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Understanding diplomacy: The act of
negotiating with foreign countries

The foreign ministers of China, Russia, the United States, the European Union and Iran, among others, attend a meeting in 2015 to discuss
how much nuclear power Iran could use. Photo from U.S. Department of State

Diplomacy is a way to influence foreign governments through talks. It means reaching agreements

between countries without going to war. Today, diplomacy includes many tools and methods.

The Nature Of Diplomacy

Diplomacy is often confused with foreign policy, but the two are not the same. 

A government's foreign policy is the way it chooses to act toward other countries. Each country has

its own goals, which may either go with or against those of other countries. Diplomacy is the main,

but not the only, means of carrying out foreign policy. Countries may also rely on secret agents or

war. 

A country's foreign policy is set by its political leaders. Yet most diplomacy is handled by people

called diplomats.
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Diplomats carry messages on behalf of their home countries. They also try to resolve disputes.

Their main tools are their words. Diplomats help leaders understand the attitudes and actions of

foreign governments. They also help develop ways of influencing the behavior of foreign

governments. 

Diplomatic Agents And Agencies

The highest-ranking diplomats are ambassadors. These are the people who personally represent

the president or prime minister of their home country. 

Next in rank are envoys and ministers. These agents also serve as representatives, but do not

speak for the president. 

Some countries have ministers of foreign affairs. They are government members. Their job is to

handle foreign policy and talk to other diplomats. Instead of a minister of foreign affairs, the U.S.

has a secretary of state.

Diplomatic Missions

A diplomatic mission is a group of people sent to a

foreign, or host, country. The term "mission" is also

used to describe an embassy. Embassies are offices

located in the capital of the host country.

Ambassadors and other diplomats live and work in

the embassies of host countries.

Another type of mission is a consulate. Consulates

handle the business and legal interests of citizens

living, visiting or doing business in the host country.

Unlike the embassy, consulates can be in places other

than a country's capital.

Rights And Privileges

All heads of diplomatic missions receive the same

privileges and protections. Most diplomatic agents

and their families cannot be searched or harmed in

any way. This protection stays in place even in

wartime. 

Diplomats are free to talk about the host

government's policies. They can even express judgments that are unwelcome to their hosts.

However, if they speak out directly against the host country, they may be asked to leave.

The U.S. embassy in a foreign country is treated as if it were on U.S. soil. No official of the host

country can enter without the embassy's consent. For this reason, political opponents of harsh

governments often seek refuge in embassies.

Diplomatic Tasks
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A diplomatic mission has many duties. These include protecting the interests of the home country

and its citizens. 

Missions also do everything they can for their home and host country to reach agreements. They

try to set up friendly relations and to further economic and cultural contacts. At the same time,

they gather information on the host country's conditions.

Role Of The Ambassador

A diplomat spends a great deal of time collecting and studying information, as well as negotiating.

An ambassador also goes to events, such as dinners. At these events, the ambassador meets with

leaders and diplomats of other countries.

Ambassadors send reports to their home country. They must inform their home governments

about the talks they have.  

Negotiation

Negotiation requires two sides to talk to reach an agreement. Every ambassador must negotiate

with other countries. Negotiators usually demand far more at the beginning than they expect to

receive in the end. 

Deals are made slowly. Each side tests the other side's firmness and its willingness to reach an

agreement. There may be bluffing to gain an advantage, but it is important for diplomats not to be

caught bluffing. Lying in diplomatic negotiations is considered a mistake. Stretching the truth, or

not telling the whole truth, is accepted. Threatening the use of force is risky, but cheaper than war.

A skilled negotiator uses timing. He or she knows when to use threats, warnings or deals.

Negotiators have to convince other countries that accepting an agreement is in their interest.

Diplomatic Instruments

If negotiation succeeds, the result is written down and signed. There are several types of

diplomatic instruments to do this: treaties, conventions, agreements and protocols. 

The most important instrument is a treaty — a written, binding contract between countries.

Treaties may be bilateral, involving two countries. They may also be multilateral, involving three

or more countries.

A convention is a deal among several countries. It creates international laws or rules for how these

countries are to behave.

Agreements are usually made between two, not several countries. They generally deal with narrow

topics, like setting up rules for trade.

Sometimes treaties or agreements have to be changed. The changes, like an updated deadline or a

change in wording, are written in a protocol.

Conferences And Summits

During conferences, political leaders, not diplomats, usually play the key role. This is especially

true of summits. 
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Summits are meetings attended by heads of state, like

the U.S. president. Larger conferences are called to

address specific international problems. Examples of

problems discussed are climate change and world

trade. 

Diplomatic Personnel

Diplomats must be well trained. Most are life-long

diplomats. 

Many have skills in foreign languages. The most

common languages for diplomats are English, French

and Spanish. Arabic, Chinese, German, Japanese, Portuguese and Russian are also important. 

Most countries require that diplomats have a knowledge of economics, geography and law.

The Need For Diplomacy

Diplomacy has been practiced since ancient times. Today, there are thousands of diplomatic

missions worldwide. 

Through diplomacy, countries can face some of their most important problems. For example,

countries may come together to stop drug trafficking, or to defend human rights. 

Yet, it is often hard, and sometimes impossible, for countries to agree. Diplomats spend their lives

making this happen.
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Quiz

1 Read the section "The Nature Of Diplomacy."

Which sentence from the section BEST supports the conclusion that diplomats must be good problem solvers?

(A) Diplomacy is the main, but not the only, means of carrying out foreign policy.

(B) Yet most diplomacy is handled by people called diplomats.

(C) Diplomats carry messages on behalf of their home countries.

(D) Diplomats help leaders understand the attitudes and actions of foreign governments.

2 Read the the section "Diplomatic Tasks."

Select the sentence from the section that shows how diplomats work to maintain peace with other countries.

(A) A diplomatic mission has many duties.

(B) These include protecting the interests of the home country and its citizens.

(C) They try to set up friendly relations and to further economic and cultural contacts.

(D) At the same time, they gather information on the host country's conditions.

3 The article is organized around diplomats and what they do.

Why did the author choose to organize the article in this way?

(A) to compare the need for diplomats to the need for governments

(B) to describe the diplomats' jobs and how important they are

(C) to offer a solution to big problems in the world

(D) to highlight how difficult diplomats' jobs can be

4 Read the section "Diplomatic Instruments."

This section is organized using description. How would the section be different if it were organized using compare and contrast?

(A) It would include key similarities and differences between conventions, agreements and treaties.

(B) It would include more specific examples of conventions, agreements and treaties.

(C) It would include a list of problems with conventions, agreements and treaties.

(D) It would include an argument that conventions, agreements or treaties are the best choice.


