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POLITICAL AMBASSADORSHIPS: SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

As the President’s highest-ranking representative to a foreign nation or international organization 

abroad, ambassadors play a critical role in U.S. diplomacy.  

There are three general categories of political ambassadorships:  

(1) bilateral (i.e., specific to one foreign state); 

(2) multilateral (i.e., ambassador to a treaty-based multilateral organization); 

(3) at-large or special envoy (i.e., regional or worldwide responsibility with respect to a 

particular issue).  

There are two primary means to obtaining an ambassadorship, either by working your way up as 

a career officer through the Foreign Service, or as a political appointee.    

THE NOMINATION AND CONFIRMATION PROCESS  

If you are working your way up to an ambassador position as a career Foreign Service Officer, the 

path is not necessarily a straight one. It typically includes twenty to twenty-five years of service. 

Successful candidates often have served as a department chief or principal officer at a consulate. 

Tip #1: Demonstrate your capabilities in leadership and management. In bilateral positions, deep 

knowledge of the office location and local language skills are a must. Policy acumen and an 

understanding of how the interagency process works in Washington, D.C. are also important. 

In general, ambassadors are typically nominated by the President and confirmed by the Senate. It 

is possible for an ambassador to be appointed as a special envoy, or to carry the title of 

“ambassador,” without requiring Senate confirmation. The State Department can also assign a 

temporary head of mission without Senate confirmation, but this role would typically be filled by 

a deputy chief of mission who almost always is a career civil servant. Sometimes a multilateral or 

bilateral ambassador may be appointed to serve as a special envoy without additional Senate 

confirmation. 

The nomination and confirmation process is time-consuming. For career Foreign Service Officers, 

the State Department will have ideas about whom it wants to nominate in any given year. The State 

Department will draw up a detailed description of the post and the specific skills required for the 

mission. The local geographic bureau generally runs the initial process, soliciting names internally 

and inviting other foreign affairs agencies to make nominations. A thorough background and 

vetting process is run on each candidate who is considered. Subsequently, the candidates are rank 

ordered. The ranked list is then sent to the State Department ‘D Committee,’ a committee chaired 

by the deputy secretary of the State Department, which further reviews the candidates. The D 
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Committee review process is somewhat opaque and may involve ‘horse trading’ affecting other 

projects and priorities. The President will determine who to nominate (whether on or off the list) 

and the nominee is then sent to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to start the legislative 

confirmation process. 

Tip #2: Make your interest in a position and qualifications known; however, you should advocate 

judiciously and not overly lobby others. Senior officials are very busy, and you will not endear 

yourself to them if you and your network pepper them with phone calls.   

Tip #3: If you are an aspiring political appointee and you are not considered a ‘high dollar donor,’ 

then you will need to find a way to make yourself noticed for your work. Write op-eds, articles, or 

policy papers in your area of interest. It can also be helpful to work on the presidential campaign 

or adjacent to it so you become known to the campaign and transition team, and they, in turn, 

develop an appreciation for your capabilities. 


