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Hope for Resolving Workplace Conflict
B Y TO M  YA Z D G E R D I

Tom Yazdgerdi is the president of the American Foreign Service Association.

PRESIDENT’S VIEWS

I
was serving as AFSA State VP when 

I wrote the November 2020 FSJ article, 

“Time for an O�ce of Con�ict Resolu-

tion.” It was about the need for such an 

o�ce because of the corrosive e�ect of 

bullying bosses on morale and the State 

Department’s work culture. 

I noted that this phenomenon, not 

the formal complaints that led to griev-

ances or EEOC �lings, accounted for 

the most messages we received from 

our members about workplace con-

�ict. (Please also see FSO Zia Ahmed’s 

eloquent January-February FSJ Speaking 

Out on why bullying has never truly been 

addressed and why we are all to blame.)

I am happy to report that the Work-

place Con�ict Prevention and Resolution 

Center (wCPRc) is about to be resourced 

and sta�ed up, hopefully as soon as this 

month or next, as the article from the 

Ombuds O�ce in this edition details. 

Full disclosure: AFSA had hoped a 

new anti-bullying o�ce would be estab-

lished within the Bureau of Global Talent 

Management (GTM), as outlined in the 

original plan, with a dedicated investiga-

tory arm and the ability to compel both 

sides in a workplace con�ict to come to 

the table and abide by center decisions. 

�e original plan could not go 

forward, stymied by some congressio-

nal opposition. So 

we do appreciate 

the department’s 

willingness to think 

creatively, leverage 

existing authori-

ties, and establish it 

under the Ombuds O�ce (S/O), which 

is part of the Secretary’s o�ce and led by 

the very able ombuds herself.

We all want the wCPRc to have a 

real e�ect in stamping out the scourge 

of bullying in all its forms. Having a 

dedicated point of contact within the 

department for reporting these abuses 

is an important �rst step. 

Previously, you could go to the 

ombuds if you were getting bullied, but 

that o�ce did not have a mandate, the 

resources, or sta� to triage at the case 

level. We hope they will now.  

�ere are those who remain skeptical 

about what this new center can achieve, 

which is completely understandable. 

�e Ombuds O�ce describes itself as 

con�dential, informal, impartial, and 

independent. It does not formally inves-

tigate allegations of bullying or serve as 

an advocate for one side or the other in 

a workplace con�ict. Nor does it issue 

binding decisions. 

We ask that you engage with and pro-

vide feedback to the center if you use its 

services—and even if you don’t. �e S/O 

can conduct consultations, coaching ses-

sions, and climate surveys for individual 

o�ces or entire missions, as needed. �e 

wCPRc will complement those func-

tions by serving as a point of contact to 

review, triage, and refer individual cases 

to bureau executive o�ces, S/OCR, and 

other units as appropriate. 

Please get involved, ask questions, and 

provide your thoughts. Once the center is 

up and running, please let AFSA know what 

you think of its operations and impact. 

�e wCPRc is meant to play a part in 

the oft-stated department e�ort to hold 

people accountable for their actions. 

�at is something that AFSA strongly 

supports and deeply hopes will amount 

to more than just words. We know that 

many of our members believe the more 

senior the o�cial, the less accountable 

for their own actions. We also know from 

the State Department’s Stay Survey and 

exit surveys of those resigning or retir-

ing from the Foreign Service that this 

remains a big problem.  

AFSA also hopes the department 

will give no quarter to the argument that 

the bully produces excellent analysis 

for Washington or that exigent circum-

stances “forced” the bully to act the way 

they did. When an o�ce or post faces 

challenging circumstances, that is pre-

cisely when behaving appropriately and 

treating people with dignity are most 

important. 

We hope that the ombuds will make 

the principle of accountability—regard-

less of who is involved or what the cir-

cumstances are—the overarching vision 

for wCPRc.  

AFSA will do its part by engaging with 

the center to help ensure its activities and 

operations are as e�ective and transpar-

ent as possible. �is is an initiative that 

must succeed.  

If successful, the center can be an 

example for the other foreign a�airs agen-

cies, which no doubt su�er from the same 

a�iction of workplace con�ict. Please let 

us know what you think by writing me at 

yazdgerdi@afsa.org.  n

https://afsa.org/time-office-conflict-resolution
https://afsa.org/time-office-conflict-resolution
https://afsa.org/states-pledge-stop-promoting-bullies
https://afsa.org/states-pledge-stop-promoting-bullies
https://afsa.org/states-pledge-stop-promoting-bullies
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Shawn Dorman is the editor of �e Foreign Service Journal.

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

From Bullying to Happiness  
B Y S H AW N  D O R M A N

A
lmost everyone in the Foreign 

Service has a story about bul-

lying or uncivil behavior on 

the job. �is is likely true in 

any profession, but there are 

peculiarities in the FS context that make 

the problem di�cult to address. 

�e “wait it out” culture of a career in 

which people change jobs and countries 

every few years; the fear of retribution or 

career-damaging evaluations (the bul-

lying boss is your rater or reviewer); and 

doubt that anything positive would come 

out of reporting it—these are just a few 

of the reasons many remain silent in the 

face of bullying.

Addressing bullying behavior in the 

workplace is also tricky because, unlike 

“harassment” and “discrimination,” it 

hasn’t clearly fallen under any o�ce’s 

authority to act. 

State Department leadership has 

acknowledged the problem. AFSA has 

long been advocating for an anti-bullying 

o�ce, as Tom Yazdgerdi notes in his 

President’s Views column, “Hope for 

Resolving Workplace Con�ict.” 

In December 2022, State management 

announced plans to create such an o�ce, 

and in a Feb. 1 message to State employ-

ees, Under Secretary for Management 

John Bass announced establishment of 

a home o�ce to 

address the prob-

lem—the Workplace 

Con�ict Prevention 

and Resolution 

Center in the O�ce 

of the Ombuds.

In this month’s Straight from the 

Source, “O�ce of the Ombuds Takes on 

Bullying at State,” Brianna Bailey-Gevlin 

explains how it’s going to work. Like 

other SFTS articles, this one lays out the 

aims of a new policy, and we look to our 

readers in the FS community to respond 

with feedback on how it goes, what’s 

working and what’s not.  

(For example, see “A Look at the New 

Learning Policy” in the March FSJ and, 

in this edition, responses to that SFTS 

piece from Alexis Ludwig, Ambassador 

James Je�rey, and Don Jacobson.)

�e lively discussion of issues of 

concern to the Foreign Service in these 

pages can, every so often, make a dif-

ference, so please help keep the foreign 

a�airs agencies accountable by keeping 

us posted.

Ambassador Ana Escrogima o�ers 

practical advice on how to shrink the 

space for bullying in “Setting the Table 

for Inclusion: Five �ings Leaders Can 

Do to Interrupt Toxic Behaviors.”

On the �ip side of a toxic o�ce cul-

ture is a healthy workplace, made pos-

sible by … happy leaders. Meet public 

diplomacy FSO Johanna Villalobos in the 

Speaking Out, “�e Surprising Secret to 

Powerful Leadership.” She has spent the 

past year on a Cox fellowship studying 

the relationship between leadership and 

happiness, and she’s on to something.

What she’s �nding in the growing 

(and trending) �eld of happiness stud-

ies, and how it can be applied in the 

Foreign Service context, is inspiring. It 

warrants consideration. 

Which brings us to another factor 

in workplace well-being and pro-

ductivity—diversity. Executive Order 

14035: Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and 

Accessibility in the Federal Workplace 

(2021) states that more representative 

and inclusive workplaces yield higher-

performing organizations.

And so we turn to FSO Scott 

Winton’s Feature, “First-Generation 

Professionals: Another Dimension of 

Diversity,” for a look at the challenges 

faced by �rst-generation college stu-

dents, graduates, and professionals, as 

well as their great potential for broaden-

ing the department’s representation of 

the United States.

In the Retirement Supplement, we 

hear from FS retirees Ladd Connell, 

Patricia Haslach, and John Rendeiro, 

about the paths they chose in “Life After 

the Foreign Service.”

In FS Heritage, “�e Department of 

State’s Reception Centers: Back to the 

Future,” FSO Matthew Asada tells the 

story of this little-known but possibly 

instructive early example of city and 

state diplomacy.

In the Re�ection, “Get �at Man a 

Chair,” former FSO Michael Varga tells 

his story of living with HIV. And in the 

Local Lens, FSO Andrea Nagy o�ers a 

bird’s-eye view of Kathmandu.

Look for the special centennial edition 

of the FSJ next month, including more 

than 50 mini-stories from practitioners 

for “FS Proud: 100 Words for 100 Years” 

and the �rst-place winning essay from 

the FSJ Centennial Writing Competition. 

Meanwhile, keep in touch. Write to us 

at journal@afsa.org.  n

https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
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LETTERS

A New Idea to Speed 
Ambassadorial 
Confirmations  

As of mid-March, more than three 

years into the Biden administration and 

at a time when international challenges 

are especially daunting, more than 20 

American ambassadorships and nearly 

a dozen ambassadorial-level positions 

at multilateral organizations remain 

vacant. �e Senate and White House 

share responsibility for this problem, 

but one idea would speed part of the 

process.

�e failure to con�rm American 

ambassadors is the diplomatic equiva-

lent of the U.S. military operating 

without its top generals, compromising 

strategic leadership, coordination, and 

the ability to respond to international 

crises e�ectively. Moreover, in a world 

that operates on optics, having vacant 

ambassadorial posts signals vulnerabil-

ity and diminishes our standing on the 

global stage.

�ough some of these positions still 

have a previously con�rmed incumbent 

in place or a capable Foreign Service 

o�cer serving as acting, those interim 

o�cials lack the standing of a Senate-

con�rmed ambassador when it comes 

to interacting with host country o�-

cials and harmonizing the sometimes-

divergent agendas of the multiple federal 

agencies represented at the embassy.

�e slow ambassadorial con�rma-

tion process is a long-standing problem, 

which some view as intractable. But one 

new idea has the potential to speed it up. 

In 2011 the Senate overwhelmingly 

approved a change to con�rmation pro-

cedures in a bipartisan 89-8 vote. �at 

change designated 272 presidentially 

appointed positions as no longer requir-

ing committee action unless a senator 

requests it. 

Eliminating the requirement to hold 

a committee hearing and vote moves 

those nominations directly to �nal Sen-

ate action. No ambassadorial positions 

were included in the 2011 reform.

Our proposal would expand on that 

reform to remove the requirement for 

a Senate Foreign Relations Committee 

hearing for ambassadorial nominees to 

the 100 or so smaller, but still important, 

embassies as determined by the Depart-

ment of State in its Overseas Sta�ng 

Model. �e model ranks embassies from 

1 to 5+, with higher numbers assigned to 

larger embassies.

Currently, 103 of the 175 U.S. embas-

sies are in the lower categories 1, 2, or 3.

Typically, ambassadorial nominees 

to smaller embassies are con�rmed by 

unanimous consent after a 

committee hearing attended 

by only a few senators. 

Allowing those nominees to 

be cleared for �nal Senate 

action without a hearing 

would make the con�r-

mation process far more 

e�cient and e�ective.

It would reduce the 

time nominees wait for 

Senate action, reduce 

the time those embas-

sies are without a con-

�rmed ambassador, and, importantly, 

increase the Senate’s ability to focus 

on vetting nominees to lead the larger 

embassies.

As in the 2011 reform, any senator 

could still request a committee hearing 

and vote on any nominee to a smaller 

embassy.

We understand that reforms to Sen-

ate procedures demand thoughtful con-

sideration and should never be entered 

into lightly. However, the persistent 

vacancies in American ambassadorships 

represent a critical lapse in America’s 

ability to lead and in�uence on the 

global stage.

�is commonsense reform of internal

procedures is the Senate’s prerogative 

to adopt without obtaining agreement 

from the House of Representatives or the 

president. We urge the Senate to do so.

Ambassador Ronald E. Neumann, 

President, American Academy 

of Diplomacy 

Ambassador Eric S. Rubin, Chair, 

Foreign A�airs Council

Tom Yazdgerdi, AFSA President

A Superb Edition
I just read the January-February 2024 

Foreign Service Journal and congratulate 

you on a superb edition. 

I was delighted to see that my high 

school, Arroyo High 

in San Lorenzo, 

California, was 

featured in “�e High 

School Foreign Service 

Association: Engaging 

Aspiring Diplomats” by 

Ivan Pankov. In 1958 I 

was in the �rst graduat-

ing class from that high 

school. �anks to this arti-

cle, I am now in contact 

with Arroyo’s HSFSA group 

and was invited to speak 

with the students. 

I was also most pleased to read Harry 

Kopp’s excellent article, “AFSA’s First 

Hundred Years.” Harry and I, along with 

an amazing group of junior FSOs, served 

together in the early 1970s at our embassy 

in Warsaw. It is good to see that Harry has 

lost none of his super writing skills.

Well done, FSJ!

Charles Richard Bowers

Ambassador, retired

Nashville, Tennessee

https://afsa.org/list-ambassadorial-appointments
https://afsa.org/list-ambassadorial-appointments
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-januaryfebruary2024
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-januaryfebruary2024
https://afsa.org/high-school-foreign-service-association-engaging-aspiring-diplomats
https://afsa.org/high-school-foreign-service-association-engaging-aspiring-diplomats
https://afsa.org/high-school-foreign-service-association-engaging-aspiring-diplomats
https://afsa.org/high-school-foreign-service-association-engaging-aspiring-diplomats
https://afsa.org/afsas-first-hundred-years
https://afsa.org/afsas-first-hundred-years


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 11

A Capital O�ense?
I was enjoying reading Harry Kopp’s 

article, “AFSA’s First Hundred Years,” in 

the January-February edition of �e For-

eign Service Journal until I reached the 

section on austerity and diversity.

Shortly after the author quotes the 

section of the Foreign Service Act of 1980 

that mandates “equal opportunity and 

fair and equitable treatment” without 

regard to “political a�liation, race, color, 

religion” (emphasis added), he refers to 

“white males” and “Black o�cers.”

�e reasons for capitalizing “Black” 

are understandable, and I am not writ-

ing to argue against that practice. �e 

problem is not capitalizing “white.” 

�e fact that uppercasing “Black” and 

lowercasing “white” is now the practice 

in many publications doesn’t change the 

fact that it is blatantly racist, o�ensive, 

and infuriating. It is discrimination 

based on skin color.

�e AP style guide [used by this 

magazine] contains several reasons for 

the practice, all of which, in my opinion, 

are �awed. For example, “White people 

generally do not share the same history 

and culture, or the experience of being 

discriminated against because of skin 

color.”

Is their history and culture, in mainly 

Europe and North America, a historical 

and cultural void? Why should a period 

of discrimination be a prerequisite for 

capitalizing this word? 

AP further states that “capitalizing 

the term ‘white,’ as is done by white 

supremacists, risks subtly conveying 

legitimacy to such beliefs.” What about 

the majority of us who are just as com-

mitted to racial equality as the authors 

of the style guide?

Is insulating the AP and its imitators 

from the possibility of this linkage so 

important that they think it acceptable 

https://www.afspa.org/professionalservices/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=third_pg&utm_campaign=fin_svc&utm_id=2024#Financial_Wellness
mailto:member@afsa.org
https://afsa.org/afsas-first-hundred-years
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Clarifying the Numbers
I found the December 2023 issue of 

the FSJ on “Constructive Dissent 

Today” informative and insight-

ful, especially the section on 

the history and impact of the 

Dissent Channel, including the 

suggestions on “Doing Dissent” 

and “Dissenting Well.” 

One clari�cation is needed 

regarding the paragraph on 

Archer Blood and the Blood 

Telegram on page 23. It states 

Blood authorized use of the 

consulate’s telegraph facili-

ties for “seven sta�” to send 

our dissent message to the department.

Actually, when I prepared the April 

6, 1971, cable on behalf of a number of 

similarly concerned o�cers at Consulate 

General Dacca (now Dhaka), the draft 

ended up being signed by a total of 20 

o�cers from the three major elements 

of the mission—State, USAID, and USIS.

Additionally, after our message 

reached the department, several “South 

Asia hands” sent a memo to Secretary 

William P. Rogers associating themselves 

with its substance—one of those sign-

ing the memo being the late Howard B. 

Scha�er, subsequently U.S. ambassador 

to Bangladesh.

W. Scott Butcher

Senior FSO, retired

Potomac, Maryland n

Share your thoughts 
about this month’s issue.

Submit letters to the editor: 
journal@afsa.org

to lump the majority together with the 

few? �e antidiscrimination principles 

that would cause a person to object to 

lowercasing “white” are the same prin-

ciples that underlie most people’s oppo-

sition to racism in the larger context. It 

makes no sense to alienate people who 

are wholly supportive of the basic e�ort 

to �ght racism.

Why do the Associated Press, �e 

New York Times, the Columbia School of 

Journalism, and other mainstays of the 

press bother exerting so much e�ort to 

justify lowercasing “white”? �e cynical 

explanation is that it is a political stance 

by the radical so-called woke left. �is 

should cause the FSJ to run in the oppo-

site direction.

�e Foreign Service consists of o�-

cers who spend their professional lives 

upholding the principles of the American 

republic, including racial equality and 

nondiscrimination. In 20 years on active 

duty, I never met a single o�cer who 

even remotely caused me to suspect they 

had any type of racial supremacy beliefs. 

AFSA publishes the FSJ for those o�cers, 

of all colors. 

�is is simply an issue of equality. 

�e FSJ is free to set its own style stan-

dards. Is capitalizing all colors too much 

to ask of a publication that, rightfully so, 

vigorously supports DEI in every issue?

Bob Boynton

FSO, retired

Carmel, Indiana

What “Two-State 
Solution”?

As an Israeli-born American, I �nd 

the letter in the January-February 2024 

FSJ proposing a “two-state solution” 

for the chronic Arab-Israeli con�ict (“A 

Two-State Solution” by George Lambra-

kis) a bit unnerving given the history 

and reality of the region.

Furthermore, idealistic opinions and 

advice by foreigners are easy to dispense 

when you don’t have to live with 75 

years of wars, terrorism, 

and the most recent 

pogrom.

Key points for 

Westerners to note: 

An Arab Palestinian 

state was rejected 

by the Arab League 

in 1947; and, other 

than Anwar Sadat, no 

Arab leader has ever 

accepted publicly the 

legitimacy of the Jewish 

state. 

�e “present extremist Israeli govern-

ment” (as described by the letter writer) 

was democratically elected by Israeli 

citizens—can you say that about any 

Palestinian or any other Arab leadership 

in the region? 

Who would, therefore, serve as a 

representative negotiating partner with 

Israel? Do you really think Palestinians 

prefer to live under the PLO, Hamas, 

Hezbollah, or Islamic jihad rule?

�e Middle East continues to be 

a mess, and I attribute it to a lack of 

socioeconomic development and failed 

leadership by Arabs, in spite of extensive 

aid packages. 

Compare this stunted growth with 

the resurgence of other countries such 

as Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Ger-

many that were destroyed by wars.

Peace will come to the region when 

Palestinians (and others) accept Israel’s 

right to exist from the Jordan River to the 

Mediterranean Sea, and focus on build-

ing their own society and nation, not 

exterminating the Jews.

Joseph Harari, DVM

FSJ reader

Spokane, Washington

https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-december2023
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-december2023
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/010224/10/
https://afsa.org/sites/default/files/flipping_book/010224/10/


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 13

LETTERS-PLUS

To make this work, managers and supervisors 
at all levels will need to carve out time for 
professional development for their teams.

O
ne obstacle facing the 

implementation of the 

new Learning Policy, 

which aims to provide a 

more systematic approach 

to professional education and training 

for the Foreign Service, has been the 

embarrassment of riches these profes-

sionals bring upon entering. Most For-

eign Service generalists and specialists 

are highly educated.  

Notwithstanding the absence of 

formal academic requirements for any-

thing beyond a high school diploma in 

the case of generalists, many enter with 

advanced degrees. Moreover, the aver-

age age of FS entrants hovers around 33, 

so most bring signi�cant professional 

experience to the table. 

�e assumption is that, after they 

pass the rigorous Foreign Service 

exams and interview process, incom-

ing o�cers and specialists are already 

“prepared” for the work they will do. 

Unlike, say, military o�cers, who enter 

as young adults on the organization’s 

bottom rungs (sometimes beginning 

their careers in one or another military 

academy), FS professionals traditionally 

aren’t viewed as needing further training 

or education to develop the knowledge 

and skills they need to do the job. If one 

is seeking an explanation for the histori-

cal absence of mandatory skills training 

at State, one would have to begin there.

Beyond the (possibly) �awed assump-

tion that doing diplomacy depends on 

an easily transferable skill set, the central 

challenge becomes one of “level-setting.” 

�e backgrounds of incoming Foreign 

Service professionals are stupefyingly 

multiple and varied—from the newly 

minted college graduate to the retired 

Air Force colonel adding a coda to their 

decades-long military career. So it is 

practically impossible to know who 

knows what (or how much), and who has 

which skills at what degree of develop-

ment, irrespective of rank or grade. 

�e deeper question becomes: Do all 

FS professionals have the knowledge and 

skills they need to do the work they are 

asked to do at each successive stage of 

their career? Judging by repeated needs 

assessments, reports of supervisors, and 

complaints from employees themselves, 

the answer to this question is a resound-

ing “no, they do not.” 

Enter State’s new Learning Policy. �e 

intentions of this policy, whose elements 

are identi�ed in the March Straight from 

the Source article, must be applauded. It 

focuses �rst on the core challenges facing 

diplomats today: accelerating technology 

leaps, advancing climate change, and the 

emergence of the People’s Republic of 

China as a peer competitor of the United 

States, among others. 

It also homes in on the core knowl-

edge, skills, and attitudes that the 

practice of diplomacy requires. Boiled 

down to basics, these are: thinking 

critically and strategically; communicat-

ing e�ectively; and adapting quickly to 

di�erent cultural, organizational, and 

situational environments. A tall, almost 

all-encompassing order indeed.

However praiseworthy its intentions, 

this policy appears easier to roll out as 

an idea than to implement in practice. 

Its practical success will depend on 

fully harnessing the political will of the 

current administration to marshal the 

resources needed to get it done, prob-

ably on a scale similar to what the late 

Secretary of State Colin Powell did in 

establishing mandatory leadership and 

management training a generation ago. 

Absent the political mandate to 

implement mandatory training, the 

new learning policy will depend on 

notoriously overworked and resource-

A Step in the Right Direction
BY ALEXIS LUDWIG

RESPONSE TO MARCH 2024 STRAIGHT FROM THE SOURCE—
“A LOOK AT THE NEW LEARNING POLICY” BY SARAH WARDWELL

https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
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strapped supervisors with veto power 

over merely recommended training. 

And absent the investment of real 

resources—that is, resources equal to 

the scope of the policy’s ambition that 

help to establish and sustain the bureau-

cratic and other structures required—

the new policy’s fate will be subject to 

(and probably the victim of ) inevitable 

shifts in the political winds. 

Such gaps between lofty ideas and 

rubber-meets-road reality make skeptics 

predictably wary. Many have seen this 

roadshow before. Still, while fully sup-

porting the idea and hopeful that things 

will be di�erent this time, most FS observ-

ers are looking for concrete signs of how

and why this new policy will be di�er-

ent—di�erent for being serious, struc-

tural, and sustainable over the long term, 

with ends and means in dynamic balance. 

While all would welcome the telltale 

signs foreshadowing success, many fear 

that in their absence the new learning 

policy might well collapse and revert to 

the old learning policy in short order.

Alexis Ludwig is a retired Senior Foreign 

Service o�cer. He joined the Foreign 

Service in 1994 and spent most of his 

career in overseas missions in the Western 

Hemisphere and East Asia. He served on 

the FSJ Editorial Board from 2018 to 2024 

and helped launch the pilot version of the 

new Core Skills for Mid-Career Professionals 

course, which anchors the core curriculum.

Prioritizing Learning
BY DON JACOBSON

I
was delighted to see the Septem-

ber 2023 announcement of the new 

Learning Policy and Sarah Wardwell’s 

excellent article about it in the March 

2024 issue of �e Foreign Service 

Journal. �e policy re�ects a potentially 

transformative commitment to profes-

sional development by State Department 

leadership; achieving its goals will require 

commitment from all of us. 

Providing top cover and giving their 

teams space to invest in professional 

development is one of the greatest 

contributions senior leaders can make to 

advancing the Learning Policy. 

Senior leaders generally have short 

time horizons for accomplishing our 

mission-related goals, so it’s tempting to 

keep our teams going at full sprint all the 

time. However, investing in well-thought-

out approaches to professional develop-

ment will help our team members be more 

e�ective and motivated, thereby increasing 

their capacity to accomplish the mission.   

To make this work, managers and 

supervisors at all levels will need to carve 

out time for professional development 

development. We are not empty ves-

sels who just go to the Foreign Service 

Institute to get �lled with leadership, lan-

guage skills, or regional expertise. 

We must become students of our craft 

and put in the continuous e�ort required 

to learn and grow, whether we are in 

training or on the job. �at also includes 

taking the initiative to volunteer for proj-

ects, identify new learning resources, and 

adopt a disciplined practice of profes-

sional reading.

It’s up to each of us to make carving 

out time for professional development 

a priority; this is simply one of the many 

balancing acts we must do as leaders. It’s 

not a question of getting the work done or 

developing our people. We must do both. 

Don Jacobson joined the Foreign Service 

in 1992 and has led some of the State De-

partment’s largest consular operations. He 

currently serves as acting deputy assistant 

secretary for passport services.

for their teams and think strategically 

about how to use the practices inherent 

in their role as supervisors (i.e., assign-

ing work and giving feedback) to develop 

their people. 

For example, assigning projects that 

make employees stretch while providing 

them feedback and support is a great way 

to help employees grow in the process of 

doing the job. �e Learning Policy also 

encourages the use of individual devel-

opment plans (IDPs), and we should 

embrace that as a mechanism for ensuring 

our investment in professional develop-

ment aligns the needs of our employees 

with the needs of the mission. 

Of course, we also need to �nd ways 

to free up our people to attend training 

and go on detail assignments or tempo-

rary duty tours.

Finally, we need to remember that 

every single one of us, as employees 

of the State Department, needs to take 

ownership of our own professional 

We must become students of our craft.

https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
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Constructive Dissent Today
BY DESAIX MYERS 

RESPONSE TO DECEMBER 2023 COVER STORY, “THE STATE DEPARTMENT DISSENT CHANNEL: HISTORY AND IMPACT” 

M
any thanks for your 

December FSJ celebrat-

ing the importance of 

constructive dissent. 

�e article by Sara Berndt 

and Holly Holzer, “�e State Department 

Dissent Channel: History and Impact,” 

and Holzer’s sidebar “Doing Dissent at 

State” illustrated the importance of dissent 

to good decision-making and appropriate 

ways to dissent and encourage debate.

It could hardly have been more timely. 

It appeared just as increasing numbers 

of students, citizen groups, and public 

servants were raising questions about the 

administration’s policy in the Middle East. 

My copy of the Journal arrived just 

before a Jan. 12 Al-Monitor article 

reported U.S. government workers were 

planning to stay home to protest the 

U.S. policy in Gaza. A spokesperson for 

a group calling itself “Feds United for 

Peace” claimed employees from 22 agen-

cies had committed to join the action. 

It’s unclear whether the plan was 

real. �e spokesperson was unnamed, 

the employees anonymous. Jan. 16, 

the day of the proposed walkout, turned 

out to be the day of Washington’s �rst 

snow in two years. �e government shut 

Deeply Disillusioning

T
he March FSJ piece on State 

education and training is 

deeply disillusioning. �at 

starts with the policy’s 16 Core 

Curriculum courses. With 

minor tweaks these could be the common 

curriculum for the Department of Hous-

ing and Urban Development.

With the exception of “International 

Negotiation Arts and Skills,” nothing 

in the curriculum seems to speak to 

what an outsider would correctly think 

is the central mission of the Depart-

ment of State, foreign policy. It appar-

ently can’t be found in the “Succeeding 

at State: Core Skills” course, described 

as teaching “strategic empathy” and 

“understanding the pressures your 

colleagues … experience.”

BY JAMES JEFFREY

�e article cites as inspiration for the 

new policy the Belfer Center’s “A U.S. 

Diplomatic Service for the 21st Century.” 

Yet that report’s �rst recommenda-

tion was to restore State’s centrality in 

“executing the nation’s foreign policy,” 

and to that end urges education “on mas-

tery of substantive foreign policy issues, 

diplomatic expertise, and leadership.”

So wouldn’t our core curriculum 

bene�t from, say, a course in “Principles 

of Foreign Policy” or “Case Studies in 

Country Team Policy Planning”? If 

anything like that is in the new approach, 

why wasn’t it mentioned anywhere in the 

�ve-page article?

Learning policy work does involve 

much on-the-job training, but there is a 

place for formal training, and not just for 

political o�cers, because everyone sup-

ports diplomacy in some way.

�e military gets this. It trains 

communications and logistics profes-

sionals along with infantry o�cers in 

not just war �ghting, the core compe-

tency, but in foreign policy, in multiple 

yearlong programs augmented by 

university training.

I’ve heard much griping at State 

about the Department of Defense 

encroaching on our authorities and 

activities. Perhaps it’s because the mili-

tary takes training seriously, not only in 

their tradecraft, but in ours.

James F. Je�rey of Alexandria, Virginia, is 

a Career Ambassador who served as U.S. 

ambassador to Albania, Turkey, and Iraq.

https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
https://afsa.org/look-new-learning-policy-how-when-and-where-do-state-department-employees-learn
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/us-diplomatic-service-21st-century
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/us-diplomatic-service-21st-century
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
https://afsa.org/state-department-dissent-channel-history-and-impact
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itself down and told everyone to stay 

home, making it hard to know whether 

the group’s claims were aspirational, 

actual, or merely a trolling exercise to 

provoke right-wing anger at government 

workers. 

If the latter, it was certainly success-

ful. �e National Review promptly said 

the walkout would be “a felony,” and 

House Speaker Mike Johnson tweeted: 

“�ey deserve to be �red. Oversight 

Chairman Comer and I will be work-

ing together to ensure that each federal 

agency initiates appropriate disciplinary 

proceedings against any person who 

walks out on their job.”

Word of a walkout stirred fresh 

debate over many of the issues raised 

in the December FSJ. I awoke to a long 

chain of emails from former FS col-

leagues debating the proposed walkout’s 

merits. Some argued against, noting 

other paths—internal dissent, resigna-

tion, private opposition. Others saw it 

as the protest of a di�erent generation, 

one that viewed jobs as gigs rather than 

careers, while still others simply appre-

ciated the youth and the passion. 

What they shared was a common 

concern about a backlash against gov-

ernment workers to come from calls like 

Speaker Johnson’s for retribution and 

Donald Trump’s campaign promises to 

reinstitute “Schedule F” (the executive 

order stripping protections from—and 

making it easier to �re—career civil 

servants).

�e online discussion sent me 

scurrying to the basement to retrieve a 

button buried among souvenirs from 

the 1960s. It was a thrill to �nd it, with 

its blue dove �ying against a background 

of red and white stars and stripes, above 

the words “Federal Employees for 

Peace.” We, too, were once young and 

impassioned.

In 1969 I came to Washington as an 

international development intern. �e 

war in Vietnam was raging. Opposition 

was growing. Monthly demonstrations 

brought tens of thousands to Washing-

ton, D.C., to march in protest. 

Within the State Department build-

ing a scattering of employees formed a 

group, Foreign Service O�cers Against 

the War. We wore our buttons, some 

more discreetly than others. 

We were unconcerned about the 

impact protest could have on our 

careers. We probably could have used 

the injunction in Holzer’s article about 

the “�ne line between acting out of 

personal integrity and being self-

righteous and self-absorbed.” We only 

wanted to be heard—and seen. We 

marched around the outside of the State 

Department building long enough to be 

noticed. 

At our next meeting at a table in the 

cafeteria, Princeton Lyman—then chief 

of USAID’s O�ce for Political Participa-

tion in Development, later ambassador 

to South Africa during its transition from 

apartheid to democracy and an assistant 

secretary of State—sat down and coun-

seled us gently: Our message had been 

delivered. So was his.

It would be nice to think that our 

protest contributed to the creation in 

1971 of the State Department’s Dissent 

Channel. Certainly, at my �rst post, 

East Pakistan, during the Pakistan army 

crackdown and Bangladesh’s Liberation 

War, we in Dacca (now Dhaka) were 

grateful the channel existed. 

Distraught at the U.S. government’s 

silence over Pakistan’s killing of Bengalis 

and its continued supply of arms to 

Islamabad, we signed the �rst dissent 

cable, the “Blood Telegram” (named 

after then Consul General Archer 

Blood), calling for a change in direction. 

�e protest didn’t bring change 

(Bangladesh �ghters backed by the 

Indian army did that), but it contributed 

to the recognition of dissent’s impor-

tance in democratic policymaking. 

Speaker Johnson’s threat to �re pro-

testors is wrong. Trump’s call to remove 

protections for government o�cials 

echoes the worst of McCarthyism. Hav-

ing a bureaucracy able to accept dissent, 

protest, internal opposition, even the 

occasional leak, is healthy and realistic. 

As Ray Sontag, a beloved and 

esteemed professor of diplomatic his-

tory, told us at Berkeley more than a half 

century ago, wars are most often fought 

not over a question of right and wrong 

but over deeply felt rights. Today’s con-

�ict in the Middle East is no exception. 

We should brace ourselves for 

the debate and hope for the creative 

ideas that emerge from dissent. And 

we should �ght against e�orts to cut it 

short.  n

Following 33 years in USAID—Kenya, 

East Pakistan (Bangladesh), Indonesia, 

Senegal, India, Russia, Burma, and Wash-

ington, D.C.—FSO Desaix “Terry” Myers 

taught at the National Defense University 

until he retired in 2016. He is the author of 

several books.  

Having a bureaucracy able to accept dissent, 
protest, internal opposition, even the occasional 
leak, is healthy and realistic. 
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TALKING POINTS

Deal to Swap Navalny, 
Two Americans 

On Feb. 26, the Associated Press and 

others reported that at the time 

of Alexei Navalny’s death in a Russian 

prison on Feb. 16, talks were underway 

with Germany to exchange Navalny and 

two unidenti�ed American prisoners for 

a Russian imprisoned in Germany. On 

March 18, Russian President Vladimir 

Putin con�rmed the news.

It is unclear which Americans would 

have been included in the deal. Sev-

eral are currently being held in Russia, 

including Wall Street Journal reporter 

Evan Gershkovich, former U.S. Marine 

Paul Whelan, and Marc Fogel, who, until 

his arrest in 2021, was a teacher at the 

Anglo-American School of Moscow.

State Department spokesperson 

Matthew Miller declined to comment 

on the story.

Another American 
Arrested in Russia

Ksenia Karelina, a 33-year-old dual 

national who lives in Los Angeles, 

was arrested after she traveled to Russia 

in January to visit family members. She 

was charged with treason for, accord-

ing to Russia’s Federal Security Service, 

“providing �nancial assistance to a for-

eign state in activities directed against 

the security of our country.”

Karelina had allegedly donated just 

over $50 to a U.S.-based charity, Razom 

for Ukraine. Razom released a statement 

noting its activities are “focused on 

humanitarian aid, disaster relief, educa-

tion, and advocacy.” Among the tens of 

thousands of people who have donated 

to Razom are many from the U.S. foreign 

a�airs community.

U.S. National Security Council 

spokesperson John Kirby told reporters 

that it is dangerous for U.S. citizens or 

dual citizens to be in Russia, calling on 

Americans to “depart immediately.”

Afghanistan 
Update: SIGAR

On Jan. 30, the Special Inspector 

General for 

Afghanistan Recon-

struction (SIGAR) 

released its 62nd 

Quarterly Report to 

Congress.

For the �rst 

time, this quarterly 

report examines the 

“critical question of 

whether, two and a 

half years after the 

U.S. withdrawal, 

things are getting better 

or worse for the Afghan people,” and it 

�nds that except for some improvement 

in a couple of areas, such as counter-

narcotics, “most social, economic, and 

humanitarian indicators are clearly 

worsening.”

Acute food insecurity was predicted 

to a�ect 15.8 million people by March 

2024. Polio eradication e�orts are at risk. 

Rates of child and forced marriage are 

increasing. Girls’ education past sixth 

grade continues to be banned, and in 

January the Taliban began detaining 

women and girls for violating the dress 

code mandating full covering.

�e humanitarian crisis intensi-

�ed in October, the report states, when 

Pakistan’s government announced it 

would deport all undocumented Afghan 

migrants, estimated to be up to 1.3 

million. By January 2024, some 493,000 

Afghans, many with no place to go or 

means of sustaining themselves, had 

returned.

Despite the fact that it does not rec-

ognize the Taliban government, the U.S. 

remains the largest donor to the Afghan 

people, having appropriated $11.21 bil-

lion in assistance since its withdrawal in 

August 2021. And the U.S. continues to 

respond to humanitarian crises there as 

they evolve.

�e report documents the status of 

U.S. funding and activities 

in Afghanistan, including 

a detailed review of State 

Department and USAID 

programs to support refugees, 

remove unexploded ordnance, 

reform the criminal justice sys-

tem, and limit drug tra�cking, 

as well as the condition of the 

Afghan Fund.

In December 2023, SIGAR 

reports, the State Department 

released “an updated integrated 

country strategy for Afghanistan,” the 

�rst since the Taliban seized power. 

Aimed at ensuring the country is never 

again used for attacks against the U.S. 

and its allies and at reducing Afghani-

stan’s dependence on U.S. assistance, 

the strategy acknowledges the need to 

“build functional relationships” with the 

Taliban to succeed.

Signi�cantly, SIGAR is working on a 

lessons-learned report on how to better 

understand and mitigate interference 

and diversion of humanitarian assis-

tance in countries where the govern-

ment isn’t recognized.

Read the full report at https://bit.ly/

SIGAR-Report-Jan2024.

Karelina reportedly sent Razom for 
Ukraine $51.80 in the months before 
she was arrested.

https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/swap-navalny-final-stages-opposition-leaders-death-associate-107541384
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/swap-navalny-final-stages-opposition-leaders-death-associate-107541384
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/world/russia-detains-us-citizen-los-angeles-woman-treason-ukraine-war-rcna139515
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2024-01-30qr.pdf
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2024-01-30qr.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xUWVp9EJUl0
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/20/world/europe/russia-arrest-us-citizen-treason.html
https://twitter.com/razomforukraine/status/1760088095427313845
https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2024-01-30qr.pdf
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Mr. Nice Guy?

P olitico’s senior foreign a�airs cor-

respondent, Nahal Toosi, asked 

the question in a February column: Is 

Antony Blinken too nice to be Secretary 

of State?

“He doesn’t yell or scream,” writes 

Toosi. But his voice becomes “intense,” 

and he may tap a nearby table for 

emphasis when he gets angry.

Toosi suggests Blinken should show 

the public the “quiet fury” he sometimes 

exhibits behind closed doors.

When asked about the article, the 

Secretary responded: “I’ll let others 

speak to my character, and all I can say 

is that most people who assume the 

position that I have the great privilege of 

assuming now don’t get there by being 

nice all the time.”

U.S., European O�cials 
Sign Dissent Letter  

More than 800 o�cials in the 

United States, the U.K., and the 

European Union (E.U.) signed and pub-

licly released a letter of dissent against 

their governments’ support of Israel’s 

actions in Gaza, �e New York Times

reported on Feb. 2.

�e letter’s authors call on their 

governments/institutions to, among 

other things, “develop a strategy for 

lasting peace that includes a secure 

Palestinian state and guarantees for 

Israel’s security, so that an attack like 

7 October and an o�ensive on Gaza 

never happen again.”

U.S. Ambassador Robert Ford, 

who resigned in 2014 over the Obama 

administration’s Syria policy, told the 

Times that in three decades at the State 

Department, he had never seen a dis-

sent letter coordinated by diplomats 

from multiple countries. But “when war 

is looming that is very problematic on 

many levels, I can see why people are 

speaking out,” he said.

About 80 of the signers are from 

the U.S., and most of those are with 

the State Department, according to the 

Times. �e majority of signers are from 

the European Union. �e E.U. does not 

have a formal dissent channel.

Berber van der Woude, a former 

Dutch diplomat who did not sign the 

letter, told the Times that dissent by 

civil servants is justi�ed. “Being a civil 

servant doesn’t absolve you from your 

responsibility to keep on thinking,” 

she said. “When the system produces 

perverse decisions or actions, we have 

a responsibility to stop it. It’s not as 

simple as ‘shut up and do what you’re 

told’; we’re also paid to think.”

New Problem for
Pet Owners

Last year AFSA members celebrated 

the news that, thanks in part to 

AFSA’s advo-

cacy, travel-

ing with pets 

was going 

to become 

easier and less 

expensive as 

new regula-

tions were 

released giving 

allowances for pet transport.

But according to �e New York Times, 

there’s a new wrinkle for pet owners to 

contend with. IAG Cargo, a cargo-handling 

company that ships pets abroad for mul-

tiple U.S. airlines, announced that it will be 

raising rates to ship animals along some of 

its routes beginning in March 2024.

Pets Abroad UK told the Times that 

costs to transport pets between Britain 

and the United States were increasing 

400 percent.
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China’s rise and Russia’s revanchism pose daunting geopolitical 

challenges in a world of intense strategic competition in which 

the United States no longer enjoys uncontested primacy and in which 

existential climate threats are mounting. Complicating matters further 

is a revolution in technology even more sweeping than the Industrial 

Revolution or the beginning of the nuclear age. From microchips to 

artificial intelligence to quantum computing, emerging technologies 

are transforming the world, including the profession of intelligence.

—CIA Director and Career Ambassador William J. Burns, 
in “Spycraft and Statecraft,” Foreign A�airs, Jan. 30, 2024.

Contemporary Quote
U.S. Is Soft Power 
Superpower

The U.S. has been selected as the 

world’s soft power superpower for the 

third consecutive year by Brand Finance.

�is year the London-based consult-

ing group ranked all 193 United Nations 

member states based on eight “soft 

power pillars” and 35 “nation brand 

attributes.” �e U.S. earned the top spot 

in attributes such as “leader in science,” 

“in�uential in arts and entertainment,” 

and “helpful to countries in need.” 

But it dropped in the rankings in 

“great place to visit,” “safe and secure,” 

and “good relations with other coun-

tries.” �e report’s authors explain this 

decline is due to “internal security chal-

lenges around gun violence and police 

brutality, as well as involvement in 

international con�icts.”

Laurence Newell, a managing direc-

tor at Brand Finance Americas, said 

in a release: “As we approach the 2024 

elections, there’s growing concern about 

the integrity of democratic values. �is 

uncertainty re�ects ongoing polarization 

and the lingering impact of past events, 

such as the January 6th Capitol attack. 

https://www.afspa.org/aip/dental/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=half_pg&utm_campaign=dental&utm_id=2024
https://brandirectory.com/softpower/
https://brandirectory.com/softpower/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/cia-spycraft-and-statecraft-william-burns


20 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

Intelligence agencies including the 

CIA concluded that no hostile foreign 

power was responsible for the mysteri-

ous illness that struck U.S. diplomats 

and others in Cuba, China, Russia, and 

elsewhere.

Instead, their investigations found 

that the illness was likely triggered by 

“environmental causes, undiagnosed 

medical conditions or stress,” accord-

ing to a Feb. 12 article in �e New York 

Times.

�e House committee will focus on 

the integrity of the agencies’ investiga-

tions and on “allegations of improper 

suppression” of information regarding 

AHI.

Attorney Mark Zaid, who has rep-

resented some of the victims, told the 

Times: “�ere is no doubt in my mind 

based on the years I have represented 

AHI victims that the executive branch 

is covering up what it actually knows 

about these incidents, to include the 

cause and foreign perpetrators. ... We 

look forward to the truth �nally being 

made public and accountability, both 

for the perpetrators and the U.S. Gov-

ernment deniers, occurring.”

Meanwhile, AFSA continues to advo-

cate for those a�ected by the mysterious 

illness.

Return to Pre-Pandemic 
Passport Processing 
Times

On Dec. 18, the State Department 

announced that passport process-

ing times have returned to pre-pandemic 

levels. According to the press release, 

“passport applications will be processed 

within 6-8 weeks for routine service and 

2-3 weeks for expedited service.”

According to �e New York Times, as 

recently as last summer, the estimated 

wait time to get a passport was 10 to 13 

The revelations surrounding Herbert Kalmbach’s 

guilty plea on February 26—that he had prof-

fered ambassadorships in exchange for explicit 

levels of contributions—has once again brought to 

public light the urgent need to do something seri-

ous and constructive about a long-standing abuse. 

The fact is that every administration, irrespective 

of party, has seen fit to reward large contributors 

with ambassadorships whether they had any qualifications for the job or 

not. And if this has usually been done without the price tag being displayed 

quite so prominently as in Mr. Kalmbach’s case, the principle nonetheless has 

been the same: contributors don’t contribute for nothing, and one way you 

can pay them o« is with an embassy.

This nation has been fortunate to have been able to draw on the talents 

of a large number of remarkable individuals from outside the career service 

who have made major contributions to American foreign policy. The Foreign 

Service is not the sole repository of talent in the field of foreign a«airs in this 

country, and the nation should continue to be able to count on the services 

of distinguished non-career Ambassadors.

Political contributors are another matter. With a few exceptions, the best 

that can be said about the vast bulk of them is that while Ambassadors they 

did little damage to American foreign relations. Yet every o±cer knows of 

incidents where non-career Ambassadors of the major contributor sort have 

done real damage to our national interests. …

As citizens we, like the rest of the American public, have the right to 

expect that the processes of government will work with integrity.

AFSA believes, therefore, that the time has come to bring a halt to the 

practice of selling Embassies.

—From the Editorial, The Foreign Service Journal, April 1974.

Selling Embassies

50 Years Ago

Latest on Havana 
Syndrome

The House Intelligence Committee 

informed Director of National Intel-

ligence Avril Haines on Feb. 8 that they 

have launched an investigation into how 

U.S. spy agencies investigated purported 

cases of anomalous health incidents 

(AHIs), known as Havana syndrome, 

in the workforce.

Despite these challenges, the U.S. has 

historically been resilient, and it is hoped 

that its commitment to democratic 

principles, cultural diversity, and historic 

leadership will see it through.”

�e U.K. took second place in the 

rankings. China, the fastest-growing 

nation brand, rose from �fth to third 

place. Russia, Ukraine, and Israel all fell 

in the rankings due to military con�icts.

https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/12/us/politics/congress-to-examine-cias-work-on-havana-syndrome.html
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-april-1974
https://www.state.gov/return-to-pre-pandemic-passport-processing-times/
https://www.state.gov/return-to-pre-pandemic-passport-processing-times/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/17/travel/us-passport-renewal-application.html
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I n May 2022, State 

Magazine launched a 

multimedia feature called 

“Making a Statement.” 

The video series amplifies the voices 

of Department of State employees in 

short clips that highlight their moti-

vations for choosing public service 

careers at the department. 

In multiple monthly releases that 

feature Foreign Service, Civil Service, 

and locally employed Foreign Ser-

vice sta« serving in various capaci-

ties around the world, 

“Making a Statement” 

reflects the diversity 

of the department’s 

workforce. Storytellers share honest 

reflections of the varied career paths 

available at the department and the 

talent contained therein. 

Interviews are ongoing, both in 

person and virtually. To schedule a 

“Making a Statement” interview of 

your own, contact StateMagazine@

state.gov.

Podcast of the Month: State Magazine’s “Making a Statement” 
(https://statemag.state.gov/mas/) 

�e appearance of a particular site or podcast is for information only and does not 

constitute an endorsement.

weeks, with expedited service taking 

seven to nine weeks.

Between October 2022 and Septem-

ber 2023 (the federal �scal year), the 

department issued more than 24 million 

passport books and cards—the most in 

any �scal year to date.

Kurt Campbell 
Confirmed

On Feb. 6, the U.S. Senate con�rmed 

Kurt Campbell as Deputy Secre-

tary of State. Campbell was sworn in as 

the 22nd Deputy Secretary on Feb. 12. 

He replaced Wendy Sherman, who left 

that post in July 2023. Since then, Under 

Secretary of State for Political A�airs 

Victoria Nuland has served as acting 

Deputy Secretary. She announced her 

https://www.clements.com/personal/foreign-service-insurance/?utm_source=fsj-magazine&utm_medium=ad&utm_campaign=pi-missions&utm_content=vanity-fsj
https://statemag.state.gov/mas/
https://www.state.gov/biographies/kurt-m-campbell/
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The Rogers Bill, which to the 

minds of many in the field seems 

on the verge of becoming a perennial 

topic, if not indeed a service tradi-

tion, is in the Department a matter of 

intensive activity. The hearings began 

on January 14 and closed on Janu-

ary 18, the bill being reported to the 

House by the committee on February 

5. As some amendments were made 

in the committee the bill which took 

the number H.R. 17 at the time of 

its introduction was reintroduced in 

its amended form as H.R. 6357 and 

reported to the House under that 

number. In substance it contains 

everything that was embodied in the 

bill of last year with certain improve-

ments in the language and several 

additions. ...

As of great interest to many who 

have experienced the financial bur-

den of returning to the United States 

on sixty-day leave there is now a sec-

tion which authorizes the Secretary 

of State whenever he deems it to be 

in the public interest, to order to the 

United States on statutory leave 

of absence any foreign service 

o±cer who has performed three 

years or more of continuous 

service abroad. In such cases 

the expenses of transporta-

tion and subsistence of the o±cer 

and his immediate family would 

be paid under the same rules and 

regulations applicable in the case of 

o±cers going to and returning from 

their posts under orders. ...

A special fund, known as the For-

eign Service Retirement and Disabil-

ity Fund, is created, and the adminis-

tration of the entire system is placed 

in the Department of State. ...

The President having endorsed 

the bill and recommended legisla-

tion for the reorganization and 

improvement of the foreign service 

in his first message to Congress, the 

project is considered as an admin-

istration measure and therefore is 

entitled to preferential treatment 

over others of lesser importance in 

Congress. In other words, instead 

of awaiting its 

turn on the House 

Calendar it may be 

brought up at any 

time under a spe-

cial rule. Naturally 

with such issues as 

tax reduction, the bonus bill, and the 

appropriation bills in the way ... the 

bill has been waiting for an appro-

priate moment. ... As this article is 

being written the prospect looks 

pretty good for such a moment to 

arrive before the Bulletin reaches 

the field.

To those who may have felt a tinge 

of discouragement let it be said that 

there is no formidable obstruction to 

the bill and that it is almost certain 

of enactment in due course. ... This, 

of course, is a pardonable optimistic 

view but it is based upon the fact 

that very little opposition to the bill 

is known to exist in any quarter.

—From “Foreign Service Legislation,” 

American Consular Bulletin

(precursor to the FSJ), April 1924.

Foreign Service Legislation: The Rogers Bill

100 Years Ago

of awaiting its 

turn on the House 

Calendar it may be 

brought up at any 

time under a spe

cial rule. Naturally 

plan to depart the State Department at 

the end of March.

Campbell previously served as deputy 

assistant to the president and coordina-

tor for Indo-Paci�c a�airs on the National 

Security Council. He was assistant sec-

retary of State for East Asian and Paci�c 

a�airs from 2009 to 2013. He is the author 

or editor of 10 books on foreign a�airs 

and politics.

“Today’s challenges are truly global,” 

Campbell stated during his con�rmation Deputy Secretary of State Kurt Campbell
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hearing. “What happens in one region 

a�ects the others. Our competitors 

are collaborating—just look at China, 

Iran, and North Korea’s support for 

Russia’s war of aggression. We are 

stronger across-the-board due to our 

alliances and partnerships.” 

�is edition of Talking Points was 

compiled by Donna Scaramastra 

Gorman.  n

https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-april-1924
https://afsa.org/foreign-service-journal-april-1924
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SPEAKING OUT

Johanna Villalobos is a Foreign Service o�cer and a 2023 Una Chapman Cox 

Sabbatical Fellow. Her fellowship year is devoted to personal and professional 

development while working with the private sector and academia to explore 

the relationship between leadership and happiness. She most recently served 

at U.S. Embassy Paraguay as long-term acting deputy chief of mission and 

public a�airs o�cer. A public diplomacy o�cer, she has also served in Ecuador, Bolivia, 

Morocco, and Nicaragua, as well as at the Department of State and the Foreign Service 

Institute. Follow her journey on Instagram: @leading.happiness.

B
eing a good leader in the 

Foreign Service comes with 

a hefty amount of pressure. 

Will they respect me? Am I 

getting through? Do they get 

me? �ese are some of the questions 

constantly running through our heads. 

It makes sense—the stakes are high. 

It’s vital for leaders to set the right tone 

for the sake of our teams but also for the 

greater mission of the State Department. 

Whether we’re leading an intern, a 

section, or an entire embassy, leader-

ship means inspiring others to achieve 

their best. 

But how do we get “there”? It would 

be tempting to just recommend addi-

tional training and professional develop-

ment books. Do keep doing those things, 

as they are important and help us grow 

both personally and professionally. 

Here’s the real secret though: It has 

nothing to do with external factors and 

everything to do with you. �e surpris-

ing secret to powerful leadership is your

happiness. Yes, happiness. 

According to a 2019 article in 

Forbes magazine, “�e happiest people 

make the best leaders, and conversely, 

unhappy people don’t make good lead-

ers. In fact, the best leaders put their 

own interest ahead of others and are 

happy as a result of doing so.”

Before you skip ahead to the next 

piece, indulge me for a couple more 

minutes. 

I, like some of you, had reached 

the breaking point in my career after 

almost two decades in the Foreign 

Service. I was burned out. I questioned 

the intensity with which I had been 

pushing my career. I couldn’t seem to 

keep up with my life. No amount of 

yoga and self-care would be enough to 

reset and recover when an ever-growing 

workload, turnovers, and constant 

understa�ng meant almost always 

having to do two (or more) jobs at once. 

As my frustration grew, so did my 

unhappiness. I felt stuck. 

Prioritize Yourself
What changed? Externally … well, 

nothing. At least nothing outside my 

control. 

But what did change was my per-

spective, and that changed everything. 

I chose to prioritize myself and do the 

work to become happier—because hap-

piness isn’t something that “happens” 

to me. It is something I have to create. 

�anks to the Una Chapman Cox 

Sabbatical Fellowship, I have had a year 

to learn and grow while exploring the 

relationship between leadership and 

happiness. You may be asking, “Isn’t 

good leadership all about self-sacri�ce?” 

No, it is not. 

But the culture of self-sacri�ce at the 

State Department is widely accepted 

and well ingrained. I strongly believed, 

and many of us still do, that the best 

leaders are sel�ess and put other 

people’s interests ahead of our own. But 

I was wrong. 

Decades of research, as presented in 

Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz’s �e 

Good Life (2023), has shown that focus-

ing on our own happiness directly cor-

relates to more success, better health, 

and greater kindness, which bene�ts not 

just ourselves but others around us, too. 

Happiness leads to well-being, and well-

being sustains happiness.

Why Your Happiness 
as a Leader Matters

Happy people are more productive 

and innovative, they inspire others, 

and they e�ect real and lasting change. 

The Surprising Secret to Powerful Leadership   
B Y J O H A N N A  V I L L A LO B O S

The culture of self-sacrifice at the 
State Department is widely accepted 
and well ingrained. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/rajeevpeshawaria/2019/08/06/happiness-the-most-important-pre-condition-for-powerful-leadership/?sh=3ceed0f16ca5
https://www.forbes.com/sites/rajeevpeshawaria/2019/08/06/happiness-the-most-important-pre-condition-for-powerful-leadership/?sh=3ceed0f16ca5


24 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

Leadership—speci�cally, how a leader 

behaves day to day—is directly related 

to the organization’s performance. Your 

well-being as current or future leaders 

in the Foreign Service has a direct global 

impact.

So, how do we become happier and, 

in turn, improve our well-being? �e �rst 

step is to recognize what happiness is 

not. Most of us in the Foreign Service 

look for happiness in all types of places 

like our dream post, the perfect job, 

or the next promotion. But even when 

we get all those things, happiness still 

eludes us. Why? We are so busy looking 

for it in achievements and temporary 

pleasures, we miss the fact that happi-

ness is a direction, not a destination, as 

stressed by Harvard professor and social 

scientist Arthur C. Brooks.

Science has made great progress in 

understanding happiness, and research 

in the �elds of psychology, neuroscience, 

and sociology has uncovered impor-

tant insights about what makes people 

happy. Building a happy life requires 

hard work and intentional e�ort. It boils 

down to prioritizing key areas of your 

life, including ful�lling relationships with 

family, friends, and romantic partners; 

pursuing meaningful goals and having a 

sense of purpose while being engaged in 

work and activities that align with your 

values; and focusing on your physical 

and mental health. 

In short, happiness is about a whole-

ness of being that includes work—but is 

not limited to it. Because life is not just 

work. Life is also relationships, well-

being, and purpose. 

Leading with Happiness
Research by social scientists, 

including Tal Ben-Shahar, the creator 

of Harvard University’s most popular 

course on positive psychology (and my 

current professor of Happiness Studies), 

and Arthur C. Brooks, bestselling author 

and professor on the science of happi-

ness, brings into clear focus why happy 

people make better leaders. It is because 

they lead with: 

• Emotional Intelligence: Happy 

leaders are more adept at understand-

ing their own emotions as well as those 

of others, leading to stronger interper-

sonal relationships and e�ective com-

munication.

• Enhanced Collaboration: Happy 

leaders foster a more collaborative and 

supportive work environment. �ey 

encourage teamwork, cooperation, and 

inclusivity, leading to psychological 

safety and better group dynamics.

• Increased Productivity: Happy 

leaders create a more engaging work 

culture, boosting morale and job satis-

faction. �is leads to increased produc-

tivity and better performance.

• Adaptability: Happy people are 

able to adapt to change. In our con-

stantly shifting work environment, lead-

ers who remain positive and adaptable 

can guide their teams more e�ectively 

through transitions.

�e best leaders manage their 

own well-being and normalize it as 

accepted behavior. �ey prioritize their 

health, delegate work, and establish and 

reinforce boundaries. �e best leaders 

lead by example, and, as a result, indi-

vidual and organizational well-being 

improves. 

The Role of the 
Organization

Maintaining your well-being should 

not be solely your responsibility; your 

home agency also has a critical role to 

play. Focusing on employee well-being 

would be, as Secretary Antony Blinken 

has said, “an investment in the future 

of America’s leadership in the world.” 

By helping employees improve their 

lives outside the o�ce, your employer 

has the potential to increase employee 

motivation and productivity exponen-

tially. Research from the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology �nds that well-

being at work is not just an afterthought 

but is pivotal in an employee’s decision 

whether to take, stay at, or leave a job. 

�ere is a gap, however, when 

it comes to helping keep employ-

ees happy, healthy, and productive. 

Measures taken to improve employee 

well-being often occur after they reach 

burnout or are on the verge of leav-

ing. Valuable measures are underway 

in wellness, innovation, and employee 

well-being at the department through 

TalentCare, CEFAR, and GTM, among 

others, to improve things, but they are 

not fast enough or at a scale to make an 

enterprisewide di�erence.

Instead of being reactive, taking 

a more proactive role in improving 

employee well-being would go a long 

way. �ese measures could include, but 

are not limited to, incentivizing and rec-

ognizing leaders who support employee 

Right now is the time to elevate 
employee well-being to the top of 
the policy agenda. 

https://positivepsychology.com/harvards-1504-positive-psychology-course/#google_vignette
https://positivepsychology.com/harvards-1504-positive-psychology-course/#google_vignette
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well-being in promotion and senior-level 

performance pay requirements; making 

early access to individualized health sup-

port and other specialist sources avail-

able to all employees, such as physical 

training, leadership/well-being coaching, 

and nutritionists; establishing metrics to 

examine and manage workloads; build-

ing a robust organizational framework to 

promote good mental health; and, most 

important, creating an executive-level 

position whose sole focus is employee 

well-being, as our colleagues in the CIA 

have recently done through the establish-

ment of a “chief well-being o�cer.” 

Embrace Our Common 
Humanity

In the end, maintaining our overall 

well-being boils down to embracing our 

common humanity. �ose of us fortu-

nate enough to have worked under Sec-

retary of State Colin Powell can attest to 

why he was such an exceptional leader. 

He was the �rst to admit that he wasn’t 

perfect. He was human. As are we. 

�ink about past and present leaders 

who inspire you. Leaders who motivate 

you, demonstrate resilience and integrity, 

and are deeply committed to their values. 

Leaders who talk the talk and walk the 

walk. Are you that leader? If not, what 

needs to change? Can prioritizing your 

own happiness and well-being help?

We are living through extremely chal-

lenging times. Prioritizing our happiness 

and well-being inside and outside of 

work takes on a greater sense of urgency. 

Unfortunately, there is no one-size-�ts-

all formula on exactly how to begin our 

own journey. Science can’t predict what 

will work for each individual; that will 

come from personal re�ection and �gur-

ing out what works for you. 

Try doing an audit on your relation-

ships, sense of purpose, and health. 

Consider what brings you the most joy, 

and compare that with what you actually 

do every day. For me, it looks like being 

fully present in each moment, seeking 

out jobs and projects that bring me a 

sense of pride and purpose, and being 

an active participant in my family’s life. 

What works for you?

Meeting in the Middle 
�e department has a distinct oppor-

tunity to better balance the work of its 

mission while putting its employees �rst. 

�e will for change is there. When laying 

out the Modernization Agenda, Secretary 

Blinken said: “We have a window before 

us to make historic, lasting change, and 

we’re determined to seize it. … No one at 

the State Department expects their jobs to 

be easy. … But many have asked whether 

it has to be quite this hard.” 

Right now is the time to elevate 

employee well-being to the top of the 

policy agenda. 

In the meantime, we as individuals 

can recognize that to become power-

ful leaders, we need to put on our own 

oxygen masks �rst to better serve others. 

Prioritizing ourselves will make us stron-

ger leaders who are more equipped to 

confront head-on the challenges we face 

every day as foreign a�airs professionals 

living and working around the world. But 

achieving that requires our action—to 

demand what we need and to create real 

boundaries for ourselves. 

So, let’s choose wisely, let’s choose 

our own humanity, and let’s call it 

happiness.  n

https://www.fedsprotection.com/?c=AFSA
https://www.cia.gov/stories/story/cia-names-first-chief-wellbeing-officer/
https://www.cia.gov/stories/story/cia-names-first-chief-wellbeing-officer/
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The following is a true story of conflict conquered in a country 

that shall remain renamed. … In the faraway Kingdom of 

Kabau, the U.S. embassy’s public a�airs (PA) section was 

plagued by all the markers of an ine�ective and undesirable 

workplace: outbursts, shouting, lack of adherence to boundar-

ies, and failed communication. 

     The PA section had a dozen sta� members, was within a 

midsize embassy, and was under constant pressure because 

of high-level visits to this popular and prominent kingdom. 

The o�ce leadership was exasperated, without solutions; 

and these issues were negatively a�ecting their ability to 

deliver on their mission. 

     Does this situation sound familiar? If so, you can do what 

the embassy in Kabau did. They recognized that temporary 

fixes were not enough, and to find a long-term solution, they 

needed to get some outside, objective support. PA leadership 

contacted the O�ce of the Ombuds (S/O). S/O sta� listened 

attentively, assessed the situation, and swiftly identified an 

action plan.

     Leveraging their expertise in mitigating workplace conflict, 

S/O sta� scheduled several one-on-one coaching calls with 

members of the PA team over the next few weeks. S/O then 

traveled to Kabau to meet with the full PA section, conducted 

skills-building sessions, facilitated conversations, and pro-

vided specific recommendations on the positive path forward.

     Following the monthlong intervention, sta� described 

feeling “supported and trusted,” and the next VIP visit was 

a conflict-free success. 

Brianna Bailey-Gevlin joined the State Department Foreign Service in 2017. After completing two tours (in Lagos 

and Bridgetown), she transitioned to Civil Service and now works in the O�ce of the Ombuds. Her spouse, Sarah, 

is an FSO currently posted to Copenhagen. �ey have one child together. 

Straight from the Source
O�ce of the Ombuds
Takes on 
at State

FOCUS ON WORKPLACE WELL-BEING

A decade after its establishment, this o�ce is finally getting funding 
to address bullying and incivility.

B Y B R I A N N A  B A I L E Y- G E V L I N
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T
he Department of State’s mission at 

home and abroad is complex and 

challenging, involving stressors that 

can lead to workplace con�icts and 

issues that necessitate a robust 

internal con�ict resolution resource. 

�e O�ce of the Ombuds (S/O) 

handles workplace con�icts that are 

not currently in a formal process and 

provides an array of services to bene�t all department person-

nel, including direct hires, locally employed sta�, employed 

family members, and contractors. �e purpose of an ombuds 

is to provide opportunities for individuals and organizations 

to harness problem- and con�ict-solving skills to unlock their 

collective potential.

�e position of Ombudsman for Civil Service employees was 

established at State in 1995 to ensure the ability of Civil Service 

employees to contribute to the achievement of the depart-

ment’s foreign a�airs responsibilities and to represent the career 

interests of Civil Service employees. Over time, the goals and 

responsibilities of that position evolved and expanded. 

In 2014 the O�ce of the Ombudsman was established and 

was intended to include a Workplace Con�ict Prevention and 

Resolution Center (wCPRc). Until now, there were no resources 

dedicated to stand up the wCPRc. �is year will see a conse-

quential new change: S/O has been provided the resources 

necessary to sta� the wCPRc to address bullying and incivility 

in the workplace. (In 2023 the title of “Ombudsman” was o�-

cially changed to “Ombuds.”)

Addressing Workplace Conflict
Workplace con�ict is broadly de�ned as any disagreement 

that disrupts the �ow of work. All o�ces may—at any moment—

experience workplace con�ict; professional con�ict in the 

Foreign Service can be especially poignant and, when left unre-

solved, equally destructive. �e prevalence of multiple agencies 

with related (albeit varied) core mission statements coexisting 

in a U.S. embassy or consulate—sometimes a building with 

antiquated technology and/or unreliable HVAC and/or lacking 

ample o�ce space for a growing workforce—in a foreign country 

can exacerbate challenges that may lead to con�ict both inside 

and out of the o�ce.

S/O o�ers support and resources to informally address such 

con�ict at the interpersonal, organizational, and systemic levels. 

S/O has four guiding principles—that its work is con�dential, 

informal, impartial, and independent. Its mission is to promote 

con�ict prevention and resolution in the workplace. It is an 

independent and impartial resource for department person-

nel seeking early reconciliation and assists personnel to work 

toward mutually agreeable solutions. 

How does S/O work? On the interpersonal front, S/O sta� and 

the ombuds herself engage in con�ict education, mitigation, and 

Workplace conflict 
is broadly defined as 

any disagreement that 
disrupts the flow of 

work.
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Straight from the Source is the FSJ space for the foreign a�airs 
agencies to inform the FS community about new policies or 
innovations in operations. What are your thoughts about the 
O�ce of the Ombuds’ new Workplace Conflict Prevention and 
Resolution Center (wCPRc)? Please send your feedback as 
letters to journal@afsa.org or comment on FSJ LinkedIn.

https://www.state.gov/about-us-office-of-the-ombudsman/
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A “Zero Barrier” O�ce 
Why is con�dentiality so vital? Fear of potential retaliation 

can often limit one’s willingness to come forward and seek 

assistance with workplace con�icts. When that happens, con�ict 

can fester, bad behavior can go unchecked, and it can negatively 

a�ect others in the workplace. For these reasons, S/O strictly 

adheres to its principle of con�dentiality, which allows for frank 

and honest engagement. 

For example, names of those who engage with S/O and 

communications they have with the sta� are kept con�dential, 

shared only with the permission of the client. Likewise, informa-

tion gathered during climate surveys that identi�es issues, relays 

feedback, and provides recommendations is relayed to leader-

ship in a way that is nonattributable. 

�e goals of S/O include minimizing and mitigating con�ict 

and helping those with whom they work to bring about posi-

tive change. Staying true to the principles of con�dentiality and 

impartiality is essential to achieving those goals. As a result, S/O 

has a unique ability to serve as a “zero barrier” o�ce for person-

nel across the department, where they can get support without 

fear and without judgment. 

S/O sta� are not advocates for individuals or for manage-

ment; nor is the o�ce an investigatory body or enforcer of 

action. Rather, the S/O team serves as an independent resource 

for personnel at all levels to �nd the best path forward for them-

selves and for the mission.

Sta�ng Up to Prevent and Address Bullying 
In 2024 a key goal of Ombuds Jeanne M. Juliao is to fully 

sta� the Workplace Con�ict Prevention and Resolution Center. 

�anks to the support of senior department leadership, that 

goal is about to be achieved. According to Ombuds Juliao: “Fully 

sta�ng the wCPRc is a vital part of the department’s strategic 

e�ort to address con�icts rooted in failed communications, 

bullying, and incivility.”

In his Feb. 1, 2024, email to sta�, Under Secretary of State 

for Management John R. Bass emphasized that State is commit-

ted to maintaining a workplace where everyone is treated with 

respect and dignity. Respondents to last year’s Stay Survey were 

clear, he added, that the department needed to do more to hold 

employees accountable for misconduct. Additional profession-

als are being added to S/O, he stated, and the o�ce will work 

closely with the Bureau of Global Talent Management (GTM) 

and with the O�ce of Civil Rights (S/OCR), which oversees the 

department’s Anti-Harassment Program as well as its Equal 

Employment Opportunity Program. �e three o�ces will work 

management at the earliest opportunity and the lowest possible 

level to enhance workplace communications, collaboration, and 

culture. To address organizational concerns, S/O provides skills-

building sessions and conducts climate surveys and analysis 

to help organizational leadership with information, options, 

and tools to e�ectively address workplace con�ict issues. With 

a broader, systemic view, S/O also collects and analyzes data, 

tracks trends, and develops proposals for institutional change 

as an adviser to senior department leadership.

For example, if an individual or a post reaches out for 

assistance, S/O may begin with one-on-one conversations with 

a�ected parties to �gure out the root of the problem. If appropri-

ate, a facilitated conversation could come next, giving each a 

structured and respectful environment to try to move forward 

in a positive direction. If it becomes clear that the e�ects of 

interpersonal con�icts extend well beyond two poorly com-

municating colleagues, S/O may provide further services. �ese 

could include consultations and coaching sessions or perhaps 

an o�ce or missionwide climate survey, gathering informa-

tion on what is working well and where there are challenges for 

the team. When S/O conducts a climate survey, it analyzes the 

information and provides insights and actionable recommenda-

tions that acknowledge challenges, ensure individuals’ voices 

are heard, and address the underlying causes of con�ict.  

S/O sta� members have received extensive training in 

con�ict management, coaching, mediation, and other means of 

alternate dispute resolution. �e team is small but growing, and 

it is having a positive impact across the department. In 2023 S/O 

provided services to more than 500 individual department per-

sonnel at all levels, conducted 22 climate surveys, visited a dozen 

countries, and delivered numerous presentations, training, and 

skills-building sessions domestically and abroad. In a survey of 

its individual clients in 2023, more than 90 percent expressed 

their satisfaction with the services received, and more than 80 

percent stated they’d recommend S/O’s services to others.

S/O has a unique 
ability to serve as a 
“zero barrier” o�ce 

for personnel across the 
department, where they can get 
support without fear and without 
judgment. 
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together to determine the right resource to address concerns 

about bullying, harassment, and accountability. 

An anti-bullying policy, including a de�nition of bullying, 

is being published in the FAM—it will be 3 FAM 1540—which 

will help ensure consistency in addressing the issue and 

underpin the rationale for any disciplinary action taken, 

Bass explained.

Once sta�ed, the wCPRc will function within S/O as an 

independent and impartial resource for department personnel 

dealing with non-EEO-related workplace con�icts, seeking to 

address behaviors like bullying through informal means. In addi-

tion to S/OCR and GTM, they will work with other stakeholders, 

including bureau executive o�ces across the department, pro-

viding direct services to clients, o�ces, and missions worldwide 

to promote prompt, informal resolution of workplace con�icts 

and address the e�ects of workplace bullying. 

As part of its proactive approach, S/O has been integrated 

into regularly scheduled courses at the Foreign Service Institute 

(FSI). In addition, it partners with FSI’s Leadership and Man-

agement School to incorporate possible solutions to commonly 

heard concerns into fundamental courses, such as the deputy 

chief of mission and principal o�cer course and seminar, 

human resources and management tradecraft, and Civil Ser-

vice orientation. At each of these skills-building sessions, S/O 

underscores the value of con�ict resolution as well as direct and 

e�ective communication, which may begin with leadership but 

can be strengthened and harnessed by all personnel.  

�e O�ce of the Ombuds is a critical resource for all depart-

ment personnel seeking to develop prompt, informal solutions 

to workplace con�ict. Its impartiality and con�dentiality create a 

foundation for candid insights, a requisite for productive con�ict 

management. While workplace con�ict may be inevitable, it is 

not insurmountable. Armed with specialized skills, the support 

of department leadership, and strong cross-bureau partnerships, 

S/O is assisting the State Department to become the best and 

most productive version of itself. 

Contact the O�ce of the Ombuds through its con�dential 

email box at Ombuds@state.gov.  n

https://afsa.org/awards


30 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

Ana Escrogima joined the State Department as a 

Foreign Service o�cer in 2003 and is currently the 

U.S. ambassador to Oman. She has also served over-

seas as principal o�cer at U.S. Consulate Montreal, 

and in Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Iraq, the UAE, and 

Syria. She served as a Rusk Fellow at Georgetown University’s Insti-

tute for the Study of Diplomacy and is the 2020 recipient of the Arnold 

L. Raphel Memorial Award for her work supporting entry-level 

o�cers in diversity and inclusion e�orts. She was the Pickering and 

Rangel Fellows Association president in 2010, the year it was founded. 

�e views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not 

represent those of the Department of State or the U.S. government.

An ambassador shares a few lessons learned about creating norms 
of inclusion and respect in the workplace.

B Y A N A  E S C R O G I M A

Seing the Table for Inclusion 
Five �ings Leaders 
Can Do to Interrupt

           Behaviors

FOCUS ON WORKPLACE WELL-BEING

T
he most pivotal moment of my career occurred 

at your average State Department morning 

meeting several years ago. Newly arrived in 

Washington from the �eld, I was navigating a 

new job that had me leading on a bigger and 

more intimidating stage than the intimate con-

ference rooms I had inhabited overseas. 

When it was my turn to speak, I barely made it through the 

�rst sentence of my brie�ng when the principal interrupted me 

with a question. While I was answering the question, they inter-

Toxic  
rupted again and asked my colleague next to me to clarify some-

thing I had said. Others around the table began jumping in to add 

input, with some repeating exactly what I thought I had just said. 

It was all I could do to wrest my brief back and get to the end 

of it, by which time the principal had lost interest and clearly 

wanted to move on. I was crestfallen and managed to make it to 

my o�ce, closing the door before angry tears began rolling down 

my face. �en emails began hitting my inbox; friends who were 

present at the meeting were asking if I was okay. 

No, I was not okay. What had happened? What had gone 

wrong with my brief that invited that behavior? What was it 

about our organizational culture that allowed this to happen? 

I thought about curtailing. I thought about resigning. I thought 

about writing the principal a strongly worded email or asking 

someone more senior to do that. In the end, I did none of those 

things. But I did vow to seek answers to these questions. I also 

resolved that I would never let something like this happen to me 

again, or to anyone else at a meeting where I was present.

It's Not Just About “Executive Presence”
In the time since this transpired, I had the opportunity to 

participate in an executive education opportunity o�ered by 

the State Department. As a leadership fellow with the Inter-
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national Women’s Forum, I focused on “executive presence” 

at State and undertook to better understand how our organi-

zational culture shapes perceptions of competency and what 

it takes to look, sound, and behave like a leader at the depart-

ment. Working with Executive Women at State, we organized a 

series of workshops attended by more than a thousand partici-

pants who reviewed how acting with con�dence and demon-

strating good judgment and preparedness—both for a meet-

ing’s audience and its substance—positively a�ect outcomes 

and everyone’s ability to contribute. �is topic really resonated 

with people, and we all bene�ted from discussing how to lean 

into executive presence at State.

Yet, it was clear from audience feedback that the experi-

ence of many—honestly expressing their views if they did not 

align with those of their leadership, showing up to work as their 

authentic selves, or otherwise challenging the status quo—was 

a risky endeavor best avoided. Given promotion statistics and 

experiences on the job, audience members questioned whether 

employees who don’t �t the mold in one way or another were 

fairly assessed and perceived as deserving of promotion to the 

highest ranks—even if they prepared fully and succeeded in 

strengthening their executive presence. 

I have to believe this circumstance is shaped in part by bully-

ing behaviors that disproportionately target people perceived as 

other, di�erent, and less worthy of sitting at the table.

Set Operational Norms of Respect
If we’re ever really going to end the behaviors that employees 

continue to report as a major concern, leaders have a responsi-

bility to “set the table” and create operational norms of respect, 

humility, inclusion, and empathy. Even when we are busy. Even 

when the issues are urgent. �is is not something leaders must 

do to be “nice”; it’s something we do because it helps draw out 

good ideas, retain the best people, and protect those among our 

teams who may be more vulnerable to toxic behavior. 

I count among my greatest mentors those bosses who 

understood this and brought out the best in me. I shamelessly 

borrow from their playbooks as I continue to develop my own 

competency in this area of norm creation and pay their invest-

ment forward. I also rely on verbal and nonverbal feedback 

from my team and mentees to gut-check how I’m doing at set-

ting that table.

In my current assignment, I have the honor of serving as 

ambassador to Oman. I have been entrusted by the presi-

dent and the Secretary of State to lead and care for a fantastic 

team dedicated to advancing our national interests here. I am 

determined to foster an embassy workspace and culture where 

inclusion, candor, and mutual respect are the norm, and where 

we all �ourish by denying bullying behavior the tacit permis-

sion it requires to persist. 

Lessons Learned
Here are a few leadership lessons learned that I share in the 

spirit of the resolution I made at my desk years ago:

Be self-aware. Take the time to consider and convey what 
successful communication looks like at meetings you lead. 
Often, we hit the ground running and don’t make the time to set 

up our teams for success in working with us. Convey clear expec-

tations so everyone on your team understands how you prefer to 

receive information and how you expect them to communicate 

with you and one another. In our hierarchical organization, the 

norms you establish will trickle across and down. 

Set an example. Be the change you want to see. Really listen 

to people and what they are trying to say, and put yourself in their 

shoes. Imagine where they are coming from and how intimi-

dating or di�cult it might be for them to brief in an unfamiliar 

environment. �is is a core tenet of servant leadership: Never 

interrupt when people are attempting to make a point. Also, 

when someone briefs you, thank them. Indicate that you have 

listened and absorbed what was just said. �is goes double if they 

have initiated a di�cult conversation, challenged your beliefs, or 

provided honest feedback—all gifts of trust that are increasingly 

rare and valuable as you enter positions of greater authority. 

Context matters; none of our interaction with sta� hap-
pens in a vacuum. It’s important to explain the reasoning for 

your decisions and trust that your sta� will understand, whether 

they are related to policy, budget, or personnel. In a vacuum, 

absent �rsthand data from you, people will make assumptions 

about your intentions. It is vital that senior leaders keep their 

�nger on the pulse and hold their middle managers accountable 

for table setting, because members of your team will assume that 

tolerance for bullying or toxic behaviors they experience from 

peers or direct supervisors may on some level channel your tacit 

acceptance.

Give constructive and speci�c feedback and do it pri-
vately ... Ninety-nice percent of the time, a public situation 

is not the place to give negative feedback to an employee. 

But if we have feedback to give, I believe we are on the hook 

to deliver it, as uncomfortable as it might be. A mentor once 

pulled me aside after a meeting to give me feedback on a brief-

ing I had delivered and ways in which I could strengthen my 

presentation. I am forever grateful to that person. 
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... except when you are interrupting bullying behavior. �e 

one exception to the previous point is bullying, which needs to 

be interrupted publicly sometimes to reinforce the norm against 

that behavior. �is responsibility is on everyone. �ere is no 

precise formula for doing this. I am not suggesting we need to 

go around policing each other. However, I do wish that some-

one had jumped in when everyone was piling on at the meet-

ing I mentioned above. While multiple people approached me 

privately afterward, it would have meant a lot more if someone 

had intervened to back me up in the moment. For the target of 

bullying behavior, there is no substitute for someone naming or 

interrupting what is happening as it unfolds.   

Lead from wherever you sit. I often use conversations on 

executive presence to point out moments where a member of the 

team shifted the course of a meeting with more senior colleagues 

(including some at the very top of the State Department) through 

timely, thoughtfully delivered, pitch-perfect questions, ideas, 

challenges, or suggestions. �ose brave souls are my heroes. Can 

it be frightening? Absolutely. Can you prepare in advance to help 

ease the stress of engaging with peers or leaders you know in 

advance will be di�cult and intimidating? Absolutely. I encour-

age everyone to run your points past trusted listeners, build alli-

ances in advance of meetings, and listen for good ideas that are 

being lost in the ether and seek to reinforce them.

Every so often, I look up and reread Secretary Blinken’s April 

2022 remarks on diversity, equality, inclusion, and account-

ability. Doing so reinspires me to work toward the broad 

cultural transformation the Secretary called for in that speech. 

I believe we can all build workspaces of which we are proud, 

using whatever span of control each of us can exert. Obviously, 

accountability for senior leaders is a key component in address-

ing a culture of bullying behavior. �at said, enduring change 

will come only from the collective e�orts of a critical mass of 

Foreign Service, Civil Service, EFM, contractor, and locally 

employed sta� who model and carry forward new norms of 

behavior into our hundreds of o�ces, missions, and consulates 

worldwide. �is is a challenge we can all embrace to change our 

organization for the better.  n

https://afsa.org/education
https://afsa.org/centennial
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Scott B. Winton, one of the founders of the Depart-

ment of State’s employee organization FirstGens@

State, served as its president from November 2022 to 

March 2024. He is a �rst-generation college graduate 

and TRIO alum from Branson, Missouri, joining the 

U.S. Foreign Service in 2009 through the �omas R. Pickering Gradu-

ate Foreign A�airs Fellowship. He holds a BSBA from the University of 

Missouri–Columbia and an M.S. in Foreign Service from Georgetown 

University. He is currently on detail to the O�ce of the Vice President 

as the special adviser to the vice president for the Western Hemisphere. 

�e opinions and information presented are solely the author’s and 

do not necessarily re�ect or characterize State Department policy.

First-Generation Professionals 

Another 
Dimension
of  Diversity 

FEATURE

D
id you know that in 2021 more than half 

of all children under 18 in the United 

States lived in households where no par-

ent had a college degree? More than half 

of today’s college students are “First-

Gens.” Yet only about a quarter of them 

go on to complete their college degree. 

�e social and �nancial barriers they 

contend with in college often continue 

to burden them even after graduating and entering the workforce.

Founded in November 2022, FirstGens@State is a new 

employee organization that heightens public and workforce aware-

ness of the challenges commonly faced by �rst-generation college 

students, graduates, and professionals (FirstGens), as well as 

employees from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. 

United by a shared experience, FirstGens@State is a diverse 

community that envisions a world in which the insight and 

socioeconomic understanding of FirstGens strengthen the U.S. 

government’s ability to advance our national interests. �eir 

experiences help inform diplomacy, aiding the State Depart-

ment to better understand and communicate with socioeco-

nomically disadvantaged communities abroad, providing 

unique expertise on domestic socioeconomic challenges, and 

broadening the department’s representation of our country. 

We are creating an environment in which employees can 

tell their stories, �nd mentors, and o�er support to fellow First-

Gens@State members, thus fostering a sense of belonging and 

shared purpose. After one year, more than 400 members call 

FirstGens@State home. 

First-Generation Challenges
�e Higher Education Act of 1965 de�nes a �rst-generation 

college student as “an individual ... whose parent(s) did not 

A new employee organization at State spotlights the challenges commonly
faced by first-generation college students, graduates, and professionals.
B Y S C OT T  B .  W I N TO N

https://firstgen.naspa.org/journal-and-research/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students
https://firstgen.naspa.org/journal-and-research/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students
https://firstgen.naspa.org/journal-and-research/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students
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complete a baccalaureate degree.” FirstGens@State has 

expanded this de�nition to include �rst- and second-

generation immigrants who were �rst in their family to 

have a U.S. college experience. 

Lack of income compounded with �nancial uncertainty 

contribute to a long list of obstacles that frequently confront 

�rst-generation students. �is 

type of pressure can become 

insurmountable and often 

a�ects the student’s academic 

performance, and for �rst-

generation professionals, these 

challenges may remain through-

out their career. 

�e invisible barriers faced 

by FirstGens can include not 

just �nancial concerns but 

also social stigma, classism, discrimination, lack of expertise 

and advice on navigating an academic system and profes-

sion, absence of a professional network, and psychological 

challenges like shame, family guilt, and anxiety. Moreover, as 

�rst-generation professionals enjoy the bene�ts of upward 

social mobility, they are learning to live in a new environment 

that is dissociated from their home. As a result, they may feel a 

lack of belonging to both their professional environment and 

their family and friends of origin, creating greater feelings of 

isolation. 

A study by Dick Startz, professor of economics at the Uni-

versity of California–Santa Barbara, found that �rst-generation 

students are more likely to come from lower-income families 

(with an average income of $58,000) than continuing-gener-

ation students (i.e., those with at least one college-educated 

parent or guardian and a family income averaging $120,000). 

First-generation students often work 20 hours or more a week 

to �nance their education, which can come at the expense 

of classwork, studying, and extracurricular activities that 

strengthen a job résumé. 

�ese �nancial concerns remain a psychological impedi-

ment for �rst-generation professionals, who generally avoid 

jobs where �nancial security is not guaranteed, including 

federal employment. A government shutdown with furloughs 

represents the pinnacle of anxiety for many �rst-generation 

federal workers. Moreover, �rst-generation Foreign Service 

o�cers and specialists often feel compelled to choose maxi-

mum compensation through hardship and danger assignments 

overseas to achieve �nancial stability, forgoing professional 

opportunities in Washington, D.C.  

Social Barriers
FirstGens also face social barriers. Startz’s research found 

that �rst-generation students are more likely to choose a less 

selective school than their peers. �is can be attributed to fewer 

selective schools having open 

admission policies, charging lower 

tuition and fees, and requiring 

less knowledge to navigate the 

admissions process. Furthermore, 

according to Mikhail Zinshteyn 

in a March 2016 Atlantic article, 

“around 90 percent of lower-

income �rst-generation students 

don’t graduate within six years, 

far below the national average.” 

Says Zinshteyn: “�e ‘hidden curriculum’—the mix of bureau-

cratic know-how and sound study skills that can make or break 

a student’s �rst year in college” hinders their ability to complete 

college. First-generation students are also less likely to partici-

pate in career fairs or use college résumé services than their 

FirstGen Isaiah Roland (center) protects Queen Máxima of the 
Netherlands (right) as the Diplomatic Security Service special 
agent in charge during her U.S. visit to San Francisco and Austin 
in September 2022. He is currently serving as regional security 
o�cer, U.S. Embassy Kingston.
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The State Department now 
actively recruits FirstGens and 
community college students 
through targeted outreach 
with educational institutions.

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/first-generation-college-students-face-unique-challenges/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/03/how-to-help-first-generation-students-succeed/473502/
https://firstgen.naspa.org/journal-and-research/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students/national-data-fact-sheets
https://firstgen.naspa.org/journal-and-research/national-data-fact-sheets-on-first-generation-college-students/national-data-fact-sheets
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peers, according to data from NASPA (Student A�airs Adminis-

trators in Higher Education). 

While parental income matters, the importance of an edu-

cated parent/guardian cannot be undervalued. It a�ects the 

child’s educational outcomes and continues to provide bene�ts 

for the remainder of the person’s life, including throughout a 

career. �ese social bene�ts include exposure to wide-ranging 

vocabulary in the household, access to quality primary and 

secondary schools, professional networks, the privilege of 

legacy admissions, access to quality health care, and food 

security, to name a few examples. 

To overcome these challenges, FirstGens have developed 

many valuable skills and abilities. Often, because they lack 

a �nancial safety net, they are dedicated and driven to suc-

ceed. �ey have no option to fail, because many fear adding 

to the burden of family members who are themselves some-

times struggling �nancially. Many juggled multiple jobs while 

attending college and thus developed advanced multitasking, 

customer service, time management, and organizational skills. 

As a result, FirstGens may enter the professional environment 

with a wider skill set than those who have not had to work 

early in life. Many have learned to source and compete for 

scholarships, learning to tell their personal stories in a way 

that prepares them to share American stories to the world. 

Progress at State
�e State Department, as part of its e�orts to pro-

mote diversity and inclusivity, now actively recruits 

FirstGens and community college students through tar-

geted outreach with educational institutions. On Nov. 8, 

2023, the department marked FirstGen Celebration Day 

and Week for the �rst time in its history. In Novem-

ber, the Bureau of Global Talent Management (GTM) 

hosted FirstGens@State members for a virtual “Ask Us 

Anything” session targeted at �rst-generation student 

employee candidates. In addition, GTM highlighted 

on social media the inspiring story of Marta Youth’s 

journey from a �rst-generation student to principal 

deputy assistant secretary in the Bureau of Population, 

Refugees, and Migration. 

In June 2023, GTM’s national recruiter for �rst-

generation students invited FirstGens@State members 

to participate in NASPA’s Student Success Conferences 

to share their professional journeys into the State 

Department with academics, college career advisers, 

and students. GTM and FirstGens@State representa-

tives discussed how this new employee organization was 

working to make the department the employer of choice for 

FirstGens. �e national recruiter has also fostered partnerships 

with organizations serving FirstGens, including the Council 

for Opportunity in Education (https://coenet.org/), NASPA’s 

Center for First-Generation Student Success (https://�rstgen.

naspa.org/), and regional, state-level, and university programs 

that support FirstGens throughout their academic careers in 

an e�ort to attract these underrepresented populations into 

federal service.

Our members share the goal of fostering respect, dignity, 

and inclusion within the federal government. In August 2023, 

FirstGens@State held its �rst listening session with experienced 

members of the department who are FirstGens. Members 

As first-generation professionals 
enjoy the benefits of upward 
social mobility, they are learning 
to live in a new environment that 
is dissociated from their home.

FirstGens@State VP for Membership and FirstGen Flory “Yazmin” Ore 
receives an award from Ambassador Je�ry L. Flake at U.S. Embassy 
Ankara during a rotation as his sta� assistant in 2023.
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https://firstgen.naspa.org/
https://firstgen.naspa.org/
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FirstGens@State members Elsanor Lam and the author participate in the 2023 First-Generation Student Success Conference 
in Kansas City, Missouri, representing State at a GTM-sponsored recruitment event. Lam is a foreign a�airs o�cer in the 
Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement A�airs’ O�ce of Global Programs and Policy.
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created an open and empathetic space for employees to hear 

the personal stories of successful achievers, the adversity that 

shaped them, and the obstacles that remain. One FirstGens@

State global session featured Ti�any Henderson, who serves as 

the department’s �rst-ever specialist advocate. U.S. Ambassador 

to the Kingdom of Lesotho Maria Brewer presented a session 

titled “Maximize Your Success.” 

Since its founding in 2022, FirstGens@State has advocated 

for members’ priorities, aligned activities with the unions 

representing federal employees of the foreign a�airs agen-

cies, launched a quarterly newsletter, and developed �nancial 

literacy guides for new employees.

Ways to Improve Representation
“�e Federal Government should have a workforce that 

re�ects the diversity of the American people,” states Executive 

Order (E.O.) 14035 (Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Acces-

sibility in the Federal Workforce), adding that more repre-

sentative and inclusive workplaces “yield higher-performing 

organizations.” Here are some ideas to improve representation 

in the State Department, create more inclusive foreign a�airs 

agencies, and re�ect the interests of America’s working class 

in our foreign policy.

Recruit for national representation. Increase recruitment 

from nonselective schools to improve representation in U.S. 

foreign a�airs agencies. Ultimately, this would increase our 

talent pool of candidates and reduce the U.S. government’s 

dependency on feeder schools, many of which employ legacy 

admission policies. Reinforce GTM’s engagement with colleges 

that host U.S. Department of Education Federal TRIO programs, 

which are designed to identify and provide services for indi-

viduals from disadvantaged backgrounds. TRIO alums make 

excellent recruits, building o� the Education Department’s and 

Congress’ long-standing investment in �rst-generation students 

(FirstGens@State also serves as an alumni organization for 

TRIO alums working at the State Department). 

Seek authenticity, not an election campaign poster. 
End the popularized but inauthentic phrase “look like Amer-

ica” as the litmus test for diversity. At best, it’s a marketing 

gimmick that perpetuates historical stereotypes. At worst, 

it’s a cheap endeavor that reinforces visible biases about 

what marginalized communities “look” like. We need to 

“represent America.” 

�anks to the Secretary of State’s O�ce of Diversity and 

Inclusion and GTM, we have data, so let’s use it. Using demo-

graphic data, including the categories de�ned by E.O. 14035, 

is a starting point and will help ensure foreign a�airs agencies 

re�ect the various communities that represent our nation. 

Moreover, we should publish disaggregated self-identi�cation 

data on socioeconomic indicators, including FirstGen status, 

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/trio/index.html
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Leaders should encourage 
stories of FirstGens within 
foreign a�airs agencies.

geographic origin, and educational background of employees’ 

parents/guardians. We should also ask new hires to voluntarily 

provide these indicators during the onboarding process to 

track the e�ectiveness of recruitment e�orts.  

Fight invisibility. Adversity faced by FirstGens is not always 

visible. In fact, �rst-generation students, graduates, and profes-

sionals spend much of their lives hiding identi�ers that may 

indicate to their peers that they grew up socioeconomically dis-

advantaged. �is needs to change, but it will take time: Socio-

economically disadvantaged children experience shame at 

some point in their childhoods, if not the entirety of their child-

hoods, despite having no control over their circumstances. 

First-generation professionals may feel ashamed about telling 

their personal stories even though they are authentic examples 

of the American dream and the social mobility our democracy 

fosters. Leaders should encourage stories of FirstGens within 

foreign a�airs agencies, highlight their achievements, and 

promote their recruitment from both rural and urban commu-

nities to the U.S. foreign a�airs fellowship programs. 

Provide �nancial aid for new hires with need. New hires 

from outside the capital region accrue moving expenses and 

debt to relocate to Washington, D.C., an urban area with a high 

cost of living. If Congress wants the U.S. foreign a�airs work-

force to re�ect the geographic diversity of our country, then 

arm these agencies with relocation assistance to support new 

hires with �nancial need. 

�is is not just a matter of representation for diversity’s sake; 

rather, it shows the strength of our democratic form of govern-

ment, which deploys diplomats and development professionals 

who fully re�ect the country they serve.  n

mailto:member@afsa.org
https://afsa.org/inside
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Matthew Asada is an FSO currently assigned as 

a visiting senior fellow at the University of Southern 

California, where he teaches public diplomacy 

and conducts research on global mega events 

(e.g., World’s Fair, World Cup, and the Olympics). 

USC’s Center on Public Diplomacy supported the author’s research 

for this article in the Special Collections at the University of Arkan-

sas in Fayetteville, Arkansas. �e views expressed are the author’s 

alone and not necessarily those of the U.S. government.

Revisiting State’s mid-20th-century reception centers generates 
practical ideas for today, especially when it comes to engaging 
the American public.
B Y M AT T H E W  A S A DA

The Department of 
State’s Reception Centers
Back to the Future

I
n 1977, one of the most sought-after political appoint-

ments in President Jimmy Carter’s State Department 

was a job that cannot be found in today’s Plum Book or 

on any State Department Foreign or Civil Service sta�ng 

pattern. A hotel heiress, philanthropist, and political 

kingmaker were among the six top candidates vying for 

the position, with competition, advocacy, and lobbying 

so �erce that Deputy Secretary of State Warren Chris-

topher wrote on April 16, 1977, to Assistant Secretary 

for Educational and Cultural A�airs Joe Du�ey: “�is position 

seems to have at least as much interest as the ambassadorship 

to the United Kingdom!”

What was it about this job—director of the State Depart-

ment’s San Francisco Reception Center—that made it so 

popular? What ever became of it?

FS HERITAGE

Today, almost a half century later, with a recently passed 

congressional directive to enhance the State Department’s 

domestic engagement (Section 6605 of the FY24 State Depart-

ment Authorization Act) and an administration focused on city 

and state diplomacy, it’s worth revisiting State’s reception and 

foreign press centers to see what lessons can be learned from 

previous administrations’ engagement with the American pub-

lic. What happened to these domestic o�ces? Might it be time 

to resurrect and reimagine them for the 21st century?

Welcoming International Visitors
�e �rst State Department reception center was established in 

1942 by Nelson Rockefeller, then coordinator for inter-American 

a�airs, in Miami, Florida, to manage and meet exchange program 

visitors from Latin America (see page 40 for a map of the recep-

tion centers and their years of operation). Reception centers in 

New York (1943) and New Orleans (1945) followed, with State 

assuming responsibility for their administration in 1946. 

With passage of the Smith-Mundt Act (1948) and the estab-

lishment of worldwide exchange programs, centers were opened 

in San Francisco (1950), Honolulu (1956), and Seattle (1957) to 

support international visitors from Asia. �e Washington Interna-

tional Center was established in 1950 to arrange programming for 

international visitors, and it became part of a separate nonpro�t, 

Meridian House International, in 1960. �at same year the 

Today, almost a half century later, with a recently passed 

congressional directive to enhance the State Department’s 

domestic engagement (Section 6605 of the FY24 State Depart-

ment Authorization Act) and an administration focused on city 

and state diplomacy, it’s worth revisiting State’s reception and 

foreign press centers to see what lessons can be learned from 



SUMMARY OF DUTIES
Under general supervision of the Chief, Reception 
Centers Division, serves as Director of the Recep-
tion Center and is responsible for developing, 
planning and directing all functions of the Center, 
which is a field o�ce of the Department similar 
to a consulate or consulate general overseas. 
Receives and assists foreign visitors arriving 
in the United States through this port of entry, 
including those arriving under the programs of 
the Bureau of Educational and Cultural A�airs 
(CU) and the Agency for International Develop-
ment (AID); high-ranking foreign government 
o�cials; and others in whom the Department 
of State is interested. Formulates, develops and 
carries out professional programs in the area on 
behalf of the visitors and arranges for them to 
participate in community activities and hospital-
ity in American homes to better their understand-
ing of the United States.

THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 39



40 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

The State Department Reception Centers and Foreign Press Centers have played an important role in engaging the American 
public in U.S. diplomacy. This map shows where they were and when.

Washington Reception Sta� o�ce was created to meet and assist 

Department of State international visitors at the airport.

In a 1962 memorandum titled “Future Role of Reception 

Centers,” the Bureau of Educational and Cultural A�airs exam-

ined expanding the reception centers into “State Department 

�eld o�ces” with regional geographic responsibility, as well as 

adding an additional �ve centers. It was the heyday of diplomatic 

and domestic engagement, with passage of the Fulbright-Hays 

Act that authorized the operation of the reception centers and the 

launch of USAID and the Peace Corps. 

In 1963 the State Department established a two-person (FSO 

and o�ce management specialist) Cultural A�airs O�ce in Los 

Angeles, which operated for almost �ve years to better engage 

the creative community there and advise on international visitor 

support in Southern California. At the time, international visitors 

were being managed by the World A�airs Council of Los Angeles 

and the Center for International Visitors at the University of 

Southern California. But relations between the two were fraught, 

and there was a general consensus that opportunities were being 

missed, leading both the chancellor of UCLA (in 1961) and the 

mayor of Los Angeles (in 1966) to request State to open an o�cial 

reception center. But it never happened.

�ough the budgetary challenges that began to emerge in 

the mid-1960s undercut e�orts to expand what was arguably an 

e�ective program—proposed centers in Boston, Denver, and 

Chicago were never opened—the existing reception centers 

continued to operate. �eir role in engaging the American 

public was signi�cant. 

“A Field O�ce of the Department”
More than 30 candidates applied for the 1977 San Francisco 

opening. In the position description (see page 39) ECA Assistant 

Secretary Du�ey described the center as “a �eld o�ce of the 

[State] Department, similar to a consulate or consulate general 

overseas,” and as far as supervision was concerned: “�e relation-

ship with the bureau is similar to that of a principal o�cer of a 

consulate to the embassy.” 

ECA Deputy Assistant Secretary Jacob Canter described 

the position of the director of the Miami Reception Center in 

1966 as an “ex o�cio member of a variety of local organizations 

concerned with the reception of visitors … on a �rst name basis 

with almost anyone of consequence in the Greater Miami area.” 

Long before public-private partnership was so named, Canter 

noted that the State Department had recognized the value of a 

strong o�cer in Miami for “obtaining from the institutions and 

outstanding individuals in the area extensive services for these 

foreign visitors at no cost to the government.” 

Director of the New York Reception Center Elaine Heifetz 
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Over the decades, reception 
centers were closed because 
of budget cuts and a perhaps 
mistaken belief that the private 
sector could do it better and 
cheaper.

said it best, in 1976: “For the local public, our o�ce—not 

Passport, Security, Despatch, or USUN—is the State Depart-

ment” (emphasis added).

�e centers represented the State Department in engagements 

with local o�cials, cultural institutions, and media publications; 

they met, managed, and curated visits of o�cially sponsored 

exchange programs, not just those funded by the department but 

also for other agencies; and they provided protocol services when 

requested by U.S. embassies and consulates or the Department 

of State. �e representational budget was minimal, requiring 

them to rely heavily on private individuals and organizations for 

entertaining. �ey were sta�ed by a mixture of Foreign and Civil 

Service personnel, with an average of six positions per center. In 

1977 the director of the San Francisco Reception Center was the 

sole political-appointee position. 

In 1977, despite intense lobbying among high-powered 

applicants, President Carter appointed Joan Brann, whose late 

husband had been a prominent San Francisco lawyer, to that 

coveted position. New to politics and diplomacy, Ms. Brann had 

beat out Barbara Newsom Pelosi (former House Speaker Nancy 

Pelosi’s sister-in-law and Gavin Newsom’s aunt) and Hyatt hotel 

heiress Sue Pritzker (former U.S. Secretary of Commerce Penny 

Pritzker’s mother), among others (see page 39). �e appointment 

was controversial on many fronts: Brann’s husband had allegedly 

been delinquent in paying taxes, and her son from a previous 

marriage had allegedly killed a New Mexico state policeman in 

1971, hijacked a plane to Cuba, and lived there as a fugitive. Brann 

resigned in 1979, and her successor, Nancy Honig, not without 

controversies of her own, led the center until its closure in 1982. 

Succumbing to the Budget Bludgeon
Over the decades, reception centers were closed because of 

budget cuts and a perhaps mistaken belief that the private sec-

tor could do it better and cheaper. �e centers’ responsibilities 

were picked up by a local organization, usually an a�liate of the 

National Council for International Visitors (now known as Global 

Ties U.S.). �e 1960s saw the closing of the Los Angeles Cultural 

A�airs O�ce (1968) and the Seattle Reception Center (1969). 

In 1978, the �ve-center, then 20-person network was trans-

ferred wholesale to the U.S. International Communications 

Agency (USICA), when the Bureau of Educational and Cultural 

A�airs was made a part of that new agency. USICA reverted 

to its previous name, the United States Information Agency 

(USIA), a couple years later. Coinciding with ECA’s transfer, 

USAID withdrew its funding for the reception centers, exacer-

bating budgetary pressure.

�e 1980s saw a number of signi�cant changes, including 

passage of the Foreign Service Act of 1980 and the Foreign 

Missions Act of 1982 and the closure of the San Francisco 

(1983) and New Orleans reception centers (1987). In 1988, 

USIA noted in a response to Congress that the three remaining 

reception centers cost $1 million and were necessary to provide 

“an adequate level of service”—there was no cheaper private 

option—and that USIA still provided �nancial support to the 

local organization in San Francisco, the International Hospital-

ity Center later known as the International Diplomacy Council, 

to cover its expenses.

President Ronald Reagan opened a Foreign Press Center in 

Los Angeles in advance of the 1984 Summer Olympics. USIA 

had previously established Foreign Press Centers in New York 

City and Washington, D.C., to serve foreign journalists, which 

still operate today as part of the State Department. �e Los 

Angeles center was shuttered in 2008 due to a reorganization 

and accompanying reduction-in-force.

Finally, Congress’ 1990s search for a peace dividend at the end 

of the Cold War resulted in the closure of the Honolulu (1990) 

and Miami (1992) reception centers. By 1999, at the time of USIA’s 

merger with the State Department, only the New York Reception 

Center remained. Today, it operates as a branch unit of ECA’s 

O�ce of International Visitors. �e functions of the former recep-

tion centers have been dispersed to other State Department enti-

ties and o�ces: international visitor support (external nonpro�t 

organizations), department liaison (O�ce of Foreign Missions), 

recruitment (Diplomats in Residence), public outreach (Bureau of 

Global Public A�airs and regional bureaus), cultural organizations 

(ECA), media engagement (O�ces of Press Relations and Foreign 

Press Centers), and federal and local elected o�cials (Bureau of 

Legislative A�airs and O�ce of Global Partnerships).

Still, throughout the years, public diplomacy insiders and 

outsiders have asked whether the New York City model could 
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and should be extended to other parts of the country. In 2012, 

for instance, the O�ce of the Inspector General recommended 

ECA consider whether the New York program branch o�ce 

could e�ectively support other bureau o�ces and programs 

(see Recommendation 27). �is year, a former ECA principal 

deputy assistant secretary of State told me that if he had his dru-

thers, he would have a half dozen of these ECA branch o�ces, 

beginning with Los Angeles.

The Case for “Diplomatic Engagement Centers”  
Unlike other federal departments and agencies domesti-

cally, the State Department does not maintain a standardized 

domestic organization framework or designated senior depart-

ment o�cial for the government’s 10 federal regions. Now that 

the administration (through dedicated O�ce of Personnel 

Management [OPM] funding and positions) and Congress 

(through proposed legislation, the Federal Executive Boards 

Act of 2023) seek to improve the federal government’s domestic 

coordination through enhanced Federal Executive Boards, it 

begs the question whether the State Department should recon-

sider its own domestic organization and coordination. 

One idea to consider is the creation of domestic geographic 

districts aligned with the 10 federal regions. Could a “Dip-

lomatic Engagement Center” in each district, or spanning 

multiple districts, bring together existing o�ces and personnel 

to better implement exchange programs; coordinate public 

outreach and media engagement; create public-private part-

nerships; liaise with regionally based city, state, and federal 

o�cials; and support foreign embassies and consulates? 

Los Angeles has been identi�ed numerous times for 

enhanced public diplomacy representation. With the pivot 

to Asia and the Indo-Paci�c, and a new era of geopolitical 

competition, the nation’s most populous state and largest 

economy is an ideal place to pilot such an initiative. Moreover, 

with the 2026 men’s soccer World Cup and the 2028 Summer 

Olympics on the horizon, now is the perfect time to invest in 

the nation’s domestic diplomatic capacity. What better place to 

begin than the nation’s second-largest city, Los Angeles—home 

to the country’s largest concentration of foreign diplomats and 

domestic personnel outside Washington and New York? 

Over the past two years, my colleagues and I have brought 

together State’s diplomatic personnel across o�ces and 

positions in Southern California into an informal network 

to improve information sharing, visitor support, and public 

engagement and, in the process, build a stronger sense of 

community. However, this informal model has its limitations. 

For instance, when a local partner implementing exchange 

programs ceased operations, a new partner had to be found, 

resulting in a loss of institutional knowledge and expertise. 

In another case, the remit of the local implementing part-

ner is limited to only one aspect of the department’s public 

diplomacy activities (international visitors)—and not another 

(sports diplomacy)—preventing further synergies. 

Further, while not an issue in Los Angeles, the department’s 

lack of a single geographic point of contact in other federal 

regions results in irregular and inconsistent participation in 

OPM’s Federal Executive Boards. Finally, there is no internal 

clearing house to coordinate domestic travel by department 

principals and engage department personnel assigned or work-

ing remotely in a geographic region to help tailor and amplify 

these engagements.

State is already spending money to accomplish these func-

tions; however, the funding is dispersed through grants and 

reimbursement to nonpro�t organizations or across existing 

department full-time personnel. Might it be more e�ective to 

consolidate that expenditure, use existing department-leased 

real estate from the General Services Administration for a mail-

ing address, and expand State’s presence by using a combina-

tion of assigned and remote-work employees to coordinate 

operations and represent the department? 

In 1962, when State assessed the future of its reception cen-

ters, the United States happened to be hosting the World’s Fair 

in Seattle. Seattle’s Reception Center noted a �vefold increase 

in workload (number of programs/persons/programming 

days). In advance of the global mega events descending on Los 

Angeles and the expected accompanying increases in o�-

cial visitor counts, press engagements, and public diplomacy 

opportunities, now is the time for State to plan for enhanced 

domestic engagement that builds on past successes.  n

Throughout the years, public 
diplomacy insiders and outsiders 
have asked whether the New York 
City model could and should be 
extended to other parts of the 
country. 
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CALENDAR
Please check 

https://afsa.org for the most 
up-to-date information.  

April 1
Deadline: High School Essay 

Contest submissions

April 15
Federal and State Taxes due

AFSA Tax Guide: 
www.afsa.org/taxguide

April 17
12-1:30 p.m.

AFSA Governing 
Board meeting

May 2
AFSA Foreign Service 

Day event

May 3
Foreign Service Day

May 21
AFSA Centennial Gala

May 27
Memorial Day

AFSA O ces closed

May 30
AFSA Centennial 

Birthday Party

June 12
12-1:30 p.m. 

AFSA Governing 
Board meeting

On the Road with AFSA’s President
It’s been a busy travel season 
for AFSA President Tom Yaz-
dgerdi. In January, Yazdgerdi 
traveled to Sarasota, Miami, 
Boca Raton, and Jupiter, 
Fla., for a whirlwind trip that 
had him meeting with audi-
ences ranging from college 
students and recent gradu-
ates interested in the Foreign 
Service to retired FS profes-
sionals and World A�airs 
Council members.

In Sarasota, Yazdgerdi 
joined more than 70 FS retir-
ees and spouses as the guest 
speaker at the annual meeting 
of the Foreign Service Retir-
ees Association (FSRA). This 
was Yazdgerdi’s first time vis-
iting the group since becom-
ing AFSA president in 2023. 
He shared AFSA’s upcoming 
plans to mark the Foreign Ser-

vice centennial and outlined 
AFSA’s recent advocacy work 
on the Hill. He also discussed 
AFSA’s recent success 
stories, including its work to 
increase the number of men-
tal health professionals in the 
Bureau of Medical Services, 
expansion of emergency 

backup care, exceptions for 
government-financed air 
transportation, and support 
for tandem spouses in the 
Foreign Service.

He then traveled to 
Miami, where he took part 
in a roundtable with honors 
students at the Miami Dade 
College (MDC) Wolfson 
campus. He was joined at 
the college by Diplomat in 
Residence Mignon Houston 
and Yamilee Bastien, a com-
mercial o�cer at the Miami 
U.S. Export Assistance Cen-
ter, who helped organize the 
meeting. Yazdgerdi also got 
an assist from his sister, Kris-
ten Rosen-Gonzalez, a Miami 
Beach city commissioner and 
professor of communications 
at MDC, and from Magda 
Castinyera, MDC president 
of the Honors College dual 
language program.

Yazdgerdi talked about 
the excitement of a Foreign 
Service career and about 
AFSA’s nonpartisan stance, 
explaining that “a nonpartisan 
AFSA ensures that the focus 
remains on the professional 

Tom Yazdgerdi, second from left, front row, and MDC’s Magda Castinyera 
with students from Miami Dade College in January.
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needs of diplomats, such 
as fair working conditions, 
career development, and ade-
quate resources.” However, he 
noted, nonpartisanship “must 
go both ways.” While AFSA 
does not take sides in political 
or policy battles, “we expect 
our elected and appointed 
leaders to respect the career 
professionals of the Foreign 
Service and we expect them 
to refrain from equating 
well-considered dissent with 
disloyalty.”

FSJ Centennial Writing Competition 

And the Winner is …

In September 2023, as part of our 
centennial outreach, the FSJ launched 
a writing competition asking AFSA 
members to submit 1,000-word essays 
describing the ideal Foreign Service for 
the next 100 years.  

We received 65 thought-provoking 
essays in response. So many of them 
were excellent; it was tough to nar-
row them down. But our judges have selected their top three 
essays, all of which will run in upcoming issues of the Journal
beginning next month. 

Congratulations to:
First place: Thomas “Toby” Wolf
Second place: Darrow S. Godeski Merton 
Third place: Joshua Morris
We thank our judges and all the writers who took the time 

to share their thoughts about the ideal Foreign Service.  n Continued on page 49

THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 43



STATE VP VOICE  |  BY HUI JUN TINA WONG AFSA NEWS

Contact: wong@afsa.org | (202)-647-8160

Implementing the NDAA

AFSA is closely tracking all 
aspects of the provisions of 
the 2024 National Defense 
Authorization Act (NDAA) 
related to State Department 
personnel policy priorities. 
Many of the provisions have 
90- to 120-day implemen-
tation deadlines, but here 
I want to focus on actions 
mandated by NDAA 2024 
that are linked to AFSA’s 
broader, collaborative work 
with the department and 
employee organizations.

First, AFSA continues to 
engage with the department 
to improve transparency and 
processes involving restric-
tion appeals and assignment 
reviews. In February I spoke 
with The New York Times
about assignment restric-
tions and reviews, as did 
several a�ected employees 
who recently won appeals.

NDAA 2024 mandates a 
status update on all those 
assignment restrictions or 
reviews (or “pass through 
objections”) pending for 
more than 30 days and the 
establishment of a right to 
appeal, along with a process 
for employees to do so. It 
also states that a Secu-
rity Appeals Panel is to be 
convened within 120 days 
of an appeal filing. AFSA is 
pushing the department to 
share these implementation 
details for our review.

Second, we were 
pleased to see the February 
announcement of the launch 
of the Workplace Conflict 
Prevention and Resolution 

Center within the Ombuds 
O£ce (S/O). This imple-
ments the NDAA 2024 provi-
sion (see section 6211) to 
increase department e�orts 
to improve employee reten-
tion and prevent retaliation 
by establishing a single 
point of initial reporting for 
allegations of discrimina-
tion, bullying, and harass-
ment. We look forward to 
learning more as this o£ce 
becomes fully sta�ed and 
operational. (See the related 
article from the Ombuds 
O£ce on page 26.)

Third, AFSA will be joining 
the American Federation of 
Government Employees (the 
Civil Service union at State), 
in a walkthrough of lactation 
spaces in the Harry S Tru-
man building and will con-
tinue to monitor the depart-
ment’s implementation of 
the NDAA 2024 provision 
to report on breastfeeding 
accommodations overseas. 
Write to member@afsa.org 
to report any changes in 
demand for such spaces.

Fourth, we sent an 
AFSAnet on Feb. 8 regarding 
the department’s first-ever 
knowledge transfer e�ec-
tiveness survey, an e�ort 
to assess workforce views 
and current practices of 
predecessors providing job 
knowledge, briefings, and 
other mentoring to their suc-
cessors during transfer and 
onboarding overseas. We 
encouraged all active-duty 
State FS members to share 
their related experiences. We 

will request a briefing on the 
department’s survey results 
this spring, as the report is 
due to Congress in the first 
quarter of 2024.

Fifth, we sent out an 
AFSAnet regarding the 
department’s launch of the 
congressionally mandated 
Mid-level Lateral Entry Pilot 
Program (LEPP) on Jan. 29. 
My priorities during this 
period are to monitor LEPP 
implementation, communi-
cate updates to members, 
and press the department 
to outline its measures to 
assess the success of the 
program. We also continue 
to advance specialist issues, 
including advocating for 
career development oppor-
tunities for specialists and 
consular fellows. (See page 
47 for more.)

Thank you to those mem-
bers who have written in to 
share questions and views. 
It is critical for both depart-
ment leaders and members 
of Congress to hear your 
concerns, and we will con-
tinue to be your voice on this 
matter.

Some members reached 
out with concerns that many 
of the “critical needs” out-
lined in the LEPP describe 
skills they already have, 
especially economic-coned 
o£cers. We would not 
want LEPP hiring to further 
reduce already problematic 
promotion and retention 
rates for economic o£cers.

Nevertheless, in NDAA 
2024 Congress does rec-

ognize the need to retain 
talent, including a provision 
mandating the department’s 
report on recruitment, 
retention, and promotion 
of economic o£cers. AFSA 
will continue to press the 
department to examine 
how LEPP will a�ect promo-
tions for FS generalists and 
specialists.

Last, but not least, I am 
deeply engaged in further 
reform of our promotion 
precepts. We welcome 
congressional interest in 
incorporating Foreign Ser-
vice experiences at multilat-
eral organizations, service 
in hardship posts across 
various geographic regions, 
experience in critical and 
emerging technologies, and 
trainings and details into our 
promotion considerations.

We are concluding nego-
tiations on the new cross-
functional competency—a 
sixth area that will be scored 
alongside the five existing 
core precepts—for general-
ist classes FS-2 and above. 
We want to ensure that all 
adjustments made to the 
scoring rubric will be clearly 
defined and explained.

During the celebration 
of this Foreign Service cen-
tennial year, I could not be 
prouder of our AFSA labor 
management team as we 
work to foster an environ-
ment that embraces innova-
tion and change.  n
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Tease (v.): To worry or 
irritate by persistent action 
which vexes or annoys 
(Oxford English Dictionary).

I’m a middle child. My 
brothers and I were expert 
teasers; we gave and we 
received in equal measure. 
We all laughed—most of the 
time. When we didn’t, we 
stopped. We grew up, and 
the teasing declined. Look-
ing back, the laughter seems 
less funny.

According to the Promot-
ing Relationships and Elimi-
nating Violence Network, 
teasing becomes bullying 
when:
• The content of the teasing 

turns from a�ectionate to 
hostile. 

• There is a power imbal-
ance.

• The teasing occurs repeat-
edly.

• The person teasing means 
to harm.

• The person being teased 
is harmed.

Bully (v.): To behave in an 
overbearing, intimidating, 
or aggressive manner; to 
seek to harm, intimidate, 
or coerce (OED).

In high school, my friends 
and I did our best navigating 
the early 1980s Breakfast 
Club suburbia—no shame 
there. Largely ignored, we 
survived, but during sopho-
more year, I was targeted, 
and that year, I spent every 
morning break and lunch 

It’s Past Time to Stop the Bullying

it, and 66 percent are aware 
that workplace bullying 
happens. The report goes 
on to show that men are 
more likely to be bullies than 
women, but that women are 
more likely to be bullied by 
women than men.

The data doesn’t note dif-
ferences between the private 
and public sector, but it’s no 
leap to say that our experi-
ence mirrors this study. 
You’d think at these rates, 
bullying would be illegal. 
Except for cyberbullying, 
again, you’d be wrong.

Harassment (n.): Unwar-
ranted speech or behavior 
causing annoyance, alarm, 
distress, or intimidation, 
usually occurring persis-
tently (OED).

The distinction between 
bullying and harassment is 
that when the bullying behav-
ior is directed toward some-
one in a protected class, it 
becomes harassment.

Harassment is illegal. 
The federal government has 
laws to protect employees 
from harassment. At USAID, 
the O£ce of Civil Rights is 
responsible for protecting 
employees and adjudicat-
ing harassment complaints, 
while the Employee Labor 
Relations O£ce handles mis-
conduct, including bullying. 
The bar is high in both cases 
and proving that bullying has 
crossed over to harassment 
and/or discrimination takes 
time and e�ort.

period in dread, hiding from 
and avoiding my bullies.

I’m not sure what my 
friends thought. A few con-
nected the dots, but we never 
talked about it, and I never 
told anyone. Miraculously, 
the bullying stopped junior 
year. Maybe they got bored.

Looking back, I had it 
easy. For three years, my 
classmate Mike couldn’t out-
run his bullies, and he was 
often dumped into the near-
est trash can while the rest 
of us looked on and school 
administrators looked away.

According to a 2019 
study by the National Center 
for Education Statistics, 
middle schoolers (grades 
6-8) report bullying rates 
between 26 and 28 percent, 
while high school seniors 
reported a lower bullying 
rate of 15 percent. You’d 
think the decline would con-
tinue as we enter adulthood 
and the workforce. You’d be 
wrong.

Everyone has a USAID 
story: Mine is about a boss 
who loved tossing furni-
ture and an ambassador 
who verbally attacked and 
berated sta� in meetings. 
The excuses—it’s a rite of 
passage, I survived it, it 
builds character, it makes 
you stronger—are still com-
monly thrown about.

According to the 2021 
U.S. Workplace Bullying 
Survey, 30 percent of work-
ers su�er abusive conduct 
at work, 19 percent witness 
it, 49 percent are a�ected by 

You’d think prevention 
would be simple, but it isn’t. 
USAID has been making a 
concerted e�ort to tackle 
bullying and harassment 
through its Sta� Care pro-
gram, which o�ers a suite 
of resources. We have a 
misconduct reporting portal; 
employees undergo annual 
anti-bullying, anti-harass-
ment, and anti-discrimina-
tion training; and there is a 
new deputy mission director 
mentoring program.

Yet bullying persists. 
At AFSA’s USAID o£ce, 
we regularly hear from FSOs 
seeking solutions to bullying 
problems. I am encouraged 
by these calls as people seek 
guidance to file complaints, 
support their colleagues, 
and stand up to the bullies. 
But I’m also disappointed 
that there is a need to have 
these conversations. No 
one should have to face this 
issue.

Mike came into his own 
senior year, and the bullying 
finally stopped. Forty years 
on, some of my high school 
friendships got stronger and 
some faded as we went to 
college, started families, and 
lived our varied lives, but 
these experiences still 
guide me.

If you or someone you 
know is experiencing bul-
lying or harassment, don’t 
hesitate to reach out, call it 
out, and provide support.  n
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Members occasionally ask 
AFSA about two seemingly 
unfair aspects of federal 
retirement benefits. One 
a�ects retirees covered by 
the Foreign Service Pen-
sion System (FSPS)—the 
so-called “new” system for 
people hired after 1983. The 
other concerns retirees cov-
ered by the Foreign Service 
Retirement and Disability 
System (FSRDS)—the “old” 
system for people hired 
before 1984. Below is an 
explanation of each aspect 
and why it is unlikely that 
Congress will ever revise 
them.

Diet COLA 
When Congress created 

FSPS and its parallel Civil 
Service retirement plan 
40 years ago, it gave those 
retirement systems a lower 
annual Cost of Living Adjust-
ment (COLA) than is given to 
retirees covered by FSRDS 
and its parallel Civil Service 
plan. Congress did that in 
recognition of significant 
di�erences between the old 
and new retirement systems.

The only benefit in the 
old system is a monthly 
pension, but that pension is 
higher than for those cov-
ered under the new system 
(for example, 70 percent of 
the high-three average sal-
ary after 35 years of service 
under the old system, versus 
49 percent under the new). 
Since that is the only federal 
retirement income received 
by those participants, Con-

gress decided to give those 
pensions a full COLA each 
year.

However, participants 
in the new systems receive 
significant additional retire-
ment income from outside 
the pension. FSPS partici-
pants (unlike FSRDS) receive 
Social Security, which is 
adjusted annually for infla-
tion. More significantly, 
FSPS participants (unlike 
FSRDS) receive free govern-
ment matching payments 
into their Thrift Savings Plan. 
At retirement, those match-
ing funds typically comprise 
30 percent of the partici-
pant’s TSP balance.

Additionally, if TSP par-
ticipants invest a significant 
portion of their portfolio 
in the stock market, over 
time the growth of their 
portfolio will far outpace 
inflation. Thus, since FSPS 
participants enjoy the added 
benefits from Social Security 
and TSP, Congress decided 
that FSPS pensions merited 
a lower annual COLA than 
FSRDS participants receive.

If Congress opted to 
change that by raising the 
FSPS annual COLA, it would 
increase outflows from the 
Foreign Service retirement 
trust fund. To keep the fund 
solvent, Congress would 
have two options: enlarge 
the federal deficit by increas-
ing payments from the U.S. 
Treasury into the trust fund, 
or require current employees 
to contribute more of their 
salary into the trust fund.

WEP and GPO
A second piece of federal 

retirement law was also 
adopted by Congress 40 
years ago. It applies to peo-
ple covered by FSRDS or its 
parallel Civil Service retire-
ment plan who, before and/
or after their federal service, 
worked in the private sector 
long enough to earn Social 
Security benefits.

Their Social Security 
retirement benefits are sub-
ject to the Windfall Elimina-
tion Provision (WEP), and 
any Social Security spousal 
or survivor benefits are 
subject to the Government 
Pension O�set (GPO). Both 
provisions lower their Social 
Security payments from 
what they otherwise would 
have been.

The reason for this reduc-
tion dates back to Social 
Security’s founding in the 
1930s. Congress designed 
Social Security to give lower-
income workers a higher 
percentage of their income 
back as Social Security 
benefits than higher-income 
workers get.

Thus, for example, some-
one with average annual 
lifetime earnings of $40,000 
gets a significantly higher 
percentage of those earn-
ings back in Social Security 
payments than does some-
one with average lifetime 
earnings of $150,000. This 
is done to help lower-income 
workers cover essential 
costs of living such as food 
and shelter.

Because Social Security 
calculates average lifetime 
earnings by looking at 35 
years of earnings covered 
by Social Security, all the 
years that FSRDS employ-
ees did not pay into Social 
Security show up as zero 
earnings in Social Security’s 
calculations.

This makes them look 
like lower-income workers, 
which they were not. WEP 
and GPO remove that wind-
fall in their Social Security 
benefit calculation to restore 
the equitable distribution of 
benefits between higher and 
lower income levels.

Were Congress to repeal 
those provisions, it would 
increase outflows from the 
Social Security trust fund. 
As things stand now, the 
Congressional Budget O£ce 
projects that Social Security 
trust fund reserves will be 
depleted in 2033.

At that point, Social 
Security benefits will need 
to be reduced, Social Secu-
rity taxes will need to be 
increased, and/or benefits 
will need to be funded in part 
by borrowing and increasing 
the federal deficit. Repeal-
ing WEP and GPO would 
advance the date of Social 
Security insolvency.  n

Two Quirks in Federal Retirement Benefits

RETIREE VP VOICE  |  BY JOHN K. NALAND      AFSA NEWS  
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AFSA Advocates for FS Specialists

Out of roughly 14,000 
Foreign Service employees, 
more than 40 percent are 
specialists, with specialist 
work comprising a majority 
of AFSA’s labor management 
services. From construction 
engineers to Diplomatic 
Security agents, from o£ce 
management specialists to 
medical laboratory scien-
tists, there are 19 di�erent 
specialist types, all providing 
vital support to the depart-
ment at home and abroad.

But not all specialties 
have home bureaus look-
ing out for their needs, and 
it can be challenging to 
develop policy that benefits 
all 19 specialties equally. To 
address these challenges, 
AFSA and the department 
established a pilot program 
in July 2023 to dedicate 
one of the six State AFSA 
Governing Board represen-
tatives to work full-time on 
specialist issues—a role I’m 
proud to be filling.

This happens at a time 
of other improvements in 
specialist support from the 
department, including a pilot 
program placing a special-
ist advocate in the under 
secretary for management’s 
(M) o£ce.

These two new positions 
marked the beginning of a 
great year for specialists. 
AFSA was delighted to see 
the development of an O£ce 
Management Specialist 
Program Unit in M’s O£ce 
of Strategy and Solutions. 
Similarly, AFSA worked with 
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the department on a new 
professional development 
plan for o£ce management 
specialists, ensuring a clear 
career trajectory for one of 
our largest specialist groups.

We’ve also successfully 
engaged to protect secu-
rity engineering o£cers, 
ensuring that new hiring 
incentives don’t disadvan-
tage existing employees. 
And every day AFSA’s labor 
management team works on 
numerous individual issues 
involving specialist promo-
tions, benefits, assignment 
reviews, discipline, pay and 
overtime, and other matters.

But there is much more 
to be done. The specialist-
focused AFSA State rep-
resentative is only a pilot 
program until 2025, and we 
need to extend it. Similarly, 
the specialist advocate posi-
tion in M’s o£ce will expire 
during the summer of 2024, 
but has not been extended.

While the new O£ce 
Management Specialist 
Program Unit is a wonderful 
step in permanent support 
for one specialty, making the 
specialist advocate a perma-
nent part of M’s o£ce will 
ensure that even the smaller 
specialties have a voice.

In support of this goal, 
AFSA worked with employ-
ees enrolled in the Secre-
tary’s Leadership Seminar, 
who recently met with the 
Director General, the under 
secretary for management, 
and others to recommend 
a new Specialist Advocacy 

Council, a permanent spe-
cialist advocate position, and 
the creation of professional 
development plans for all 
specialties.

AFSA is also working on 
several targeted specialist 
topics. We are concerned 
about limited opportunities 
for advancement in some 
specialties and how that 
might a�ect time-in-class 
(TIC) calculations.

For instance, we were 
delighted to see that, after 
many years of AFSA advo-
cacy, the TIC for FS-4 diplo-
matic couriers was extended 
to 20 years. Likewise, we 
enthusiastically supported 
extending the TIC for FS-3 
DS agents to 20 years. In 
the coming months we will 
review TIC limits for other 
specialists to see if similar 
changes are warranted.

AFSA supports the 
department exercising its 
authority to extend TICs 
for those who were recom-
mended for promotion but 
not ultimately promoted. 
Specialists who perform well 
should be retained, benefit-
ting the Foreign Service with 
their expertise, regardless of 
the lack of available promo-
tion slots.

AFSA is also concerned 
that some specialists reach 
pay and overtime caps 
quickly when working in high 
threat posts, but do not have 
access to the same di�er-
ential pay as generalists. It 
isn’t acceptable to provide 
specialists fewer benefits 

than generalists when they 
work in the same dangerous 
environments, often in the 
same positions. We need 
new recognition packages 
for specialists, or we send 
the wrong message about 
their comparative value to 
the Foreign Service.

AFSA is also advocating 
for a better FS entry path 
for consular fellows. Fellows 
have already demonstrated 
successful service over-
seas, and those who have 
performed well represent a 
diverse, secure, well-estab-
lished pool from which we 
should aggressively recruit 
to fill our generalist ranks.

AFSA has requested 
consular fellow inclusion 
in the Mustang Program, 
which exempts eligible Civil 
Service employees and 
specialists from the Foreign 
Service O£cer Test. AFSA is 
also reviewing proposals for 
the use of consular fellow 
evaluations as an alternative 
to the qualifications evalua-
tion panel during the Foreign 
Service testing process.

In these and dozens of 
other issues, AFSA has been 
working steadfastly for its 
specialist members, some-
thing we will continue to 
do. In the meantime, please 
feel free to reach out to us 
at afsa@state.gov or floyd@
afsa.org if you have any 
questions or suggestions 
related to AFSA’s specialist-
focused work.  n

OF SPECIAL(IST) CONCERN |  BY AFSA STATE REP. GREGORY FLOYD AFSA NEWS
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2023 AFSA Treasurer’s Report

I am pleased to report that AFSA continues its track 
record of keeping the organization on a solid financial 
footing. AFSA’s reserves are su£cient to cover expenses 
beyond the six-month window recommended for 
nonprofits. We ended 2023 in the black, with revenue 
rising higher than expenses. At the end of the year, we 
were honored to receive a clean audit—the highest 
possible standard for a nonprofit organization—for 
the 14th consecutive year.

AFSA’s $6.8 million planned operating budget for 
calendar year 2024 is funded primarily from membership 
dues and advertising revenue. AFSA’s membership base 
stood at approximately 16,873 as of year-end 2023. 
That number represents about 80 percent of active-duty 
employees across the foreign a�airs agencies, plus 
approximately 25 percent of Foreign Service retirees. 
Dues increased by 3.7 percent for 2024 to match the 
third-quarter consumer price index.

Advertising revenue continues to be a bright spot 
for AFSA, rising to $578,000 in 2023 (up from $556,000 
in 2022).

Drilling down into the financial details, AFSA ended 
2023 with reserves totaling $16.8 million in the following 
funds:

The Operational Reserve, which supports regular 
operations, salaries, etc., stood at $3.5 million, In all 
cases, declines in fund balances can be almost exclusively 
attributed to the challenging investment environment 
in 2023.    

The Scholarship Fund stood at $11.6 million, up from 
$10.8 million in 2022. In 2023, AFSA provided $405,000 
in scholarships and awards to Foreign Service children, 
an increase of 24 percent. The fund annually withdraws 
4.5 percent of its five-year average value to fund scholar-
ships and partially underwrite the program’s operational 
expenses.

The Fund for American Diplomacy balance was 
$503,000, down from $515,000. This fund supports 
all AFSA’s outreach and public education e�orts, including 
the speaker series, Road Scholar programs, the national 
high school essay contest, the AFSA awards and plaques 
programs, and member event public events. Revenue 
from AFSA’s Inside a U.S. Embassy book sales continues 
to support the FAD. More than 2,200 books were sold 
in 2023. 

The Sinclaire Fund provides funding for the association’s 
hard language awards, stemming from a generous bequest 

AFSA Governing Board 
Meeting, February 21, 2024

Board Chair
The board voted to reappoint Tom Yazdgerdi to serve as 
chair for six months.

Resignation
The board accepted the resignation of David Josar, 
e�ective immediately. n

in the early 1980s. Its balance at the end of 2023 was 
$503,000, up from $482,000.

Finally, the Legal Defense Fund balance was 
$342,000 vice $376,000 at the end of 2022. The LDF 
supports AFSA members who are facing legal or regulatory 
issues that may a�ect the Foreign Service as a whole 
and in cases where AFSA does not possess the specific 
expertise needed for such cases.

AFSA’s investment portfolio recovered from the 2022 
downturn, and the association’s overall financial strength 
remains excellent.

As we look toward the remaining months of 2024, we 
will continue supporting our members in a variety of ways, 
including through scholarship funds, Sinclaire language 
awards, bipartisan support for our legislative agenda, and 
other e�orts.

—John O’Keefe, AFSA Treasurer n

At the end of the year, we were 
honored to receive a clean audit—
the highest possible standard for 
a nonprofit organization—for the 
14th consecutive year.
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AFSA Meets with Employee Organizations 

There are currently almost three dozen employee organiza-
tions (EO) in the State Department, and AFSA leaders meet 
with them on a regular basis to learn about their concerns and 
discuss ways we can work together in our advocacy. 

On Dec. 14, AFSA President Tom Yazdgerdi, State AFSA 
VP Tina Wong, and AFSA sta� met with representatives from 
Singles at State. Yazdgerdi outlined AFSA’s advocacy on the 
National Defense Authorization Act and other areas of advo-
cacy a�ecting single members of the Foreign Service. Singles 
at State leaders raised concerns about potential discrepan-
cies between single and married members of the Service 
when it comes to the availability of remote work agreements 
versus DETO opportunities, the lack of access to reproductive 
health options, workplace flexibility and its relationship with 
eldercare issues, and more.

According to the group, single employees represent 27 
percent of the department’s direct-hire workforce; Singles 
at State seeks to raise awareness of how department poli-
cies a�ect our unmarried, divorced, and widowed employ-
ees, including single parents. For more information, contact 
SinglesAtState@state.gov.

On Jan. 11, Yazdgerdi and Wong met with leaders of the 
Disability Action Group (DAG). DAG representatives provided 
an update of recent changes in the department’s worldwide 
availability policy and expressed concern about the perceived 
slow pace of change. They noted a department focus on initial 
hiring, but not on an expansion of the new, more equitable 
worldwide availability principles to assignments for existing 
employees, and a general lack of transparency in the medi-
cal (MED) clearance process, asking for AFSA’s assistance in 

implementing a transparent process that better addresses 
the needs of new employees.

DAG strives to promote the full and equal participation of 
people with disabilities department-wide, improve disability 
awareness, and provide a platform for discussing issues of 
accommodation. For more information, write to DAGCouncil@
state.gov.

On Feb. 5, Yazdgerdi and Wong met with members of the 
board of Parallel Professionals, an organization focused on 
the professional development and careers of Foreign Service 
spouses and partners. A relatively new employee organiza-
tion, it already has more than 700 members, including Civil 
Service, contractors, family members, and a small number of 
interagency personnel.

The group’s biggest goal is to support passage of the Readi-
ness Act, proposed legislation that includes both FS and mili-
tary spouses and o�ers a menu of options for spouses faced 
with a PCS (personnel change of station) move, including 
consideration for Domestic Employee Teleworking Overseas 
(DETO) status, reassignment to a job in the new region/post, 
or conversion to leave without pay (LWOP) status. Members 
are also working to tally DETO and remote work agreement 
(RWA) denials in both the Foreign and the Civil Service, and 
advocating for NCE (noncompetitive eligibility) parity with 
military spouses. Group attendees noted the persistent low 
pay/low grades for spouses at post and the need to track how 
many FS spouses are able to use their non-competitive eligibil-
ity (NCE) for employment when returning to D.C.

For more information, contact ParallelProfessionalsBoard@
state.gov.  n

Tom Yazdgerdi, center front, in blue shirt, with retired AFSA members at 
annual meeting of the Foreign Service Retirees Association in Sarasota, 
Fla., on Jan. 26.
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In Boca Raton the next 
day, Yazdgerdi visited 
Florida Atlantic University, 
once again meeting with 
students interested in 
learning about the Foreign 
Service as a career, first at 
the Boca Raton campus and 
later at the Jupiter campus, 
where he joined students 

in an advanced diplomacy 
class. The Foreign Service, 
he told them, is “a demand-
ing profession and one of 
sacrifice.

“Members join the 
Foreign Service not for the 
money or the public glory; 
they join because of a sense 
of duty to their country 
and a desire to contribute 
to America’s continued 
security and prosperity.”  n

On the Road with AFSA’s President
Continued from page 43

https://careers.state.gov/about/diversity-inclusion/employee-organizations/
https://careers.state.gov/about/diversity-inclusion/employee-organizations/
mailto:DAGCouncil@state.gov
mailto:DAGCouncil@state.gov
mailto:ParrallelProfessionalsBoard@state.gov
mailto:ParrallelProfessionalsBoard@state.gov
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AFSA Welcomes Newest FS Members

We’ve been busy welcoming 
new FS members to the For-
eign Service and to AFSA HQ, 
where we’re talking to them 
about the various benefits 
they will enjoy when they 
join AFSA.

On Jan. 30, USAID Vice 
President Randy Chester 
welcomed 24 members of 
USAID’s Career Candidate 
Corps Class 39. USAID AFSA 
Representative Christopher 
Saenger and Sue Bremner, 
AFSA’s USAID labor manage-
ment adviser, also met with 
the class.

The 24 class members 
combined speak 17 foreign 
languages and have worked 
or studied in 64 countries. 

LM Shows the Love

On Feb. 14, the AFSA Labor Management team celebrated 
Valentine’s Day by hosting an open house for their State 
Department counterparts, clients, and colleagues from various 
employee organizations that work alongside AFSA. Guests 
wrote notes of appreciation and wandered through o£ces 
decorated for the big day. We  our LM colleagues!  n
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Seventeen have prior experi-
ence working for USAID.

On Feb. 13, AFSA President 
Tom Yazdgerdi and other 
senior AFSA sta� welcomed 
an incredible 227 new State 
Department Foreign Service 
members from Generalist 
Class 217 and Specialist Class 
171—so many that we had 
to divide them into multiple 
events just to get them all into 
the building!

A special thank you to the 
numerous AFSA members 
who joined us to o�er advice 
to these new FS members, 
including Ambassadors 
Maureen Cormack, Michael 
Dodman, Jennifer Galt, Lino 
Gutierrez, and Eunice Red-

dick; and Scott Bellard, Karen 
Christensen, Joel Maybury, 
John McNamara, Larilyn Ref-
fett, and Darren Thies.

Classes 217 and 171 
include 20 Civil Service 
members who are joining 
the FS as generalists and 
specialists, along with 10 
former consular fellows. 
Women make up 40 percent 
of the class, which includes 
four diplomatic couriers, five 
regional medical o£cers, 

11 information manage-
ment specialists, 22 o£ce 
management specialists, 
and 59 Diplomatic Secu-
rity special agents. Class 
members speak more than 
50 languages between them, 
including every o£cial United 
Nations language and lan-
guages spoken in each of the 
six geographic bureaus.

No matter your agency or 
role, we welcome you all to 
the Foreign Service.  n

The 24 class members combined speak 
17 foreign languages and have worked or 
studied in 64 countries. Seventeen have 
prior experience working for USAID.
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First Happy Hour of the Next 100 Years

On Feb. 21, AFSA invited members and friends to join the 
centennial kicko� happy hour at AFSA headquarters.

More than 150 members turned out for what some are 
calling AFSA’s best happy hour ever. New hires and retirees 
mingled. Friends and colleagues reunited to chat, snack, 
enjoy a variety of special beverages, and enter a ra²e for 
AFSA’s new Foreign Service swag. 

AFSA President Tom Yazdgerdi o�ered welcoming 
remarks. Clements sponsored the event and had represen-
tatives on hand to help members with insurance questions. 
Just about the entire AFSA team was on hand to greet 
members. 

Everyone had a great time catching up with old friends 
and new.  n

This year, Foreign Service Day will be held on Friday, 
May 3. The AFSA Memorial Plaque Ceremony will also 
take place on that day. 

Each year AFSA commemorates Foreign Service Day 
through a series of events and activities throughout 

the week. We ask embassies and consulates 
to participate in a rolling moment of silence to 
recognize those lost in the line of service. We also 
ask our members to take to social media to draw 
attention to the work of the Foreign Service using 
the hashtags #FSProud and #ForeignServiceDay.   

On Thursday, May 2, as has become tradition, 
members are invited to stop by AFSA headquar-
ters during our Open House. We’ll have food 
trucks and a professional photographer on hand 
to take free professional headshots. AFSA sta� 

will also be available to answer questions. Come meet 
up with friends and colleagues! In the evening, AFSA will 
co-host a reception for members with DACOR. 

AFSA members will receive more information about 
all these initiatives later this month. In our centennial 
year we look forward to a special celebration. 

Members interested in receiving information about 
events taking place at the State Department on May 3 
should email foreigna�airsday@state.gov.  n

Save the Dates: May 2 & 3

AFSA’s Foreign Service 
Day Programming
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AFSA’s centennial happy hour on Feb. 21 drew the largest crowd ever.

High school buddies Maggie Hug, who 
works at the State Department, and Shawn 
Dorman, editor in chief of The Foreign 
Service Journal, reunite at the happy hour.

Foreign Service swag was ra�ed o�—details on AFSA’s new online 
storefront coming soon.
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Don’t forget! The 
filing deadline to 
submit 2023 tax 
returns or an exten-
sion to file and pay 

tax owed is April 15, 2024, 
for most taxpayers, with 
an automatic two-month 
extension to June 17 for 
U.S. citizens and resident 
aliens living outside the 
United States.   

To help you navigate filing both federal and state 
tax returns, AFSA’s 2023 Tax Guide, which sum-
marizes many of the tax laws that members of the 
Foreign Service community will find relevant, is avail-
able online at www.afsa.org/taxguide.  n

Consult AFSA’s 
Tax Guide Online 
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Seeking Employment 
Verification?

We occasionally receive inquiries from our members 
requesting Foreign Service employment verification for 
bank loan applications, rental contracts, and other circum-
stances. Because AFSA is not your employer of record, we 
are unable to provide such verification. 

We can, however, point you to the resources you need 
to obtain o£cial verification: 

• State: 23 STATE 92386.  
• USAID: https://bit.ly/USAID-employment-verification.
• FCS: https://bit.ly/FCS-employment-verification.
• FAS: https://bit.ly/FAS-employment-verification.
• APHIS: https://bit.ly/APHIS-employment-verification.
AFSA can provide letters that supplement agency verifi-

cation with additional details, such as your AFSA member-
ship. Remember that the release of employment informa-
tion, especially sensitive details such as salary, position, 
grade/step, and length of service, is governed by the strict 
guidelines of the Privacy Act of 1974.

For questions, contact member@afsa.org.  n

https://www.windeckerfp.pro/
mailto:foreignaffairsday@state.gov


Honoring Courageous Colleagues

AFSA’s Constructive 
Dissent Awards

AFSA’s four awards for con-
structive dissent are unique in 
the federal government, and 
likely in the world. They honor 
intellectual and moral cour-
age as exhibited by challeng-
ing the system from within to 
change a substantive policy 
or administrative procedure 
for the better. 

The awards were created 
at the height of the Vietnam 
War, when o£cers in the 
political section at U.S. 
Embassy 
Saigon saw 
their report-
ing cables 
edited to 
remove negative 
information. As 
AFSA’s uno£cial 
historian Harry 
W. Kopp observed, 
“By denying itself 
honest reporting, the 
[Johnson] adminis-
tration confirmed its 
preconceptions and magni-
fied its mistakes.”

In December 1967, AFSA 
announced the creation of 
two awards for intellectual 
courage and creativity: the W. 
Averell Harriman Award for 
an entry-level o£cer and the 
William R. Rivkin Award for a 
mid-level o£cer. Two years 
later, the Christian A. Herter 
Award for reasoned dissent 
by a senior o£cer was added. 
Finally, in 2000 AFSA initiated 
the F. Allen “Tex” Harris award 
for constructive dissent by a 

Foreign Service specialist.
These awards encourage 

Foreign Service members to 
question the status quo and 
take a stand, but to do so 
within non-public channels 
such as meetings, emails 
to superiors, memoranda, 
telegrams, or via the State 
Department’s formal Dissent 
Channel (created four years 
after AFSA’s dissent awards).

During its first 
decades, most 
AFSA constructive 
dissent award 
winners chal-
lenged some 
aspect of U.S. 
foreign policy. 
In recent 
years, most 
recipients 
have chal-
lenged an 

administra-
tive procedure. There are 

undoubtedly multiple reasons 
for this trend, but a likely fac-
tor is that the success rate for 
changing agency or embassy 
management practices has 
been significantly higher than 
for changing an administra-
tion’s foreign policy stand.

Constructive dissent 
awards are conferred each 
year at AFSA’s annual awards 
ceremony, along with winners 
of AFSA’s several exemplary 
performance awards. Usually 
held in the Benjamin Franklin 
Diplomatic Reception Room 
on the eighth floor of the 

State Department, the cer-
emony draws a large crowd, 
often including the Secretary 
or Deputy Secretary of State. 
Recipients make brief but 
heartfelt acceptance remarks, 
often thanking the colleagues 
who supported them.

Many entry-level and 
mid-level recipients of AFSA 
dissent awards have gone 
on to have highly successful 
careers. Previous winners 
include Geo�rey Pyatt 
(current assistant secre-
tary for energy resources); 
Anthony Quainton (former 
Director General of the For-
eign Service); Daniel Russel 
(former assistant secretary 
for East Asian and Pacific 
a�airs); Janet Bogue (former 
deputy assistant secretary 
for European a�airs); Diana 
Putman (former USAID 
deputy assistant administra-
tor for East Africa); Ambas-
sadors Joel Ehrendreich 
and Michael Gonzalez; and 
Ambassadors (ret.) Thomas 
Boyatt, Ryan Crocker, John 
Limbert, Luis Moreno, Eric 
Rubin, and Douglas Silliman.

Colleagues who have 
received the award as senior 
o£cers include Thomas 
Shannon (former undersec-
retary for political a�airs); 
Je�rey Feltman and Robert 
Pelletreau (former assistant 
secretaries for Near Eastern 

a�airs); Herman “Hank” 
Cohen (former assistant 
secretary for African a�airs); 
and Ambassadors Michael 
Guest, Dennis Hays, Dennis 
Jett, and Kenneth Quinn.

Foreign Service special-
ists winning the Tex Harris 
Award include Frontis Wig-
gins (former State Depart-
ment chief information 
o£cer).

AFSA is proud to have 
upheld the tradition of con-
structive dissent for more 
than half a century and will 
continue to recognize col-
leagues who have the courage 
to stand up for their beliefs. 
Each year, AFSA issues a call 
for nominations of those who 
have had the courage to dis-
sent within the system. Some 
years, awards are not given in 
all four categories due to lack 
of submissions.

AFSA encourages mem-
bers in all Foreign Service 
agencies to nominate a 
colleague so they can receive 
the recognition—including a 
$4,000 cash prize—that they 
richly deserve. The nomina-
tion deadline for 2024 is May 
13. Nominations must be 
submitted through the AFSA 
website. For details, includ-
ing a list of past recipients, 
see https://afsa.org/awards-
and-honors.

—John K. Naland  n

AFSA’s Good Works
Each month during our centennial year, The Foreign 

Service Journal is profiling an AFSA program that 
advances the collective or individual interests of its mem-
bers. This month we feature Constructive Dissent Awards.
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RETIREMENT SUPPLEMENT

Here are stories—and tips!—from three retired diplomats 
who found success and fulfillment after 

careers in the Foreign Service.

Life After 
the Foreign Service 
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A
longtime State Depart-

ment colleague, Robin 

Delabarre, was fond of 

saying that virtue is its 

own, and sometimes 

only, reward; but for me, working for 

environmental causes in the nonpro�t 

sector, the rewards have been multiple.

First, I’ve learned a tremendous 

amount. Retiring out of the Bureau of 

Economic and Business A�airs’ O�ce 

of Development Finance at the end of 

2008, at 53, I was hired by Conservation 

International (CI) as director for multilat-

eral relations. While I had had some prior 

experience in conservation, my expertise 

was development �nance and multilateral 

institutions. But CI had a large cutting-

edge science team, which held regular 

brown-bag lunches to share their work.

I learned about natural capital 

accounting, marine areas management, 

and rapid biodiversity assessment. CI 

overseas country sta� also presented their 

work in places from Suriname to South 

Africa and from Cambodia to Kiribati. I 

then applied this learning in promoting 

CI’s work and advocating for policies and 

programs to advance its goals.

At the same time, I was able to share 

my expertise and contacts, so that CI sta� 

were empowered to work directly with 

the World Bank, other multilateral devel-

opment banks (MDBs), and the trust 

funds they operate. We had success as CI 

was chosen to implement a World Bank 

program for sustainable management of 

tuna �sheries and a global grant program 

for Indigenous peoples, among others.

The Nonprofit, Environment Route
B Y  L A D D  C O N N E L L

Left: Ladd Connell with villagers near 
Uganda’s Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, 
December 2023.

Ladd Connell 
(right) with BIC 

partner Geo�rey 
Kamese at the 

equator in Uganda, 
December 2023.
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I left CI after more than eight years, as 

CI shifted the focus of our o�ce purely 

to fundraising, and I preferred the policy 

piece. �rough contacts from my CI 

years, I landed �rst at the International 

Union for Conservation of Nature, con-

sulting on World Bank safeguards, and 

in early 2018, at the Bank Information 

Center (BIC) as environment director.

Although small, BIC is able to “punch 

above its weight” thanks to its focus on 

MDBs, its location close to the head-

quarters of two banks (World Bank, 

Inter-American Development Bank), 

and its close contact with U.S. govern-

ment sta� involved in MDB policies 

and programs. �is includes a monthly 

meeting, known as Tuesday Group, with 

the interagency sta� and other nongov-

ernmental organizations (NGOs). BIC 

also serves as the MDB expert in several 

NGO coalitions, such as one devoted 
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I may be on the opposite side of the 
table from where I sat before; but 
many of the values we promote as 
diplomats are ones that the NGO 

community promotes, as well.

to ending public �nance for fossil fuel 

development.

Looking back on 15 years of post-FS 

life, I’d say I’ve enjoyed multiple rewards:

• Financial—NGOs pay less than 

government or the private sector. But 

with my annuity, I came out ahead in 

total income, compared to what I’d have 

earned staying in the Service. 

• Family—I never had to be separated 

from my family; we were able to stay 

in our home; and my wife was able to 

continue her career as a real estate agent 

without interruption (also important 

�nancially!). 

• Values—I’ve been able to work for 

organizations where my values and 

theirs are fully aligned, and the work 

further informed my commitment. 

Learning about and advocating for poli-

cies and programs critical for our planet 

has been important.

• Travel and contacts—Although in 

leaving the Foreign Service, I gave up 

the chance to be posted overseas, I have 

enjoyed signi�cant travel. Work has taken 

me to Ecuador, Peru, Brazil (twice), the 

Philippines, Madagascar, South Africa, 

Kenya, Uganda, Togo, Benin, Côte 

d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of 

the Congo (three times), Tunisia (three 

times), Morocco, Dubai, and multiple 

European capitals (Madrid, Rome, Brus-

sels, Paris, and London). And when not 

traveling, I’m still in touch (via Zoom and 

WhatsApp) with colleagues and counter-

parts around the globe.

• Change and continuity—Serving as 

an advocate for people and places under-

represented by their governments, I may 

be on the opposite side of the table from 

where I sat before; but many of the values 

we promote as diplomats are ones that the 

NGO community promotes, as well. I’m 

able to point to these shared values when 

I meet with U.S. government colleagues. 

Contacts from State Department days 

From Diplomatic Security 
to Corporate Security

B Y  J O H N  R E N D E I R O

have often been helpful, whether still 

serving in the department, or at embas-

sies, or in post-FS positions at the MDBs.

In this post–Foreign Service journey, 

I’m glad that I started young enough 

to make what I consider a full second 

career, building on contacts and knowl-

edge gained in my 22 years at State. �ey 

continue as important foundations.

Ladd Connell was a Foreign Service o�cer 

from 1986 to 2008, serving overseas in 

Zagreb, Bermuda, Bangui, and Casablanca, 

and domestically on the Pakistan, Afghani-

stan, Uzbekistan, and Haiti country desks, 

as well as in the Bureau of Economic and 

Business A�airs and on the sta� of the under 

secretary for economic growth, energy, and 

the environment (E). 

I
t is rare to hear anyone who has 

spent a full career in the United 

States Foreign Service complain 

about it, and I am no exception. 

My years of service included full 

tours of duty in the USSR, Switzerland, 

and Russia, plus a number of assign-

ments of shorter duration in several other 

countries. I served at the Department 

of State in the Bureau of Diplomatic 

Security (DS), heading up the o�ces of 

Special Investigations, Intelligence and 

�reat Analysis, Antiterrorism Assistance, 

and �nally serving as assistant director 

of DS for international programs. I was 

also privileged to spend a full academic 

year at the Army War College in Carlisle, 

Pennsylvania, studying instruments of 

national power with U.S. and foreign 

military colleagues.

Retiring from the Foreign Service 

in 2006, I accepted a position as vice 

president for global security and intel-

ligence at International SOS, the world’s 

largest provider of security and medical 

assistance for travelers, expats, the U.S. 

Department of Defense (e.g., TRICARE 

Overseas Program), and pretty much 

anyone else in need of risk management 

services. While it was not an easy call for 

me to leave the department, it turned 

out to be a good move—more than 17 

years later, I’m still contributing here and 

maintaining ties with DS through our 

participation in the Department of State’s 

Overseas Security Advisory Council.

Another huge plus of my job is that 

I’ve been able to stay in touch with many 

former government colleagues in their 

private sector roles. �is would be my �rst 

RETIREMENT SUPPLEMENT
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bit of advice to Foreign Service o�cers 

approaching or at retirement eligibil-

ity: “Be �exible!” Keep your feelers out, 

know what your areas of interest are for a 

follow-on career, and adequately prepare 

yourself to explain what you can bring to a 

company, nongovernmental organization, 

academic institution, think tank, or any 

other organization you may want to join.

While the transition to the private 

sector was complicated, my new orga-

nization was very supportive. And it 

helped that we were doing a lot of the 

same things we did in DS: threat analysis, 

preparation of travelers going outside 

their comfort zones, implementing 

security programs, and following up and 

responding to travelers and expats with 

particular needs, both in everyday situa-

tions and emergencies. And, just as in DS, 

it has always been necessary to keep up 

on current events and be aware of what is 

happening throughout the world.

It is important to create a self-

inventory of skills, interests, and par-

ticular capabilities, with an eye toward 

explaining exactly what these skills can 

do for your prospective organization. 

�ink of foreign area expertise, foreign 

languages, crisis management, analytical 

research, oral/written communication, 

leadership/organizational management, 

and other valuable skills that you may 

possess that are practiced in the Foreign 

John Rendeiro at the border crossing into Ukraine at Vysne Nemecke, Slovakia, on 
March 12, 2022.
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It is important to create a self-inventory 
of skills, interests, and particular 
capabilities, with an eye toward 
explaining exactly what these skills 

can do for your prospective organization.

Service—they could prove very valuable 

to a prospective organization.

Much of my work at International 

SOS has mirrored what I did at State. For 

example, I’ve had the privilege of work-

ing with extremely capable and highly 

motivated people, who also have foreign 

area and language knowledge and a 

genuine passion for what they do to help 

people and save lives. �ere has never 

been a dull moment in my time with the 

company, and I’ve learned so much from 

my colleagues. Our network of 26 global 

assistance centers and thousands of medi-

cal and security providers worldwide has a 

true global reach.

A couple of my most memorable 

moments with International SOS include 

entering Georgia via Azerbaijan with the 

help of one of our providers in Baku in 

2008, joining our team in Tbilisi to support 

local clients. Another was venturing into 

Haiti after the earthquake in 2010, again 

working with a provider and our medical 

team in Santo Domingo, both overland 

and by helicopter, to reconnoiter routes 

and extract clients. In both instances, my 

Russian (thank you, FSI and Embassy Mos-

cow!) and French were of value, and our 

missions were a success.

In the end, most of my job has involved 

building relationships with security clients 

and assisting them in implementing their 

programs. I’ve enjoyed a tremendous 

follow-on career with International SOS, 

and I fully recognize it wouldn’t have been 

possible without the Foreign Service.

John G. Rendeiro Jr. served 21 years as a Diplo-

matic Security special agent, retiring from the 

Senior Foreign Service at the grade of Minister 

Counselor in 2006. Prior to that, he served in 

the U.S. Army as a military intelligence o�cer. 

He has been with International SOS as vice 

president, Global Security and Intelligence, 

and senior adviser, for more than 17 years.

RETIREMENT SUPPLEMENT
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I
had not planned on retiring in 

November 2017. My husband 

(a British diplomat) and I had 

discussed his following me on a 

diplomatic mission or my follow-

ing him. We met in Baghdad in 2009 and 

married in 2015. I thought I would make 

it to 65, but circumstances beyond our 

control caused us to change our plans.

After I left Ethiopia in July 2016, I 

moved to Washington, D.C., as principal 

deputy assistant secretary (PDAS) in 

the Bureau of Economics and Business 

Conflict Stabilization 
Consultant 
B Y  PAT R I C I A  H A S L A C H

A�airs, a position I thought I would 

continue to occupy through the next 

administration. When Donald Trump 

was elected president in 2016 and Rex 

Tillerson was appointed Secretary of 

State, I knew I had limited time before 

a political appointee was con�rmed as 

assistant secretary and I was out the 

door, with prospects of another senior 

position unlikely. I committed to stay a 

short period to help guide the bureau 

through the transition and attempts to 

downsize the State Department. Mean-

while, my husband was posted as U.K. 

ambassador to Iraq.

It is important to recall what the situa-

tion was like in the department in the �rst 

year of the Trump administration. It was 

chaotic and scary, with our loyalty, profes-

sionalism, and patriotism being ques-

tioned, and it soon became untenable with 

senior o�cers being let go. Implementing 

the administration’s trade policy (threats of 

the U.S. pulling out of the North American 

Free Trade Agreement and implement-

ing other protectionist trade measures) 

became impossible for me. �e last straw 

was when I accompanied the former 

deputy assistant secretary to a meeting on 

steel at the White House and witnessed 

�rsthand the president’s determination to 

move forward on steel tari�s on our allies. 

https://www.slfoundation.org/?utm_source=fsj&utm_medium=half_pg&utm_campaign=SLF&utm_id=2024
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I was fortunate to be in a relatively 

good �nancial position, and I could 

a�ord to retire early. With the help of 

career colleagues on the Seventh Floor, 

I was able to recommend a good o�cer 

to replace me. After taking the retirement 

course and settling my a�airs, I moved to 

London to start my second career.

Advice: Plan for retirement early by 

investing in the �rift Savings Plan and 

other retirement plans. Take the retire-

ment course while you are still employed.

assessment of stabilization funding for 

Iraq and Syria. 

It was a new experience to be on the 

consulting side. Most of the sta� were 

younger than I was, and we worked in an 

open o�ce space. While the sta� were 

great and the co�ee excellent, it did take 

adjustment on my part. A few months 

later, I moved to Chemonics, which 

was setting up a London o�ce, and 

did similar work. I also joined a friend 

who started a boutique consulting �rm, 

Brooch Associates. 

When my husband returned from Iraq, 

he was assigned to Qatar as U.K. ambassa-

dor. We left for Doha in March 2020.

Advice: Be �exible, be realistic, and 

give yourself time to adjust. When I left 

government, I was told I would have no 

I was hired by AKTIS, a U.K. consult-

ing �rm specializing in con�ict stabi-

lization. I led the con�ict practice and 

worked on the peace building compo-

nent of the United Nations Development 

Programme’s Stabilization Facility for 

Libya and for the Dutch government. 

I also worked on a European Union–

funded project to reduce tensions 

between Lebanese residents and Syrian 

refugees. I was team leader for the Dan-

ish International Development Agency’s 

Stay current on the places you 
served, and stay connected with 
former colleagues to see if there 
might be a role for you.

RETIREMENT SUPPLEMENT

https://www.revolutionsolutionsllc.com/
https://www.mytaxcpa.net/


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 61

problem switching careers. In reality, 

while many of our skills are transferable to 

the private sector and academia, it is not 

always an easy �t.

Taking on the role of spouse of the 

ambassador was another challenge. We 

arrived in Qatar two weeks before COVID-

19 restrictions were put into place. For-

tunately, the embassy and the residence 

were colocated, and we faced few short-

ages. I was able to support my husband 

and the community. I worked closely with 

the community liaison o�ce coordinator 

(CLO) to assist the sta� and their families. 

I even received an award for morale when 

I set up a roster for the residence swim-

ming pool when other pools were closed.

My experience on both sides, as an 

ambassador and then spouse, came in 

handy when we celebrated Queen Eliza-

beth’s platinum jubilee and commenda-

tions for her funeral and, later, the corona-

tion of King Charles. I had a supporting 

role when Qatar hosted the World Cup in 

2022, and our embassy had two teams—

England and Wales—in the same league 

as the United States. When the teams com-

peted, though, I waved the U.S. �ag.

Over our four years in Qatar, I 

continued to stay involved in foreign 

a�airs. I worked remotely with a team at 

the American Academy of Diplomacy, 

advising the Biden administration on 

trade issues. I joined former ambassa-

dors to Ethiopia in e�orts to alleviate the 

humanitarian crisis in Tigray and �nd a 

political solution to the civil war. I wrote 

to the deputy prime minister, who I had 

worked closely with on drought relief 

in 2015, to urge the government to pro-

vide food assistance to Tigray. I joined 

another group of former ambassadors 

to Laos to urge the Biden administration 

to reconsider sending cluster bombs to 

Ukraine. While we supported Ukraine, 

we had seen the detrimental e�ects of 

https://www.aboutacts.com/foreignservice/
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Pat Haslach with her husband, Jon Wilks, and grandson Noah at the 2022 World Cup 
in Qatar. 
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cluster bombs on the civilian population 

in Laos.

In August 2021, I asked to help with 

the evacuation of Afghan refugees 

through Qatar. I wanted to use my expe-

rience on Afghanistan as the �rst direc-

tor of Afghanistan reconstruction after 

9/11 and, later, as PDAS in the Bureau 

of Con�ict and Stabilization Operations. 

�e U.S. senior coordinator for Opera-

tion Allies Refuge in Qatar brought 

me on for several weeks to help iden-

tify Afghans who had connections to 

countries other than the United States, 

including 300 unaccompanied minors. 

I used my contacts in the diplomatic 

community and Qatar government to 

�nd places for these refugees.

Advice: You never know when your 

experience might be useful. Stay current 

on the places you served, and stay con-

nected with former colleagues to see if 

there might be a role for you.

Another way to stay involved is to 

volunteer and serve on boards. I was 

on the advisory board for King’s Col-

lege in London, International School 

for Government. I joined three other 

organizations as a senior adviser. One of 

those was Path�nder, which focuses on 

women and children’s health issues.

Advice: Try something new. I followed 

a long-dormant passion for art and took 

courses, including one online on how to 

write a children’s book for our grandsons.

In December 2023, my husband retired 

from the diplomatic service, and we 

moved to Oxford, where he is the registrar 

at the Islamic Studies Centre. I am busy 

setting up our new home and unpack-

ing, I hope for the last time.

Enjoy your retirement.  n

Pat Haslach’s Foreign Service career with 

the State Department spanned 30 years and 

a wide variety of postings. She served as 

ambassador to Ethiopia, Laos, and APEC; 

as acting assistant secretary and principal 

deputy assistant secretary (PDAS) for the 

Bureau of Economic and Business A�airs; 

PDAS in the Bureau of Con�ict and Stabi-

lization Operations; deputy coordinator 

for the Global Hunger and Food Security 

Initiative; and as director for the O�ce for 

Afghanistan. She also worked on Iraq recon-

struction and the transition from a military 

to civilian operation under Deputy Secretary 

Tom Nides. Her other postings included 

Pakistan, India, Indonesia, Nigeria, and 

the U.S. Mission to the European Union. 

RETIREMENT SUPPLEMENT

https://www.dacorbacon.org/
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and oil paintings to 

exquisite hand-painted 

dinnerware imported 

from China, sterling 

silver teapots, grand-

father clocks, maps, 

and consular seals. 

As an added plus, the book 

contains documentation of provenance 

for all items shown. �is adds greatly to 

its authoritative stance as a reference 

work, not simply a picture book. 

No one who visits the Diplomatic 

Reception Rooms can help but be 

amazed at the incongruity of discovering 

ornately furnished period rooms, 42 in 

all, tucked atop a high-security instal-

lation in the middle of Foggy Bottom. 

But in the early 1960s, when Deputy 

Chief of Protocol Clement Conger �rst 

proposed creating appropriate settings 

for receiving foreign dignitaries, and then 

launched the e�ort to make that happen, 

the Truman Building was essentially 

open to the public and not the inacces-

sible bastion that it is today. 

What Conger envisioned was realized 

over a period of some 30 years as the 

modern “motel-style” interiors of Main 

State’s top two �oors were transformed 

into classically detailed spaces inspired 

by elegant interiors of colonial- and 

federal-era public buildings and country 

houses. �is was accomplished by a team 

of architects and artisans trained 

in traditional building crafts. 

Looking to the past for inspiration, 

the design team still used ingenuity and 

imagination to entirely transform the 

shoebox rooms into workspaces where 

period artifacts can be exhibited in con-

text to their best advantage. From gener-

ous donors, Conger was able to amass 

paintings, ceramics, silver, and furniture 

that make the rooms feel instantly old 

and authentically grand. 

In her essay, managing edi-

tor Carolyn Vaughn traces the 

origins of “the Americana Proj-

ect” to the 1960s, a decade that 

“began with a spirit of optimism,” 

she says, “of looking forward to 

a boundless future, of the promise 

of progress.” 

It is ironic, perhaps, that such 

promise led Conger and his colleagues 

to seek inspiration in the period decor of 

Monticello, Philadelphia’s Powel House, 

and Kedleston Hall in England rather 

than in the modern masterpieces that 

were at the very same moment inspiring 

the design of U.S. embassies worldwide 

as part of a major postwar foreign build-

ing program that featured glass walls, 

sunscreens, sleek modern furnishings, 

and little overt ornamentation. 

�is architecture made a point of 

looking to the future for inspiration, 

not to the past. By the 1960s, prominent 

American architects had designed major 

new U.S. embassies in Havana, Rio de 

Janeiro, London, New Delhi, �e Hague, 

Accra, and Karachi. 

But within the same time frame 

that it took to refurbish the diplomatic 

reception rooms, those embassies and 

many more became obsolete as a dra-

matically changed security landscape 

rapidly overwhelmed their openness 

and accessibility. 

Embassy architecture turned defen-

sive. And as it lost its welcome, it lost its 

ability to convey a positive diplomatic 

message. �e ongoing e�ort to place 

�ne art in embassies abroad may be the 

last e�ort linking embassies to public 

diplomacy, because there is little or no 

value in trying to showcase the work of 

American artists in settings no longer 

accessible to the public. 

As the diplomatic reception rooms 

now �nd themselves in a building that is 

BOOKS

The Story of American 
Diplomacy in Art

America’s Collection: 
�e Art and Architecture of the 
Diplomatic Reception Rooms 
at the U.S. Department of State
Virginia B. Hart et al., Rizzoli Electa, 2023, 

$100.00/hardcover, print only, 352 pages.

Reviewed by Jane Loeffler

Congress has never been keenly 

interested in funding the business of 

diplomacy, particularly those aspects of 

the craft associated with entertainment. 

�us, it surprised no one that when the 

State Department built its postwar head-

quarters in Washington, the utilitar-

ian o�ce block, known as the Truman 

Building, contained no spaces deemed 

suitable for diplomatic exchanges. 

�e story of how a small group of 

committed collectors and preservation-

ists transformed the ordinary o�ce 

interiors of the seventh and eighth �oors 

of that building into the State Depart-

ment’s Diplomatic Reception Rooms, 

now a showpiece of American art and 

architectural know-how, is told in a siz-

able new co�ee-table book edited by the 

rooms’ curator, Virginia B. Hart. 

With a foreword by John F. Kerry, the 

book is divided into two sections, each 

comprising �ve essays by noted experts. 

�e �rst �ve detail how the collection was 

formed and how it came to be displayed 

as it is, and the second group focuses 

on highlights of the collection. Curators 

from major U.S. museums have contrib-

uted the essays here. Each is devoted to 

one portion of the collection—painting 

and sculpture, works on paper, furniture, 

ceramics, and metals (silver). 

�e essays are illustrated with art 

objects ranging from mahogany desks 

https://www.rizzoliusa.com/book/9780847873272/
https://www.rizzoliusa.com/book/9780847873272/
https://www.rizzoliusa.com/book/9780847873272/
https://www.rizzoliusa.com/book/9780847873272/
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also increasingly di�cult to access, 

this new book is a way to bring both 

the architecture and the artifacts to 

the public.

�e well-illustrated volume would 

be a welcome addition to any library 

that features American art. It is particu-

larly welcome to those of us unfamiliar 

with the work of contemporary classi-

cal architects, including Edward Vason 

Jones and Allan Greenberg. 

Additionally, the photographs are 

stunning. �e essays are informative, 

but a timeline would be a helpful addi-

tion, as would a better link between text 

and photos. 

�e book also lacks �oor plans, so 

each room stands alone with occasional 

glimpses into the next but no way to 

know how people might move through 

the spaces or how they are sequenced. 

�at may be intentional, but it makes 

processing the whole a challenge. It 

would also be interesting to know how 

the 42 rooms, as such, are actually used. 

America’s Collection provides a �rst-

class armchair tour, but only a peek, so 

to speak. As David Rubenstein astutely 

The Insiders’ Account 

�e Un�nished History of the Iran-Iraq 
War: Faith, Firepower, and Iran’s 
Revolutionary Guards 
Annie Tracy Samuel, Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 2023, $29.99/paperback, e-book 

available, 322 pages.

Reviewed by John Limbert

In this valuable work, historian Annie 

Tracy Samuel carefully traces how the 

Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 

(IRGC) became Iran’s major �ghting 

force in the long and bloody war with 

Iraq from 1980 to 1988. 

�e story of the IRGC begins in the 

late summer and early fall of 1979 in 

Tehran, when an elected “Assembly of 

Experts” was debating a new constitu-

tion. It was a televised scene of vigorous 

debate, free speech, and multiple voices 

urging competing paths for a new order 

that was emerging from the ruins of the 

Pahlavi monarchy. 

One session, which I was able to 

attend, involved a debate about the 

IRGC—a body that emerged soon after 

foreseen in his argument—an entity 

with its own security service, contracting 

company, media outlets, uni-

versity, and air force, army, 

and navy. �e IRGC became 

a major force in Iranian 

politics, society, and eco-

nomics. When it began 

operating in 1979, it was 

an arm of the “paral-

lel state” that existed 

alongside (and even-

tually overpowered) 

the “o�cial state” 

of ministers and 

governors called the Provisional 

Government of Iran. 

Although the new forces did abuse 

their power, their presence also meant 

that Tehran and other Iranian cities 

remained mostly peaceful and orderly 

in the absence of a uniformed police 

force, which had melted away in the 

revolutionary chaos. As a result, in 1979, 

Tehran saw nothing of the anarchy and 

looting that characterized Baghdad in 

2003 after the fall of Saddam Hussein. 

Taking a page from other militaries, 

the IRGC has undertaken to document 

points out in his afterword, there is no 

substitute for seeing great art in person, 

particularly seeing it in context. �at is 

why, he says, one must visit to appreci-

ate this collection. 

One can only hope that tours remain 

an option at this location and that this 

treasure trove does not �nd itself o� limits 

entirely, losing its purpose along the way.

Jane Loe�er is an architectural historian 

and author of �e Architecture of Di-

plomacy: Building America’s Embassies 

(Princeton Architectural Press, 2010).

the February overthrow—and whether it 

should be codi�ed in the new document. 

One delegate, Rahmatollah Moghad-

dam-Maraghe’i, argued eloquently 

against the proposal, say-

ing that the assembly, by 

recognizing such a body, 

was creating a monster, 

a private army, an Iranian 

version of the Praetorian 

Guard not answerable to any 

elected o�cial or body. 

�e assembly, �rmly guided 

by its powerful deputy speaker, 

Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, 

approved the measure overwhelm-

ingly. Moghaddam-Maraghe’i went 

on to lead the so-called “Radical Move-

ment” within the anti-theocratic Muslim 

People’s Republic Party and to serve in 

the Islamic Republic’s �rst parliament 

representing a district in Azerbaijan. His 

political career came to an end, however, 

when documents captured at the U.S. 

embassy revealed him to be a CIA asset 

with the code name of SD-Plod.

But, as Samuel observes, Moghaddam-

Maraghe’i’s words were prophetic, and 

the IRGC grew into the body that he had 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/unfinished-history-of-the-iraniraq-war/C83D5341A9DC845B9B458F8C3143BC56
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/unfinished-history-of-the-iraniraq-war/C83D5341A9DC845B9B458F8C3143BC56
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/unfinished-history-of-the-iraniraq-war/C83D5341A9DC845B9B458F8C3143BC56
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The Guards’ mission to memorialize themselves 
may be useful as a work of history—but futile in 
a larger sense.

the history of its role in Iran’s eight-

year “sacred defense,” the 1980-1988 

war with Iraq. Its multivolume �e War 

Chronology, which is thorough and 

careful, reveals (or claims in hindsight) 

planning and forethought in the guards’ 

action. Samuel shows how the IRGC’s 

history makes clear that it was far from 

the Western stereotype of a band of 

rag-tag crusaders’ hangers-on left to be 

slaughtered by the enemy while the real 

�ghters looked on.  

With �e War Chronology as a pri-

mary source, her studies �nd that, after 

the Iranians’ successful o�ensive in the 

spring of 1982 had expelled Iraqi forces 

from Iranian soil, Khomeini himself 

was inclined to accept a cease-�re that 

would have restored the status quo ante. 

According to the Guards’ own account 

(and contrary to other histories), IRGC 

commander Mohsen Reza’i convinced a 

reluctant Khomeini to continue the war 

on the basis that a cease-�re would leave 

Iran vulnerable to subsequent attacks. 

�e decision to continue that way had 

disastrous consequences for Iran.

What are we to make of this e�ort 

to create a thorough historical record? 

�e IRGC veterans can be proud of their 

role in defending Iran against a better-

equipped invader, who had struck at a 

country weakened by international isola-

tion and months of revolutionary turmoil. 

Now that these veterans are aging—and 

knowing much of Iran’s young population 

has no memory of the war—they are work-

ing to preserve the record of their accom-

plishments. Younger Iranians, however, 

have more immediate concerns. 

�e Guards’ mission to memorial-

ize themselves may be useful as a work 

of history—but futile in a larger sense. 

Reading Samuel’s excellent account, I 

was struck by similarities to what we saw 

in Algeria in the mid-1980s, just before 

the end of single-party (FLN) rule that 

had gone on since independence in 

1962. It was clear then that most Alge-

rians—with no memory of the bloody 

events of the 1950s and 1960s—felt little 

connection to their elders’ indepen-

dence struggle against France. 

For most Iranians today, a history 

of the IRGC’s heroism does not ease 

their economic situation or make their 

government any less odious. Nor does 

it lessen pressure to conform to the 

ossi�ed social views of aging theocrats 

whose only response to questions and 

protest is more repression. Like Algeria, 

the events carefully chronicled may have 

been heroic; but today most people have 

other and more immediate concerns. 

For them Illa tunc. Haec nunc. (�at 

was then. �is is now.)  n

John Limbert is a retired U.S. Foreign 

Service o�cer, novelist, and academic. 

He was among the last American diplomats 

to serve in Iran and spent 14 months as 

a prisoner of those occupying the U.S. 

embassy from 1979 to 1981. He has written 

widely on Iranian subjects, including 

Negotiating with Iran: Wrestling the Ghosts 

of History (2009) and the historical/espio-

nage novel (co-written with Marc Gross-

man), Believers: Love and Death in 

Tehran (2020).

https://afsa.org/fsj-archive


REAL ESTATE & PROPERTY MANAGEMENT

https://www.richeypm.com/foreignservice


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 67

https://www.propertyspecialistsinc.com/
https://www.chamberstheory.com/


68 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

REAL ESTATE & PROPERTY MANAGEMENT

https://wjdpm.com/
https://www.corporateapartments.com/
https://www.wmsdc.com/


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 69

https://www.promaxrealtors.com/
https://afsa.org/extendedstay


70 APRIL 2024 | THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL

  CLASSIFIED ADVERTISEMENTS

�ese listings are paid advertisements and do not imply endorsement of or recommendation by AFSA or �e Foreign Service Journal.

n BOOKS

DOGS ON THE RUN All about DOGS—“round the world” 
(2023 Picture Book/Calendar—large print) by Phyllis 
Chestang, MBA, International Business, George Wash-
ington University, PhD@dissertation, Walden University, 
sharing insights from Frankfurt Buchmesse 2023 USA 
Pavilion. Former Capital Dev. Loan O�cer/USAID/FSO, 
Middle East & E. Africa and lived professional experi-
ences.

For all dog lovers, your best friends & companions plus fondest 
memories. Great for homes, o�ces, and gifting, made in America/USA, 
22 pages, print book, premium color, 100#, landscape (11 X 8.5 in), 
Wire-O, glossy cover.

Email: peachtree5319@gmail.com 
Website: www.phyllissecondwind.com

n LEGAL SERVICES

ATTORNEY WITH OVER 25 YEARS’ success-
ful experience SPECIALIZING FULL-TIME IN FS 
GRIEVANCES will more than double your chance of 
winning: 30% of grievants win before the Grievance 
Board; 85% of my clients win. Only a private attorney 
can adequately develop and present your case, 
including necessary regs, arcane legal doctrines, precedents, and rules. 

Bridget R. Mugane 
Tel: (301) 596-0175 or (202) 387-4383. 
Email: fsatty@comcast.net
Website: foreignservicelawyer.com

EXPERIENCED ATTORNEYS REPRESENTING FS o�cers in matters 
involving security clearances; grievances; performance, promotion, and 
tenure; �nancial claims; discrimination; and discipline. We represent 
FS o�cers at all stages of proceedings, including at hearings before the 
FSGB. We provide experienced, timely, and knowledgeable advice to 
employees, from junior untenured o�cers through the Senior FS, and 
often work closely with AFSA.

Kalijarvi, Chuzi, Newman & Fitch
Tel: (202) 331-9260.
Email: intake@kcnlaw.com
Website: kcnfdc.com | clearancelawyers.com

General civil and criminal. Wills, trusts, and probate for DC and VA 
residents. FS-related issues, including clearances and whistle-blower. 
Free phone consultation.  

Law O�ce of Russell Biko�. Former FSO.
Tel: (202) 466-8270. 
Email: Biko�Law@verizon.net
Website: www.Biko�Law.com

n PET TRANSPORTATION

Diplomatic Pets plans and escorts your 
pet during PSC moves, freeing you up to 
manage the rest! Let our experience work 
for you. 

Tel: (585) 760-3880.
Email: info@diplomaticpets.com
Website: diplomaticpets.com.

n REAL ESTATE

As a full-service Realtor and former FSO, I am passionate about 
assisting those serving abroad or heading stateside. Learn how my 
service di�erentiates ensuring a seamless transition whether buying 
or selling. Here’s what a client recently wrote:

“As we concluded our Foggy Bottom tour & were ready to sell our home, 
there was no question that we were going to list with the same realtor 
who helped us buy the home, and at that time, seven time zones away. 
Samson Realtor Alan Davis, with 30+ years of FS experience and his 
deep understanding of the Northern VA market were invaluable as we 
sold our Alexandria home from our new post overseas. If you are look-
ing to buy or sell real estate, we wholeheartedly recommend contacting 
Alan!” —MW & JW, 2023  

ALAN DAVIS, Licensed Realtor
Samson Properties
4720A Langston Street
Arlington, VA 22207
Cell/Text: (571) 229-6821.
Email: alandavisrealtor@gmail.com
Website: www.alandavisrealtor.com

FLORIDA’S PARADISE COAST—Naples, Bonita Springs, Estero
Excellent amenities, activities, cultural events in beautiful Southwest 
Florida. Outstanding home values.

�omas M. Farley, LLC. Retired SFS.
Berkshire Hathaway HomeServices Florida Realty
Email: tomfarley@BHHSFloridaRealty.net

SARASOTA FLORIDA REALTOR—Vibrant arts scene, burgeoning 
food culture, beachy atmosphere. What’s not to like?

Marian Walsh, Medway Realty
Tel: (941) 483-0803.
Email: �orida.walsh@gmail.com

Recently featured in Washingtonian magazine “Best of DMV” and the 
face of Washington, D.C., real estate, I am an FSO favorite. Looking for 
an investment property in DC, MD, VA, or thinking of selling? Contact 
me today, your “One Stop Shop” for all your real estate needs. 

Traquel N. Butler, MBA, Realtor Consultant
20 Chevy Chase Circle
Washington, DC 20020
Tel: (202) 351-8232.
Email: traquel.butler@lnf.com 
Website: https://www.longandfoster.com/TraquelButlerMoore

n TAX & FINANCIAL SERVICES  

IRVING CPA, PLLC. Scott Irving, CPA, has more than 25 years of 
experience in public tax practice and specializes in Foreign Service 
family tax preparation and tax planning. 

Tel: (202) 257-2318. 
Email: info@irvingcom.com
Website: www.irvingcpa.pro

PROFESSIONAL TAX RETURN PREPARATION. Arthur A. Granberg, 
EA, ATA, ATP, has more than 40 years of experience in public tax practice. 
Our Associates include EAs. Our rate is $200 per hour; most FS returns 
take just 3-4 hours. Located near Ballston Mall and Metro station.

Tax Matters Associates PC
4600 N. Fairfax Drive, Suite 414
Arlington, VA 22203
Tel: (703) 522-3828.
Fax: (703) 522-5726.
Email: aag8686tma@gmail.com

https://foreignservicelawyer.com/
https://kcnfdc.com/
https://clearancelawyers.com
https://diplomaticpets.com/
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Professional Online Tax and Accounting Services
An EA with over 20 years of experience. Foreign Service, Military, and 
Expat clients are my specialties. I look forward to working with you.

Email: mail@kjtax.com
Website: kjtax.com

Joel Cassman CPA LLC. Retired Foreign Service o�cer with 30+ years 
tax experience. Specializes in international and real estate tax issues.

Tel: (571) 221-0784.
Email: joelcassmancpa@yahoo.com
Website: https://www.JoelCassmanCPA.com

n TEMPORARY HOUSING

CORPORATE APARTMENT SPECIALISTS. We have 25 years of 
experience serving the Foreign Service community. Sliding scales and 
TDY per diems are welcome! We o�er a variety of locations throughout 
Virginia, Maryland, and DC. Our all-inclusive pricing includes updated 
furniture, tasteful décor, all houseware items, all utilities, high-speed 
Wi-Fi, and an expanded cable package. 

Tel: (800) 914-2802.
Email: bookings@corporateapartments.com
Website: www.corporateapartments.com

DCDIGS GUEST APARTMENTS: We’re di�erent from your typical 
“corporate” apartments! Located in Dupont Circle, our apartments 
are designed as places where we’d like to live and work—beautifully 
furnished and fully equipped (including high-speed internet, computer, 
printer, and TV). We don’t believe in extra charges like application or 
cleaning fees. Most importantly, you only pay for the nights you stay, 
even if your plans change at the last minute. 

Tel: (202) 536-2500. 
Email: DCDIGS@gmail.com
Website: www.dcdigs.com

DCLuxe Properties. Large fully furnished one- and two-bedroom 
units in D.C.’s Dupont Circle neighborhood, with in-unit washer/
dryer, TV, internet, and individually controlled heating and A/C. 
Subway, grocery stores, drug stores, dry cleaners, restaurants are 
within 3 blocks. Most sliding-scale per diems accepted.

For photos and information:
Email: host@dcluxe.com
Website: dcluxe.com

n OTHER SERVICES

Arlington-Alexandria Acupuncture & Wellness. Retired DOS Medical 
Provider Rebecca Reynolds FNP/LAc o�ers a unique combination of 
Eastern & Western health care with a deep understanding of FS issues & 
stressors. 

O�ce located between FSI & Ballston
Tel: (401) 533-2790.
Email: RGR22203@gmail.com
Website: A-A-Acupuncture.com 

Professional Coaches with 50+ years of federal/FS experience: Need 
support in navigating career & life transitions? As leadership coaches, 
we understand how to transform unfamiliar or unexpected challenges 
into life-changing opportunities. Start your success journey now by 
scheduling a free consultation.

Email: coach@revolutionsolutionsllc.com

Contact Advertising Manager Molly Long 
to be included in the Classi�eds section: 

ads@afsa.org or (202) 719-9706

https://www.kjtax.com/
https://dcluxe.com/
https://www.a-a-acupuncture.com/
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I
n 1995 at the G-7 Summit in Halifax 

(Canada), Secretary of State Warren 

Christopher was meeting with the 

Japanese �nance minister. Somehow 

the o�cial notetaker did not show up, and 

I, lingering at the site as the control o�cer 

for U.S. Treasury Secretary Robert Rubin, 

got pulled into the meeting to take notes.   

When I entered, the two delegations 

were already seated. I saw no vacant 

chairs, so I crouched down in a corner 

and opened my notebook. Secretary 

Christopher started to welcome the 

Japanese delegation, then stopped mid-

sentence, and said in a loud voice, “Get 

that man a chair!”

After the meeting ended, the two 

delegations marched o� to their lim-

ousines, and I stood on the curb. I was 

unsure about my next step. I was serving 

as the economic o�cer at U.S. Consulate 

General Toronto and had been sent on 

temporary duty to help the team at the 

summit. I knew I had to write up the meet-

ing immediately and send a cable back 

to Washington, but the how and where 

of that was not obvious. �en, a window 

rolled down and Secretary Christopher 

said to me, “Michael, get in the car.” 

I wrote up the report and felt like I 

was at a high point in my Foreign Service 

career. Earlier in the month, a short story 

I’d written had won �rst prize in a com-

petition sponsored by �e Toronto Star. 

Get That Man a Chair   
BY M I C H A E L VA RGA

REFLECTIONS

After a stint in the 1970s in the Peace Corps in Chad, Michael Varga became a 

Foreign Service o�cer, serving in Dubai, Damascus, Casablanca, and Toronto. 

He served as the desk o�cer for Lebanon and was a Pearson Fellow at the World 

Trade Center in Miami. He is a playwright, actor, and writer of �ction whose 

columns have appeared in many newspapers and journals. To read more of 

his work, visit www.michaelvarga.com.

On June 4, Canadians woke up to my face 

on the front page of the newspaper. It was 

a heady time. But I also knew that things 

were likely to take a turn very soon.

b
I had tested HIV-positive in the 1980s, 

and my doctors had already warned me 

that my life expectancy at that point was 

a mere 18 months. �ere was no e�ec-

tive treatment for AIDS or HIV. It was a 

grim time, and I had no reason to think 
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I would be any di�erent than the hordes 

of patients who had already succumbed, 

who were deprived of a normal life span 

and the opportunity to grow old. 

I had applied for a disability retirement 

but knew it was going to take months for 

the State Department to approve it. When 

the approval came through, I moved 

to Cape May, New Jersey, to write my 

Peace Corps novel. I knew I had a limited 

window to get the novel written before I 

became too gravely ill to care about it. 

b
�en the miraculous happened. New 

drugs became available. Suddenly I could 

imagine living beyond 1997. Maybe even 

make it to 2000. Ah, to dream of a few 

more years.

Michael Varga (far right) escorts the Lebanese delegation into the State Department 
for peace talks with Israel, 1992.

https://michaelvarga.com/collapsing-into-zimbabwe/
https://michaelvarga.com/collapsing-into-zimbabwe/


THE FOREIGN SERVICE JOURNAL | APRIL 2024 73

I looked into returning to the Foreign 

Service, although I suspected the State 

Department would balk. Diplomats must 

be available worldwide, and with my 

compromised immune system and the 

substandard health care in many nations, 

the bureaucracy was not likely to want to 

post me overseas. 

When it became obvious that there 

were too many bureaucratic hurdles to 

overcome, I knew my Foreign Service 

chapter was over.

b
One morning in 2020, a Florida resi-

dent, I woke up and could not swallow. 

A biopsy con�rmed that I had stage 3 

cancer of the tongue and lymph nodes. 

I endured a brutal surgery that removed 

more than half of my tongue along with 

31 lymph nodes. Nerves from my arm 

were sewn together to reconstruct a new 

tongue. COVID-19 restrictions barred 

visitors from the hospital. 

Subsequently, I underwent 33 targeted 

radiation treatments, which left me with 

impaired speech and sense of taste, burn-

ing sores in my mouth, and the inability to 

swallow any food that required chewing.

It was a hard time, and I begged my 

friends to visit. Not so much as a death-

watch but for support. I needed help 

getting nutrition into the feeding tube. 

My weight had gone from a plump 204 

pounds to a skeletal 135.

b
What my friends did next still aston-

ishes me. �ey organized a schedule of 

caregiving that included people I love 

from almost every chapter of my life—

high school, college, the Peace Corps, 

graduate school at Notre Dame, and the 

Foreign Service. 

Many of them didn’t know each other, 

but that didn’t stop them from creating 

a text group that could plan a blanketing 

schedule. One friend even built a device 

so nutrition could be more easily deliv-

ered to my feeding tube. �ese friends 

are the reason I made it through radia-

tion and am recovering.

�e hardest part now may be my 

relationship to nutrition. Eating is such a 

big part of our culture. Not being able to 

swallow food or taste anything is a major 

drawback. 

To keep socially involved, I signed up 

with a nonpro�t agency to teach an Eng-

lish conversation class for refugees over 

Zoom. Most of my students are women 

from Syria and Afghanistan. Many are 

nursing newborns and do not turn on 

their cameras, which makes understand-

ing their speech a challenge. My speech 

is slow and slurred, a lingering e�ect of 

the reconstruction of my tongue.

b

Michael Varga (left) attends an end of Dubai tour send-o� with Consul General David 
Litt, 1987.

I never expected to still be around to 
appreciate nature in 2024.

Despite the challenges, I feel blessed 

just to wake up and walk around my 

neighborhood, to marvel at a family of 

brown ducks traversing my street or the 

noisy, green parrots squawking above me 

in the trees. A butter�y �oats among the 

pink impatiens on my patio. Yes, I’m on a 

hard road. But I never expected to still be 

around to appreciate nature in 2024.

�ere’s no telling how or when my 

story will end. AIDS could have killed 

me but hasn’t so far—although, since 

the radiation treatments decimated my 

T-cells, I am technically an AIDS patient 

once more. Cancer, too, may kill me yet. 

It’s an open question. 

But when I’m feeling low, I close my 

eyes and see that FSO Michael crouch-

ing in the corner of the conference room 

in Halifax, and I hear Secretary Chris-

topher’s voice again, “Get that man a 

chair.” I ease back and know that I can 

doze in peace.  n
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LOCAL LENS

BY ANDREA NAGY  n   KATHMANDU, NEPAL
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A
bird of prey soars above dense rows of colorful buildings in Kathmandu Valley, 

Nepal. �is view is from Swayambhunath Temple, also known as the “Monkey 

Temple” because of the troops of animals that have inhabited it for generations. 

Set atop a hill west of Kathmandu city (see inset), the ancient complex is an 

important religious site for Buddhists and Hindus alike.  n

Andrea Nagy joined the Foreign Service in 2016 and has completed tours in Chengdu, Brasilia, 

and Erbil. She is a management-coned FSO currently serving as a consular o�cer in Istanbul. 

She took this photo in April 2017 with her Nikon D5200.

Please submit your favorite, recent 
photograph to be considered for 
Local Lens. Images must be high 
resolution (at least 300 dpi at 8” x 
10”, or 1 MB or larger) and must not 
be in print elsewhere. Include a 
short description of the scene/event 
as well as your name, brief biodata, 
and the type of camera used. Send 
to locallens@afsa.org.
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