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Abstract
A robust literature on the professional advancement of Chinese officials has paid comparatively little atten-
tion to an important elite group: the foreign policy bureaucracy. We introduce original data documenting
over 11,000 career assignments of 1,357 senior officials in the foreignministry from 1949 to 2023 and lever-
age these data to offer the first systematic analysis of who rises to the top of China’s foreign affairs system.
We find that diplomatswho spend a greater share of their careers in postings abroad are less likely to be pro-
moted to higher ranks than diplomats who remain at home – and that these patterns persisted even after
the professionalization of the foreign affairs bureaucracy. Meanwhile, the analysis finds only mixed evi-
dence that diplomatic performance assists promotion. The data and analysis draw attention to the unique
challenges of professional advancement in bureaucracies charged withmanaging China’s foreign relations.

摘要
关于中国官员职业晋升的大量文献对一个重要的精英群体—外交政策官僚机构—的关注相对较少。
本文基于一套原创数据,系统记录了1949年至2023年间中国外交部1,357位高级官员共计11,000余次
职务任命,并据此提供首个系统性研究,探讨哪些类型的官员更有可能晋升至中国外事系统的高层。
我们发现, 相较于在国内任职的外交官, 那些职业生涯中有更大比例时间在海外任职的外交官, 其
晋升至更高职位的可能性显著较低, 即便是在外事官僚机构经历专业化改革之后, 这一趋势依然
存在。同时,我们仅发现有限证据表明外交绩效显著促进官员晋升。本文的数据与分析揭示了在负
责管理中国对外关系的官僚机构中,官员职业晋升所面临的独特挑战。
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Diplomats play a central role in Chinese foreign policy.1 They are a key source of information about
political developments abroad, serving as the proverbial eyes and ears of the state,2 and are respon-
sible for implementing the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) foreign policy decisions, such as
those concerning the resolution of international conflicts,3 the negotiation of territorial disputes,4
participation in international organizations5 and the shaping of public opinion abroad.6

1 Medeiros and Fravel 2003; Loh 2024.
2 Klein 1960; Lu 1997; Liu 2001.
3 Weiss 2014; Cho 2021.
4 Fravel 2008; Chubb 2020.
5 Kastner, Pearson and Rector 2018; Fung 2019; Tan 2021; Fung et al. 2023; Leutert and Atkinson 2024.
6 Dukalskis 2021; Schliebs et al. 2021; Mattingly and Sundquist 2023; Brazys, Dukalskis and Müller 2023.
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Despite the important role that diplomats play, existing scholarship has not systematically exam-
ined their professional advancement. A rich body of work examines political mobility across a range
of other positions, including in the CCP central leadership,7 in provincial andmunicipal postings,8 in
military commands9 and in state-owned enterprises.10 Yet, there are comparatively few studies – and
no comprehensive data sources – that illuminate what helps cadres get ahead in the foreign affairs
system.11 A small number of studies have explored the demographic changes in the composition of
China’s ambassadors,12 but they do not directly consider why some diplomats advance up the ranks
while others do not. Instead, most of the scholarship examining the foreign affairs system takes an
institutional approach,13 describing organizational structures14 and documenting whether and how
interest groups,15 think tanks,16 advisers17 and bureaucracies18 shape policymaking. Although such
accounts are essential, they sidestep the question of who rises to the top of China’s foreign affairs
system.

Examining promotion patterns in China’s foreign affairs system is important for two key reasons.
First, Chinese diplomats – like diplomats in many other countries – illustrate the distinct, and some-
times counterintuitive, dynamics of careers involving foreign assignments. One of the core functions
of China’s diplomatic corps is to staff embassies abroad. On the one hand, foreign postings might
improve career prospects, allowing diplomats to showcase diplomatic skills and gain valuable experi-
ence and expertise about foreign countries. On the other hand, assignments abroad can deny cadres
opportunities to build the critical connections with patrons back home that may help to shepherd
their advancement to higher ranks – and could even raise suspicions about their political allegiances.
Second, promotion is a critical mechanism bywhich the CCP exerts control over its diplomats. Thus,
patterns of professional mobility not only shed light on the types of individuals (for example, which
gender, which qualifications, which professional experiences) Party leaders prefer to represent their
country, they also establish incentives that shape how diplomats perform their responsibilities, offer-
ing important insights into bureaucratic behaviour, ranging from the provision of information and
advice19 to the style of dialogue with foreign interlocutors.20

We address this gap by introducing original data on the professional backgrounds of 1,357 cadres
who constituted the senior ranks of the Chinese diplomatic corps from 1949 to 2023. We systemat-
ically identified all individuals who held positions at or above the rank of ambassador or assistant
minister in the foreign ministry. We then collected detailed information on each diplomat’s career
trajectory within the foreign affairs system. In total, we catalogued 11,296 career appointments for
the diplomats in our sample. We supplemented our collection by documenting other demographic,
educational and family background characteristics – as well as their placement inside and outside
the foreign ministry at the end of their diplomatic career.

These data facilitate the first systematic analysis of promotion patterns in China’s foreign affairs
system, yielding two main findings. First, we show that diplomats are more likely to gain promo-
tion when a greater share of their assignments are at home rather than abroad. While some foreign

7 Shih, Shan and Liu 2010; Shih 2022; Jost and Mattingly 2025.
8 Bo 2002; Choi 2012; Landry 2008; Landry, Lü and Duan 2018; Zeng and Wong 2021; Chen et al. 2023.
9 Wang, Peng, and Wang 2018; Mattingly 2024.

10 Leutert 2018; Leutert and Vortherms 2021.
11 On diplomatic appointments in other country contexts, see Lindsey 2023; Goldfien 2024.
12 Lu 1997; Liu 2001.
13 See, e.g., Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988; Mertha 2009.
14 See, e.g., Barnett 1985; Lampton 2001; Wuthnow 2017.
15 Shih 2008.
16 Rozman 2012.
17 Glaser and Medeiros 2007.
18 Swaine 2015.
19 Lu 1997; Jost 2023; Loh 2024.
20 Martin 2021; Leutert and Atkinson 2024.
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experience appears to be a requirement for promotion in the contemporary foreign ministry, too
much time abroad curtails a diplomat’s promotion prospects. An increase in the share of diplomat
posts abroad by one standard deviation decreases the chances of promotion to mid-tier levels by 48
per cent. We find this relationship is even stronger in the reform era, which past studies commonly
characterize as a period of higher professionalism in the diplomatic corps.21 The findings suggest
that assignments at home play a pivotal role in improving promotion prospects, even when such
assignments may reduce the amount of street-level experience a cadre possesses. Second, we find
mixed evidence that two key measures of diplomatic performance – experience in positions oversee-
ing negotiation of international treaties and in positionsmanaging international disputes – increases
the likelihood of promotion. Collectively, the article offers a first step in unpacking the politics of
promotion in China’s foreign affairs bureaucracy, drawing attention to how postings interact with
traditionalmodels emphasizingmerit and patronage in promotion, while also offering new empirical
resources that open doors to future research.

Promotion in the Foreign Affairs System
China’s leaders rely on the bureaucracy to help manage the country’s foreign relations. This bureau-
cratic apparatus, sometimes called the foreign affairs system (waishi xitong外事系统) and visualized
in Figure 1, plays several important roles: it collects and processes information used during foreign
policy decision making;22 it analyses potential foreign policies available to Party decision mak-
ers;23 and it interprets and implements foreign policy decisions through diplomatic engagement,
negotiation and public messaging.24

The role of the foreign ministry
TheMinistry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) is one of the principal organizations in China’s foreign affairs
system. The MFA is responsible for the unified management of foreign affairs, the facilitation of
foreign policy decisions, and the implementation of these decisions on behalf of the Party and the
state.25 The MFA also helps to manage the flow of information from Chinese embassies abroad to
the Party leadership. In addition to performing important tasks within the foreign affairs system, the
MFA is also one of the largest central bureaucracies in China. While the MFA started in 1949 with
only 170 cadres, its size grew to 1,536 (689 abroad and 847 domestic) by 1954, 3,259 (953 abroad
and 2,306 domestic) by 1965, and 5,115 (2,233 abroad and 2,882 domestic) by 1982.26 Estimates put
the contemporary MFA’s size between 4,000 and 5,000,27 making the MFA much larger than most
other central ministries.28 Thus, as Lu Ning summarizes, the MFA is “one of the most important
institutions of Beijing’s foreign affairs establishment.”29

The MFA is, of course, not the only organization involved in foreign affairs. In particular, the
MFA works alongside the CCP International Liaison Department (Zhonggong zhongyang dui wai
lianluo bu中共中央对外联络部, ILD hereafter), a Party organization under the Central Committee
that manages relations with foreign political parties, meaning that the ILD has traditionally assumed
more responsibility in the context of China’s relations with communist countries, such as North

21 Lu 1997; Liu 2001.
22 Lu 1997.
23 Lampton 2001; Jost 2023.
24 See, e.g., Medeiros and Fravel 2003; Weiss 2014; Fung 2019; Kastner, Pearson and Rector 2018.
25 Zhonggong zhongyang zuzhibu 2000, Vol. 16, 759.
26 On the size of the MFA, see Zhonggong zhongyang zuzhibu 2000, Vol. 15, 99, Vol. 16, 759; Pei 1989, 314; Martin 2021,

186.
27 Martin 2021, 186; Loh 2024, 104.
28 On the MFA’s size relative to other ministries, see Lu 1997, 20–21.
29 Lu 1997, 40. See also Loh 2024, 8, 23–24.
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Figure 1. Structure of China’s Foreign Affairs System
Notes: Organizational chart adopted from Swaine 1996, 363, and Lu 1997, 185. Composition of the Foreign Affairs Commission has been
updated based on the 2017 membership (Jost 2023). Dark/light grey denotes an organization in which at least 75%/25% of past leaders
(below the Party leadership) have professional experience in the MFA.

Korea. The boundary between the two organizations is often fluid, however, meaning that MFA
diplomats can rotate through the ILD and vice versa.30 We return to this point in our analysis.

The MFA’s size and functional responsibilities make it a centrally important source of person-
nel for promotion to the senior ranks of China’s foreign affairs system. As summarized in Table 1,
the majority of individuals who occupied the highest positions within China’s foreign affairs system
spent their careers in the MFA. Almost all state councillors for foreign affairs, deputy chairs/sec-
retaries of the Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group, and directors of the Foreign Affairs Office
previously served in the MFA. While other bureaucracies assume some responsibilities in foreign
affairs – such as othermembers of the ForeignAffairs Commission like theMinistry of State Security,
Ministry of Commerce, Ministry of Defence – the MFA has historically enjoyed responsibility for
managing and coordinating these activities. For example, since its establishment in 1958, the foreign
minister or state councillor for foreign affairs has overseen the routine affairs of the Foreign Affairs
Leading Small Group, such as inter-ministerial coordination.31 In addition, many past leaders of
other key foreign affairs organizations, such the Taiwan Affairs Office (29 per cent), the Hong Kong

30 For example, LuKang is anMFAdiplomat who has served as a deputyminister in the ILD since 2024, whereas SunHaiyan
is an ILDdiplomatwho served as ambassador to Singapore from2022 to 2023.We are indebted to an anonymous reviewer
for drawing our attention to this point.

31 On the MFA’s early role in the FALSG, see Zhonggong zhongyang zuzhibu 2000, Vol. 14, 611. On the MFA’s role
supervising routine affairs since the early 1980s, see Jost 2024, 141–42; Zou 1998, 132, 144, 160, 186.
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Table 1. Overview of Senior Leadership Appointments in China’s Foreign Affairs System

Position Appointments

Total
MFA

background

State councillor/vice-premier for foreign affairs国务委员/副总理 9 6 (67%)

Deputy chair/secretary, Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group
外事工作领导小组副组长/秘书长

6 5 (83%)

Foreign minister外交部长 13 10 (77%)

Director, Foreign Affairs Office外事办公室主任 10 8 (80%)

and Macau Affairs Office (29 per cent) and the ILD (42 per cent), worked previously in the MFA as
well.

Postings and promotion in the MFA
While there have been thousands of MFA diplomats since 1949, less than two hundred rose to top
positions – such as a vice-foreign minister, foreign minister, director of the Foreign Affairs Office
(waishi bangongshi zhuren外事办公室主任), secretary of the Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group
(waishi gongzuo lingdao xiaozu mishuzhang 外事工作领导小组秘书长)32 or state councillor for
foreign affairs (guowu weiyuan国务委员) – within China’s foreign affairs system. Examining such
promotion patterns is important because it illuminates the types of qualifications (for example, edu-
cation) and experiences (for example, cross-institutional appointments – gua zhi挂职) that the Party
hopes to cultivate in its future leadership. These criteria in turn shape the types of individuals who
assume leadership positions within the organization.More broadly, promotion patterns shape career
incentives,33 which affect patterns of bureaucratic behaviour. Purges during the Cultural Revolution,
for instance, discouraged diplomats from relaying sensitive information to senior leaders.34 Similarly,
some suggest that anti-corruption campaigns have encouragedmore belligerent publicmessaging by
Chinese diplomats.35

A long tradition of scholarship examines patterns of political mobility and professional advance-
ment to positions in the central,36 provincial,37 military38 and corporate39 leadership of the CCP. The
crux of the scholarly discussion hinges on the relative importance of two factors. First, some accounts
emphasize the importance of merit, suggesting that the Party rewards cadres who can demonstrate
expertise and competence through performance.40 Second, other accounts stress the value of patron-
age, suggesting that social connections allow individuals to shepherd a junior cadre’s rise to the
top.41

To date, however, the literature on promotion has devoted less attention to how, if at all, these
factors shape promotion in the foreign affairs system. In particular, the foreign affairs system fea-
tures a key characteristic not commonly emphasized in existing promotion models: foreign postings

32 The FALSG was renamed the Central Foreign Affairs Commission (Zhongyang waishi gongzuo weiyuanhui) in 2018.
33 Jiang 2018; Wang, Erik 2022.
34 Jost 2023.
35 Martin 2021, 201.
36 Shih, Shan and Liu 2010; Jost and Mattingly 2025.
37 Landry 2008.
38 Mattingly and Sundquist 2023.
39 Leutert 2018.
40 See, e.g., Li and Zhou 2005; Landry 2008; Zeng and Wong 2021.
41 See, e.g., Manion 1985; Shih, Shan and Liu 2010; Choi 2012; Jiang 2018; Leutert and Vortherms 2021; Shih 2022.
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– assignments that dispatch cadres abroad and during which time cadres have routine social con-
tact with political, economic, cultural and societal actors outside China. Of course, careers in other
CCP organizations can feature assignments abroad. As the name implies, however, such postings are
especially common in the foreign affairs system.

Foreign postings plausibly shape promotion patterns in unique functional, sociological and repu-
tational ways. First, from the perspective of merit-based promotion, foreign assignments could assist
with promotion because they allow diplomats to gain expertise through first-hand experience in for-
eign countries. Policy dictates that expertise should be a central component of personnel decisions in
the foreign affairs system. According to the PRC Act on Diplomatic Missions in Foreign Countries,
the Party officially prefers that diplomats have professional knowledge (zhuanye zhishi专业知识),
work skills (gongzuo nengli 工作能力) and language abilities (yuyan nengli 语言能力).42 Official
studymanuals for diplomats note the value of communication and cross-cultural skills, both to diplo-
matic personnel on an individual level and to the national interest generally.43 Diplomats who have
spent years working in Japan, such as Wang Yi 王毅, might thus be primed for advancement to
higher positions because they possess experience that Party leaders value.44 Foreign postings could
also offer unique opportunities to demonstrate performance, allowing Chinese envoys to showcase
their skills in managing disputes or negotiating treaties. Appointment as ambassador to the United
States, for example, allowed Yang Jiechi杨洁篪 an opportunity to help manage tensions during the
2001 EP-3 reconnaissance aircraft incident.45 Such merit-centric considerations may have become
more salient after a series of administrative and personnel reforms were introduced to the MFA dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s, which nominally placed greater emphasis on merit-based promotion46 and
paved the way for the “best educated and most competent careerists” to rise to the top of the MFA.47

Yet, foreign postings come with important downsides. For one, they shape the social ties diplo-
mats can build with patrons who can assist their future promotion. Compared to assignments in the
ministry headquarters in Beijing, foreign postings afford fewer opportunities to build professional
and personal relationships with a larger pool of patrons, which could be critical for promotion. For
example, postings in Beijing allowed Qi Huaiyuan齐怀远 and Liu Huaqiu刘华秋 to build connec-
tions to Ji Pengfei姬鹏飞 (foreign minister, 1972–1974), who later championed their promotion.
Postings in Beijing similarly helped Li Zhaoxing李肇星 and Shen Guofang沈国放 to develop ties
to Qian Qichen钱其琛 (foreign minister, 1988–1998).48

Foreign postings could also raise concerns about national loyalty, which is a central consid-
eration in personnel decisions within the foreign affairs system.49 By law, the Party demands
that diplomats be of good political quality and character (juyou lianghao de zhengzhi suzhi
he pinxing 具有良好的政治素质和品行).50 Diplomats are obligated by law to be loyal (zhong
yu 忠于) to the nation and people (zuguo he renmin 祖国和人民), to the constitution and
laws of the People’s Republic of China (zhong yu Zhonghua renmin gongheguo xianfa he falü
忠于中华人民共和国宪法和法律) and to their duties (zhong yu zhi shou忠于职守).51 PeterMartin

42 See the PRC Act on Diplomatic Missions in Foreign Countries (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo zhu wai waijiao renyuan
fa), Art. 6, https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/wjb_673085/zfxxgk_674865/zcfg/fl/201802/t20180214_9276668.shtml.

43 See Zhou 2023, 302–08. This manual is part of the Foreign Affairs Cadre Training Materials (Waishi ganbu xuexi peixun
jiaocai) series published by the China Diplomatic Academy (Zhongguo waijiao peixun xueyuan).

44 Martin 2021, 197–98.
45 Kan 2001, 4.
46 Lu 1997, 52; Liu 2001, 156, 167.
47 Liu 2001, 167.
48 Lu 1997, 63–65.
49 Martin 2021, 58; Loh 2024, 108–09.
50 Zhou 2023; PRC Act on Diplomatic Missions in Foreign Countries, Art. 6.
51 Ibid., Art. 8.
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goes so far as to suggest that Chinese diplomats are sometimes “more concerned with avoid-
ing charges of disloyalty than improving their country’s reputation.”52 One particular concern is
that foreign exposure could undermine loyalty by shaping political attitudes and beliefs. Alastair
Iain Johnston, for instance, traces how interactions within international organizations influenced
Chinese representatives to support more cooperative foreign policies, such as international arms
control agreements.53 Party officials might thus perceive, rightly or wrongly, that individuals who
have spent more time abroad are more likely to be sympathetic to foreign perspectives. In this way,
foreign experience may thus decrease the likelihood of professional advancement.54 For instance,
early Party leaders selected military officers to serve as China’s first ambassadors, despite their lack
of diplomatic experience, in part to ensure the loyalty of their senior representatives.55 Even today,
Chinese diplomats report that overseas education can undermine promotion prospects because of
exposure to ideas that contradict the Party’s ideology.56

In sum, foreign postings are a key aspect of careers in the foreign affairs system. It is possible that
the Party rewards such assignments because they confer unique expertise and offer opportunities
to demonstrate performance. Yet, it is also possible that such assignments undermine promotion
prospects through their effects on patronage or reputation for political loyalty. In the next section,
we introduce data to explore these two contentions empirically.

Data
To study professional advancement within China’s foreign affairs bureaucracy, we collected the
career histories of 1,357 senior Chinese diplomats from 1949 to 2023.57 One of the advantages of this
approach is that MFA diplomats comprise the vast majority of officials appointed to the most influ-
ential positionswithin the foreign affairs system.Our sample included any individual who had served
as an ambassador, assistant minister, vice-minister, minister or state councillor since the founding of
the People’s Republic.58 We believe this to be the most comprehensive resource to date documenting
the professional backgrounds of cadres within China’s foreign affairs bureaucracy. In the conclusion,
we return to ways in which future research might expand the scope of this collection.

The data collection relied on several sets of publicly available records and took place between 2022
and 2024. The first source was the MFA website, which provides the biographies of each ambas-
sador, assistant minister, vice-minister and foreign minister, including their education, background
and professional assignments.59 The second data source was Zhongguo waijiao cidian中国外交辞典
(Dictionary of Chinese Diplomacy), which is published under the direction of theMFA.60 A third data
source was a compendium of biographies of over four hundred Chinese ambassadors, entitled Wu
xing hongqi xia de dashi men五星红旗下的大使们 (Ambassadors under the Five Star Red Flag) and

52 Martin 2021, 9.
53 Johnston 2008, 160–191.
54 For a similar intuition in diplomatic ministries outside China, see Lindsey 2023.
55 Liu 2001, 15.
56 Loh 2024, 108–09.
57 Note that we use the terms “diplomat” and “diplomatic” as shorthand for individuals managing China’s foreign affairs,

regardless of whether they are assigned to a diplomatic role such as ambassador.
58 An ideal design would leverage the personnel records of the entire MFA organization, but given that such records are not

yet available, we focus on a pool of diplomats at a high enough rank that we can ensure sample completeness.
59 See “Zhongguo waijiao renwu” (Chinese diplomatic figures). Ministry of Foreign Affairs, https://www.mfa.gov.cn/web/

ziliao_674904/wjrw_674925/xrbz_674927/. Accessed May 2022. The foreign ministry’s records include individuals who
were removed from their position on disciplinary grounds, both during and after the Cultural Revolution. Using online
searches, we found only one disciplined diplomat whose name no longer appears in the foreign ministry’s records.

60 Tang 2000.
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overseen by senior diplomatic officials.61 Finally, to supplement these sources, we reviewedmemoirs,
as well as encyclopaedia entries.62

For each diplomat, we catalogued two types of background characteristics. The first were basic
demographics: birth year, birthplace, gender, level of education and family status. For education, we
identified whether the diplomat attended a civilian college as well as the focus of his/her studies.
For family status, we coded whether at least one of the diplomat’s parents was either a member of
the Central Committee or a senior MFA official (ambassador rank or higher). The second category
included experiences before entering the foreign ministry, such as service in the Chinese military,
service in the ILD, participation in the Long March, experience managing the Party’s international
affairs prior to 1949 and time living abroad.

Next, we examined each diplomat’s assignments within the foreign ministry, including positions
held early in his/her career (for example, staff, third, second or first secretary, division director, coun-
cillor, deputy director general). For each position, we collected the official title and location of the
posting, as well as start and end dates for the assignment. To ease comparability, we then reviewed
each assignment to identify the type(s) of regional (for example, Europe, Africa, North America)
and substantive (for example, protocol, personnel, translation, information, arms control, protocol,
research) issues associated with the posting. The full list of issue areas is provided in section 1.3 of
the online Appendix.63

Finally, we collected data on the nature and timing of the end of the cadre’s diplomatic career.
We first looked to see whether the diplomat was promoted to a higher rank within the foreign affairs
system. Next, we examined whether the diplomat secured another assignment after his/her last post-
ing within the foreign ministry. That is, after finishing their service inside the foreign ministry, some
Chinese diplomats continue their career in another branch of the Party or state (for example, the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences), allowing
for career advancement through an alternative route.We also identified if the diplomat was removed
from a position on disciplinary grounds, such as an allegation of corruption, mishandling of infor-
mation or other political errors. The codebook and an example set of codings for Han Nianlong
韩念龙 are provided in section 1.2 of the online Appendix.

Professionalization of the Foreign Ministry
Before turning to our statistical analysis of career advancement, we first explorewhat these data tell us
about the composition of the senior ranks of theMFA over time. This serves both to validate the data
collection procedures and to offer a detailed and systematic picture of demographic shifts within the
foreignministry since 1949, especially five changes emphasized by the existing literature as indicators
of the MFA’s increasing professionalism: (1) military service; (2) revolutionary backgrounds; (3)
higher education; (4) early exposure to foreign countries; and (5) gender diversity.64

As visualized in Figure 2, the data show that the composition of China’s senior diplomatic ranks
has changed dramatically over time. During the early Mao era (1949–1962), the senior diplomatic
corps was overwhelmingly populated by current or former military officers (ranging between 67 and
84 per cent). Examples include Wang Youping 王幼平, Geng Biao 耿飚 and Huang Zhen 黄镇.
Throughout this period, nearly all senior diplomats were male. While a large share of Chinese diplo-
mats during this period had lived abroad prior to joining the foreign ministry (as high as 67 per

61 Shen and Shen 1993.
62 Bartke 1997. Waijiao bu waijiao shi yanjiushi 1996, a six-volume compendium of recollections of diplomatic service, was

particularly helpful. Encyclopaedia entries on Baidu were consulted when no other sources were available.
63 The official title of assignments typically made identifying issue areas straightforward. In the case of assistant and vice-

minister assignments, however, official titles do not contain specific information. Through consulting a variety of sources,
we were able to identify which MFA departments the individual oversaw for the vast majority of cases.

64 Lu 1997, 52–53; Liu 2001, 153–163.
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Figure 2. Professionalization Trends in the Foreign Ministry, 1949–2023

cent), this number steadily decreased over time. Between 4 and 11 per cent of senior MFA diplomats
rotated through the ILD. Even in the MFA’s early years, however, there were some signs of profes-
sionalization. The number of individuals with higher education in civilian colleges rose from 48 per
cent in 1950 to 64 per cent in 1962. Similarly, the share of senior diplomats with the revolutionary
credential of having participated in the Long March fell from 52 per cent in 1950 to 20 per cent in
1962.

In the late-Mao era (1963–1976), the senior diplomatic corps remained dominated by males (99
per cent on average) with military backgrounds (81 per cent on average). Examples include Xiong
Xianghui 熊向晖, Liu Zhenhua 刘振华 and Li Yaowen 李耀文. Beginning in 1963, the share of
senior diplomats with higher education steadily decreased, falling from 63 per cent in 1963 to its
low point of 39 per cent in 1976. This may have reflected political criticisms directed at the foreign
ministry both before and during the Cultural Revolution.65

The data suggest, however, that the most dramatic change in the Chinese diplomatic corps
occurred during the early 1980s. These data pinpoint three changes associated with the foreign min-
istry’s professionalization following the 12th Party Congress in 1982. First, the number of Chinese
diplomats with military backgrounds dropped precipitously, falling from 66 per cent in 1982 to just
1 per cent by 1998. Similarly, the share of diplomats who had rotated through the ILD was low com-
pared to the early Mao era, averaging about 4 per cent. In 1992, for instance, the data suggest that
only three individuals with ILD backgrounds (Dai Bingguo戴秉国, Yang Zhenya杨振亚 and Zhu
Chengcai祝成才) were in the MFA’s top ranks. Second, the share of diplomats with higher educa-
tion rose from 42 per cent in 1982 to 96 per cent in 2003. By the 2010s, virtually all Chinese diplomats
were college educated. At precisely the same time, there was a major change in the share of cadres
specializing in foreign languages prior to entering diplomatic service.While only roughly 22 per cent
of diplomats had specialized in foreign languages during their higher education in 1982, 88 per cent

65 Jost 2023.
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of diplomats had done so by 2003.66 Third, gender diversity increased over the same period. Between
1982 and 2022, the share of women in the senior ranks of the Chinese diplomatic corps (for exam-
ple, Fu Ying傅莹, Zhang Jinfeng张金凤 and Zhao Baozhen赵宝珍) grew from 2 to 11 per cent,
although we note this remains lower than the gender composition of the CCP, as well as Chinese
society more broadly.

Overall, descriptive analysis of these data complements past qualitative studies, which have noted
a general trend towards professionalization within China’s ambassador corps over time. The high
level of detail in the data, however, pinpoint the timing and scope of these changes. We now turn to
our primary question of interest: what types of backgrounds and experiences help Chinese diplomats
to professionally advance?

Analysis of Promotion in the Foreign Ministry
To analyse promotion patterns within the Chinese foreignministry, we perform two sets of analyses.
The first examines promotion to vice-minister rank. The second examines promotion to positions
above vice-minister rank. We first discuss measurement and model specification before presenting
each analysis in turn.

Research design
To study prospects for promotion within the MFA, we transformed the data on diplomatic appoint-
ments into a time-series format. Promotion decisions within the foreign ministry are made by
comparing cadres at similar stages of their career at discrete periods of time.67 As such, each
observation is a diplomat-year (for example, Zhang Wenjin 章文晋–1978 or Zhou Wenzhong
周文重–2002).68 We create three measures that serve as our explanatory variables. First, we measure
the share of the diplomat’s senior postings abroad relative to those in Beijing. Here, senior postings
refer to assignments after appointment as ambassador, assistant minister or director general. A post-
ing as the ambassador to Poland would increase this measure, whereas a posting as director general
for North American affairs in Beijing would decrease it.

Next, we create two measures that capture observable and salient aspects of a diplomat’s per-
formance. The first is a count of the number of international disputes that coincided with the
individual’s past assignments.69 The dispute count increases the more a diplomat served in positions
that allowed him/her to manage the resolution of such disputes. Because we lack data on China’s
international disputes for more recent years, the study period for all regression models restricts the
sample to from 1949 to 2014. The second measure is a count of the number of international treaties
that were successfully signed during the diplomat’s prior assignments. To that end, we collected
metadata on 7,066 treaties signed between China and foreign countries between 1949 and 2022.70
The treaty count increases the more a diplomat served in positions that allowed him/her to con-
tribute to successful negotiation. We explore the possibility that cooperative performance may be
weighted by the country’s status in section 2.7 of the online Appendix.

Two points are worth noting. First, international agreements and crises are typically man-
aged by multiple actors. Our measurement approach assumes that senior assignments, such as an
ambassadorship, would afford opportunities to contribute to the group effort; this does not imply
that individuals managed these events in isolation. Second, our analysis can evaluate whether two

66 We visualize the higher education focus of the diplomatic corps in section 2.1 of the online Appendix.
67 Our approach also follows past scholarship on promotion within the CCP and Chinese bureaucracy (e.g. Landry, Lü and

Duan 2018; Mattingly 2024).
68 Note that this includes officials still serving at the time of the analysis.
69 We identify these international incidents based on the Dyadic Militarized Interstate Dispute dataset. Maoz et al. 2018.
70 The details of all treaties are available at the People’s Republic of China Treaty Database (Zhonghua renmin gongheguo

tiaoyue shujuku), maintained by the MFA (http://treaty.mfa.gov.cn/web/index.jsp).
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observable aspects of performance (dispute management and treaty negotiation) shape promo-
tion prospects, but it cannot assess whether the performance of other diplomatic responsibilities,
such as dispatching cables, managing foreign engagements or delivering routine messages, shapes
promotion.71

Ourmainmodels employ logistic regression with two-way fixed effects for Party congress and the
duration of time the individual spent within the senior diplomatic corps.72 The first term captures
unobserved variation in promotion dynamics unique to particular Party congresses. The second term
captures the intuition that Party leadersmaymake promotion decisions in part by comparing a given
diplomat to peers at similar career stages (for example, first year as an ambassador relative to sixth
year as an ambassador). In addition, we specify amodel with several demographic controls, including
gender, military background, ILD status, princeling status and higher education. Finally, we employ
robust standard errors clustered on the diplomat.

Promotion to vice-minister rank
For our first set of analyses, the dependent variable is promotion to a position with the rank of vice-
minister. For these models, individuals enter the sample when they reach the lower ranks of the
senior diplomatic corps. The dependent variable is coded as 1 if they were promoted to vice-minister
during that year and 0 if not. As summarized in Table 2, this includes three types of positions:
vice-foreign ministers; ambassadors with vice-minister rank; and other positions within the Party’s
foreign affairs systemwith vice-minister rank.73 Individuals drop from the sample after they are pro-
moted. Promotion to the vice-minister level is relatively rare: only 180 (about 13 per cent) of the
diplomats reach this level.74

Model 1 of Table 3 presents the results of a parsimonious model without controls that exam-
ines the relationship between foreign posting share and promotion. The results show a negative and
statistically significant relationship between larger shares of assignments in China’s embassies and
promotion. A one standard deviation increase in the share of foreign postings decreases the odds of
promotion by 48 per cent.Models 2 and 3 report parsimoniousmodels that include our twomeasures
of performance. Promotion is positively associated with experience managing international disputes
and negatively associated with experience overseeing treaties, although the statistical significance of
the relationship varies considerably across models.

Next, we consider these factors alongside other characteristics that might confound the rela-
tionship between foreign assignments and promotion. In particular, one question is whether talent
underpins both assignment to domestic posts and promotion to higher positions within the for-
eign ministry. To probe this possibility, Models 4 and 6 include a proxy for the diplomat’s talent
level: a count of the number of junior assignments in countries that are a geopolitical priority for
China.75 The observed relationships between share of time abroad and diplomatic promotion remain
the same as in the parsimonious models. While we caution against a causal interpretation of the
results, the findings suggest that individuals who spend more time in Beijing are promoted at higher
rates.

71 Ideally, we would directly measure performance based on internal assessments, such as performance reviews. Given that
such data are not available, we opt for high-visibility indicators that would likely be included in performance evaluations.

72 For simplicity, we fit the experience variable into three-year intervals, which is the approximate duration of an average
senior posting. We obtain similar results using a continuous experience count.

73 MFA department director generals and assistant ministers both hold department-level rank (zhengsi ji), although the
latter enjoy some of the privileges of vice-minister rank. Most ambassadors hold department-level rank. Ambassadors
assigned to high-status countries hold vice-minister rank (fubu ji). Ambassadors assigned to low-status countries can
hold division level (zhengchu ji) or deputy department level (fusi ji) rank. Ambassadors to the World Trade Organization
also have vice-minister rank but are not traditionally staffed by foreign ministry cadres.

74 As a robustness check, we evaluate a cross-sectional model in section 2.2 of the online Appendix and find similar results.
75 We coded geopolitical priority countries as those to which China assigns an ambassador with a vice-minister rank.
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Table 2. Organizational Hierarchy within the MFA Sample

Rank Category Positions

Minister (and above) Positions outside MFA · state councillor/vice-premier for foreign affairs

· deputy director/secretary, Foreign Affairs Leading Small Group

· director, Foreign Affairs Office

· director, Taiwan Affairs Office

· director, Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office

· director, Hong Kong Liaison Office

· chair/vice-chair, National People’s Congress Foreign Affairs
Committee

· chair/vice-chair, Foreign Affairs Committee, National
Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference

· minister, International Liaison Department

MFA headquarters · foreign minister

· Party secretary

Vice-minister Positions outside MFA · deputy director, Foreign Affairs Office

· deputy director, Taiwan Affairs Office

· deputy director, Hong Kong and Macau Affairs Office

· deputy director, State Council Information Office

· deputy director, Overseas Chinese Affairs Office

· vice-minister, International Liaison Department

MFA headquarters · vice-foreign minister

· deputy MFA Party secretary

· secretary, MFA discipline inspection committee

Abroad ambassador to…

· the United States

· Soviet Union/Russia

· United Kingdom

· France

· North Korea

· United Nations–New York, –Geneva (from 1990)

· Commissioner to Hong Kong or Macau

· European Union (from 2005)

· Japan (from 1993)

· Germany (from 1997)

· India (from 2009)

· Brazil (from 2009)

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Rank Category Positions

· South Africa (from 2010)

· Egypt (from 2019)

· African Union (from 2019)

Senior ranks MFA headquarters · director general

· assistant foreign minister

Abroad · ambassador

Another important question is whether the observed relationships are specific to particular time
periods. In particular, it might be the case that these dynamics subsided as theMFA professionalized,
establishing a more merit-based organizational culture. To explore this possibility, models 5 and 6
analyse a subsample of the data, which is restricted to the period from 1982 to 2014. Two results of
this analysis are noteworthy. First, the association between foreign postings and promotion remains
negative and statistically significant – and the substantive relationship is considerably larger. This
suggests that, even as the foreign ministry became more professional, it has become more important
for a greater share of a Chinese diplomat’s service to be in domestic, rather than foreign, postings.
Second, in the period after 1982, we find a positive relationship between promotion and experi-
ence with international disputes,76 but again, we find no systematic relationship between experience
managing treaty negotiations and promotion.

There are several potential interpretations of our findings regarding assignment history. One cat-
egory of explanation centres on how postings at home and abroad influence the strength and density
of the social connections that diplomats can build. To probe this possibility, we leverage these data
to create a measure of each diplomat’s social ties within the foreign ministry. We identify a network
tie as when two diplomats had worked in the same embassy – or in the same department of the
Beijing headquarters – at the same time. On average, diplomats in our sample had ties to 19 other
senior officials, but there is considerable variation between them. For example, in 1993, Tang Jiaxuan
唐家璇 possessed some 45 senior ties, while his contemporaries possessed 14 on average. Regression
analysis presented in section 2.5 of the online Appendix suggests that there is a systematic relation-
ship between posting history and senior ties within the MFA. A one standard deviation increase
in share of postings abroad is associated with a 14 per cent decrease in the number of senior ties
among diplomats competing for promotion to vice-minister level, and a 7 per cent decrease among
diplomats competing for minister-level promotion.

An alternate possibility, as discussed above, might be that foreign postings undercut percep-
tions of a diplomat’s national loyalty. To explore this possibility, section 2.4 of the online Appendix
presents an interaction model in which we compare the effects of foreign postings during peri-
ods of high and low elite unrest, such as the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution or the
Tiananmen Square crackdown. If foreign assignments undermined perceived political reliability, we
would expect that diplomats with a large share of foreign postings would be particularly unlikely
to be promoted during these periods of domestic political unrest. The analysis finds no significant
difference between periods of high and low domestic instability.

Promotion to minister rank
Do patterns in foreign and domestic assignments also affect advancement to minister-level lead-
ership positions in China’s foreign affairs system? We explore this question first by examining the

76 Section 2.6 of the online Appendix further probes these results based on the favourability of the dispute outcome.
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Table 4. Foreign Minister Career Trajectories

Name Tenure Background
Domestic
Postings Foreign Postings

Dispute
Management

Zhou Enlai周恩来 1949−1958 Revolutionary None None None

Chen Yi陈毅 1958−1972 Revolutionary None None None

Ji Pengfei姬鹏飞 1972−1974 Revolutionary Beijing,
1955−1972

E. Germany,
1950−1955

None

Qiao Guanhua
乔冠华

1974−1976 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1949−1974

None None

Huang Hua黄华 1976−1982 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1954−1960

Ghana, 1960−1965;
Egypt, 1966−1969;
Canada, 1971; United
Nations, 1971−1976

None

Wu Xueqian
吴学谦

1982−1988 ILD diplomat Beijing,
1958−1982

None None

Qian Qichen
钱其琛

1988−1998 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1976−1988

Soviet Union,
1955−1963,
1972−1974;
Guinea/Guinea-
Bissau, 1974−1976

None

Tang Jiaxuan
唐家璇

1998−2003 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1964−1969,
1985−1988,
1991−2000

Japan, 1978−1983,
1988−1991

None

Li Zhaoxing
李肇星

2003−2007 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1977−1983,
1985−1993,
1995−1998,
2001−2003

Kenya, 1970−1977;
Lesotho, 1983−1985;
United Nations,
1993−1995; United
States, 1998−2001

2000 Taiwan
dispute

Yang Jiechi
杨洁篪

2007−2013 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1975−1983,
1987−1993,
1995−2001,
2004−2007

United States,
1983−1987,
1993−1995,
2001−2004

1995 Taiwan
Strait Crisis;
2001 EP−3
reconnais-
sance aircraft
incident

Wang Yi王毅 2013−2022,
2023–present

MFA diplomat Beijing,
1982−1989,
1994−2004,
2007−2013

Japan, 1989−1994,
2004−2007

2004/2005/2007
Japanese
disputes

Qin Gang秦刚 2022−2023 MFA diplomat Beijing,
1992−1995,
1999−2002,
2005−2010,
2011−2021

United Kingdom,
1995−1999,
2002−2005,
2010−2011; United
States, 2021−2022

None

career trajectories of China’s 12 foreign ministers since 1949. As summarized in Table 4, most for-
eignministers had extensive experience working in theMFA headquarters. Prior to their promotion,
China’s foreign ministers spent over twice as much time on average in assignments at home than in
assignments abroad. Second, prior assignments abroad skew towards strategically important coun-
tries, such as the United States, Japan and the United Kingdom – although there are exceptions
to this pattern. Since the early 2000s, these postings coincided with significant international crises
abroad.

Next, we compare the career trajectories with those of the other MFA cadres at the time. We con-
struct a sample of diplomats who were eligible for promotion (i.e. vice-minister rank) during years
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Table 5. Diplomatic Postings, Performance and Appointment to Minister Rank

Dependent Variable: Promotion to Minister Rank

1949−2014 1982−2014

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Share of time
abroad

−2.402∗∗∗
(0.686)

−1.827∗∗
(0.824)

−1.770∗
(0.992)

−4.198∗∗∗
(1.172)

−5.603∗∗∗
(1.680)

International
disputes
(count)

−0.062
(0.214)

0.115
(0.247)

0.103
(0.242)

0.439∗
(0.228)

0.420∗
(0.236)

Diplomatic
treaties (count)

−0.167∗∗∗
(0.058)

−0.103∗∗
(0.048)

−0.142∗∗
(0.058)

−0.074
(0.064)

−0.188
(0.175)

Junior priority
experience (no.
of posts)

0.165∗∗
(0.069)

0.249∗∗∗
(0.096)

Male −2.281 −6.356∗∗∗

(1.421) (1.724)

Military
background

0.534
(0.721)

−0.460
(0.762)

Started in ILD 3.914∗∗∗ 6.342∗∗∗

(1.007) (1.479)

Higher civilian
education

0.206
(0.710)

0.708
(1.313)

Princeling −0.126 1.773∗

(0.839) (0.908)

Experience
count fixed
effects

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Clusters 18 18 18 18 11 11

McFadden
pseudo-R2

0.15 0.13 0.17 0.21 0.29 0.41

Observations 296 296 296 296 226 226

Note: Robust standard errors clustered by year. ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01.

when there was a minister-level appointment. The dependent variable is coded as 1 if the individ-
ual was promoted to a minister-level position within the foreign affairs system, and 0 otherwise. All
models continue to employ logistic regression with experience fixed effects. Given the small number
of individuals in the pool (n = 139), we estimate models with standard errors clustered on the year
rather than with period fixed effects. The small sample size also means that the results should be
interpreted with caution.

We report the findings of our statistical analysis in Table 5. Models 1, 2 and 3 report parsimo-
nious models estimating the relationship between promotion and foreign assignments, as well as
between promotion and performance. As in our analysis of vice-minister level promotion, we find
that a greater share of foreign postings is negatively associated with promotion. The results are sub-
stantively similar when including controls in model 4. The results remain statistically significant in
models 5 and 6, which subset the sample to the period from 1982 to 2014. Similar to the analysis
of diplomatic promotion to vice-minister ranks, the substantive relationship is larger in the reform
era.We find no consistent relationship between promotion and experiencemanaging disputes, while
the relationship between promotion and experience with treaty negotiation is negative across the full
sample.
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In section 2 of the online Appendix, we report several robustness checks, including a replica-
tion of our analysis using a cross-sectional specification, using alternative measures of performance,
dropping diplomats still holding positions at the time of our analysis, and controlling for the foreign
minister. Our main results remain consistent throughout. Section 2.12 of the Appendix also reports
additional models that account for current assignments in Beijing. The analysis again finds a posi-
tive relationship between assignment at home and promotion. We also report a number of empirical
extensions, including whether service as the MFA spokesperson or in international organizations
shaped promotion patterns. Finally, as shown in section 3 of the Appendix, the data suggest that,
apart from the period of bureaucratic instability during the Cultural Revolution, Chinese diplomats
have rarely been removed from their posts on disciplinary grounds.

Conclusion
This article introduces foreign assignments as a key aspect of promotion patterns in China’s for-
eign affairs system. It presents the first systematic analysis of professional advancement within this
system, introducing original data that offer a comprehensive resource to study China’s diplomatic
bureaucracy, and offers an important counterpart to other resources cataloguing elite career paths
within the CCP.77 Analysis of these data suggests, somewhat counterintuitively, that diplomats who
spend a greater portion of their careers gaining experience working in foreign countries are less likely
to rise up through the ranks than diplomats who remain at home.

The article’s main contribution is to showcase the important but comparatively overlooked
dynamics of professional advancement among the key bureaucratic actors responsible for informing
and implementing China’s foreign affairs. The findings speak to the unique ways that postings inter-
act with traditional factors shaping promotion, such as merit and patronage. While the Party may
value the street-level expertise and experience gained from foreign postings, countervailing factors,
particularly the ability to form social ties, seem to dominate in promotion decisions. While it may
pay to have some experience abroad, too many foreign postings can degrade a cadre’s promotion
prospects.

The findings also showcase the importance of career pathways that allow cadres to build ties
within their organization early in their careers, an intuition that may have applicability outside of
diplomatic circles. If diplomats – one of whose core functions is foreign engagement – stand to ben-
efit from assignments at home rather than abroad, this suggests that other bureaucrats may face even
higher costs to their career trajectorywhen they are dispatched to overseas posts. A similar logic could
also possibly apply to the opportunity costs of assignments at the provincial, district and municipal
levels relative to those in Beijing. In the People’s Liberation Army, for example, an assignment in the
Central Military Commission (such as Xi Jinping’s secretarial work for the-then defence minister,
Geng Biao) could improve promotion prospects more than time spent in low-level operational units.

Finally, the data and analysis identify important avenues for future research. Case studies might
delve more deeply into the correlations we observe between assignments, performance and promo-
tion. Future scholarship can also expand the scope of data collection to include other ministries and
organizations within the foreign affairs system, such as the ILD and the Ministry of State Security.
The data also open new opportunities for scholars to consider whether and how other factors, such
as personal relationships with the supreme leader or popular appeal with domestic audiences, shape
promotion in parallel. Future analyses could also examine alternative measures of performance and
compare promotion within the Chinese system to that in other country contexts.

Other lines of inquirymight focus on unpacking the potential effects of individual-level attributes
on bureaucratic behaviour. Do differences in education, prior military service or type of diplomatic
assignments colour diplomatic reporting or policy recommendations? Do such differences make

77 Shih, Adolph and Liu 2012; Landry, Lü and Duan 2018; Mattingly 2024; Jost and Mattingly 2025.
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some Chinese envoys more effective negotiators than others? Do social ties within the foreign min-
istry shape the likelihood that diplomatic messages are passed “up the line” of the foreign affairs
system, perhaps because diplomats are better able to route information through their own personal
networks rather than through formal reporting channels? Are different diplomatic backgrounds
and social networks associated with different policy positions? Overall, this article opens doors to
studying a central, but comparatively overlooked, part of the Chinese state responsible for managing
China’s foreign relations.
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