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Abstract

Which factors determine the amount of diplomatic attention bestowed to 
partner countries? By analyzing the Brazilian case from 2008 to 2015, we 
compare the effect of structural, bilateral, and bureaucratic factors in shaping 
the country’s diplomatic presence abroad, as measured by the ranking and 
size of its diplomatic representations. Results indicate a consistent influence 
of bilateral and bureaucratic determinants.
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Introduction

In November 2003, in his first official visit to Africa, president 
Luís Inácio Lula da Silva opened the Brazilian Embassy in São 

Tomé and Príncipe, announcing that the gesture represented 
Brazil’s willingness to “make up for the lost time” and the hope 
to accomplish more within the continent in the coming years.1 
During the next decade, 17 new diplomatic posts were created in 
Africa. A few years later, the picture would be starkly different. 
In 2016, amidst disconcerting reports of embassies unable to pay 
water and electricity bills, Senator José Serra – the minister of 
foreign affairs of the new center-right government, – announced 
that it would review the consular policy towards Africa, hinting 
that some posts might be closed on the grounds of costs.2 The 

1 Speech given at the opening ceremony of Brazil’s Embassy in São Tomé and Príncipe 
(Silva 2003).
2 “Serra pede estudo de custo de embaixadas na África e no Caribe”, Folha de São Paulo (Mello 
and Nublat 2016).
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same warning was repeated in the early days of the Jair Bolsonaro government, who actually did 
close Brazilian embassies, albeit in the Caribbean.3

The African saga highlights a hitherto underexplored domain of foreign policy: the choice of 
how a country places its foreign representations and the dynamics behind this process. A country’s 
diplomatic network is both a sign of its resources and of its relational preferences. Furthermore, 
the placement of such capabilities is an outcome of the foreign policy making process and can 
hence be the product of conflicting interest and agendas. Why do some states receive more 
diplomatic attention than others? What types of key concerns drive the distribution of foreign 
policy resources? This study will address those questions by specifically analyzing the allocation 
of Brazil’s diplomatic personnel abroad. 

Brazil is a noteworthy case for this investigation, due to its structural insertion, regional 
policy, and diplomatic tradition. As with other developing states, it has been structurally bound 
to attach greater emphasis to advanced economies. Yet, Brazil’s moderate economic and political 
weight does grant it some latitude in choosing its priorities. Historically, the country has swung 
from prioritizing the developed world towards inclinations in the direction of Third-Worldism. 
Likewise, the centrality of its own geographical region has been ambiguous. With the ongoing 
shift from a US unipolar order to a more multipolar scenario, it is unclear how an intermediate 
power such as Brazil will choose to update its diplomatic network.

Furthermore, such movements take place against an institutional background. Brazil’s 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Ministério das Relações Exteriores – MRE), also known as Itamaraty, 
has traditionally been regarded as a highly professional bureaucracy, enjoying sizeable autonomy 
in conducting Brazilian foreign policy. Yet, this insulation has not remained unchanged as the 
nation and the very practice of external affairs evolved. This begs the question of whether the global 
expansion of Brazil’s foreign policy produced symmetric effects on its diplomatic bureaucracy. 
That is, if the MRE adapted itself to the dawning multipolarity, or if there was institutional inertia 
keeping the corps attached to traditional centers.

The goal of this article is to understand this question through analysis of longitudinal 
data on Brazil’s representations overseas. We test several determinants to assess their weight in 
influencing mission size from 2008 to 2015. This article’s contribution is thus fourfold. We 
seek firstly to enrich the literature on the determinants of diplomatic presence through the case 
study of a middle-range power from the Global South.4 Secondly, we offer evidence on how the 
evolving multipolarity of our time is reshaping diplomatic priorities. Thirdly, we will address 
some of the questions that have been lingering in the Brazilian foreign policy research field 
relating to the country’s external preferences. Though many discussions have revolved around 
whether Brazil values Northern or Southern connections, there has been no standard approach to 

3 “Itamaraty fecha cinco embaixadas brasileiras no Caribe”, Veja (Braun 2019).
4 To the extent of our knowledge, empirical assessments so far have focused on Europe. Webster and Ivanov (2007) analyze the effect of EU 
membership in Bulgaria and Romania’s diplomatic presence, while Webster and Hadjimanoli (2014) perform the same study for Cyprus. 
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assess which partners matter most for Brasilia.5 Our focus on mission size – a costly asset – will 
offer a valid metric to answer this query. Lastly, this research also adds to the scholarship on 
institutions and bureaucracies by focusing on the MRE, which is a clear case of an organization 
facing change. Little is known on the factors that influence the size, prestige, and importance 
of Brazil’s missions worldwide. If global polarity is changing and, allegedly, Brazil’s external 
priorities too, how is the MRE adapting to such shifts? Does the Ministry accompany such 
developments in its policies on post ranking and status? Do Brazilian diplomats, in turn, want 
to be there where policy requires them to?

The investigation is carried out in five stages: (1) a review of the theoretical arguments 
regarding the determinants of diplomatic representations; (2) an appraisal of the external and 
internal processes that have impacted Brazil’s foreign policy in recent years; (3) a presentation 
of our research design, hypotheses, and data; (4) results and discussion; and (5) the conclusion.

Determinants of diplomatic presence

What determines the existence and size of a diplomatic mission in a host state? The pursuit 
of self-interest by the sending nation, be it short or long-term. This falls within a broadly realist 
ontological perspective, which nowadays would encompass social, economic, and political aspects, 
conditioned also by the technological revolution, globalization, and its effects on the exercise of 
power. Naturally, the strategies and perceptions of states are nuanced: while some favor immediate 
factors, others lean on longer-term aims. Or, as underscored by Brams (1966), Singer and Small 
(1966, 241), Small and Singer (1973, 581), and Wallace (1971, 26), on a combination of these 
attributes. That is, a diplomatic mission is established when the receiving state is a relevant actor 
in multiple dimensions. However, which dimensions are these?

The existence and the magnitude of a diplomatic mission are the highest degree of mutual 
acknowledgement between actors (Wouters et al. 2013, 511). The costs involved in opening and 
maintaining a representation are a practical limitation which often compels parties to set priority 
criteria. This is a classic trade-off, as opening an embassy in one place possibly means not opening 
it elsewhere. Thus, it is necessary to investigate, amidst the plethora of relevant dimensions, which 
ones are most important.

Based on an exhaustive literature review, Duque (2018, 579) presents a typology grouping 
relevant dimensions in two main categories: material resources and fundamental values. Among 
the former, she underscores economic, military and technological capabilities – features regarded 
as salient by a several authors. As for the latter, scholarship highlights: political system or ideology, 
culture or civilization and, finally, moral superiority.6 Another important variable in explaining 

5 See, however, Rodrigues et al. (2019) for a recent attempt.
6 However, some of the surveyed authors contribute to both categories: Gilpin, Larson & Shervchenko, Neumann, Luard and also Schweller. 
For more details, see Table 1 at Duque (2018, 579).
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variation in diplomatic representation, as suggested by Karns and Mingst (2013, 142) and by 
Hampson et al. (2013, 320), is whether the state headquarters Inter-Governmental Organizations 
(IGOs).7 While it is acknowledged that the listed attributes matter, their relative contribution to 
the size of a diplomatic mission is still unknown.

Additional reasons could equally impact on the size of a diplomatic mission. Analyzing the 
US-UK tandem, Smith (1990, 135) shows that the international scenario is characterized by what 
he calls special relationships. He argues, however, that such bonds occur between governments and 
not national societies, as the latter can, under certain circumstances, entertain different worldviews. 
In the same vein, a second clue is offered by Hocking and Lee (2006), which propose the notion 
of Enhanced Representation, which, as they understand, transcends the specific US-Canada case, 
since this idea comprises general problems, common to any government attempting to reconcile 
proximity pressures with the growing number of relations which undertake, in some form, a 
character of specialness. The analyses by Smith (1990), and Hocking and Lee (2006), suggest 
that, in fine, there are special relationships in world politics and that those state bureaucracies 
which are well aligned and determined should ensure that these links become enduring. Often, 
this is translated via a greater number of bilateral agreements, which act as catalysts and guiding 
posts. As stressed by Art (1973, 486) once the internal and external constraints are known, the 
bureaucracy can perform a relevant role.

The dynamics of bureaucracies in face of external stimuli have been approached frequently in 
political science. Mary Douglas, based on Durkhein and Fleck (1986, 126), argues that “institutions 
systematically guide individual memory and channel our perceptions in ways compatible with the 
relationships that authorize them. They render essentially dynamic processes fixed, hiding their 
influence and triggering our emotions in a standardized extreme on standardized questions.” Taking 
into account Bennet and Howlett’s (1992) discussion on policy learning and policy change, the 
concern is to investigate how Itamaraty’s bureaucracy has addressed the dynamism of diplomatic 
reality and the need to galvanize guiding perceptions.

It is important to stress that we approach bureaucracies by emphasizing the employees and 
the relationships among them, as suggested by Crozier (1971). That is, we assume an insulation 
between hierarchical levels, leading to a chasm between goals. High and low-level bureaucrats are 
at odds: the former closely adheres to the guidance originated at the seat of political power; the 
latter, less permeable, seek instead “a quiet life which may best be ensured by slavish adherence 
to the rules, whatever they are” (McLean and McMillan 2009, 55). As highlighted by Girglioli 
(1997, 129), this is a perspective focusing on the conflicts within the legal-bureaucratic logic. 
Hence, our premise is that the average Itamaraty employee rationally calculates his/her actions, 
with regards to his/her navigation through the bureaucratic network, seeking chiefly self-benefit.

7 “The rapid growth in the number of international institutions in the 20th century […] gave further impetus to international negotiation 
processes […]. The obvious importance states attach to these bargaining processes is reflected in the sizeable cadre of professional international 
negotiators who are to be found not just in foreign ministries, but also in the many different functional departments and agencies of national 
governments that deal with cross-border issues” (Hampson et al. 2013, 320).
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Thus, this article articulates some of the dimensions summarized by Duque, placing them 
in a special matrix of internal and external constraints evoked by Art (1973), complemented with 
the notions of special relationships and of the bureaucratic paradigm as applied to Itamaraty. In 
short, as we will expound, the determinants of diplomatic presence refer to (1) external/structural, 
(2) bilateral (special relationship) and (3) bureaucratic factors.

Brazilian foreign policy in a changing international landscape

The US-led unipolar moment after the Cold War was rather brief. The main change took 
place with the rise of large economies from the global semi-periphery in the 2000s. They have 
both tilted the world economic epicenter and started to claim a more assertive role in global 
affairs, as crystallized with the emergence of the BRICS countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China 
and South Africa).

Though the literature is not unanimous regarding the rise of such countries as the harbinger 
of true multipolarity8, it is clear that the new actors are currently changing the distribution of 
power in the global arena. How does this restructuring affect the priorities and preferences of an 
intermediary country like Brazil? In order to answer that question, it is necessary to review the 
literature on the evolution of Brazil’s bilateral affinities.

The Brazilian crux: between North and South, the region and the world

Fonseca Jr. (1998) argues that during the Cold War, Brazil remained a thoroughly Western 
nation, though deliberately keeping the meaning of this label elastic. Culturally and historically, 
as put forth by Steiner et al. (2014, 43), Brazil is “the most Western of the emerging economies.” 
Since re-democratization, its paths to international insertion have also oscillated between integration 
and independence. In the 1990s, its main concern was recovering credibility before advanced 
democracies, but in the next decade it would welcome diversified South-South cooperation, a 
more autonomist agenda, and bolder claims to regional leadership (Vigevani and Cepaluni 2011).

This leads to the question of how important the region is. Though successive administrations 
have unvaryingly underscored the primacy of South America, scholarship remains divided. Some 
authors emphasize that Brazil sees the region merely as a stepping-stone for global ambitions 
(Spektor 2010; Vigevani and Cepaluni 2011; Lazarou and Theodoro 2015), or that Brasilia stands 
astride its region and the world (Malamud and Rodriguez 2014), and that its Global South identity 
at times eclipses its South American one (Mesquita and Medeiros 2016).

The choice between alignment with the wealthy West versus the Global South and its 
counter-hegemonic tendencies is an ongoing process (Rodrigues et al. 2019), not least because 
such dichotomy reflects fault-lines within Brazil’s own political elites, even within Itamaraty 

8 Cf. Cooper (2013) and Jacobs and Rossem (2014).
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itself (Mesquita 2016; Saraiva 2010). Thus, external forces interact with domestic factors in 
determining Brazil’s diplomatic presence abroad, which makes it necessary to pay closer attention 
to its internal institutions.

Itamaraty: institutional trajectory

In this section, we explore the domestic actor that has historically played the most important 
role in formulating and implementing Brazil’s foreign policy: the MRE. Based on a Weberian 
typology, Cheibub (1985) argues that the Ministry has evolved significantly in the course of its 
centennial history, from being a gentlemanly cabinet into a fully formal state bureaucracy.

Regarding the early efforts to train Brazilian diplomats, the author states that the Rio Branco 
Institute (Instituto Rio Branco – IRBr) was created to provide an ideational standard concerning 
international politics. Military institutions were a prompt inspiration. The training continuity 
found in both bureaucracies (diplomatic and military) regarding formation, rules of merit, and 
seniority, and career promotions testify to this similarity. According to Almeida et al. (2012, 8), 
because MRE had “strong esprit de corps, institutional memory, specialized training, and specific 
competencies,” its monopoly on Brazil’s foreign affairs helped to characterize this policy as a state 
policy; constant and predictable.

Analyses of the post-authoritarian period, in turn, tend to underscore Itamaraty’s prolonged 
insulation. Figueira (2010) argues that the organ’s openness to outside actors is issue-specific. 
Lopes (2014, 498), in turn, believes that the MRE remains a largely aristocratic entity, in spite of 
the growing participatory revindications. The single actor who has gained most agency in recent 
years regarding foreign policy is undoubtedly the Presidency, as the foremost representative of 
the country abroad (Cason and Power 2009)

Lastly, the Ministry’s robustness has also varied according to governmental priorities and 
budgetary availability. During the late 2000s, when Brazil experienced great economic growth, 
the MRE’s operations also expanded, both in terms of diplomatic presence and human resources.9 
This grand moment, however, came to a quick end. Brazil’s economic stagnation in the 2010s, the 
personal lack of interest in foreign policy of the new president, Dilma Rousseff, and the decrease 
in the MRE’s political clout relative to other ministries have pushed Itamaraty into a dark phase 
(Stuenkel 2014).10

Itamaraty’s policies on post ranking and personnel placement

In this section, we assess MRE’s administrative configuration and personnel policy, as detailed 
in its legislation and internal norms. At the moment this article was written, the main piece of 

9 At the height of that decade’s prosperity, the IRBr jumped from graduating 20-30 diplomats to 100 at a time (Bancillon 2016).
10 The Ministry’s first-ever employee strike in August 2016 over salary readjustment further demonstrated the extent to which it had become 
marginalized.



Diplomats, Quo Vadis? The determinants of Brazilian diplomatic presence

Rev. Bras. Polít. Int., 62(1): e014, 2019 Mesquita; Medeiros; Amelotti  

7

legislation affecting the organizational structure of the Ministry was the Decreto n.º 5.979 from 
06 December 2006 (Brasil 2006), and its later revisions.11 The competences and duties of the 
members of the Ministry are also spelled out in this decree and in MRE’s 2008 internal regiment 
(Ministério das Relações Exteriores 2008). The decision chain concerning the definition of staff size 
for missions abroad and their ranking begins with propositions by the Director of the Department 
of Foreign Service. These recommendations make their way up to the Minister of State, who 
ultimately decides on the issue. The process can be synthesized as in Figure 1:

Figure 1. Process for proposing ranking and staff size of Brazil’s posts overseas

Director of
Dept. of
Foreign
Service
(DSE)

Undersecr.
Gen. of
Foreign
Service
(SGEX)

Secretary
General

Minister of
State

Source: elaborated by the authors, based on MRE’s internal regiment (Ministério das Relações Exteriores 2008), specifically articles 31, 
161 and 217, and personal communication with MRE staff (May 2017).

From 1997 and onwards, the overseas personnel lists published by the MRE show the 
ranking of each post abroad.12 Ranks varied from A to C from 1997 until 2006 and A to D from 
2007 onwards. According to Art. 13 from Law n. 11.440 (29/12/2006) (Brasil 2006b), the end 
goal of the ranking system is “personnel movement” (movimentação de pessoal)13 and it is carried 
out by the MRE following three criteria: “the mission’s degree of significance, the specific living 
conditions at the headquarters, and the administration’s convenience.”14 Thus, countries which 
enjoy high quality of life and also are strategic for Brazil’s foreign policy should have predominantly 
A and B posts, while those states with low living conditions and no strategic significance rank 
lower, all mediated by the administration’s discretion. The ranking works as an incentives system: 
employees stationed at lower posts can receive higher salaries and benefits, and be first in line 
when vacancies open up in top-ranking stations, among others. The goal of this scheme is to try 
to reconcile MRE’s need to occupy “hard places” and the staff ’s preference for more agreeable 

11 This document was edited by later documents, the most recent being the Decreto nº 9.683 in 2019 (Brasil 2019). The seven organs of 
the Ministry’s structure remain the same. There were minor changes in the distribution of functions and names of the departments and/or 
secretaries to which they are attached. For instance, a “Department for the US” was created, while Canada was attached to the “Department 
for Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean,” Overall, the core of the 2008 Regiment remained intact.     
12 Mentioning to the A-C ranking system appears as early as the Decreto nº 93.325, from 01/10/1986 (Brasil 1986). However, personnel 
lists prior to 1997 do not show any information on post ranking.
13 All three careers of the Foreign Service (Diplomat, Chancellery Officer and Assistant) are concerned. 
14 All translations in this article were provided by the authors.
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destinations.15 Under the current system for personnel placement, the State Minister announces 
to the employees which posts are vacant, and candidates can apply for some destinations in order 
of personal preference. Yet, after the selection is concluded, no staff member is obligated to take 
a position in a given post. Therefore, the MRE has no tool, other than some career benefits, to 
convince employees to move to harsher countries.

Though the MRE frequently attracts academic interest, its personnel-related affairs have 
received minor attention.16 An important breakthrough in this domain was accomplished by Farias 
and Carmo (2015), who built an impressive dataset covering the creation of posts from 1819 to 
2010 and tracking the careers of 1768 diplomats. The authors offer a thorough overview not only 
of the quantitative distribution of diplomatic assets, but also of the evolution of the Ministry’s 
administrative and legislative frameworks.

Their main finding resonates with our central focus. Though the network of Brazilian embassies 
and consulates expanded so as to keep the pace of diversifying international interests, diplomats 
have clung to traditional posts in Europe and North America. The goals of the administration 
(to populate all stations according to national objectives) are frequently at odds with those of 
diplomats (who prefer places with better quality of life and career prospects)17, and incentives 
for preference change are small. Farias and Carmo’s data indicate that diplomats who serve in 
prestigious countries reach the top of their careers faster and more frequently than those serving 
elsewhere.18 The Ministry’s shortcomings in effectively implementing more predictable, transparent, 
and impersonal personnel allocation protocols have also curtailed the credibility of reform attempts.

Our work seeks to go beyond Faria and Carmo’s contribution by providing not only descriptive 
but also correlational inferences in two aspects: assessing which variables influence the MRE’s 
attribution of post ranking and which affect personnel movement. We attempt to provide such 
explanations resorting to multivariate regression, as we explain in the next section.

Data, variables and hypotheses

This research is designed to uncover the determinants of Brazil’s diplomatic presence. Specifically, 
we focus on mission size per country, as measured by the amount of total diplomatic staff on the 

15 For some of Itamaraty’s staff, both the ranking system and the planning for determining the size of the staff at each mission are not 
sufficiently clear. According to the 2017 president of the labor union of Itamaraty employees (Sinditamaraty), Suellen Paz, the classification 
criteria are not clear, so that the ranking serves mainly as an instrument for handling personnel placement. Regarding staff size, she states 
that there are no established criteria for how large a station should be, apparently due to a lack of strategic planning on the part of MRE 
(Personal communication, May 2017).
16 See, however, Teixeira and Steiner’s (2017) study on women in the Brazilian diplomatic service.
17 Some reasons for personnel deficit in harsh locations are unattractive salaries, lack of security, poor infrastructure, and everyday living 
difficulties for employees with families with children in school age (Personal communication with the president of Sinditamaraty and other 
MRE staff, May 2017)
18 The service track of the Foreign Relations Ministers and Secretary Generals testifies to the success of this strategy: the diplomats who 
held those positions spent 76% of their careers in Europe and North America and only 2% in Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Oceania.
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ground, since this can be an indicator of a partner’s relevance. As the MRE simultaneously decides 
not only on post size, but also on its ranking, and given that this classification is expected to affect 
personnel movement, we test for the determinants of this ordering as well. By speaking of determinants, 
it is implied that we wish to confront competing causal factors and assess what is, ceteris paribus, 
their relative contribution. Due to data availability, we will concentrate on the time period between 
2008-2015, as data for some of our variables were either unavailable (e.g.: population estimates) or 
underwent measurement changes (post ranking) in previous years. Below we explain in detail our 
data, hypotheses, and method of choice. For more extensive details, we refer to this article’s annexes.19

Dependent variables

The dependent variables in this study are (1) post ranking and (2) post size – as measured by 
the total number of stationed personnel. This information was obtained from the Rising Powers 
Diplomatic Network (RPDN) dataset (Mesquita 2019). The total count of employees combines 
all listed staff (diplomats, chancery officers, and assistants).

Independent variables

As mentioned, the determinants of diplomatic presence are classified in different groups: 
structural/external, bilateral (special relations status), and bureaucratic.

External and structural factors

Following the template adopted by Webster (2001), Neumayer (2008) and Kinne (2014), 
structural factors will be operationalized through measures of national wealth, trade, hosting of 
IGOs, geographical distance, and contiguity. We use GDP as an indicator for a country’s power 
and wealth; total bilateral trade with Brazil; number of IGOs headquartered in the country; a 
dummy for geographical contiguity; and distance between capitals.

Special relations status

Based on Smith (1990), Hocking and Lee (2006), Webster and Ivanov (2007), and Webster 
and Hadjimanoli (2014) we have operationalized the concept of special relations through the 
volume of bilateral agreements; size of expatriate community, and membership of specific interstate 
groups. It is particularly challenging to operationalize the concept of strategic partnerships or 
special relations, due in part to its overuse by officialdom (Lessa and Oliveira 2013). In order to 
establish whether any country had special relations with Brazil, we counted the number of bilateral 
agreements signed between them, as recorded at MRE’s online repository, Concordia.

19 The Annex, original datasets and replication materials can be found in Dataverse (Mesquita et al. 2019)

https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/53KIX8
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Migration-related factors might also be of significance. It is expected that MRE missions 
increase in complexity according to the demands of the resident Brazilian population. A larger 
expatriate community implies a greater load of consular work (e.g.: civil certificates, passports, 
etc.), thus requiring more staff. In order to count the number of Brazilians living abroad, we 
consulted a series of population estimates published by the MRE between 2008 and 2015.

Lastly, membership within certain key political and economic blocs has also been modeled. 
Specifically, the G7, BRICS, Mercosul, and the Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries 
(CPLP) groups were considered. The first two must be compared in order to contrast the relevance 
of traditional powers against emerging poles. The latter two are also necessary to account for 
the priority of the region, and of Lusophone countries, which have received growing attention, 
according to recent scholarship (Lima 2014).

Bureaucratic factors

Based on Douglas (1986) and Bennett and Howlett (1992), bureaucratic factors refer to: 
Post Tradition, Post Ranking, and Inertia. Post tradition was measured through the opening year 
of embassies abroad. It was considered that older posts are more traditional and, therefore, more 
coveted by MRE employees. We have gathered information on embassies and consulates, while 
legations and honorary stations were discarded. In total, we covered approximately 640 city-level 
records. Based on the decade when an embassy was first opened (or upgraded, if a previous station 
was not an embassy), countries were ranked on a 12-point scale.

Information on our second bureaucratic indicator, post ranking, was available at the RPDN 
dataset. Its four hierarchical values (A to D) were converted to a numerical scale (3 to 0). Values are 
assigned to individual posts within cities, so that country-level values refer to an overall national mean.

Thirdly, language can also be an important barrier or gateway for service abroad. In order to 
function properly in a foreign country, an employee is expected to have working knowledge of its 
official languages. As it is not possible to assess the linguistic skills of every employee, we chose 
the Ministry’s language training as a proxy. Three languages are mandatory in IRBr’s curriculum: 
English, Spanish, and French, also being  required in admission exams. Hence, MRE employees 
are expected to be more inclined to work in countries wherein the official language is either 
Portuguese or one of the three mandatory IRBr languages.

Lastly, diplomatic inertia was calculated as the number of diplomatic personnel at each post 
in the preceding year. In other words, through lagged dependent variables.

Summary and hypotheses

Table 1 provides a summary of our data. The columns present the four groups of determinants, all 
concepts, their respective empirical indicators and data source. The last column summarizes our working 
hypothesis for each variable, that is, whether its effect on amount of personnel should be positive or negative.
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Cross-sectional and panel data specifications

Our data were configured in two different specifications: cross-section and panel data. To afford 
initial insight, the original dataset, which has country-year data spanning from 2008 to 2015, was 
averaged to produce 7-year means for all numeric variables. The complete data panel for this study 
comprises observations of 133 partner countries over 8 years. Panel data is expected to yield richer 
information than a static cross-section analysis, since dynamic effects also can be modeled. These two 
specifications, cross-sectional and panel data, were employed at different stages during our analysis.

Results and discussions

In order to present our results, we first describe the data on Brazilian diplomatic presence. 
This overview will be useful in presenting a broad picture of the distribution of Brazil’s foreign 
policy assets. After this overview, we proceed to our regression analysis and hypotheses test.

Table 1. Summary of variables, sources and hypotheses

Group of 
determinants Determinant Empirical indicator Data source Effect on DV

External and 
structural

Contiguity Shared land border CEPII +

Distance Weighted distance between 
capitals CEPII -

Wealth GDP (bi constant 2010 USD, log) World Bank +

Trade Total trade (bi constant 2010 
USD, log) UN Comtrade +

IGO headquarter Number of IGOs headquartered 
in the country

Yearbook of 
International 
Organizations

+

Bilateral 
(Special 
relations)

Number of 
Agreements

Count of the number of 
agreements signed with Brazil (log) MRE +

Expatriate 
Community

Estimated number of Brazilian 
residents MRE +

G7 G7 membership +
BRICS BRICS membership +

Mercosul Mercosul membership +
CPLP CPLP membership +

Bureaucratic

Post Tradition 12-point scale on embassy 
antiquity Miscellaneous +

Post Ranking Post hierarchical ranking MRE (via RPDN) +

Linguistic Skill
Dummy for official language(s) of 
host country (Portuguese, English, 

Spanish of French) 
MRE/CEPII +

Inertia Number of employees in the 
previous year

Lagged dependent 
variable +

Source: elaborated by the authors.
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Overview of Brazil’s diplomatic presence

Several important indicators are available at the MRE personnel lists, summarized by the RPDN 
dataset. We focus on three to present an overview of Brazil’s diplomatic presence: number of posts, 
personnel size, and post ranking. Brazil’s diplomatic presence in the world has undergone a significant 
increase. In 2008, Brasilia had a total of 186 representations in 115 countries. As of 2015, that number 
increased to 226 posts across 142 countries. In 2008, 1771 employees were stationed overseas, 2086 in 
2015. The all-time maximum of the series was 2013, when Itamaraty registered 2115 employees abroad.

According to the Lowy Institute Global Diplomacy Index,20 which counts the number of 
Embassies/High Commissions, Consulates/Consulates General, and Permanent Missions, Brazil 
ranks 9th in the overall ranking of global diplomacy, coming behind the United States, China, 
France, Russia, Japan, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and Germany. Comparatively, it can be said 
that Brazil’s diplomatic presence is amid the most important worldwide. 

Concerning post raking, as previously highlighted, since 2008 stations are classified by the 
Ministry from A to D. Figure 2 summarizes information on post ranking, number of stations, 
and personnel size. The choropleth shows each city in which Brazil has a station with a circle, as 
of 2015. Circle color indicates post ranking, while size represents number of employees.

Figure 2. Number, rank and size of Brazilian diplomatic posts in 2015

Ranking
A
B
C
D

Source: elaborated by the authors, based on MRE’s personnel lists. For an animated version with yearly values, see <https://1drv.
ms/v/s!Au9STQ1wQqQu2HKGnayU20Cb4niV>

20 Index data refers to 2017. See: https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/country_rank.html (Accessed on 25/09/2019)

https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/country_rank.html
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The figure reveals that the Americas concentrate the bulk of Brazil’s posts and personnel 
(approximately 38% of posts and 48% of personnel). Along with the Americas, Western Europe 
stands out as more populated by Brazilian diplomats than other regions. With regards to post 
rank, North America and Western Europe alone concentrate nearly 90% of all A posts. B stations 
are mainly assigned to Latin American and Caribbean countries, but they can also be found in 
Asia-Pacific and Eastern Europe. C and D posts are predominant in Africa, Asia and the Caribbean. 
By dividing the quantity of stationed employees by the number of posts, we arrive at a ratio of 
people per station. Table 2 shows these amounts per geographical region.

As indicated, Brazil’s global average is 8 to 9 people per station. The Americas and Europe 
are above this amount – as well as multilateral organizations, – while the remaining regions are 
below. Africa is the region with the least people per station, followed by the Middle East. In 
order to assess which factors explain these regions’ rankings and staff size, we must now rely on 
statistical inference.

Determinants of post ranking

To what extent do the three criteria declared by the MRE (strategic significance, living 
conditions, and the administration’s convenience) explain post ranking and which are the most 
relevant? From these criteria, two can be operationalized through empirical variables (strategic 
significance and living conditions), while the administration’s discretion is beyond such direct 
assessments. Specifically, strategic importance was measured via country GDP and number of 
bilateral agreements with Brazil, while quality of life was gauged through Human Development 

Table 2. Average number of stationed employees per post, by geographic region (2008-2015)

Posts Personnel
Personn./Posts ratio

Mean % Mean %

Africa 35.6 17.5 189.4 10.4 5.3

Americas 78.4 38.4 872.6 48 11.1

Asia 26.3 12.9 170.6 9.4 6.5

Europe 44.8 21.9 457.1 25.1 10.2

Oceania 3 1.5 24.4 1.3 8.1

Middle East 14.5 7.1 81.6 4.5 5.6

International Orgs. 1.5 0.7 22.4 1.2 14.9

Overall mean 29.2 14.3 259.7 14.3 8.8

Source: elaborated by the authors, based on MRE’s personnel lists.
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Index (HDI) scores21 (all in log values). Our dependent variable, post ranking (A-D), is best 
conceptualized as ordinal. Hence, we utilized Ordinal Logistic Regression. For the sake of 
parsimony, we simplified our dataset to a cross-section, averaging the 2008-2015 values. Table 
3 presents our results.

To ensure comparability, all regressors were standardized. As their natural values were logged, 
the numerical interpretation of the coefficients is not straightforward. Yet, it is visible that all 
variables were significant, being HDI the most consequential one in determining post ranking. 
This salience is also visible in Figure 3. The top three histograms indicate the actual frequency 
of posts per rank, cross-plotted over the GDP, number of agreements and HDI value ranges. The 
three plots below show the probability curves based on the coefficients for the same variables 
calculated by our model

21 United Nation’s HDI scores obtained via the Quality of Government (QOG) dataset (Teorell et al. 2017).

Table 3. Results for ordinal logistic regression on post ranking

Stand. Coef. Odds ratio
GDP (log) 0.58** 1.79

(0.28)
N. Agreements (log) 0.83*** 2.30

(0.25)
HDI (log) 3.60*** 36.48

(0.56)
Intercept

D|C -0.76**
(0.32)

C|B 3.56***
(0.52)

B|A 6.45***
(0.78)

Observations 134
AIC 176.61
logLik -82.31

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
Source: elaborated by the authors.
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Figure 3. Empirical and theoretical distribution of post rankings for each independent variable
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Source: elaborated by the authors. Each curve in the bottom plots indicates the probability that a given observation will fall under a 
given raking, based on its GDP, number of agreements and HDI values.
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The top histograms reveal that the four hierarchical ranks are most clearly separated across the 
HDI dimension, while measures of GDP and number of agreements present a weaker differentiation 
across rankings. HDI’s probability curves also reach higher values and show steeper curves, 
confirming this variable’s strength in predicting a post ranking.

The model correctly predicted 70% of the 134 post rankings based on these three variables. 
For the 40 posts which were incorrectly predicted, we can conceptualize this divergence as the 
unobservable element of the administration’s convenience. Our model misclassified D posts more 
often, predicting a higher ranking instead. This is perhaps indicative that the administration is 
more active in downgrading posts, possibly as a way to create incentives. Underestimations also 
occurred for higher rankings, indicating that the administration acts to lift some stations to 
superior grades than warranted by GDP, strategic importance and HDI.22

In conclusion, the results indicate that the criteria professed by MRE indeed affect post 
ranking. However, quality of life was a much stronger predictor than metrics related to strategic 
significance. The administration’s discretion came into play more frequently in offsetting the 
classification of lower-order posts.

Determinants of diplomatic presence

A full investigation of the relative impact of all determinants requires multivariate regression. 
As expounded, we utilize both cross section and panel data. Table 4 below presents our results. 
Models (1) to (4) were applied to the cross-sectional version of our dataset. Model (1) applies 
the full OLS model with all determinants, while (2) removes two variables: GDP and Post 
Rank. The former was suppressed due to high collinearity23; the latter, as suggested by our 
analysis in Section “Determinants of post ranking,” is partly caused by factors such as wealth 
and political importance, creating issues of endogeneity. As our main dependent variable is 
count data, we have also resorted to Negative Binomial regressions (Models 3 and 4). Models 
(5) to (6) concern our full panel. Hence, they possess time-related variables such as “inertia” 
(lagged dependent variable, LDV, at lags 1 and 2), “t” (time trend) and dummies to capture the 
fixed effects of each year. Pooled OLS was the preferred approach for panel data regression.24

22 Cases of underestimation include some European countries of moderate importance, such as Spain and Austria, but also BRICS members, 
e.g.: India and South Africa. Hence, both Northern and Southern partners seem to be upgraded beyond their structural credentials by the 
administration’s convenience.
23 VIF score is greater than the recommended threshold of 10.
24 Pooled OLS is not recommended in cases of severe unit heterogeneity, as well as if serial correlation of error terms is present. We opted 
to use it in spite of such possible limitations because (1) alternative approaches (Fixed Effects, First Differences) prohibit us from testing 
time-invariant variables, which are of theoretical interest; (2) the time dynamics of the data are not expected to be severe, as this dataset 
has only 8 time periods but 133 countries (N>T); and (3) heterogeneity tests revealed no individual effects in our model, only year effects 
(Mesquita et al. 2019).



Diplomats, Quo Vadis? The determinants of Brazilian diplomatic presence

Rev. Bras. Polít. Int., 62(1): e014, 2019 Mesquita; Medeiros; Amelotti  

17

Table 4. Results for multivariate regression models

Number of personnel 
(log)

Number of personnel 
(count)

Number of personnel 
(log)

OLS Negative Binomial Pooled OLS
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Structural/External
Contiguity 0.91*** 0.68*** 0.66*** 0.55*** 0.19*** 0.14***

(0.18) (0.16) (0.18) (0.15) (0.05) (0.05)
Distance -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00 -0.00

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
GDP (log) 0.08** 0.05 0.01

(0.04) (0.05) (0.01)
Trade (log) 0.01 0.02 0.06 0.06** 0.01 0.02***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03) (0.01) (0.01)
N. IGOs 0.01 0.01* 0.01* 0.01** 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Special Relation Status
N. Agreem. (log) 0.01 0.01 0.07 0.07 0.01 0.01

(0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.01) (0.01)
N. BR Resid. (log) 0.09*** 0.12*** 0.13*** 0.14*** 0.02*** 0.03***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
G7 0.71*** 0.77*** 0.47*** 0.51*** 0.16*** 0.16***

(0.16) (0.17) (0.15) (0.15) (0.05) (0.05)
BRICS 0.74*** 0.78*** 0.62*** 0.64*** 0.17*** 0.16***

(0.17) (0.18) (0.17) (0.17) (0.04) (0.04)
Mercosul 0.77*** 0.88*** 0.55*** 0.60*** 0.11** 0.11**

(0.22) (0.23) (0.16) (0.16) (0.05) (0.05)
CPLP 0.65*** 0.43*** 0.51*** 0.40** 0.10** 0.07

(0.16) (0.15) (0.17) (0.16) (0.05) (0.04)
Bureaucratic Factors
Post Tradition 0.04** 0.06*** 0.03 0.05*** 0.01 0.01*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01)
Post Rank 0.14** 0.06 0.02

(0.06) (0.07) (0.02)
Language 0.13* 0.02 0.20** 0.13 0.05* 0.03

(0.08) (0.07) (0.09) (0.09) (0.03) (0.03)
LDV1 0.60*** 0.60***

(0.04) (0.04)
LDV2 0.17*** 0.18***

(0.04) (0.04)
t -0.01 -0.01

(0.01) (0.01)
Constant 0.56 0.36 -0.72 -0.66 -0.06 -0.14

(0.42) (0.30) (0.64) (0.42) (0.15) (0.11)

Observations 135 138 135 138 925 925
R2 0.90 0.88 0.92 0.92
Adjusted R2 0.88 0.87 0.92 0.92

F Statistic 73.97*** 
(df = 14; 120)

77.58*** 
(df = 12; 125)

451.44***  
(df = 23; 901)

493.61***  
(df = 21; 903)

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
Source: elaborated by the author. Values were not mean-centered. Dummies for individual year effects on Models (5) and (6) omitted from the 
table to improve readability. The years 2010 and 2011 presented a statistically significant positive effect on number of personnel, in contrast 
to baseline year 2008. Heteroskedasticity and autocorrelation robust SE were used for panel data (“Arellano” approach at the R plm package).
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Results indicate that structural factors were not prevalent. While contiguity was consistently 
relevant in all models, GDP and trade displayed the expected positive effects, but their significance 
tended to vary. Headquartering IGOs was significant particularly for the negative binomial 
models, though with small effects. The determinants relating to special bilateral relations, in turn, 
were thoroughly relevant. Membership in the G7, BRICS, Mercosul and CPLP were relevant in 
all six models. Perhaps due to the combined effect of these dummies, which capture the bulk 
of Northern and Southern nations that attract Brazilian foreign policy, the variable counting 
the number of bilateral agreements was emptied of its effect. As all four political groupings are 
dummies, their coefficients can be directly compared. Hence, belonging to the CPLP produces 
a more modest effect in comparison to membership in the other three groups. The Mercosul, 
G7 and BRICS groupings elicited the greatest effect over personnel size. However, since their 
magnitude in relation to one another varied across models, it is difficult to ascertain which 
bloc is the most influential. It can be noted, nonetheless, that their differences are within error 
ranges, and that some of the weight of G7 countries is shared with other variables, such as 
number of hosted IGOs.

Bureaucratic determinants presented the expected effects and were fairly consistent. Post 
tradition was statistically relevant in most models, albeit with timid effects. The effect of linguistic 
skills was stronger, but only relevant in the presence of post ranking. Bureaucratic inertia could 
only be tested in models (5) and (6) through the inclusion of LDVs. Due to serial correlation, two 
lags were needed. Their coefficients indicate that the previous number of employees is a strong 
determinant of future size. Overall, the magnitude of the coefficients detected by the panel data 
analyses was more modest than the other models’. This is expected, due to the inclusion of LDVs 
and year-effect dummies.

As not all determinants were in the same scale, we standardized models (1), (3) and (5), 
containing all variables of interest, so as to obtain an approximate reading of which factors were 
more important in determining personnel placement. The results are presented in Figure 4, 
which shows the beta-coefficients for all determinants, along with confidence intervals.

Though the magnitude of the effects of the three models differed, they tended to concur in 
terms of relative importance and direction. In order of relevance, the number of Brazilian residents, 
geographical contiguity and bloc membership (particularly the G7) consistently provided the 
foremost determinants. However, the Pooled OLS results also reveal overwhelming influence of 
diplomatic inertia (LDVs). In addition, all models predicted a similar intercept of approximately 
2, indicating that, when all determinants are held at their mean values, the number of stationed 
personnel should be of approximately exp2 = 7 people.
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Figure 4. Standardized coefficients for models (1), (3) and (5). 
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Source: elaborated by the authors. Statistically significant values at p< 0.05 are colored black.25

In summary, the findings are suggestive that a few elements are steadily influential in 
determining staff size. The predominance of the number of Brazilian residents indicates 
that MRE’s decision to allocate personnel is strongly motivated by practical, service-related 
matters, that is, to provide consular support to the expatriate community. Yet, it is difficult 
to disentangle its effect from that of country wealth, as Brazilians tend to migrate to more 
prosperous nations.26

Group membership was also thoroughly relevant, further confirming the importance of 
elements pertaining to bilateral relation status in explaining diplomatic presence. The narrow 
gap between the G7 and the BRICS is a sign that Itamaraty has been duly responsive to changes 
in international polarity, though no complete reversal can be asserted. Though BRICS countries 
exerted a strong pull, the effects of bureaucratic elements testify to the prolonged importance 
of traditional centers. The influence of post tradition (centennial stations were preferred to 
newer ones) and above all inertia indicate that Brazilian diplomats still attach great value to 
prestigious locations.

25 Note that only the independent variables were standardized to ensure comparability (dependent variables in negative binomial models 
cannot assume negative values). Hence, the beta-coefficients (b) must be interpreted as: an increase in +1 SD in the independent variable 
produces a b-fold increase in the dependent variable. As the dependent variable (number of personnel) is in log, the actual increase in 
number of people is equal to expb. Standardized coefficients are not widely used for Pooled OLS regression, so that its outcomes must be 
interpreted parsimoniously.
26 For the sake of parsimony, an attempt to disentangle both effects was reserved for the article’s Annex only. (Mesquita et al. 2019).
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Lastly, the region also stood out as consistently important, as displayed by the high impact 
of geographical contiguity and Mercosul membership. In fact, the added effects of these two 
variables suggests that Brazilian diplomatic presence in certain key South American neighbors 
can outweigh the staff size in other global destinations.

Conclusion

This research sought to assess the impact of several determinants on Brazil’s diplomatic 
presence. In particular, we set out to gauge the distribution of Brazilian posts and personnel; test 
the relative impact of MRE’s criteria in determining post ranking; and also the weight of structural, 
bilateral and institutional aspects in shaping the allocation of diplomatic staff.

Our overview of Brazilian diplomatic presence revealed a high concentration in the Americas 
and in Europe. Other regions of growing economic importance, such as Asia, or which are at 
least rhetorically emphasized, like Africa, remain under populated. We also concluded that the 
MRE abides to its official criteria in determining post ranking, with quality of life being the most 
relevant factor. In addition, the Ministry seems to be more discretionary in downgrading stations, 
perhaps to increase incentives. Yet, in light of the previously mentioned personnel scarcity in 
Africa and Asia, this inducement seems to be of little success.

As for the determinants of diplomatic presence, factors pertaining to bilateral relations were 
consistently relevant. The weight of the expatriate community indicates that personnel placement 
is a labor-driven decision, that is, a response to local demands for consular services. In addition, 
countries enjoying some form of special relation vis-à-vis Brazil were much more likely to host 
larger missions. BRICS countries also displayed a sizeable attraction in comparison to other groups, 
though it is hard to discern a clear superiority. Nonetheless, it is clear that Brazil’s engagement 
with emerging poles goes beyond rhetoric: it has been substantiated through the costly gesture 
of mission size expansion. 

The importance of regional neighbors, either due to Mercosul membership or contiguity, 
was also noticeable. The combined relevance of these elements propelled a few South American 
States well above some global partners, - G7 and BRICS alike. Hence, our analysis indicates that 
Brazil still places sizeable worth on its regional peers, even in face of its growing global profile.

The powerful effect of bureaucratic factors, chiefly inertia, reflects a preference for 
continuity. Current mission size was strongly affected by previous levels, which indicates that 
year after year diplomats tend flock to (or avoid) the same destinations. As an organization 
facing a changing environment, Itamaraty employees seem to remain sternly attached to 
traditional preferences. Nonetheless, as our conclusions regarding time-related factors were 
afforded by a rather simple Pooled OLS model, these dynamic aspects can be further explored 
by later studies employing more sophisticated models to account for spatial and temporal 
heterogeneities and interdependencies.
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Other strands of future research can productively complement the current findings. Though 
we ventured to identify causal relations, without additional in-depth analysis our evidence remains 
correlational at best. This particularly concerns qualitative studies delving deeper into the matter of 
how mission sizes are determined, or into MRE employees’ perspective concerning career-building 
strategies and on how they decide on which destination to serve.
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