
T h e R o l e of the Ambassador
in Promoting U.S. Human
Rights Po l i cy Abro a d
B r i e f l y …

• The ambassador is a key player in determining tough trade-offs or policy empha-
sis: between short-term and long-term objectives, between executive and leg-
islative priorities, between strategic interests and specific human rights
concerns, between public and private diplomacy, between coercive and cooper-
ative appro a c he s, and between unilateral and mu l t i l a t e ral appro a c hes to specific
p ro b l e ms.

• The ambassador is also integrator among various interest groups with a role to
play in helping promote U.S. human rights policy objectives in-country. Such
interest groups include the business community, media, and local and interna-
tional NGOs.

• In order to pre p a re U.S. ambassadors for the role of chief policy impleme nter 
i n - c o u nt r y, we must first de f i ne their role in hu man rig hts polic y, and we must ide n-
tify new tools (or re p a c ka ge ex i s t i ng ones) for ena c t i ng hu man rig hts polic y.

• Establishment of a global strategy for human rights that includes a clearly artic-
ulated role for the ambassador would serve as a buffer between those imple-
menting the mandated strategy and those opposing it. Such a strategy is
necessary because U.S. human rights policy is often interpreted in a host coun-
try as threatening to national sovereignty or as promoting social or regime
change, with the ambassador seen as the leading promoter of such “subversion.”

• Human rights must be consistently presented as an American foreign policy pri-
ority, with the U.S. ambassador in-country seen as the policy’s lead promoter. As
one of the most difficult foreign policy issues, human rights policy must be pro-
moted throughout the foreign policy environment—both domestically and inter-
nationally. The U.S. ambassador has a vital role to play in constructing a
constituency that will support continued emphasis on human rights for both the
short- and long-term.
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AB O U T T H E RE P O R T
T he United States Institute of Peace re c e nt l y
held a ro u ndtable discussion featuring a dis-
t i ng u i s hed group of fo r mer U.S. ambassado r s
w ho addressed the need to enhance the ro l e
of U.S. chiefs of mission in int e r p re t i ng and

i m p l e me nt i ng U.S. hu man rig hts polic y
a b ro a d. This session, part of the ongo i ng
Hu man Rig hts Impleme nt a t ion Project, a

major effort of the Institute’s Research 
a nd Stud ies Pro g ram, bro u g ht toge t he r

p ro m i ne nt fo r mer chiefs of mission and lead-
ers in the polic y ma k i ng and no n - go v e r n me n-

tal org a n i z a t ion (NGO) commu n i t ie s.

T he purpose of the me e t i ng was to
de t e r m i ne how ambassadors could mo re

effectively impleme nt a cohe re nt U.S.
hu man rig hts polic y. Speakers inc l ude d

A m b a s s a dors Winston Lord, Smith
He m p s t o ne, Te resita Schaffer, Princ e t o n

L y man, Robert White, J. Stapleton Roy, Ja c k
Matlock, Mark Pa l me r, and John Stempel.
This report, pre p a red by pro g ram of f ic e r s

Emily Metzgar and Debra Lia ng - F e nton, sum-
marizes discussion at this workshop and pro-

v ides an overview of re c o m me nda t io ns that
can help inform polic y ma kers and future

c h iefs of mission in their efforts to impro v e
U.S. hu man rig hts polic y. Although re p re s e n-

tative of discussio ns at this me e t i ng, the
report does not imply unanimity of opinio n

on every point .
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I n t ro d u c t i o n
The roundtable’s examination of the role of the chief of mission posed the follow-
ing questions to a distinguished panel of U.S. ambassadors:

• How do ambassadors interpret human rights priorities within the context of
overall U.S. foreign policy goals?

• What influence does an ambassador have to change general U.S. foreign policy
objectives with regard to human rights?

• What are the costs of taking action that is not congruous with general U.S. pol-
icy objectives?

• What are the principal instruments at the ambassador’s disposal to influence
events on the ground consistent with human rights goals?

• What, if anything, should be done to strengthen an ambassador’s influence and
expand the array of instruments for implementation of human rights policy?

• What are the constraints on an ambassador in attempting to help implement
human rights policy?

• When should an ambassador play a higher profile role in promoting human rights
on the ground? A lower profile role?

Human Rights as Fo reign Po l i cy
Ten years after the end of the Cold Wa r, the question of hu man rig hts in Ame r ican fo r-
e ign policy is not whe t her to give priority to hu man rig ht s, but ra t her how to effec-
tively inc o r p o rate an emphasis on hu man rig hts into the bro a der fo re ign polic y
a ge nda. The re is a gro w i ng do me s t ic aud ie nce supporting activist Ame r ican hu ma n
r ig hts polic ies overseas. This do me s t ic political support helps keep the subject of
hu man rig hts in the he a d l i nes and alive on Capitol Hill and in the White Ho u s e.

It is in the past 25 years that debate over normative issues like human rights
has developed. For many long-time foreign policy professionals this has been an
unwelcome development. The issue of human rights falls well outside the parame-
ters of classical realpolitik and is often categorized as “low policy” in comparison
to strategic issues. Some argue that American emphasis on human rights issues
caused the collapse of the Soviet Union. Others dispute this, pointing to contin-
ued American criticism of China’s human rights record while the communist
regime remains well entrenched.

While the United States has a well-publicized, general position on human
rights and the priority the country places on promotion of human rights overseas,
U.S. strategies for specific countries do differ from case to case. The United
States must take into consideration the culture, history, and institutions of each
country and that by definition creates inconsistent policies—both real and
perceived. But the resulting charges of American opportunism make even harder
the role of the U.S. ambassador on the ground.

Now that human rights promotion is a general foreign policy priority, the more
difficult question for policymakers and for those tasked with policy implementa-
tion is how to justify to foreign governments what is often seen as American
interference in internal affairs, with the U.S. ambassador playing the lead role.
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Putting the Ambassador in Contex t
To assess how human rights are promoted abroad, we need to identify the cast of
characters that plays a role in the process.

U.S. Department of Sta t e, Wa s h i n g ton, D.C.
T he Departme nt of State, in cons u l t a t ion with other executive bra nch ins t i t u t io ns, fo r-
mulates global fo re ign policy positio ns. In the past de c a de, tra d i t io nal Ame r ic a n
s t ra t e g ic prio r i t ies have been ex p a nded to inc l ude de mo c ra c y, enviro n me ntal pro t e c-
t ion, tra de pro mo t ion, and hu man rig ht s. These sound-bite prio r i t ies are not, ho w e v-
e r, easily tra nslated into universally applied policy objectives. 

As the go v e r n me nt’s primary fo re ign policy ins t i t u t ion, the Departme nt of State
a r t iculates the Ame r ican position on a panoply of global issues, but a hu man rig ht s
a ge nda can only be successful when tailor-ma de to the cond i t io ns of a given count r y.
This tailoring of policy positio ns leads to accusatio ns of Ame r ican double standa rd s
on hu man rig ht s. The results of Ame r ican hu man rig hts initiatives also vary from coun-
try to country due to the na t u re of the country in question, tre nds the rein, the ra nge
of Ame r ican int e rests in the bilateral re l a t io nship, and the actual ability of the Un i t-
ed States to influence events on the gro u nd.

Some ambassadors are wary of human rights issues for fear of causing problems
with the host government and disturbing relations with its leadership. In order for
the ambassador to be active and vigilant on human rights issues, there must be
clear support from the upper levels of the department. The ambassador is tasked
with promoting both American short-term and long-term policy objectives, but is
constrained by the relatively short duration of tenure (usually three years). Report-
ing from the embassy must also accurately reflect developments on the ground
while maintaining Washington’s support, even if those developments are not favor-
able to stated American objectives.

Embassy
The State Department–approved mission plan for each embassy dictates the direc-
tion in which U.S. government resources will be used to promote a given bilateral
relationship. It is the ambassador’s leadership style, political skills, and individual
policy objectives, however, which most heavily influence the day-to-day evolution
of the overall relationship, and which can have the most profound effect on imple-
mentation of the human rights policy agenda.

It is the duty of the ambassador to ensure both cohesion and consistency in the
work of the embassy personnel. This is particularly important when implementing
human rights policy because there are so many disparate views on what that pol-
icy should be, even within the U.S. government. The political counselor must not
be promoting a different policy than that of the economic counselor.

As the American president’s representative on the ground, the ambassador can
have the single most significant impact on the perceived and actual priority the
United States places on human rights issues in any given country. However, pub-
lic disagreement with the position of the ambassador from embassy staff can great-
ly impede effective human rights policy implementation.

Non-Governmental Organizations
The State Department’s annual human rights report for 2000 describes civil society
in this way: “Traditionally, networks have evolved out of communities of like-mind-
ed individuals who gather around shared interests and values. . . . They help gen-

As the government’s primary

fo reign policy institution, 

the Department of State 

articulates the American posi-

tion on a panoply of global

i s s u e s, but a human rights

agenda can only be successful

when tailor-made to the

conditions of a given country.

3

As the American president’s

representative on the ground,

the ambassador can have

the single most significant

impact on the perceived and

actual priority the United

States places on human rights

issues in any given country.

However, public disagreement

with the position of the

ambassador from embassy

staff can greatly impede

effective human rights policy

implementation.



erate what de Tocqueville called ‘habits of the heart’—those characteristics of
human nature that encourage otherwise isolated individuals to connect with one
another into a broader community.”

It is these networks, whether amorphous as defined above, or more formalized
through establishment of an NGO that lobbies the American embassy or the host-
country government, which the ambassador must tap to emphasize commitment
to human rights and to glean information perhaps not otherwise available about
the state of human rights protections and abuses in the host country.

International Organizations
In effective human rights diplomacy, a variety of channels should be employed.
International and regional organizations provide an important on-the-ground net-
work that can support U.S. policy and enhance a multilateral effort in-country. It
is not always best for the United States to be out front. Cultivating relationships
within international organizations can alleviate this necessity while allowing the
United States to provide behind the scenes leadership. The key to changes in state
practices lies in the mobilization of multiple, complementary channels of influence.

Commercial Sector
T he host country’s business community should not be overlooked as a re s o u rce for the
i m p l e me nt a t ion of Ame r ican hu man rig hts polic y. The Ame r ican Chamber of Comme rc e
can pro v ide a good int ro duc t ion to the business community and can play a role as
p a r t ner in hu man rig hts policy impleme nt a t ion. For exa m p l e, the White House Appar-
el Industry Pa r t nership—a gro u p i ng of indu s t r y, labor, cons u mer advocates, and
hu man rig hts org a n i z a t io ns—was established in 1996 to fo r mulate a universal code of
c o nduct and mo n i t o r i ng system for the apparel indu s t r y. The int e nt ion is to de v e l o p
an agre e me nt to improve working cond i t io ns aro u nd the world.

There should be a natural confluence of interest between the value the U.S. gov-
ernment places on human rights protection and the business community’s desire for
an environment in which businesses can operate without undue government inter-
ference. The difficulty in tapping this resource arises when there is a conflict of
interest between promotion of human rights ideals and profit margins. Tapping this
resource, however, offers an opportunity for the ambassador and country team to
lobby for support of human rights initiatives in-country and build a cadre of
pro–human rights business professionals upon whose support the embassy can
depend at a later date.

The Media
A free and fair press is the best insurance against human rights abuses. There is no
question that American human rights policy should encourage development of this
integral part of civil society. Media practitioners should be selected for interna-
tional education and exchange programs, thereby building a cadre of professionals
ready to practice their trade and able to objectively cover human rights issues in-
country for the long-term. 

In addition, the ambassador and his or her team must be accessible to the media
both in the United States and in the host country. While private diplomacy is often
an effective tool, the public dimension is necessary to maintain credibility and
exert influence and in order to generate support in the U.S. domestic arena. The
U.S. ambassador is normally featured in the media in the host country frequently.
In fact, in authoritarian countries, he or she is often considered the voice of free-
dom—a sort of surrogate leader. The U.S. ambassador should use this access and
influence to advance human rights policy objectives.
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Tensions
The workshop identified a number of tensions inherent in American human rights
policy formulation and implementation. As the chief policy implementer in-coun-
try, the U.S. ambassador is likely to feel these tensions most acutely.

Short-Term versus Long-Term Objectives
The ambassador must balance the political need for immediate results, such as
release of a prisoner or relaxation of constraints on the press, with the broader
goals of human rights policy in a given country. The ambassador has only a short
tenure to effect change, but American interests often require a longer term strate-
g y. While systemic change is important, ho w e v e r, it is also necessary to de mo ns t ra t e
c o nc rete re s u l t s, both for the sake of U.S. credibility and the ambassador’s care e r.

Congress versus the Administration
Legislative and executive branch views are arrived at through different sets of
political calculus. The degree of actual control either branch should have over for-
eign policy has been debated for years and the fact that the system works as well
as it does is a testament to the ingenuity of America’s founding fathers.

Ambassadors must ensure that they are working in tandem with both the White
House and the State Department. Without this support, ambassadors will find
implementation of policy virtually impossible. Members of Congress who are inter-
ested in working with the State Department should be involved in private meetings
with host country officials to demonstrate that the United States has a strong pol-
icy position on human rights.

Strategic Interests versus Human Rights Objectives
Each country must be managed on a case-by-case basis. The U.S. government does
not have a clearly defined list of priorities that can be applied to all countries uni-
formly. Consequently, where there is a major, overriding priority (such as the peace
process or oil in the Middle East), the ambassador must skillfully manage to con-
tribute to the peace process or to preserving energy security, while also working
away at some of the world’s worst human rights problems.

Public versus Private Diplomacy
Different negotiating strategies yield different results. Particularly when dealing
with an issue as closely linked to national sovereignty as human rights, it is impor-
tant for the ambassador to recognize the value of both approaches.

While public diplomacy and private representations are not mutually exclusive,
at what point does the threat of public diplomacy destroy private access and vice
versa? It is important to grant access to the media and to speak and act forceful-
ly; it is equally important to keep lines open with the host government. The U.S.
ambassador must use his or her judgment to determine what mix of instruments
will produce a desired outcome, and the proper timing for use of those instruments.

Pressure versus Incentives
Coercive instruments such as military force and economic sanctions should be tools
of last resort and should be targeted if implemented. Once invoked, sanctions pre-
clude most other options of influence. Sanctions and incentives are most effective
when used in tandem. The combination of carrots and sticks and the flexible use of
this combination can be an effective means to influence political behavior. There
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was a clear consensus among the meeting’s participants that “engagement” is more
effective in promoting human rights than “isolating” countries. There was also con-
sensus that sanctions should be targeted at leaders and not peoples.

Unilateralism versus Multilateralism
The ambassador has the option of promoting human rights objectives unilaterally
or of engaging third country ambassadors in-country to achieve a common set of
objectives. Now that a majority of the world’s nations are democratic, there are
greater opportunities to work together. But if there is little support from friendly
third countries for political or strategic reasons, the ambassador can adopt a uni-
lateral approach to particular human rights issues. Domestic political pressures in
the United States may require the American ambassador to oppose a host-country
policy more explicitly or more vehemently than will be the case for other countries’
ambassadors (and vice versa).

On some issues, unofficial engagement of other third country governments’ offi-
cial actors can be an effective way of deflecting criticism from the U.S. government
and could even serve as the first step toward an integrated multilateral program for
promoting extensive change.

Proactive versus Reactive
T he de g ree to which Ame r ican hu man rig hts policy toward a particular country is
p roactive ra t her than reactive is de t e r m i ned by the ambassador’s ind i v idual commit-
me nt to hu man rig hts polic y, the accuracy of re p o r t i ng from the post to the de p a r t-
me nt about hu man rig hts issues, and the ex t e nt to which the ambassador is suc c e s s f u l
in ra l l y i ng support in the de p a r t me nt and elsewhe re for activist policy positio ns.

Identification of the aforementioned tensions is only the first step toward
understanding the full potential of the ambassador’s role in implementing human
rights policy and in devising appropriate training to prepare ambassadors for their
central role in human rights policy implementation. Further discussion would make
clear the variety of ways in which training could be designed for maximum effect.

Conclusions and Recommendations
There is no question that ambassadors must be properly trained to handle human
rights issues, including appropriate briefings and sessions. However, the Institute’s
initial analysis of the role of the ambassador makes clear the need for even broad-
er discussion of the American human rights policy process as the context within
which the ambassador operates.

With those caveats, preliminary recommendations follow:

• All branches of the U.S. government must work together to successfully promote
human rights. This will require greater executive and legislative branch cooper-
ation and clearer articulation of ambassadorial roles.

• Consideration must be given to whether the current Department of State orga-
nizational structure (regional versus functional) is suited to implementation of
human rights policy objectives. Alternatives could include strengthening the
functional apparatus within regional bureaus.

• The Department of State must nurture a domestic foreign policy constituency:

— At a fundamental level the State Department must work to build a domestic
constituency for foreign policy, including Congress and the rest of the exec-
utive branch but also grassroots organizations serving the general public.
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— Acknowledging that constructing a consistent human rights policy is difficult,
State needs to emphasize that human rights issues remain a top priority.

• Department of State and embassy teams should: 

— Develop active human rights policies tailored to specific countries;
— Ensure that the annual human rights report is as honest and factual as pos-

sible;
— Reduce reactive human rights policy responses on the part of both the depart-

ment and the ambassador;
— Speak with one voice, and ensure department and embassy team cohesion;
— Ensure that the embassy team is accessible to the host government, the

media, NGO representatives, and all interest groups on the ground; and
— Coordinate with other U.S. agencies to provide support for indigenous orga-

nizations working for human rights objectives on the ground.
• Ambassadors must be prepared to handle country-specific human rights issues.

They should: 

— Receive human rights orientation before departure for the post.
— Identify sources of objective information about and guidance on human

rights policy and implementation.
— Be made aware of political vulnerabilities.
— Work to balance human rights and other issues in relations with the host gov-

ernment so as to maintain access and influence.
— Convey to the U.S. business community in the host country that promotion

of human rights is a high priority.
— Recognize and act upon the substantial influence a U.S. ambassador can have

both publicly and privately.
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Human Rights Implementation Project
In 1999, the United States Institute of Peace’s Research and Studies Program
launched a new initiative on human rights implementation. This project seeks to
critically examine human rights policies implemented by the U.S. government in
order to identify ways these policies might be improved.

The Human Rights Implementation Project is exploring the following
questions:

• What role do human rights issues play in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy?

• How successful or unsuccessful has the U.S. government been in improving
human rights practices abroad?

• What are the key challenges to implementing an effective human rights policy?

• What roles have the Executive Branch, the Congress, other govenmental agen-
cies, and the non-governmental and business communities played in promoting
human rights?

• How can policymakers maximize their impact on human rights protection and
promotion?

The Institute is exploring these broad questions from the vantage point of a
nonpartisan, congressionally funded institution committed to expanding the
understanding of international conflict and the means to prevent, manage, and
resolve it.

For more information about the
Human Rights Implementation

Project, please visit our web site at
www.usip.org or contact program

officer Debra Liang-Fenton at (202)
429-3822 or debra@usip.org.
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