robustness, additional tests consider a
continuous measure, VACANCYi,t, which is the portion of year t that country i goes
without an ambassador. These variables were constructed by scraping the State
Department’s Chiefs of Mission by Country database and recording the start and end
dates for all presidentially appointed ambassadors.86 “Career” and “political” ambassa-
dors are pooled together for the main analyses, and later disaggregated, as discussed later.

Bivariate Relationships

As a first pass at assessing the relationships between ambassadorial turnovers and the
outcomes of interest, consider the conditional distributions depicted in Figure 1. The

83. Jones, Bremer, and Singer 1996.
84. Maoz and Russett 1993.
85. Reed 2000.
86. See Appendix A.3 in the online appendix for coding details.
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FIGURE 1. Conditional distributions of MID ONSETi,t and log(IMPORTS FROM USi,t), by turnover status
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upper panel includes all country-years, and the lower panel is restricted to the sample
of analysis (the country-years characterized by normal diplomatic relations). For both
outcomes, the bivariate relations are more pronounced in the full sample than in the
sample of analysis, suggesting that the sample selection process does away with one
major source of confounding. For the conflict outcome, it is clear in both samples that
MIDs are more likely to occur in turnover years than in nonturnover years; the main
inferential challenge in testing this paper’s argument is to demonstrate that the rela-
tionship is causal, with turnovers causing MIDs and not merely the reverse. For the
trade outcome, the difference in conditional distributions in the sample of analysis is
more subtle; in addition to causality concerns, a challenge in the trade analyses will be
to gain the statistical power needed to distinguish the effect of commercial diplomacy
from the geopolitical and macroeconomic factors that drive the aggregate flows.

OLS Specification

Moving beyond the descriptive patterns I presented, we can consider the following
generic ordinary least squares (OLS) model of the relationship between turnovers
and outcomes:

Yit ¼ TURNOVERitβþ Xi,t�1θ þ Yi,t�1fþ αi þ τt þ τt × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi,t þ eit,

where αi are country fixed effects, τt are year fixed effects which are interacted with a
political appointee indicator (explained later), and Xi,t−l is a vector of lagged controls
specific to the outcomes of interest. Data sources and summary statistics for all vari-
ables are listed in Table A1 in the online appendix.
To fully specify the MID onset model, we will want to account for other factors

that have been studied as predominant drivers of conflict.87 These include regime
type, measured by Polity2 score; democratic transitions, measured as year-to-year
change in polity; economic interdependence, in the form of bilateral trade flows;
an index of military capabilities; a mutual defense alliance indicator; and foreign
policy alignment, measured by United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) voting
affinity. Country fixed effects account for other common controls such as shared
borders and geographic distance.
For the export model, a common approach to testing the effects of economic dip-

lomacy is to incorporate the diplomatic variable of interest into a gravity model of
trade.88 In line with this literature, I control for the foreign country’s population
and GDP, as well as regime type (polity) and indicators for whether that country is
party to a free trade agreement with the US or a member of the GATT or WTO.
Geographic distance and contiguity are again subsumed by country fixed effects,
and US population and GDP are subsumed by year fixed effects.

87. Even if these controls are not needed for unconfoundedness, their inclusion can improve the preci-
sion of the estimated effect of turnover. Robustness checks drop these controls.
88. See Moons and van Bergeijk 2017 for a review.
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An important consideration in both models is the potential confounding influence
of US election cycles on the relationship between ambassadorial appointments and
foreign policy behavior. This concern is primarily addressed by inclusion of year
fixed effects; but because these cyclical patterns may differentially affect countries
that receive career and noncareer ambassadors, I also include the interaction of
year fixed effects with an indicator of what type of appointee a given country has
most recently received prior to the start of year t.89 In addition to the covariates men-
tioned, I include a lagged dependent variable in each model, to account for the pos-
sibility of turnovers being strategically manipulated in anticipation of future trade or
conflict outcomes; anticipated outcomes are unobservable, but recent outcomes
provide a reasonable proxy.

Instrumental Variable Design

The fundamental concern with the OLS specification outlined is that it falls short of
addressing any unobserved confounding in the relationship between turnovers and
outcomes. To see why, consider the various reasons that the turnover and vacancy
measures would take on a nonzero value. First, as mentioned, ambassadors are rou-
tinely rotated between different foreign missions and positions back in Washington.
Second, incoming presidents typically dismiss the noncareer ambassadors appointed
by their predecessors (and sometimes the careerists as well), in order to replace them
with their own political allies. Third, an ambassador may be removed for poor
performance (or conversely, due to promotion for strong performance). Fourth,
ambassadors may be withdrawn as part of a larger strategy of diplomatic sanction
or protest against the host country.
The confounding potential of the latter two causes of turnover should be clear,

since these are situations in which the ambassador is withdrawn for reasons
related, perhaps directly, to the outcomes of interest. In the former two cases, the
primary concern is that the duration of the vacancy between appointments (as well
as any deviation from the routine rotation schedule) may correlate with unobservable
political interests and priorities. Furthermore, these confounding factors may bias
OLS estimates in either direction. An ambassador may be withdrawn in anticipation
of a militarized dispute, inducing a positive OLS coefficient (which certainly does not
capture the causal impact of the turnover); or alternatively, an ambassador may be
kept in place beyond her scheduled departure date, or a vacancy may be filled
promptly, precisely because a conflict seems imminent—or because it has already
begun—in which case the bias deflates OLS estimates toward zero. Similar consid-
erations may apply to trade outcomes as well: vacancies may be left open for an
extended period only when doing so is not harmful for US exports, or alternatively

89. So the models effectively include two fixed effects for each year: a career-appointee-year effect, and
a political-appointee-year effect. See Appendix B.2 (in the online supplement) for further discussion of
electoral cycles in appointments.
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when opportunities for commerce are already bleak, yielding potentially countervail-
ing biases.
The strategy I propose to address this problem gains causal leverage by effectively

isolating the variation in turnovers that arises solely from the routinized rotation
system. Regular rotation of Foreign Service Officers between postings at foreign mis-
sions and back home at State Department headquarters was first codified in the
Rogers Act of 1924;90 in practice, this converged to a standardized three-year
appointment system (for career and noncareer ambassadors alike) by the latter half
of the twentieth century.91 Although ambassadors may occasionally hold office for
a longer or shorter period, the first-stage results demonstrate that the norm of a
three-year term is strongly adhered to.
I create the instrument ENTERi,t−3, an indicator for whether any ambassador entered

office in country i in year t− 3, and use it as an exogenous predictor of turnover in
year t. Using this instrument provides two distinct advantages over the OLS regres-
sion, corresponding to two potential sources of endogeneity in the turnover measure:
endogenous vacancy onset, arising from strategic manipulation of ambassadorial
tenure; and endogenous vacancy duration, arising from strategic manipulation of
ambassadorial appointment. To the first point, the two-stage least squares estimator
recovers only the local average treatment effect for the population of compliers,
which here refers to the “types” of country-years for which turnovers—both observed
and counterfactual—follow the standard rotation schedule. Cases in which ambassa-
dors are dismissed early or retained beyond the three-year norm are effectively
omitted from the instrumental variable (IV) estimation. The intuition behind the
second point is that the appointment process is much more likely to be manipulated
with respect to contemporaneous outcomes, compared to anticipated outcomes three
years into the future. In other words, we would expect outcomes in year t to be more
weakly related to the unobservable confounders at the time of appointment in year
t− 3, compared to potential confounders in year t.
This latter consideration, in more general terms, points to the requirement of con-

ditionally independent assignment of the instrument with respect to potential out-
comes. My approach to fully satisfying this criterion involves controlling for the
same lagged covariates from the OLS models detailed earlier (all lagged to t− 4
rather than t− 1 to avoid post-treatment bias), as well as lagged dependent
variables,92 and including country and year fixed effects (the latter interacted with
POLITICAL APPOINTEEi,t−3). In addition, to capture any remaining confounding, I
control for the total vacancy the post experienced in years t− 6 through t− 4 (labeling
this variable PRIOR VACANCYi,t−4:t−6), a period which represents a full ambassadorial

90. Office of the Historian 2019.
91. Jett 2014.
92. The main text results include three lags of the dependent variables (t− 6, t− 5, t− 4), to account for

cyclical variation in these outcomes due to ambassadorial rotation cycles; results are robust to dropping
these.
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“life cycle.” In the normal conduct of diplomatic relations, at least one vacancy will
typically occur during this three-year span preceding year t− 3; how quickly that
vacancy gets filled should provide a strong proxy measure for unobservable diplo-
matic priorities.
This IV strategy thus rests on the identifying assumption that, within the sample

characterized by normal diplomatic relations and conditional on covariates, the sys-
tematic variation in ENTERi,t−3 arises simply from the previous history of a given
ambassadorial post’s rotation schedule: that is, whether this post experienced turn-
over in years t− 6, t− 9, and t− 12, as opposed to years t− 7, t− 10, and t− 13,
and so on.
As in any observational study, the claim of independent assignment of treatment

cannot be definitively proven. There are, however, two pieces of supporting evidence
that should strongly mitigate against concerns of endogeneity. First, Table A12 (in
the online appendix) checks for relationships between the ENTERi,t−3 instrument and
any of the pretreatment covariates, after residualizing over country and year
intercepts. The results show near-zero correlations with each variable except for
PRIOR VACANCYi,t−4:t−6: the only predictor of an ambassadorial entrance in a given
year is the post’s recent history of vacancy. To more flexibly control for this potential
confounder, I include quadratic and cubic terms of PRIOR VACANCYi,t−4:t−6 in all spe-
cifications. The second piece of evidence against endogenous assignment is the
placebo test shown in Figure 2, and discussed in detail after presentation of the
main results.
The two stages of the IV estimation take the following form:

TURNOVERit ¼ γENTERi,t�3 þ f (PRIOR VACANCYi,t�4:t�6)þ Yi,t�4f1 þ Yi,t�5f2 þ Yi,t�6f3

þXi,t�4θ1 þ ρi þ λt þ λt × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi,t�3 þ ηit
Yit ¼ β dTURNOVERi,t þ f (PRIOR VACANCYi,t�4:t�6)þ Yi,t�4f4 þ Yi,t�5f5 þ Yi,t�6f6

þXi,t�4θ2 þ αi þ τt þ τt × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi,t�3 þ eit ,

where f( ⋅ ) indicates a third-degree polynomial, with outcome variables and covari-
ates as described before. As in the OLS specification, all models will be estimated
separately with the binary TURNOVERi,t and the continuous VACANCYi,t. The sample
will be limited to observations of ELIGIBLEi,t−3 = 1 (rather than ELIGIBLEi,t = 1) to
avoid selecting on a post-treatment variable. Summary statistics of all variables,
along with characterizations of the effective sample and the IV compliers, are pro-
vided in Table A1 in the online supplement.

Empirical Results

The main empirical results are reported in Tables 1 and 2. First consider the OLS
results for MID onsets in Table 1. The first column reports an approximately one-per-
centage-point increase in the probability of MID onset associated with an ambassa-
dorial turnover. The second column confirms this result using the continuous
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TABLE 1. MID Onset, OLS and IV

OLS First stage 2SLS
MID ONSETi,t TURNOVERi,t VACANCYi,t MID ONSETi,t

Dependent variable (1) (2) Dependent variable (3) (4) (5) (6)

TURNOVERi,t 0.009 TURNOVERi,t 0.022
(0.003) (0.011)

p = 0.005 p = 0.040
VACANCYi,t 0.027 VACANCYi,t 0.095

(0.010) (0.047)
p = 0.005 p = 0.045

ENTERi,t−3 0.246 0.058
(0.019) (0.007)

p = 0.000 p = 0.000
LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−1 −0.004 −0.004 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−4 0.009 0.007 −0.003 −0.003

(0.003) (0.003) (0.010) (0.009) (0.004) (0.004)
p = 0.246 p = 0.282 p = 0.397 p = 0.447 p = 0.549 p = 0.473

LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−1 −0.0004 −0.0003 LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−4 −0.004 −0.006 0.002 0.003
(0.002) (0.002) (0.007) (0.006) (0.003) (0.003)

p = 0.840 p = 0.872 p = 0.571 p = 0.353 p = 0.384 p = 0.289
UNGA IDEAL DIFFi,t−1 0.004 0.004 UNGA IDEAL DIFFi,t−4 0.016 0.018 0.004 0.002

(0.005) (0.005) (0.011) (0.009) (0.004) (0.004)
p = 0.367 p = 0.415 p = 0.154 p = 0.051 p = 0.371 p = 0.555

POLITYi,t−1 −0.001 −0.001 POLITYi,t−4 0.001 0.0004 −0.001 −0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

p = 0.033 p = 0.032 p = 0.560 p = 0.699 p = 0.039 p = 0.038
Δ POLITYi,t−1 0.0003 0.0004 Δ POLITYi,t−4 −0.0001 −0.001 0.001 0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001)
p = 0.778 p = 0.711 p = 0.981 p = 0.574 p = 0.166 p = 0.129

CAPABILITIESi,t−1 3.890 3.914 CAPABILITIESi,t−4 0.022 −0.285 3.907 3.935
(0.482) (0.489) (0.638) (0.481) (0.608) (0.614)

p = 0.000 p = 0.000 p = 0.972 p = 0.554 p = 0.000 p = 0.000
ALLYi,t−1 0.015 0.015 ALLYi,t−4 0.027 −0.018 0.015 0.017

(0.007) (0.007) (0.029) (0.024) (0.007) (0.008)
p = 0.037 p = 0.027 p = 0.358 p = 0.452 p = 0.024 p = 0.025

PRIOR VACANCYi,t−3:t−1 0.016 0.015 PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 0.032 0.029 −0.001 −0.003
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(0.014) (0.014) (0.056) (0.037) (0.016) (0.016)
p = 0.247 p = 0.299 p = 0.567 p = 0.425 p = 0.935 p = 0.828

PRIOR VACANCY2i,t�3:t�1 −0.021 −0.021 PRIOR VACANCY2i,t�6:t�4 −0.042 −0.052 0.005 0.009
(0.017) (0.017) (0.066) (0.049) (0.016) (0.016)

p = 0.220 p = 0.231 p = 0.522 p = 0.281 p = 0.759 p = 0.567
PRIOR VACANCY3i,t�3:t�1 0.006 0.005 PRIOR VACANCY3i,t�6:t�4 0.012 0.016 −0.002 −0.003

(0.005) (0.005) (0.018) (0.015) (0.004) (0.004)
p = 0.230 p = 0.260 p = 0.507 p = 0.308 p = 0.631 p = 0.433

MID ONSETi,t−1 0.099 0.096 MID ONSETi,t−4 −0.052 −0.033 0.082 0.084
(0.040) (0.041) (0.064) (0.030) (0.042) (0.041)

p = 0.015 p = 0.018 p = 0.414 p = 0.276 p = 0.053 p = 0.044
MID ONSETi,t−2 0.093 0.092 MID ONSETi,t−5 0.028 0.044 0.041 0.037

(0.045) (0.045) (0.070) (0.036) (0.038) (0.038)
p = 0.039 p = 0.042 p = 0.686 p = 0.213 p = 0.278 p = 0.322

MID ONSETi,t−3 −0.005 −0.005 MID ONSETi,t−6 0.007 −0.014 −0.004 −0.002
(0.042) (0.043) (0.066) (0.031) (0.035) (0.035)

p = 0.907 p = 0.908 p = 0.919 p = 0.643 p = 0.914 p = 0.947
Observations 6,279 6,279 Observations 6,279 6,279 6,279 6,279

Notes: All models include country fixed effects, year fixed effects, and year fixed effects × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi;t�3. Standard errors clustered by country, with p-values from two-sided t-test.
First-stage F-statistics are 161.05 for turnover (model 3) and 63.40 for vacancy (model 4).
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TABLE 2. US Exports, OLS and IV

OLS First stage 2SLS
LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t TURNOVERi,t VACANCYi,t LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t

Dependent variable (7) (8) Dependent variable (9) (10) (11) (12)

TURNOVERi,t −0.023 ENTERi,t−3 0.260 0.057
(0.012) (0.019) (0.007)

p = 0.057 p = 0.000 p = 0.000
VACANCYi,t −0.107 TURNOVERi,t −0.100

(0.035) (0.043)
p = 0.003 p = 0.020

VACANCYi,t −0.454
(0.196)

p = 0.020
LOG GDPi,t−1 0.061 0.063 LOG GDPi,t−4 0.019 0.016 0.105 0.111

(0.029) (0.029) (0.018) (0.016) (0.039) (0.038)
p = 0.038 p = 0.029 p = 0.287 p = 0.297 p = 0.008 p = 0.004

LOG POPi,t−1 0.050 0.048 LOG POPi,t−4 0.013 −0.015 0.019 0.011
(0.030) (0.030) (0.021) (0.012) (0.042) (0.041)

p = 0.099 p = 0.114 p = 0.540 p = 0.232 p = 0.648 p = 0.784
LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−1 0.027 0.026 LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−4 −0.003 −0.007 0.032 0.029

(0.011) (0.011) (0.006) (0.006) (0.017) (0.016)
p = 0.018 p = 0.018 p = 0.629 p = 0.232 p = 0.054 p = 0.067

POLITYi,t−1 0.001 0.001 POLITYi,t−4 0.001 −0.0001 0.003 0.003
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.003)

p = 0.551 p = 0.567 p = 0.463 p = 0.903 p = 0.323 p = 0.350
FTAi,t−1 0.093 0.093 FTAi,t−4 −0.010 0.005 0.261 0.265

(0.035) (0.035) (0.038) (0.018) (0.075) (0.075)
p = 0.008 p = 0.008 p = 0.803 p = 0.759 p = 0.000 p = 0.000

GATT/WTOi,t−1 0.018 0.018 GATT/WTOi,t−4 −0.037 −0.026 0.034 0.026
(0.026) (0.026) (0.018) (0.014) (0.057) (0.057)

p = 0.497 p = 0.493 p = 0.042 p = 0.063 p = 0.547 p = 0.644
PRIOR VACANCYi,t−3:t−1 −0.057 −0.054 PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 0.024 0.012 −0.105 −0.102

(0.052) (0.051) (0.057) (0.035) (0.082) (0.082)
p = 0.269 p = 0.295 p = 0.666 p = 0.736 p = 0.201 p = 0.213

PRIOR VACANCY2i,t�3:t�1 0.050 0.051 PRIOR VACANCY2i,t�6:t�4 −0.034 −0.029 0.134 0.124
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(0.062) (0.061) (0.064) (0.046) (0.094) (0.094)
p = 0.421 p = 0.407 p = 0.599 p = 0.523 p = 0.154 p = 0.187

PRIOR VACANCY3i,t�3:t�1 −0.016 −0.015 PRIOR VACANCY3i,t�6:t�4 0.009 0.008 −0.037 −0.034
(0.016) (0.016) (0.018) (0.015) (0.025) (0.025)

p = 0.320 p = 0.350 p = 0.628 p = 0.562 p = 0.132 p = 0.177
LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−1 0.593 0.590 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−4 −0.009 −0.006 0.348 0.346

(0.044) (0.044) (0.016) (0.009) (0.031) (0.030)
p = 0.000 p = 0.000 p = 0.563 p = 0.508 p = 0.000 p = 0.000

LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−2 0.115 0.115 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−5 0.014 0.0001 0.082 0.080
(0.031) (0.030) (0.021) (0.009) (0.019) (0.019)

p = 0.000 p = 0.000 p = 0.510 p = 0.994 p = 0.000 p = 0.000
LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−3 0.049 0.051 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−6 0.002 0.009 0.028 0.032

(0.024) (0.024) (0.014) (0.007) (0.021) (0.021)
p = 0.037 p = 0.031 p = 0.870 p = 0.199 p = 0.177 p = 0.126

Observations 6,768 6,768 Observations 6,768 6,768 6,768 6,768

Notes: All models include country fixed effects, year fixed effects, and year fixed effects × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi;t�3. Standard errors clustered by country, with p-values from two-sided t-test.
First-stage F-statistics are 178.08 for turnover (model 9) and 59.09 for vacancy (model 10).
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vacancy measure; the median vacancy duration is about 100 days, so an estimate of
β̂Pct:Vacant that is three to four times as large as β̂Turnover is intuitively reasonable.93

Models 3 and 4 report the first stage of the IV estimation, regressing turnover and
vacancy (respectively) on the ENTERi,t−3 indicator and all other covariates. Consistent
with the three-year rotation schedule, the appointment of an ambassador in year t− 3
is a strong predictor of turnover and vacancy in year t. This first-stage relationship
enables the second-stage IV estimation, which is reported in models 5 and
6. Coefficients are again positive and statistically significant, and in this case
larger in magnitude than those estimated by OLS: an ambassadorial turnover is esti-
mated to have a causal impact of increasing by 2.2 percentage points the probability
of MID onset with the country experiencing the turnover.
Turning to Table 2, we see a similar pattern in the relationship between turnovers

and US exports. Because the outcome is log-transformed, sufficiently small coeffi-
cient values can be interpreted as percentage changes: by OLS, an ambassadorial
turnover is estimated to decrease exports by 2.3 percent, while two-stage least
squares (2SLS) estimates an effect of 10 percent. The coefficient on the continuous
vacancy variable is again about four times the magnitude of the binary coefficient
(for both OLS and 2SLS), and the first-stage results are similar to those reported in
Table 1. For substantive interpretation, the effect size is best understood relative to
the variability in the outcome measure: by the 2SLS estimate in model 14, a turnover
causes a decrease of 0.04 standard deviations of log exports; after residualizing the
outcome over country and year intercepts, the effect amounts to 0.17 standard
deviations.
It is notable that for both outcomes and both vacancy measures, the IV estimates

are larger in magnitude than the OLS estimates. These differences are likely attribut-
able to one (or both) of two general explanations. First is a net deflationary bias in the
OLS estimates, which the IV approach corrects for: the discussion earlier outlined
reasons we might expect strategic manipulation of appointments to bias OLS esti-
mates either toward or away from zero, and it turns out that the bias toward zero dom-
inates. Substantively, this would suggest that vacancies are avoided in situations
where they would be the most harmful to bilateral relations.
A second explanation, which can hold even in the absence of bias in the OLS,

would attribute the difference in the estimates to the basic differences in the esti-
mands: the IV estimator can recover only average treatment effects local to the sub-
population of compliers, and it turns out that the compliers have larger treatment
effects than does the population as a whole. In other words, the countries that most
closely adhere to the three-year rotation schedule are also the countries for which
bilateral relations are most heavily impacted by the status of the US COM.
Comparing the covariate profiles of the compliers and the full sample,94 we do

93. Distributions of the vacancy measures are presented in Figure A2.
94. See Appendix A.2.
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find some differences consistent with this latter explanation. Both accounts seem
intuitively plausible, and it would be difficult to rule out either one.

Heterogeneous Effects by Appointee Type

To assess whether career appointees prove more effective than noncareer appointees
in promoting trade and preventing conflict, we can test for heterogeneous effects
across different types of ambassadors and their respective removal. This question
does not lend itself to a straightforward empirical specification; one approach is
reported here, with others reported in Tables A5 and A6 in the online supplement.
The approach of Table 3 involves recoding the instrument into two separate mea-
sures, which separately indicate whether a career ambassador, or a political ambassa-
dor, entered office in year t− 3.
Models 13 and 16 report the first-stage estimation, where we see that an entrance of

either type is a strongly significant predictor of turnover in year t. Models 15 and 18
show the reduced-form effect of the entrance instruments on the respective outcomes,
and we see the same pattern in both cases: only a career entrance has a significant
effect, while the effect of a political entrance is smaller and less precisely estimated;
the effect of a career entrance in both cases closely resembles the effect of the pooled
entrance instrument used in the main analyses (with the reduced-form effect reported
in models 14 and 17 for comparison). Alternative specifications reported in the
appendix include interacting the instrument with appointee type, and splitting the
sample by appointee type, and they reveal a similar pattern.
We should be cautious, however, in interpreting these results: while the general

research design aims to isolate exogenous variation in the presence or absence
of any presidentially appointed ambassador, it is unable to address the nonrandom
assignment of different types of ambassadors to different countries. In other
words, these results cannot tell us whether political ambassadors are less effective
than career ambassadors in preventing disputes and promoting exports, or whether
political ambassadors are simply appointed to countries where these diplomatic
outcomes are less sensitive to variation in embassy-level personnel.

Robustness and Placebo Tests

The online appendix reports a series of robustness checks for alternative empirical
specifications, including: omitting controls; omitting lagged dependent variables;
adding other controls; accounting for a foreign country’s diplomatic representation
in the US; and accounting for side accreditation of US ambassadors to multiple coun-
tries. The analyses of MIDs are repeated using a range of limited dependent-variable
specifications including a reduced-form logit, an IV probit, and a set of event-count
and zero-inflated event-count models (with the outcome recoded accordingly); and
separately, on a reduced sample of only the countries that at some point engage in
an MID against the US. All results are consistent with those reported in the main text.
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TABLE 3. MID onset and US exports, career vs. political appointees

First stage Reduced form First stage Reduced form
TURNOVERi,t MID ONSETi,t TURNOVERi,t LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t

Dependent variable (13) (14) (15) Dependent variable (16) (17) (18)

CAREER ENTERi,t−3 0.309 0.007 CAREER ENTERi,t−3 0.326 −0.029
(0.020) (0.003) (0.020) (0.013)

p = 0.000 p = 0.035 p = 0.000 p = 0.031
POLITICAL ENTERi,t−3 0.090 0.002 POLITICAL ENTERi,t−3 0.089 −0.019

(0.025) (0.005) (0.024) (0.025)
p = 0.000 p = 0.622 p = 0.000 p = 0.458

ENTERi,t−3 0.006 ENTERi,t−3 −0.026
(0.003) (0.011)

p = 0.042 p = 0.023
LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−4 0.010 −0.002 −0.002 LOG GDPi,t−4 0.021 0.104 0.103

(0.010) (0.004) (0.004) (0.018) (0.040) (0.040)
p = 0.306 p = 0.585 p = 0.590 p = 0.243 p = 0.011 p = 0.011

LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−4 −0.003 0.002 0.002 LOG POPi,t−4 0.010 0.018 0.018
(0.007) (0.003) (0.003) (0.022) (0.043) (0.043)

p = 0.670 p = 0.410 p = 0.406 p = 0.651 p = 0.677 p = 0.675
UNGA IDEAL DIFFi,t−4 0.012 0.004 0.004 LOG EXPORTS TO USi,t−4 −0.002 0.032 0.032

(0.011) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.017) (0.017)
p = 0.282 p = 0.343 p = 0.355 p = 0.717 p = 0.058 p = 0.058

POLITYi,t−4 0.001 −0.001 −0.001 POLITYi,t−4 0.001 0.003 0.003
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.003)

p = 0.715 p = 0.047 p = 0.047 p = 0.591 p = 0.350 p = 0.349
ΔPOLITYi,t−4 −0.0003 0.001 0.001 FTAi,t−4 −0.009 0.262 0.262

(0.003) (0.001) (0.001) (0.038) (0.077) (0.077)
p = 0.924 p = 0.173 p = 0.175 p = 0.822 p = 0.001 p = 0.001

CAPABILITIESi,t−4 0.133 3.908 3.910 GATT/WTOi,t−4 −0.038 0.038 0.038
(0.657) (0.632) (0.633) (0.019) (0.058) (0.058)

p = 0.840 p = 0.000 p = 0.000 p = 0.039 p = 0.514 p = 0.513
ALLYi,t−4 0.027 0.015 0.015 PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 0.004 −0.108 −0.107

(0.028) (0.007) (0.007) (0.057) (0.085) (0.084)
p = 0.340 p = 0.024 p = 0.024 p = 0.941 p = 0.203 p = 0.206

PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 0.013 −0.001 −0.001 PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 2 −0.010 0.138 0.137
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(0.057) (0.017) (0.017) (0.065) (0.097) (0.097)
p = 0.825 p = 0.972 p = 0.953 p = 0.874 p = 0.155 p = 0.157

PRIOR VACANCY2i,t�6:t�4 −0.021 0.004 0.004 PRIOR VACANCYi,t−6:t−4 3 0.003 −0.038 −0.038
(0.067) (0.017) (0.017) (0.018) (0.025) (0.025)

p = 0.756 p = 0.813 p = 0.793 p = 0.874 p = 0.132 p = 0.135
PRIOR VACANCY3i,t�6:t�4 0.007 −0.002 −0.002 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−4 −0.007 0.349 0.349

(0.019) (0.004) (0.004) (0.016) (0.032) (0.032)
p = 0.697 p = 0.695 p = 0.677 p = 0.652 p = 0.000 p = 0.000

MID ONSETi,t−4 −0.056 0.081 0.080 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−5 0.010 0.080 0.080
(0.064) (0.043) (0.044) (0.020) (0.019) (0.019)

p = 0.375 p = 0.064 p = 0.065 p = 0.603 p = 0.000 p = 0.000
MID ONSETi,t−5 0.033 0.041 0.042 LOG IMPORTS FROM USi,t−6 0.005 0.028 0.028

(0.069) (0.039) (0.038) (0.014) (0.021) (0.021)
p = 0.637 p = 0.282 p = 0.281 p = 0.725 p = 0.187 p = 0.188

MID ONSETi,t−6 0.008 −0.004 −0.004
(0.067) (0.037) (0.037)

p = 0.903 p = 0.920 p = 0.921
Observations 6,279 6,279 6,279 Observations 6,768 6,768 6,768

Notes:All models include country fixed effects, year fixed effects, and year fixed effects × POLITICAL APPOINTEEi;t�3. Standard errors clustered by country, with p-values from a two-sided t-test.
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As a final consideration, we may be concerned that the IV design is susceptible to
bias arising from endogenous assignment of the entrance instrument. Even if pretreat-
ment covariates show no relationship with ambassadorial appointments (as reported
in Table A12), actors involved in the appointment process may still be manipulating
vacancies with an eye toward future outcomes. The placebo tests reported in Figure 2
should largely alleviate these concerns.
The figure presents coefficient plots for variations of models 14 and 17 from

Table 3, regressing outcomes directly on ENTERi,t−3 (including all covariates) with
the outcome measures varied from t− 1 to t + 1. For both outcomes, we see that
the predicted effects of a t− 3 entrance occur only in year t—precisely when the
ambassador is scheduled to leave office—and not the year before or after.
Attributing the main effects reported in Tables 1 and 2 to strategic manipulation of
the treatment assignment would thus require a very peculiar type of manipulation:
that is, actors in the appointment process would have to be manipulating in anticipa-
tion of outcomes precisely three years, but not two or four years, into the future. This
does not comport with any reasonable intuition of political actors’ behavior; the far
more plausible interpretation is that the estimated relationships between turnovers
and outcomes are causal.

Case Studies

The quantitative results provide systematic evidence of a relationship between
ambassadorial turnovers and diplomatic outcomes. With regard to militarized
disputes in particular, the mechanisms underlying this relationship warrant further
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Note: Reduced-form coefficientsand 95 percent confidence intervals, replicating (a) model 14 and (b)
model 17 of Table 3, with all regressors included but varying the timing of the outcome measure.

FIGURE 2. Reduced-form placebo tests
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elaboration. Two cases that illustrate the processes through which ambassadorial
turnovers can cause underlying policy disagreements to give rise to militarized dis-
putes. A third case of a dispute that arose between the US and Peru in 1969, at the
conclusion of Ambassador Jones’s tenure, is discussed in the online appendix
(omitted here because of space constraints). Each case study aims to provide a
“within-case” analysis, comparing diplomatic developments during a turnover
against otherwise similar circumstances shortly before or after. The main principles
guiding the case selection process were representativeness with respect to the
broader set of militarized disputes contributing to the quantitative results, and
practical concerns of data richness. A more detailed discussion of case selection is
provided in the appendix.

MID 4183: Canada, 1997

Between 1979 and 1997, the United States and Canada engaged in four MIDs. Each
involved a use of force by one or the other country’s coast guard to assert control over
contested fishing waters. In the context of US–Canadian relations, fishing disputes
are no small deal: according to one diplomatic historian, “When you talk about
Canadian–American relations you’re essentially talking about fish.” One such dis-
agreement in 1989 led the Canadian Coast Guard, which had previously been
unarmed and civilian-manned, to arm their patrol vessels with .50-caliber machine
guns and exchange fire with American fishermen—a “shooting war in the Gulf of
Maine.”95 All four disputes constituted escalatory actions as part of a bargaining
process over an international policy disagreement. Three of the four coincided with
a turnover in the US ambassadorial post.
Throughout the twentieth century, the two countries maintained unsettled maritime

boundaries, making the allocation of fishing rights an issue that required continuous
management and renegotiation.96 The US COM in Ottawa played an integral role in
overseeing this portfolio. As Ambassador Blanchard recalls, “since the United States
doesn’t even have a fisheries minister, and responsibility for the industry is spread
across several agencies, I often had to act like one in my dealings with [Canadian
Minister of Fisheries and Oceans] Brian Tobin.”97 In one of several related episodes
during Blanchard’s tenure, negotiations over the joint management of Pacific salmon
stocks stalled in May 1994. American fishermen in the meantime continued depleting
the fisheries. In response, the Canadians threatened to obstruct passage through what
were previously understood to be international waters connecting Washington and
Alaska. For them the status quo was costly, and a speedy resolution was of the
essence: as Tobin complained to Blanchard, “Why should we negotiate with you
while you’re increasing your fish catch as we speak?”98 Blanchard moved quickly

95. ADST: James D. Walsh, 61.
96. ADST: Thomas G. Weston, 112.
97. Blanchard 1998, 132.
98. Ibid., 135.
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to convince the White House to impose a cap on the US salmon haul and to dissuade
coastal-state senators from taking legislative action that would further inflame ten-
sions. The Canadians were appeased, and talks continued apace.
Blanchard left post in Spring 1996, having managed the various fisheries issues on

an ongoing basis but leaving no permanent resolution in place. The ambassadorial
post remained vacant through Clinton’s re-election and into the following year. In
May the Canadian government, frustrated by the lack of progress in negotiations,
directed its coast guard to conduct a series of of armed seizures of American
fishing vessels; and so began the SalmonWars of 1997.99 Private Canadian fishermen
joined the protest, blockading an Alaskan ferry route, and inadvertently devastating
the tourism revenues of nearby Canadian port towns. The premier of British
Columbia added fuel to the fire, suing the US government and threatening to evict
the US Navy from a leased base off the coast of Vancouver. After much bad blood
and economic loss, the Americans acquiesced and returned to the negotiating table.
Unlike Blanchard’s account, an extensive oral history by then-chargé Thomas

Weston says nothing of his own personal efforts in managing the bilateral fisheries
concerns. It is perhaps telling to examine Weston’s description of how US–
Canadian disputes generally unfolded during his time in Ottawa: “What tends to
happen is something will bring an issue to a head,” he recounts, “and it will be a
crisis… and then [the] ambassador/chargé/chief of mission is deeply involved in
it.”100 Blanchard’s account, in contrast, is emphatic on the ambassador’s responsibil-
ity to proactively resolve issues before they reach the point of crisis—rather than
getting involved after the fact.101

According to Gibler, Canada’s decision to use force in May 1997 was intended “to
put out a message that they were serious about enforcing fishing regulations in [their]
coastal waters.”102 With Blanchard at post, the Canadians could be confident that
their concerns were in capable diplomatic hands. In his absence, the Canadians felt
the need to assert their demands by other means.

MID 2906: United Arab Republic, 1964

A dispute of quite a different nature unfolded in 1964 between the US and Egypt
(known then as the United Arab Republic, or UAR), shortly after Ambassador
Luke Battle’s late-September arrival in Cairo.
By the time Battle’s predecessor had departed in June, numerous points of tension

had emerged in the US–UAR relationship. President Nasser was openly abetting anti-
Western insurgencies in Yemen and the Congo. Hostilities with Israel simmered, and

99. Timothy Egan, “Salmon War in Northwest Spurs Wish for Good Fences,” New York Times, 12
September 1997. <https://www.nytimes.com/1997/09/12/us/salmon-war-in-northwest-spurs-wish-for-good-
fences.html>.
100. ADST: Thomas G. Weston, 113.
101. Keeley 2000, 30.
102. Gibler 2018, 5.
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Nasser continually resisted US pressures to entertain disarmament talks.103 All the
while, his economy relied heavily on US assistance, including the PL-480 food aid
program, which provided over half of Egypt’s wheat supply—a tension not lost on
congressional critics of both parties, who repeatedly sought to impose strict condi-
tionality on bilateral aid to force Nasser in line.104 By August, two months into the
vacancy in Cairo, Nasser’s ambassador in DC expressed to a group of US officials
his concern that “the US hadn’t done any real business with the UAR” in recent
months. The ambassador himself “understood this matter but the ‘impatient young
men’ who ran the government in Cairo were beginning to wonder.” The PL-480
agreement—originally conceived and negotiated over the course of several months
by a previous US ambassador105—was set to expire, with talks for a renewal not
yet begun. The prospect of a large stabilization loan had also been floated; “Cairo
was taking the loan as proof of whether the US would continue its present policy”
of cooperation and support writ large.106 But that initiative now languished, with
no US ambassador in place to keep it moving forward.
Pressures mounted, and Nasser felt himself politically squeezed from all sides.

Increasing economic instability made him vulnerable to internal opposition. The
arms race and other foreign entanglements were costly, both in direct financial
terms and in the looming threat of a punitive US response; but accommodation
bore political costs as well, leaving him “fearful of any action that might expose
him to [the] charge [that] he was being soft.”107 Nasser had worked to cultivate rela-
tions with the Soviets and thus establish a credible outside option for an aid patron,
but then in October Khrushchev was ousted and Nasser had to “start all over
again.”108 In November, a group of students protesting US policy toward the
Congo burned down the US Information Service library in Cairo; the government
did not instigate the attack, but “in order to disguise the fact that the police had
lost control, Nasser was prepared to accept responsibility for the attack and even
be truculent about it.”109 Finally, in December, Nasser lashed out: the Egyptian air
force shot down—albeit with plausible justification110—an American oil-company
plane near Alexandria, killing the pilot and copilot, and four days later Nasser deliv-
ered an inflammatory speech denouncing US efforts to strong-arm Egyptian policy.
What made Nasser choose to escalate, both verbally and militarily, and how did the

turnover in the US ambassadorial post influence that decision? As Battle’s predeces-
sor relayed in his exit interview that June, the prior maintenance of harmonious rela-
tions between the two countries rested on “the mutual capacity to hurt each other’s

103. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d96.
104. Burns 1985, 150–57.
105. ADST: Raymond Hare, 31.
106. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d87.
107. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d96.
108. Burns 1985, 159.
109. Ibid., 158.
110. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d120.
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interests.”111 By the fall, Nasser found himself in an acutely vulnerable position in the
multidimensional bargain that characterized the bilateral relationship, facing demands
from various interests across the US government for concessions which he found pol-
itically untenable. Under normal conditions, a US ambassador—the “coordinator of
all our varied relationships” with her host country, in Blanchard’s words112—would
have sought to restrain those other actors’ impulses to “fight for every small advan-
tage [they] can get”113 vis-á-vis the UAR, and worked to triage and temper the
demands being made. But the turnover in the ambassadorial post prevented such a
corrective from being applied in a timely manner.
Having never served in the region, Battle faced an unusually steep learning curve.

As he later flatly acknowledged, “my appointment was the kind that all Foreign
Service officers should fight. I was not prepared to go to Cairo as Ambassador.”114

The pressing issues facing Embassy Cairo differed considerably from those Battle
encountered in his previous appointment at the Bureau of Educational and Cultural
Affairs, and it seems he took some time, as many appointees do, to “get up to
speed” in the new position.115 Despite the slow start, Battle did demonstrate in his
internal communications an inclination to sympathize with Nasser’s political difficul-
ties from the outset,116 and after several weeks on the job began lobbying his super-
iors for a PL-480 reauthorization. He warned, for instance, in a telegram on 11
November, that the US “must give early sign of continuation [of] cooperative
effort or a new policy will exist here whether we intend it or not.”117 But Nasser
may not have been fully aware of Battle’s efforts or intentions—the two had not
yet held a substantive meeting before the downing of the plane118—and in any
case Nasser needed results faster than Battle proved capable of delivering.
The Egyptian leader thus determined that his best course of action was to force the

US’s hand by escalating to the point of crisis. Nasser’s message was clear: “The
Americans want to give us aid and dominate our policy,” he declared in his
speech. “I am not prepared to sell Egyptian independence … We can tighten our
belts … but we are not going to accept pressure. We are not going to accept gangster-
ism by cowboys.” Confirming these public statements, Nasser subsequently shared
with a CIA informant his confidence that “the USA is afraid to cut off aid to
Egypt because the US knows that Egypt will react by sabotaging all American
efforts in the area.”119 Indeed, the secretary of state soon afterwards wrote to
Johnson arguing for the importance of “getting back onto even keel with the

111. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d74.
112. Keeley 2000, 30.
113. Blanchard 1998, 121.
114. ADST: Lucius Battle, 23.
115. O’Connell 2009.
116. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d102.
117. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d105.
118. ADST: Lucius Battle, 25.
119. Burns 1985, 160.
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UAR” and outlining the multitude of US interests that would be put at risk by further
deterioration of relations. “Only the Soviets,” he advised, “will benefit from a such a
situation.”120 After some initial pushback from Congress, Johnson agreed to resume
aid through a series of short-term agreements—a structure proposed by Battle to
ensure “almost continual negotiation with the UAR … so that the value of our
cooperation is not forgotten.”121

Relations were steadied, if not fully restored, for the next two years of Battle’s
tenure. Nasser took steps to resolve some of the major bilateral incompatibilities,
ceasing arms shipments to the Congo122 and entering negotiations to end the conflict
in Yemen. Battle, for his part, continued advocating internally for the delivery of
bilateral assistance.123 On the ground in Cairo, he developed a personal rapport not
only with Nasser but also with the country’s preeminent newspaper editor (himself
a powerful political figure), causing the editor to tone down his critical coverage
of US policy. (The editor later described his moderation as a “derelict[ion],” but
one borne out of admiration for the ambassador’s hard-fought efforts to improve
bilateral relations.)124 This likely helped lighten the domestic pressures pushing
Nasser toward an antagonistic posture; as a more direct approach, Battle developed
a routine of preemptively seeking out the Egyptian leader to explain away the
various provocations that arose from voices in Congress and the American press
and to dissuade him from responding in kind: “We got into a pattern of preventative
diplomacy and it worked, at least for a while.”125

Yet the promising bilateral trajectory would not outlast Battle’s appointment.
Nasser had remained “very patient with all the pressure” he felt from the US while
Battle was at post to keep things in order; with Battle’s departure, Nasser expressed,
“our patience has run out.”126 At their farewell meeting in March 1967, Nasser with-
drew his final request for US assistance, and with it any remaining possibility of a full
bilateral reconciliation.127

Conclusion

This study has sought to address the question of diplomacy’s efficacy by examining
the varying influence of diplomatic agents in the US foreign policy process. The find-
ings demonstrate that two of the most widely studied phenomena in international rela-
tions—economic exchange and militarized conflict—are affected by a factor largely

120. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d125.
121. Burns 1985, 164.
122. FRUS: 1964-68v18/d208.
123. Burns 1985, 166; FRUS: 1964-68v18/d233, 1964-68v18/d376.
124. ADST: Lucius Battle, 30.
125. Ibid., 32.
126. Burns 1985, 170.
127. ADST: Lucius Battle, 35.
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neglected by previous formal and quantitative research: the status of the agent
charged with overseeing bilateral diplomatic relations. As a result of the removal
of a US ambassador, the country in which they operate receives a lower volume of
US exports and becomes more likely to engage in a militarized dispute with the
US. The empirical results provide systematic support for a basic proposition long
held by practitioners and proponents of diplomacy: diplomacy matters, and it
matters who the individuals are who conduct it.
A natural question that arises from these findings is whether and to what extent

they generalize beyond the present context of analysis. The inferential strategy
employed here relied on a particular feature of US diplomatic practice: the routinized
three-year rotation system with substantial spans of vacancy between appointments.
Extending the analysis to other countries would require, at the very least, different
research designs leveraging other context-specific sources of variation.
Theoretically, our expectations of what such an analysis would discover may be

mixed. On the one hand, an implicit scope condition of the argument presented
here is that the home government in question have a sufficiently broad set of inter-
national interests and engagements that its institutional response is to compartmental-
ize and delegate responsibilities to different agents with varying preferences and
geographical purviews. The extent to which this characterization fits any given coun-
try’s foreign policy apparatus is an empirical question to be considered case by case.
Yet there is certainly value in the general perspective of viewing the actions and deci-
sions of any sovereign state as the product of an internal “pulling and hauling”128

among different actors representing organizations with competing conceptions of
their nation’s foreign policy interests.129 Taking this perspective, we can ask when
and why certain participants wield greater or lesser influence in the intragovernmental
policy process, and how that variation can help explain the international outcomes we
observe.

Data Availability Statement

Replication data for this article may be found at at <https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
ZTWOYY>.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818321000102>.

128. Allison and Zelikow 1999.
129. Halperin and Clapp 2007, chapter 18.
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