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Ambassadors Promote Exports

As chief of mission, ambassadors "have a principal duty to promote the
United States goods and services for export to such country."

— Foreign Service Act, Section 3927 (c)
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Research Question

• Who benefits from trade-promoting activities of ambassadors?

• How are the benefits from ambassadors’ promotion of trade
distributed domestically?
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Literature Review

• Ambassadors promote exports. (Malis 2021; Ahmed and Slaski n.d.)

• Personal characteristics of a leader shape policy outcomes.
(Dreher et al 2019; Dafoe and Caughey 2016; Saunders 2017; Gift and Krcmaric
2017; Horowitz and Stam 2014; Colgan 2013)

• Elected officials distribute resources in return of votes.
(Berry, Burden and Howell, 2010; Cox and McCubbins, 1986; Ferejohn, 1974; Kriner
and Reeves 2015; Levitt and Snyder, 1995; Shepsle and Weingast, 1981)
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United States Ambassadors
• Appointed by the president, confirmed by the Senate
• Serve two to four years
• Career Diplomats vs. Political Appointees

• Among political appointees, some of them are former governors and
members of Congress ("Politician ambassadors")
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Jon Huntsman Jr.

• Ex-governor of Utah (2005-2009)

• Ambassador to China (2009-2011)

• Ran for the presidential election (2012)

• Re-ran for a gubernatorial election (2020)
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Argument

• Politician ambassadors bring home the bacon.

• Home-State Effect
When politician ambassadors hold office, their home states enjoy a
disproportionate increase in exports compared to the other states.
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Two Mechanisms

Information
Politician ambassadors, compared to other types of ambassadors, know
better about the business environment of their home states.

Electoral incentives
If politician ambassadors consider returning to their home states for
re-election in the future, they would be inclined to favor home-state firms
while serving as ambassadors.
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Data

• Originally construct a panel dataset at the level of country, U.S. state,
industry, and month-year (four million observations)

• Biographic information of the U.S. ambassadors (N = 57)

• Export to ten major export destination countries from 2002 to 2020
Country list

• Three-digit NAICS, in total of 34 industries
(e.g., 111: Agricultural products) NAICS list

→ Unit of analysis: How much agricultural products (industry) did
Alabama (state) export to China (country) in June 2005 (month)
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Measure: Politician Ambassadors

• Had an ambassador ever worked for a home state government
before ambassadorial nomination?
(e.g. Governors, Members of Congress)

• Among 57 ambassadors, 13 of them (22.8%) are politician
ambassadors. Distribution
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Measure: Home State

Where did they reside at the time of their nominations?
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Research Design

• Dependent variable: Logged export value (USD)

• Independent variable: Home State × Ambassador Type
− Ambassador Type: Politician, Non-Politician, Diplomat
− Baseline: Diplomat

• OLS with multiple fixed effects
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Model Specification

Log(Exportc,s,i,t + 1) =β1Home Statesc,s,t+

β2Home Statesc,s,t × Politicianc,t+

β3Home Statesc,s,t × Non-Politicianc,t+

β4Core Statesc,s,t + β5Swing Statesc,s,t+

αc,s,i + δc,t + δs,t + δi,t + ϵc,s,i,t

• Covariates: Core states and swing states (Kriner and Reeves 2015)

• Fixed Effects:
− αc,s,i : All unobservable time-invariant characteristics
− δc,t : Exchange rate and demand shock in international trade
− δs,t : Supply shock that originates from the US states
− δi,t : Industry shock at the global level

• Standard errors: clustered at the country-state level
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Result: The Home-State Effect

Table: The Home-State Effect

Dependent Variable:
Logged Export Value
(1) (2)

Ambassador Home State 0.047 −0.018
(0.039) (0.066)

Ambassador Home State × Politician 0.223∗∗
(0.115)

Ambassador Home State × Non-Politician 0.006
(0.073)

Core State in Non-vacant Months 0.002 0.001
(0.018) (0.018)

Swing State in Non-vacant Months 0.022∗ 0.031∗
(0.018) (0.018)

Country-State-Industry FE ✓ ✓
Country-Time FE ✓ ✓
State-Time FE ✓ ✓
Industry-Time FE ✓ ✓
Observations 3,953,520 3,953,520
R2 0.816 0.816

Notes: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01.
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Testing the Mechanisms

Information
Empirical expectation: The home-state effect is larger among more
experienced politician ambassadors.

Electoral Incentives
Empirical expectation: The home-state effect is larger among younger
politician ambassadors.
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Marginal Effect on Experience

0 10 20 30 40

−
1.

5
−

1.
0

−
0.

5
0.

0
0.

5
Marginal Home−State Effect of Politician Ambassadors on Experience

Experience

M
ar

gi
na

l H
om

e−
S

ta
te

 E
ffe

ct
 o

n 
E

xp
er

ie
nc

e

16 / 19



Result: Marginal Effect on Age

40 45 50 55 60 65 70 75

−
0.

2
0.

0
0.

2
0.

4
0.

6
0.

8
Marginal Home−State Effect of Politician Ambassadors on Age

Age

M
ar

gi
na

l H
om

e−
S

ta
te

 E
ffe

ct
 o

n 
A

ge

17 / 19



Concentration of the Home State Effect
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Conclusion

• Politician ambassadors bring trade benefits to their home states.

• Some political appointees perform better than career diplomats.

• Where ambassadors are from can explain how the benefits of
diplomacy are distributed domestically.
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Appendix

1. Major Export Destinations
2. Ambassador Types by Country
3. NAICS List
4. Signing of MOUs
5. A Model with Relaxed FEs
6. Extensive vs. Intensive Margin of Trade
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Top Ten Export Destinations Go Back
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Ambassador Types by Country Go Back

Table: Background of ambassadors, 2002-2020

Country Politician Non-politician Career Diplomat Total
1 Canada 2 3 1 6
2 Mexico 1 2 3 6
3 China 4 1 0 5
4 Japan 3 2 0 5
5 United Kingdom 0 5 0 5
6 Germany 2 3 0 5
7 South Korea 0 2 5 7
8 Netherlands 1 5 0 6
9 Brazil 0 2 5 7

10 France 0 5 0 5
Total 13 30 14 57

Note: Interim ambassadors are excluded from the count.
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NAICS List Go Back
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Signing of MOUs
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A Model with Relaxed FEs
Dependent Variable:
Logged Export Value

(1)
Ambassador Home State −0.028

(0.077)

Politician 0.111∗∗∗
(0.022)

Non-Politician −0.047∗∗∗
(0.015)

Ambassador Home State × Politician 0.236∗∗
(0.110)

Ambassador Home State × Non-Politician 0.016
(0.086)

Core State in Non-Vacant Months −0.037∗∗
(0.019)

Swing State in Non-Vacant Months −0.005
(0.018)

GDP of Host Countries (in log) 0.657∗∗∗
(0.034)

Population of Host Countries (in log) 1.968∗∗∗
(0.430)

Country-State-Industry FE ✓
Country-Time FE
State-Time FE ✓
Industry-Time FE ✓
Observations 3,953,520
R2 0.816
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Extensive vs. Intensive Margin of Trade

Dependent Variable:
1[Non-zero Export] log(Non-zero Export)
Product Diversity Export Volumes

(1) (2)
Ambassador Home State −0.003 0.024

(0.006) (0.029)

Ambassador Home State × Politician 0.011 0.115∗∗
(0.008) (0.048)

Ambassador Home State × Non-Politician 0.005 −0.060∗
(0.006) (0.031)

Core State in Non-vacant Months −0.0004 0.005
(0.002) (0.010)

Swing State in Non-vacant Months 0.003∗∗ −0.006
(0.001) (0.010)

Country-State-Industry FE ✓ ✓
Country-Time FE ✓ ✓
State-Time FE ✓ ✓
Industry-Time FE ✓ ✓
Observations 3,953,520 2,321,008
R2 0.721 0.834

Notes: Standard errors are clustered at the level of country-state.
∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01.
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