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Executive Summary 
The U.S. Department of State does not advance and protect U.S. national interests to its 
full potential without a diverse, equitable, and inclusive ambassador corps. Additionally, 
the State Department has legal and moral imperatives to substantively address the lack 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion within its ranks. This report will specifically focus on 
policy recommendations for improving diversity, equity, and inclusion within the U.S. 
Department of State’s ambassador corps. 

Of note, diversity, equity, and inclusion are interrelated but distinct priorities. For this 
report, diversity means that the ambassador corps is fully representative of the U.S. 
population; equity and inclusion mean that the Department fairly considers and appoints 
a diverse ambassador corps across regions, bureaus, and posts of varying geopolitical 
significance. Diversity, equity, and inclusion ensure that everyone has a seat and an 
equitable say at the table. 

This report’s recommendations are based on 33 interviews with current and former 
Foreign Service Officers, former ambassadors, a variety of U.S. government officials, and 
academic researchers in addition to an extensive literature review of academic studies, 
news articles, social media, and reports on reforming the Department. Although the U.S. 
ambassador corps consists of both political appointees and career diplomats, this report’s 
recommendations will largely focus on reforming the nomination and selection process 
for career appointees. This is for two reasons: career appointees traditionally comprise 
the majority of ambassadors (around 70%), and there are more opportunities in the career 
process for policy and change. 

The report’s major findings focused on keys to success for improving diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in institutions: focusing on diversity, equity, and inclusion; ensuring leadership 
commitment; building accountability; improving transparency and data accessibility; 
maintaining grassroots support and involvement; and reimagining the ‘ideal’ worker 
and leader. 

Based on these findings, the authors propose the policy reforms listed below to improve 
diversity, equity, and inclusion in the U.S. ambassador corps. The recommendations are 
ordered by level of importance and urgency as well as ease of implementation: 

1. Data Collection and Transparency: The Department should collect and publicize 
disaggregated data by race, gender, sexual orientation, disability status, religion, 
veteran status, age, geographic background, and educational attainment in 
correlation with bureaus, postings, and rank. 

2. Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer: The Department should endow the 
newly established Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer with explicit roles and 
responsibilities related to formal authority on the D Committee, the ability to 
reform performance reviews, control over rewards to promote diversity, equity, 
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and inclusion initiatives, and a quarterly report on diversity, equity, and inclusion 
at State. 

3. Deputy Secretaries Committee: The Deputy Secretaries Committee should 
release demographic data about ambassadorial candidates, the new Chief 
Diversity and Inclusion Officer should be a voting member of the committee, 
and the Secretary and Deputy Secretaries should institutionalize which leaders 
sit on the committee. 

4. Reimagining the Ideal Ambassador: Department leadership should communicate 
a renewed focus on ambassadors’ roles in promoting diversity, equity, and 
inclusion, and the Department should develop a comprehensive and consistent 
overarching job description for ambassadors. 

5. Training Reforms: The Department should train all employees on reporting 
Equal Employment Opportunity complaints and violations and all supervisors 
on research-backed best managerial practices. The Department should also 
advocate for funding and staff in targeted sectors to ensure a training float. 

6. Promotions and Rewards: The Department should publicly recognize and offer 
monetary rewards for individuals who actively champion diversity, equity, and 
inclusion within their workspace. 

7. Mentorship and Sponsorship: The Department should remodel its formal 
mentor program into a platform that informally connects employees - from entry- 
level to senior-level ranks - willing to assist colleagues on specific career-related 
challenges. 

In addition to organizational reform at the Department, the authors also researched 
best practices to advocate for these changes. The strategies are listed below in order 
of importance: 

1. Data Collection: In the current absence of comprehensive data collection and 
publication from the State Department, Inclusive America should continue its 
efforts to collect, analyze, and publish data about the diversity of the ambassador 
corps. 

2. Maintaining External Pressure and Attention: Inclusive America should continue 
working with members of the media and Congress to employ public pressure, 
which can play a powerful role in pushing the Department forward and holding 
the White House accountable, particularly when it comes to political appointees. 

3. Coalition Building and Message Consistency: Where possible, Inclusive America 
should work in coalition with other advocacy groups to amplify policy reform 
ideas. 

4. Qualified Candidates: Inclusive America should renew efforts to Develop a 
bank of qualified candidates to share with policymakers can help promote these 
individuals and sharing their success stories while in office can help prove the 
business case. 
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Why Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
Matters in the U.S. Ambassador Corps 
The national reckoning on social justice after the public murder of George Floyd has 
expanded conversations about diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) into the American 
mainstream. Consequently, many more public leaders have demanded that institutions 
across the United States, particularly within the U.S. government, start to reflect 
and capture the full strength of America’s diverse population. In particular, the U.S. 
Department of State (State Department, the Department, State) has attracted much 
attention as one of the most public-facing American institutions that advances U.S. 
interests and values abroad. 

Historical Context 
The State Department has only recently made serious and intentional efforts to improve 
DEI within the agency. Until the 1970s, female Foreign Service Officers had to resign from 
their positions when they married.1 Only in 2009 did the U.S. Department of State begin 
requesting accreditation of U.S. diplomats’ same-sex partners from host countries and 
start issuing diplomatic visas and employment authorization to foreign diplomats’ same- 
sex partners (a policy that the Trump administration reversed).2,3 The State Department 
still assumes ‘worldwide available status’ for all employees, effectively denying many 
officials with disabilities the ability to serve their country abroad.4 Not surprisingly, 
diplomats and officials at the State Department have not reflected the full diversity of 
the American population. 

Unfortunately, there has not been much progress over the past decades. Even with 
increased emphasis on ensuring more diverse entry-level classes (especially through the 
Thomas R. Pickering Foreign Affairs Fellowship established in 1992, and the Charles B. 
Rangel International Affairs Fellowship Program established in 2002), DEI within the State 
Department has stagnated. As Jason Bair, a Director in the Government Accountability 
Office’s (GAO) International Affairs and Trade team, who spearheaded the 2020 GAO 
Report ‘Additional Steps Are Needed to Identify Potential Barriers to Diversity’, explained, 
“In 1989, [GAO] criticized the State Department for the lack of diversity in both the 
mid-level and senior ranks from a racial or ethnic perspective as well as from a gender 
perspective. And we are here now thirty years later, and we are having a very, very similar 

 
 

1 Strano, Andrea. “Foreign Service Women Today: The Palmer Case and Beyond.” AFSA: The 

Foreign Service Journal (March 2016). 
2 Kruse, Julie. “ANALYSIS: State Department Halts Visas for Unmarried Same-Sex Partners of 

Diplomats.” Family Equality (October 2, 2018). 
3 Hjelmgaard, Kim. “Trump administration halts visas for same-sex partners of diplomats, UN 

employees.” USA Today (October 2, 2018). 
4 Interview with Heather Pishko. Zoom (January 17, 2021). 



4 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the U.S. Ambassador Corps  

discussion.”5 Overall, from 2002 until 2018, the proportion of racial and ethnic minorities 
among the Department’s full-time, permanent workforce increased from only 28 to 32 
percent.6 This is far short of reaching parity with the 2020 U.S. Census data showing that 
40 percent of the U.S. population identifies as American Indian, Asian, Black, Hispanic or 
Latinx, Multiracial, or Pacific Islander.7 Additionally, this masks the fact that certain minority 
groups have seen backsliding: for example, the proportions of African Americans as well 
as women have declined during this period.8 

These disparities are even starker within senior leadership at the State Department. The 
lack of representation of people from traditionally marginalized groups remains “endemic 
in the mid- and senior-level ranks.”9 This is especially evident within the U.S. ambassador 
corps. As of September 2018, 91.6 percent of President Trump’s ambassadorial nominees 
were white, and 88 percent were men.10 These disparities are heightened but not unique 
to the Trump administration: of the 416 individuals who President Obama nominated to 
become ambassadors, 84.4 percent were white.11 

This is both regrettable and immoral: qualified leaders have clearly been overlooked or 
dismissed because of their minority status. Ultimately, the dearth of diversity within the 
U.S. ambassador corps weakens the U.S. government’s ability to advance its interests on 
the world stage. As Susan Rice, former National Security Advisor and U.S. ambassador 
to the United Nations, explained, “Without tapping into America’s full range of races, 
religions, ethnicities, language skills, and social and economic experiences we are leading 
in a complex world with one hand tied behind our back.”12 

Current DEI Initiatives 
Although both political appointees and career diplomats serve as ambassadors, this 
report’s recommendations will mainly focus on reforming the nomination and selection 
process for the career appointees. This is for two reasons: the majority of ambassadors 
(around 70%) are career officers, and there are more opportunities for policy change in 
the career-track process. 

 
 

5 Institute for the Study of Diplomacy. “The State of State’s Diversity: Why American Diplomacy 
Should Look Like America.” Georgetown University Walsh School of Foreign Service (October 29, 
2020). 

6 Government Accountability Office. “State Department: Additional Steps Are Needed to Identify 
Potential Barriers to Diversity.” (February 25, 2020). 

7 United States Census Bureau. “Quick Facts.” (last accessed: February 15, 2021). 
8 Government Accountability Office. “State Department: Additional Steps Are Needed to Identify 

Potential Barriers to Diversity.” (February 25, 2020). 
9 Lawson, Marian L., et al. “Faces and Voices of the United States Abroad: Diversity at U.S. Foreign 

Affairs Agencies.” Congressional Research Service (January 21, 2021). 
10 Gramer, Robbie, and Jefcoate O’Donnell. “White and Male: Trump’s Ambassadors Don’t Look Like 

the Rest of America.” Foreign Policy (September 17, 2018). 
11 Ibid. 
12 Kralev, Nicholas. “The State Department Has a Diversity Problem.” Foreign Policy (May 22, 2016). 
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There are already some initiatives underway at the State Department. Many employee 
affinity groups are spearheading the internal push for State Department leadership to 
implement policies which would create a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive workplace. 
Externally, Representative Joaquin Castro has held a series of hearings on DEI in the 
Department with other congressional colleagues in the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
(HFAC). Additionally, many outside advocacy groups have been instrumental in holding 
State Department leadership accountable for their pledges to improve DEI: Inclusive 
America, the Leadership Council for Women in National Security (LCWINS), Women of 
Color Advancing Peace and Security (WCAPS), and others. These groups advocate for the 
State Department and other federal agencies to take concrete action towards improving 
diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

Finally, the Biden Administration seems to have prioritized DEI by intentionally publicizing 
nominations to top leadership positions who come from diverse backgrounds. Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken further affirmed this commitment during his Senate confirmation 
hearing and has taken action since starting work:13,14 

 

This seems to indicate that the Biden Administration will prioritize DEI. There are currently 
some barrier-breakers among the nominees: for example, Ambassador Wendy Sherman, 
if confirmed, will be the first woman to serve as Deputy Secretary. Additionally, President 
Biden has nominated Ambassador Bonnie Jenkins and Uzra Zeya to Under Secretary 
positions, both of whom are women of color. However, the top four nominees and 
confirmed individuals at State are white (Secretary of State, both Deputies, and the Under 
Secretary for Political Affairs).15,16 Diversity is intersectional, and equity and inclusivity 
matter at all levels of leadership; whether the Biden Administration fully embraces DEI 
at State remains to be seen. 

 
 

13 Blinken, Antony. “Statement for the Record before the United States Senate Committee on Foreign 
Relations.” Senate Foreign Relations Committee (January 19, 2021). 

14 Blinken, Antony (@SecBlinken) “.@POTUS, @VP, and I firmly believe that our diversity gives us 
significant competitive advantage on the world stage. To bring @StateDept’s diversity and inclusion 
work to the next level, I’m pleased to announce the creation of a new Chief Diversity and Inclusion 
Officer position.” Twitter (February 24, 2021). 

15 Kelly, Laura. “Biden sends nominations to Senate for key State posts.” The Hill (March 17, 2021). 
16 Reuters Staff. “Biden nominates veteran diplomats for top State posts.” Reuters (January 26, 2021). 
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The Case for Prioritizing DEI within the U.S. Ambassador 
Corps 

 
THE BUSINESS CASE: TAPPING INTO THE FULL SKILLSET OF THE 
U.S. POPULATION 
By drawing upon the diversity of the American population, the U.S. Department of State 
should be able to field a diverse ambassador corps to advance and protect American 
interests. Yet, by historically appointing a largely homogeneous ambassador corps, 
the United States squanders this inherent advantage.17 As Foreign Service Officer 
Annika Betancourt noted, “The broad diversity of the United States is an unrivaled yet 
underutilized source of strength to project moral authority and global leadership.”18 

The State Department already acknowledges the significance of DEI. In a recent press 
release, Secretary Blinken stated the following:19 

 

 

Ultimately, by ensuring that the U.S. ambassador corps reflects the diversity of the U.S. 
population and promoting inclusivity and equity within the State Department, the U.S. 
government can fully leverage its diverse population for a competitive advantage in 
global affairs. 

THE LEGAL CASE: FOLLOWING THE LAW 
Federal laws prohibit workplace discrimination by “race, color, religion, sex (including 
pregnancy, transgender status, and sexual orientation), national origin, age (40 or 
older), disability or genetic information” under the Equal Employment Opportunity 

 
 
 

17 McCarthy, Deborah, et al. “Leveraging Diversity for Global Leadership.” Center for Strategic and 

International Studies (May 2018). Page 2. 
18 Betancourt, Annika. “To strengthen global leadership, America must foster and retain diversity in its 

diplomatic ranks.” The Brookings Institution (July 31, 2020). 
19 Blinken, Antony. “Investing in Diversity and Inclusion at State.” U.S. Department of State Office of 

the Spokesperson (February 24, 2021). 

 
The State Department has the honor of representing the American 
people to the world. To do that well, we must recruit and retain a 
workforce that truly reflects America. Diversity and inclusion make 
us stronger, smarter, more creative, and more innovative. And our 
diversity gives us a significant competitive advantage on the world 
stage. This is something that the President, the Vice President, and 
I firmly believe. 
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Commission (EEOC).20 Yet, this discrimination continues to be prevalent at the State 
Department: for example, many current and former officials - in their supporting evidence 
for the State Harassment and Assault Prevention and Eradication (SHAPE) Act - have 
detailed their experiences with a State Department culture that openly accommodates 
sexual harassment.21 

Another example is following through with the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990. 
Certainly, some foreign cities are challenging places to commute for individuals living with 
disabilities. Yet, the State Department assumes ‘worldwide available status’ for Foreign 
Service Officers and in doing so deprioritizes making diplomatic posts and residences 
accessible for all employees as legally required. This inhibits many officers living with 
visible and invisible disabilities from serving their country. The State Department should 
follow through on its legal obligations to promote equity and inclusivity within its posts 
and embassies. 

THE MORAL CASE: EMPHASIZING FAIRNESS 
Beyond the ‘business case’ for DEI, the ‘moral case’ should be addressed: “the implication 
that there must be economic grounds to justify investing in people from underrepresented 
groups” is disturbing.22 Overall, not only will a diverse, equitable, and inclusive State 
Department and ambassador corps more effectively promote U.S. national interests, but 
prioritizing DEI - whether within the State Department or elsewhere - is ethical and moral. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

20 U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. “EEOC: Overview.” (last accessed March 26, 
2021). 

21 Truman Center for National Policy. “Transforming State: Pathways to a More Just, Equitable, and 
Innovative Institution.” (March 2021). Page 18. 

22 Ely, Robin, and David Thomas. “Getting Serious About Diversity: Enough Already with the Business 
Case.” Harvard Business Review (November - December 2020). 
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Methodology 
This report relied on three primary research methods to better understand diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) in the ambassador corps at the U.S. Department of State: 

1. Qualitative Interviews: 33 hour-long interviews with current and former State 
Department officers, former ambassadors, senior State Department leaders, 
DEI academic experts, and other government officials. Appendix A includes a 
general list of interviewees, Appendix B outlines the general questions asked, 
and Appendix C explains the attribution options under which interviews were 
conducted. 

2. Literature Review: Academic papers, news articles, social media content, and 
reports concerning State Department reform. 

3. Data Analysis: Inclusive America’s internal dataset consisting of 1,355 unique data 
points about the demographic information of U.S. ambassadors.23 Specifically, the 
authors analyzed the available demographic data for 1310 U.S. ambassadorial 
positions from 1988-2016.24 The data analysis concerning gender imbalances by 
regional bureau over this time period was the most robust and stark (Table 1). 

Table 1: Breakdown of U.S. Ambassadorial Positions from 1988 to 2016 by Regional Bureau and Gender 

 Women 
(Total) 

Men 
(Total) 

Women 
(Percentage) 

Men 
(Percentage) 

African Affairs (AF) 99 231 30.0% 70.0% 

East Asian and Pacific Affairs (EAP) 48 138 25.8% 74.2% 

European and Eurasian Affairs (EUR) 80 304 20.8% 79.2% 

Near Eastern Affairs (NEA) 23 103 18.3% 81.7% 

South and Central Asian Affairs (SCA) 13 43 23.2% 76.8% 

Western Hemisphere Affairs (WHA) 65 163 28.5% 71.5% 

Total 328 982 25.04% 74.96% 

Source: Inclusive America ‘Diversity Data’ 

Based on the depth and breadth of the expert interviews, academic research, and data 
analysis, the authors are confident in the robust findings and policy recommendations 
presented in this report. However, there were limitations related to the interviews, data 
analysis, broader State Department reforms, and DEI literature. See Appendix D for 
expanded information on this report’s methodology and limitations. 

 

23 Inclusive America. “Diversity Data.” (last accessed January 30, 2021). 
24 This includes individuals with serving as Ambassador but not Ambassador-at-Large, Chief 

of Protocol with the rank of Ambassador, Coordinator for Counterterrorism with the rank of 
Ambassador, Coordinator for Threat Reduction Programs with the rank of Ambassador, Director 
of the Office of Foreign Missions with the rank of Ambassador, Representative of the U.S. to 
the International Atomic Energy Agency with the rank of Ambassador, Special Envoy for Human 
Rights in North Korea with the rank of Ambassador, U.S. Representative to the Conference on 
Disarmament with the rank of Ambassador, U.S. Representative to the UN Commission on Human 
Rights with the rank of Ambassador, and U.S. Representative to the UN Human Rights Council with 
the rank of Ambassador. 
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Key Findings: 
Barriers and Keys to Success 

Focusing on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 
To enact sustainable change within institutions, building a diverse workforce and an 
inclusive environment are crucial. Common diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) reforms in 
literature typically include a combination of the following, many of which the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) still utilizes when making recommendations to executive 
agencies:25,26 

1. Ensuring senior leadership commitment and creating an office of diversity staffed 
by a senior officer 

2. Including diversity management in an organization’s strategic plans 

3. Linking diversity to performance and articulating the business case 

4. Measuring the impact of various aspects of a diversity program 

5. Ensuring management accountability for the progress of diversity initiatives 

6. Focusing on the recruitment and hiring of women and people of color 

7. Engaging employees in an organization’s diversity management through diversity 
councils and/or employee resource groups 

8. Promoting recruitment of diverse groups through engaging in targeted marketing 
or relationships with specific institutions 

9. Promoting the advancement and retention of minorities using both mentoring 
programs and sponsorship programs 

10. Sponsoring ongoing diversity training 

Interviewees identified and advocated for many of these recommendations as necessary 
initiatives to create a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive State Department. As 
referenced above, many, but not all, of these recommendations focus on building and 
retaining diversity within organizations, which is very much needed at the Department. 

Diversity, equity, and inclusion are interrelated and need to be advanced simultaneously. 
As former Foreign Service Officer and current diversity and inclusion researcher Vic Marsh 
indicated in his interview that an organization cannot jump to improving inclusivity without 
developing an understanding of their workforce diversity.27 However, building a diverse 
workforce or diverse teams does not automatically generate benefits for an organization. 
Without a parallel focus on how to make the workplace more equitable and inclusive for 

25 Government Accountability Office. “Diversity Management: Expert-Identified Leading Practices 
and Agency Examples.” (February 4, 2005). 

26 Davidson, Martin N. The End of Diversity As We Know It. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. (2011). 
Chapter 1. 

27 Interview with Vic Marsh. Zoom (December 1, 2020). 
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all employees, organizations can experience a diversity backlash.28 Marsh also highlighted 
this, stating, “it also matters what these teams do and how they treat each other.”29 

More specifically, diversity without equity and inclusion can lull an organization into a 
false sense of success that as representation improves so does the quality of work life 
from traditionally underrepresented backgrounds. Further, diverse teams alone do not 
break groupthink and achieve higher performance targets: “increasing demographic 
diversity does not, by itself, increase effectiveness; what matters is how an organization 
harnesses diversity, and whether it’s willing to reshape its power structure.”30 Additionally, 
if individuals do not feel included or free to offer their perspectives, the benefits of 
diversity for organizations will be limited. Diversity without equity and inclusion can also 
raise concerns of tokenism, meaning individuals from underrepresented backgrounds are 
hired to certain positions without having the influence and input that their peers do.31 

Many of the above reforms focused on managing diversity, but not all of these reforms 
bridge to leveraging diversity and building an inclusive workplace.32 Keys to success 
in building inclusion can include commitment from senior leadership, an organization- 
wide strategic focus on DEI, and cultural changes to make organizations more open to 
innovation, change, and education.33 

Ensuring Leadership Commitment 
DEI starts at the top. Although support from employees is critical (see Maintaining 
Grassroots Support and Involvement), “leaders and managers within organizations are 
primarily responsible for the success of diversity management because they must provide 
the visibility and commit the time and necessary resources.”34 Leaders set the tone and 
expectations surrounding DEI initiatives; they also typically have the authority to commit 
resources and staff time to work on these issues. Numerous interviewees voiced that 
commitment from the Secretary, Deputy Secretaries, and other senior leaders was key to 
ensuring DEI in the ambassador corps and to encourage managers from mid to senior 
levels to incorporate DEI into their work. Interviewees emphasized that senior leadership 
needed to commit to diversity issues in both rhetoric and action. Senior leadership 
commitment at the Department would serve two functions. 

 
 

28 Sherbin, Laura, and Ripa Rashid. “Diversity Doesn’t Stick Without Inclusion.” Harvard Business 

Review (February 1, 2017). 
29 Interview with Vic Marsh. Zoom (December 1, 2020). 
30 Ely, Robin, and David Thomas. “Getting Serious About Diversity: Enough Already with the Business 

Case.” Harvard Business Review (November - December 2020). 
31 Brownlee, Dana. “The Dangers Of Mistaking Diversity For Inclusion In The Workplace.” Forbes 

(September 15, 2019). 
32 Davidson, Martin N. The End of Diversity As We Know It. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. (2011). 

Chapter 1. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Government Accountability Office. “Diversity Management: Expert-Identified Leading Practices 

and Agency Examples.” (February 4, 2005). 
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First, their public commitments would signal to leaders across the Department that 
this is a policy priority and that they would be expected to and held accountable for 
promoting DEI within their work units. Second, this would push the Secretary and Deputy 
Secretaries to take concrete actions to improve DEI within their purview. This could have 
a direct impact on DEI within the U.S. ambassador corps as the Deputy Secretaries chair 
a committee which recommends ambassadors to the Secretary before being forwarded 
to the President.35 

As with each of the recommendations included in this section of the report, no single 
Secretary or Deputy can “fix” the DEI problems at the Department. Yet, senior leadership 
can intentionally address organizational cultural issues and push for institutional changes 
to promote DEI under their leadership. 

Building Accountability 
Another key to success for improving DEI is ensuring accountability across the organization. 
Research shows that embedding “accountability, authority, and expertise (affirmative 
action plans, diversity committees and task forces, diversity managers and departments) 
are the most effective means of increasing the proportions of white women, black women, 
and black men in private sector management.”36 

Accountability policies and programs can take a variety of forms, including diversity 
task forces, setting DEI goals, evaluating management performance against diversity 
goals, appointing staff directly responsible for overseeing DEI efforts, and establishing 
systems for reporting discrimination or other harmful practices.37 These accountability 
policies serve important functions to hold individuals responsible for increasing DEI in an 
organization and signal that “diversity progress is valued.”38 

Although there are some accountability policies in place at the State Department, 
there is room for improving existing programs and developing others. For example, the 
Department does have both formal and informal structures for employees to file Equal 
Employment Opportunity (EEO) complaints.39 However, current and former officials 
highlighted that these processes need to be changed or, in some cases, supplemented 
with further opportunities for accountability. 

Calls to strengthen accountability measures and culture come from both inside and 
outside of the Department. Employee affinity groups (EAGs) within the Department 

 

35 U.S. Department of State. “3 FAH-1 H-2425.8-2 Chief of Mission Appointments and Deputy 
Assistant Secretary of State Assignments (SOP C-1).” (last accessed January 30, 2021). 

36 Kalev, Alexandra, Frank Dobbin, and Erin Kelly. “Best Practices or Best Guesses? Assessing the 
Efficacy of Corporate Affirmative Action and Diversity Policies.” American Sociological Review, V.71 
(August 2006). 

37 Leslie, Lisa M. “Diversity Initiative Effectiveness: A Typological Theory of Unintended 
Consequences.” Academy of Management Review, Vol. 44, No. 3 (July 9, 2019). 

38 Ibid. 
39 Office of Civil Rights. “Filing an EEO Complaint.” U.S. Department of State (January 29, 2019). 
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have called on senior leadership to “create accountability mechanisms to curtail toxic 
and discriminatory behavior.”40 When asked how to “get at these chronic offenders 
[whose behavior]... doesn’t rise to criminal but is corrosive to the social and psychological 
environment,” Ambassador Linda Thomas-Greenfield stated, “that just doesn’t exist in the 
State Department. Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t.”41 The Academy of American 
Diplomacy, a nonprofit association of former U.S. ambassadors, also recommended 
that State “strengthen accountability measures for supervisors and managers who 
discriminate, to include vetting of promotion lists, short lists and assignments against 
documented cases of a pattern of microaggression, callousness and/or bullying of staff.”42 

The Partnership for Public Service, a nonprofit and nonpartisan organization advocating 
for more effective government, also recommended that State strengthen accountability 
measures by including 360 reviews for leaders and incorporating DEI metrics within their 
performance plans.43 

There are challenges and debates about how the Department could best incorporate 
accountability measures. Some interviewees advocated for positive reinforcement in 
the awards and promotions systems for individuals who promoted DEI, while others 
highlighted the importance of holding bad actors accountable. Additionally, senior 
leaders, including ambassadors, are both career and political appointees. Although 
performance reviews and promotion lists matter a great deal to career State Department 
officers and serve as levers for accountability, the options to hold political appointees 
accountable are more limited. This is where the importance of senior leadership 
from the White House comes in, as the President can set the tone for expectations 
of their appointees. Additionally, Heather Hurlburt, Director of New Models of Policy 
Change at New America, recently commented in a webinar that political appointees 
can hold themselves and each other accountable as a way of moving forward and for 
modeling effects.44 

Improving Transparency and Data Accessibility 
Closely related to the challenge of accountability, making workforce demographic data 
accessible and promotion processes transparent are key to improving DEI in organizations. 

Academic Dean of Harvard Kennedy School and behavioral economist Iris Bohnet explains 
that when organizations are struggling with where to begin DEI work, the best place to 

 

40 Escrogima, Ana, Lia Miller, and Christina Tilghman. “Diversity at State: A Dream Deferred and a 
Collective Responsibility.” AFSA: The Foreign Service Journal (September 2020). 

41 Institute for the Study of Diplomacy. “The State of State’s Diversity: Why American Diplomacy 
Should Look Like America.” Georgetown University Walsh School of Foreign Service (October 29, 
2020). 

42 Pickering, Thomas R., and Ronald E. Neumann. “Academy Recommendations on State Department 
Diversity and Inclusion.” The Academy of American Diplomacy (December 1, 2020). 

43 Partnership for Public Service. “State of Renewal: The Department of State Today, Tomorrow and 
Beyond.” (January 8, 2021). 

44 Leadership Council for Women in National Security. “Managing for Diversity.” (February 5, 2021). 
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begin is collecting data.45 Using workforce data as the starting point allows institutions 
to diagnose where the problems are and then to measure and track their progress as 
they make policy and programmatic changes. As interviewee Vic Marsh discussed in 
his interview, organizations often move too quickly to inclusion without fully addressing 
diversity. This can mean that institutions start inclusion work without first knowing who is in 
their workforce.46 Ambassador Barbara Bodine, now Director of Georgetown University’s 
Institute for the Study of Diplomacy, explained at an event in October 2020, “Facts are 
good, data is nice, evidence is persuasive.”47 

Additionally, determining how (and by whom) data will be used, accessed, and presented 
is key to the data collection process. As Jason Bair, Director in the GAO’s International 
Affairs and Trade team, shared in his interview, even though his GAO team wanted 
to analyze data comparing political versus career officials, this data was unfortunately 
unavailable because the office that collected much of the State Department data did not 
collect or flag this data for that office’s purposes.48 

Following collection, it is essential that organizations actually use the data to drive change. 
Travis Adkins, now Deputy Assistant Administrator in the Bureau for Africa at USAID, 
tweeted:49 

 

 

In terms of actionable ways organizations can use the diversity and demographic data 
they have collected, Iris Bohnet outlines four steps institutions can take to make effective 
use of their diversity data: 

1. Present diversity data in a way that is simple, salient, and comparable. 

2. Leverage diversity data to empower the right people to act. 
 

45 Morse, Gardiner. “Designing a Bias-Free Organization.” Harvard Business Review (July-August 
2016). 

46 Interview with Vic Marsh. Zoom (December 1, 2020). 
47 Institute for the Study of Diplomacy. “The State of State’s Diversity: Why American Diplomacy 

Should Look Like America.” Georgetown University Walsh School of Foreign Service (October 29, 
2020). 

48 Interview with Jason Bair. Zoom (January 15, 2020). 
49 Adkins, Travis (@TravisLAdkins). “As we work through this moment of racial reckoning in the U.S.  

- I’m frequently asked by foreign policy orgs/professionals for “concrete steps” to move from 
statements of solidarity for diversity & inclusion to measurable actions - a thread.” Twitter (October 
1, 2020). 
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3. Set diversity goals to create accountability and increase follow-through. 

4. Leverage diversity data to shift social norms around DEI.50 

Beyond overall workforce demographics, Iris Bohnet’s research emphasizes the importance 
of making the data accessible for the right audiences and actors. As she and co-author 
Siri Chilazi note, “Employee information sitting passively in one or more HR databases 
is a far cry from actionable DEI insights. And company-wide metrics may mean nothing 
to an individual manager trying to decide whom to hire or promote.”51 These challenges 
and suggestions also apply to the State Department. The Congressional Research Service 
in a January 2021 report explained that a common challenge for internationally focused 
U.S. government agencies is that they lack comprehensive data to allow for monitoring of 
workforce diversity.52 Ultimately, as Foreign Service Officer Christina Tilghman explained, 
the Department is currently capturing data (though possibly with some gaps as noted 
above), but it is not publicizing it in an accessible manner.53 

Maintaining Grassroots Support and Involvement 
In practice, there are a variety of ways that organizations can involve employees in DEI 
efforts. According to the GAO, employees can form diversity task forces, councils, boards, 
and networks (also called advisory, advocacy, support, affinity, or resource groups) to 
identify issues, recommend actions and help develop initiatives.54 Diversity task forces 
can help promote social accountability; they are often assembled by senior leaders within 
organizations, and task force members can prompt managers to ask themselves if they 
have considered diversity when making hiring and promotion decisions.55 These diversity 
committees help to instill localized authority and accountability and can encourage 
individuals throughout the institution to take responsibility for pursuing DEI goals.56 

Beyond the operational benefits of including employee voices in the process of developing 
policy recommendations and implementing solutions, there is also a moral imperative 
for doing so. Employees, particularly those from traditionally underrepresented groups, 
experience and live with an organization’s DEI successes and failures day to day and 
deserve to have their voices heard. 
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This lesson rings true at the State Department. The Department’s EAGs have been 
at the forefront of successfully advocating for and creating change and are regularly 
called upon for input by policymakers and academics.57 EAGs and informal advocacy 
networks have gathered data from their members when the Department has not collected 
or published information. When Balancing Act, a group of Civil and Foreign Service 
employees advocating for flexible work-life balance, could not find information on the 
number of employees who asked to telework or quit over work-life issues, they collected 
their own, which human resources started utilizing.58 

EAGS have developed their own programming to support DEI in the Department. The 
Hispanic Employee Council of Foreign Affairs Agencies (HECFAA) conducts outreach 
and recruitment efforts at Hispanic-Serving Institutions of higher education and in 
communities with majority Hispanic populations.59 The Thursday Luncheon Group (TLG), 
which supports the participation of African Americans at the Department of State and 
Agency for International Development, has developed the Recruitment, Advancement, 
Retention, and Empowerment (RARE) Talent Initiative. This program provides guidance 
on career development for current Foreign Service Officers from former ambassadors.60 

Further, others have created policy proposals to help human resources professionals 
make progress on low-hanging fruit. Heather Pishko, chair of the Disability Action Group 
(DAG), shared during her interview that information on disability resources and access 
at different posts overseas was not readily and regularly available for officers during the 
bidding process for future assignments. DAG continues to work with the Bureau of Global 
Talent Management (GTM) to develop this information and make it available to officers 
as they are bidding. As of March 2021, GTM sent an accessibility survey out to all posts 
and has started sharing the initial responses.61 

EAGs at the State Department are dedicated to improving DEI within the institution. 
However, “the efforts of an affinity group cannot possibly be expected to make up for 
State’s institutional failures.”62 Additionally, Uzra Zeya and Jon Finer called for increasing 
funding and senior leadership support for EAGs in their report from the Council on 
Foreign Relations.63 Although resourceful and full of dedicated employees, members of 
the affinity groups are also working their full-time jobs, and they contribute to the EAGs 
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on a voluntary basis.64 All of these factors have placed an undue burden on employees 
who come from traditionally marginalized groups. 

Reimagining the ‘Ideal’ Worker and Leader 
Another challenge that organizations face in managing diversity and building a more 
inclusive environment is the idea of the ‘ideal worker.’ The ‘ideal worker’ is “a term codifying 
the traditional organizational imperative that the best workers are unencumbered by non- 
work-related responsibilities and place a primacy on work.”65 Historically in American 
culture, the ‘ideal worker’ was a man who had a stay-at-home wife, which meant he could 
focus solely on his professional life as his wife handled personal tasks.66 Single, childless 
women have recently become a new category of ‘ideal worker.’ Despite the evolution 
away from this traditional structure in U.S. society, the organizational belief in the ‘ideal 
worker’ has persisted and can discourage employees from bringing their identities and 
lived experience to the workplace if “it is perceived as challenging the expectation that 
the professional domain should take priority or as undermining performance at work.”67 

This is problematic because “employees perform better and feel better about the 
organization when they are able to bring their ‘whole selves’ into work.”68 Particularly 
important is to ensure that all members of the workplace, particularly those from 
marginalized and underrepresented groups, feel comfortable and included in bringing 
their whole selves to work. Without additional support for employees who are different 
from the majority, they may feel more othered when their colleagues start to reap the 
benefits of breaking down the stereotypes of the ‘ideal worker’ and integrating their lived 
experience at work.69 

As with many of the other findings discussed in this report, success in one area can 
help accelerate change when reimagining the ‘ideal worker.’ As Professors Tracy Dumas 
and Jeffrey Sanchez-Burks note, “The diversity of an organization, as well as its success 
with inclusion initiatives, can weaken perceptions of a prototypical ideal worker thus 
broadening the field of acceptance for workers’ personal identities.”70 

Reimagining the ‘ideal worker’ can also influence workers through role modeling effects. 
Professor Iris Bohnet explains that role modeling is incredibly important for improving 
gender equality within the workplace. In a study across all U.S. states and industries 
from 1990-2003, researchers found that expanding the share of female top managers 
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subsequently increased the share of women in mid-level management.71 As Bohnet 
states, “Seeing is believing...the evidence is overwhelming that role models influence 
behavior.”72 By instilling more DEI in the ambassador corps, officers, especially those from 
historically marginalized communities, can recognize themselves in leadership and see a 
path for their own careers at the State Department. 

Reimagining the ‘ideal worker’ is key to analyzing DEI challenges at the State Department, 
as the Department has not built nor updated its personnel system to become more 
flexible nor to respond to the needs of individuals who are bringing their whole selves 
and family lives to work. As Balancing Act explained:73 

 

 

Through working with academics like Stew Friedman from The Wharton School, Balancing 
Act was able to highlight to senior leadership that employee productivity and retention 
were directly related to having additional work-life balance and flexibility policies 
in place.74 

Various interviewees also highlighted how individuals from minority and underrepresented 
backgrounds at the Department are, in many ways, more resourceful because they have 
learned how to navigate and succeed in systems that are not accommodating to them 
based on their identities. As referenced above, the Department’s personnel systems often 
exclude individuals with disabilities or do not provide them with the resources, some of 
them low hanging fruit surrounding accommodations information, to thrive in their work 
and personal lives. However, as Heather Pishko of DAG noted, “If you want someone 
who is a problem solver, then talk to someone with a disability because this world is not 
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All of us were working mothers who shared a passion for our work 
but were struck by the lack of flexible policies and support for 
working parents at State compared with other government 
agencies. We vented about inflexible policies, supervisors and 
offices; shared challenges in arranging leave for pregnancies 
or nursing between meetings and language classes; and 
discussed the lack of institutional focus on modernizing State’s 
policies in these areas. Indeed, the policies, or lack thereof, 
still seemed to reflect a 1950s organization, not one designed 
to recruit and retain a diverse 21st-century workforce. 
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created for us and we have had to work around it for our whole lives or many years. So 
on top of our ‘normal’ skills and abilities, we bring this extra spice of solving problems.”75 

Part of these reforms will require current ambassadors and senior leaders to model what 
an ‘ideal worker’ (and ‘ideal leader’) looks like. On a recent Leadership Council for Women 
in National Security webinar, Heather Hurlburt of New America emphasized the need for 
leaders to model behavior for their staff through the tools available to them. This includes 
policies like leave, work from home, and rewarding and promoting individuals who further 
DEI. Hurlburt noted, “If you as a manager don’t use those, your staff won’t use them.”76 

The other important piece of changing who an ‘ideal leader’ at the State Department 
can be is to focus on who the leaders are. According to women working in national 
security surveyed through a New America study, seeing women in leadership mattered, 
as did having a critical mass of women working in the field.77 In her interview, Heather 
Hurlburt also stressed, “We have underplayed how important it is at every level to see 
representation at the next level up.”78 

The Council on Foreign Relations report on reforming the State Department also called 
for “breaking [the] precedent of all-male ambassadorial nominees to large, high-priority 
missions such as Afghanistan, China, Germany, Israel, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey.”79 

Having a critical mass of leaders from underrepresented backgrounds matters, but so 
does the work that they are doing and the positions that they hold within an organization. 
Not all ambassadorships are created equal, nor are all seats at the table. 
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Key Policy Proposals and Evaluation 
Criteria 

Evaluation Criteria 
When designing reforms, the authors utilized the criteria below to evaluate the possible 
proposals. Interviews and the literature review, particularly the diversity, equity, and 
inclusion (DEI) literature and other State Department reform reports, served as the primary 
sources for developing the criteria. See Appendix E for all recommendations evaluated 
based on this criteria. 

 

Stakeholder Action 
1. Intersectionality ● Will this reform uplift and reflect ideas from underrepresented 

communities? 
● Will this reform negatively impact some groups while benefiting 

others? If so, are there ways to mitigate those effects? 

2. Feasibility ● Will this reform require congressional legislation, or can the 
Department enact this reform? 

● Will this reform present additional costs to the Department that will 
require congressional allocation? 

● Will resistance exist (from the Department, Congress, the White 
House, or the public)? Can the relevant actors garner support and 
mitigate resistance? 

3. Sustainability ● Will this reform become easily institutionalized and codified into 
State Department policy and/or culture? 

4. Transparency ● Will this reform promote more transparency at the Department? 

Ambassador-Specific Reforms 
 

D COMMITTEE 
The Deputy Secretaries Committee (D Committee) is a crucial step in a career ambassador’s 
nomination process. A variety of senior officials from across the Department, including 
the Secretary, Deputy Secretaries, Under Secretaries, and Assistant Secretaries, can 
nominate individuals to become ambassadors. Senior officers can also self-nominate.80 

The Director General of the Foreign Service, who concurrently serves as the Director 
of Global Talent, then works with staff in the Bureau of Global Talent Management, 
Diplomatic Security, and the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) to vet the candidates. 
The Director General also collaborates with the regional assistant secretaries to develop a 
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short list of candidates for each open ambassadorship.81 Finally, the D Committee meets 
to determine ambassadorial recommendations that the Secretary sends to the President 
for official nomination.82 Importantly, the Secretary typically accepts the candidates 
suggested, as their views were likely incorporated into committee discussions. Similarly, 
White House and State Department negotiations over the balance of political and 
career ambassadors often occur before the White House receives the nomination list from 
the Department. 

Given these factors, the D Committee serves as one of the primary gatekeeping points 
to becoming an ambassador from the career Foreign Service.83 However, as Ambassador 
Dennis Jett notes, “The selection phase for becoming an ambassador is a process that 
is as long and complicated for senior officers as the hiring process is for junior officers, 
and it is a lot less transparent.”84 The committee’s composition can shift over time as it is 
fixed by tradition rather than regulation.85 The Foreign Affairs Manual (FAM) simply states 
that “The Deputy Secretary selects members of the senior Department management to 
serve on the committee.”86 Additionally, corridor reputation and connections to someone 
who can advocate for an individual to the committee can make a big difference.87 As 
informal networks tend to be composed of non-diverse groups, this sponsorship can lead 
to diversity issues, with those proximate to authority continuing to benefit. 

Despite the challenges noted above, there is room for reform. As interviewee Vic Marsh 
explained, “A lot of federal government personnel systems do not have the D Committee 
- if you compare the State Department to other agencies, it is far more flexible and able 
to change on a dime in comparison to other ones that have more involvement from OPM 
[Office of Personnel Management]. The State Department can do what it wants here … It is 
uniquely able to change, and I think this is encouraging.”88 As such, the recommendations 
included below focus on bringing more transparency and standardization to the D 
Committee process. 

First, the D Committee should report disaggregated and anonymized demographic data 
of those considered and selected for ambassador positions quarterly to the Secretary. 
Additionally, given the role that bureaus play in the nomination process, the Secretary 
should also require bureau by bureau demographic data on the ambassador nominees 
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they propose. As Ambassador Marc Grossman shared during his interview, “you have 
to have numbers, and the numbers have got to be transparent - so you want to have as 
much transparency as possible with numbers, and allow the D Committee the privacy to 
have a conversation about personnel.”89 

These reports would work in conjunction with other data transparency efforts (see Data 
Collection and Transparency). The authors recognize that the committee will need to 
exercise caution surrounding privacy concerns of those considered for ambassador 
postings. This is particularly important if there are limited numbers of nominations from 
certain demographic groups. Additionally, the authors recognize that members of the 
committee or other senior leaders may resist this change given the sensitivity of these 
conversations. However, these reforms would bring much-needed transparency according 
to the Academy of American Diplomacy.90 Initially, the authors would recommend that 
the Secretary and other senior human resources and regional bureau officials receive 
and review these D Committee reports to examine the current state of diversity in the 
ambassador candidate pool. Following a pilot program of reporting this information to 
the Secretary and leadership to address privacy issues, the Department should consider 
posting this information on the Bureau of Talent Management’s website.91 

The second set of reforms focuses on the personnel who comprise the committee. 
The new Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer (CDIO) should sit on the D Committee 
and have a vote on ambassador decisions (see Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer). 
The CDIO would be responsible for ensuring that the committee considers DEI in its 
decision-making processes by reviewing the demographics of candidate pools, the 
nominees selected, and previous ambassadors at the posts being reviewed. The CDIO 
should also work with the regional bureaus as they compile and send candidate lists to 
the D Committee. The CDIO should ensure that the bureaus have recruited a diverse 
candidate pool and encouraged senior officers from underrepresented backgrounds to 
self-nominate. Additionally, while it is generally ‘known’ who comprises the committee, 
the Secretary should specify who should regularly sit on the committee. This would allow 
for more transparency and consistent decision-making and would help senior officials 
build a deeper understanding of the nomination pool. Further, the Department should 
make this information available on the Department’s internal knowledge management 
platform to encourage transparency among staff. 

In terms of codifying the above reforms, the Secretary should begin by incorporating 
the above reforms into the FAM. The Office of Directives Management in the Bureau of 
Administration “ensures that all directives to the Department are reflected appropriately 
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in Department policy and published in the FAM and associated handbooks (FAHs).”92 

According to their publicly available information, “Department senior leaders” can be a 
source of directives that are reflected in Department policy and the FAM. 

Finally, Congress has played a role in additional data releases from the Department, and 
further congressional action could help institutionalize the above D Committee reforms. 
Senator Menendez requested a Government Accountability Office report released in 
2020, and the House included provisions in the State Department Authorization Act 
of 2019 that would have mandated that the Department provide additional data to 
Congress on workforce diversity.93 Though that bill passed in the House and did not 
move beyond the Senate Foreign Relations Committee (SFRC), the 117th Congress could 
include the D Committee data and transparency provisions in future Department funding 
or authorization bills.94 

D Committee: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 
 

Stakeholder Action 
CDIO ● Track anonymized demographic trends within the D Committee 

● Publicize disaggregated data in a quarterly report 
● Manage and update this information on the Department website 

Regional Bureau As- 
sistant Secretaries 

● Track and report to the CDIO anonymized demographic data of 
ambassadorial nominations sent to D Committee 

Secretary, CDIO, 
Director General of 
the Foreign Service/ 
Director of Global 
Talent95 

● Review D Committee demographic reports and address issues 
with D Committee and relevant Assistant Secretaries 

Secretary ● Codify reforms to D Committee personnel 

HFAC & SFRC ● Continue requesting DEI data from State 
● Institutionalize D Committee data requests in future legislation 

REIMAGINING THE ‘IDEAL’ AMBASSADOR 
The lack of diversity within the ambassador corps has created an image of what leaders 
within the Department do and do not look like. As Julie Chung, Principal Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs recently explained:96 

 
 

92 Office of Directives Management. “About Us: Office of Directives Management.” U.S. Department 
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Congress.” Congressional Research Service (July 2, 2020). 
94 United States Congress. “H.R.3352 - Department of State Authorization Act of 2019.” (last accessed 

February 13, 2021). 
95 State Magazine. “Announcing the Bureau of Global Talent Management.” (February 2020). 
96 Chung, Julie. “The Making of a Real American Diplomat.” AFSA: The Foreign Service Journal 

(September 2020). 
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Some of the reimagining of who an ‘ideal leader’ is will come with time as diversity in the 
ambassador corps and other senior leadership positions increases as the Department 
allocates more time, resources, effort, and commitment to retaining and promoting a 
diverse pool of candidates for the senior ranks. However, many interviewees highlighted 
the growing need to reemphasize that personnel and DEI are responsibilities for 
ambassadors. These individuals are the senior leaders at post, and while the Deputy Chief 
of Mission often takes on personnel and management responsibilities, the ambassador 
can set the tone that investing in personnel and DEI is a policy priority.97 Ambassador 
Charles Ray shared advice he received before traveling to post and wisdom he acquired 
during his tenure: 

 

 

He continued on to emphasize that as an ambassador, 
 
 
 
 
 

97 Diplopundit. “Name That Embassy.” (May 15, 2013). 

 
Throughout my career, I found myself subconsciously counting 
the number of women and minorities in every meeting I attended. 
I have no idea why I did this—it just came naturally. But it also 
chipped away at my confidence as I questioned how I could 
belong if there were not many other people who looked like me 
… Whenever I’m asked now where I’m really from, or if I’m a real 
American, I no longer get offended. I relish telling my immigrant 
story, both to foreigners and Americans. My story, and all the stories 
of my colleagues, make up the diverse fabric of this institution. 
That diversity doesn’t just make us feel good, or ensure we reflect 
a “real” America; it also helps us solve problems and negotiate 
better, and bring different ideas to the table because of our varied 
experiences. 

 
You can go out there as ambassador. The host government can 
love you. You can negotiate some treaty that ended world hunger. 
But if at the end of your tour if the people in that mission can’t 
say that their lives were better for you having been there, then 
you were a failure… That’s what we need to have institutionalized 
within the Department of State and within the Foreign Service. 
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As evidenced above and through input from officials throughout this report, there are 
ambassadors who consider DEI a central piece of their work, if not the priority. The 
challenge then becomes how to institutionalize and encourage this in leaders not already 
predisposed to this kind of thinking. 

One of the primary ways to do this is to create and enforce a common job description, 
qualifications, and set of performance indicators by which the Department will evaluate 
ambassadors. The Foreign Service Act of 1980 “doesn’t elaborate specific qualifications 
other than noting that knowledge of the country and its language are important.”99 In 2014, 
the American Foreign Service Association proposed a list of necessary qualifications for 
ambassadors, titled the “Guidelines for Successful Performance as a Chief of Mission.”100 

However, current Foreign Service Officers debated the merit and relevancy of that 
list.101 Thus, the Department should convene a working group comprised of current and 
former Foreign Service Officers, ambassadors, and other senior leaders to develop a 
comprehensive job description for ambassadors, with an emphasis on DEI responsibilities. 
The Department should hold ambassadors accountable through performance reviews 
and regular OIG audits (see Data Collection and Transparency). Additionally, Congress 
should institutionalize the ambassador qualifications and job descriptions through larger 
efforts to reform the Foreign Service Act of 1980.102 

Additionally, consistent reminders and messaging that DEI is part of an ambassador’s 
work is key. Beyond internal reviews and nominations at the Department and the White 
House, each ambassador undergoes confirmation in the Senate. SFRC should continue 
focusing on DEI, explicitly communicating to the administration that the committee 
expects diversity in the ambassadorial candidates they review. Members of SFRC should, 
as they did with Secretary Blinken, ask questions about how nominees plan to support 
ongoing DEI work and lead on these issues at their mission. This would highlight that 

98 Interview with Ambassador Charles Ray. Zoom (January 11, 2021). 
99 Ray, Charles, and Bob Silverman. “Qualified ambassadors — not campaign donors — should 

represent US.” The Hill (February 12, 2021). 
100 American Foreign Service Association. “Guidelines for Successful Performance as a Chief of 

Mission.” AFSA: The Foreign Service Journal (April 2014). 
101 Diplopundit. “AFSA Releases Underwhelming Ambassador Guidelines For “Successful 

Performance”.” (February 26, 2014). 
102 Pickering, Thomas R., and Ronald E. Neumann. “Academy Recommendations on State Department 

Diversity and Inclusion.” The Academy of American Diplomacy (December 1, 2020). 

 
Your job is to make it possible for [embassy staff] to do that job 
the best way possible and to feel good about having done it, to 
learn something from it. And they should leave better than they 
came. And when you leave, they should be better than they were 
when you got there.98 
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Congress remains focused on these issues and will hold nominees accountable when 
they arrive at post. 

Following confirmation, ambassadors attend the ambassadorial seminar at the Foreign 
Service Institute, an approximately three-week long crash course in learning how to 
become an ambassador.103,104 Consistent messaging can begin here through remarks 
from the Secretary or another senior leader, such as one of the Deputy Secretaries, about 
the importance of diversity, equity, and inclusion and highlighting that ambassadors 
should work with their Deputy Chiefs of Mission to commit to these principles in all 
ways under their control at post. Traditionally, ambassadors have swearing in ceremonies 
and meetings with the Secretary at the Department before they begin their service. 
These are additional opportunities to signal to ambassadors the important role they 
play in diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts. As Ambassador Marc Grossman noted in 
his interview: 

 

 

Upon arrival at post, each ambassador traditionally receives a letter of instruction from the 
President, which contains an overview of the President’s foreign policy priorities.106 Letters 
typically cover personnel issues, and the Secretary should work with the President to 
include DEI priorities in those letters. The Department’s annual chief of mission conference 
is another opportunity for senior leaders in Washington to give remarks emphasizing the 
importance of DEI in the Department’s foreign policy goals. The conference also presents 
an opportunity for ambassadors to network; conference organizers should include opt- 
in sessions for ambassadors to connect with each other about their DEI successes and 
challenges at post. Further, the conference could also include opt-in consultations with 
the employee affinity groups (EAGS) so that embassy leaders can learn more about their 
work and how to best support their employees. 

 

103 Diplopundit. “Don’t name your sibling charge d’affaires and other zero warranty advice for the 
road.” (June 27, 2013). 

104 Jett, Dennis. “As the Rich Get Richer, the Ambassadors Get Worse.” The Atlantic (November 25, 
2019). 

105 Interview with Ambassador Marc Grossman. Zoom (February 26, 2021). 
106 Jett, Dennis C. American Ambassadors: The Past, Present, and Future of America’s Diplomats. 

Palgrave MacMillan (2014). Page 127-128. 

 
At every swearing in ceremony, career or non-career, whoever is 
giving the oath should say, “We are giving you the responsibility for 
the greatest asset at the State Department - its human beings. Part 
of how we will judge how you accomplish your task as ambassador 
is how you manage to lead these human beings. And among 
the most important of these criteria will be your commitment to 
diversity and inclusion.”105 



26 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the U.S. Ambassador Corps  

Reimagining the ‘Ideal’ Ambassador: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 
 

Stakeholder Action 
Secretary & Deputy 
Secretaries 

● Communicate clear DEI expectations regularly to ambassadors 
through the ambassadorial seminar, swearing in ceremonies, 
letter of instruction, and chiefs of mission conference 

Deputy Secretaries ● Convene a working group to establish ambassador job description 
and qualifications 

SFRC ● Communicate DEI expectations to the White House 
● Ask ambassadorial nominees about their commitments to DEI 

 
Broader Reforms Affecting the U.S. Ambassador Corps 
By the time career State Department officials are considered as ambassadorial nominees, it 
is often too late. Many qualified diplomats from traditionally marginalized communities do 
not rise to the senior ranks because of non-equitable and non-inclusive work environments 
at the Department. Additionally, it can be too late to create a leader who cares about DEI 
once an ambassadorial nominee reaches the D Committee; this must be instilled into an 
officer’s ethos prior to this moment. Thus, beyond ambassador-specific reforms, some 
broader reforms are needed to promote DEI within the ambassador corps. 

DATA COLLECTION AND TRANSPARENCY 
Data collection and transparency are the foundation for DEI initiatives. The State 
Department should collect data disaggregated by race, gender, sexual orientation, 
disability status, religion, veteran status, age, geographic background, and educational 
attainment alongside bureau, posting, and rank. Additionally, State should openly publicize 
this demographic data on its website for public use in an accessible dashboard. Of note, 
the CDIO plays an important role in two areas of data collection and transparency that 
would improve DEI within the ambassador corps. 

First, the CDIO should collect demographic data in conjunction with their release of a 
quarterly report on the State Department’s progress (or regression) in increasing DEI by 
bureau and grade. Additionally, the CDIO should disclose anonymized demographic 
data for ambassadorial candidates considered and selected in relation to the number of 
posts discussed by the D Committee (see Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer). The CDIO 
should publicize and manage this information on the State Department website for both 
internal and external accountability. 

Secondly, the CDIO should coordinate with State’s OIG so officers are not burdened with 
overlapping questions and surveys. Currently, OIG audits posts every eight years because 
doing so is expensive and time consuming (even though they are required every five years 
by law).107 This is unacceptable: multiple ambassadors should not be allowed to influence 

 

107 Ibid. Page 125. 
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a post without their tenure being evaluated. 

The CDIO should coordinate with OIG to expand the Department’s annual, electronic 
Personal Questionnaires to gauge employee satisfaction at all posts - of which, DEI 
metrics should be a central component. In this way, “The embassies with the most serious 
problems could then be easily identified and a small team could be sent to do a rapid 
review.”108 This would hold post leadership accountable to bolster DEI within their posts 
and, overall, would be a cheap and agile model of inspection. 

Ultimately, the “collection, analysis, and disclosure of diversity data indeed holds the 
promise of being a powerful lever for progress.”109 The State Department should make 
substantive reforms to transparently collect and share demographic data to promote DEI 
within the Department and, specifically, the ambassador corps 

Data Collection and Transparency: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 
 

Stakeholder Action 
CDIO ● Collect demographic data of State Department officers by bureau 

and rank 
● Track anonymized demographic trends within the D Committee 
● Publicize disaggregated data in a quarterly report 
● Manage and update this information on the Department website 
● Collaborate with OIG to hold posts accountable for improving DEI 

 
CHIEF DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION OFFICER 
Secretary Blinken has already established a new Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer 
(CDIO) position that will directly report to him.110 This is an important initial step as 
research confirms that a ‘DEI Manager’ is statistically associated with positive gains in 
senior leadership representation for white, Black, Hispanic, and Asian American and 
Pacific Islander (AAPI) women, as well as Black and AAPI men.111 How the CDIO fits into 
the State Department’s existing organizational structure will be incredibly consequential. 
For example, a current State Department official noted that many EAGs - which have 
largely been driving DEI efforts at State - can easily meet with Department leadership 
and worries that there will be requirements for EAGs to communicate through the CDIO, 
thus creating bureaucracy that actually hurts more than supports EAGs.112 Thus, the 
CDIO position should be properly situated to not add an extra layer of bureaucracy that 
interferes with ongoing DEI efforts. 

108 Ibid. Page 193. 
109 Chilazi, Siri, and Iris Bohnet. “How to Best Use Data to Meet Your DE&I Goals.” Harvard Business 

Review (December 3, 2020). 
110 Blinken, Antony. “Investing in Diversity and Inclusion at State.” U.S. Department of State Office of 
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111 Dobbin, Frank, and Alexandra Kalev. “Why Diversity Programs Fail.” Harvard Business Review (July 

2016). 
112 Interview with current State Department official. Zoom (January 13, 2021). 
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To this end, the CDIO should be endowed with four important roles and responsibilities. 

First, the CDIO should sit on the D Committee. The D Committee is responsible for offering 
recommendations to the Secretary of State on career ambassadorial nominations.113 In 
being able to reject nomination lists that are insufficiently diverse and having a vote 
in confirming ambassadorial nominations, the CDIO can effectively ensure that DEI is 
prioritized in career ambassadorial nominations.114 In balancing privacy and transparency, 
the CDIO serving on the D Committee would signify that the State Department truly 
wants to ensure a more diverse ambassadorial corps (see D Committee).115 

Second, the CDIO should have the authority to adjust how State Department officers are 
reviewed and considered for promotions. For example, the CDIO should be able “to add 
verbiage to the EERs [Employee Evaluation Reports] of officers with authority to make 
assignments.”116 Additionally, the CDIO should oversee the research-backed removal 
of implicit bias wording from EERs. Furthermore, the CDIO could supervise how Equal 
Employment Opportunity (EEO) violations and anonymized complaints could be included 
in EERs to flag perpetrators of harassment and discrimination for removal and, certainly, 
from being unknowingly retained or promoted (see Promotions and Rewards). 

Third, the CDIO should reward State Department employees who actively promote 
DEI. The CDIO should identify evaluation criteria and, in collaboration with regional 
bureaus, publicly award placards and cash prizes to recognize exceptional employees 
who promote DEI within their workspaces. In addition to honoring the positive behavior of 
these employees, this encourages others to prioritize DEI (see Promotions and Rewards). 

Last, the CDIO should oversee a quarterly report on DEI within the State Department. The 
CDIO should track and publicize this demographic data. By measuring and tracking DEI 
progress, the State Department holds itself accountable towards its DEI commitments. 
For specifically improving DEI within the ambassador corps, the CDIO should also include 
data related to D Committee meetings within quarterly reports. Ambassador Marc 
Grossman, former Director General of the Foreign Service and former Under Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs, explained that the D Committee should disclose the anonymized 
demographic data of all ambassadorial candidates considered and ultimately selected in 
relation to the total number of ambassadorial posts discussed to “plot over time whether 
those numbers are going up or going down.”117 Through transparent monitoring and 
publication of this data, the CDIO can promote institutional accountability and allow 
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outside advocacy groups to identify gaps in improving DEI at the State Department and, 
from D Committee demographic data, within the ambassador corps (see Data Collection 
and Transparency). 

Secretary Blinken has made a promising first step in establishing this position. Yet, ensuring 
that the CDIO is fully staffed (with DEI experts and current Department staff), properly 
funded, and explicitly endowed with these four roles and responsibilities would empower 
a CDIO to have a tremendous impact on DEI within the Department. 

Chief Diversity and Inclusion Officer: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 
 

Stakeholder Action 
Secretary ● Regularly (at least quarterly) meet with the CDIO 

● Ensure proper staffing, funding, and authority for the CDIO 

CDIO ● Review nomination lists considered by the D Committee 
● Vote on ambassadorial candidates in the D Committee 
● Oversee EER reforms to include DEI metrics 
● Reward State Department officers who actively promote DEI 
● Track and publicize anonymized demographic trends with the 

D Committee 

 
MANAGERIAL TRAINING REFORMS AND TRAINING FLOAT 
Training is undervalued at the U.S. Department of State to its detriment. Ambassadors 
Linda Thomas-Greenfield and William Burns remark that the State Department currently 
penalizes employees who receive training instead of rewarding them.118 Although 
mandatory DEI training is ineffective (see Mandatory DEI Training), State loses an 
opportunity to develop the knowledge and expertise of its personnel by undervaluing 
training overall. As Ambassador Steven McGann noted, “We have to review the structural 
changes to be made that ensure senior officers are trained properly … so at the end 
of the process as [officers] are about to cross the threshold into the Senior Foreign 
Service, everyone would have achieved minimum professional standards.”119 The State 
Department should invest in its employees by training them in research-based managerial 
and supervisory best practices that can benefit all staff. 

The State Department should also ensure that all employees understand bystander 
training and EEO reporting guidelines. Additionally, multiple interviewees highlighted the 
need for supervisors and managers to have access to regular opportunities for training on 
best practices for recruiting, hiring, and managing staff. Training managers to make data- 
backed and inclusive decisions in interviews, supervisory work, and employee reviews can 
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help de-bias their work in constructive ways.120 

One major challenge to additional training is current staff capacity. For many State 
Department officers, attending training means leaving one’s office understaffed. 
Ambassador Nicholas Burns suggests that the State Department should take lessons 
from the U.S. military by securing “funding into the future for a 15 percent increase (2,000 
positions) in Foreign Service personnel levels to create a training float.”121 In reality, 
“State is 13% understaffed, and we need a 15% training float, so State is really 30% 
understaffed” according to Ambassador Barbara Bodine.122 Thus, training reform is more 
ambitious than it initially might appear: a 15% training float would entail adding around 
4,000 positions due to current understaffing. 

Yet, the pay-off would be worthwhile. Major General (ret.) William Rapp notes that the float 
in the U.S. armed forces, or ‘Trainees, Transients, Holdees, and Students’ (TTHS), ensures 
that the military “can send someone to school and not have to have an empty seat in an 
important job for a year or two. State does not have that float capability.”123 State should 
secure funding to expand personnel hires by 2,000 over the next decade to address 
understaffing. This onboarding should gradually increase over time as the mid-career 
ranks are currently overstaffed.124 This would properly position the State Department to 
substantively evaluate if a training float would be achievable and desirable in the near 
future. As Ambassador Charles Ray asserts, “a training float for any organization that’s as 
diverse and worldwide available as [State] is essential … the first thing [State] needs to 
do is fill all positions, then you need to have a float.”125 

By ensuring that all State Department employees are trained in reporting EEO violations, 
that officers regularly learn best practices in management, and that there are enough staff 
members to actually make the most of training opportunities, the State Department can 
promote DEI and effectively tap into its most valuable resource - its personnel. 
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Managerial Training Reforms and Training Float: 
Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 

 
Stakeholder Action 

Director General of 
the Foreign Service/ 
Director of Global 
Talent, Director of 
the Foreign Service 
Institute, CDIO 

● Expand bystander training and EEO reporting guidelines 
● Train managers on data-backed and inclusive decision making in 

interviews, supervisory work, and employee reviews 

Congress (Senate) ● Increase funding for the State Department (staffing, training float) 

 
PROMOTIONS AND REWARDS 
The Department should publicly reward employees who advance DEI within the workplace 
with monetary prizes or bonuses. Through public praise and transparent monetary rewards, 
the State Department can incentivize desired behavior that promotes overall DEI.126 

The criteria for evaluating individuals for improving DEI should be research-based; gut 
feelings are best guesses and can undermine DEI efforts. To that end, there are some 
specific questions which the State Department should ask on its annual surveys to evaluate 
an individual’s overall commitment to DEI. As Jason Bair suggests:127 

 
 

 
These questions go beyond measuring office diversity and seek to determine how an 
individual promotes diversity, equity, and inclusion in their work environment. Moreover, 
managers and promotion panels can authenticate actions. The Department could add 
questions including, “Who, if anyone, within your office stands out in promoting DEI?”, 
or “Who do you consider as a mentor or sponsor?” so an individual would not receive 

 

126 Johnson, W. Brad, and David G. Smith. “Real Mentorship Starts with Company Culture, Not Formal 
Programs.” Harvard Business Review (December 20, 2019). 

127 Interview with Jason Bair. Zoom (January 15, 2021). 

• How many people do you mentor? 

• What proportion of your mentees have diverse 

backgrounds? 

• How many times have you helped to recruit at 

campuses that the State Department has specifically 

targeted for improving DEI? 

• What (if any) events have you sponsored to uplift DEI 

within your work unit? 

• Do you have DEI committee in your work unit? 
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an award if their mentee(s) do not consider them as a mentor. The CDIO should refine 
these DEI metrics and corroborate candidates’ statements in order to identify and publicly 
celebrate individuals who promote DEI at the State Department (see Chief Diversity and 
Inclusion Officer). 

Additionally, the Department should include these results in employee evaluations 
by introducing DEI as a core precept used by performance and selection boards for 
recommending officers for promotion. It should be difficult for an individual to rise 
throughout the ranks without promoting DEI, especially from the mid-level to the senior 
ranks.128 Overall, it is important to both reward and promote employees who center DEI 
as an essential component to creating an inclusive, high-functioning work environment. 

Of note, this section is primarily focused on rewards as punishments are less effective in 
nudging desired behavior in comparison to rewards.129 Yet, the Department still needs 
to hold toxic officers accountable. For example, the proposed State Harassment and 
Assault Prevention and Eradication (SHAPE) Act would be an effective way to “ensure real 
consequences for perpetrators” of sexual harassment and assault and make “the State 
Department a safer place to work for everyone.”130 However, there are some challenges 
to consider in designing how the SHAPE Act and other punitive measures could be 
implemented. Brett Oestreich, Foreign Policy Fellow on the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations, notes that all EEO disciplinary violations should be included in employee 
evaluations and reviews, but including complaints or accusations “is probably legally not 
going to happen - just because I complain does not mean it has been established in court 
or has gone through a process.”131 

To balance legal concerns while promoting accountability, the Department should 
detail all disciplinary violations as well as tally the number of EEO complaints (stripped 
of identifying information) an employee receives over their career and within the last 
three years. These details would allow review boards to better identify employees who 
undermine DEI efforts. As it stands, the Department allows well-known perpetrators to 
continue serving (and pays for their legal defense), which drastically undermines DEI at the 
State Department.132 Ultimately, rewards are more effective than punitive measures, but 
the Department should consider punitive measures to hold toxic managers accountable 
and create more inclusive workspaces. 
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Promotions and Rewards: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 

 
Stakeholder Action 

CDIO ● Define DEI metrics to identify individuals who promote DEI 

Secretary, CDIO ● Publicly recognize confirmed candidates for awards and rewards 

CDIO, Director Gen- 
eral of the Foreign 
Service/ Director of 
Global Talent 

● Introduce DEI as a core precept used by employee review and 
promotion boards 

CDIO, 
Director General of 
the Foreign Service/ 
Director of Global 
Talent 

● Attach all EEO violations within EERs 
● Incorporate the number of EEO complaints (both the total over an 

employee’s career and within the last three years) within EERs 

 
MENTORSHIP AND SPONSORSHIP (SPECIFIC, SITUATIONAL, AND 
INFORMAL) 
Mentorship and sponsorship play an important role in junior diplomats rising to the 
senior ranks for consideration for ambassadorial nominations. To promote DEI within 
the U.S. ambassador corps, the State Department should remodel its formal mentorship 
program into a platform which informally connects employees with specific career-related 
challenges to senior or retired officers with relevant experience. 

Mentorship and sponsorship are labor intensive and depend on mutual interests. Thus, 
randomly assigned and formal mentorship programs are both ineffective and unpopular 
(see Mentorship and Sponsorship (general, random, and formal)). The Department should 
“flip the script on mentoring, from an onerous, formal, add-on obligation, to a delightful 
opportunity to use shorter exchanges to enhance self-esteem, self-confidence, and sense 
of belonging.”133 These ‘shorter exchanges’ should center around specific career-related 
advising: “how to interview effectively for an assignment, evaluation writing for the civil 
and foreign service, how to navigate the EEO process - any big area that people often 
encounter and want help in, so you have a list of people who are ready and willing to 
help with this, and then be able to match people up.”134 

Additionally, the State Department should include retired officers within this informal 
network “to serve as senior advisors and mentors so that if a mid-level officer is having 
a problem within the bureau or at post, there is someone with whom they can seek 
guidance and receive a solution without any negative perceptions as to how they are 
viewed in their current assignments.”135 Creating a “cadre of mentors-of-the-moment has 
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a host of benefits for the organization, including better retention and more loyalty and 
commitment among employees.”136 Moreover, this would be less burdensome for the 
State Department to manage but would provide tangible benefits for officers. 

These challenges also extend to the ambassador nomination process. The D Committee 
process lacks transparency and can rely on informal networks and sponsors with connections 
to the D Committee. As Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley suggests, “First, 
you’ve got to get someone who will put you on the list … and if you’ve got a sponsor or 
a good mentor who can talk you through the process, then you can navigate it better.”137 

Many other former ambassadors interviewed also noted that access to mentors to guide 
senior Foreign Service Officers through the ambassador nomination process would be 
crucial alongside efforts from bureaus to nominate diverse candidates (see D Committee). 

Of note, mentorship and sponsorship are different. Broadly, mentorship is providing 
someone guidance while sponsorship is vouching for someone’s credentials. As 
Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley states, “The sponsor, unlike the mentor, is 
not someone who knows your struggles and gives you career advice based on your family 
situation and what you want to accomplish. The sponsor is the one who says, ‘he is the 
right person for this job’ or ‘she is going to be a star on this project - give it to them!’”138 

This is an important distinction. Overall, through prioritizing informal and situational 
mentorship opportunities, the State Department can utilize its limited time and resources 
to promote mentorship and sponsorship within the Department, especially for officers 
from traditionally marginalized communities. 

Mentorship and Sponsorship: Key Stakeholders and Recommendations 
 

Stakeholder Action 
Deputy Secretaries ● Recruit former ambassadors and retired senior officials to mentor 

current State Department officers 

Under Secretary for 
Management, 
Director General of 
the Foreign Service/ 
Director of Global 
Talent 

● Create an informal platform which connects employees with 
specific career-related challenges to senior or retired officers with 
relevant experience 

● Encourage mid-level and senior-level officers to participate as 
mentors and mentees on the new mentorship platform 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

136 Johnson, W. Brad, and David G. Smith. “Real Mentorship Starts with Company Culture, Not Formal 
Programs.” Harvard Business Review (December 20, 2019). 

137 Interview with Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley. Zoom (January 4, 2021). 
138 Interview with Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley. Zoom (January 4, 2021). 



Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the U.S. Ambassador Corps 35  

Advocacy Strategies 
In addition to reforms at the State Department, the authors also focused on best practices 
for outside advocacy groups to prioritize and advocate for reforms to promote diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) within the Department and the ambassador corps. More 
information about the prioritization of reforms can be found in Appendix F. 

Data Collection 
Regular data collection and publication about State Department workforce diversity is a 
critical reform that advocates should continue supporting. However, there may be lags in 
the Department building out the infrastructure to collect and publish this data in a manner 
that is disaggregated, accessible, and useful for analysis. 

In the interim, multiple interviewees highlighted the importance of outside advocacy 
organizations, think tanks, and professional groups undertaking the work of collecting 
and analyzing data. As one government official shared, “The data is absolutely vital… 
and you don’t want to be making policy in a vacuum. It is always important to know 
what the facts are on the ground.”139 This interviewee also emphasized the importance 
of the consistency and sustainability of the data; benchmarks are important so that the 
Department and oversight agencies can look at patterns in the demographic data to 
better understand where specific challenges exist for particular demographic groups. 

Specifically with regard to the ambassador corps and leadership positions, the U.S. 
government official also highlighted the need for publicly available post by post and 
position by position analyses.140 Although general demographic information across 
the ambassador corps can still be helpful, not all ambassadorships are created equal. 
Data across the ambassador corps can mask ongoing discrepancies and inequities. For 
example, white men have almost exclusively served as ambassadors in geostrategically 
important posts like China and Russia. Former Assistant Secretary Thomas Countryman 
also highlighted the importance of mapping out demographic data by bureau to shed 
light on how diverse the leadership teams are in each front office.141 

The data collection should also complement work occurring within the Department in the 
employee affinity groups (EAGs). As noted, members of the EAGs are typically balancing 
DEI work alongside their full-time assignments. Publicly available data and analysis can 
supplement their ongoing advocacy. 

Maintaining External Pressure and Attention 
Many interviewees highlighted that outside advocacy groups can play an important role in 

 

139 Interview with U.S. government official. Zoom (January 15, 2021). 
140 Interview with U.S. government official. Zoom (January 15, 2021). 
141 Interview with Thomas Countryman. Zoom (February 12, 2021). 
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maintaining momentum and attention on DEI, particularly as State’s leaders balance DEI 
initiatives with other policy priorities. President Biden and Secretary Blinken have publicly 
stated their commitment to and have taken action to make progress on DEI within the 
government. President Biden has issued an executive order on advancing racial equity 
and support for underserved communities across the federal government while Secretary 
Blinken has committed publicly and to Department employees to advancing DEI:142,143 

 

 

However, Secretary Blinken and the rest of his team, once confirmed, will also need 
to focus on rebuilding U.S. alliances, engaging with China, fighting climate change, 
advancing human rights, navigating the U.S. relationship with Iran, among many other 
critical priorities. Interviewees noted that personnel policy, while important, does not have 
the same draw for a leader’s legacy as the desire for a major geopolitical achievement like 
“Middle East peace.” Outside advocacy can help maintain attention and focus on DEI 
at the Department, the White House, and in Congress amidst other priorities competing 
for time, attention, and resources. 

Additionally, interviewees highlighted that outside groups can voice and amplify ideas 
that State Department officials may not have the ability or bandwidth to do. The State 
Department is hierarchical and often has a top-down nature of operations. External 
organizations and institutions can support internal advocacy by appealing to senior 
leaders through direct outreach to Department leadership, congressional contacts, 
and the press. Multiple interviewees noted that avoiding bad press can also serve as 

 

142 Briefing Room. “Executive Order On Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved 
Communities Through the Federal Government.” The White House (January 20, 2021). 

143 Schifrin, Nick (@nickschifrin). “.@ABlinken sends message to all @StateDept and @USAID staff: 
“Discrimination of any kind has no place here. Political differences will be treated respectfully. And 
retaliation – including against whistleblowers – will not be tolerated.” Twitter (February 1, 2021). 
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a motivating force for State. Ambassador Dennis Jett noted the following about the 
ambassador confirmation process: 

 

 

As the administration announces additional nominees, the authors recommend that 
Inclusive America continue sharing its tracking information with the press, particularly 
outlets that have previously reported on these issues including Foreign Affairs, Foreign 
Policy, GovExec, The New York Times, Politico, Reuters, and The Washington Post 
(see Appendix G for more details). Interviewees noted that public pressure maintains 
progress even when administrations change or when leaders not as committed to DEI 
are in office. As there are fewer structural changes that can be made to hold political 
appointees accountable to prioritize DEI, ongoing public pressure through the press can 
help change public perceptions of what representation at the State Department can and 
should look like. As Heather Hurlburt shared, “I wouldn’t underestimate how important it 
has been in recent years to change the water that everyone swims in.”145 

Furthermore, multiple interviewees emphasize that congressional oversight can play an 
important role in promoting DEI at the State Department and within the ambassador 
corps. Members of the House Foreign Affairs Committee (HFAC) have introduced a series 
of bills aimed at improving DEI at the Department. Introducing and passing legislation 
would be one of the strongest mechanisms to institutionalize reforms. In the meantime, 
however, congressional inquiries outside of legislation can also help. As evidenced when 
women across the Department and wider national security community surfaced problems 
regarding sexual assault and harassment within the Department to members of Congress, 
questions to the Department produced tangible action and results.146 

The authors’ research also indicated that continued engagement through feeding data and 
analysis to HFAC and SFRC is crucial. As noted in other sections of Advocacy Strategies, 
interviews surfaced the importance of compiling digestible data sets for Congress so 
staff and members can better understand precisely where the DEI challenges lie, rather 

 

144 Jett, Dennis C. American Ambassadors: The Past, Present, and Future of America’s Diplomats. 
Palgrave MacMillan (2014). Page 51. 

145 Interview with Heather Hurlburt. Zoom (February 5, 2021). 
146 Hansler, Jennifer. “Democrats introduce legislation to strengthen anti-sexual harassment protocols 

at State Department.” CNN (September 30, 2020). 

 
If a candidate was successful in the [ambassador] selection process 
and it was then shown that he or she had a record of sexual 
harassment, discrimination, or security violations, it would be highly 
embarrassing. Recommending such a person to the president and 
then having that record come out once the nomination is public is 
a nightmare the system works hard to avoid.144 
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than just emphasizing the overarching issues. Additionally, sending carefully researched 
and synthesized policy proposals to committees and members invested in these issues 
can help immensely as staff and members are often pulled in many different policy 
directions (similar to leaders at the Department). Although there is seemingly a partisan 
divide on State Department DEI issues given repeated inquiries, statements, and actions 
from Democrats on the issue, there is still an appetite to work on these issues on the 
Republican side of the aisle. One interviewee noted that there is significant interest from 
Republicans in ensuring there is diversity in the higher education institutions at which 
current and future diplomats study and the states in the U.S. from which they hail.147 

Further, the authors’ research surfaced the importance of targeted outreach on Capitol Hill. 
Although HFAC and SFRC are the obvious starting points given their State Department 
oversight roles, finding congressional allies whose non-State Department focus areas 
overlap with DEI challenges is also useful. They can amplify problems raised by those 
within the Department that may be overlooked, push for inquiries on specific DEI issues, 
and even introduce legislation to create policy change. For example, Representative 
Jackie Speier does not sit on HFAC, but she was one of the key cosponsors and 
advocates for the State Harassment and Assault Prevention and Eradication (SHAPE) Act 
of 2020, which aimed to “develop policy and procedures on prevention and response to 
harassment, discrimination, sexual assault, and related retaliation.”148 Promoting DEI at 
the State Department involves including individuals from a variety of groups, and finding 
overlapping interests with members whose policy focuses include advancing women’s 
rights, advocating for LGBTQ representation, expanding access to higher education, 
or uplifting Black voices (to name a few, but by no means all) can help build support, a 
coalition, and momentum for action in Congress. HFAC and SFRC are the main points of 
influence, but other congressional allies can help expand the coalition pushing for DEI 
reforms at State. 

Coalition Building and Message Consistency 
Multiple interviewees also highlighted the role that coalition building among external 
organizations, institutions, and individual actors can play. Working in coordination 
strengthens Inclusive America’s reach, and two interviewees specifically noted that 
consistent messaging and policy asks across advocacy organizations was important 
when engaging with the Department and Congress. One U.S. government official noted, 
“Consistency is key, as is finding points of agreement between different groups.”149 

Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley noted that as organizations and think tanks 
release reports, she hoped that common policy recommendations would be included 
across these reports to give those reforms more weight.150 

 
 

147 Interview with Brett Oestreich. Zoom (February 5, 2021). 
148 United States Congress. “H.R.8465 - SHAPE Act of 2020.” (last accessed February 13, 2021). 
149 Interview with U.S. government official. Zoom (January 15, 2021). 
150 Interview with Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley. Zoom (January 4, 2021). 
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In the process of conducting interviews and background research, the authors identified a 
series of organizations and institutions that are advocating to make the U.S. government, 
as well as the foreign policy and national security communities, more diverse, equitable, 
and inclusive. The list is not all-encompassing, but includes organizations, who alongside 
their members and leaders, are at the forefront of this work: 

• American Academy of Diplomacy 
• Association of Black American Ambassadors 
• American Foreign Service Association 

• Council of American Ambassadors 
• Diversity in National Security Network 
• FP21 
• Leadership Council for Women in National Security 
• Out in Nat Sec 
• Pay Our Interns 
• Truman National Security Project 
• Women of Color Advancing Peace, Security, and Conflict Transformation 

Individual actors can also play an important role in coordinating messaging. Former State 
Department officials’ inputs, including Foreign Service Officers and ambassadors, can 
make a difference in advocacy work in Congress given their firsthand knowledge of the 
challenges facing the Department. Inclusive America has already started engaging with 
individual supporters in its network through a letter writing campaign to Senators (see 
Appendix H). 

Looking internally rather than at coalition building, interviewee Heather Hurlburt also 
emphasized the need to define how an organization itself wanted to message.151 DEI 
language can still be polarizing, regardless of how much underlying bipartisan support 
these initiatives may have. Advocacy organizations need to be consistent when navigating 
the balance they want to strike between serving as a critic and cheerleader and any red 
lines they are not willing to cross in policy or terminology. 

Qualified Candidates 
The authors would be remiss to not mention the importance of those at the core of these 
issues - people themselves. There have been successes in making the Department more 
diverse, equitable, and inclusive despite the continued barriers and challenges ahead. 
Most importantly, there have been individuals from traditionally underrepresented groups 
who have risen through the ranks and been nominated for leadership positions despite 
societal discrimination and structural biases in the hiring, recruitment, retention, and 
promotion processes. Highlighting and promoting the successes of these individuals is 
crucial for both moral and business reasons. First, without tokenizing their achievements, 
they deserve to be celebrated in their own right, and those following in their footsteps 

 

151 Interview with Heather Hurlburt. Zoom (February 5, 2021). 
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can envision a career path for themselves in someone who looks like them. Second, 
showing that building a more diverse workforce produces effective policy outcomes helps 
demonstrate to skeptics of DEI initiatives that DEI benefits an entire organization. 

Additionally, developing a bank of candidates for future appointed positions can push DEI 
forward in a few different ways. First, it breaks down the idea that personnel offices simply 
cannot find qualified candidates from traditionally marginalized communities. Second, 
it lessens the burden of creating a diverse candidate pool from those in government 
institutions whose attention is pulled in different directions by competing policy priorities. 
This is not to say that the State Department and White House Office of Presidential 
Personnel do not bear responsibility for building diverse talent pools, but in the interim, 
outside organizations can expedite this process. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Interviewees 
• 2 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) Academics and Researchers 

› Hannah Riley Bowles, Co-Director of the Woman & Public Policy Program 
and Roy E. Larsen Senior Lecturer in Public Policy and Management, 
Harvard Kennedy School 

› Victor Marsh, former Foreign Service Officer and current PhD candidate in 
Organizational Behavior 

• 1 Major General (retired) from the Army 

› William Rapp, Major General (Retired), US Army 

• 10 former Ambassadors 

› Ambassador Gina Abercrombie-Winstanley, former Ambassador to the 
Republic of Malta 

› Ambassador Marc Grossman, former Under Secretary of State for Political 
Affairs and former Director General of the Foreign Service 

› Ambassador Dennis Jett, former Ambassador to Mozambique and Peru 

› Ambassador Deborah McCarthy, former Ambassador to Lithuania 
› Ambassador Steven McGann, former Ambassador to the Republics of Fiji, 

Nauru, Kiribati, and the Kingdom of Tonga and Tuvalu 
› Ambassador Charles Ray, former Ambassador to the Kingdom of 

Cambodia and the Republic of Zimbabwe 
› Remaining conducted on background or not for attribution 

• 1 former Special Representative 

› Farah Pandith, former Special Representative to Muslim Communities 

• 1 former Assistant Secretary 

› Thomas Countryman, former Assistant Secretary of State for International 
Security and Nonproliferation 

• 15 Current and Former State Department Officers and Employees 
› Heather Hurlburt, Director of the New Models of Policy Change Project at 

New America's Political Reform Program and former State Department 
and White House staff 

› Heather Pishko, Chair, Disability Action Group 
› Remaining conducted on background or not for attribution 

• 3 Other U.S. Government Officials 

› Jason Bair, Director in the Government Accountability Office’s 
International Affairs and Trade team 

› Brett Oestreich, Foreign Policy Fellow on the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations 

› Remaining conducted on background or not for attribution 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 
Included below are the general questions the authors asked various categories of 
interviewees. Some questions were modified based on an interviewee’s background and 
expertise or in some cases to ask more specific questions if an interviewee had spoken or 
written on the issues previously. Further, due to time limitations and length of response 
to some questions depending on interviewees’ expertise, the authors did not ask all 
questions to each interviewee. 

DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION EXPERTS/RESEARCHERS 
 

1. What does your research show are some of the most effective ways to improve 
diversity, equity, and inclusion within an organization at the mid- to senior- 
management levels? 

a. What are possible barriers to implementation that you have seen in 
your work? 

2. How does intersectionality factor into your assessments? Would any of these 
policy ideas/ initiatives bolster promotion rates for women but have negative 
impacts for other marginalized groups? 

3. What have you learned from organizations which have attempted to improve 
diversity, equity, and inclusion but failed to produce results (or actually harmed 
DEI within their organization)? 

4. How might altering the process of appointing diplomats and ambassadors help 
and/or harm overall diversity, equity, and inclusion within the U.S. Department 
of State? 

 
FORMER AMBASSADORS AND SENIOR STATE DEPARTMENT OFFICIALS 

 
1. How do you think the State Department would benefit by more effectively 

tapping into America’s diverse population/becoming more reflective of the U.S. 
population? 

2. What do you think the top 2-3 barriers are to improving diversity and inclusion 
within the ambassador corps? 

3. What are 2-3 policies that the State Department could change to improve DEI 
within the ambassador corps and/or within the talent pools from which the State 
Department considers ambassadorial nominations? 

4. How could the political appointment process be altered, or could administrations 
be encouraged to consider and improve diversity when making ambassador 
appointments? 

5. How can U.S. ambassadors/senior leaders be ‘agents of change’ themselves to 
improve DEI within the State Department? What barriers exist for ambassadors 
and other senior leaders to prioritize DEI? 
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6. From your experience both at State and now in your work following, what do you 
think the most effective role of outside advocacy and research groups would be in 
the State Department reform process and to support the efforts of those already 
working to improve diversity and inclusion within the Department? 

 
CURRENT AND FORMER FOREIGN SERVICE OFFICERS 

 
1. What do you think the top 2-3 barriers are to improving diversity and inclusion 

within the ambassador corps? 

2. What are 2-3 policies that the State Department could change to improve DEI 
within the ambassador corps and/or within the talent pools from which the State 
Department considers ambassadorial nominations? 

3. How can U.S. ambassadors/senior leaders be ‘agents of change’ themselves to 
improve DEI within the State Department? What barriers exist for ambassadors 
and other senior leaders to prioritize DEI? 

4. What do you think the most effective role of outside advocacy and research 
groups would be in the State Department reform process and to support the 
efforts of those already working to improve diversity and inclusion within the 
Department? 

 
NON-STATE DEPARTMENT GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS 

 
1. What does your research/work show are some of the most effective ways to 

improve diversity, equity, and inclusion within an organization at the mid- to 
senior-management levels? 

2. What are 2-3 policies that the State Department could change to improve DEI 
within the ambassador corps and/or within the talent pools from which the State 
Department considers ambassadorial nominations? 

3. Are there examples of other government institutions that have implemented 
diversity and inclusion reforms successfully? Do you think those experiences or 
policies would be applicable to the State Department? 

4. How can U.S. ambassadors/senior leaders be ‘agents of change’ themselves to 
improve DEI within the State Department? What barriers exist for ambassadors 
and other senior leaders to prioritize DEI? 
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Appendix C: Ethics Statement 
 

CONSENT AND ATTRIBUTION 
Due to the sensitive nature of the research topic, the authors made every effort to 
protect the identities of interviewees when necessary. Prior to each interview, the authors 
communicated various attribution options (listed below) via email to interviewees so 
individuals could review and make informed decisions about their attribution preferences. 
The authors worked with interviewees as needed to maintain flexibility in attribution 
options. 

• Full attribution- we are able to use your name and title in our final report. 
Before using any direct quotations, we will send those to you via email for 
approval and confirmation about how you would like to be referenced in our 
final report. 

• Not for attribution- we are able to refer to the comments and ideas you share 
but with no reference to your name or specific title and with general attribution 
for any quotations (ex: a current State Department employee, a former U.S. 
government official). Before using any direct quotations, we will send those to 
you via email for approval and confirmation about how you would like to be 
referenced in our final report. 

• On background- we are not able to use the ideas and commentary shared in 
the conversation in our final report but can use for general information purposes 
to inform other steps in our research. 

 
The authors also discussed any outstanding attribution questions with individuals on 
Zoom prior to formally beginning each interview. At the beginning of each interview, the 
authors read a consent script to the interviewees, including the language below: 

• We do not expect that there will be material benefits or risks associated with 
participating in the interview; however, we may address potentially sensitive 
topics related to your current or former work or research. 

• Please note that your participation in this interview is voluntary; you can stop 
the interview at any time or refuse to answer any of our questions. The interview 
should take approximately [time filled in for each interviewee, most interviews 
were 30 minutes to one hour]. 

• In terms of attribution [this section was then filled in with whichever attribution 
option the interviewee wanted to utilize]. 

 
Via thank you emails following interviews, the authors also included language noting that 
interviewees could amend or add to their comments from the interview. 

While interviewees opting for their comments to be “not for attribution” or “on 
background” may limit readers’ views of the validity of the report, the authors 
understood that was a trade off in being able to gain additional suggestions and ideas 
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for further research. 

RECORDING 
Prior to each interview, the authors asked each interviewee via email (language included 
below) if they would be comfortable with the interview being recorded via the Harvard 
Zoom platform. 

• Recording: Are you comfortable with us recording the conversation? We would 
be doing so to refer back to your comments when we are drafting our final 
report. The recording would be stored on the Harvard Zoom server, but only 
we will have access to the file. We would maintain the recording file until the 
conclusion of our research in April, at which point we would delete the recording 
file from the server. 

 
Additionally, at the beginning of each interview, the authors confirmed with interviewees 
if they were still comfortable with moving forward with the interview being recorded. 

For a selection of interviews, individuals requested that recording take place only for 
audio and not video. In those cases, the authors utilized voice memo applications on their 
cell phones to record audio. All interview recordings will be deleted upon completion of 
the project in April. 

PUBLIC SOURCES 
Where possible, the authors utilized existing policy proposals, event recordings, and 
news articles accessible via public sources to inform project research. Many of these 
resources focused on broader institutional and diversity and inclusion reforms at the State 
Department so were not particularly focused on questions surrounding the ambassador 
corps; however, given how diversity and inclusion in the ambassador corps is embedded 
in larger structural challenges, many of these publicly available documents were still 
applicable and useful to the project. 

FINANCIAL SUPPORT 
The authors received financial support from Harvard Kennedy School’s Belfer Center for 
Science and International Affairs and the Women and Public Policy Program to access 
research materials and design the final report. The Belfer Center provided $116 in support, 
and the Women and Public Policy Program provided $150 in support. 
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Appendix D: Methodology 
 

QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS 
The authors conducted 33 interviews with diversity and inclusion academics, current and 
former State Department officers (including ambassadors), congressional staffers, and 
officials from other federal agencies. Due to the sensitive nature of the research, some 
interviews were conducted on background and others without direct attribution. All of the 
interviews were conducted in English via Zoom from December 2020 - February 2021. 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND NEWS MONITORING 
Beginning in September 2020, the authors compiled and reviewed academic literature, 
policy proposals, and news articles focused on the following categories: 

• Academic DEI research; 
• Existing Department of State DEI reform proposals; 
• General Department of State background information; 
• DEI efforts at other U.S. government agencies. 

 
Additionally, the authors monitored social media, mainly Twitter, to capture ideas from 
foreign policy and DEI experts. The authors particularly focused on developments related 
to the November 2020 presidential election, the Biden-Harris administration’s focus on 
diversity in building its cabinet, the appointment and nomination processes of senior 
State Department officials, and their stated commitments to improving diversity.152,153,154 

DATA ANALYSIS 
The authors mainly analyzed data provided by their client, Inclusive America, on the 
ambassador corps’ demographics by race and gender from 1988 to 2016. Additionally, 
the data analysis and regression models used in the 2020 GAO report were particularly 
useful to assess demographic trends within the ambassador corps.155 For example, many 
mid-level and senior-level officers are assumed to have a grasp on their careers. Yet, in 
the Civil Service, the GAO found that racial or ethnic minorities (both women and men) 
had statistically significantly lower odds of promotion than their white colleagues for 
each rank from GS-11 through GS-14.156 In the Foreign Service, although white women 
had statistically-significant higher odds of promotion to mid-career ranks than white 

152 Alcindor, Yamiche. “Biden team announces new staff picks, highlighting effort to ‘build an 
administration that looks like America’.” PBS News Hour (December 30, 2020). 

153 Finnegan, Conor. “Biden’s pick for secretary of state commits to diplomacy, diversity, alliances in  
confirmation hearing.” ABC News (January 19, 2021). 

154 Blinken, Antony (@ABlinken). “Thanks for a great exchange. We need a foreign policy workforce 
that looks like the country it represents. America’s diversity is a singular source of strength.” Twitter 

(December 19, 2020). 
155 Government Accountability Office. “State Department: Additional Steps Are Needed to Identify 

Potential Barriers to Diversity.” (February 25, 2020). 
156 Ibid. 
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men, this did not hold for women of color; moreover, there was a steep drop in female 
Foreign Service Officers from 68% of Class 6 officers to only 36% of Class 2 officers.157 

Additionally, for eight of the ten years from 2009 to 2018, GAO identified that individuals 
with disabilities were underrepresented at all levels.158 Overall, the authors were able 
to analyze datasets provided by Inclusive America and from the 2020 GAO report to 
substantiate key findings and policy recommendations. 

LIMITATIONS 
 

Interviews 

Access to interviewees was limited by a few factors. First and foremost, the authors 
were initially limited to interviewing individuals through their academic and professional 
connections. Although the authors were able to build their network through interviewees 
themselves over time, this may limit the viewpoints presented in the report. 

Second, the November 2020 election and presidential transition limited access to some 
prospective interviewees with whom the authors had initially intended to speak. Of note, 
the COVID-19 pandemic seems to have made it easier to connect virtually with some 
interviewees. 

Last, the authors interviewed more career diplomats than politically appointed officials. 
There is more scope and willingness for institutional reforms that would impact career 
diplomats as compared to the political appointment process for ambassadorships. 

To account for these limitations, the authors conducted extensive academic, news, and 
social media research reflected in the Works Cited section so as to include viewpoints 
and proposals of individuals not interviewed. State Department reform efforts, particularly 
focused on DEI, have been at the forefront of policy conversations among international 
affairs and national security officials and experts during the recent presidential transition. 
The authors attempted to incorporate these proposals in this final report. 

Data Analysis 

The authors’ client, Inclusive America, generously provided demographic data related to 
the U.S. ambassador corps. However, most data ends with the Obama Administration. 
The authors used news reports, literature reviews, and interviews reflected in the Works 
Cited section to accommodate for the lack of recent data. 

Broader State Department Reforms 

This report focuses on the main barriers and opportunities to create a direct impact on 
DEI within the U.S. ambassador corps. However, the authors were not able to tackle all 
structural issues at the State Department which hinder DEI within the ambassador corps. 
Overall, the authors eschewed many broader reforms which would improve overall DEI 

 

157 Ibid. 
158 Ibid. 



48 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the U.S. Ambassador Corps  

at the State Department (for example: recruitment proposals) but would have an indirect 
impact on improving DEI within the U.S. ambassador corps. 

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Literature 

In conducting the literature reviews for this report, the authors found many research 
reports related to organizational diversity, equity, and inclusion. However, most of this 
research has been based on findings from the private sector, especially research from 
Professor Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev using data collected on private sector 
companies from 1971 to 2002 (see Works Cited). As Lisa Leslie, an Associate Professor 
of Management and Organizations at New York University, asserted, “because more 
comprehensive attempts at theory building are lacking, it is unclear whether prior work 
has uncovered the full spectrum or only a subset of the unintended consequences of 
diversity initiatives.”159 The U.S. Department of State can certainly learn much from these 
findings; yet most findings are based on data from the private sector. However, as Heather 
Hurlburt of New America said on a webinar recently, we have a good idea from the private 
sector of the better practices that exist for hiring and promotions.160 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

159 Leslie, Lisa M. “Diversity Initiative Effectiveness: A Typological Theory of Unintended 
Consequences.” Academy of Management Review, Vol. 44, No. 3 (July 9, 2019). 

160 Leadership Council for Women in National Security. “Managing for Diversity.” (February 5, 2021). 



 

 
 

 
Stakeholder 

 
Action 

Criteria 

Intersectionality Feasibility Sustainability Transparency 

 
Secretary 

D Committee     

Track anonymized demographic trends within the D Committee ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

Publicize disaggregated data in a quarterly report ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Manage and update this information on the Department website ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Review D Committee demographic reports and address issues with D Committee and relevant 
Assistant Secretaries 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Codify reforms on D Committee personnel ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

‘Ideal’ Ambassador     

Communicate clear DEI expectations regularly to ambassadors through the ambassadorial 
seminar, swearing in ceremonies, letter of instruction, and chiefs of mission conference 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

CDIO     

Regularly (at least quarterly) meet with the CDIO ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Ensure proper staffing, funding, and authority for the CDIO ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Promotions and Rewards 
    

Publicly recognize confirmed candidates for awards and rewards ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Deputy 
Secretaries 

‘Ideal’ Ambassador     

Convene a working group to establish ambassador job description and qualifications ✓ X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Communicate clear DEI expectations regularly to ambassadors through the ambassadorial 
seminar, swearing in ceremonies, letter of instruction, and chiefs of mission conference 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Mentorship and Sponsorship 
    

Recruit former ambassadors and retired senior officials to mentor current State Department 
officers 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

 
CDIO 

D Committee 
    

Review D Committee demographic reports and address issues with D Committee and relevant 
Assistant Secretaries 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Data 
    

Collect demographic data of State Department officers by bureau and rank ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Ap
pe

nd
ix

 E
:  E

va
lu

at
io

n 
C

rit
er

ia
 

D
iv

er
si

ty
, E

qu
ity

, a
nd

 In
cl

us
io

n 
in

 th
e 

U.
S.

 A
m

ba
ss

ad
or

 C
or

ps
 

49
 



 

 
 Track anonymized demographic trends within the D Committee ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

Publicize disaggregated data in a quarterly report ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Manage and update this information on the Department website ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Collaborate with OIG to hold posts accountable for improving DEI ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

CDIO     

Review nomination lists considered by the D Committee ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Vote on ambassadorial candidates in the D Committee ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

Oversee EER reforms to include DEI metrics ✓ ✓ ✓ X ✓ 

Reward State Department officers who actively promote DEI ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Track and publicize anonymized demographic trends with the D Committee ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

Training Reforms     

Expand bystander training and EEO reporting guidelines ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Train managers on data-backed and inclusive decision making in interviews, supervisory work, 
and employee reviews 

✓ X ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Promotions and Rewards     

Define DEI metrics to identify individuals who promote DEI ✓ ✓ ✓ X ✓ 

Publicly recognize confirmed candidates for awards and rewards ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Introduce DEI as a core precept used by employee review and promotion boards ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Attach all EEO violations within EERs ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Incorporate the number of EEO complaints (both the total over an employee’s career and within 
the last three years) within EERs 

✓ X ✓ X ✓ 

 
Regional 
Bureau 
Assistant 
Secretaries 

D Committee     

Track and report to the CDIO anonymized demographic data of ambassadorial nominations sent 
to D Committee 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ X 

 
Director 
General of 
the Foreign 
Service/ 
Director of 
Global Talent 

D Committee     

Review D Committee demographic reports and address issues with D Committee and relevant 
Assistant Secretaries 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Training Reforms     

Expand bystander training and EEO reporting guidelines ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 50
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Train managers on data-backed and inclusive decision making in interviews, supervisory work, 
and employee reviews 

✓ X ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Promotions and Rewards     

Introduce DEI as a core precept used by employee review and promotion boards ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Attach all EEO violations within EERs ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Incorporate the number of EEO complaints (both the total over an employee’s career and within 
the last three years) within EERs 

✓ X ✓ X ✓ 

Mentorship and Sponsorship 
    

Create an informal platform which connects employees with specific career-related challenges 
to senior or retired officers with relevant experience 

✓ ✓ X ✓ X ✓ 

Encourage mid-level and senior-level officers to participate as mentors and mentees on the new 
mentorship platform 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Director of 
the Foreign 
Service 
Institute 

Training Reforms     

Expand bystander training and EEO reporting guidelines ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Train managers on data-backed and inclusive decision making in interviews, supervisory work, 
and employee reviews 

✓ X ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Congress 
 

HFAC 
SFRC 

D Committee     

Continue requesting DEI data from State ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Institutionalize D Committee data requests in future legislation ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

‘Ideal’ Ambassador     

Communicate DEI expectations to the White House ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Ask ambassadorial nominees about their commitments to DEI ✓ ✓ X ✓ ✓ 

Training Reforms 
    

Increase funding for the State Department (staffing, training float) ✓ X ✓ ✓ 
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Appendix F: Prioritizing State Department Reforms 
Among the proposed reforms outlined, the authors would recommend that Inclusive 
America focus its efforts in the next 6-12 months in the following way: 

1. Inclusive America should advocate for the Department’s data collection, 
transparency, accessibility, and publication efforts. As referenced earlier, knowing 
the details of the current state of diversity within the Department is crucial as a 
benchmark moving forward and to evaluate future diversity initiatives. 

2. Next, the authors recommend that Inclusive America focus its advocacy efforts 
on the staffing, responsibilities, and structure of the Chief Diversity and Inclusion 
Officer’s work as Secretary Blinken will likely announce this individual in the 
coming weeks. While infrastructure currently exists in the Department through the 
Bureau for Global Talent Management to undertake some of the other reforms 
proposed, truly ramping up the Department’s diversity and inclusion efforts will 
require additional staff and resources. Further, this individual’s participation in D 
Committee conversations could help shape the nominations of upcoming rounds 
of ambassador nominations. 

3. The authors would suggest that advocacy surrounding the ambassador-specific 
reforms as another focus area. While the proposals here are tightly connected 
with some longer-term State-wide policies, the Department can largely undertake 
these reforms internally as part of normal business processes. 

a. Given that much of the D Committee’s operations and structures are 
governed and guided by tradition, there is room for changing these 
norms and procedures to introduce more transparency.161   Additionally, 
the committee will review a series of new ambassador appointments in the 
next year. The new members of the D Committee could start their tenure 
with a renewed focus on diversity and inclusion. 

b. Similarly, the reforms surrounding reimagining the ideal ambassador would 
set the tone as a new cohort of ambassadors begins their service. 

Although the reforms surrounding managerial training reforms, promotions and rewards, 
and mentorship and sponsorship are all important, they will take additional time to 
implement, and in some cases, require significant appropriations from Congress. Seeing 
their effects in creating a diverse talent pool within the Department from which to select 
ambassadors will happen on a longer timeframe. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

161 Jett, Dennis C. American Ambassadors: The Past, Present, and Future of America’s Diplomats. 
Palgrave MacMillan (2014). Page 56. 
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Appendix G: Relevant Reporters 
As noted above, public pressure through engagement from the press is one mechanism 
to hold the State Department accountable. Below is a list of reporters and outlets that 
have focused on foreign affairs, the State Department, or personnel issues in the federal 
government and have published on State Department diversity or reform previously. 

• Foreign Affairs 
› The Transformation of Diplomacy: How to Save the State Department 
› How to Bring American Diplomacy Back From the Brink: A New 

Administration Must Build a Bigger, Better State Department 

• Foreign Policy 
› Robbie Gramer 
› Colum Lynch 

• GovExec 
› Courtney Bublé 
› Erich Wagner 

• The New York Times 
› Helene Cooper 
› Alisha Haridasani Gupta 
› Lara Jakes 
› Pranshu Verma 

• Politico 
› Ryan Heath 
› Nahal Toosi 

• Reuters 
› Humeyra Pamuk 

• The Washington Post 
› Joe Davidson 
› Karoun Demirjian 
› John Hudson 
› Carol Morello 
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Appendix H: Congressional Letter Campaign 
The authors worked with Inclusive America to draft a template letter that Inclusive 
America could distribute to former government officials for diversity, equity, and 
inclusion advocacy. 

 

Dear Senator X, 

[Congratulations on your [re]election to the United States Senate.] 

As a [former Foreign Service Officer/ Ambassador/Department of State official], I am 
writing on behalf of Inclusive America - a coalition of more than 100 organizations seeking 
a more representative government. As a representative democracy, it is important that 
governmental leaders reflect the evolving demographics of our nation. For too long, our 
government has drawn overwhelmingly on the talent of specific groups of people. 

During the 117th Congress, you will ensure that more than 1,200 federal government 
positions are filled with dedicated and qualified public servants. I urge you to give 
adequate consideration to diversity, equity, and inclusion as you vet and confirm 
these nominees. 

The United States derives strength and prosperity from the diversity of its people - I 
have seen this first-hand [from my time serving in the U.S. Department of State]. [###] 
of the federal government positions you will consider are at the U.S. Department of 
State. Unfortunately, the Department’s staff has not historically reflected the full diversity 
of the American public. According to December 2020 workforce data, the senior ranks 
of the U.S. Foreign Service are disproportionately male (68%), while both the Senior 
Foreign Service and Senior Executive Service are disproportionately white (86% and 87%, 
respectively). In 2020, less than four percent of ambassadors serving overseas were Black 
or Latino, and a woman has never served as ambassador in such geopolitically significant 
posts like Russia and China. 

By promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion, we not only advance the fundamental goals 
of our nation but also enhance the federal government’s representation of the people 
it is designed to serve. Given the Department of State’s role representing the nation 
on the world stage, it is especially important for its public servants and diplomats to 
represent the diversity of the United States during their tours abroad and in diplomatic 
engagements in Washington. 

As you are considering federal nominations and staffing your office, we urge you to 
commit publicly to making diversity, equity, and inclusion for government personnel a 
priority. To take the Pledge for Diversity, we ask that you record a video making the 
following commitment and post it on Twitter: 

I pledge to the American people that I will make diversity, equity, 
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and inclusion a priority for government personnel at every level 
of government—from Cabinet members to interns—because a 
workforce that represents the rich tapestry of our nation will better 
serve its people. 

Thank you for your careful attention to these important issues of diversity, equity, and 
inclusion in our federal government. We look forward to working with you to enhance the 
federal government’s representation of the people it is designed to serve. 

Sincerely, 
[name of leader, name of organization] 
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Appendix I: Other Policy Proposals Considered 
 
DIRECT COMMISSIONS 
Recent reports have recommended that the State Department consider direct commissions 
by which outside professionals could transfer into the mid-career ranks of the State 
Department. A Council on Foreign Relations report detailed that “a shift in recruiting 
beyond the entry level, similar to direct commissions in the U.S. military, would help the 
State Department redress more expeditiously and strategically the twenty-first-century 
statecraft gaps.”162 

However, the areas into which direct commissions would transfer are currently overcrowded. 
There is currently a bulge, or ‘pig in the python,’ within the State Department’s mid-career 
ranks.163 Direct commissions would undermine State Department morale as there is 
limited need for additional personnel at the mid-career level, especially given that current 
Civil Servants and Foreign Service Officers have already been trained in State Department 
culture and have dedicated years to advancing the organization’s mission. 

Furthermore, the parallels to the U.S. military can be overstated. American armed forces 
use direct commissions sparingly. Major General (ret.) William Rapp explains that “the 
military views inculcation of values, training, and leadership development to be an 
important component of rising in rank and position. Direct commissions can bypass that 
holistic development and thus tend to be accepted only into highly technical fields.”164 

If the State Department truly wanted to model the U.S. military, then State leadership 
would only consider direct commissions for a very narrow set of sectors where there is a 
specific need to hire. 

MANDATORY DEI TRAINING 
Mandatory DEI training - whether these be anti-racist, implicit bias, or any similar workshops 
- has gained popularity for organizations wishing to create more inclusive workspaces. 
Unfortunately, mandatory diversity training is a low-performance diversity practice and 
often harmful according to Vic Marsh, a PhD candidate at University of Colorado-Boulder 
studying DEI initiatives and a former Foreign Service Officer.165 

Research shows that mandatory diversity training is correlated with a 9.2% decrease 
for Black women, a 4.5% decrease for men of Asian descent, and a 5.4% decrease for 
women of Asian descent within managerial ranks at an organization.166 A main factor in 

 

162 Zeya, Uzra, and Jon Finer. “Revitalizing the State Department and American Diplomacy.” Council 
on Foreign Relations (November 2020). 

163 Yazdgerdi, Tom. “Diversity and Inclusion: The Time to Act Is Now.” AFSA: The Foreign Service 
Journal (September 2020). 

164 Interview with Major General (ret.) William Rapp. Zoom (January 8, 2021). 
165 Interview with Vic Marsh. Zoom (December 1, 2020). 
166 Dobbin, Frank, and Alexandra Kalev. “Why Diversity Programs Fail.” Harvard Business Review (July 

2016). 
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the failure of mandatory DEI training is that individuals from traditionally overrepresented 
groups (for example, white men) see this training as punitive.167 For DEI training already 
implemented, the State Department should simply switch these from mandatory to 
voluntary as a precaution.168 But ultimately, the State Department should not implement 
mandatory DEI training as it is either ineffective or actively harmful to many individuals 
from traditionally marginalized communities. 

MENTORSHIP AND SPONSORSHIP (GENERAL, RANDOM, AND FORMAL) 
Although informal and situational mentorship is valuable and desired (see Mentorship and 
Sponsorship (specific, situational, and informal)), programs like the State Department’s 
iMentor initiative, which formally pairs a junior employee to a senior mentor, are ineffective. 
The State Department contends that the iMentor program is successful with a 95% match 
rate, but as Vic Marsh explains, this “sounds positive but only counts whether someone 
has assigned someone else a mentor - I am less impressed by that.”169 Research suggests 
that “single mentor-mentee matches are often too formal and hierarchical, and even 
the best mentoring programs are unlikely to achieve intended outcomes,” especially 
for women.170 As a current State Department official frankly stated, “the mentorship 
programs are not particularly successful.”171 

Mentorship, when implemented properly, can be effective. Although “white male 
executives don’t feel comfortable reaching out informally to young women and minority 
men,” there is a better procedure to spur mentorship than randomly assigning mentor- 
mentee relationships through formal programs.172 Ultimately, forcing relationships and 
expecting organic mentorship and sponsorship to develop can be ineffective and may 
undermine more effective, less hands-on mentorship and sponsorship initiatives. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

167 Kalev, Alexandra, Frank Dobbin, and Erin Kelly. “Best Practices or Best Guesses? Assessing the 
Efficacy of Corporate Affirmative Action and Diversity Policies.” American Sociological Review, V.71 
(August 2006). 

168 Interview with Vic Marsh. Zoom (December 1, 2020). 
169 Ibid. 
170 Johnson, W. Brad, and David G. Smith. “Real Mentorship Starts with Company Culture, Not Formal 

Programs.” Harvard Business Review (December 20, 2019). 
171 Interview with current State Department official (January 6, 2021). 
172 Dobbin, Frank, and Alexandra Kalev. “Why Diversity Programs Fail.” Harvard Business Review (July 

2016). 
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Appendix J: Ambassador Nomination Timeline 
Analyzing publicly available data from congress.gov and a variety of news sources for 
selected State Department appointments from the Clinton, Bush, Obama, and Trump 
administrations, the authors developed an overview of the timeline by which personnel 
are appointed. 

Given the large number of ambassadorships that are country- or institution-specific, 
after the Secretary and Deputy Secretary, our research focused on the Under Secretary 
of Political Affairs and regional Assistant Secretaries as those are the “reporting lines” 
for country ambassadors. There are also issue-specific envoys who are sometimes given 
the title of ambassador; further research will be required to understand nomination 
patterns for those positions and their superiors in the reporting chain. The Authors also 
focused strictly on official appointments and not individuals who were asked to serve in 
an acting capacity. 

An overview of the data compiled can be found below. The authors compiled this 
information in fall 2020 prior to nominations from the Biden administration. 

• Secretary of State 
› 1st Term Nomination & Confirmation: anticipated November 

2020-January 2021 
» The Secretary of State appointment has historically been 

announced in early- to mid-December, and the nomination is 
sent to the Senate around January 20 (the first official day of 
the administration). However, hearings are often held in the 1-2 
weeks prior to the new administration officially entering office on 
January 20 with final confirmation votes occurring on January 20 
or in the days shortly following. Incoming Chief of Staff Ron Klain 
announced on November 22 that President-elect Biden would 
make initial, official cabinet announcements on November 24. 

› 2nd Term Nomination & Confirmation: 

» If the President wins a second term, the Secretary of State has 
typically resigned towards the end of the president’s first term in 
office (ranging from November-January). The President often sends 
the next Secretary nomination to the Senate during January of the 
second term, with confirmation following at the end of January. 

• Deputy Secretary of State 
› 1st Term Nomination & Confirmation: anticipated December 2020/ 

January 2021 
» The Deputy Secretary nomination and confirmation often follows a 

similar timeframe to that of Secretary of State. Presidents Obama 



Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion in the U.S. Ambassador Corps 59  

and Clinton announced their Deputy Secretary nominees in 
December 2008 and 1992, respectively; President Bush in February 
2001; and President Trump (more of an outlier) in April 2017. 
Confirmation typically occurs in the 1-2 weeks following official 
Senate notification of the nomination. 

›   2nd Term Nomination & Confirmation: 
» There is more variation in the second round of nominations to the 

Deputy Secretary position, though many of the Deputies’ tenures 
average about three years. 

• Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs 
›   1st Term Nomination & Confirmation: anticipated February-April 2021 

» The nomination of the Under Secretary for Political Affairs often 
follows in the months after the Secretary and Deputy have been 
nominated and confirmed. Given that a career Foreign Service 
Officer is often appointed to this position, sometimes an Under 
Secretary nominated by the previous president will stay on longer 
than one might expect into the next administration (for example, 
Amb. William Burns was appointed by President Bush and served 
as President Obama’s Under Secretary until being nominated 
to the Deputy role in 2011). Confirmation in most cases occurs 
approximately 2-4 weeks after the Senate receives the nomination. 

› 2nd Term Nomination & Confirmation: 
» The average tenure of service in this position is around 3-4 years 

from the reviewed administrations. Presidents Bush and Clinton 
both nominated a new Under Secretary towards the beginning 
of their second terms. As noted above, the timeline for this 
appointment under President Obama is slightly different given 
Amb. Burns’ tenure. President Trump did not nominate an Under 
Secretary to this position until 2018. 

• Regional Assistant Secretaries of State 
› 1st Term Nominations & Confirmations: anticipated March-May 2021 

» The regional Assistant Secretary of State positions follow a similar 
timeline as the Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, with 
nominations typically sent to the Senate in the spring shortly 
after the Under Secretary (if there is a new nominee) is confirmed. 
Confirmation usually follows 1-2 months after nomination. 

› 2nd Term Nominations & Confirmations: 
» Assistant Secretary tenures were typically around 3-4-year terms 
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from the data reviewed. If a president wins a second term, there 
was a second round of appointments to the regional Assistant 
Secretary positions about six months into the second term. 

• Country-Based Ambassador Appointments 
› 1st Term Nominations & Confirmations: anticipated May-August 2021 

» The greatest variability in appointment trends comes within the 
ambassador corps. Ambassadors typically serve three-year terms, 
though this is subject to variability depending on how close to an 
election someone has been appointed to a position.173 We looked 
at data for a handful of ambassadors in each region to extrapolate 
broader trends, and many new ambassadorial nominations 
happened in the spring and fall of the president’s first year in 
office. 

» Some ambassador nominations follow the election cycle, while 
other ambassadorships often filled by career Foreign Service 
Officers seem to not follow the political cycle. The career FSO 
nominations process often starts in March of the year prior to an 
appointment. The Director General sends a message out to senior 
officers around the Department asking for candidates to replace 
the ambassadors who will complete their tours in 15-18 months.174 

› 2nd Term Nominations & Confirmations: 
» As noted above, there is variability in the ambassador nomination 

timeline, and presidents appear to appoint throughout the 
duration of their second term, should they win reelection. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

173 Jett, Dennis C. American Ambassadors: The Past, Present, and Future of America’s Diplomats. 
Palgrave MacMillan (2014). Page. 48. 

174 Ibid. Page 48. 
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Sample View of the Nomination Timeline Research: 
 



 

Appendix K: Biden Administration Ambassador 
Nomination Tracking 
The authors also assisted Inclusive America’ s ongoing efforts to track diversity in the 
Biden administration’ s appointments at the State Department. A snapshot of 
ambassador tracking can be found below, and updated data is available here: 
https://inclusiveamerica. org/data/ambassadors. 
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